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The future is here
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ALTHOUGH two different individuals, Wan Mbhammed and Ranjit Singh face the
sane di | enma.

Wan is 30, educated till Form Five, and works as a machi ne operator with
a local SM (Small Mediumlndustries) operation that produces raw
materials for a large nultinational. H s wages are decent, allow ng hima
confortabl e standard of living. But with changes in technol ogy, the SM he
is working for needs to innovate its production process.

But neither enployer nor enployee is ready to face this new chal |l enge.
The conpany does not want to invest in new technol ogy while Wan i s not
prepared to | earn new net hods of production.

Ranjit, on the other hand, is 45 and an acadeni ci an, teachi ng bi ol ogy
and chem stry at a | ocal university. One area he covers is the healing of
wounds. He has found out that there are new ways of healing via the use of
wor s, but seens | ackadai sical about teaching this new finding to students
- he prefers not to awaken a sl eeping giant as this would entail a whole
new approach in teaching and he's not about to do that. He prefers to
educate his students on the old and established nmet hods of wound-heal i ng.

What these two have in comon is basically a reluctance to | earn,
unlearn and relearn, qualities vital for the nmuch-touted know edge-based
econony (k-econony), where Ml aysia is heading as part of its Vision 2020
to be a devel oped nati on.

The man-in-the-street may vaguely recall the k-econony as several things
- the digital econony, paperless economnmy, which are all about Information
and Commruni cati ons Technology (ICT). But ICT is only a part of the k-
econony.

Mal aysi a has progressed froma predom nantly agricultural economy to a
manuf acturi ng one. This industrial backbone currently contributes to nore
than 33 per cent of its Gross Donestic Product (GDP) and provi des 30 per
cent of all jobs. It worked well for a while but the advent of
gl obalisation and Iiberalisation has necessitated the adopti on of new
t echnol ogi es and ways of doing things. W now need to acclimatise
oursel ves to the k-econony.

There are many ot her reasons for this. For one, Ml aysia has been | osing
its conmpetitiveness as | abour costs spiral upwards. According to the
Nati onal Productivity Centre, the electrical and el ectronics sector saw
its unit |abour cost rising between 6 and 20 per cent from Novenber to
Decenber 1999.

According to the Wrld Conpetitiveness Yearbook, Ml aysia's overal
ranki ng anong 47 world econom es edged down from 17th position in 1997 to
20th (1998) to 27th in 1999. Its weakest points were its human resource
and its involvenent in science and technol ogy. W have i nproved to 25th
position this year but that is not enough.

Prof essor Stephane Garelli of the International Institute for Managenent
Devel opnent (whi ch produces the Yearbook) says that science and technol ogy
will be at the core of conpetencies in the future and that successful
nations |ike Singapore, the Nordic countries and the United States al
rely heavily on technol ogy for econom c expansi on.

As Deputy Prime M nister Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Badawi put it when
addressing the 4th National Smart Partnership Dial ogue recently:
"dobalisation is al so opening up econom es to deliver cost-effective and
ef ficient production possibilities to global corporations. As a result,



Mal aysia is increasingly losing its wage-based conpetitiveness to
econom es with a cheap and efficient |abour force.'

What is of parampbunt concern is his statenent that “our human capital is
not cheap enough to attract investments for |ower-skilled production and
our |abour force is not sufficiently trained or educated to attract
i nvestnents into val ue-added, high-skilled production'.

Addi ng val ue has becone a key concern in the k-econony, be it through
enpoweri ng enpl oyees, brand managenment, research and devel opnent (R&D) or
scenari o pl anni ng. The k-econony dermands that know edge be applied to
every econoni ¢ and busi ness endeavour.

Dr Azm Hassan of the Centre For Technol ogy Policy and Internationa
Studi es at Universiti Teknol ogi Ml aysia put it succinctly: "The nobdus
operandi of the old econony needs to be upgraded."

Simply put, the k-econony is essentially based on four operative words:
| earni ng, de-1learning, relearning and applying. As such, building human
resources of the right calibre becones a central issue in this new
economny. As Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad tol d the Second
d obal Know edge Conference in March: W nust renenber to forget old
ways. We nust force ourselves into new habits. W nust build new
processes, institutions and organi sations that are necessary for the
I nformati on Age.'

In | ast year's Budget, the governnent stressed the necessity to
undertake a paradigmshift to achieve this. It has started the process of
drafting the K-Econony Master Plan and, later this year, will adopt a
Nati onal Strategic Plan (NSP). The government says it will endeavour to
i nvol ve every Mal aysian in the process.

The NSP will need the commitnent of all quarters as this vision would
i nvol ve enhancing core skills that include effective comunicati on,
| earni ng, problemsolving, creativity, teamwork, |eadership and conmputer
literacy.

One of the concepts adopted in the NSP is the Smart Partnership. Science
Advisor in the Prime Mnister's Departnent, Tan Sri Dr Omar Abdul Rahman,
says the general objectives of this partnership include co-operation
between the private sector, special interest groups, citizen groups,
uni ons, religious | eaders, professionals, consuners, investors and the
wor kforce that will work towards wealth creation, with equitable benefits
to all partners in the new econony.

And what are the industries that can |leap-frog us into this new econony?
Various enabling technol ogi es such as bi o-technol ogy, nanot echnol ogy,
robotics, new materials and I CT.

However, there is a cultural disparity between these technol ogi es and
potential practitioners. Many coll ege students prefer to enrol in business
studi es rather than science courses. As it is, according to a Federation
of Mal aysi an Manufacturers (FMM study, |IT software usage is at a neager
25.4 per cent in CAD) CAM and 27 per cent in Enterprise Resource Planning
(ERP) but an overwhel ming 65.1 per cent in sinple nenial tasks |ike word
processi ng/ spreadsheets and presentati ons.

G ven the current scenari o, these partnerships need to address this
i ssue. Banks too need to rethink their role in the new econony. They need
to adjust their lending policies - to nove away fromlending to
traditional and tangible collateral -based projects to projects that can be
fi nanced based on the viability of good i deas and concepts. In short, they
need to be | ess risk-averse. But are they gung-ho enough?

Refornms in the private and public sectors need to be speeded up. As Dr
Mahathir put it plainly and sinply, "~The ancient and hall owed sulit
(secret) syndrome nust be done away with, while the traditional G eat
I nf ormati on Hoard whi ch operates within the corporation, the university,



and the civil service nmust be killed."'

Meanwhi | e, what can be done about SMs that don't send their enployees
for retraining (only 30-40 per cent of the 20,000 SMs in the country do)?
Sadly, nothing. It's hard to conpel thembut at |east famly nenbers
shoul d attend so they can return and retrain others, as Datuk Dr Fong Chan
Onn, M nister of Human Resources, suggests.

One factor maki ng enpl oyers wary of training workers is staff-pinching.
But as Datuk Ranmli Abbas, vice-president and country nanager for Mdtorola

Mal aysia Sdn Bhd, puts it, “You will |ose sone but that chance nust be
t aken, otherw se everyone | oses.'
Anot her problemwith SMs is that they are unwilling to invest in new

technol ogi es. The sanme FMM study indicates that 73.8 per cent of SMs fee
that I T investnent is too expensive.

The question that arises is, why is this so when the governnent is
proactively pronmoting its use? The FMM s hands are tied as it only plays
an advi sory role and cannot force its nmenbers.

And what about transfer of technology for the new economy? This is
sonet hi ng expected of the Transnational Conpanies (TNCs) that have been
accorded Multinedia Super Corridor (MSC)-status. It would not do for them
to operate as shell conpanies.

Neverthel ess, the Prime Mnister seens satisfied with the MSC s
progress. At last count, 37 global conpanies have set up facilities there.
These TNCs are al so expected to invest in R&, a crucial factor in the k-
econony. Unfortunately, R&D constitutes only 0.2 per cent of Milaysia's
CDP.

One problemthe Smart Partnership al so needs to address is the issue of
ethnic constraints. Tan Sri Ranmon Navaratnam advi sor to the Sunway Group,
says to face conpetition globally, ethnic constraints need to be reduced
while religious and cultural values need to be enhanced. This is because
each culture and religion teaches humans to devel op thensel ves and seek
know edge.

Mal aysi ans need to reflect on these words of futurist Alvin Tofler: "“The
illiterates of the 21st century will not be those who cannot read and
wite, but those who cannot |earn, unlearn and rel earn.

Take the case of Finland. For a small country with a popul ation of five
mllion "living on her forest' to come up with world-class nanmes |ike
Noki a and M ka Hakkinen, it certainly nust be doing sonething right -

i magi nation, innovation and insight.
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