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Ringgit crisis fails to danmpen outl ook on MSC s potentia

Francis C. Nantha

THE recent flurry of events related to the Multinmedi a Super Corridor
project is a clear indication of the resolute conmtnent of the Governnent
to this national initiative

Despite the currency crisis, which led to nmega projects |ike the Bakun
hydroel ectric damand the new international airport off Kedah bei ng
post poned, MSC-rel ated events and proj ects proceeded as schedul ed.

Last nmonth, the MSC showcase exhibition Miltinedia Asia was held as
schedul ed with overwhel mi ng participation fromthe private and public
sectors.

Speakers, both local and foreign, were very optimstic in their outl ook
despite the depreciation of the ringgit and other regional currencies -
resulting in higher costs for the various equi prent needed for the MSC.

And their positive views seens to have sone nerit, judging fromhow the
ringgit sharply regained | ost ground over | ast week to close at RMB. 06
agai nst the US dollar on Friday.

Anot her | andrmark event in past weeks was the physical noving in by the
MSC co-ordi nating body, Miltinedia Devel opnent Corporation Sdn Bhd, to its
tenmporary prem ses within the MSC area

This nove served to highlight the fact that the project is actually well
into its second phase

Sone of the mmjor investnments for the project have al ready been
conpl eted, including the Menara Kual a Lunmpur and the Petronas Twi n Towers
- which mark the northernnost point of the 15km by 50km corri dor.

The sout hernnost point of the corridor, namely the KL Internationa
Airport at Sepang, is also al nost conpleted and is expected to be
operational early next year

The focus now is on developing the inner parts of this corridor, which
i ncl udes the new Federal adninistrative centre Putrajaya and the MSC
firnms' operational base Cyberjaya.

Agai n, despite m sgivings about the | arge expenses invol ved agai nst the
backdrop of the depreciating ringgit, Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad | aunched bot h Cyberjaya and Putrajaya in the past few
weeks.

It is easy to see why such projects need to be given the highest
priority, as they represent the nation's foundation for econonmic growmh in
the near future as we nove towards an informati on and servi ces-based
econony.

The present manufacturing-based econony can only grow so nuch and the
overall nation's growth cannot be sustained by the manufacturing sector
alone - a fact that has been proven when the nation shifted away from an
agrarian economy.

Even as the issue of funds seens to be side-stepped in the efforts to
remai n focused on the MSC project and its inplications, the special
capital market which wil fund many of the MSC firns was | aunched as
schedul ed.

Deputy Prine M nister Datuk Seri Anwar | brahi mlaunched the Ml aysi an
Exchange of Securities Dealing Automated Quotation | ast Mnday.

During the launch, he said activities on the market woul d begi n before
the neeting of MSC s International Advisory Panel in Kuala Lunmpur in
February.

"This would be fitting since one of Mesdaq's mmin objectives is to



provide the capital market support in the devel opment of the MSC, " he
sai d.

Anwar al so said the exchange is poised to play a strategic role in the
devel opnent of the economny, given the deternination to pronote high
technol ogy and skill-intensive industries.

"This new equity market will provide high technol ogy-based conpani es as
wel |l as other small and nmedi um size enterprises with an i nexpensi ve neans
of raising capital."

Anot her equal ly inmportant aspect that needs to be addressed is that of
regul ati ons, many of which have al ready been fornul ated wi th anot her set
of cyberlaws set to be tabled in Parlianment soon

So far, cyberlaws already in place are the Digital Signature Act 1997,
Conputer Crinmes Act 1997, Tel emedi ci ne Act 1997 and Copyri ght Anendnent
Act 1997 passed by Parlianent in May.

Still, all these efforts would count for nothing if it were not for the
participation of the private and governnment sectors in the project.

In this aspect, the pronotional trips by Dr Mahathir and the MDC have
paid off and to date, nore than 50 conpani es, both Ml aysian and foreign
enterprises, have obtai ned MsC st at us.

This title confers on the the conpanies the right to a business presence
in the MSC and to the attendant tax incentives and benefits.

More than 100 applications are currently being processed with many nore
pouring into the MDC every week. Participation in the MSC is bal anced yet
varied, ranging fromlarge international IT players to the |ocal SMEs, and
fromservice providers to end services and product users.

As to the actual projects that are to be conducted within the MSC area,
none has really taken off due to many waiting for a clear idea of what the
flagship projects will entail.

Seven fl agship applications have been identified to kick off the
project. They are el ectronic governnent and public adm nistration,
tel emedi ci ne, Smart cards, Smart schools, research and devel opnment
clusters, worldw de manufacturing webs and borderl ess narketing centres.

Concept Request for Proposals, drawn up by the MDC, private-sector
representatives and | eading I T agencies, were | aunched on July 26.

Once these concepts are crystalised and cl ear guidelines are drawn up as
to their specifications, undoubtedly the MSCinitiative will really take
off by the target dates, with the first slated for 1999.
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