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A car of the past is a model for the future. Peter
Davis reports on joint-venture partners who
share a commitment to sustainable growth.

“ HESE cars are incredi-
; bly durable. They are
* highly suitable for the
rugged ‘roads in this country and
fthe people who own them are very
;ioyal to them. | even used one as
my wedding car,” Anura Thenu-
iwara manager of the Durable Car
iCompany Ltd in Sri Lanka, said.
[He was talking about the Morris
Mmor and the ambitious joint ven-
‘fure between England and Sn Lan-
'ka The project is not simply a
yre-birth of a classic and very practi-
iédl motor car. It is also an experi-
fment in conservation, appropriate
fmanufaclunng technologies and
tThird World development issues.
i The humble Morris Minor first
ifolled off the British post-war pro-
lducnon lines in 1947. The story of
the Morris is a story of sheer inge-
.nuny and vision. William Morris
'(Iater Lord Nuffield) saw the need
for a “family car” that would
1 sweep the world after World War
kIl The designer to heed his call
lwas Alec Issigonis (later Sir Alec), a
sTurl\lsh refugee to England who
thepan by sweeping the garage floors
at William Morris whilst tinkering
his way to a position as a top me-
tchanic.
“In 1971, 24 vears and two mil-
lion Morris Minors later, the pro-
duction ceased. New and cheaper
technologies. coupled with corpo-
fate amalgamations, generated a
demand for more sophisticated ve-
Hicles.
*~ But in that short time the Morris
. Minor had successfully penetrated
“many markets around the world as
“4t-became Britain's answer to the
deswagon
-iy'Sri Lanka embraced the Minor
twith almost evangelical enthusi-
-asm. The cars were imported by
~the colonial tea planters. They
proved to be an ideal mode of
_ransport along the narrow and of-
‘\en steep roads that knit their way
sthrough the up-country planta-
~{jons. The cars also became popu-
lar as taxis in the capnai city of

- olombo.

g Now, as the Japancse car compa-

- Rics become global conglomerates

r.and strengthen their grip on Third
LWOrId markets, the Morris Minor

is fghllng back. In April this year,

after months of tests, the Durable
Car Company began manufactur-
ing panels for the Morris Minor. At
this early stage the panels are all
scheduled for export as spare parts
to Britain where there are an esti-
mated 100,000 Morris Minors still
in action.

The plan is to eventually manu-
facture the entire car in S Lanka,
not just for export, but also for
domestic consumption.

In Sri Lanka there are said to be
20,000 Minors on the roads. And
with much publicity surrounding
the joint venture, the Durable Car
Company has been inundated with
calls from owners of defunct Mor-
ris Minors who want to resurrect
their once-cherished vehicle.

Charles Ware of the Morris Mi-
nor Centre at Bath in Britain, and
Dhanpala Samarasekara of Galle
in Sri Lanka are the key players in
the joint venture. As entrepreneurs
both are committed to a philoso-
phy of appropriate and sustainable
technology and growth. Mr Samar-
asekara retired in 1977 from many
years in the Sri Lankan Diplomatic
service where he served in India
and the UK.

INCE HIS retirement he has

devoted his time to the family
tea plantation and to his study of
conservation issues and Buddhism
(on which he has published a num-
ber of books). He owns an island
on a lake which he has converted
into an sanctuary for organic vege-
tables and rare Sri Lankan plants

Charles Ware originated in Scot-
land, received a Steiner education
and studied art at the renowned
Malvern School before serving in
the British infantry during the
troubled times in Cyprus. After a
spell as an art teacher, Mr Ware
developed his passion for conser-
vation of Georgian architecture,
He became an activist in the move-
ment 1o save Bath from the ham-
mers of the developers.

In 1975, after investing consider-
able amounts in Georgian proper-
ties, Mr Ware was declared
bankrupt. He attributes his demise
to the collapse of the secondary
banking system and the UK prop-
erty market. While deciding “what
to do next™ he began dealing in the

“banger” end of the car market
with a company called “Economy
Motors™. It was then that he identi-
fied the Morris Minor as worthy of
conservation. “It’s a future classic
in both looks and function™ he
wrote.

This year marks the 15th anni-
versary of the Morris Minor Centre
in Bath. Mr Ware claims that the
car hasan “evergreen appeal”, and
he has been quick to cash in on the
cry of many Morris Minor owners
that “they want their car to go on
forever™.

One of the main problems that
had to be overcome was rust in the
body. Many Morris Minors were
being scrapped because of owners
believed the cost of eradicating rust
to be too high. In 1982, Charles
Ware published a book called Du-

A Sri Lankan worker hand-sprays a Morris Minor panel.

rable Car Ownership. In it he dem-
onstrated the economic sense in
cutting out and replacing the struc-
tural panels that form the back-
bone of the car.

Once the rationale of durability
had been proven the next task was
to look at mechanical improve-
ments. Changes were made 1o the
brakes, suspension was installed
and a range of safety devices ap-
plied to bring the car up to the
performance and safety standards
expected in modern motoring.

The decision to set up in Sri Lan-
ka was made after Mr Samarase-
kara, on reading about Mr Wares’
business, visited him in Bath, The
two men discovered that they
shared a commitment to the “gen-
tle ways” of manufacturing that
don't rely simply on the blatant

exploitation of resources for maxi-
mum profit.

Mr Ware could have chosen the
path of many western entrepre-
neurs by establishing his business
in one of the numerous free trade
zones in Asia. He could have en-
joyed generous tax shelters, cheap
labour and state-of-the-art tech-
nology and infrastructure, But he
claims that this would not be in
keeping with the philosophy be-
hind his venture. “Sri Lanka's
most important resource is its peo-
ple who have one of the highest
literacy rates in Asxa Our project
recognises this and is designed 10
maximise the part they play in the
production process. We are intro-
ducing exceptionally labour-inten-
sive systems to make proper use of
these manual skills.”

Of course the labour is still cheap
compared to what Mr Ware would
have to pay in Britain. But accord-
ing to the manager of the Durable
Car Company in Sn Lanka, the 30
employees earn above-average
wages. They also enjoy other bene-
fits such as a health insurance
scheme, paid holidays, on-the-job
training and promohona] oppor-
tunities.

HE FACTORY certainly
doesn’t look like any of the
sweat shops of Asia. Mr Ware ad-
mits that the venture is an ambi-
tious one. The first stage of
manufacturing panels is now well
established. He expects the second
stage to be operational within 12
months. Within four years the pro-
Jject expects to be employing 1000
local people and in five or six years
Mr Ware hopes to be producing a
new durable car and a small com-
mercial vehicle based on the “ever-
green” design of the Morris Minor.
In Australia there are an estimat-
ed 10,000 Morris Minors still trav-
ellmg the roads. For a few years in
the late 1950s a version of the Mor-
ris Minor was actually manufac-
tured in Australia, Morris Minor
clubs abound in every Australian
state. The Melbourne club boasts
just over 900 members and is one
of the largest.

A mint condition Morris Minor
in Australia will cost around
$5000. In Sri Lanka it is possible to
buy one for around $2000. At those
prices, and with its demonstrated
reliability, it could well be the car
1o target to the emerging free mar-
ket economies of Eastern Europe.

Peter Davis travelled 1o Sri Lanka as a
quest of Arr Lanka and the Ceylon Tourist
Board.
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