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Enhanci ng defence capabilities

WHI LE the dazzling aerobatics of air force pilots may have caught the eye
at the seventh Langkawi International Maritine and Aerospace (Linma)
exhibition, what is nore inportant is the role that Lina has been playing
in the devel opment of Malaysia's defence industry and its aspirations to
becone, in the words of the Prinme Mnister, a "regional hub for

manuf acturing and nmarketing activities in civil and military aerospace
products”.

Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad is happy with the spinoffs from Lima over
the past 12 years because Ml aysi an conpani es now have the ability to
manuf acture where they previously did not. He pointed out, for exanple,
that the Business Focus Group "has progressed frombuilding a lousy little
boat to building warships, frigates and offshore patrol vessels". Its
subsi di ary, PSC-Naval Dockyard, was awarded a RMb. 35 billion contract in
1998 to supply six offshore patrol vessels to the navy. Other success
stories include Airod, Conposites Technol ogy Research Ml aysia (CTRM and
Sapur a.

These have been sone of the fruits of a conscious policy which has
allowed the country to secure inportant countertrade, offset and
technol ogy transfer arns deals with foreign countries in order to reduce
the country's reliance on inports for defence procurenent. The Ml aysian
Def ence Industry Council which was established in 1999 has been working
towards nmaking the country nore self-reliant in neeting our defence needs.

VWile there have been inpressive gains, nmore needs to be done if we are
to progress from being a nere purchaser to a producer of defence
equi pnrent. We have devel oped a high degree of capability in providing
mai nt enance and | ogistical support but are still dependent on foreign
contractors in high technology areas. The nunber of conpanies that have
progressed into designing and manufacturing original defence equipnent is
still too small and our R&D capabilities still too |limted. This should be
overcone. We should at |east be able to produce enough snall arms for both
mlitary and civil uses.

Admittedly, as a small devel oping country, we can never be conpletely
self-sufficient and will need to continue to purchase a |ot of our defence
equi prent abroad. Moving fromthe |icensed production of foreign military
equi pnent to designing and producing our own is not as easy as it | ooks.
Neverthel ess, bilateral defence arrangenents should be negotiated with a
view to ensuring the effective transfer of technology from foreign vendors
to the local defence industry. Russia, for exanple, has been unusually
amenabl e to technol ogy sharing. Rather than focusing on high-technol ogy
areas, we should also perhaps |look at the niches that can be created from
nore middl e-of -the-road technol ogi es. Local defence conpanies should also
not rely exclusively on the armed forces and police. They should set their
sights on foreign nmarkets and take part in defence exhibitions overseas to
i ntroduce and market their products to the world.

It would not be inpossible that sonmetine in the future, Malaysia would
be entering fields in the defence industry that were once considered
beyond us. Gven the progress that we have nade so far, it would certainly
not be beyond our capability to establish ourselves at |east as a ngjor
regional military maintenance and servicing centre.
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