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Private sector lags in R&

THE Prime M nister did not mince his words when he expressed

di sappoi ntnent that many findi ngs and products of Governnent research
agenci es had received no response fromthe private sector. Speaking to
reporters after the |launch of the Technol ogy Park of the Ml aysian
Institute for Nucl ear Technol ogy/ Research on Tuesday, Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad commented that the private sector is nore interested in
obtaining profit the easy way |ike constructing houses and buil di ngs which
do not require nuch skill nor, we could add, research. |ndeed, he said:
"I'n Mal aysia, not only we do not conduct research... we al so do not use
research findings of others."

This is not the first tinme that the private sector's lag in research and
devel oprment had cone under critical scrutiny. The statistics manifest the
pathetic state of affairs. A survey by the Malaysian Institute of
Managerent | ast year showed that 20 per cent of the 166 responding
conmpani es had no R&D programe and that nore than 70 per cent spend | ess
than two per cent of their revenue on R&D. Another finding, the Federation
of Mal aysi an Manufacturers 1996 chi ef executive officers' survey, reveal ed
that the majority of respondents, 55 per cent, do not conduct any R&D

Anmong the reasons cited for not carrying out R&D were: One, operations
were too snmall to justify R& divisions; two, difficulty in recruiting
| ocal staff with R&D expertise; and three, investnment was too expensive.
But given the various facilities, schenes and progranmres the Governnent
has initiated the reasons appear to be nere excuses.

For one the Governnent provides grants for the Intensification of
Research in Priority Areas. A sumof RM20O million was set aside for 1996.
Through this schene, the private sector could seek ringgit-for-ringgit
grants to undertake research. But sadly as the Science Adviser in the
Prime Mnister's Departnent Tan Sri Dr Omar Abdul Rahman noted a year ago,
the private sector's response had not been too encouraging.

For anot her the Governnment has a host of research facilities. Even
uni versities can help out in carrying out specific research projects. So
the question of investing in in-house facilities does not necessarily
arise for conpanies that are not big. The sanme applies for |ack of
expertise. According to one survey, 79 per cent of the 1,633 professiona
researchers are with the Governnment and institutes of higher |earning.
Surely the private sector can avail thenselves of the services of these
facilities and staff to carry out R&D

The facilities - and incentives - are there. Wiat is required nowis a
change in business strategy to invest in product devel opnent by the
private sector. True, investnment in R& would not bring short term
profits. But the reality is that conpani es can no | onger persist in
| ooking for new nmarkets to sell the sane products. Neither can they
continue to rely on foreign technol ogy which nore often than not woul d not
be state-of-the-art. Wth increasing conmpetition, the gl obal market is
continually shrinking, not expandi ng. Exporters have to adopt, adapt and
i nnovat e new t echnol ogi es that woul d give their products a conpetitive
edge in markets, both old and new. Only then woul d Mal aysi an products
receive recognition and acceptance in the international narket.
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