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IT was a grand send-off for the former Prine Mnister Tun Dr Mahathir
Moharmed | ast Friday, befitting a great statesman who has done a lot for
the country. Over his 22 years at the helm Dr Mhathir has injected rapid
progress in many areas with his far-sighted vision and at tines,

unort hodox approaches, in addressing inportant issues

I ndeed, the information and comruni cati ons technology (ICT) industry is
one of the big beneficiaries of Dr Mahathir's endeavours. Personally, |
see him as the one responsible for pushing ICT into the spotlight of the
country's econom c front, alongside other mmjor sectors such as the
manuf acturing and oil and gas industries.

| recall that prior to the announcenent of the Muiltinmedia Super Corridor
(MBC) initiative, IT (or sinply conputer) industry was chuggi ng al ong -
nicely but w thout much recognition. To npbst, the conputer industry was
just a small sector of the support and services industry although
t el ecomruni cati ons, the other conponent that makes up ICT, was already
enjoying attention, largely due to its size and strategic value to the
country.

As an |IT journalist (there were not many then), | hardly neet any
politicians in the nunmerous IT events that | attended. In fact, only IT
journalists can be found at IT functions. |IT just did not figure in the
pages of national dailies and el ectronic media then

The announcenent of the MSC initiative, followed by endl ess preachi ng by
Dr Mahathir, changed all these. The ICT industry, alnost overnight, becane
the talk of the town, and country.

Soon, every significant individual had found something to tal k about
ICT. Local dailies and the electronic nedia started to give ICT events
coverage. Presence of leading politicians started to becone a common sight
at IT events. And ICT courses rapidly becanme a top choice anpng students
at universities and coll eges.

Parents too were interested to find out nore about ICT - not for
thenmsel ves but nore for their children

O course, the MSC itself created quite a stir in the global ICT arena
as well as strategic economic scenarios. Mlaysia had caught the attention
of leading ICT visionaries and busi nessnen ali ke.

| recall that during the hosting of global Internet conference in 1997
(INet 97) at the Putra Wrld Trade Centre in Kuala Lunmpur. Conputines' own
special issue on the MSC were quickly snapped up by foreign delegates. It
did not matter that the particular issue was a few weeks old. The
foreigners just wanted to find out nore about the thing called MSC

Effectively, the MSC also started the "race" ampng several countries in
the region to create an ICT "haven" with hopes of roping in |eading
technol ogy conpanies to set up shops there, thus catalysing the growh of
their own high-tech ventures.

Unfortunately, being in the linelight also has its downside. It started
a rush anong locals (and some foreigners) to set up IT shops in the
country.

Wiile it was generally good for the industry growmh in ternms of the
nunber of players, the ugly part was that the rush was not only anong
genui ne busi ness and technol ogy people, but also opportunists - those who
were really interested in making noney but not willing to do the work.

Typically, this type of people tend to have little grasp of technol ogy



but strong corporate and political connections, and in this market, these
el enents do hel p conpanies wi n contracts.

I guess it would still be acceptable for those who have noney as they
can acquire the expertise to do the job. Alas, nany of such opportunists
are not as such. Al they do is "resell" the entire contract and nake

handsone profits through hefty price mark-ups on works of others. It's
really sad, making the costs of inplenenting projects unnecessarily
hi gher.

The country's rapid acceleration into the know edge-based era has al so
forced the people to follow the progress at an unnatural phase, resulting
in what | see as an inbal ance between infrastructure and citizen
devel opnent. The country already has various technol ogy-enabl ed services
but only pockets of people are able (or know how to) use them

Neverthel ess, the ship may be sailing at a slower speed now but it is
certainly not stopping nor is it sinking.

I guess a tough job is already cut out for the newly sworn-in Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahnad Badawi to give the ship a boost so as
to pick up speed again. It's difficult but not inpossible.
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