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Answer in commercial partnerships

Suzi eana Uda Nagu

COMMVERCI ALI SATION is the buzzword. Ready or not, this is the direction

| ocal public institutions of higher |earning should be heading with regard
to their research efforts.

Currently, public universities have a substantial research and
devel opnent out put which can be comrercially viable. But securing the
assi stance of the private sector for funding and expertise to turn
research results into products is still a problem

Uni versiti Kebangsaan Mal aysia (UKM, for exanple, has only nmanaged to
mar ket between five and 10 per cent of their research enterprises.

Prof essor Dr Muhammad Yahaya, director of the Research Managenent Centre
at UKM says the university has churned out sem -finished products which
are comercially viable and are waiting to be devel oped by private
conpani es.

Industry's reluctance to formpartnerships with public universities in
this arena is based on the fear that these ventures may not be profitable.

That puts the onus of convincing industry otherwise firmly on the public
uni versities.

A few years ago, Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhamad urged
public universities to highlight their research findings in a national -
| evel pronotional canpaign.

Fifteen public universities took up the challenge recently, showcasing
their best works at the "Public Universities Research and Devel opnent
exhibition" at Putra Wrld Trade Centre. (see sidebar)

The i ssue of commrercialisation of research findings by public
uni versities has been w dely debated by academ c think tanks and economi c
pundits for years. It has taken on an urgency, given Ml aysia' s conmm tnent
to the know edge-based econony.

At last nonth's national sem nar on "Human Resource Devel opnent in the
K- econony”, Professor Sharifah Hapsah Shahabudin, director of the Centre
for Academ c Advancenent at UKM says public universities are inportant
sources of value creation and they should have a role in industrialising
know edge.

"From R&D i n various areas, to design and devel opnent of products and
services and the education of highly technical and professional workers,
the university is well poised to take its place in the K-econony," wites
Dr Sharifah Hapsah in her paper Human Resource Devel opnent for the K-
Econony: Role of Public Institutions of H gher Learning.

The good news is, the Government is showing greater interest in R&D
Policies are made and changed to facilitate and expedite the
commerci al i sation process. Universities too have been repeatedly urged to
strive as research universities.

The nove began with the formation of the Intensification of Research in
Priority Areas (I RPA) funding programe in 1993.

| RPA under pi ns research and devel opnent activities in the public sector
particularly in areas which address the needs of Ml aysian industry.

And, under the Eighth Ml aysian Plan, the Governnent has allotted a
budget of RWBOO million for | RPA progranmes.

Zam Abdul Karim deputy director of Science and Technol ogy Depart nent
(Research), says mechani smchanges in | RPA have resulted in nore focused
research areas.

The 11 categories of research grants disbursed during the Seventh



Mal aysi an Pl an were reduced to three specific areas: Individual Projects
grant, Prioritised Research grant and Strategi c Research grant.

Says Zam "I ndividual projects nmust be experinmental or applied in nature
with the potential to be devel oped commercially.

"Prioritised Research grants apply to projects which took off during the
Si xth and Seventh Ml aysian Plan and are still in progress. These studies
have produced definite results but require nore funding to be further
devel oped, " she adds.

On the other hand, "Strategi c Research grants focus on new or future
technol ogy in areas such as photonics, biotechnol ogy and software
desi gni ng, " says Zam

Again, the research nust be conmercially viable and jointly conducted by
researchers fromthree institutions of nmulti-disciplines.

Response to the new requirenents has been positive. Many of the public
uni versities have junped on the bandwagon and have forned partnerships
with industry, enlisting a cadre of nulti-disciplined researchers.

Prof essor Halimahtun M Khalid, director of the Institute of Design and
Er gonomi cs Application at Universiti Ml aysia Sarawak (Uninmas), says
mul ti-disciplinary collaboration is a normal practice in the university
ever since its inception in 1993.

"W believe in working collaboratively. In any research project, we view
the problenms fromall angles," she adds.

The private sector is warmng up to the idea as well. At the recently
hel d exhi bition, 28 private conpani es signed nenorandum of under st andi ngs
(MOU) and nenorandum of agreenents (MOA) with selected universities for
technol ogy transfer and for comrerci al i sation.

That signals an auspicious begi nning for comercialisation of research
findings. Still, nore private conpani es should followthe | ead as the
conmpani es whi ch have cone forward are still outnunbered by those which
have not.

"Many private conpanies are still not keen on form ng conmmerci al
partnerships with public universities,"” says Muhamrad.

To add insult to injury, the private conpanies are conpeting with the
uni versities for government funding.

"That should not be the case. They (the industry) should be the ones to
hel p us and not be dependent on CGovernnent grants,” he adds.

And al though the universities have benefited greatly fromI|RPA grants, a
nunber of them agree that much inprovenent is needed of the governnent
body.

A major gripe is the slow disbursenment of funds by I RPA during the
peri od between the end of one five-year plan and the begi nning of another.
Prof essor Ram i Mhaned fromthe School of Communication at Universiti
Sai ns Mal aysia (USM says sustainable funding is crucial for the

uni versities.

"W depend heavily on the grants. So when the grant disbursenent is
disrupted it will throw our plans into disarray," he says.

Many universities too lanent the strict conditions inposed by | RPA
during the project eval uation stage.

Many research groups worked hard to produce proposals for presentation
to | RPAs panels only to be rejected ungraciously. Often, dejected team
menbers refuse to reapply.

The perception is, IRPAis the "bad guy".

IRPA is aware of its bad rapport with the universities and "it is
pai nful to us", concedes Zam

"I RPA was set up to help public universities nurture the proper R&D
culture and | feel that we have succeeded in doing that," she says.

She notes that public universities have gone fromstrength to strength



inthis initiative.

"Some 15 years ago, research duplication was ranpant anong the
uni versities," she says.

"Today, not only have the universities unearthed ground- breaki ng
proj ects, they have al so noved cl oser towards comerci alisation by
devel opi ng their own research nanagenent centres, nonitoring units and
even conpani es which oversee the entire process,"” adds Zam alluding to
compani es such as USAI NS Hol di ngs forned by USM

She views the stringent nmeasures inposed by | RPA as "the necessary evil™
to keep the universities on track and be commtted to their goals.

Prof essor Dr Ri dzwan Abdul Rahman, director of the Borneo Marine
Research Institute at Universiti Ml aysia Sabah (UVS), shares Zam s
sentinent.

"Indirectly, IRPAis training the universities to be conpetitive and
focused in their research projects. Only the best and viable ideas wll
secure funding," he says.

Utimately, comercialisation will provide researchers with the
opportunity to sell their expertise, whichis inline with the aims of the
K- econony, says Zam

The public universities show great desire to neet the ideals and
standards of a research-based university. So far, they have shown great
potential and are progressing nore rapidly than antici pated.

Yet, with linited resources and funding, the research teans can only go
so far.
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