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| T SAYS sonet hing about Bill Gates' clout when his absence is felt as nuch
as his presence. Wien the M crosoft Corporation chairman nssed the

Mul ti medi a Super Corridor's International Advisory Panel (1AP) annua
nmeeting last nonth, there was talk - not for the first time - that the
software giant was | ess than wholly supportive of the MSC

It was no small matter, given that the MSCis facing intense regiona
conmpetition to be the next Silicon Valley. In a fight Iike this, having
M crosoft in your corner is certainly a ngjor plus.

St oki ng the specul ati on was the appearance of Gates in Kuala Lunmpur the
following week for his third visit to Malaysia. For sone, that was a snub
But Gates said he had m ssed the MSC event due to a nore nundane reason -
time constraint. "|I'mproud to be a menber of the IAP. But |'msorry that
nmy schedul e couldn't allow attendance of the neeting,' he told journalists
after opening the new of fice of Mcrosoft Know edge Capital Centre Sdn Bhd
(MKCC), Mcrosoft's MSC-status conpany.

H s series of engagenents while in Ml aysia seened to prove that
M crosoft is still interested in the MSC. The MKCC openi ng was hi s nai den
visit to Cyberjaya. He hosted an Internet venture capital forum bringing
some 40 of the region's top venture capital conpanies to Cyberjaya. He
also called on Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohanad; undoubt edly,
their conversation woul d have covered the MSC

But the local dailies reserved the nost space for the things Gate had
sai d about the anbitious information technol ogy project. The MSC, he said,
was ~sonething quite awesone' and "nore inpressive in terns of its size
and quality of work that is being done here than I woul d have expected'.
He added that the MSC is ahead of the IT initiatives of some | arger and
nmor e devel oped countri es.

Nevert hel ess, the naysayers are not quite convinced that the MsCis
progressing as well as it should. They dismss Gates' conments as plain
politeness. Anyway, they argue, the valid neasure of the M5C s success is
its inpact on IT devel opnment in the country. After all, one of its
princi pal objectives is to "accelerate Malaysia's entry into the
I nf ormati on Age'.

The critics get plenty of ammunition here. They point out that with an
I nternet penetration of under 10 per cent, Ml aysia | ags behind cl ose
conmpetitors such as Singapore, Hong Kong and South Korea. The Information
Soci ety Index, a scorecard conpiled by survey firmlnternational Data
Corporation and The World Tinmes to reflect |IT adopti on and readi ness anbng
55 countries, says the sane thing. The sane statistics rate Ml aysi a ahead
of India, but it is still the latter that is nore highly-regarded in the
| T arena, mainly because of its |arge pool of technology workers and its
successful export of |IT-related services. Even China, with its huge market
and rapid enbrace of the Internet, is getting nore attention |ately.

However, the detractors do not have a nonopoly on nunbers. The
authorities too have figures to brandish that the MSCis doing fine. The
plan is to have 500 MSC-status conpanies, including 50 worl d-cl ass ones,
by 2003. Four years after the MSC was | aunched, there are already 362 MsSC
status conpani es, of which 37 were set up by gl obal players. According to
Mul ti medi a Devel opnent Corporation (MDC) executive chairman Tan Sri Dr
O hman Yeop Abdul | ah, conpanies in the MSC are expected to i nvest about
RM2O billion and create some 35,000 jobs over the next five years.



Yet, sonme observers say the MSC is not exactly a hive of business
activity if you discount the construction perpetually going on in
Cyberjaya. The feeling is that several of the MSC status conpani es were
established largely to junp on the bandwagon. They came on board for the
tax breaks, plumsupply contracts or just not to be left out. Wiat is
| acki ng, the argument goes, is genuine entrepreneurial and technol ogi ca
i nnovati on. “W've spoken to a number of |ocal MSC-status conpanies. Mst
of themdon't have concrete plans on what they'll do. That's scary,' says
one long-time IT journalist.

MDC, which oversees the MSC s devel opnent, is aware that it has to weed
out the stragglers. O hman recently warned that the corporation would
revoke the MSC status of 22 conpanies if they remai ned dormant. The sane
threat applies to 47 conpanies that have yet to nove into MSC- designated
areas. Such steps denonstrate that the MDC neans busi ness and that the MsC
status does not cone with a free ride.

But these are not enough to guarantee the quality and extent of
investnent in the MSC. The nmain criticismis that the foreign I T conpani es
have not cone in in a big way. In the beginning, there was nuch
anticipation that the multinational titans would shift part of their
operations to Mal aysia and hel p nake the country the region's technol ogy
hub. What rai sed expectations further was the conposition of the | AP,
whose principal function is to advise Dr Mahathir on the MSC s direction
and strategies.

The 44-nmenber panel is practically a who's who of I T and
t el ecommuni cations. Apart from Gates, those who agreed to be on it include
Larry Ellison (Oacle Corporation), Scott McNealy (Sun M crosystens),
Craig Barrett (Intel Corporation), Nobuyuki I|dei (Sony Corporation),
Masayoshi Son (Softbank Corporation) and Lou Gerstner (IBM.

It was felt that such a glittering line-up was an endorsenent of the MsC
by the bigwi gs. And this ought to lead to najor investnents by the top
nanes. Indeed, this seened to be the case prior to the Asian financial
crisis, with sone of the international conpanies pledging to enbark on
si zeabl e and novel projects for the MSC. But it is apparent that nmany of
these pl ans have either been cancelled or put on hold.

M crosoft, for exanple, announced in 1996 that its Southeast Asia
headquarters would be in the MSC. But MKCC, Mcrosoft's main presence in
the MSC, is sonething different. A press rel ease describes MKCC as "a
resource centre providing end-to-end services for software devel opers,

i ndependent software vendors and Ml aysi an busi nesses'. Intel's MSC- status
company, Intel Application Devel opnent Centre (MSC) Sdn Bhd, has come up
with WebStore by Intel, which basically provides public access to the

I nternet.

It is said foreigners have scaled down their investnments in the MSC
followi ng the economic and political fallout of the crisis. The capital
controls and the once uneasy political climte have frequently been cited
as deterrent factors. But nowadays, these reasons are rather weak. The
foreigners' doubts about the MSC are nmore to do with operational and
practical aspects.

In fact, the latter were the central issues during the recent |AP
nmeeting. The nenbers - 12 attended, while another 17, including Gates,
sent representatives - agreed that the MSC was on track but pointed out
sonme potential trouble spots. These include the | ack of venture capital
and tal ent. The governnent says efforts are underway to address these
shortcom ngs. Dr Mahathir, who has al ways been considered the prine force
behi nd the MSC, said Ml aysia woul d have been very backward wi t hout the
MSC. An indication that the powers that be are satisfied with the
project's progress was the recent renewal of O hnman's contract as MDC



head.

In truth, there nmay be no strong basis for believing that a nei ghbouring
country's high-tech anbitions will be fatal to the MSC. Sone experts
expect the technol ogy boomto be so pervasive and broad that there is
little chance of a few countries domnating it all. Said Gates, "It's not
a zero-sumgame, where only one or two will be successful.

That has yet to be seen. But one thing remains certain. Governnent
support alone will not make MSC a success. Entrepreneurial and
technol ogical drive will continue to play a huge role. As |long as industry
chieftains such as Gates continue to showinterest in the MSC, there is
reason to be optimstic.
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