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Successful strategy that propelled a conpany

Francis C. Nantha

SLOW and steady is not synonynous with the conputer industry, but it has
proven to be a successful strategy for Malaysian firmlnfortech Software
Sdn Bhd.

The conpany was started by managi ng director Tan Teong Boon in 1991
with a staff of five

And it has since grown to over 50 enpl oyees with plans to expand further
into the regional software market.

Al'l these efforts have received the conmendati on of Prinme M nister Datuk
Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohanmad as being a firmwhich enbodied the spirit of the
Mul ti medi a Super Corridor project.

In a recent interview, Tan said the conpany was a result of Japanese
i nvestnent in Malaysia in the nmid-eighties.

He said this was a tinme when Ml aysi ans were seen as skilled programrers
who coul d support software devel opnent in Japan.

Infortech Software Japan Inc then had a subsidiary in Malaysia for this
very purpose as the cost of skilled | abour in Japan was seen as being too
hi gh.

However, the recessionary period in the eighties soon saw the Ml aysi an
subsidiary shutting its operations, with all the Ml aysian staff being
sent to Japan to work there

Tan was anong the programers who were rel ocated to Japan and he
recei ved exposure to nmany of the cutting edge technol ogies in conputer
programm ng as well as hands-on experience with work contracted out by
Japanese firnms.

By 1991, Tan and anot her four of his Ml aysian col | eagues in Japan,
decided to return to Mal aysi a.

They started their own operation here, spurred on by the resurgence in
t he regi onal econom es.

Wth backing fromlInfortech Software Japan in the formof a 35 per cent
equity sake, Infortech Software Ml aysia was set up

The support also cane in the formof subcontracts for progranm ng jobs
whi ch the Japanese outfit farmed out to Tan's unit.

Wth this support, the Mal aysian outfit was able to chal k up revenues of
about RMB0O, 000 in the first year.

And with the continued support fromJapan, Infortech Software Mal aysia's
revenue has since grown steadily and it is expected to lock in close to
RMB mllion in revenue for 1997.

Al'l this was nmade possible as Infortech Software Mal aysia still largely
wites its conmputer programmes in the Japanese | anguage.

This is a trend that the firmintends to continue as the total size of
t he Japanese software market annually is estimated to be about US$75
billion (RvB38 billion).

Infortech Software Japan is still considered to be a relatively snal
pl ayer in that country, with nuch of the software being very focused as it
is technical in nature.

Tan said nuch of the work involves witing software for debuggi ng (or
renoving errors) of codes that nmake up the conputer programm ng.

Al so, Infortech Software Malaysia wites drivers for nmainframe conputers
and graphi cs packages.

He admits that this work is largely bread-and-butter in nature and the
skill's which have been the foundation of the Malaysian firm are stil



relatively untapped.

One exanple is that of neural networks, which involves technol ogi es that
are nore advanced than even that used for Big Blue, the conputer built by
| BM Cor poration that beat chess chanpi on Gary Kasparov | ast year.

Tan said neural networks are expected to formthe foundation of
artificial intelligence.

And he can lay claimto be anong the first individuals in the world to
have done extensive work and research into such technol ogi es.

"But, there is no demand for such work in Ml aysia as conpani es are
still too confortable having human bei ngs doi ng the thinking instead of
trying to i nprove efficiency using advanced conputer technol ogies."

He admitted that such technol ogi es have al so yet to be really exploited
inthe firms relationship with its Japanese partner

This is mainly due to the limtation of geographical distances and
exi sting conmmuni cations infrastructure.

"Currently, our work is very clearly defined with the paraneters drawn
out very specifically for us to wite programmes.

"Such information is sinply sent to us and we are trusted to send back
t he conpl eted work wi t hout any problens."

But, to facilitate nore teamwork and co-operation on work which
continues to devel op and evol ve at every stage, video-conferencing
facilities are needed.

This will allow Mal aysi an and Japanese col | eagues to exchange vi ews.

"I amlooking forward to setting up office in MSC- designated areas so
that nmy staff can easily link up with their Japanese counterparts so that
we can take on nore denmandi ng programm ng work," said Tan.

In the nmeantinme, Infortech Software Mal aysia is al so seeking to be nore
est abl i shed anong Mal aysi an conpani es since it al ready serves sone
Japanese firms |i ke Toshi ba and Fujitsu.

Among other products it is also seeking to expand into a wi der base in
the programing of codes in chips that are used in many consumner
el ectrical devices like the photo-copier, fax nachi nes and washi ng
machi nes.

Further, having devel oped the first trilingual accounting software -

Chi nese, Japanese and English - Infortech Software Ml aysia ains to market
this package regionally after having initial successes in China and Japan

Marketing efforts will also focus on a special software which the
conmpany has cone up with to allow for greater efficiency in hotel
nmanagenent .

Tan estinated that the cost of these marketing efforts would easily come
up to over RVb million and had al ready drawn up plans to seek funds via a
listing on the new Mal aysi an Exchange for Securities and Automated
Quot ati on.

But, since the launch of Mesdaq - designed to support the financing
needs of energing conpanies with a focus on technol ogy-based firns - has
been del ayed to the middle of this year, Tan said that alternate funding
nmet hods are now bei ng revi ewed.

"W have al ways taken slow but sure steps in all our expansion plans.

"Besi des, we already have a steady revenue streaming in with our
partnership with the Japanese and that should be enough to put us in a
good credit position."

Thi s sanme cautiousness applies to the progranm ng phil osophy adopted by
the firm which now |l argely focuses on creating software to be run on the
M crosoft W ndows pl atform

"We are also | ooking very closely at the devel opnent of Java technol ogy
fromSun M crosystens |nc.

Thi s technol ogy has been described by many as being the next revol ution



i n software progranmi ng | anguages.
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