06/ 01/ 1999

Dawni ng of a new tel econs era

TOVORROW i s supposed to be quite a big day for the tel econmuni cati ons
sector, despite the absence of fanfare. Tonorrow is the day when Ml aysia
will take yet another step forward in this technol ogy-1aden industry, with
the countryw de | aunch of equal access. Ml aysi an tel ecomuni cati ons
subscribers will be granted the right to choose alternative trunk and | ong
di stance carriers. Today, only tel ecommuni cati ons consuners in the nost

|'i beralised econonies can claimto have such freedom of choice.

Thi s | atest progress once again underscores just how far the nation has
cone fromthe days when Tel ekom Mal aysi a Bhd was an overwei ght Gover nnent
agency and an expendi ture-guzzling nmonopoly. Although Tel ekom s
privatization took place only slightly nore than a decade ago, the

achi everrents nade thus far in the tel econmuni cati ons sector are a cause
for amazenent. Since 1986, the country has encouraged the establishnent of
a heal thy nunber of private sector players, including Celcom Binariang,
Mobi kom Sapura, Tinme Tel ecomand Mutiara. During this period, Mlaysia
had also sent its first satellite into orbit, putting it in a strategic
position to unl eash a new era of digital tel ecomruni cations and
broadcasting in the Asia-Pacific region and the world. The vision of the
future does not stop there. Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanad
has ensured that the next generation of Ml aysians will continue the great
pursuit, using the Multimedia Super Corridor as their platformto take on
the world of information technol ogy and conmuni cati ons.

The country has set very specific targets as far as tel econmuni cati ons

is concerned. By the year 2020, it wants a tel ephone penetration of 45
lines per 100 inhabitants, which is the standard in industrialised
countries. This will require hefty investnents by the industry, especially
towire up the nost far-flung rural areas which guarantee to be
unprofitable for many years to come. On their part, the conpanies created
after the corporatisation of Tel ekom Mal aysi a have caught the i magination
of the consuners, turning the sector into one of the nost conpetitive in
the country. They have invested billions and made billions in return. A
whol e new culture has started and the |ikes of Cel comand Sapura have
shown how technol ogi cal | y-adept Mal aysi ans can be.

One outstanding factor in the tel ecommuni cations industry is the fact

that the technol ogy transfer has been real. Foreign i nvestors who have
been invited to take up as nuch as a 60 per cent stake in |ocal

t el ecommuni cati on conpani es know what's in store and what kind of

comm tnents they may have to make. But certainly, despite the economc
downturn and the regional crises, this is one sector that has been nore
alive than ever and promi ses to be even nore so in the conming years - in
the MSC era - when Mal aysia starts sending mcro satellites into orbit and
every household is wired up

Tormorrow s | aunch of equal access will serve up to the consuner el enents
l'ike the Universal Service Ooligation and the Framework on | nternationa
Services. But herein lies the problem Because the two official docunments
necessary to get equal access off the ground were del ayed for nearly two
mont hs, the date January 1, 1999 - which was when equal access was
supposed to have taken place in Mal aysia - cane and went. Now we've been
told that none of the conpanies involved in maki ng equal access a success
are ready for the new service, even though Tel ekom has si gned

i nterconnectivity agreenments with Binariang, DiG Tel ecomuni cati ons and



Cel com Sone experts are saying that Ml aysia mght not see equal access
for another month or so.
Which is not a big deal, really, if one considers that Mal aysi a has
waited ages to be where it is today. The country would not be here at al
if the Government had not been bold enough to break the nonopoly in the
t el ecommuni cati ons sector. But therein is a sign of conplaceny, of taking
deadlines for granted. This isn't the first tine; the Ml aysian
t el ecommuni cati ons sector is notorious for breaking its word. In an
envi ronnment where the Governnent is trying to restore confidence and
spruce up the image of the country, such an attitude does not hel p and
therefore, shoul d be di scarded.
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