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A fair business environnent for al

Datuk A Kadir Jasin
THE capitalistic notion that conpetition is good is not always correct.
And custoner is not always king, either.

For conpetition to bring maxi num benefit to consumers, a fair business
environment has to prevail

Governnent may not be good at doi ng busi ness, but the bad governnent
business is not necessarily bad for the consuners. Hence, privatization is
not always to the advantage of the public.

Take tel ecommuni cations as an exanple. Partial privatization of Syarikat
Tel ekom Mal aysi a Bhd may have reduced the need for governnent fundi ng and
gi ven the conpany greater flexibility to conduct its affairs.

In the | ast few years, Tel ekom has energed as one of the |argest and
nost active Ml aysi an conpanies to invest abroad. This woul d not have been
possi bl e had the conpany remai ned a governnent departnent.

On the other hand, going by the nunber and types of conpl ai nts agai nst
the conpany in the newspapers and el sewhere, one wonders if privatization
i ndependence and growi ng conpetition fromother players have inproved
Tel ekom s conpetitiveness and effici ency.

It is even ironic that nmuch of the conplaints should centre on very
basic issues - slowness in responding to reports of faulty lines, delays
ininstalling tel ephone and fax connections, and m scomruni cati on anong
departnents and staff of the conpany.

Had it not been for the fact that tel ephone tariffs and charges are
still regulated by the Governnent, there m ght even be nore conpl aints
agai nst the national tel ephone conpany and ot her service providers for
i nefficiency.

But privatization and |liberalisation of the tel ecomunications industry
are not wthout benefits. Wth other providers now of fering some of the
servi ces previously nonopolised by the national tel ephone conpany,
comsunmers can at the very least conpare the efficiency of Tel ekomwith
t hese new entrants.

Al so, had it not been for the participation of these new service
providers, the country mi ght not have been able to progress as fast as it
has done in the | ast few years.

The introduction of cellular tel ecomunications is revolutionising the
way we work, do business and socialise - sonmething that was slowto
devel op when Tel ekomwas a governnent department and tel ecomuni cati ons
was a state nonopoly.

But conpetition and variety do not always |ead to val ue-added and
i ncreased productivity. There will be providers who will put scruple and
sense of responsibility on the back seat by appealing to the baser aspects
of human needs and tendenci es.

The "600" line is a case in point. Wile the benefits to users are
limted, the charges inposed are exorbitant. It can cost as nmuch as RML. 95
per minute to make one of these calls. And for what? Listening to pop
musi c, jokes, | ooking for dates and ot her frivolous pursuits.

These services not only burden the subscribers, but could produce
negative i npact on teenagers and young persons who are nost likely to
curi-curi nmaking these calls.

This is certainly not what the Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir
Mohamad had in m nd when he encouraged Mal aysi an conpani es to | aunch
t el ecommuni cati ons satellites.



He had in mnd nore productive things such as technol ogy-driven
devel opnent, the Miultinmedia Super Corridor, the information-rich society
and el ectroni cs governnent.

Broadcasting is another area where the benefits of |iberalisation and
conmpetition can be in the negative.

Wil e on the one hand operators have to conmpete for programes to feed
the rising nunber of stations and networks and the | onger broadcasting
hour, on the other hand they have to mnim se cost to becone viable.

For terrestrial stations, their principal source of income is
advertisenment. Wth |l ess than 50 per cent of advertising expenditure in
the country going to TV and radi o, conpetition is increasing anong
broadcasting entities.

For pay TV, including those using satellite broadcasting, the source of
revenue i s subscription. The current rate of subscription and installation
fees i s beyond reach of nmpbst househol ds.

Whi |l e nore noney has to be spent on buying progranmes, the scope of
raising revenue is linmted by the anbunt of advertising expenditure (Adex)
whi ch nore stations have to conpete for

To make profits or just to break even, they have to mnimse cost. This
| eads to the tendency of buying cheap "canned" progranmmes from abroad.
Even the production of |ocal programmes is under threat of cost-cutting.

In a recent case, a pay TV station paid RMLO nmillion to a foreign
supplier for a three-year supply of two international sports progranmes
when a local terrestrial station had for years been paying RML.25 million
for the sane programmes for three years.

Wil e nore foreign exchange fl ows out of the country, the viewers of the
terrestrial station, who run into mllions, may one day | ose the right to
wat ch these hi gh-class sports progranmes as their broadcasting rights are
taken over by the pay TW.
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