13/ 09/ 1999
Firing up the innovative m nds

Fauzi ah | smai |

LAST Novenber when Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad i ssued a
chal l enge for the scientific community to produce a Mal aysi an Nobe
Laureate, a group of Ml aysian students in Canbridge University in the UK
hel d a group di scussion on the Internet.

"Can we or can we not have our own Nobel Laureate?" they asked each
other. They were certainly fired up on the matter especially having
Amartya Sen in their mdst. Sen, the head of Canmbridge's Trinity Coll ege,
was named a Nobel Prize wi nner for econonmics | ast year

Last week, Dr Mahat hir nmade yet another call to the scientific

community. He told themnot to be conpl acent and satisfied with their

i nventions. They should try to be nore creative to i nnovate their products
and new t echnol ogi es to keep themone step ahead.

"The i nvention should not be at a static | evel but should be further

i mproved and devel oped without any limt. If it is good, it can be made
better. Even though others may duplicate them we will always be one step
ahead by further devel opi ng on our inventions," he had sai d when | aunchi ng
the UKM MIDC Centre of Smart Technol ogy i n Bangi

In the discussions on the Nobel Laureate, nmany of the students were
optimstic. "Yes, we will one day produce our own Nobel Laureate," they
said, giving their own ideas as to howthe country can achi eve this.

O hers were skeptical. "Yes, a Ml aysi an Nobel |aureate but not in

Mal aysi a but probably a Mal aysian in other parts of the world." They cited
Sen, a Indian, as an exanpl e.

They argued that one does not get enough support to be creative and

i nnovative in the country. Bureaucracy gets in the way, too.

They are not wong. Sonme of these post-graduate students have faced
stumbl i ng bl ocks when t hey were doing their own research | ocally. "You can
say that sone scientists, creators and i nnovators are weird peopl e.

"They cannot be confined to office hours. Thisis not a9to5 (9amto
5pm thing. |deas do not conme between these tines only. They need to work
at their own time and pace," a post-graduate student said in his e-mail
The head of one of the country's | eading research institutions had once

| anented to this newspaper that he is governed by the rul es and

regul ations of the civil service in running his organisation

"My hands are tied sonetines...ny people cone in during office hours and

I know they al so come in after office hours, often m dnight, to work on
their research. | can't tell themnot to doit. That is probably the best
time for them | would just have to justify the costs,"” he said.

Dr Mahathir al so stressed the need for |ocal inventors to master the
skill of upgradi ng and i nnovating i nported technol ogi es to strengthen the
country's econom ¢ and industrial devel opnent.

"Qur ability to acquire and i nvent technol ogi es and new products is
essential in our aspiration to becone a devel oped nati on by 2020.

"W need to acquire or produce newtechnol ogi es which are rel evant to

the country's industrial need to enable us to conpete globally. But at the
sane time, we al so need to have the skill to inprove or innovate i nported
t echnol ogi es, " he said.

Mal aysi a has made nuch stride in the research field.

Recently, national broadcasting station, RTM aired a docunentary on

Nat a de Coco, a white or creamcol oured gel atinous fil mof pol ysacchari de
produced by a fungus known as Acet obacter aceti subpecies xyli numgrown



fromcoconut mlKk.
Nat a de Coco was devel oped in a | aboratory and has since found its way
to the shel ves of supermarkets both in and outside the country. It is said
to be excellent onits own or as topping for ice-creans, jellies, fruit
cocktails, cold cakes, yogurt and alike.
Anot her research i s being carried out by the Mal aysi an Agri cul tural
Resear ch and Devel opnent Institute (Mardi) on this organic highfibre
f ood.
I nst ead of using coconut mlk, Mardi i s experinenting on using residue
of pi neappl e j uice.
Anot her hone- grown aeronauti cal mai ntenance conpany, Airod, has offered
to val ue-add the "nade for war, not for displays" Russian helicopters.
These and many nore add feathers in the country's cap for excell ence.
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