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I f shock treatnent is needed...

| F Dr Ahmed Tasir Lope Pihie, the Ml aysian Industry-CGovernment G oup for
H gh Technol ogy chi ef executive, is fed up with the attitude that |oca
busi nesses have shown towards research and devel opnent, he has the right
to be. Despite all the incentives being provided by the Government, nost
Mal aysi an conpani es are not increasing their R and D budgets and not
maki ng sufficient effort to undertake it thenselves. According to the
Federati on of Ml aysi an Manufacturers (FMV), 55 per cent of respondent
conpanies in a recent survey said they did not undertake any R and D

I nternational Trade and | ndustry M nister Datuk Seri Rafidah Aziz earlier
this month expressed di sappointrment with R and D spending | evel s; | ast
year it accounted for only 0.7 per cent of the GDP, when 1 per cent is
usual Iy the m ni mumaccept abl e | evel .

Al so, the Governnent is the one spending nore on R and D, including
conmerci al i sing whatever little findings its research institutes could
come up with. It spent RVA00 mllion under the Fifth Mal aysia Plan (1986-
1990), RMBOO million under the Sixth Malaysia Plan (1991-95) and has
all ocated RML billion for the Seventh Ml aysia Pl an (1996-2000). This is
not to say that private sector spending on R and D has not increased; its
i nvestnent increased three-fold this decade. During the Sixth Plan, the
private sector reported investnent of RM246 million and is expected to
spend nore on Rand Din future. But then nost | ocal conpanies source
their technol ogy fromabroad, probably with the notion that by doing that
they have fulfilled the obligation of effecting technology transfer. Ahned
Tasir was begging to differ, saying nmerely transferring an annual budget
for Rand D activities does not reflect conm tnent.

Hi s suggestion that the Government drop conpani es that woul d not invest
on R and D when it comes to awardi ng new projects and consi der cancelling
their business licences may sound very harsh. Even Ahnad Tasir sawit as a
"shock treatment” that would jolt the whole industry and force busi nesses
to re-evaluate the use of high-technology in their day-to-day operations.
But for a country that aspires to join the ranks of devel oped nations in
| ess than a quarter of a century, harsh neasures nust be taken if only
har sh measures can nove nountains. Al so, if Ahned Tasir's suggestion is
seen on the converse, the Governnent woul d be rewardi ng busi nesses that
take pains to invest in and undertake their own Rand D. It wuld be an
injustice if conpanies that have invested in Rand Dfacilities still |ose
out in bids for high-tech projects to those with connections and no R and
D

| ndeed, the Governnent shoul d seriously consider the proposal by the
M ght chief executive. But to be fair to conpanies that may have failed to
understand the inportance of R and D both at their nmicro as well as nacro
| evel s, the Governnment should spell out what it really expects out of
busi nesses where R and D and applications of science and technol ogy are
concerned. Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad nentioned that
Mght is in the process of setting up a database on technol ogy portfolio
or technol ogy depository. The database will |ist new and energing
technol ogies for the benefit of the industry and acadeni a. The rel ease of
t he dat abase shoul d be acconpani ed by a nassi ve canpai gn to encour age
conpanies to pay nore attention to Rand D. If all else fails, the
CGovernnent should start | ooking at the | arger Mal aysi an corporations that
have not been incorporating Rand Dinto their operations as well as |ong-



term pl ans.

The FMM responding to Ahned Tasir's proposal, said | ocal conpanies
respond better to "carrots” rather than "the stick”. But FMM shoul d i nform
its menbers that investing in Rand Ditself would yield lots of these
carrots to them The benefits of R and D, apart frominproving
manuf act uri ng processes, are far reaching. Rand Dis a big step towards
movi ng onto a hi gher technol ogy plane, a shift the Governnent has been
stressing in the face of acute | abour shortages and grow ng international
conpetition.
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