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Dr oppi ng the crutches

M Shanrmugany Nor si ah Nuran

THE 2002 Umo general assenbly will go down as a watershed in Malaysia's
political and econom c history. Umo del egates and the nation were given
the first inkling of an era w thout |ongstanding party president and Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhanmad.

The assenbly al so unani nously approved a resolution tabled by Umo Youth
to nove towards an educati on system based on nerit and with greater
enphasis on English. Unfortunately, the resolution did not touch on the
specific issue of using English to teach science and mathematics. It was a
touchy issue follow ng recent devel opnents.

Nevert hel ess, the passing of a resolution on nmeritocracy is indeed a
maj or turning point, especially when it is done at the annual del egates
meeting of the country's dominant political party. A few years ago, the
nere mention of “nmeritocracy' would spark a fierce debate.

Ti mes have changed. In tandemw th the changi ng gl obal economc
| andscape, the Ml aysi an econony is also ripe for major structura
changes. Ml aysia and others in the region are no | onger the nost favoured
destinations for foreign direct investnent (FDI). The bulk of it is going
to East Asia, particularly China.

In the past, FDI was one of the major contributors to Ml aysia achieving
| ow unenpl oynent, high growth rates and a vi brant donestic industry. But
that source of growh will be severely curtail ed.

Dr Mohd Hafl ah Piei, the deputy director of Ml aysian Institute of
Econonmi ¢ Research, points out that policies in place now are no | onger
rel evant to the changi ng econom c | andscape. He says the sources of growh
and future grow h have al ready changed and therefore the players need to
change as wel|.

“In the 80s and 90s, the manufacturing sector was the nmainstay of the
econony, but that will no longer apply in the future. The country is
al ready gearing for the services, know edge-based and I CT (information and
comuni cations technol ogy) sectors. "If you don't change, you'll get the
|eftovers while others will capitalise on the new sectors,' he cautions.

Dr Mahathir saw it. He took the bold decision to introduce neritocracy
in the intake of students at public universities |ast year. Ml aysian
Busi ness highlighted the changing mndset in its cover story |last Cctober

Now we are going one step further in the field of education - abolishing
t he exclusive Bum putera domain in matricul ati on courses and Mara Juni or
Sci ence Col | eges.

The services and ICT sectors thrive on the English | anguage. English is
t he | anguage of the Internet. For Datuk Jaafar Indot, the first |oca
managi ng director of Shell (M Bhd, English is also a | anguage used to
conduct international business.

Jaafar should know. He rose fromthe rank and file to becone the top

executive of a nultinational conpany. "I rose up the ladder in a
mul ti nati onal company through nmerit. The proficiency of |anguage was
i nportant. Even the Dutchmen had to speak English in Shell,' he says.

But do not get it wong. Mastering English alone is not the answer to
putting the econony on a higher technology plane that will spur future
economc growth. If that were the case, Ml aysia would be better off than
many countries as our literacy of the |anguage is much better

For instance, in Jammica, English is w dely spoken but the country's
growmh is dismal. In contrast, in Japan and South Korea, where the use of



English is not as w despread conpared with Singapore or Ml aysia, their
growm h rates are phenonenal .

Tan Teng Boo, the managing director of Capital Dynam cs, an independent
equities research firmthat has for the past one year stressed on the need
for a structural change in the econony and the people's nindset,
attributes the growth of Korea and Japan to several factors.

Among themare the ability to work hard, and having the right attitude
and the willingness to master science, technology and other fornms of
know edge wi t hout any hang-ups. O her factors are the focus on long-term
success instead of instant gratification, having the political will to
i npl enent sound | ong-term policies and not changi ng them m d-course, and
the wi despread practice of neritocracy and a perfornmance-based system

In his weekly newsletter, i-Capital, he says the Japanese and Koreans
have an obsession with being productive, efficient and being on par with
gl obal standards. “~For Malaysians, if we do not learn to use English
fluently and take advantage of the asset, what are the alternatives? he
asks.

“In recent years, we were worried where our sources of economc
devel opnent would cone from W worry about the threat from China. W
rightfully worry about the decline in FDI. Yet, right in front of our
eyes, our conpetitive advantage has been totally ignored,' says Tan

At the Umo assenbly, one thing was conspicuous - a consciousness of the
need to be conpetitive and for Mal ay busi nessmen not to take their
privileges for granted. Judgi ng by the debates, del egates were well tuned
to the nood of the day.

For instance, there was no attack on Education Mnister Tan Sri Misa
Mohamed who recently was the subject of a vote of no confidence by a
division in Johor for the changes made to the educati on system The
di vi si on came under such strong criticismthat speakers avoided the topic.

Dr Mahathir, in his opening speech, also spoke on the need for a change
in mndset of the Ml ays, particularly the businessnen.

"It has becone a case where there is no honour in receiving incentives
any nore,' says Jaafar. “Still, there are Ml ay businessnmen, normally the
smal | er ones, who have nmade it without any political affiliation or help.’

Mohd Hafl ah says Bum putera busi nessnen nmust change their attitude and
mentality in the way they do business. He says repeated calls have been
made as far back as in the 1980s, for Ml ay entrepreneurs to change their
m ndset and stand on their own feet.

“But not much has changed,' he lanments. "It is high tinme the governnent
wi t hdrew sone of the assistance and subsi dies accorded to Bum putera
busi nessnen.

He says overdependence on the governnent has |led to noral hazard anong
Mal ay entrepreneurs, to the point that they have becone conpl acent, secure
in the belief that they will be rescued whenever they are faced with
difficulties. “This way, the Mal ay busi nessnen cannot devel op their ful
potential as they have becone counter-productive,' he says.

To address the situation, Mhd Hafl ah suggests that assistance given to
Mal ay entrepreneurs be trimed down gradually on a test-case basis,
foll owed by studies on its outcone. He al so proposes that neritocracy be
i npl enent ed anong the Mal ays to ensure that they conpete anong thensel ves
on a level playing field, without favouritismor the use of "connections'.

" A successful businessman to cone out fromthis systemwould definitely
command the respect of not only the Malays but al so the non-Ml ays,' he
says.

The capacity to master English is only the first step forward in putting
Mal aysi a on a hi gher technol ogical and production platform It is nmerely a
conduit for Ml aysia to produce a set of workers to exploit opportunities



in information technol ogy and conmputer science. These sectors are the
future sources of growth, whether we like it or not.

But mastering the conputer |anguage is the easy part. The harder part
will be to conpete w thout any crutches.
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