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DAIMLER Chrysler group, the world's third biggest automaker, is currently choosing between the Philippines, Malaysia and Indonesia as the potential relocation sites for its struggling factory operations in China. 

An industry source said Daimler Chrysler senior manager for external affairs Heribert Keppler had already relayed his firm's keen interest in the Philippines to the Macapagal administration. 

The source said government officials were currently drawing up a strategy to convince Daimler Chrysler to choose the Philippines over its Asean neighbors Malaysia and Indonesia. The source said Daimler Chrysler's management noted the Philippines' image problem as a major drawback to its interest in the country. If the Philippines snares the Daimler Chrysler project, it will give a big lift to the waning investor confidence in the Philippines, which has been getting a diminishing share of foreign direct investments in Asia in the last few yeas with China sucking the bulk of foreign capital flows in the region. 

There has been speculation in China that Daimler Chrysler would not renew its joint venture with the state-run Beijing Automotive Industry (Group) Corp., Beijing Jeep Co. Ltd., which expires next year due to diminishing sales, worsening shareholder disagreements, and financial trouble. The planned closure of Beijing Jeep dovetails with Daimler Chrysler's cost-cutting strategy. 

The venture was established in 1983 by Chrysler Corp., making it the first Sino-foreign automotive venture in China. Daimler took over the partnership when the German luxury carmaker effected a merger with the American automaker known for its mini-vans and sport utility vehicles. 

Beijing Jeep's market share has dropped sharply to less than one percent in 2001 from its peak of 10 percent in 1994 as funding problems hobbled the firm's marketing efforts and tight competition eroded its profit margins. 

Daimler Chrysler is looking closely at the Philippine performance of Ford Motor Co., which was granted lavish perks by the government when the No. 2 automaker set up its assembly plant in 1998. 

It currently sells its vehicles in the country through its local partner, Norkis Automotive Resources Corp. Two years ago, Daimler Chrysler was allowed by Malacanang to bring in as much as 7,000 semi-knocked down units up to 2003 to encourage it to put up an assembly plant here. 

Daimler Chrysler, however, had a hard time disposing of its initial batch of SKD imports because of the economic crisis, which has raised doubts on whether it would advance into assembly here specially with tariffs set to go down by next year. 
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