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1. Introduction

As globalization transforms the industrial landscape, multinational corporations
increasingly seek ways to adapt their global practices to local market conditions. Nowhere

is this challenge more pronounced than in the automotive industry, where companies must
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tailor manufacturing practices, supply chains, and product designs to meet the unique
needs of regional markets while preserving brand quality and operational efficiency. In
emerging markets, this process, known as global-local adaptation or “glocalization,” has
seen varying degrees of success, with research highlighting significant achievements in
larger economies like China, India, and Brazil (Meyer & Peng, 2016; Sturgeon & van
Biesebroeck, 2011). However, in Sub-Saharan Africa, where market conditions are more
complex and the automotive industry is less developed, the study of glocalization remains
relatively sparse. This paper addresses this gap by examining the case of the Mombasa
automotive assembly plant in Kenya, where global manufacturing practices are adapted to
suit a local market with unique economic and social conditions.

The automotive industry in Kenya presents both challenges and opportunities. On
one hand, the Kenyan market is predominantly occupied by imported second-hand
vehicles, which are often more affordable for local consumers. On the other hand,
Kenya’s strategic position in East Africa and its expanding middle class make it an
attractive location for the development of a local automotive industry, which can stimulate
economic growth, create jobs, and reduce dependency on imports. However, local
manufacturers face significant obstacles, such as a limited supply chain infrastructure and
a skills gap in the labor market. In this environment, the Mombasa automotive assembly
plant, operated by Simba Corporation in partnership with Toyota Motor Corporation,
serves as a unique example of how global automotive practices can be localized to create
competitive, high-quality products in a developing market.

The Mombasa plant has undertaken a variety of initiatives to address these challenges.
Through efforts in supply chain localization, the plant has integrated locally sourced
components into its production process, helping to reduce reliance on imported parts and
stimulate the local economy. In terms of workforce development, the plant collaborates
with local technical universities and offers in-house training to equip employees with the
skills needed to meet the high standards of automotive manufacturing. Additionally, the
plant actively engages in Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) initiatives, supporting
local education, environmental conservation, and economic empowerment programs that
strengthen its relationship with the community. Together, these initiatives illustrate the
plant’s multifaceted approach to adapting Toyota’s global manufacturing practices for the
Kenyan market, balancing international standards with local needs.

The research question guiding this study is: How does an automotive assembly plant
adapt global manufacturing practices to meet the specific needs and conditions of the
Kenyan market? This question aims to uncover the strategies and challenges involved in
localizing production within a context characterized by high competition from imported
second-hand vehicles, a developing supply chain infrastructure, and a need for workforce
development. By examining the plant’s approaches to supply chain localization, workforce

training, CSR, and collaboration with Toyota, the study seeks to understand how global
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operational standards can be effectively balanced with local adaptations. Addressing this
research question provides valuable insights into the broader potential for developing an
indigenous automotive manufacturing industry in Kenya, while also contributing to the
literature on global-local adaptation strategies in emerging markets.

Through an on-site case study of the Mombasa plant, including direct observations
and interviews with key personnel, this paper explores how Toyota’s global
manufacturing practices are adapted in Kenya by its local partner, Simba Corporation.
This research contributes to the broader literature on global-local adaptation by
examining a lesser-studied region and highlighting the unique constraints and
opportunities faced by a developing market. In doing so, it provides a basis for
understanding how multinational corporations in the automotive industry and beyond can

navigate the complex process of glocalization in Sub-Saharan Africa.

2. Literature Review

The adaptation of global manufacturing practices to local markets, particularly in
developing countries, has been widely studied across a number of industries. However, the
specific case of the automotive sector in Kenya, and more broadly in Sub-Saharan Africa,
remains under-researched. This literature review will synthesize key theoretical
frameworks, case studies, and empirical findings from existing research on global-local
adaptation in the automotive industry, supply chain localization, capacity building, and
CSR practices, while highlighting how this study on the Mombasa assembly plant
contributes to these bodies of literature.

2.1. Global-Local Adaptation in the Automotive Industry

The global-local adaptation model is a dominant framework in international business
literature, often referred to as “glocalization.” Glocalization is the process through which
multinational corporations adapt their global strategies and practices to fit local market
conditions while maintaining the integrity of their global brand and operational standards.
According to Meyer and Peng (2016), successful glocalization involves a balance between
global efficiencies and local responsiveness, ensuring that products and processes are
tailored to local consumer preferences, regulatory environments, and resource availability
while maintaining global consistency.

In the context of the automotive industry, research has shown that adapting vehicle
designs, supply chains, and production processes to local markets is critical for competing
in emerging economies. Case studies by Sturgeon and van Biesebroeck (2011) highlight
the strategies employed by global automakers in China, India, and Brazil, where the
adaptation of manufacturing practices — such as the use of locally sourced components

and the design of vehicles suited for local road conditions — has been key to their success.
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However, as Kim and Aguilera (2016) suggest, the challenges of global-local adaptation are
magnified in regions with weaker industrial infrastructure, such as Sub-Saharan Africa,
where supply chain constraints, regulatory unpredictability, and underdeveloped local
markets pose significant hurdles to localization efforts.

In Kenya, automotive assembly plants, such as the one operated by the Mombasa
plant, provide a unique lens through which to study this global-local dynamic. Unlike
China and India, where automotive industries have grown rapidly due to large domestic
markets and government support, Kenya’s market is much smaller, and the local economy
is dominated by imported second-hand vehicles. This study contributes to the literature
by documenting how global manufacturing practices, specifically those from Toyota, are
adapted to the Kenyan context. By examining the Mombasa plant’s localization efforts in
terms of vehicle modifications and the incorporation of locally sourced components, this
research offers insights into how global automakers can navigate the unique challenges

posed by smaller, price-sensitive markets like Kenya.
2.2. Supply Chain Localization

The localization of supply chains has been widely studied in the field of international
business and operations management. According to Porter (1990), localized supply chains
offer several competitive advantages, including reduced costs, greater responsiveness to
local market demands, and the fostering of local industries. In the automotive industry,
localization is seen as a critical strategy for reducing the dependency on global supply
chains and mitigating the risks associated with geopolitical instability, fluctuating
exchange rates, and supply chain disruptions (Humphrey & Memedovic, 2003). Studies by
Pavlinek (2015) have shown that automakers in emerging markets often localize their
supply chains by partnering with domestic suppliers, which helps to reduce costs and
integrate more deeply into the local economy.

However, the literature also highlights the challenges of supply chain localization in
regions with underdeveloped industrial bases. As noted by Barnes and Kaplinsky (2000),
local suppliers in developing countries often lack the technical capabilities, scale, or
financial resources to meet the quality standards required by global manufacturers. This
is particularly true in Sub-Saharan Africa, where automotive supply chains remain highly
dependent on imported components, with limited local production of high-value parts such
as engines and transmissions.

The case of the Mombasa plant offers an important contribution to the literature on
supply chain localization in Africa. While studies have often focused on localization in
larger emerging markets, this research highlights the unique challenges faced by a smaller
African market. The Mombasa plant’s experience with sourcing coolants, fluids, floor
mats, and other components from local suppliers shows how localization can help reduce

costs and foster local industrial growth. However, the plant’s continued reliance on
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imported key components like engines reflects the limitations of local supply chains in
Kenya. This study, therefore, provides empirical data on the scope and limitations of
supply chain localization in a region where automotive manufacturing is still nascent,
adding to the broader discourse on how local industries can develop to support the growth

of the automotive sector in Sub-Saharan Africa.
2.3. Capacity Building and Skill Development

Human capital development is a critical factor in the successful localization of global
manufacturing operations. According to Prahalad and Hamel (1990), capacity building
through training and skill development enables local workforces to meet the high
standards required by global manufacturers, thereby ensuring the sustainability of
localized operations. In the automotive industry, the training of employees in advanced
manufacturing techniques, quality control, and process optimization is essential for
maintaining product quality and operational efficiency, especially when adapting to local
conditions.

Existing studies have documented the challenges and successes of capacity building in
emerging markets. For instance, Kaplinsky and Morris (2001) highlight the role of
multinational corporations in transferring knowledge and technology to local workforces,
often through partnerships with local educational institutions. However, they also note
that capacity-building efforts can be hindered by a lack of technical expertise, insufficient
investment in training infrastructure, and high turnover rates among skilled workers. In
the context of Sub-Saharan Africa, capacity building is particularly important given the
region’s lower levels of industrialization and the shortage of workers with advanced
technical skills.

The Mombasa plant’s training programs, which involve partnerships with technical
universities and in-house training academies, contribute new insights to the literature on
capacity building in Africa. This study details how the plant’s collaboration with local
educational institutions helps bridge the gap between academic knowledge and practical
skills, preparing students to work in the automotive sector. Additionally, the plant’s
partnership with Toyota, which provides access to global best practices and technical
expertise, demonstrates how multinational corporations can play a pivotal role in
developing local talent. By documenting these initiatives, this research enriches the
literature on capacity building in the automotive sector and offers a case study of how
global-local partnerships can be leveraged to enhance the technical capabilities of a local

workforce.
2.4. CSR and Community Engagement

CSR has become a vital component of global business strategy, particularly for

multinational corporations operating in developing countries. CSR activities are often
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seen as a way for corporations to give back to the communities in which they operate,
addressing social and environmental challenges while enhancing their reputations. Porter
and Kramer (2006) argue that strategic CSR, which aligns business goals with societal
needs, can create shared value for both companies and communities, fostering long-term
sustainability.

In the automotive industry, CSR initiatives have typically focused on environmental
sustainability, community development, and workforce welfare. For example, studies by
Visser (2008) emphasize that in Africa, CSR efforts often target education, health care, and
economic empowerment, areas where corporate involvement can have a significant
positive impact on local communities. However, CSR in developing countries can also face
criticism for being more focused on public relations than on genuine community
engagement, especially when companies fail to align their CSR efforts with the actual
needs of local populations.

The Mombasa plant’s CSR initiatives, as outlined in this study, contribute to the
understanding of how CSR can be effectively integrated into local business operations. By
supporting local schools, investing in vocational training, and participating in
environmental conservation projects, the plant demonstrates how CSR activities can be
tailored to meet the specific needs of the Kenyan community. Furthermore, the plant’s
Marine Department initiative, which began as a CSR project to build boats for local
fishermen and later evolved into a commercial venture, illustrates the potential for CSR to
create both social and economic value. This study adds to the literature by providing a
case study of CSR in Kenya's automotive sector, showing how corporate efforts can
contribute to local development while strengthening the company’s relationship with the

community.

3. Methodology

This study employs a case study methodology, which is well-suited for exploring the
complex, context-dependent process of adapting global automotive manufacturing
practices to a local market. According to Yin (2014), a case study methodology is
appropriate when the research seeks to understand “how” and “why” questions related to
organizational processes in real-world settings, particularly when the phenomena being
studied are intertwined with contextual variables that cannot be separated from the
research environment. The Mombasa automotive assembly plant represents a unique case
within the Kenyan and broader Sub-Saharan African context, allowing for an in-depth
examination of how global manufacturing practices are localized in a developing market
with distinct economic, social, and regulatory conditions. The use of a case study allows
for rich, contextualized insights that contribute to the literature on global-local adaptation,

supply chain localization, and workforce development in emerging markets.
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The Mombasa facility was chosen for this case study due to its unique position as an
assembly plant operated by Simba Corporation, a prominent Kenyan company with a
longstanding partnership with Toyota Motor Corporation. This partnership allows the
Mombasa facility to implement Toyota’s globally recognized manufacturing practices
while navigating the local market dynamics specific to Kenya. As a local partner, Simba
Corporation brings valuable insights into the challenges and opportunities inherent in
adapting a global automotive brand within a developing market. The facility’s dual
affiliation with both a global automotive leader and a local business entity makes it an
ideal case for examining how global practices are customized for a Sub-Saharan African
context. Furthermore, the Mombasa plant has a well-documented history of efforts in
supply chain localization, workforce development, and CSR, all of which are central themes
in this study. This combination of global integration and local responsiveness at the
Mombasa plant provides a rich setting for analyzing the nuanced strategies employed in
the adaptation of global manufacturing practices to a local market.

To conduct this case study, the author and his colleagues visited the Mombasa plant
in February 2024, providing a first-hand opportunity to observe the plant’s operations and
gain insights into its adaptation strategies. During the visit, a one-hour tour of the facility
was conducted, during which the author observed various stages of the manufacturing
process, including assembly, quality control, and component integration. Observing these
processes firsthand allowed the author to gain a nuanced understanding of the plant’s
production dynamics and its efforts to localize practices within the constraints and
opportunities of the Kenyan market.

In addition to the observational tour, the author conducted a semi-structured
interview to gather in-depth qualitative data from key personnel involved in the plant’s
adaptation efforts. The interviews included one employee from the Public Relations
department, who provided insights into the plant’s CSR initiatives and community
engagement strategies, and two employees from the manufacturing engineering section,
who shared detailed knowledge about the technical aspects of production localization and
continuous improvement processes. The interview lasted approximately one hour,
allowing ample time for in-depth discussion on topics such as the integration of locally
sourced components, modifications to vehicle designs for the local market, workforce
training initiatives, and the plant’s collaboration with Toyota in Japan.

These data collection methods — direct observation and semi-structured interviews —
are well-aligned with the case study methodology and provide a comprehensive view of
the Mombasa plant’s operations. By triangulating observational data with interview
insights, this approach strengthens the validity of the findings, offering a well-rounded
perspective on how the plant adapts global practices to meet local needs. The case study
approach also allows for the exploration of nuanced factors, such as employee perceptions,

internal challenges, and operational constraints, which are essential for understanding the
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broader implications of this adaptation process within Kenya’s automotive industry.

4. Findings and Discussion
4.1. Historical Development and Market Evolution

The historical trajectory of the automotive assembly plant in Mombasa, Kenya, is
emblematic of the broader challenges and opportunities faced by the local automotive
industry as it intersects with global trends. Following its inauguration, the plant
commenced full-scale production in 1977, focusing initially on assembling a limited range
of vehicle models. During its early years, the plant experienced rapid growth, reflecting
the burgeoning demand for vehicles within the Kenyan market and the broader East
African region. The plant’s growth during this period was also supported by the broader
economic policies of the Kenyan government, which emphasized import substitution
industrialization. This policy framework aimed to reduce the country’s dependency on
imports by encouraging the development of local industries. Under this regime, the
government implemented protective tariffs and provided incentives to local
manufacturers, which helped shield the nascent automotive industry from foreign
competition. The plant benefited from these policies, as they created a conducive
environment for its expansion and market penetration.

The plant’s trajectory took a significant turn in the early 1990s with the liberalization
of the Kenyan economy. In 1993, the Kenyan government enacted policies that opened the
market to imported second-hand vehicles, which were significantly cheaper than new
locally assembled cars. This shift had a profound impact on the plant’s operations, leading
to a marked decline in production. The influx of used vehicles from countries such as
Japan flooded the market, providing consumers with affordable alternatives to new
vehicles. As a result, demand for locally assembled vehicles plummeted, and the plant’s
production levels decreased sharply. The economic rationale for consumers was clear —
used vehicles offered similar utility at a fraction of the cost of new vehicles, making them
an attractive option for a large segment of the population.

The plant’s recovery began in earnest in 2017, when it was acquired by Simba
Corporation, a prominent Kenyan conglomerate with interests in various sectors, including
automotive, hospitality, and real estate. Simba Corporation’s acquisition marked a turning
point for the plant, injecting much-needed capital and strategic direction into its
operations. One of the key strategies implemented by Simba Corporation was the
diversification of the plant’s product offerings. Recognizing the need to differentiate itself
in a competitive market, the plant began assembling a wider range of vehicle models,
including those tailored specifically for the Kenyan market. This included not only
traditional passenger vehicles but also specialized models designed to meet the unique

demands of the Kenyan environment, such as vehicles suited for rugged terrain and heavy-
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duty commercial use. Additionally, the plant placed a strong emphasis on training its
workforce to ensure that employees were skilled in the latest manufacturing practices.
Efforts were made to localize the procurement of certain components, reducing
dependency on imported parts and fostering relationships with local suppliers.

Despite the progress made since 2017, the plant continues to face significant challenges
in the contemporary market. One of the most pressing issues is the underutilization of its
production capacity. While the plant has a maximum capacity of 30,000 units per year, it
currently operates at only 18% of this capacity. This underutilization is largely due to the
continued dominance of imported second-hand vehicles. Additionally, any disruptions in
the global supply chain, as experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic, pose risks to the
plant’s operations, potentially leading to delays in production and increased costs. In
response to these challenges, the plant’'s management is exploring various strategies to
enhance its competitiveness. These include expanding into new market segments, such as
the marine industry, where the plant has already established a foothold, and increasing the
localization of its supply chain to reduce costs and improve sustainability.

Looking ahead, the plant’s strategic outlook is focused on building on the gains made
since its acquisition by Simba Corporation. The plant aims to increase its market share by
continuing to adapt its product offerings to the specific needs of the Kenyan market. This
includes the potential introduction of new vehicle models that cater to emerging consumer
preferences. The historical development and market evolution of the automotive assembly
plant in Mombasa reflect the broader trends and challenges faced by Kenya’s automotive
industry. From its early years of rapid growth and expansion to the challenges posed by
market liberalization and the subsequent recovery under new ownership, the plant’s
journey underscores the importance of adaptation and innovation in a dynamic global

market.
4.2. Adapting Manufacturing Practices to Local Market Needs

The adaptation of global manufacturing practices to the specific needs of the Kenyan
market is a critical aspect of the Mombasa plant’s operations. Over the years, the plant has
implemented several strategies to ensure that its products and processes align with the
unique demands of local consumers, environmental conditions, and economic realities.
While the Mombasa plant has made significant strides in adapting its manufacturing
practices to the Kenyan market, it continues to face challenges. Adapting vehicles to local
conditions is essential, however, the plant must also ensure that these adaptations do not
compromise the quality and reliability that are hallmarks of the global brands it assembles.
This requires careful planning, continuous training, and close collaboration with global
partners to ensure that local modifications meet the stringent standards set by the parent

companies.
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4.2.1. Introduction of the Marine Department

One of the most significant adaptations undertaken by the plant is the establishment
of a Marine Department, which reflects a strategic pivot towards addressing the needs of
Kenya’s coastal and maritime economy. Research indicated that while Kenya’'s coastal
waters could support an annual catch of 150,000 to 300,000 metric tonnes of fish, the actual
yield was only around 9,000 metric tonnes. This discrepancy was largely attributed to the
lack of affordable, seaworthy vessels that could withstand the conditions of the Indian
Ocean and other local waters. In response, the plant introduced the Marine Department,
initially as a CSR project, with the goal of constructing boats that were specifically
designed to meet the needs of local fishermen. This included considerations such as
durability, ease of maintenance, and suitability for fishing activities. The Marine
Department quickly transitioned from a CSR initiative to a commercial venture as the
demand for these locally produced boats grew. The plant adopted a flexible pricing model
that allowed fishermen to purchase boats on credit, paying 50% of the cost upfront and the

remainder in installments.

4.2.2. Customization of Vehicle Models

In addition to diversifying into marine products, the Mombasa plant has made
significant adaptations in its core automotive manufacturing operations. A key aspect of
this adaptation is the customization of vehicle models to meet the specific demands of
Kenyan consumers and the challenging local environment. The plant’s production of the
Toyota Hiace and Land Cruiser models provides a clear example of how global vehicle
designs have been modified to suit local conditions. The Toyota Hiace, for instance, is
widely used in Kenya as a public service vehicle, commonly known as a matatu. To cater
to this use, the plant has adapted the Hiace by modifying its seating configuration to
maximize passenger capacity, a critical requirement in the Kenyan market where public
transport vehicles are often expected to carry as many passengers as possible.

Another important adaptation involves the use of locally sourced components in the
assembly of vehicles. The plant has incorporated a range of locally manufactured parts
into its production process, including floor mats, coolants, and other fluids. For example,
while the major components of vehicles, such as engines and transmissions, continue to be
imported from Japan, the inclusion of locally produced items like seat covers and
additional interior fittings represents a significant adaptation to local market conditions.
These locally sourced components are often designed with the Kenyan consumer in mind,
incorporating materials and designs that are well-suited to the climate and usage patterns
typical in the region.

The plant’s adaptations also extend to addressing the environmental challenges
specific to the Kenyan market. The country’s diverse geography, which includes coastal

regions, arid plains, and high-altitude areas, requires vehicles that can operate efficiently
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across a range of conditions. One of the primary considerations in adapting vehicles for
the Kenyan market is the rough terrain found in many parts of the country. The plant has
made several modifications to vehicles’ suspension systems, ground clearance, and chassis
design to ensure they can withstand the rigors of driving on unpaved or poorly maintained
roads. These adaptations are particularly important for vehicles used in rural areas, where

road infrastructure is often lacking.

4.2.3. Integrating Local Cultural and Economic Realities

The Mombasa plant’s approach to adapting manufacturing practices is also influenced
by the cultural and economic realities of the Kenyan market. Recognizing the economic
constraints faced by many Kenyan consumers, the plant has focused on collaborating with
local distributors and retailers to offer flexible financing options, such as installment plans
and credit arrangements to make its products more accessible. Cultural factors also play
a role in how vehicles are designed and marketed. For instance, the preference for larger,
more robust vehicles in rural areas has influenced the types of models that the plant
focuses on. The Toyota Land Cruiser, for example, is favored for its ability to handle tough
terrain and its reputation for reliability, which is highly valued in areas where vehicle
maintenance facilities are scarce. The plant has also adapted to the social dynamics of
transportation in Kenya, where vehicles often serve multiple purposes. A single vehicle
may be used for family transport, business purposes, and even as a public service vehicle.
Understanding these multifunctional needs has driven the customization of vehicles to

ensure they can perform well across different roles.
4.3. Localization of the Supply Chain

Localization of the supply chain is a critical aspect of the Mombasa plant’s strategy to
adapt global manufacturing practices to the Kenyan market. The decision to localize the
supply chain is driven by several strategic considerations. First, localizing the supply
chain helps to mitigate the risks associated with global supply chain disruptions. Delays
in shipments and increased costs due to logistical challenges underscored the need for a
more resilient supply chain. Second, localization of the supply chain contributes to cost
reduction. Importing components from overseas, particularly from Japan, involves
significant transportation costs, import duties, and currency exchange rate risks. Finally,
localizing the supply chain supports the Kenyan government’s broader industrialization
goals. The Kenyan government has emphasized the importance of developing local
industries as part of its Vision 2030 initiative, which aims to transform Kenya into a newly

industrializing, middle-income country.

4.3.1. Locally Sourced Components
The Mombasa plant has successfully integrated a range of locally sourced components
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into its vehicle assembly process. One of the most significant areas of localization is the
procurement of coolants, oils, and other essential fluids used in vehicle assembly. These
fluids are critical for the operation and maintenance of vehicles, and sourcing them locally
reduces the dependency on imports. The plant has also localized the production of various
interior components, such as floor mats and seat covers. For instance, materials used in
these components are often selected for their durability and ability to withstand the local
climate, which can range from humid coastal regions to dry, dusty areas inland.

The plant sources vehicle batteries from local manufacturers, further reducing its
reliance on imported components. In some vehicle models, particularly those used for
public transportation or commercial purposes, the plant has localized the production of
seats. For example, while the driver and front passenger seats may still be imported from
Japan for certain models, the rear passenger seats are often manufactured locally. The
plant also sources hangers, jigs, and fixtures used in the assembly process from local

suppliers.

4.3.2. Challenges of Supply Chain Localization

The localization of the supply chain is not without its challenges. The Mombasa plant
faces several obstacles as it seeks to deepen its reliance on local suppliers. One of the
primary challenges in localizing the supply chain is ensuring that locally sourced
components meet the stringent quality standards required by the plant. To address this,
the plant works closely with local suppliers to ensure that they adhere to the required
specifications and quality standards. However, achieving and maintaining these standards
can be challenging, particularly for smaller suppliers who may lack the resources or
expertise of their international counterparts.

The Kenyan industrial sector, while growing, is still developing, and the number of
local suppliers capable of meeting the plant’s needs is limited. Economic instability, such
as fluctuations in inflation or currency exchange rates, can impact the cost and availability
of locally sourced materials. Similarly, political instability or changes in government
policies can affect the business environment for local suppliers, potentially disrupting the

supply chain.

4.3.3. Collaboration with Local Suppliers

To overcome these challenges, the Mombasa plant has developed close partnerships
with local suppliers. These partnerships are based on collaboration and mutual support,
with the plant providing technical assistance and guidance to help suppliers meet the
required standards. For example, the plant may work with a supplier to improve their
production processes and implement quality control measures. The plant’s collaboration
with local suppliers also involves knowledge sharing and capacity building. For instance,

the plant may offer training programs for supplier employees, helping them to develop the
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skills needed to meet the high standards of automotive manufacturing.
4.4. Challenges in Scaling Local Production

Scaling local production at the Mombasa automotive assembly plant presents a
complex array of challenges that are both intrinsic to the manufacturing process and
extrinsic, stemming from broader economic, regulatory, and market conditions. By
addressing these challenges head-on and exploring new opportunities for growth, the plant
can position itself to play a leading role in Kenya’s automotive industry and contribute to
the country’s broader economic development. One of the most pressing challenges facing
the Mombasa plant is the underutilization of its production capacity. Despite having a
maximum production capacity of 30,000 units per year, the plant currently operates at only
189% of this capacity. The underutilization is primarily driven by a combination of factors.

Each of these factors is explored in detail below.

4.4.1. Competition from Imported Second-Hand Vehicles

The most significant external challenge to scaling local production is the intense
competition from imported second-hand vehicles, which dominate the Kenyan market.
These vehicles, primarily sourced from Japan and other developed markets, are
significantly cheaper than new, locally assembled vehicles, making them the preferred
choice for many consumers.

For many Kenyans, the cost of a new vehicle is prohibitive, and the availability of
affordable used cars offers a practical alternative. In addition to lower upfront costs, used
vehicles are often seen as providing better value for money. Buyers can access higher-end
models or vehicles with more features than they could afford if purchasing new. The
importation process for used vehicles is well-established, with numerous dealers and

brokers facilitating the purchase and importation of cars from overseas.

4.4.2. Regulatory and Policy Challenges

While import duties on complete vehicles are high to protect local manufacturing, the
duties on imported components are also significant. These taxes increase the cost of
production and, in turn, the price of locally assembled vehicles. Although the government
offers some incentives for local assembly, the overall tax burden remains a challenge for
manufacturers. The plant must adhere to a complex web of regulations covering
everything from environmental standards to labor laws. Another challenge is the
inconsistency in policy implementation. Changes in government policy, shifts in
regulatory focus, or delays in implementing industrial policies can create uncertainty for

manufacturers.
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4.4.3. Market Size and Demand Constraints

Kenya’s population, while growing, is relatively small compared to other automotive
markets, and the purchasing power of the average consumer is constrained. This limits the
total addressable market for new vehicles, particularly those produced locally, which are
priced higher than imported second-hand alternatives.

The preference for used vehicles, as discussed earlier, is not just a matter of price but
also of consumer behavior. Many Kenyan consumers prioritize immediate affordability
over long-term value, making it difficult to shift market preferences toward new vehicles.
The level of urbanization and infrastructure development in Kenya also impacts vehicle
demand. In more urbanized areas with better infrastructure, there may be greater demand
for new vehicles, particularly for personal use. However, in rural areas where roads are less
developed and public transportation is more common, the demand for new vehicles is

lower.

4.4.4. Workforce and Skills Development

The ability to scale production is closely tied to the availability of a skilled and capable
workforce. The plant must continually invest in training programs to ensure that its
workforce can keep pace with changes. This includes not only technical training but also
training in areas such as quality control and safety standards.

The size and flexibility of the workforce also impact the plant’s ability to scale
production. During periods of high demand, the plant may need to quickly scale up its
workforce, which can be challenging given the time required to recruit and train new
employees. Conversely, during periods of lower demand, maintaining a large workforce
can increase operational costs. Finding the right balance between workforce size,

flexibility, and production needs is a key challenge for scaling operations.
4.5. Capacity Building and Skill Development

Capacity building and skill development are foundational elements in the Mombasa
automotive assembly plant’s strategy to adapt global manufacturing practices to the
Kenyan market. Recognizing that a well-trained, skilled workforce is critical to
maintaining high standards of production and driving innovation, the plant has made
significant investments in both formal training programs and ongoing professional
development. These efforts not only enhance the plant’s operational capabilities but also
contribute to the broader development of Kenya’s industrial workforce, creating a pool of
skilled labor that can support the country’s growing manufacturing sector.

The plant’s approach to capacity building and skill development is multi-faceted,
involving collaborations with educational institutions, in-house training programs, and
international partnerships. One of the plant’s most notable initiatives is its collaboration

with local technical universities, such as the Technical University of Mombasa. This
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partnership plays a crucial role in bridging the gap between academic knowledge and
practical industry experience. The plant runs a dedicated training academy that offers
students hands-on experience in automotive manufacturing, from basic assembly
techniques to more advanced processes such as quality control and vehicle testing. These
training programs typically involve internships or industrial attachments, which last for
several months and allow students to apply what they have learned in a real-world setting.
This practical experience is invaluable, as it prepares students to enter the workforce with
a strong understanding of the technical skills required in the automotive industry.

The training academy’s curriculum is designed to align with the plant’s specific
operational needs, ensuring that students acquire the skills that are most relevant to the
plant’s production processes. This includes training in areas such as precision machining,
welding, electrical systems, and assembly line management. By focusing on these core
competencies, the plant ensures that its future workforce is well-equipped to meet the
demands of modern automotive manufacturing. Moreover, the training academy serves as
a recruitment pipeline for the plant, allowing it to identify and hire the most promising
students who demonstrate the aptitude and motivation to succeed in the industry.

In addition to its partnerships with educational institutions, the Mombasa plant is
deeply committed to the continuous professional development of its existing employees.
Recognizing that the automotive industry is constantly evolving, with new technologies
and manufacturing techniques emerging regularly, the plant invests heavily in ongoing
training programs to keep its workforce up-to-date. These programs cover a wide range of
topics, from technical skills related to specific aspects of vehicle assembly to broader areas
such as leadership, project management, and safety protocols.

A key component of the plant’s capacity-building efforts is its collaboration with
global partners, particularly Toyota Motor Corporation in Japan. Through this
partnership, the plant has access to a wealth of knowledge and resources that it leverages
to enhance its training programs. For instance, Toyota provides technical support in the
form of detailed assembly manuals, training materials, and best practices for quality
control. Additionally, Toyota periodically sends experts to the Mombasa plant to conduct
hands-on training sessions and workshops. These experts bring with them the latest
insights from Toyota’s global operations, allowing the Mombasa plant to benefit from the
vast experience and expertise of one of the world’s leading automotive manufacturers.

The exchange of knowledge between the Mombasa plant and its Japanese
counterparts is a two-way process. While the plant receives technical training and
guidance from Toyota, it also shares feedback and insights from its operations in Kenya.
This collaborative approach ensures that the training programs are not only based on
global best practices but are also tailored to the specific needs and challenges of the
Kenyan market. For example, training programs may be adapted to address the unique

environmental conditions in Kenya, such as the need for vehicles to operate effectively in
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diverse climates and on rough terrain.

4.6. Collaboration with Global Partners

Collaboration with global partners has been a cornerstone of the Mombasa automotive
assembly plant’s strategy to sustain and enhance its operations in the Kenyan market.
These partnerships, particularly with Toyota Motor Corporation in Japan, play a crucial
role in ensuring that the plant maintains the highest standards of quality and efficiency,
while also adapting to the unique demands of the local market.

The relationship with Toyota Motor Corporation is perhaps the most significant of the
plant’s global partnerships. This collaboration dates back to the plant’s early years and has
evolved into a comprehensive support system for the manufacturing processes in the
plant. Toyota’s involvement provides the Mombasa plant with access to a wealth of
resources, including technical expertise, advanced manufacturing technologies, and
rigorous quality control processes. This partnership ensures that the vehicles assembled
at the plant adhere to the same high standards that Toyota is known for globally.

One of the key benefits of this collaboration is the transfer of knowledge and
technology from Toyota to the Mombasa plant. Toyota provides the plant with detailed
assembly manuals and technical documentation, which serve as the foundation for the
manufacturing processes. These manuals are regularly updated to reflect the latest
developments in automotive technology and manufacturing practices, ensuring that the
plant stays current with global industry standards. The documentation covers every
aspect of vehicle assembly, from the installation of engines and transmissions to the final
quality checks, allowing the plant to maintain consistency and precision in its production
processes.

In addition to technical documentation, Toyota also provides ongoing training and
support to the plant’s workforce. This includes sending experts from Japan to conduct
hands-on training sessions at the plant. These sessions are invaluable for the employees,
as they allow them to learn directly from seasoned professionals who have extensive
experience in the automotive industry. The training covers a wide range of topics,
including new assembly techniques, quality control procedures, and the use of advanced
machinery. By participating in these training sessions, the plant’s employees are able to
enhance their skills and stay up-to-date with the latest industry practices.

The collaboration with Toyota is not limited to technical training. It also involves
regular exchanges of personnel between the Mombasa plant and Toyota’s facilities in
Japan and other parts of the world. These exchanges allow employees from the Mombasa
plant to gain international experience and exposure to different aspects of automotive
manufacturing. For example, employees may be sent to Toyota’s plants in Japan or South
Africa to observe and participate in the assembly of new vehicle models or to learn about

innovative production techniques that can be implemented in Mombasa. These
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international exchanges are a crucial part of the plant’s capacity-building efforts, as they
provide employees with a broader perspective on the automotive industry and help them
to bring new ideas and practices back to Kenya.

Another important aspect of the collaboration with Toyota is the emphasis on quality
control. Toyota is renowned for its commitment to quality, and this philosophy is deeply
ingrained in the operations of the Mombasa plant. Toyota provides the plant with a
comprehensive quality management system that includes regular audits, inspections, and
performance assessments. These audits are conducted by Toyota’s quality assurance
teams, who visit the Mombasa plant periodically to evaluate its adherence to global quality
standards.

The plant’s collaboration with global partners is not limited to technical and
operational aspects. It also includes strategic alliances that help the plant navigate the
complex regulatory and business environment in Kenya and the broader East African
region. For example, the plant works with Toyota and other partners to engage with
government agencies, industry associations, and regulatory bodies to advocate for policies
that support local manufacturing and promote the growth of the automotive industry.
These strategic collaborations are essential for ensuring that the plant operates within a
conducive business environment and can respond effectively to changes in regulations or

market conditions.
4.7. CSR and Community Engagement

CSR and community engagement are integral components of the Mombasa
automotive assembly plant’s operations, reflecting its commitment to not only economic
success but also social and environmental sustainability. The plant’s CSR initiatives are
designed to address the specific needs of the communities in which it operates, with a
particular focus on education, economic empowerment, environmental stewardship, and
social development. Through these efforts, the plant seeks to build strong, mutually
beneficial relationships with the local community, contributing to its long-term growth
and stability.

One of the most significant aspects of the plant’s CSR strategy is its focus on education
and capacity building within the local community. Recognizing the importance of
education in driving social and economic progress, the plant has developed several
initiatives aimed at improving educational opportunities for young people in the region.
These initiatives include providing financial support to local schools, funding
infrastructure improvements, and sponsoring extracurricular activities that enhance the
educational experience. For example, the plant has supported a local school near the plant,
by funding the construction of new facilities and improving existing infrastructure. This
support has had a positive impact on the school’s ability to provide a conducive learning

environment for its students, contributing to better educational outcomes.
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In addition to its direct support for schools, the plant is also actively involved in
promoting technical education and vocational training. Through partnerships with local
technical universities, such as the Technical University of Mombasa, the plant provides
opportunities for students to gain hands-on experience in the automotive industry. This
includes offering internships and apprenticeships that allow students to work alongside
experienced professionals in the plant’s training academy. These programs are designed to
bridge the gap between academic knowledge and practical skills, equipping students with
the tools they need to succeed in the job market. By investing in technical education, the
plant is not only helping to develop the next generation of skilled workers but also
contributing to the overall development of Kenya’s industrial workforce.

The plant’s commitment to education extends beyond its immediate surroundings to
include broader community outreach initiatives. For instance, the plant organizes
educational visits and workshops for students from local schools and colleges, providing
them with an opportunity to learn about the automotive industry and the manufacturing
process. These visits are designed to inspire young people to pursue careers in
engineering, manufacturing, and other technical fields, thereby helping to address the
skills gap that exists in many parts of Kenya. The plant also offers scholarships and
sponsorships to promising students who demonstrate academic excellence and a
commitment to pursuing technical education. These scholarships are intended to remove
financial barriers to education, enabling more young people to access the training and
education they need to achieve their career goals.

Economic empowerment is another key focus of the plant’s CSR initiatives. The plant
recognizes that supporting local businesses and creating job opportunities are essential for
fostering sustainable economic development in the region. As part of its efforts to
empower the local community, the plant has implemented several programs aimed at
supporting small and medium-sized enterprises that are part of its supply chain. This
includes providing technical assistance, training, and financial support to local suppliers,
helping them to improve their operations and meet the plant’s quality standards. By
strengthening the capacity of local suppliers, the plant not only enhances its own supply

chain but also contributes to the growth of the local economy.
4.8. Continuous Improvement and Feedback Mechanisms

Continuous improvement and feedback mechanisms are fundamental to the
operational philosophy of the Mombasa automotive assembly plant. These practices are
deeply embedded in the plant’s culture and are essential for maintaining high standards of
quality, efficiency, and innovation. The plant’'s commitment to continuous improvement
is reflected in its adoption of the Kaizen philosophy, a cornerstone of Toyota’s global
manufacturing strategy. Kaizen, which rougly translated means “change for the better” in

Japanese, emphasizes the importance of making incremental, continuous improvements in
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every aspect of the production process. This philosophy has been instrumental in
fostering a culture of excellence at the Mombasa plant, where employees at all levels are
encouraged to identify inefficiencies, propose solutions, and implement changes that
enhance overall performance.

The continuous improvement process at the plant begins with a strong emphasis on
employee involvement. The plant’s management recognizes that employees are often the
best sources of ideas for improving processes, as they are the ones who work directly with
the equipment, materials, and systems every day. To facilitate this, the plant has
established several formal and informal channels through which employees can provide
feedback and suggest improvements. These channels include regular team meetings,
suggestion boxes, and structured problem-solving sessions. Employees are encouraged to
share their observations about potential inefficiencies, quality issues, or safety concerns,
and to propose practical solutions that can be tested and implemented.

The plant also utilizes a system of regular audits and inspections to identify areas for
improvement. These audits are conducted by both internal teams and external partners,
such as Toyota’s quality assurance experts. During these audits, every aspect of the
production process is scrutinized, from the handling of raw materials to the final assembly
and testing of vehicles. The findings from these audits are used to pinpoint specific areas
where improvements can be made, whether in terms of efficiency, quality, or safety. The
audit process is complemented by continuous monitoring of key performance indicators,
which provide real-time data on the plant’s operational performance and include metrics
such as production throughput, defect rates, downtime, and energy consumption, among
others. By tracking these metrics closely, the plant can quickly identify deviations from
expected performance levels and take corrective action.

In addition to these internal mechanisms, the plant’s collaboration with Toyota
provides an additional layer of continuous improvement. Toyota’s global expertise and
best practices are regularly integrated into the plant’s operations through training
sessions, workshops, and on-site visits from Toyota’s experts. These interactions not only
reinforce the principles of Kaizen but also introduce new methodologies and technologies
that can be adapted to the plant’s specific context. The transfer of knowledge from Toyota
to the Mombasa plant is a dynamic, ongoing process that helps to keep the plant at the
forefront of industry developments.

The feedback mechanisms at the plant are designed to be inclusive and participatory,
ensuring that all employees have a voice in the continuous improvement process. This
inclusivity is critical for fostering a sense of ownership and accountability among the
workforce. Employees are not only encouraged to suggest improvements but are also
involved in the implementation and monitoring of these improvements. This hands-on
involvement helps to build a deeper understanding of the production process and

reinforces the importance of maintaining high standards of quality and efficiency.
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Moreover, by actively participating in the continuous improvement process, employees
develop problem-solving skills and a proactive mindset, which are valuable assets for both

their personal development and the plant’s overall success.

5. Conclusion
5.1. Summary of Findings

This study examined the adaptation of global automotive manufacturing practices to
the Kenyan market through an in-depth analysis of the Mombasa automotive assembly
plant. The findings illustrate the complex and dynamic interplay between global
standards, local market conditions, and operational realities. Over the years, the plant has
successfully localized certain aspects of its production while maintaining the high-quality
standards set by its global partners, particularly Toyota Motor Corporation. The plant’s
efforts to adapt to the Kenyan market are reflected in its commitment to localizing the
supply chain, modifying vehicle models to meet local needs, investing in workforce
development, and implementing continuous improvement mechanisms. However, despite
these efforts, significant challenges remain, particularly in scaling local production and
competing with the influx of affordable second-hand vehicles.

One of the key conclusions of this study is that the success of global-local adaptation
in Kenya’'s automotive sector hinges on a balance between maintaining global quality
standards and addressing local economic realities. The plant’s ability to localize parts of its
supply chain and tailor vehicle models for Kenyan consumers shows the potential for
deeper integration with the local economy. However, challenges such as underutilization
of production capacity and market competition from used vehicles continue to limit the
full realization of this potential. The competitive pricing of second-hand cars has made it
difficult for the plant to scale production, as new, locally assembled vehicles remain less
affordable for many Kenyan consumers. Addressing this challenge will require innovative
approaches to cost reduction, government support, and a shift in consumer preferences
toward new vehicles.

The plant’s efforts to build a skilled workforce through partnerships with local
educational institutions, in-house training programs, and collaboration with global
partners have been crucial in maintaining high standards of production. The continuous
improvement processes embedded in the plant’s operations, particularly the adoption of
the Kaizen philosophy, have fostered a culture of innovation and efficiency. These efforts
not only enhance the plant’s operational capabilities but also contribute to the broader
development of Kenya’s manufacturing sector. Moreover, the plant’s commitment to CSR
and community engagement has further strengthened its ties with the local community,
ensuring that its operations are seen as beneficial to both the company and the

surrounding region.
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5.2. Contribution of This Research to the Literature

This research contributes to the existing literature in several important ways. First, it
provides a detailed case study of how global automotive manufacturing practices are
adapted to a developing market with distinct economic, social, and infrastructural
challenges. The study’s focus on Kenya, a country that has been relatively
underrepresented in global-local adaptation research, fills a critical gap in the literature on
Sub-Saharan Africa’s automotive industry.

Second, the research offers new insights into supply chain localization in a developing
market context. While much of the existing literature focuses on larger emerging markets,
such as China, India, and Brazil, this study highlights the specific challenges and
opportunities associated with localizing supply chains in a smaller, less industrialized
economy like Kenya. The findings underscore the importance of building local capacity
and infrastructure to support supply chain development.

Third, the study enriches the literature on capacity building and skill development by
documenting the plant’s collaborative approach to training and education. The
partnerships with local universities and the emphasis on continuous training demonstrate
how global firms can contribute to the development of a skilled workforce in developing
countries.

Lastly, this research enhances the understanding of CSR in the context of a
multinational corporation operating in Sub-Saharan Africa. By providing a detailed
examination of the plant’s CSR initiatives, the study illustrates how corporate efforts can
address local social and environmental needs while also contributing to the company’s
long-term success.

In conclusion, this study adds to the broader literature on global-local adaptation,
supply chain localization, capacity building, and CSR by offering a nuanced analysis of the
automotive industry in Kenya. It provides valuable insights into the strategies and
challenges associated with adapting global manufacturing practices to a developing
market, offering lessons that can be applied to other industries and regions. Future
research can build on this work by exploring the broader implications of these findings for

the automotive industry across Africa and other developing regions.
5.3. Future Research

Looking ahead, several areas require further research to support the continued growth
and adaptation of Kenya’s automotive manufacturing sector. First, more detailed studies
are needed to assess the impact of government policies on the local automotive industry,
particularly in relation to the importation of second-hand vehicles and the promotion of
local manufacturing. Research could explore the effectiveness of existing tariffs and

regulations and propose alternative policy frameworks that better support local
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production without compromising affordability for consumers. Understanding how policy
adjustments could incentivize the purchase of new vehicles over used ones is critical for
driving the growth of the local automotive market.

Another area for future research is the exploration of alternative financing models and
business strategies that could make new vehicles more accessible to a wider segment of the
Kenyan population. Investigating the feasibility of leasing options, installment payment
plans, and government-backed incentives could help reduce the financial barriers to
purchasing new vehicles. Additionally, research could focus on understanding consumer
behavior and preferences in Kenya's automotive market, exploring ways to shift
perceptions and encourage the adoption of locally assembled vehicles.

Further studies should also examine the opportunities for greater localization of the
supply chain. While the plant has made significant progress in sourcing components
locally, there is still a heavy reliance on imported parts, particularly for complex systems
like engines and transmissions. Research could explore how local industries could be
developed or expanded to manufacture these components domestically, thereby reducing
production costs and enhancing the sustainability of the local automotive industry.
Understanding the barriers faced by local suppliers, such as access to capital, technical
expertise, and infrastructure, would be critical in identifying ways to strengthen the
supply chain and support local manufacturing.

Environmental sustainability is another key area for future research. As Kenya
continues to prioritize sustainable development, there is a growing need to understand
how the automotive sector can reduce its environmental footprint. Research could focus
on exploring the potential for electric or hybrid vehicle production in Kenya, as well as
examining how the plant could further integrate renewable energy and sustainable
practices into its operations. This would not only align with global trends in the
automotive industry but also support Kenya’s environmental goals under its Vision 2030
development agenda.

Finally, future research should explore the broader regional and continental context in
which Kenya’'s automotive industry operates. With the growth of regional trade
agreements such as the African Continental Free Trade Area, there are emerging
opportunities for Kenya to position itself as a manufacturing hub for East Africa and
beyond. Research could investigate how Kenya’'s automotive sector could tap into these
regional markets, examining the logistical, regulatory, and competitive dynamics involved.
Understanding the potential for regional integration could provide valuable insights into
how Kenya can scale its automotive production and become a more significant player in
the global automotive industry.

In conclusion, while the Mombasa automotive assembly plant has made considerable
progress in adapting global manufacturing practices to the local Kenyan market,

significant challenges and opportunities remain. By addressing the obstacles related to
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capacity utilization, market competition, and supply chain localization, and by continuing
to invest in workforce development and community engagement, the plant is well-
positioned to play a leading role in Kenya’s industrial growth. Future research should
focus on identifying ways to enhance the competitiveness of Kenya’'s automotive sector,
with a particular emphasis on policy support, market access, and sustainable practices.
These efforts will be crucial for ensuring that Kenya’s automotive industry continues to
grow, innovate, and contribute to the country’s broader economic development in the

years to come.
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From Global to Local:

Adaptation of Automotive Manufacturing Practices for
the Kenyan Market

Mihail Marinov

Abstract

This paper explores the adaptation of global automotive manufacturing practices to
Kenya through a case study of the Mombasa assembly plant, managed by Simba
Corporation and Toyota. In a market reliant on imported second-hand vehicles, the plant
must align Toyota’s global standards with local consumer needs and infrastructure. Using
observations and interviews, the study examines strategies for supply chain localization,
workforce development, and community engagement. Findings show design adaptations
to local needs, local sourcing of components, comprehensive workforce training, and
corporate social responsibility efforts, though challenges remain in scaling production and
competing with used imports. This research provides insights into the complexities of
localized manufacturing in emerging markets, emphasizing the role of such initiatives in
Kenya’s industrial growth.
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