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The key to achi eving our research goal s
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RECENTLY, on two or nore occasions our Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad cal | ed upon institutions of higher |earning and the
private sector to be nore involved in research and devel opnent and to
produce nore i nnovations in research.

More recently, he posed a challenge to the nation to produce a Nobe
Laureate. This call and encouragenent fromthe Prime Mnister in an effort
to inprove the level of the sciences in the country should be | auded and
wel coned.

I ndeed, the scientists and researchers have been waiting with bated
breath for a long tine, for the Government to make R&D one of the top
priority areas, as it did with sports.

Even though one of the tenets of Wawasan 2020 was the call for the
devel oprment of a scientific society, the sciences and the scientists have
been pushed to the background naki ng roomfor the nore "~ noney-m nded
entrepreneurs and busi ness peopl e.

The success of science and technology in this country depends on the co-
operation of researchers, the government funding agencies, the private
sector and the various institutions. .It is tinme all these players set
down nore systenatic and progressive approaches towards attaining a higher
| evel of scientific achievement.

The funding fromlIntensification of Research Priority Areas has no doubt
provided a great inpetus and acted as a springboard to the researcher from
the tine of its inception in 1985 as | RPA-5.

Fundi ng al one is not necessarily enough, and not the only factor that
could |l ead to research excell ence. The environnent in which a scientist
wor ks has to be conducive, scientifically stinmulating, intellectually
chal | engi ng and encouragi ng for the scientists.

Let us not forget that nmany Nobel Laureates (non-western ones) were able
to achi eve this highest formof acknow edgenent only because t hey worked
away fromtheir own countries, which goes to show that scientific
capabilities knows no creed or race.

The nost successful and i nportant ingredient to honing, probing and
pushing scientific intellect toits limt is a conducive scientific
research clinmate as exenplified by the top Ivy League Universities of the
US and the top universities and research institutions in Europe where
schol arshi p conmes first.

For science to progress in a definite direction, there nust be a nore
focused approach. The tinme has cone for all, scientists, researchers and
those involved in formul ating policies, nanagi ng funds and nonitoring
research to take their roles nore seriously.

Research is a serious matter and for a long time the scientific
communi ty has been under constant barrage, scrutiny and criticismto
produce, to achieve excellence in R&D and nore recently to produce results
that can be comerci al i sed

However, we nust not forget that in the end, as nost scientists wll
agree, research should be first | ooked upon as contributing towards the
worl d's quest to search for the truth, search for answers to life's
guesti ons.

When questions are answered, they may or nmay not necessarily have an
i medi ate conmercial use. Sone of the know edge is only applicable years
later in conmmrercial productions. Exanples of these are seen in nany areas



of conmuni cation, nedicine, genetic engineering, and nany nore whi ch need
no el aborati on

Several factors need to be considered and perhaps inproved to enhance
and encourage a passion in science. These factors range from seeningly
trivial but inportant daily problens to bigger issues of funding and
recognition.

One exanple is to find a sinple way of ensuring quick supply of
chem cals fromscientific suppliers through the universities or research
institutions' bureaucratic systemof purchasing, invoicing etc.

How can mnet hodol ogi es and techni cal approaches be tested w thout having
to wait several nonths for the itens to arrive or without sufficient
fundi ng? How do we ensure a sinple way to prevent the disruption of
electricity that turns off the crucial -70C freezer or other equipnent,
destroying nonths of work and setting the scientist back.

How can we ensure i medi ate renedial solutions to sinple probl ens of
mai nt enance and repair of essential equiprment without having to wait for
nont hs.

More inportantly, the scientists need to be told how nuch funding is
avail abl e, how and when it will be allocated and di sbursed. What do they
dointhe interim trying to keep their students or research assistants
fromleaving and be able to continue with their research?

Does al l ocation of funding depend on the research credential of the
scientist, research programres or does it take into account the
institution the scientists cone fron?

These questions are pertinent as in the | ast three-year | RPA-7 exercise
many senior scientists were left in the cold during the allocation of
fundi ng, including scientists who were supposed to be working on nationa
priority research areas. Yet it was reported that the Prinme Mnister
menti oned unused research funds! Let there be nore transparency and keep
to the national priorities that have been set by many committees.

Wiile it is good that the Government and the institutions want to
encour age new and young scientists to be involved in research, let us not
forget that there are many senior scientists who have been worki ng and
need conti nuous research support.

Resear ch progranmes that have been going on for years were not given
funding with no valid or apparent reason. Do not forget that some research
take years to get results. The role of senior scientists to the
institution was discussed by AAK Koh in the New Straits Tines (Nov 7).

A factor to consider is the Governnent's desire to increase the nunber
of scientists in the country. Special consideration needs to be given on
how to achi eve this.

Graduates may be enticed to stay in science by the creation of nore
per manent research positions at the universities and research
institutions. Ways nust be sought to keep students in research or in
post graduat e research programres.

Anot her factor is the age of retirement of scientists. A disturbing
phenonenon that seems to pervade is the general attitude that the
scientist is no |l onger useful because he/she has a few years | eft before
retiring. Instead of tapping on their expertise, they are side-stepped.
Unfortunately, sonetines the scientists thenselves think |ike the
admi nistrators. This is a distressing signal as it only indicates that the
researchers thensel ves do not take their work seriously.

Does anyone take into account what will happen to the research (with
results fromthousands of dollars of funding) when the researcher | eaves?
Furthernore, if we | ook around us, nobst countries including China and
India, the retirement age for scientists is around 60-65. In others like
the US and Europe, scientists sonmetines are given funding and | aboratory



space, to continue work well into their 70s or even 80s.

What notivates the scientists is not noney but to find answers to
research probl ens and be recogni sed for their endeavours.

Finally we need to identify our strengths, weaknesses and our
priorities. In Malaysia, our priorities are in agriculture and certain
i ndustries which are our main i ncome generating sectors.

Once we have identified research areas with these priorities and
research strengths, we can build on them expand them nurture themuntil
we achi eve our national goals.

For exanple, since we have trenmendous expertise in the field of
agriculture, applied or basic plant research, perhaps we can nmake Ml aysi a
a worl d-class Centre of Excellence for agricultural research

There are sone of us who strongly believe in what we do. W want to nmake
a difference. W want to try and put Malaysia on the scientific world map;
we want to add to scholarship, no matter how small the contribution, in
all the different areas of science, particularly in the new and energing
t echnol ogi es.

We want to contribute towards excellence in R&D. However a question
remains. |s there anybody out there who woul d actually try to understand
and believe in us to the extent of trying to eradi cate as many
encunbrances as possi bl e and snoot hen the way to ensure that scientific
stimuli, interests and passi on never waver and wane? Hel p us achi eve our
nation's goals and dreans.
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