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I F this past week proved anyt hi ng about | nformati on Technol ogy, it proved
that ordinary people can and shoul d seize the opportunitiesinITto
enpower thenselves and their conmunities in a way far nmore neani ngful than
just singing about it.

True, Governments nay enact cyberlaws, give incentives and decl are
pol i ci es about | eapfroggi ng fromone age i nto anot her, occasional ly
| eavi ng sone peopl e bewi | dered, perhaps, as to what rel evance all this has
to them

However, the recent nultitude of IT-rel ated events and announcenents
drumed hone the point that all around the world, it is individuals and
| ocal comunities which are spearheadi ng social initiatives through IT.

The power of the comunity has been recogni sed to such a great extent
that there is even an on-line international conpetition for creative
community I T ventures - Sweden's G obal Bangenann Chal | enge
(http://ww. chal | enge. st ockhol mse) - ranging fromareas such as culture
and education, to traffic and the environnent.

The week's npst gl anorous event, of course, was the visit by M crosoft
CEOBill Gates (interviewon Page 10) and his neeting with Prime Mnister
Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad to "reaffirmhis support" for the
Mul timedi a Super Corridor

Less inthe linmelight were M nos Bhd's preparatory neeting for the
Second Conference on d obal Know edge and sonme coments by the Associ ation
of the Conmputer |ndustry Mal aysia (Pikon) on the upcom ng | nfoTech
exhi bi tion and conference, as well as M crosoft's own Enmpower nent 2001
Summi t which coincided with Gates' visit.

Toget her, these events rai sed salient points about devel opi ng an
effective IT infrastructure, be it for a school, a conpany or a country,
about public access to the Internet and about governance in the
i nformati on age.

The M crosoft Sunmit itself, aside fromits expected "you-need-buil di ng-
bl ocks, we-sell-thent flavour, made vi brant predictions about 1T s
pervasi veness and the synergi stic power of Smart Partnershi ps.

Wth euphoric figures |ike "the US$253 billion global IT industry"
tossed around, however, it is jarring to consider what a snmall proportion
of the world' s popul ation actually has access to personal computers, |et
al one the Internet.

Less than 15 per cent of worl dw de office workers have PCs and | ess t han
10 per cent of these PC users have e-mail, Mcrosoft's Regional Director
for Southeast Asia, Blas Garcia-Mros, said at the summt.

"I'n fact, less than seven per cent of worl dwi de PC users have real -tine
I nternet access, and | ess than one per cent of the world popul ati on has
any kind of Internet access at all," he said.

This | eads to the paradoxical dilemm faced by many nati ons, Mal aysia
i ncluded - a w dening gap between the haves and the have-nots in terns of
ITskills and access, and at the sanme tinme, acritical shortage of skilled
wor kers in this burgeoning industry.

The United States, for exanple, is in need of an estimted 190, 000
skil | ed knowl edge wor kers, whereas Mal aysia will need to produce nore t han
20, 000 such workers within five years.

Undoubt edl y, the largest single player ina country's foray intolTis
its governnent, as governnents are usually a country's |argest business



and service provider.

Rat her t han expect the governnment to supply an Internet-wired PCto
every honme, however, the consensus is that governments shoul d be
"innovative in sharing the |l oad" by building Smart Partnerships to equip
departnments, agencies, comm ssions, libraries and even schools with IT.

In fact, as a Mcrosoft brochure puts it: "Providing schools and
libraries with conputers are our best bet for broad access.”

However, junping on the I T bandwagon neans nore than just buying PCs; it
means getting technol ogy which is appropriate for one's needs, easily
integrated and I nternet-wired.

It al so means ensuring that all potential users will be able to get
access to, and training for, applications that they need.

Whet her one i s running a fam |y, business, school or country, technol ogy
shoul d allowone to run a nore effective organi sati on, whether in
increasing the quality of one's life, work, products and society, or
anal ysing and reacting to environnmental changes.

School s have been found to have huge potential in cultivating an T
cul ture not just anbng a generation of young school children, but inentire
communi ties.

This may sound far-fetched for Mal aysia, given that about 1,000 of our
school s are still without electricity and a si zeabl e segnent of our
i ndi genous popul ati on does not even have | Cs.

Yet, this transformati on can and i s taking place worl dwi de. And t he
catal ysts are schools and | ocal communities thensel ves, sonetinmes in
ventures with the Federal Governnment, sonetines w th busi nesses.

Costa Rica, an agriculture and manufacturing-based country with a 95 per
cent literacy rate, is nowinstalling conputer |abs in all public high
school s and at | east half of its grammar schools. By the end of the year
every public high school student will have an e-mail address and access to
the Internet.

The Hi ghdown School in Reading, the United Kingdom has created an
i nformati on hub whi ch goes beyond providing Internet and e-mail facilities
to teachers, parents and students; it actually helps the British
Government give ITtraining to interested adults at ni ght and on weekends.

The school charges for this service, and the noney goes towards
mai nt ai ni ng and expandi ng the school's I T system

Mal aysia, too, is seeing a nunber of |ocal community-centred IT training
initiatives, anmong ot hers under the auspi ces of the Sathya Sai Centra
Counci | of Ml aysia and the Action for the Betterment of Conmmunity group

Who knows, perhaps the projects described in the G obal Bangemann
Chal | enge web-site will inspire some Mal aysians to cone up with creative,
applicable I T-based sol utions for conmunity probl ens.

Only then can we truly tal k about any Mal aysi an, whet her a seni or
citizen in Sungai Petani, a Punan in Mri or a techno teen in Subang Jaya,
being able to use I Tin a "nmeani ngful" way w thout only singing about it.
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