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Dare to dream

Ri zal Repin

LOOKI NG QUT fromthe el eventh fl oor wi ndow of the 12-storey Menara
Mesi ni aga, |smail Sul ai man ponders about his |ong service at Mesiniaga Sdn
Bhd and its future direction.

Says the managi ng director, "~ Mesiniaga was born out of a bold idea.'
Sitting hinmself nore confortably, he continues, It was created as IBM s
response to the New Economic Policy (NEP), to realise a dreamof a

bum putera information technology (I T) conpany.'

Mesi ni aga has al ways been synonynous with the | ongstandi ng and r enowned
worl d corporate giant IBM Since its formation in 1982, Msiniaga has
grown into one of the nobst successful |IT conpanies in Ml aysia, dealing
primarily as a sales vehicle for | BM products and services.

Ismail or Pak Mail as some of the younger enployees affectionately cal
him has been with IBMfor 44 years. H's involvemrent with | BM began
shortly after graduating fromcollege which, incidentally, pre-enpted his
original plan of joining the mlitary forces. Graduating as an engi neer
fromMadras University, he started in IBMas a service engi neer and rose
to becone general manager in 1969. He was appoi nted nmanagi ng director of
Mesi niaga in 1981 upon his retirenent from| BM

Contenplating the future, Ismail lets out a long sigh. What woul d | BM be
like after the year 2000? "It is difficult to project so far ahead, the
technol ogy changes so fast,' he says thoughtfully. "The business today is
t he business of the future, especially in information technol ogy. W hope
to be able to adapt to all changes in the environnent.'

Ismail also plans to list Mesiniaga one day. "1 think we are ready to
list but there is a process one nust go through, so maybe sonmeday we will.
There are positive and negative aspects of being a |isted conpany. Being
listed woul d be advant ageous to Mesiniaga as it would hel p expand the
business. | think it is not a secret that we will, whether the timng is
now, next year or the year after that, we're not sure.’

Ismail also says that like all other IT conpanies, Mesiniaga aspires to
be a part of the Multinedia Super Corridor (MSC). It is participating in
three of the flagship applications taskforces for the MSC, specifically in
the el ectroni c governnment, smart school and tel emedi ci ne applicati ons.
Currently, it is involved in several projects concerning the electronic
gover nnent .

Mesi ni aga has hunbl e begi nnings. It began as an idea during the early
Seventies when IBMwas first assessing and trying to find ways to address
the NEP requirenents. One of the ways to do this would have been to sel
sone of IBMs shares to sonme bumi putera organi sations but 15 years ago, it
was |BMs policy to own 100 per cent of its subsidiaries. "So in those
days, it woul d have been unusual to have a Ml aysi an subsi di ary whi ch was
not fully operated by IBM' says Isnail. Thus, a team conprising | BM
officials, including Ismail, set out to hold discussions with the
government. The result: rather than having IBMsell 30 per cent of its
shares to a bum putera conpany, it would create a buni putera conpany that
woul d be managed and run |i ke | BM

"W were excited as this would be a nore exciting response to the NEP

We went to Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad, who was then the deputy prine
mnister and he quite liked the idea. So that was how Mesini aga start ed.
It became a bumi put era-owned conpany but drew fromI|BM s experience and
technol ogy,' he says.



Subsequently, on Jan 1, 1982, Mesiniaga was incorporated with a staff of
50 fromIBMs Ofice Products Division. "O course in those days, |BM was
t he nunber one conpany, so it was easy to have IBMas a nodel. There was
no better nodel 15 years ago than IBM IBMtoday is not the acknow edged
nunber one conpany, so we have slowy changed,' he says. |BM and Mesini aga
now have a broader product |line and a new marketing nodel incorporated
into their business strategy. After 15 years, staff strength of Mesiniaga
has swelled to 380 and they are all |ocated in Menara Mesiniaga which in
itself has becone a |l andmark in Subang Jaya

Mesiniaga's primary products are the low end I BM hardware |ike electric
typewiters, copiers and personal computers while | BM Mal aysi a handl es the
| arger machines |i ke mai nframe conputers. Since its incorporation,
Mesi ni aga has been a deal er of hardware and today, although hardware is
still a part of its total offering, it has incorporated val ue-added
services as well. In terns of services, Mesi-niaga offers network

sol utions and custoni sed application prograns.

According to Ismail, as technol ogy and the market pl ace changes, it is no

| onger possible for | BMand Mesiniaga to cover the entire marketplace. It
is inevitable that Mesi-niaga changes its approach to the narket.
Mesi ni aga was, until two years ago, the only source for IBMPCs. Since
then, it has appointed distributors who have in turn appointed dealers to
mar ket the nidrange and | ow range PCs and peripherals. Mesiniaga stil
services the major accounts for | arge conpani es and organi sations. " The
key accounts are still serviced by us but the servicing of the hone PC
mar ket is better done by our distributors and deal ers. That is our

mar keting nodel. Before it was just IBM then it was | BMand Mesini aga but
to extend our coverage of the market, we have now appoi nted deal ers and
distributors,’' says Isnail

In terns of nmarket share, I1BM captured in excess of 10 per cent of the

PC market in 1996, naking it sixth anmong the top 10 PC vendors in

Mal aysi a. According to research by the International Data Corporation, |BM
i s surpassed by Acer, which ranks at nunber one, NEC, Conpaq, |PC and

Hew ett-Packard. The results of the research, in itself, marks an

achi evenent for Mesiniaga. In 1995, |IBMwas not even anong the top 10 PC
vendors i n Ml aysi a.

Ismail attributes its success in 1996 to the new conpetitive | BM

products that were introduced and the recent appointnent of deal ers and
distributors. The positive results showed the success of the appoint nent
of distributors due to the wi der market coverage. As for the new products,
Ismail says IBMrefreshed its entire Iine of products including new
servers, desktops, Aptivas for the home and the nobil e Thi nkpads | aptop
conput ers.

"We plan to inprove on our position,' he says, adding that Msiniaga
plans to performbetter and execute nore of the strategies that led to
1996 bei ng a successful year. He al so expects Mesiniaga to go on a nore
aggressi ve advertising canmpaign on IBMs new |line of conputers.

Ismai|l also attributes the success of Mesiniaga to experienced senior
managenent and enpl oyee loyalty. ~W have a | ow enpl oyee turnover rate
conpared to the industry average,' he says. ~Qur staff turnover is between
12 to 15 per cent, while the industry average is about 25 per cent.'

He says finding qualified people is hard in the IT industry.

Furthernore, Mesiniaga always attenpts to nmaintain a bum putera najority
where staff is concerned. “~As a buni putera conpany, we want to make sure
of this and this in turn nakes us nore selective. There has to be nore
dedi cation and conmitment towards making sure we hire people and train
them'

According to Ismail, ongoing education is inportant and is the key



fornmula to any conpany's growth. Mesiniaga has an Enpl oyee Devel opnent
Department where it runs workshops, seminars and training for its

enpl oyees. Since it also has access to IBMs training facilities and

sem nars, Mesiniaga' s enpl oyees have a good opportunity to | earn

Wher e nanagenent is concerned, Ismail says it is not easy to describe

Mesi -niaga's style. But as far as nanagenent practices go, Mesiniaga
follows IBMs practices. "First of all, we enpower. There is a trenendous
anmount of enpowernent in the conpany. Enpl oyees can nmake deci sions. W try
to create an entrepreneurial kind of atnosphere in the conpany,’' he points
out .

The conpany itself is very open, enployees throughout the conpany refer

to himby his first name. Mesiniaga also practi ses an open door policy.
“Figuratively speaking, nmy doors are al ways open. Enpl oyees do not need to
make an appoi ntnent to see ne about anything,' says Ismail. He adds that
al | Mesiniaga enpl oyees have access to hi mand ot her senior managers. They
can cone to himnot only to air their grievances but also to nake

suggesti ons.

One managenent practice that Mesiniaga believes in is internal

pronotions. " Senior positions have al ways been filled by people who
entered the conpany at entry | evel positions,' he says while maintaining
that this is sonething he personally supports, having served |BMfor 44
years. Although all senior positions have been filled by people fromthe
conpany so far, Isnmail expresses doubt over how rmuch | onger Mesiniaga can
sustain this practice. "If we |ose a senior manager and there's no one who
can replace the person, we will have to go outside and | ook,' he says.
There are benefits in hiring senior staff externally. For one, he says,
internal pronotions are expensive. The ot her advantage of hiring
externally is that Mesiniaga will obtain new ideas and new ways of doi ng
things. “So sonmetines it is easier to do that. But hiring externally is
not the best way. My belief is that pronotion to the highest extent from
within is good.'

I smail says one can overcone the probl emof experience and exposure by
sendi ng enpl oyees for courses. This is because when the enpl oyees are
outside they will pick up newideas and | earn different ways of doing
things. Ismail adds that sone of his enployees are also sent to work at
specific I BMprojects and research | abs.

Mesi ni aga has, through the years, evolved froma hardware seller to a

full service systens intergrater. Fromonly selling | BM hardware,

Mesi niaga has - since its inception - becone a provider of networks and
custom sed software for organi sations.

When asked about Mesiniaga' s past success, Ismail says that it is
difficult to sinply put a | abel on a company's achi evenent. However, he
says one of its biggest achievenments is the fact that Mesiniaga is a

bum put era conpany nmanaged like a rmultinational. ~We have grown over the

| ast 15 years. Qur revenue has gone 10 tines higher, our profits slightly
nore,' he says.

Anot her factor is that Pernodal an Nasi onal Bhd (PNB) hol ds a 25 per cent
stake in Mesiniaga just as |BMWrld Trade Corporation holds a 10 per cent
stake. "We are lucky to have been associated with sone of the truly mgjor
nanes inthe IT field like IBM Lotus, Novell and AT & T. W have al so won
recognition fromthemas their top resellers,' he enthuses. |ndividual
Mesi ni aga directors hold the renmmi ni ng 65 per cent.

Ismail maintains that for a conpany to succeed it rmust represent | eading
edge products. He al so believes that a good conpany nust have well trained
and notivated staff. "~You may have a good product but if you don't have
nmot i vat ed enpl oyees, you won't get very far. W have to be a professiona
conmpany, one that keeps its pronises and we keep drumming this into our



enpl oyees. If we don't deliver in terns of quality, tineliness and val ue,
then we will never be successful .’
He al so adds that every conpany nmust al ways be ethical and put the
custoner's interest above all other interests. "Not only do we have to be
a prof essional conpany, but we have to be a conpany of professionals.'
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