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he phrase “take a Grab” has become ubiqui-
tous in most major cities in Malaysia and
much of the region, reflecting the compa-

ny’s dominance in the e-hailing space.

Since it acquired Uber’s Southeast Asia

operations six years ago, Grab Holdings
Inc has enjoyed the biggest market share, solidifying
its role as the go-to option for urban mobility.

But that dominance is now facing fresh challenges.
A wave of new competitors, both local and foreign,
have set their sights on the Malaysian market, eager
to change how city dwellers move about.The entrants
are not just chipping away at Grab's market share,
they are also promising to rewrite the rules of the
e-hailing landscape and transform the way urban
commuters go about their journeys.

The question now is whether these start-ups
can overcome the juggernaut’s deeply entrenched
presence — or if they are destined to meet the same
fate as Uber.

According to Grab's 2023 annual report, it was a
good year for the company with a net income of US$60
million, a significant jump from its heavy losses in
2022 and 2021.

Malaysia remains Grab's
largest market, delivering a
revenue of US$673 million
in 2023 — a 32% rise from
the previous year. Across
Southeast Asia, its mobility
division generated US$869
million in revenue.

Grab’s second quarter of
2024 report highlighted a
significant milestone, that

it serves 41 million monthly
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transacting users,cementing
its foothold in the region.

The report also revealed a Din an inflationary

provision in its legal depart- environment, price- raised to 43 sen from
the Malayaia Competition,  SeMSiiveconsumersmay S0 EREEI
Commission (MyCC). be drawn to players offering sen from 70 sen. Grab declined

In 2019, MyCC fined lower fares or innovative

Grab RM86.8 million, for a pricing models, presenting
breach of anti-competition an interesting market

laws following its acquisi- opportunity.”

tion of Uber's regional busi- o o by Maloysia
ness. However, the decision

to impose a financial penalty -_—

was overturned at the High

Court in July last year, with

Grabarguing that the acquisition was standard business
practice. MyCC is appealing the ruling and the Court
of Appeal is set to hear the case on Feb 28 next year.
The annual report said the legal claim was unlikely
to impact the company’s financial position beyond
the provision recorded as at Dec 31,2023.

These figures solidify Grab’s influence in the
market,and emerging players are seemingly walking
into an uphill battle.

“The challenges will come in competing with
strong brand loyalty and the ecosystem of estab-
lished players that offer integrated services like
food and grocery delivery and mobile wallet. 1t may
be harder to win and retain users without a holistic
ecosystem,” says Rakesh Mani, consumer markets
leader at PwC Malaysia.

Grab has spent years building a strong connection
with locals and establishing itself as a reliable choice,
creating a foundation that many instinctively turn
to. However, this does not guarantee that the road
ahead will remain free of challenges.

One of the main issues is the rising fare rates,
particularly after Grab announced in January last year
that these would increase during peak hours.The fare

per minute was

to be interviewed for this article.
Striking a balance between
satisfying the drivers and passengers
remains a challenge as no clear bench-
mark has been established to regulate
fares.The complexity of e-hailing fare
regulation stems from a web of inter-

connected variables, including traffic,

distance, time and other factors.

Recognising this, new players have seized the
opportunity to challenge the status quo. They aim
to redefine and democratise the e-hailing market.

“In an inflationary environment, price-sensitive
consumers may be drawn to players offering lower
fares or innovative pricing models, presenting an
interesting market opportunity,” says Rakesh.

Malaysia is already considered a significant
e-hailing market, he adds. Congestion in cities has
spurred demand for mobility and other supporting
factors such as the widespread use of digital payment
systems and strong tourism market have driven oper-
ators even further to reap the benefits of joining the
competitive e-hailing landscape.

Even with this vigour,however,emerging e-hailing
players must trudge an extra mile to win market
share,and this includes providing other services and
functionalities, such as food and parcel delivery as
well as digital banking.

Grab'’s success and longevity can be largely attrib-
uted to its superapp strategy, due to its integration
into Malaysian society.This means new players must
find other ways to stand out in the market.

“New players could face a very competitive situation

with the dominance of large ‘super

apps’,but they might be able to carve

out specific niches,” says Rakesh.
Indonesia-based Gojek, a cut-throat compet-

itor to Grab in the country, has adapted and

deployed similar strategies, which is why
it is a leading e-hailing player.

VYING FOR THE E-HAILING
THRONE
inDrive, an e-hailing company
founded in Siberia,came to Malaysia
in 2021 and presented a system
that did not previously exist in the
country — peer-to-peer pricing for
ride bookings.
During a booking, a recommended
fare is displayed.The user then sets a price
for what he or she thinks it is worth. Drivers either
accept the price or negotiate with the user.

So, instead of charging a standard fare,inDrive’s
system allows riders and drivers to be strategic.This
creates a bustling scene where the charge is finalised
by mutual agreement between the rider and driver.

The bidding system has become a staple feature
in its e-hailing services in 46 countries,and inDrive
believes its unique proposition provides it with a
competitive edge in the industry.

“Instead of depending on algorithm-based pricing,
which causes high fares at certain times of the day,
[peer-to-peer pricing] has led to higher satisfaction
rates.That is something which inDrive has done in

other countries before coming into Malaysia, and
that is its main unique proposition,” says Govin

Kumaar Panirsheeluam, business development lead
at inDrive Malaysia.

This model can respond instantly to real-time
changes in demand and supply, unlike automated
algorithms, which often require time to adapt to
evolving market conditions, he points out.

While the price can be negotiated using inDrive’s
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Local players meeting transit demands @ Kumride addresses this gap by
offering faster, more efficient trips
Local players are increasingly making their mark in wide range of commuters." with smaller vehicles, designed
the competitive e-hailing market. Among them are Having operated in the for fewer stops within its own set
Capital A — the parent company of AirAsia — which local market for several of zones, m to individuals or
launched its e-hailing platform airasia Ride in years now, Kummute malagmps—dotaﬂwdnue
2021and Kummute (formerly Kumpool), which has developed a strong m"
entered the scene in 2022, understanding of Malaysia's ¢
Kummute offers demand-responsive unique needs and challenges, ‘ Hew, Kummute
transit services using larger vehicles, says Hew. This insight allows 4 -—
such as vans, that operate along fixed it to effectively navigate and
routes and within designated zones for adapt to local preferences
passenger pickups. It recently expanded and geographical factors. sustainability of our community-driven business, rather
its offerings by launching Kumride, "Our community-focused approach, which than relying on short-term price cuts,” says Hew.

focusing on last-mile connectivity with
more efficient and affordable options.
In an email interview, Kenny Hew, head
of growth at Kummute, says the expansion
is in line with the company's vision to address
the demand for more flexible and personalised
transport solutions.

“Kumride addresses this gap by offering faster, more
efficient trips with smaller vehicles, designed for fewer
stops within its own set of zones, catering to individuals
or smaller groups — all at affordable prices,” he says.

“Both Kumpool and Kumride are demand-responsive
transit pooling solutions, designed to improve overall

includes supporting underserved areas and offering
opportunities for economic growth, resonates strongly
with Malaysians. This local connection gives us an edge,
allowing us to build stronger relationships with both
passengers and drivers."

As an e-hailing service competing with other brands,
price s not the only factor in Kumride's business model,
he says. The company takes pride in caring for both its
passengers and drivers by balancing the benefits for
each side.

For example, passengers enjoy local promotions
and tallored rewards while drivers receive fair
commission rates and strong support to help them

airasia Ride, much like the airline, has gained a
reputation for offering affordable fares. Earlier this year,
AirAsia Move, the company's consolidated travel app,
announced a collaboration with Prasarana Malaysia Bhd.
This partnership provides users with up to RM4 in daily
discounts for airasia Ride bookings to and from selected
LRT stations, using a promotional code.

Drivers also benefit from airasia Ride's offerings
through its full-time employment programme, launched
in 2022, which guarantees a monthly base income
of RM3,500. Additionally, they can access incentive
schemes, medical coverage and contributions to the
Employees Provident Fund (EPF) and Social Security

mobility. By integrating Kumride into the Kummute app,
we've created a unified platform that makes urban
mobility easier, more convenient and affordable for a

bidding system, there is still a cap
in that it does not exceed twice the
recommended price as the highest
charge that a rider can offer and

the driver to accept.

\\ The ability for passengers and
drivers to negotiate is a valuable
approach in the Malaysian market
as it allows flexibility amid fluc-

tuations in the cost of living, traffic
conditions and fuel prices, which can
stabilise price surges that tend to rise aggressively
during peak hours, says Govin.
inDrive offers a low commission rate of 10% toits
driver partners and to address growing demands from
passengers,which is a factor that directly increases
the total bookings and rides.

“In terms of rides, we are seeing at least a 20% increase.

In terms of active users, we are seeing a 21% surge in
key cities. This proves there is still a market out there
for us,” he says, on the figures for the first half of 2024.

Other e-hailing companies may not have a feature
like a bidding system, but they are challenging the
space in their own way. Maxim Taxi,a Russian ride
hailing firm, launched Maxim Malaysia to provide
passengers a user-friendly platform with its acces-
sibility features.

Mushfique Ahmed, head of legal
and compliance at Maxim Malaysia,
says the company has introduced a special
rate for disabled passengers and this option
provides friendly drivers with cars that
can accommodate various needs, such
as space for wheelchairs.

“I can safely say we are the first
company in the market to provide
this special fee for OKU (people
with disabilities). You can find
[the rate] in the Maxim app. [After
seeing the] economy rate, you will
see the luxury rate.And then you
will see the OKU rate,” he adds.

Mushfique says voice and
speech recognition for users are
available as well. The company
is currently trying to design a
blind-friendly interface.

Another aspect of accessibility
is the areas in which it operates.
He says the company’s services
are not just limited to major cities

succeed on the platform.
“Our strategy is built on fostering lasting

MAxIM

Dican safely say we are the first company

in the market to provide this special fee for

0Kl Lineagle with disahilities), VauLcan find.
the rate in the Maxim app. After seeing the
economy rate, you will see the luxury rate.
And then you will see the OKU rate.”

Mushfique, Maxim Malaysia
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relationships, adapting to local needs and ensuring the

of its driver partner community.
An example of how Bolt has implemented
\ its driver-first features into its app is its
pickup radius feature, where drivers can

Organisation (Socso). These benefits aim to provide
Jjob stability while rewarding drivers with a strong track
record and commitment to the company.

but include rural towns in Sabah and Sarawak, and
even Labuan.

To keep prices affordable for every single user,
Maxim conducts an internal competitor analysis
to keep charges fair by monitoring its competitors’
performance and making comparisons on rides of
the same distance and in the same location.

“We see what is affordable for a user at a point of
time. Let’s say at 12pm, we have a driver rating of five
stars,but other companies’ pricesare a bit higher.Then
we'll try to do an analysis,and that price comparison,
and that’s how we set our pricing,” says Mushfique.

On the driver’s side of things, Maxim'’s tactic for
setting commission rates is a little different. Instead
of setting a fixed commission rate, there is a range set
at more or less around 10% and it differs from driver
to driver. Depending on the company’s assessment,
it will assign a suitable rate for the driver.

“There are certain factors and conditions to deter-
mine the commission [rate], and each driver has
his or her own factors. For example, if I'm a driver
partner and T have Maxim branding on my car, T have
a [higher commission rate|,” Mushfique explains.

He says a lower commission rate can be given to
drivers who are forced to accept low fares, which can
help the driver with his earnings and also enable low
prices for passengers.

The newest e-hailing player in Malaysia is Bolt,
an Estonian-based e-hailing player, which made
the news as a fresh challenger in the market when
it launched. The company abides by a driver-first

operating formula, that is,a happy driver equals a

happy passenger.
“It's about how we make sure that we have an
engaged driver base. We take care of [our drivers],
and they take care of our passengers,” says Afzan
Lutfi,general manager at Bolt Malaysia.

“We are not just looking at competing on pricing.
That is important, yes, to get people in, to retain them.
But then we are also building additional value from
the experience.”

Bolt's commitment to the driver-first principle is
evident,asits inau;ural Driver Engagement Event was

launched recently to celebrate the achievements

set a distance of how far they are willing to
travel for their passengers. Afzan says this
CONTINUES NEXT PAGE
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Driving across the regulatory landscape

E-hailing regulations in Malaysia are considered relatively
comprehensive compared with those of other countries in
Southeast Asia.

Every e-hailing company must hold a licence to operate in
Malaysia. There are currently 32 e-halling operators licensed
by the Land Public Transport Agency (APAD), as at Nov 15.

“There are strong regulations to keep the practice fair and
safe, especially for the e-hailing industry. What this means
Is that as an e-hailing player, we need to be very adaptive in
this Industry,” says Govin Kumaar Panirsheeluam, business
development lead at inDrive Malaysia.

While there has been talk about a bidding system for
e-halling that never received approval, Govin says inDrive has

permission to operate in Malaysia. He says inDrive has renewed

its intermediary business licence and ensures that its drivers

acquire all the necessary documents to operate. The company
respects the regulatory framework and will continue to navigate
the landscape by exploring solutions to maintain transparency.

Mushfique Ahmed, head of legal and compliance at Maxim
Malaysia, notes that Malaysia's development of regulations
conveys the government'’s care and commitment to industry
stakeholders and the protection and safety of users who avail
themselves of e-halling services.

For example, it is mandatory for operators to comply with
and perform background checks on each driver. Mushfique
says this is not something he really sees in other countries.

“We cannot register a driver who has a traffic summons
or a criminal record, [and we cannot] register [someone
without a licence from] APAD or the Sabah Commercial Vehicle
Licensing Board (LPKP). This Is a unique feature that is not
being considered in other countries, with respect to the other
countries’ laws," he says.

Additionally, drivers must obtain a public service vehicle
(PSV) licence to transport people and an e-hailing vehicle
permit (EVP) for their private vehicle to be regarded as an
e-hailing vehicle.

Maxim's early entry into Malaysia in 2018 as a foreign
player allowed the company to work closely with parliament
when it introduced e-hailing regulations and launched its
services in 2019.

“There was a one-year grace period for operators to
organise and arrange everything. So, in this one-year period,

we got ample support from the government st While these regulations are
and assistance and guidelines on how to helpful for the operators and their
approach the market,” says Mushfique. drivers, especially those who are

Afzan Lutfi, general manager at Bolt vulnerable, some might still be stuck
Malaysla, shares the company's experience inthe mud.
collaborating with the relevant bodies Inthe Shifting Tides report by
to stay on top of regulatory compliance. Khazanah Research Institute (KRI), it
Before Bolt even began the licensing cited the Ministry of Digital as saying
process, global team members were sent to that there were more than 200,000
Malaysla to visit key stakeholders and local e-halling and p-halling (parcel
authorities to have conversations, so as to delivery) workers in 2023, which
build strong collaborations with APAD and contributed 33.8% to the number
to achieve mutual objectives together. By of gig workers in Malaysia. The
forming a connection with APAD, the main Q There are strong report also mentioned that 28.9% of
licensing body, the process of getting its regulations to keep the e-halling and p-halling workers did
licence went smoothly, PWC"CG 'u,r and safe. not have any social protection.
weicoming sporoach towars osrvgs  @Speciallyforthee-holing LCLECCIL SIS,
good relationship with the government industry. What this meansis g gconomy Commission (SEGIM),
to tackle compliance requirements in the that as an e-hailing player, whichis a step the government is
future, such as the renewal of the e-hailing we need to be very adapuve taking to monitor the growing rate of
operator's licence, which he says must be in this industry." 8ig workers in the country, e-hailing
renewed svery year, Govin, inDrive Malaysia drivers included.

“It is not just making sure that we are in Following the tabling of Budget
compliance today, but also speaking with — 2025, a proposed gig worker
[APAD], collaborating with them, giving commisslon Is in the works. The
them feedback. If there are opportunities proposed bill will help create a safety

for us to discuss how this Industry should be shaped, we
are more than happy to sit down with them and provide
our feedback, and also listen to the relevant agencles or
bodies," he adds.

Another big compliance requirement is the safety features
Implemented in e-halling services. Getting into a random
stranger’s car will always carry a level of risk, so it is crucial to
maintain a secure environment to ensure a passenger does not
encounter harm,

“A lot of the safety features are set by our regulatory
bodies at the moment. One of the key things that is required
by law is emergency contact with the police, So, that is a
mandatory thing,” says Govin.

Each operator has expressed its commitment to ensuring
safety and have fully tested their safety features.

net for glg workers by providing 24-hour soclal security
protection and contributing to the Employees Provident Fund,
which Is only granted to formal workers currently.

The Issue with the bill lies in the constant delays. The
tabling of the bill has been postponed many times this year
and, according to news reports, it will be brought forward to
next year.

To protect its drivers, inDrive is working to make its driver
insurance system affordable for vulnerable drivers who have
big expenses, says Govin.

“Through our partnership with Golnsuran, we provide
discounted e-halling insurance packages, ensuring accessible
and affordable coverage for inDrive drivers. To further support
part-time drivers, we are actively working to introduce flexible
daily e-hailing insurance options," he adds.

Feedback key to providing tailored solutions

BOLY
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feature empowers drivers with
more agency and gives them more
control.

Bolt also runs targeted
campaigns to increase its drivers’
earnings such as offering ringgit
bonuses for every ride to incen-
tivise them.This in turn helps keep
fares affordable for passengers.

Boltwants to foster a supportive
environment. Afzan says he and
his team have invested time to
go to the ground and join drivers
in onboarding events to listen to
and understand their frustrations
and feedback.

He says he has personally
onboarded driver partners and
keeps in touch with some of them
through his direct WhatsApp

for feedback. When he receives
complaints,the team will take the

feedback and make tweaks to the
system in real time.

@ We are not just looking at
competing on pricing. That is
Important, yes, to get people
in, to retain them. But

then we are also building
additional value from the
experience.”

Afzan, Bolt Malaysia

“A complaint is a gift. We're happy for them to

speak with us, to tell us what they like, what they
don't like, what we can do better. Then we can do

something about it,” says Afzan.

After gathering the drivers’ comments, Bolt capped
its commission rate at 15% during launch and will

“We give full visibility to our drivers so that
they know exactly how much we're taking and
how much they’re earning. If they use our
app, they can see their net earnings instead
of a) gross amount that will be subtracted by
something they don’t know,” he adds.

LEVERAGING EXPERIENCE,
TRUST AND MARKET INSIGHTS
It is not just Western players stirring up the
e-hailing market. Hong Kong-based Lalamove,
best known for its delivery and logistics solu-
tions, has expanded into e-hailing,adding to
its portfolio of services.

Amid rising competition, Lalamove adopts
a multifaceted strategy. Alongside offering
competitive pricing to deliver lower fares, it
also focuses on enhancing the user experience,
aiming to provide greater convenience and
accessibility for both passengers and drivers.

As an established Asian player, Lalamove
leverages its market presence, trusted brand
reputation and deep expertise to distinguish
itself from other entrants to the market.

While its Western competitors often rely on opera-
tional models tested in other countries as a foundation,
Lalamove's long-standing presence in Malaysia gives

it a distinct edge. Years of operating in the country

exercise transparency with its driver partners, he says.

have enabled it to develop a nuanced understanding
of market dynamics and customer behaviour.
Moreover, its experience in the transport sector has

allowed it to build strong community relationships and
navigate the intricacies of Malaysia's landscape with ease.

“By combining our deep local insights with a robust,
verified driver network, we offer transparent pricing, flex-
ible earning opportunities and localised service solutions
that cater specifically to Malaysian market nuances,” says
a Lalamove spokesman.

Despite the strong presence of other players, Lalamove's
existing delivery network and technology infrastructure
have opened opportunities for it to enter the e-hailing
sector by innovating a system that combines the two
services. The result of this combination has created a
dual-service strategy that stems from its familiarity with
facilitating logistics, which has provided the company
unique insights into optimising both passenger and
delivery services.

The dual-service strategy will serve as an expansion
of its driver partners’ earning potential by giving them
the flexibility to choose between taking up a ride hailing
or delivery service at any time of the day.This also helps
the company in developing a comprehensive transport
and delivery ecosystem.

Furthermore, Lalamove’s local team seeks to receive
feedback that contains nuanced local demands and cultural
contexts,enabling the company to provide tailored solu-
tions that directly address community needs.

“Our goal is to remain a trusted and adaptable
partner for both users and driver partners by staying
deeply connected to the local market dynamics and
continuously evolving our services to meet specific
regional requirements,” says its spokesman. o



