
Dr M: Proton must raise its game 
F O R M E R P r i m e M i n i s t e r T u n D r 
M a h a t h i r M o h a m a d sa id y es t e rday 
he had been appo in t ed adv i se r to 
Pe rusahaan O t o m o b i l N a s i o n a l B h d 
(Proton) a n d w o u l d te l l the n a t i o n -
a l car m a k e r to raise its g ame a n d 
find a su i tab le fore ign par tner . 

He t o l d Reuters in an in t e rv i ew 
that he had been asked to he lp out at 
P ro ton a n d that Khazanah Nas iona l 
Bhd , the company ' s ma jor share-
holder , had been to ld o f the appo in t -
ment . 

" N o b o d y has m a d e tha t 
announcemen t but the G o v e r n m e n t 
w ro t e recent ly i n f o rm ing Khazanah 
that 1 am n o w an adv iser to Proton, " 
sa id Dr Maha th i r , w h o i s also adv is -
e r t o na t i ona l o i l f i r m P e t r o l i a m 
Nas iona l B h d (Petronas). 

P r o t o n w a s l a u n c h e d b y D r 
M a h a t h i r in 1983, at the start o f his 

22 years in powe r , as pa r t o f 
Malays ia ' s indus t r ia l i sa t i on dr ive . He 
said the c o m p a n y n o w needed part -
nerships, but on its o w n te rms . 

"Pro ton , I th ink , w a n t s to r e m a i n 
Proton, r e m a i n a M a l a y s i a n c o m p a -
ny , bu t i t i s no t aga ins t f o re i gn 
al l iances," he sa id . 

But he ru l ed out the idea o f c o n -
t ro l pass ing to a par tner w h o m i g h t 
d i t ch the Pro ton marque a n d p u s h 
for w h a t w o u l d a m o u n t to a loca l 
assembly opera t ion for fore ign m o d -
els. 

" In tha t case, the e n g i n e e r i n g 
capabi l i ty o f P ro t on w o u l d be very 
l ow , " said Dr Maha th i r . 

"There are quite a n u m b e r of for-
e i gn compan ies that are k e e n to 
w o r k w i t h Proton, I t h i n k eventual ly , 
the t e r m s w i l l b e a ccep t ed , " he 
added. 

Tun Dr Mahathir 

Though Dr M a h a t h i r dec l ined to 
give specif ics on partners or strate-
gy, say ing he first needed a ful l br ie f -
i n g f r om the company , he gave some 
broad ind icat ions o f his th ink ing . 

"Genera l ly , P r o t o n m u s t be c o m -
pet i t ive, w i t h o u t a n y protect ion, a n d 
they need to take on a foreign strate-
gic partner , " he said. 

P ro ton shares have been suspend-
ed since M a r c h 24 so that the f i rm 
cou ld create a n e w entity, P ro ton 
Hold ings , to house its dif ferent bus i -
ness uni ts a n d a l l o w t h e m f reedom 
t o s t r i k e up j o i n t ven tures . 
Shareholders are due for a one-for-
one swap for shares in the n e w f i rm 
w h e n i t l ists t o m o r r o w . 

P ro ton prev i ous l y contro l l ed t w o -
thirds o f the M a l a y s i a n car market , 
Sou th -Eas t As i a ' s s e c o n d largest 
after Tha i l and , bu t s a w that d rop to a 
ha l f in 2003 . The c o m p a n y posted a 
surpr ise loss in February for its f i sca l 
th i rd quar ter ended December 2003, 
as f o re i gn b rands ga ined m a r k e t 
share. 

P ro t on has been the subject o f 
f ierce c r i t i c i sm over tariffs that are 
seen as forc ing Ma lays ians to pay 
h i g h pr ices for o ld designs o f poo r 
qua l i ty . 

Bu t Dr M a h a t h i r made no apolo-
gies. 

"The r eason w h y M a l a y s i a has 
been able to have an automot i ve 
i ndus t r y i s s i m p l y because we we re 
able to protect i t , " he said. 

He added that the i ssue extended 
to Ma lays ia ' s trade a n d deve l opment 
potent ia l , w a y beyond jus t the pr ice 
o f a car. 

"If we lose out , it 's no t j u s t a ques-
t i o n o f the indus t ry shut t ing d o w n ; 
i t i s also the fact that we w i l l no t be 
able to acquire the k i n d o f eng ineer-
i n g know l edge a n d ski l ls that we 
need for ourse l ves , " he sa id . — 
Reuters 


