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Bri ngi ng cyberspace to the people

LimLi Mn

PAST a mani cured sweep of lawn in KL's Technol ogy Park, the taxi glides,
blurring one building after another in a glint of glass and steel. W
flash by Measat's satellite dishes, cupped to the sun |like so many gi ant
tulips; past the hexagonal Resource Centre, then finally cone to Netcard's
pristine blue offices, headquarters of Malaysia's first public internet

ki osk.

Al though this is Bukit Jalil, three kilonetres off the Puchong hi ghway
and a testinony to Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanad's 1988 digital dream
made flesh, it's tenpting to draw parallels with Mcroserfs, American
aut hor Dougl as Coupl and's book. In it, he depicted a Mcrosoft "canpus"
wi th twentysonet hi ng technophiles chattering i n geekspeak and nopi ng about
until Bill Gate's next e-mail. In fact, you'd al nbst expect themto strol
across the lawn nowin their Gap gear, discussing their shipping dates.

But as you enter Netcard's premises this chinmera shatters: in a bar is a
silver, slightly space-agey Netcard ki osk, set off by the conpany's
cafeteria' s wicker chairs and spotlit lighting. No Mcrosoft den, piled
high with Pizza Hut cardboard containers, would ever ook |like this - it
seens way too neat and corporatised. But in Ml aysia, where serious nbney
(to the tune of RMA million) has been put up for the shiny booths,
conmpanies like Netcard are anticipating the future of the Miltinmedia Super
Corri dor.

Netcard's brief is sinple: it was to design an Internet kiosk, place it
in a public access |ocation, say, a shopping mall, then bl anket the
peninsula with Netcard stations (some 200 nati onwi de booths by the end of
the year). In a bold flourish, it would be an Internet service provider
for both the PC have and have-nots. And crucially, claimits nmakers, it
woul d fling open the doors to an egalitarian cyberworld for all net
virgins.

The custonmer-friendly carrot woul d be the software - the first all-
enconpassi ng Mal aysi an website that could handle e-mail, surfing the Wb,
chat roons and offer localised travel, entertai nment and shoppi ng data as
well. The feather in its cap would be its ticketing booths where, for
exanpl e, you' d be able to buy an online plane ticket after having
downl oaded the airline's schedule (up and running only by the end of this
year). It will even, promi se its makers, deliver an interactive governnent
via your modemin the near future.

When the first kiosk flickered into life in May 1996, Dr Mahathir, with
one foot already in the Infobahn, was its first virtual customer. He
purchased a bouquet of flowers with the conmpany's nenory card (akin to
Tel ecom Mal aysi a' s phonecards). To date, there are 50 ki osks in the Klang
Val l ey, nmostly in shopping centres and hotels, and 10 at the Sultan Abdul
Azi z Shah International Airport. Netcard has sold an estimted 2,600 cards
(at RM20 each) so far, which works out to a nodest 215 cards per nonth.
yesterday, the conpany's website was officially |aunched by Culture, Arts
and Touri sm M ni ster Datuk Sabbaruddi n Chi k

So what's it like, you want to know. Quite effortlessly, this website
makes ot her Mal aysi an conpetitors | ook | acklustre. There have been ot her
attenpts at constructing simlar electronic spaces - Jaring' s fanously
dul | honepage, and the nore i maginatively designed but bitty Silicon and
Neur onet websites - but nothing has quite approached this site in terms of
conpr ehensi veness and a packaged identity. Netcard, at |east, has found



some sort of voice, however unpolished, for its targeted 16-25-year-old
crowd. "We think of it as a link to your personal conmunity,"” says Peter
Chan, Netcard's progranme director.

There are five nultinedia channel s whose soundtracks jangle at you when
you click on their hypertexts: NetEntertainnent, NetGeneration, NetShop,
Net Travel and Net Card Corporation. Concerning the website's design,

Net card' s nmanagi ng director Leong Seng Keat explains: "W pictured them as
TV channel s because we wanted to keep the website interactive and
friendly. The idea was to bring the famliar to the people,” pointing out
that their browser |ooks |ike a renpte control

VWhat ever you think of that, graphically, it provides an easy way in.
Click on the entertai nment channel and you can preview The Crucible clips,
scan the reviews, dash off an e-mail mssive if you don't agree - and in
the future, purchase a ticket on the spot. Under the TV section, designed
like a virtual Filofax, you need only to point your nouse at a date for
TV3's programmes to be flashed up.

And if you need to buzz down to Lion City, you can downl oad the
Si ngapor e- Kual a Lunpur train tinetable, and in the future (again), be
i ssued a ticket. For the youthful readership, there are hip articles on
Jason Cottamand cyberfashion, including interviews with | ocal couture
gurus. Ch, and a review of WII Self's Junk Mail for the cognoscenti.
Finally, there's the virtual holy grail of electronic business - online
shopping. A CD need only be a click away now.

The brains behind all of this is Leong and Chan. Like npst worKking
within the IT industry, both are on the right side of 30, nale, and are
HTM. (the | anguage of conputer programring) literate. Leong has a seven-
year track record of working with Asia Conputer Services and KE
Technol ogy, while Chan, whose office reading nmaterial ranges from
Baudel aire to Baudrillard, founded Poem the peninsula s first internet
cafe.

However, it would be difficult to pretend that Netcard' s website is the
|l ast word as far as the wired world is concerned. G ammtically, its
English | eaves sonmething to be desired, while the quality of its witing
|l ooks a little rough around the edges when you conpare it to an ezine
i ke, say, Word (www. word.conm. But given that the Net in Malaysia is at
a fledgling stage, and that it has only two full-tine witers, this isn't
desperately crucial to its success right now M MOS deputy president Dr
Mohaned Awang Lah, Netcard's partner, for one, thinks they' re on the right
track. "They' ve progressed incredibly fromwhat they were at the initia
stage. And I, personally, amreally pleased."

More inmportantly, though, as worldwi de trends attest, localisation is
where the Informati on Super H ghway is speeding to - and Chan is right to
visualise Netcard' s website as "a platformfor the conmunity". After years
of trunpeting noisily about the Net's global wiring potential, the
| nf obahn, to paraphrase cinena hall jargon, is finally comng to a
nei ghbour hood near you.

For exanple, in downtown Manhattan's Silicon Alley, where a batch of Wb
conpani es i s based, one of New York City's first local listing sites,
Total New York (www. total ny.com) was |aunched in 1995. Nowit's worth nore
than US$5 million and has been snapped up by a division of Arerica Onli ne.
British Tel ecomhas started up sonething simlar called Touchpoint. And
while Mcrosoft Network's Seattl e-based Sidewal k i ntroduced its first
regional site this January, the original success story nust be France's
vi deot ext version, Mnitel, which has had 15 mllion users since the md-
80s.

As John Brot hwi ck, the young nogul behind Total New York, comments in
the Guardian: "G ven that 80 per cent of purchases are nade within a 20-



mle radius of the hone, there's a trenendous opportunity for the Wb to
be central in local transactions and advertising." People want to know
what' s happening in their nei ghbourhoods, explains Brothw ck. "The two
things you want to do with | ocal content - to search and update frequently
- digital nedia does phenonenally well."

But ot her super machines that will in part replicate Netcard' s services
are not in sone distant galaxy. In America, a new generation of super
automated teller nmachines (ATMs) is springing up. You'll be able to buy

stanps, novie tickets and traveller's cheques, in addition to carrying out
t he usual transactions. And |ike Jean-C aude Van Danme's thunbpri nt
scanner in the filmDouble Team these machines will soon be virtually

f raud- pr oof .

However, Netcard's online shopping services should al so prove
i nteresting watching. Anerican busi ness magazi ne Fortune comrents: "1997
will mark a turning point - the harried nasses can begin surfing the net
to save tinme (and noney) rather than kill it." Cting virtual bookstore
Amazon as a shining exanple of digital commerce, it reports that, after a
quiet lull, online business is set to grow and grow. Last year, Amazon's
revenue was zinging to the tune of well over US$10 million - evidence that
el ectronic comerce can beat a real-life bookstore anytine - and
customers, in Arazon's case, are prepared to surf the Net rather than
venture to their local MPH And if Netcard can successfully get onto
online shopping's virtual surfboard, it, too, will be riding the | atest
i ndust ry-w de wave.

But not all the kinks in Netcard' s system have been ironed out. Wile
its main target group fits the denographics of any Internet user - young,
conmputer-literate and aspiringly upwardl y-nobile - the earning cl out of
its under-35 custoners very much remains a future potential. |I spent two
afternoons interviewing its regular and casual browsers, and while nany
t hought that what it had to offer was excellent, for nobst, RM2O an hour on
the Net was asking way too nuch. Qthers expressed m sgivings about surfing
in so public a place. Raynond Cheng, THB Asia Connect's president and CEQ
has two questions. "Why would | spend RMR2O just to buy an RMB ci nema
ticket?" he asks. "And the thing that's nost inportant to ne i s how
they' re marketing the conpany. |I'd like to see just how they' re doing
that."

Then again, given the current thrust of the MSC s trajectory in
Mal aysia, this seens to be an industry that attracts nore novers and
shakers that can deliver, than it does unbelievers. Richard Cusson,
general manager of Bull Information Systems, a smartcard KL-based conpany,
is just such an acolyte. "I believe it's a very good idea because it's
just like taking the internet cafes out onto the street, isn't it?" he
says. "And Mal aysia's the first country in which I've been where |'ve
wi t nessed such nobilisation and drive by the governnent. | believe that
this train will have to get nmoving - and it might take | onger than
expected - but once it does, people will be jumping on."

* Netcard can be accessed at www. netcard.com ny
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