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The i nportance of tel econmuni cati ons systens

Datuk A Kadir Jasin

BUENCS Al RES: A journalist's nightmare when covering najor events outside
the country is discovering that the tel econmunications systemis not
functi oni ng.

Tel ecommuni cations is the single nobst inportant factor that determ nes
whet her the journey of a thousand kil onetres and costing tens of thousands
of ringgit is a success or failure.

Therefore, it was with considerable trepidation that | went to Cuba
(pronounced Kuba by the | ocal people) a week ago to cover Prinme M nister
Dat uk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad's first visit to the Cari bbean nation,
which incidentally was also the first by a Malaysian Prime Mnister.

After an uneventful, snpboth 20-hour plus flight on a chartered Ml aysi a
Airlines 747-400 aircraft via Madrid, touching down at Havana's
(pronounced Habana) Jose Marti Airport did little to raise ny spirits.

In fact, |ooking at the engi nel ess Russi an-made aircraft parked on the
grass verge and the run-down term nal buildings, which were sinmlar to the
scene at Russian airports and airports of the former Soviet states, raised
a bi g question mark about the workability of Cuba's tel ecomunications
system

It seens that in the old Soviet Union, state-owned aircraft factories
produced nore pl anes t han needed, but the engines, which are nore
difficult and costly to build, were in short supply.

So the first thing that the journalists who followed the Prinme M nister
di d upon checking-in at Havana's Melia Cohi ba Hotel was to test the
t el ephone system

Voilal It worked Iike a breeze. Getting in touch with Kuala Lunpur and
sendi ng our reports back using the | aptop computers were effortless.

The verdict fromthe nmedi a peopl e, whether they conmunicated using
computer, fascimle or tel ephone, was unani nous: the tel ecomuni cations
systemin Cuba - or at least at the Melia Cohiba Hotel - was the best they
had ever come across.

This was the first inportant |esson we | earnt during the 12-day visit
that also included Chile, Uruguay and Argentina - that in the era of
i nformati on technol ogy, a country, conpany or an individual does not have
to be technol ogically advanced to own the best tel econmuni cations systens
and | T products.

According to sources, the Melia Cohiba Hotel, being relatively new, was
able to install the | atest tel econmuni cations systemfor the confort of
its guests.

And, as proof of the fact that the world is being nade borderless by the
ease of travel and communi cations, CNN and US TV progranmmes are al
avail able at the hotel.

Castro's socialist haven is not as closed and unconpronising as is often
portrayed by the Western nedi a. The people are friendly, educated, well-
fed and generally healthy. And the US dollar is accepted everywhere.

The Cuban experience strengthens ny belief that the Miltinmedi a Super
Corridor will work. If we are able to put in place the best and latest in
| T technol ogy, and bring in the best and nost creative brains, the MsSC and
Cyberjaya stand a good chance of duplicating the monunental success of
Anerica's Silicon Vall ey.

Whien | visited Santa Clara in early 1980s to call on such institutions
as the Stanford University and a handful of sem conductor manufacturers



and I T conpanies, | had not inagined that just over a decade later | would
be sending nmy reports and col ums back to Kual a Lunpur using a normnal
tel ephone line and a |l aptop fromny parents' house in a village in Kedah.

When | left that kanpung in 1969 to seek fane and fortune in Kual a
Lunpur - wasn't that every young person's dreamafter finishing school? -
it had no running water and electricity. The only tel ecommunicati ons
facility avail able was the solitary public tel ephone.

Yet, when we arrived in Santiago, the capital of the nore nodern and
econom cal |l y advanced Chile, the relatively new hotel we lived in did not
have a tel econmuni cations systemthat could transmt data using | aptops.
The nost sophisticated conmmuni cations nmethod it offered was the fax.

This is partly because Chile, being nore advanced, had its tel ephone and
t el ecommuni cati ons systema long time ago and it is now sl owy becom ng
obsol et e.

No such probl emwas encountered in Uruguay and Argentina. Al that you
need to do is to reprogramre the conputer to chart its way through the
system

In the age of IT, in which the world is virtually borderl ess and
busi ness is conducted at "virtual offices" (the hotel roons and secl uded
beaches), our understandi ng of tel econmunications is crucial.

Unfortunately, despite the Governnent tal king about the virtual and
paperl ess office, many civil servants, including those nmanagi ng the nedi a
during international visits by the Prine Mnister, think journalists stil
lug the old, tired typewiter around with them

I hope Wsma Putra will take note of this. Acconpdating journalists away
fromthe Prine Mnister and in hotels with poor tel ecomunications
facilties defeats the entire exercise of inviting the Press to cover his
visits.

Since the nedia conpanies pay for their representatives to cover these
visits, it is inportant that their job is facilitated by ensuring that
t hey have access to good tel econmuni cati ons systens.

When the Prime Mnister visited the then Soviet Union in 1987, the
"Press Oficer" assigned to the Ml aysi an Press teamdid not even know
what a tel ex machi ne was. Obviously he was not a genuine Press Oficer.

And | was told by an Argentinian journalist friend who attended the
Prime Mnister's Press conference in Buenos Aires that the English/ Spanish
transl ati on of the proceeding left nmuch to be desired.
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