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Li beralise to benefit everyone

| F THE regi onal financial crisis had created doubts in sone m nds about

Mal aysia's seriousness in liberalising its communications sector, Datuk
Seri Dr Mahathir Mohanmad has put these nminds at ease now. Reiterating the
Governnment's commitrent to |liberalisation and globalisation in front of an
august gathering of international and regional players and investors in
the capital this week, the Prime Mnister said the Government will
maxi m se the internationalisation of its communications sector

Mal aysia i s even prepared to set national priorities based on a gl oba
perspective through the establishnent of a nore liberal trade and
i nvestnent reginme to achieve this. Its nove to allow foreign investors to
increase their stakes in |ocal comrunications compani es signals the
intention to ensure that the comruni cations sector will benefit from
foreign direct investnent besides enabling | ocal conpanies to | everage for
export opportunities. The Governnent has al so taken the necessary steps to
review and i ntroduce changes to keep abreast of the rapid evolution in
technol ogy and respond to energi ng needs of the market. Parlianment in July
passed the Communi cations and Multinedia Act to provide the necessary
| egal framework for a new policy and a regulatory regine for the
convergence of the tel ecommunications, broadcasting and conputing
i ndustries. A dedicated ninistry was established only | ast week toget her
with a nore i ndependent conmmission to regulate the industry and ensure a
heal t hy and conpetitive environnent.

Al'l Ml aysia is asking for is that the foreign conpani es which have
benefitted fromthese liberal policies and which will gain fromthe
increasingly liberal reginme in the near future do not forget the
nationalism pride and sensitivities of the | ocal people. Ml aysians will
regard as a mgjor sacrifice the decision by the Governnent to open up the
i ndustry further to foreign participation. For years, telecomunications
was t he monopol y of Tel ekom Mal aysi a. This conpl ete domni nance was broken
down into profitable chunks with privatization. Many | ocal players were
created, sone very sizeable today, and these include Cel com Mobi kom
Muti ara Swi sscomand Tinme Tel ekom Wth convergence, the field was
enl arged to include other players |like Binariang, TR, and the various |T-
rel ated comnpani es.

These are the companies that foreign investors are now all owed to
participate in, in a big way. Before the crises, these compani es were
money meking entities that could afford to go into billion-ringgit tie-ups
with foreigners to tap their technol ogy and knowhow. Foreign direct
i nvestnent (FDI) in these conpanies will undoubtedly help themget back on
their feet, perhaps stronger than before. Ml aysi ans recognise this and
value FDI flows for that and also for having created mllions of jobs and
i mproving the standard of living. Names |ike Ericsson, Mtorola, Nokia,
Swi sscom and Si enens are al rady househol d nanes because they have for
years dom nated a certain segment of the market. The decision to further
liberalise the industry will no doubt benefit themand others who may
decide to cone into the picture.

As nost of these foreign conpanies are fromthe devel oped world, there
is aneed to remind themthat tel ecommunications is still regarded as a
service to the people. There will be heavy investnents to be nade in the
rural areas, which are not always going to be profitable but which the
foreign players will have to do as part of their social responsibility.



Mal aysia is not asking for too nuch. Wenever they invest abroad,
Mal aysi an comuni cati on conpani es are al so asked not to disregard the
sensitivities of the locals. Obviously, the Governnent is asking the same
of foreign players in the local industry because they are expected to be
here for the long term They are expected to invest heavily in inproving
the infrastructure but they are al so expected to nake healthy profits.
Until the year 2020, the CGovernnent estimates that RML25 billion would
need to be invested and this is for the expansi on and noderni sati on of
exi sting networks. Including the IT business and the emergence of the
Mul ti medi a Super Corridor project, the amount is going to be several folds
nor e.
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