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No serious venture, no big gain

AS announced by Sci ence, Technol ogy and Envi ronnment M ni ster Datuk Law
H eng Di ng, research and devel opnent projects in areas that can reduce
i nports and enhance agricultural production will be given priority for
government grants. This is indeed a propitious tine to strengthen the
exports- and food-based i ndustries. Apart fromrising to the national
cause to bring hone earnings and reduce the trade deficit, they should
create Made-in-Mal aysia brands that can withstand the heat of gl obal
conpetition. But will they rise to the challenge and seize the
opportunity?

It is not sinply a matter of parading patriotismthat the country's
private sector shoul d focus on t he devel opnent of indi genous technol ogy.
The truth universally acknow edged is that |ong-1asting econonic
prosperity hinges onthe country's ability to nmaintain a conpetitive edge.
But competitiveness is avirtue earned froma consci enti ous commitnent to
research and devel oprent .

Qur exporters should realise the urgency in adopting, adapting and
i nnovati ng newtechnol ogi es that woul d gi ve their products a conpetitive
edge i n markets, both old and new. Unfortunately, not nmany conpani es are
wedded to the idea that R& go hand-in-hand with fast and conpetitive
growm h. It has been voiced out by Prine M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Moharmad before that the sector does not conduct research and is | ess
inclined to use research by others. Anore telling sign of the sector's
| ackadai sical attitude towards R&D lies in the Federati on of Ml aysi an
Manuf acturers' 1996 Chi ef Executive Oficers' survey where 55 per cent of
t he respondents said they do not conduct R&D.

It has becone the culture of the sector to take the easy route of
acquiring technol ogy i nstead of developing it. Were technol ogy transfer
i s concerned, our conpani es rarely do anyt hi ng beyond adapti ng | ock, stock
and barrel the know how of a forei gn conpany. Many buy foreign technol ogy
wi t hout bothering to try out equally good, |ocal technol ogy. There have
been very fewtakers of commercially viable research findings of
uni versities and gover nnent agenci es. W suspect nmuch of the problemlies
inthe fact that R&Dis rarely spearheaded by the CEGs. But innovativeness
shoul d perneate the entire conpany fromthe boardroomto the way it
manuf act ures, designs, nmarkets and di stributes the products. It should
translate into an unconpromi sing "can-do-it" attitude which sees
tomorrow s success germinating intoday' s research investnents.

Qur ability to leap-frog so well in numerous areas explains the
successful transformation froman agro-based econony into an industrial -
based one. But continuing and greater success will elude us if the private
sector fails to nurture a tradition of research, propelled largely by a
conpul sive need to be on the forefront of innovati on. W cannot possibly
claima sizeable stake in the gl obal econony if we remain as end-users or
worse, as nere imtators of technology that will eventually fade into
obsol escence. Japan and Tai wan, too, as seen in Acer's case, started off
by api ng Western technol ogy but today, their technol ogy prowess stands
unsdi sput ed.

Qur success in produci ng outstandi ng research in rubber and palmoil is
evi dence of our potential to build indigenous technol ogy. But the
initiative to harness this capacity nmust cone fromthe captains of the
i ndustries. They who sowthe seed will reap the harvest.
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