09/ 01/ 1997
Future | ooks bright for UUM

Nor ai ni Shari ff

"I AM conscious of the fact that the university was set up specifically to
focus on managenent-rel ated courses. Excellence is expected since it is
catering to a specific target," said Datuk Dr Shamsuddi n Kassim 58
Universiti Uara Malaysia's third vice-chancell or

Unli ke other universities, studies in UUMare confined to nmanagenent -
rel ated subjects |ike econom cs, accounting, and i nformati on technol ogy.
It al so has schools of social devel opnent, nmanagenent, | anguage and
scientific thinking, graduate studies, as well as the institutes of
qual i ty managenent and entrepreneurial devel opnent.

Wth such a specific target in mnd, everything in the 1,061-hectare
canpus in Sintok, Kedah, has been designed with produci ng graduates who
wi |l excel accordingly.

The students live in 10 hostels which have been naned after major
conpani es - MAS, Tenaga Nasi onal, Pernas, Petronas, EON, M SC, Tel ekom
Mal aysi a, Perwaj a, Kunpul an Guthrie and Proton.

The residents of each hostel are given special access to these
conpani es, which will benefit themas students, and perhaps |ater as
enpl oyees.

However, this does not nmean free publicity for these conpanies. Sel ected
by Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad, the conpanies are
required to pay RM250, 000 towards a revol ving endowrent fund from which
the students can apply for loans to run businesses or for living expenses.

Simlarly, the canpus al so has a shopping nall which serves as an
i ncubat or where the students put the managenent theories they learn into
practi ce.

They are allowed to operate businesses but these are run al ong the same
way as real businesses. For instance, the students have to register their
busi nesses with the Registrar of Conpanies and pay i nconme tax.

As in the real world, some businesses are sole proprietorships while
others are in the formof partnerships. Since these students-cum
busi nessnen have | ectures to attend, they enpl oy workers to help out. Sone
of these businesses were started through | oans that the students applied
on their own.

At present, the mall holds 20 shops like laundrettes, retail outlets and
stationery shops. The students are permtted to operate these businesses
only as long as they are studying in UUM Upon graduation, they will have
to hand themover to the next batch of students through a proper sales
agreemnent .

"Al'l our facilities are designed to give the students a high quality of
life so that they may excel in their studies," said Shansuddi n, who has
been vi ce-chancel l or since April 1993.

In an environnent that conbi nes an educational centre with tourism and
recreation, the UUM canpus has a sports conpl ex and nmany out door
facilities. This includes a nine-hole golf course, jungle wal ks, a deer
park, butterfly farm bird sanctuary, botanical gardens, the only
per manent archery range in the country, fish ponds and an abundant ani nal
life.

I n Shansuddi n's own words, the canpus is a "beautiful place to live, and
a wonderful place to study; our facilities are no less, if not better,

t han ot her universities."
These facilities are open to the public, and during the school holidays,



they can stay at the hostels or in the three-star hotel situated within
its grounds.

However, the UUM was not always the tropical paradise it is now. Once,
not too long ago, it was a place no nan dared to venture.

"During Wrld War 1l, this place was the centre for the MPAJA (Ml ayan
Peopl e' s Anti-Japanese Arny). The comuni sts were active here. By 1952,
the | ocal s had nmoved to Gurun, but sonme cane back. There was a | ot of
danger, so nost people were afraid to cone here. In 1972, the town was
burned down by the Governnent to get rid of the facilities and for a | ong
time, this place was abandoned. The | ast nurders took place in 1976 when
t he conmuni sts anbushed sone sol diers,” said Shanmsuddi n, as he | ooked out
of the wi ndows of his office where we sat on the very sane hill where the
armmy had conducted special operations to fight the comuni sts.

(I't is in honour of those people who were killed by the comunists that
UUM erected the Sintok Monunent within its grounds.)

Perhaps it was to change the i mage of the area that UUMwas sited there,
but the official reason given was that it was part of the decentralisation
of education

"UUM woul d help to bring devel opment to this region, as well as create a
concern for education anpbng the |ocals and expose themto higher
education."

However, the fact that the university is sited in such a renote part of
the country is also the cause for sone of its problens.

"It isdifficult to utilise resources that are concentrated in the major
urban areas. If this university was in the Klang Valley, | could easily
invite any foreign visitor to give talks to my staff. As it is, people
have to be flown all the way here. Therefore, we have to plan for the
expertise that we seek fromoutside."

Even when this expertise is obtained, it may not be so easy for
Shanmsuddin to fly themto Sintok.

"During the nmisty periods, the weather can get so bad that the
aer opl anes may have to be diverted to Penang for one to two hours before
resum ng the journey."

Education M nister Datuk Seri Najib Razak had one such experience on
Sept 7 last year when he was scheduled to open a sem nar on rura
education in UUM

Then there is also the problemof staffing. It now has 455 academic
staff to teach its 7,944 students.

"Staffing is a critical issue. W have been buil ding our manpower and
sourcing fromoutside and it is an unending search. But generally, it is
difficult to attract staff.”

The university is sited 50kmfrom Alor Star, and there is nothing el se
in Sintok except the university and rubber estates. The lack of public
amenities is a put-off for many people.

"It is also difficult for staff who have young children to work here
because the nearest school is in Changlun which is 12kmaway. | nyself
have to travel that far each day to send ny son to school," said
Shansuddi n.

For the same reason, wi ves of academics will not be able to work unl ess
the university offers themenpl oynent.

However, Shansuddin is optimistic that things will change for the better
soon.

"More and nore people are beconming fed up of staying in KL and the Kl ang
Val | ey, and have expressed interest to cone here. Wth a townshi p bei ng
pl anned for Sintok, schools will be built here, and we will not face these
probl ens any nore."

This optinismcones fromthe hardship that Shansuddin | ed as a boy in



Kuant an, the son of a farner from Sumatra who was deternined that his sons
woul d get a good education, no matter what.

"My policy is to take things as they cone. Nothing is too difficult that
it cannot be overcone," he said.

On a happier note, Shamsuddin proudly decl ares that UUM has had ni ne
bat ches of graduates, with nost doing well in the private sector.

"Qur IT graduates are better paid than others, because they have
practical experience and are offered jobs even before they graduate,™
Shansuddi n sai d.

It is the practical training as well as the conmpul sory co-curricul ar
activity that has increased the value of UUM graduates, making them nore
confident, possessing the necessary teamspirit that allows for better

assimlation in the private sector.
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