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Pur sui ng qual ity workforce goa

HUMAN r esour ce devel opnent is by far the single nost inportant factor in
Mal aysia's growh in the next mllennium O |ate, we have been rem nded
of its crucial inportance by the Federation of Ml aysi an Manufacturers and
the Wrld Trade Organisation. Last week, this point was again highlighted,
and aptly by the country's Manpower Depart nment.

The FMM enphasi sed that reorgani sing the workforce to neet the demand of
present and future market needs and hi gh-technol ogy industries nust be the
nation's priority. Wiile political stability remains Mal aysia's strongest
factor in attracting foreign investnents, the country needs nore than that
as it noves into val ue-added industries. It is not a sinple case of
i nvesting in machinery but nore in the retraining of workers,
restructuring of job specifications, research and devel opnent in product
desi gns, anpong other things. "There is a need to restructure oursel ves
especially in creating a pool of high-quality |abour," said the FMV

Maki ng the sane point, the WIOin its report rel eased | ast nonth, warned
that Mal aysia's scarcity of skilled | abour threatens to erode its
i ndustrial conpetitiveness. Noting the urgency of the matter, it is
hearteni ng to hear the announcenent by the Manpower Departnent that nore
skill ed manpower training programmes will be created despite the
expenditure cut as a result of the econonmi c downturn. For instance,
enpl oyers in the manufacturing sector with reduced orders could retrain
and upgrade their workers' skills. Training costs can be refunded fromthe
Human Resour ce Devel opment Fund. Such a practice is not new as in Canada
for exanple, enployers retrain workers during a sl owdown so that there are
skill ed workers when the econony picks up. The good news is that the
departnment has not received any indication frommajor manufacturers on
cut backs in production or inpending retrenchnents. There is still a
shortage of workers, particularly in the manufacturing and plantation
sectors.

Mal aysia, as Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad said not too
| ong ago, has the capacity to upgrade the skills of its nore than eight
mllion workforce. What is called for is a determ ned effort. Herein lies
the responsibility of enployers and workers' unions to work in concert
with the Government in making this a reality. Gven the great need for
skill ed and sem -skilled manpower in the country's rapidly changing
environment, the recent revelation that retraining of workers in
t echnol ogy and new production skills by enployers under the HRDF is | ow,

i s not encouraging. The focus hitherto has been on services. The HRDF, set
up a few years ago, is neant to assist companies in the retraining and
upgr adi ng of workers' skills.

Whi |l e the Mal aysi an Trades Uni on Congress may have a point in calling
for mandatory retraining of workers to overcone the present enpl oyers
reluctance, it has not spelt out its vital notivating role. Coercion to
secure conpliance is never a sound strategy. Merely taking enployers to
task for being nore interested in making profits is certainly
insufficient. Has the MIUC sat down with the enpl oyers' federation and the
wor kers' representatives to find the best possible way to achieve this
objective? If it has not done so, it is better late than never. \Wat about
the necessary input of drawing up the steps that have to be taken?

Training and retraining of the workforce nust be a national effort, a
shared responsi bility between workers and enpl oyers. The unfaltering



support of the Governnment can be counted on. But there has to be an
acconpanyi ng conscientious effort on the part of unions and enployers to
nmoti vate the workers so that enough unskilled workers will be convinced to
take on training seriously. Apathy and taking a | ackadai sical attitude
will ultimately translate into the nation losing its conpetitive edge.
There is indeed no tinme to lose but to get on with the urgent task at
hand.
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