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Qur level of IT-literacy needs work, says M nos chi ef

Shar eem Anty
START tal king to himabout information technology and it suddenly feels
like you're in a wind tunnel, facing an onslaught of his ideas, thoughts
and conments.

As someone who has witnessed and participated in Mal aysia' s ongoing trek
into the high-tech world of conputers, Mnobs Berhad' s president and chief
executive officer Datuk Dr Tengku Mohd Azzman Shariffadeen has a lot to
say about the country's future in IT.

Especial ly now, when the Multinedi a Super Corridor is taking shape and
seens to have attracted enthusiasts and sceptics in equal nunbers.

"Can the MSC fail? OF course it can fail," he said dryly in a recent
interview "But the real questionis, can we afford not to try?"

The Wall Street Journal called the project "fuzzy", Wred said it was
"insanely anmbitious", while Fortune nmagazi ne said the MSC nerely mrrored
what was goi ng on el sewhere in the region.

Al three have raised Malaysia's | ack of experience in IT and its
shortage of know edgeabl e workers as possi ble obstacles to its anbitious
pl ans.

But Tengku Azzman believes that the country's relatively late entry into
the gane is an asset, not a burden.

"Lat econmers al ways have advantages. W are starting when many things
have becone standardi sed, so we have the | atest infrastructure."

Countries such as the United States, he said, which currently top IT-
literacy and capability surveys, are now | osing out because their
infrastructure i s being overtaken by technology that is faster and has
bi gger capacities.

The response fromglobal IT bigwigs to the project has al so been
i npressive, far surpassing, Tengku Azzman admts, even our own | eaders
expect ati ons.

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanad' s rel entl ess roadshows
across the globe to push the project, which pronpted Fortune to dub him
"t he supersal esman”, has resulted in an International Advisory Pane
popul ated by the biggest nanes in the industry.

"It takes an Asian to do it," Tengku Azzman chuckl ed. "Wo el se has ever
gat hered such an august group of peopl e?"

bservers who are still cautious about giving the MSC a full thunbs-up
he said, should renenber that Ml aysia has triunphed over accusations of
bei ng overly anbitious before.

"Mal aysi a has one of the best track records in succeeding what it sets
out to do. Wien we say we will deliver, we will. | don't think we are
maki ng enpty pronises here," he said.

But Tengku Azzman readily admits that the level of IT-literacy in
Mal aysi a needs work. While nore Mal aysi ans have | earned to operate
conmputers, nobst still don't know how to obtain and use information from
t hem

Mal aysi ans, he says, just aren't ready for the MSC yet.

"I don't think anybody is happy with the level of IT literacy in our
soci ety. About 10 days ago | was talking to a gathering of about 400 or
500 ul amah about the MSC and | could see they were interested.

"At least," he l|aughed, "they weren't falling asleep. But there was al so
a |l ook of puzzlenment on their faces, there's no doubt about that.

"Then during the Q & A session, one of themstood up and said, " Your



tal k has shown us our worldviewis way behind the tinmes.' He suggested
programmes to overcone that, so it was a very positive coment."

Tengku Azzman sees this as synptomatic of a general ignorance about the
prom ses of IT, and says Mal aysia now needs to orchestrate what he calls
"an accul turation programre" so people would enbrace IT nore readily.

"We've already cone a long way. | renenber the days when | was studying
for ny Masters and my doctorate, when conputers were so strange that even
t he academ cs didn't know how to use them

"Now we can see conputers being used in al nbst every aspect of |ife, but
they are being used i n pockets.

"We are not too far behind the | eaders of IT such as the US and Japan
but there conputers are used nore routinely."

Draggi ng Mal aysians into a nore high-tech nentality may be difficult,
but not inpossible, he said.

A sim | ar metanorphisis took place when the country transfornmed itself
froman agricultural to an industrial and manufacturing-based econony over
the last 20 years.

"This," he said, "is just a new spin to that. W can't stay where we are
now because i ndustrial and manufacturing activities won't sustain us, and
we will eventually becone a third-rate country."

"If the MSC succeeds, we can cone out on top," he added.

Utimately, Tengku Azzman envisions a future that will nmean nore than
just greater use of conputers in everyday life.

He believes that I T can unl eash untapped potential in groups of people
now restrai ned by age, disability or famly ties and allow themto
participate nore fully in society and contribute in its progress.

The ultimte goal, he says, is the creation of a civil society, made up
of peopl e enmpowered by know edge and the ability to use it to their own
advant age.

M nos plays a role in achieving this scenario by acting nuch |ike the
point man in a platoon; out in front, sniffing the territory and advi sing
the | eader on which turn to take.

The organi sation started out as a research and devel opnent-driven
governnent department. In 1994 it was nade the National |Information
Technol ogy Council's secretariat, after which it has graduated to playing
a key role in policy formul ation.

M nos was al so corporatised on Nov 1 | ast year, which explains its new
pl ush office in one of the buildings of Technol ogy Park Ml aysia in Bukit
Jalil.

Tengku Azzman said corporatisation had all owed M nps to expand, re-
structure, and hire peopl e whose sal aries had previously been out of the
reach of the organisation's coffers.

Thirty-two new staff menbers have been recently hired, pushing overal
personnel strength pass the 400 mark.

"This has been a busy tine. It's been a non-stop rollercoaster ride," he
said with a sigh that seened to signal a deep contentnent at how wel |
t hi ngs have been goi ng.

Tengku Azzman's efforts were recently recogni sed when he was naned the
wi nner of the Fifth Asean Achi evenent Award for IT.

The awar ds, which sel ects people from Asean countri es who have
di stingui shed thensel ves in various fields, is an annual event arranged by
t he Asean Busi ness Forum

Al t hough he said he felt honoured, Tengku Azzman al so adnmitted that he
was initially a reluctant noni nee.

Wth few Mal aysian I T experts of his calibre and experience around,
Tengku Azzman's nanme and face has increasingly becone a fixture in the
medi a and the public eye, especially now as Mal aysi a aggressi vely pursues



its high-tech agenda.

Col I eagues and I T enthusi asts use words |ike "hero" and "rol e nodel "
when they tal k about him which is not a situation he is confortable with.

"I don't want to be an institution," he fretted. "Wen that happens then
there are high expectations of you, and you can't always deliver because
you have to prioritise

"I don't have all the magic answers. | don't have nagi c potions," he
added hapl essly.

He sees his acceptance of the nom nation as a recognition of Ml aysia
and M nps Berhad. And what about Tengku Azzman, the man?

"Well, he said quietly, "I amonly a synbol for the nonent."

( END)
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