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True test of a K-econony is its ability to generate new ideas

Loong Caesar

THI RTY years ago, if anyone had suggested that a revolution should take
pl ace in Ml aysia, he would probably have been | ocked away as a comuni st
i nsur gent.

Today, however, the Government appears to be advocating nothing |ess
than a revolution if it is true to its desire to bring about a know edge-
based econony. This somewhat hackneyed phrase has been around for sone
time, but what does it nean?

Not havi ng been able to get nmy hands on an official copy of the
Governnent's Know edge- based Econony Master Plan, which was "l aunched" in
Septenber |ast year, the closest official definition | could find for a
"know edge- based econony" was this: "A know edge-based econony is one in
whi ch know edge, creativity and innovation play an increasing and
inmportant role in generating and sustaining growth."

This was culled fromthe 2002 Budget speech and appears to be part
statenent of intention and part definition. It is not very enlightening
but it will have to do for now

Notwi t hstanding, it seens reasonably clear from all that has been
written about this "K-econony" and the references to the master plan, that
new econom ¢ paradigns are needed if we are to continue to see our econony
grow as before. This will involve know edge, creativity and innovation,

t oget her playing a pivotal role.

It is also inplied that these growh drivers are not currently as
significant in the fornul ati on of economic policies as they ought to be in
the Ml aysi an econony of the future. So a fundanental change in enphasis
i s needed.

I f know edge and innovation are to play "an inportant role" in the K-
econony, it would be logical that economic decisions of the future will be
taken in a way that will facilitate and pronote know edge-based activities
t hrough appropriate incentives, or at |east by rewarding those who possess
the right kind of know edge or experience.

"Know edge" as it were, would become a commodity that would have
priority over traditional comodities such as tin, palmoil and
manuf actured goods. In theory, those who possess it should benefit nore
than those who do not in the K-econony. Let nme share a few thoughts on
what this neans.

Firstly, know edge acquisition and accurul ati on al one are not enough. In
fact, it has never been easier than the present to acquire and accurul ate
know edge. In today's world, information flows freely across borders
through a host of seem ngly endl ess new technol ogi es.

Greater nobility of |abour also means that human resources can be
exported anywhere, allowing the brightest ninds to share ideas and
know edge with a far greater cross-section of humanity than ever before.
In short, know edge is available to practically anyone who has the neans
to buy or have access to it.

The strength of our econony in the past two decades has al so given us
this power. W have been able to tap know edge from al nbost anywhere

But clearly, our ability to possess know edge has not as yet created a
K-econony in Ml aysia. It takes nuch nore for this to happen and we should
be concerned about our ability to devel op one. The success and true test
of a K-econony will lie in our ability to generate new ideas and bring
about innovati on.



In such an econony, it is not sufficient nerely to be a follower of
trends and ideas. A K-econony must also have the ability to add to the
weal th of know edge, not just borrow fromit. Wilst noney may be able to
buy know edge, know edge itself does not always create new know edge

If know edge is to beconme a commodity, it follows that we nust have
enough of our own to sell, whether it takes the form of an original idea
or an inprovenent on another person's idea. Short of this, we can only
broker know edge or trade in it.

| suppose if we fail in this anbitious endeavour, we may adopt this as a
busi ness nodel - that is assuming by then, the free flow of know edge has
not done away with the need for m ddl enen!

Secondly, as far as creativity and innovation are concerned, shiny new
spaces containing nmagnificent inported architecture, even if they are
equi pped with the latest technology, are not going to bring about a K-
econony, if that is all we have to offer. That would be too sinplistic. A
First World environnment nmay attract multinationals to places |ike the
Mul tinmedia Super Corridor but it doesn't necessarily inspire creativity
anong Mal aysi ans.

Recent experience has shown that exciting new technology is as likely to
come from nodest |aboratories or the dingy basenent habitats of unassum ng
teenagers who have little nore to go on than a conputer. This is not to
say that we should not have good research and incubation facilities. This
nerely shows that a hi-tech environnment is not essential in the creative
process if there is ability and a conducive socio-political atnosphere

It follows that it is unnecessary to spend so nuch on opul ence when a
| ess lavish but equally functional environment could serve the sane
obj ective. The savings could then be spent, perhaps nore productively in
the long run, on know edge resources such as teachers, researchers and
ot her professionals who have the skills to nurture the mnds of the next
generation of Ml aysi ans.

Thus, we need to re-think our priorities and the re-allocation of our
resources towards effective soft infrastructure.

How then do we precipitate a creative revolution? W can't tell for
sure. It may or may not ever happen. But what seens certain is that
sonmething nore vital than optic fibre, steel and nortar is needed for the
reci pe.

We could start with tol erance of change and new ideas. Not every new
idea will neet with the approval of the authorities or all segnents of
society. But the right ideas cannot be generated at will. To find the good
ones, one has to tolerate the bad ones, or |ose them altogether.

This tolerance will nean nothing less than a transformation of Ml aysian
society and politics as we know it. It cannot be the neasured process our
politicians would perhaps like to think possible. If a true K-econony is
to evolve, the Governnent nust be prepared to open the Pandora's box of
know edge and free expression and accept what cones its way.

It must also be ready to test the boundaries or political, social and
religious tolerance. It would be naive to assune that it is possible to
limt political fallout by tolerating radical ideas only within the
technol ogy sector. Technology, like art, is linked to all other aspects of
our lives and it requires the whole breadth of human experience to be
truly neaningful because it is for this that it exists. It cannot flourish
in isolation.

Mal aysi ans nust be encouraged to put forward their ideas and creative
t houghts on a wide variety of subjects. There is no greater danper of
creativity than the fear of censure. A free flow of ideas benefits
everyone.

For instance, inportant governnment strategies suffer from a |ack of



creativity because the influence of public opinion and, hence, diversity
of views, is limted. This is due to the opaqueness of government and the
centralised character of decision-naking.

W are clearly far anay fromthis ideal position. As Datin Paduka Marina
Mahat hir poi nted out recently, we are good at shouting about what we can
do, but forget that what we cannot do runs into volunes. For instance, our
Mal aysi a bol ehness does not permt us to explore racial and social issues
such as sexuality, and nany ot hers.

Rewar di ng tal ent and know edge and giving credit where it is due is also
somet hing we do not do very well. Qur culture of favouring those wth
connection or status rather than those who have the ability, nakes it
difficult to practise the essential habits of a K-econony - transparency,
conpetition and neritocracy.

Unl ess these cultural traits are renoved, there will be an inefficient
al l ocation of know edge resources in an econony where efficiency will nean
everyt hing, because speed and result will dictate success or failure

* The witer is a partner of a Malaysian international law firm He can
be contacted at caesar @asl anl oong. com
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