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Coming to grips with manpower chal |l enges

Zai nal Rampak

WHEN t he Governnent recently reveal ed that there were nore t han 39, 000
unenpl oyed uni versity graduates waiting for jobs, it actually brought to
Iight the existence of a rather delicate problemhitherto gone [ argely
unnoti ced by both the public and private sectors.

The reasons for this are not difficult to decipher - the Ml aysian
econony has enjoyed double-digit growth for years on end, and even the
recession years of the md-1980s and crisis period of the late 1990s did
not inflict as nuch harmon us as they had on our Asean nei ghbours.

In fact, the years of prosperity have resulted in the energence of a
"soft" younger generation taking the good |life for granted, and acquring a
fal se sense of security that the party and nerry-nmaki ng were never going
to end.

Coul d thi s perhaps have |l ed to a correspondi ng | evel of conpl acency on
the part of policy-makers?

That seens rather unlikely, given the fact that the several successive
five-year plans that we have had have pl aced i ncreasi ng anounts of
enphasis, both in real and budgetary terns, on education, traini ng and
devel opnent.

Then why t he sudden unprecedented rise i n educat ed unenpl oyed?

The root of the problemcould well be traced to the years of col onial -
type, straight-jacket, top-down educational policy initiatives which
produces each year hundreds and t housands of exam nati on-savvy school -
| eavers and uni versity graduat es possessing little capability to
successful Iy handl e t he vi ci ssitudes of econom c transformation.

The hands-on el ectronic era of the 1980s and t he nouse-|ed conputer
revol ution of the 1990s have put paid to whatever notions that remai ned of
traditional "chal k and tal k" education - that rote-|earning, exam nation-
oriented educati onal systens are socially rel evant.

G ven this scenario, it is hardly surprising that Ml aVsian policy-
makers are junpi ng aboard t he bandwagon of educational reformto take
qui ck conpetitive advantage of the gl obalisation process through a
"paradigmshift", the mantra of managenment gurus, both home-brewed and
foreign.

The Governnent is in fact effecting structural and system c revi ews of
the existing infrastructure, curriculumcontent and delivery nechanisns to
see what best can be done to upgrade standards and qual ity wi thout
i mposi ng too nuch of a burden on taxpayers.

The advent of the k-econony in the newnillenniumbrings along with it a
nunber of core concerns in the real mof human resources devel opnent.

These nostly relate to attaining arealistic balance between quality and
quantity, operational requirenents and pl anni ng needs, and opportunities
with capacity.

Si ngapor e- based Credit Sui sse Boston chi ef economi st P. K. Basu calls the
Mal aysi an econony a " Gol di | ocks Econony" as the country has achi eved a
significant 11.7 per cent gross donmestic product (GDP) growth for the
first quarter of this year.

Basu expects the country to chal k up 8.4 per cent GDP growth for this
year, with inflation kept well under control at bel ow 3 per cent - the
best bal ance that noney can buy.

Mal aysi a can proudly lay clai mas being the second country in Asiato
have attai ned visiblerecovery fromthe devastating regi onal econom c



crisis of 1997-98.

The devel opment bode wel | for broad-based, intensive policy approaches
towards traini ng and devel oprent.

As the country's econonic activities go through the transformational
process froml owtechnol ogy, |owcapital, Iabour-intensive, extractive
i ndustries to high-technol ogy, capital-intensive, skilled-Iabour,
interactive industries, the exi stence, and perhaps enl argenent, of human
resource gaps between skills avail abl e and skills needed i s but a natural
out come of the nmuch-touted gl obalisation process.

Mal aysia, like its Asean nei ghbours, is at the crossroads of such
devel opnent, and it is little wonder that the country is conpelled by the
forces of change toreviewits training and devel opment policies in order
to stay conpetitive in what Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad
has described as a "hostile environnent"”.

The i mm nent privatization of agencies previously held by the State and
t he special recognition accorded to the private sector as "t he engi ne of
nati onal growth" in our five-year plans underscore the i nportance of the
private sector to play a proactive rol e in shaping national training and
devel oprent poli ci es.

The Human Resour ces Devel opnment Fund (HRDF), set up under the aegis of
the Human Resources M nistry and which reportedly has nmore than RML50
mllionin available training funds contributed by private sector
conpani es, serves as a speci al purpose vehicle for human resources
devel opnent activities in the country.

An i nmi nent proponent to the case of industry-relevant training is
per haps none ot her than industry itself.

The transformati on of industry fromval ue-taking to val ue-giving that
coi nci des wi th correspondi ng advancenent of process technol ogy i s not a
coincidence: it is the net result of a series of planned State-Ied
initiatives that have received the attestati on of the society at | arge.

The vagari es of econonic cycles do not seemto have danpened the
collective resolve of the State to pursue this cause, as the comni ssi oni ng
of high-technol ogy i ndustries, spearheaded by the Mil timedi a Super
Corridor (MsC), makes it al nost obligatory onthe part of the State to
prepare the required base for | aunchi ng technol ogy-intensive industries by
ensuring the ready availability of appropriately and adequately trained
human resources on short-call.

Al'l these give us the inpression that the private sector is a nere
consumer of human resources, not a generator or afacilitator. Howtrue is
this point of view?

Real -1ife experiences showthat private enterprises, with the exception
of a fewlarge and well-established conpani es, does not usually place
human resour ces devel opnment hi gh on their strategi c agenda.

This state of affairs could be explained fromvarious standpoints -
strategic, financial, market orientation and operati onal .

Conpani es usual |y resort to outsourcing as a cheaper, qui cker and nore
practical alternative to in-service or vestibule training.

The ready availability of qualified, experienced and cheap foreign
manpower actual ly stynies national efforts to upgrade and uplift | ocal
human resources standards.

Promises elicited fromforeign skilled workers to train eligible and
capabl e | ocal s have yet to materialise satisfactorily.

Mar ket segnentation and product diversification make it difficult for
i ndustry-based training to achieve its intended objectives withinthe
required tinme-frane, and busi nesses whose i nvestnents are tied up with
"mar ket - savvy" products and services with very short product |ifespans are
reluctant toinitiate any effort totrain their workers, lest it becones



unvi abl e or out dat ed.

They woul d rat her opt for cheaper and nore "di sposabl e" alternatives
such as out sourci ng.

The State, caught in a bind between retaining foreign investors and
satisfying |l ocal expectations, chooses the path of | east resi stance by
staying away fromthe problem

Thi s "default node" policy approach, instead of reducing the intensity
of the problem actually further conpounds it.

Mal aysia's options in the context of these circunstances are rather
limted. There has to be political will on the part of the State to ensure
that private enterprise keeps its prom ses of training and devel opnent,
and that enpl oyees' wages and benefits are set in tandemwi th higher
skills acquisition and i ndustry-rel ated work experience.

The State al so has to prepare and equi p the target beneficiaries of such
training activities, be they school -l eavers, serving enpl oyees or even
university graduates, with the required | evel of nental preparedness
through a carefully drawn-up activity series of aptitude-enhancing
progr ammes.

It is anedl ey of tasks that has to be addressed sinultaneously with
varyi ng degrees of resource allocations, but neverthel ess has to be
successfully performed in order to effectively neet medi umterm and | ong-
termnati onal soci o-econonic objectives.

* The views expressed in this colum are the witer's own and Busi ness
Ti mes does not necessarily share them
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