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Access to ICT key in bridging digital divide

Dr Azmi Hassan

THE termdigital divide evokes strong enotions. The Rev Jesse Jackson
calls it "aclassic formof apartheid". Sone call it "technol ogi cal
segregation” and to US President Clinton, it's the chasmbetween the
i nformati on haves and have-nots.

Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir sees it as the i nformati on and
know edge gap between t he econom ¢ haves and have-nots.

During the openi ng speech of the Second World Know edge Conference, he
said, "This digital divideis even greater than the i ncone and econom c
gaps between t he backward and t he devel oped worl d. The poorest societies
on earth are even nore starved of know edge than they are for food. Those
who need it nost have the least. Herein lies the present tragedy and t he
maki ng of a future catastrophe.”

There are a certain percentage of people or countries that have t he best
i nformation technol ogy at their disposal. The di fference between t hese
groups of people or countries is the digital divide.

Shoul d we real |l y care about it? What is Malaysia's status and, nore
importantly, what is the status of the digital divide within Ml aysi a
itself?

To get the correct perspective, let's take the Internet connection
facility. O theworldtotal of 171.25 million Internet connections Europe
and North America nonopol i se over 80 per cent. The Asia Pacific region has
only 16 per cent and of this, Ml aysia has not nore than 0.5 per cent.

How do we bridge the divide? Wile the Government may not be able to
si ngl e-handedl y cl ose the gap, a prudent and viable I CT (information
communi cati on technol ogy) policy will go along way. Accesstothe ICTis
the key factor.

The Mul timedia Super Corridor illustrates the Governnent's commitnment to
the digital age. When tal ki ng about the MSC, one cannot hel p but conpare
it with Singapore, Hong Kong and Tai wan. But wi t hout the MSC, Mal aysia's
digital divide statistics would be nuch worse. W woul d be in the
backwat ers of the information age.

As the Prime M nister says, "Wthout the MSC, Ml aysi a m ght have | earnt
alittle about the new technol ogi es but we woul d not have been that
focused. "

Mal aysi ans shoul d feel excited and proud about the MSC and what it has
to offer in this age of technol ogy. Incentives and programes such as the
EPF conputer w t hdrawal scherme have yet to nake nuch of an i npact on the
rate of Internet penetration in our society.

During the Brunei Apec CEO Summit neeting, Miltinmedi a Devel opnent
Corporation chairman Tan Sri O hrman Yeop Abdul | ah said t hat t he MSC was
set upinrecognition of the fact that Malaysia was losing its conpetitive
advantage inits traditional econom c sectors and that there was a need to
i ncrease productivity through technol ogy and hi gh val ue-added econoni c
activities.

Take Bill Gates, for exanple. He was parsinonious until his troubles
with anti-trust laws. He now heads the | argest philantrophic foundation in
North Anmerica. The Gates M| | enni umschol arshi ps programe provi des
schol arshi ps i n educati on, engi neering, math and sci ence to poor students.
The sane scenario will play out with the MSC sooner or |ater.
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