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No stoppi ng Mokhzan

By Loke Poh Lin

MORE t han just pronoting the Sepang International Circuit as a prem er
entertai nment and notorsports venue, SIC chairman Dat uk Mokhzani Mahat hir
hopes to take the auto industry to a different level. Think rally driving
school and groom ng our very own FI chanpion. LOKE POH LIN wites.

DATUK Mokhzani Mahathir's office surroundings are filled with nasculine
colours, textures, snells and products.

At the Porsche and Saab showoomin dennarie, there is testosterone in
the air. Its grey netal and hi gh-gauge rubber, gl ass and stainl ess steel,
sl eek signages and gl eam ng torques. And this is not even the Sepang
International Circuit (SIC).

Ever since he took over as SIC chairman nore than a year ago, Mkhzan
has been instrunental in pronoting it to the Formula One fraternity as
wel | as exploring new avenues for SICto shine as a prenier entertainment
and not orsports venue.

"SICis first and forenost a racing venue, so we will continue to have
exciting, world-class racing events there. That's what it was supposed to
do," he says.

"We're also into pronoting notor sports, driver training, support
manpower training and upgradi ng of skills. Indeed, we feel that this is an
obligation we must fulfil

"W have a successful notorsports industry in Ml aysia and are, at the
same tinme, very involved in the autonotive industry. There is a
relati onship between the two. Through racing, you can hel p boost
devel oprment in the auto industry and take it to a different |evel."

He adds excitedly: "SICis also a pronoter of events. It's arole
t hrough whi ch we encourage others to participate in notor sports and to
hold their races at the SIC

"We have already attracted attention from organi sers of racing series
around the world. Japan is keen. They have five or six circuits but they
are venturing out to internationalise their series. Another country doi ng
a simlar thing would be Australia. W' re just neighbours so it makes
sense to explore using us nore."

As with any nega-event in the country, SIC has had its share of
chal | enges.

Mokhzani recalls: "General election on F1 race day. That threw our prono
programme completely out. | think we | ost a 35,000-crowd. Easily. What's
nmore, there were sonme problenms with Sel angor's voting booths so fans who
had intended to nmake it for the races were further delayed. Qutstation
voters couldn't nmake it at all.

"Neverthel ess, we had 84,000 at the track at Sepang that day. Al the
tourists were there, as were the foreign participants. \Wich goes to show
that the stability of Malaysia is well regarded in the internationa
arena. There's nothing to be feared even at election tinme."

Every year, SIC faces challenges both at hone and abroad. Mre than any
| ocal venue, the SICis affected by world events, especially those which
rai se questions about travel safety.

In 2002, it was recovering fromthe 9/11 terrorist attack. And then in
2003, a few days before the opening of the F1 season, the US invaded Iraq.
And of course there were the health scares, fromthe N pah virus to the
SARS out br eak.

Yet, in spite of all these, SIC packed in a full cal endar in 2004:



Formul a One Petronas Mal aysi an Grand Prix, Japan GI and Formul a N ppon,
Merdeka M || enni um Endur ance, Mal aysi an Super Series and the Mtorcycle
GP. There were al so the go-kart, the notorcross and drag battle races.

This year | ooks even nore vibrant with Mokhzani pulling out a few aces
he has been hiding up his sleeves. He el aborates: "W are working to
ensure that Formula Nippon races here again. The race | ast year was very
interesting to watch but it could have done with nore pronotion

"The Al GP was pronoted heavily in Europe, the Mddle East and North
America. Al ex Yoong has the franchise for Ml aysia. W want to encourage
this kind of initiative. W will support himand make every effort to
bring this kind of race to the SIC

"The 4x4 janborees have al so garnered a lot of interest. W'll do nore
of this kind of racing this year. As for notorcross, we are pronoting
these at the Fel da schenmes. There are a |l ot of young riders keen on this
sport. We can encourage themby setting up dirt tracks and organi si ng
neet s.

"Through conpetitions, we will be able to identify those with potenti al
and we'll take the winners to SIC for further devel opnent. As with al
sports, the tine to hit themis when they are young. It's how we are goi ng
to find a world chanpion."

Mokhzani is wal king his talk by setting the wheels in notion with a
driving school with a difference, in partnership with Karanjit Singh,

Mal aysia's top rally driver and wi nner of the Asia Pacific Rally
Chanpi onship and the FI A Production Car World Rally Chanpi onshi p 2002.

"W haven't started the school yet but we have forned a conpany.
Karanjit was one of my tutors in 2000 when he was racing as a nenber of
the Petronas EON Race Team (PERT). | was eating his dust and breathing his
fumes as he led the race," recalls Mkhzani

"He was ki nd enough to advise me on how to inprove ny driving. W becane
friends and | respect his skills and achi evenents in the field. W both
feel that these ought to be passed down to the next generation of drivers.
The rally school is going to be I ocated at Dengkil and, for starters, we
plan to buy a couple of rally cars from EON

"Karamjit, who's going to be the sifu behind the training, wll
masterm nd the whole thing. He can train other rally drivers as well. They
will be able to teach the basic and intermedi ate levels to budding circuit
and rally drivers after they graduate fromgo-karting."

The best place, Mkhzani feels, to snmell out newtalent is at the go-
kart tracks where young kids can be observed as they race round the
tracks. It's superior car control, confidence and race craft which wll
di stingui sh some as potential chanps. Wat they need is a Yoong or a
Karanjit to polish theminto worldclass materi al

Mokhzani points out: "W need to identify and groom newconers in a
systematic and di sci plined manner. W need a neasurabl e outcone in order
to gain the confidence of the private sector. W have to package themin
order to sell themas prospects to the corporate sponsor

"Qur Government has been generous enough to provide infrastructure |ike
the SIC. Now we need to groomthe people to grace the tracks. It goes
wi t hout saying that we need private sector support to adopt the
progranmes, and drivers."

For sure, Malaysia will not be turning out another world chanpion |ike
Karanjit overnight."Drivers at go-kart |evel are about 13-15 years ol d.
After sone training, they will be ready for single-seater racing. It wll
take a lot of tinme and noney to get the next Al ex Yoong," Mkhzan
expl ai ns.

"Successful F1 drivers are a rare breed. It's not just about the noney.
It involves tons of talent, luck and comritnent by the driver hinself. No



doubt it may take a long tinme before we find a new chanp but we need to
support himand at the sane tinme he has to prove hinsel f."

Most of us will think of the SIC as a race track for Formula One races
and not hing nore. But Mdkhzani has sone refreshing i deas on how to
i ncrease the use of the circuit.

"We will provide better public access to the drivers; either encourage
the drivers to go out to fans, or they can cone visit the drivers, who
will be nmade available. Pit visits will be a norm

"W will continue to invite educational institutions to the track.

Engi neeri ng students can gain first-hand know edge of how an F1 car works
and this will give theman insight into what it takes to design an F1 car
or howto run a notor GP team

"There will be nore non-notor sports activities at SICas well. I'm
qui te broadm nded when it cones to promoting the SIC. First of all, it is
an entertai nment venue. So why not concerts? Last year, we had two, one at
the helipad and another at the go-kart track. It's a good way to get
people to cone out to the circuit so that they will get a better
under st andi ng of the venue. Like, that it's not far."

"There's also a need to dispel the elitist perception of F1 and notor
raci ng. We sell the cheapest tickets. For exanple, our hillstand tickets
are RMLOO, which is |like STGL4. No way can you experience F1 in England
for that kind of nbney. W want people - all kinds of people - to enjoy
not or sports.

"SI C can al so be used for notorrel ated | aunches. W had a BMWI aunch
here | ast year. Also, hospitality events and corporate bondi ng exercises."
Wth the tsunani relief efforts occupying the world news, Mkhzani will
be doing his best to galvanise the F1 fraternity into doing its bit to

hel p the countries that are affected.

"I will be going to the United Kingdomand want to rally the F1
community together to contribute towards the relief of the tsunam
victinms. As you know, M chael Schumacher is the biggest single donor of
funds (US$10 million) to the tsunam relief effort.

"Mal aysia is the only Asian country affected by the tsunani tragedy that
has a F1 circuit. Fl1 is often seen as an al nost unapproachable, elitist
sport, only to be enjoyed by the wealthy. This conpassionate effort wll
help give it a nore human face."

That's not all. This Sunday, a charity drive in aid of the tsunam
relief fund is on at the SIC. Fans of notorsports are invited to drive on
to the circuit, drive around in their own vehicles or, if they don't have
their own, drive those belonging to SIC

"You can also drive round the track with participating celebrities, or
be driven by them And if you so choose, you can al so have a spin with Tun
Dr Mahat hir Mohamad hinsel f. For a price, of course!

Wth a progressive at the helmof the SIC, it can only augur well for
the circuit for the future. It's tinme for Ml aysian notorsports to nmake
its mark in the international arena. W already have the infrastructure.
We just need a new generation of homegrown talent to ignite the fire.

( END)
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