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Staying conpetitive by using R&D to increase productivity

Dzul ki fli Abdul Razak

FOR the Ml aysian scientific community, anmpbng the nany parting gestures
attributed to Tun Dr Mahat hir Mhamad, his suggestion to boost national
research and devel opnent (R&D), is perhaps the nobst exciting.

I ndeed, his 2004 Budget presentation won the hearts of many scientists
and researchers when he proposed that the rules and regul ati ons governing
universities and the use of government funds for R&D ought to be rel axed
(NST, Sept 6).

This will not only give researchers nore autonony to work creatively and
i ndependently, but it can also assist in pronoting the economc and socia
growt h of the country.

After all, appropriate R&D can produce relevant technology that could
spur productivity and ultimately inprove quality of life. This is
especially so if at the same tinme university-industry-community co-
operation is facilitated.

I ndeed, the former Prime Mnister was right when he said: "If
researchers are given the freedom to work independently, results (of
research) will be nore relevant and applicable in business. He pronpted

"W need to adjust our thinking and, if necessary, relax a little bit our
rul es and regul ati ons governing the universities as well as the use of
governnent funds for R&D."

As it is today, his inpression is that universities tend to be nore
academic in research and sonetines this neans the results of R&D are not
benefiting the industry, or even the community.

In part, this could be due to the lack of synergy between the
universities and industries and conmunity at large. For the industry, this
has nore to do with the commercialisation of viable R& projects which at
this stage is rather dismal.

For exanple, according to data presented by Dr Hii Hnn Hui of the
M nistry of Science, Technology and the Environment (MOSTE) at the
Nati onal Synposium of Science and Technology in July, only a small portion
of R&D in Ml aysia gets conmercialised. Qut of 5,232 projects inplenented
during the 10-year period spanning the Sixth and Seventh Ml aysia Pl ans,
only five per cent (barely 262 projects) were comercialised. This is
despite the fact that the nunber of potential projects that could be
commercialised is alnost three-fold (14 per cent).

Wiy this is so is by no neans a clear cut issue, although universities
tend to be blamed for not conducting research which is relevant to the
i ndustry. The academia cites the lack of support from the industry as one
of the main reasons. This sentinment is echoed by the Education Mnister
during his speech at the Public Institutions of Hi gher Learning (IPTA)
Research and Devel opment Exposition 2003 (NST, Cct 10). In fact, he called
the private sector to collaborate with public universities in R& projects
t hrough fundi ng and sharing of expertise.

To date, in both instances, the private sector participation is still at
an infancy |level conpared to the nore industrialised nations.

However, this does not happen "naturally" w thout some form of "push"
fromthe Governnent. In a recent report prepared on behalf of the
Organi sation for Econom ¢ Co-operation and Devel opment (OECD) gover nnents,
this point is well-underscored when "it is generally agreed that
governments have a role in encouraging appropriate R& |evels and
expendi tures. "



To do this, nmany COECD countries are adopting a nunber of options ranging
from tax incentives, subsidies, to patents rights and other instrunents to
i ncrease research investnments. Depending on the national factors, it has
been shown that the appropriate options can increase private research
fundi ng.

In this respect Malaysia is still lagging far behind. The present
government R&D expenditure is only 0.5 per cent of gross donestic product
(GDP), and going by the Know edge-based Econony Masterplan the figure is
even |ower at 0.39 per cent.

It is therefore, encouraging to note that the Covernnment is ainmng to
i ncrease R&D spending in the field of Science and Technol ogy (S&T) to at
least 1.5 per cent of the GDP by 2010.

On top of this, the recent budget proposal to inplenent tax exenption of
50 per cent for five years for income received by researchers from
conmercialisation is an added bonus, albeit a beginning. So too is the
proposal not to charge on patents registered by |ocal researchers.

Already an extra RML83.6 mllion is to be allocated for the |IRPA
(Intensification of Research in Priority Areas) programe that targets
university R&D. All these will definitely assist to boost national R&D
capability as soon as the nmechanisns for their effective inplenmentation
are worked out. This is indeed urgent for Malaysia to remain conpetitive
by using R&D to increase the level of productivity. Enpirical analysis,
according to the experiences of OECD, affirns that R&D increases nulti-
factor productivity.

Thus, as we welcone Malaysia's fifth Prine Mnister to office this week,
we remain confident that the nation's S&T and R&D policies will be one of
his top priorities in taking Malaysia into greater heights.

This colum would like to take this opportunity to wi sh Datuk Seri
Abdul | ah Ahrmad Badawi the very best in navigating Ml aysia through the
chal | enges of the future.
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