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Mul ti medi a power in the making

Yusman Ahnmad

MALAYSI A, already building the region's biggest airport, the world's
tallest office building, and a new capital, is betting its future on
multinmedia, with plans to invest nore than US$2 billion over the next 10
years to becone the nmultinmedi a hub of Sout heast Asia.

At the heart of the project is the Miltinmedia Super Corridor (MSC), a
brainchild of Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mohamred which he
called a "pioneering world-first' and one he hopes would attract
investnment fromthe world's top information technol ogy conpani es and carry
his country of 20 million people into the next millenniumto rank it anobng
i ndustrialised nations by year 2020.

The Prinme Mnister believes the tine is nowright to junp froml abour-to
know edge-i ntensive industries and the MSC - an infornmation-age industri al
park for multinmedi a devel opers and rel ated conpani es that stretches 15km
wi de and ext ends 55km south from Kual a Lunpur - will be the one
responsi ble for driving that transfornmation.

The corridor will initially be driven by three nega projects that wll
be maj or consuners of nultinmedia products and services. One is the new
national admnistrative capital at Putra Jaya, designed to be an
“intelligent city' with a paperless adni nistration

The others are the new Kual a Lunpur International Airport and the Kual a
Lunpur City Centre, a massive office highrise project featuring the
Petronas Twin Towers, the world's tallest buildings at 452 netres.

Wthin the zone, the governnent will also spend US$2 billion building a
new city called Cyber Jaya that will be |l arge enough to support 100, 000
residents and attractive enough, it hopes, to lure some of the world's
| eading I T specialists.

Essential to devel opnent will be state-of-the art gl obal communicati ons
built on a 2.5 Ghit to 10-CGhit fiber optic backbone; a range of investnent
i ncentives including tax holidays of up to 10 years; and the world's first
cyber | aws designed to encourage el ectronic cormmerce, facilitate
devel opnent of nultinedia applications and ensure intellectual property
security.

Nati onal tel ephone conmpany, Tel ekom Mal aysi a Bhd, has been appointed the
sol e provider of the 13,000km of fiber-optic cable which, according to the
company's chi ef executive Mhaned Said, will provide the highest data
transm ssion speed of any econony in Southeast Asia with capacity reaching
10 gi gabits per second.

Tel ekom Mal aysi a and t he governnment hope this will encourage investnent
by R&D-oriented and capital-intensive firns. Governnent officials are
pronoti ng devel opnent of sector-specific services including information-
service operators and software nakers.

Earlier in January, Mahathir toured Hol |l ywood and Silicon Valley
conpani es and brought together 28 industry lumnaries to serve on an MsC
advi sory council, anpbng them M crosoft Corp chief executive Bill Gates and
the chi ef executives of IBM Apple Conputer Inc, Sony Corp, Oracle Corp,
Sun M crosystens | nc, Conpag, Motorola Inc, Netscape, Sienmens AG Ni ppon
Tel ephone and Tel egr aph.

They were of fered guarantees that other Asian nations will find tough to
mat ch, such as exenption fromlocal ownership requirenents, unrestricted
enpl oynent of foreign know edge workers, and assurances of no |nternet
censor shi p.



Raynmond Lane, a senior executive of Oracle Corporation described
Mahat hir's proposition as "the best | have seen on a worl dwi de basis (for
| ocating research and devel oprment operations,' adding the attitude of host
governnents to informati on technol ogy i ndustries had becone a key
conpetitive advant age.

Anal ysts say Mahathir's ganble is necessary as he knows Ml aysi a cannot
conmpete wi th nei ghbours that offer huge, |ow cost manufacturing work
forces. Success, the analysts add, will be neasured by Hol |l ywood' s and
Silicon Valley's willingness to nove nultinedi a devel opnent of fshore.

One conpany already attracted is Mcrosoft of the US, for whom in the
spirit of the corridor concept, the wheels of Ml aysia' s bureaucracy have
spun with rapidity.

John Lauer, director of the US conpany's Ml aysia office, said while the
conpany has no plans to establish core research and devel opnent activities
inthe corridor, it is considering engaging in sone peripheral research
operations. Japanese business “guru' Kenichi Chname, who is al so advi sing
t he Mal aysi an governnent on the MSC pl an, said the “super corridor' would
hel p the econony vault fromits current medi umtechnol ogy base to a
“cruising altitude' of prosperity.

Mal aysia is already a major high-tech centre. El ectronics exports
reached US$34 billion | ast year, accounting for 57%of all exports and 12%
of the gross national product (G\P)

But a fast-rising standard of |iving and | abour shortages threaten to
price Mal aysia out of the conpetition for all but the highest |evel of
val ue- added manufacturing. Mre than 16 plants shut down in 1996 as
conpani es noved production to the Philippines, |ndonesia, and China.

However, even with its sterling track record in facilitating technol ogy
i nvestnent, anal ysts say, Ml aysia may find getting the creative juices of
software and mul ti medi a and devel opers flowing is nore difficult than
setting up a chip assenbly line.

Mal aysia currently faces a short-terminfrastructure and public-
relations problemfollow ng the enbarrassi ng nati onwi de bl ackout of Aug 3
| ast year. The shutdown cost busi ness an estimted US$50 milli on.
Moreover, a major power failure hit several parts of the southernnost
state of Johor just eight days l|ater.

Anal ysts say such bl ackouts have no place in the nultinmedia age. Shoul d
they recur, it will be disastrous for Ml aysia, one anal yst says. A nunber
of anal ysts say the governnent shoul d overconme power probl ens before
enbar ki ng on nassi ve projects such as the MSC

Opposition Leader LimKit Siang said Mal aysia's reputation has been
tattered by the adverse international publicity fromthe power failure,
“reducing us to the position of nations like Sri Lanka and Zi nbabwe where
frequent power failures are the rule rather than the exception.'

Critics are also concerned that despite Dr. Mahathir's assurance there
woul d be no censorship within the corridor, limts to the free fl ow of
informati on may yet be inposed by a governnent which scrutinises foreign
newspapers before distribution and is said to sensitive to criticism

O her observers worry Ml aysi a's chronic shortage of skilled | abour
especially engineers, will pose problens for manufacturing enterprises
whi ch want to hire |l ocally.

And if few Mal aysians gain exposure to foreign expertise in the
corridor, it could undermine the project's central purpose of nurturing
Mal aysia's own i nfornmati on technol ogy conpani es.
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