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The hi dden riches of R and D

ITIS not the first tinme that Ml aysi an conpani es have been ticked off for
their somewhat | ackadaisical attitude towards research and devel opnent.
The Governnent has repeatedly enphasi sed the inportance of investing in R
and D, not to nmention the huge benefits just waiting to be reaped. At the
very | east conpani es ought to use research findings to pronote
conmpetitiveness and efficiency. However, in tines of plenty, it is never
too difficult for conpani es, even the | east conpetitive ones, to make
decent nobney. So, why bother with conplicated and expensive R and D?

This has been the sub-culture of the Ml aysian private sector
Technol ogy transfers rarely invol ve Mal aysi ans doi ng anyt hing nore than
adopting | ock, stock and barrel the knowhow of a foreign conpany. There
have been wel cone exceptions, but in general there is a |lack of respect
and appreciation for what research findings can do for industrial |eaders
and what they in turn can do to enhance the aspirations of |ocal conpanies
that wish to becone international players. It is hoped, therefore, that
Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad' s point about the need for
Mal aysi ans to pay nore attention to Rand Dw Il not fall on deaf ears.
Since this is no longer a tinme of plenty, people may have suddenly
devel oped the ability to listen

The Prime M nister's point about the private sector's inability or
refusal to conduct Rand D or utilise research findi ngs speaks poorly of
the corporate | eadership. Many Mal aysi an CEGs are unconfortable with the
i dea of personally overseeing the technol ogi cal aspects of the business
because they generally cone froma non-technol ogy-rel ated background.
Technol ogy is sonmething they del egate to paid professionals, usually
expatriates. CGetting local CEGCs to manage R and D in the sane way they
manage human resources and financial activities will be a critical factor
in ensuring conpetitiveness. Rand Dis no longer just a buzz word. It is
a busi ness strategy which gives a conpany an edge over its rivals.

R and D remains very much a governnent-led effort in Malaysia. Since
1988, sone RM2 billion has been allocated for public sector research under
the Intensification for Research in Priority Areas (I RPA). However, few
Mal aysi an conpani es have di splayed an inclination to seriously invest in R
and D. Research is done al nobst entirely by universities and institutes
funded by the Government. The Governnment has been trying to raise the R
and D budget to 1.5 per cent of CGDP since the Fifth Malaysia Plan but to
date, it is still hovering around 0.8 per cent.

The private sector, especially the small-and- medi umindustries, cannot
be totally blamed for their reluctance to invest in Rand D, due to their
bl i nkered view that such activities add to their operating costs. The
poi nt that needs to be driven hone is that R and D shoul d be viewed as the
i ncubators of future profits. Instead of slashing their R and D budgets -
assumng they had one in the first place - in difficult tines, conpanies
shoul d invest nore in order to come up with new busi ness processes,
products or services. The success story of Swi ss watchnaker Swatch in
hel ping the Swi ss watch industry stand up agai nst the cheap but accurate
quartz wat ches from Japan and Hong Kong is a | esson Mal aysi an CECs nust
| earn.

One way i n which corporatised research bodies such as Sirimand the
uni versities can finance thenselves is to market their findings or
establish joint ventures to exploit new technol ogy. Sirimand Universiti



Putra Mal aysi a have taken the | ead by comrercialising their findings.
Wil e there are many vi abl e research findings by universities and ot her
institutions, the adaptation of these new technol ogies to the needs of
end-users is not easy. The need for researchers to explain and present
their findings in terns that end-users can understand and exploit
comercially is crucial. A great deal of homework invol ving financial
anal ysi s, market dermands and under standi ng the needs of | ocal businessnen
needs to be done. The chall enge therefore, lies in persuadi ng Mal aysi an
corporate |l eaders that investing in Rand Dis akin finding gold in one's
backyard.
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