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Background scenario to Malaysia’s socio-economic development  

In 1996, Malaysia launched a program called Vision 2020, as its national development framework for the newly emerging environment that can be characterized by rapid advances in ICT, globalization, liberalization, and greater reliance on knowledge for value creation. Malaysia plans to leapfrog into the post-industrial age by leveraging ICT as a strategic lever for national development and global positioning. Malaysia has, therefore undertaken considerable efforts to create an information rich society. Here are some examples, 

1. establishing the Multimedia Super Corridor (MSC) project, 

2. establishing the National IT Committee (NITC) and the National IT Agenda (NITA), 

3. establishing the Demonstrator Application Grant Scheme, etc. 

The MSC 

The MSC is a project to create a high-tech environment and infrastructure that can attract national and international investors. The MSC is expected to create spillover effects in the rest of the Malaysian economy.

With the MSC project, Malaysia’s aim is to replicate the conditions that underpinned the economic success of Silicon Valley. The project is intended as a starting point to develop spin-off applications intended to transform major sectors of the society through the use of ICT: education (smart schools, tele-universities), healthcare (telemedicine), government (paperless administration), commerce (electronic commerce) and manufacturing (electronic processes). 

The Malaysian Government has invested heavily in world-class infrastructure. The MSC is designed to create an ideal environment for ICT-related production as well as provide the backbone for an information superhighway. The MSC’s telecommunication contains a high-speed link (10Gb/s network) that connects the MSC to Japan, ASEAN, the US, and Europe and is capable of supporting extensive public administration, education and business applications. 

The National IT Council (NITC) and National IT Agenda (NITA)

The NITC was formed in 1994 to formulate ICT plans and identify key programmes that will contribute to the transformation of Malaysian society into a knowledge-based society.  In 1996 the NITC launched the NITA to provide the framework for wide utilization of ICT to develop Malaysia into a developed nation by 2020. The NITA identified five areas to intensify Malaysia’s efforts to transform itself into the e-World: e-Community, e-Public Service, e-Learning, e-Economy, and e-Soverignty. The focus of NITA is in three areas: human development, information infrastructure, and ICT-based applications.

The Demonstrator Application Grant Scheme (DAGS)

Telephone penetration rate, as a measurement of Malaysia’s ICT readiness, rose from 16.6 percent to 23.2 percent between 1995 and 1999, while fixed lines in the rural areas rose from 5.2 percent in 1994 to only 11 percent in 1999. Malaysia’s aggressive push towards expanding its basic telecommunication infrastructure will see 250 Internet access points, 250 mobile phones, and 500 fixed lines for every 1,000 people within the next five years. 

This somewhat rapid ICT development arouses concerns about the digital divide and the widening urban-rural chasm. The DAGS was, therefore, created to provides funds for citizens to access the opportunities associated with the MSC, and to be involved in multimedia development. Thus the DAGS is expected to facilitate social and economic progress through the replication of projects that demonstrate the innovative use of ICT to address both the digital and the urban: rural divide.  

Concerns with the Digital Divide  

Among the many challenges that the DAGS is expected to handle is the low PC penetration among the Malaysian population, which currently stands at about 65 PC per one thousand Malaysians. As anticipated, the PC penetration in the rural areas is very much lower compared to the urban areas. In addition, many rural households and rural schools are still lacking in basic ICT facilities. 

Besides access to PCs and the Internet, the government’s own comprehensive ICT programmes may also inadvertently contribute to widening the digital divide. Take the case of the smart school project. Some 90 schools in urban and semi urban areas were selected to be equipped with computer labs and course-ware packages for teaching and learning. The remaining 8900 schools, especially in the rural areas, will have to wait indefinitely, to become smart schools. 

These concerns with the emerging digital divide, which will separate the information-rich from the information poor, has led many parties, including the Asia-Pacific Development Information Programme (APDIP) of the UNDP, to put efforts and programmes aimed at bringing the real benefits of ICT to the 22.7 million Malaysians, and to also narrow the digital divide. Here are some examples;

Gerakan Desa Wawasan (GDW)

The GDW was launched in 1996 and aimed at increasing awareness among rural communities to participate actively by bringing about change and development to their areas.  Under this programme, the Village Development and Security Committees were given computer facilities not only to assist in the management and administration of the villages, but as an initial step to introduce ICT at the village level.  By the end of 2000, a total of 995 villages had benefited from this programme.

Evaluation of the ICT system used and the economic and social impacts of the project 

The ICT systems utilised in this project are the readily available end-user PCs with Internet connectivity. The economic and social impact of this project in the immediate term is limited. The ICT systems are used for email, word processing, and some record keeping for the village associations and development committees.  

Internet Desa Programme (IDP)

The IDP was launched in March 2000 at two pilot locations i.e. Sg. Ayer Tawar, Selangor and Kanowit, Sarawak.  The programme involved provision of ICT infrastructure at post offices and the launching of web sites that provided information on government services, local events and activities, as well as free e-mail and Internet facilities.   Most of the users are students.  By the end of 2000, 12 such centers were implemented throughout the country.  

Evaluation of the ICT system used and the economic and social impact of the project 

The ICT systems utilised in this project are also the readily available end-user PCs with Internet connectivity. As the target group are the rural students, the social development impact of this project in the immediate term is also limited. The ICT system is used for e-mail and for Internet surfing for recreation, as well as for their studies.  

e-Bario Project (E-BP)

The E-BP was initiated by Universiti Malaysia Sarawak to promote ICT awareness and usage.  Computers and Internet access were provided to schools to become community centers for learning. The project objective was to define the opportunities for social development that are available from the deployment of ICT systems within remote rural communities in Sarawak, using the Smart School as a demonstrator application. 

The project was undertaken against the background of the Government of Malaysia’s aggressive adoption of ICTs for national development and the underdeveloped infrastructure, and scattered population of the Nation’s largest state, Sarawak, on the island of Borneo. It has as its rationale the delivery of equal access to ICTs for those remote and marginalised communities that  characterise rural life in Sarawak, and that contain more than half of the State’s population. Many such communities are un-served by road and have access to meagre or non-existent telecommunication services. The objectives were to demonstrate that access to ICTs, specifically the Internet, could precipitate significant improvements in the lives of such communities.

The project’s approach was to conduct a pilot telecentre implementation within one remote community. The remote highland community of Bario in northern Sarawak was selected. It has a population of around 1,000 people and is the traditional centre of the Kelabit ethnic group of Borneo, which consists of around 5,000 people. Baseline studies were conducted in order to understand the conditions of life in the chosen community and computers were progressively introduced, beginning with the school. A community telecentre was established with the intention of providing community access to computers and to the Internet. It is also intended to provide the school with access to the Internet. 

Evaluation of the ICT system used and the economic and social impact of the project

The principal findings of the project are that:

· There is considerable potential for improving quality of life within remote rural communities in Sarawak by providing them with ICTs and Internet access, even though such communities may have no experience or knowledge of such technology. 

· Mediated access to ICTs in the form of community telecentres offers a practical means of realising that potential. 

· Teachers and pupils in the rural school experience little difficulty in adopting ICTs in teaching and learning.

· ICT-based material for teaching and learning in schools needs to be carefully designed so that it does not inhibit learning and so that it is capable of out-performing traditional methods. 

· Remote rural communities are starved of information and are hungry for new information from any source that relates directly to their daily needs for their livelihood and cultural sustenance. 

· The application of ICT-based development efforts at community levels implies new skills and approaches from a variety of professions, some of which challenge traditional practices in several disciplines. 

· Public advocacy of the potential for ICT-induced human development in rural communities appears to be readily capable of influencing politicians and government planners toward consideration of the wider implications for rural development. 

· Successful implementation of rural ICTs within contexts similar to that of the project remain challenging and highly experimental, involving new methods of working, flexible approaches, institutional adaptability, co-ordination of multiple agencies, aggressive focussing on targets, balancing of multiple viewpoints and skilful management of relationships. 

The project has shown the following results and impacts:

Within the target community of Bario:

· A computer laboratory with 10 computers has been established at the junior-secondary school. 

· An IT Literacy Programme is in operation in conjunction with a local company. 

· A community telecentre has been established with four computers. 

· Internet access is to be provided by the national telecommunications carrier, Telekom Malaysia, who have installed satellite dishes and VSAT equipment for  the connections to the telecentre and the school. 

· The community has been sensitised to the capability of the technology and an agenda for development activity based on improved and technology-driven information delivery has been agreed. 

Within the wider community of Sarawak and beyond:

· The Federal and State governments have been stimulated towards wider deployments of ICTs within rural communities both within Sarawak and the rest of Malaysia. 

· The project has attracted further funding from the Government of Malaysia. 

· Public awareness of the potential for ICT-induced rural development has increased.      Universiti Malaysia Sarawak has developed considerable capacity for research into rural development with ICTs, having assembled a vibrant, cross-disciplinary team capable of extending their activities beyond the immediate project. The Faculty of Information Technology ran a successful international symposium on rural ICTs and has declared its intention to establish a research centre in rural ICTs. 

· Methodological aspects of research and advocacy for rural ICTs in developing countries have been advanced. 

The Smart Schools Project (SSP)

The SSP project introduced by the Government with the objective of producing a new generation of Malaysians who will be ICT literate, creative, as well as innovative and capable of leading the economy into the Information Age.  

This pilot project was implemented in 1999 and involved 90 schools. These schools were equipped with the then state-of-the-art multimedia/computing equipment and provided with comprehensive teaching-learning materials for four subjects i.e. The National Language or Bahasa Malaysia, English, science, and mathematics.  These materials were meant to enhanced the network-based curricula also to enable the students with varying capabilities to progress at their own pace.  Additionally, the Smart School Management System is designed to enable the school administrators to efficiently and effectively manage resources and processes required to support the teaching and learning functions of these ‘smart’ schools.   

Evaluation of the ICT system used and the economic and social impact of the project

This pilot project, which was started in 1999, was intended to provide feedback to determine the broad deployment of the project to the rest of the Malaysian schools. Therefore, it was necessary to ‘experiment’ with implementation at different levels of technology. The levels of technology deployed are as follows;

Level B (42 computers)

The majority of schools (78) will implement technology supported learning by utilising a computer                    lab. Students will use the facility to access information, use software applications for various                    purposes and work on available courseware in the four subjects.

Level 'B+'(86 computers)

Level B+ is based on the classroom model. This model is chosen because it lends itself well to group-based activities and project work. Computers are available whenever needed (instead of making a special trip to the lab) for information access, writing reports, developing presentations, e-mailing etc.   

Since only 15 classrooms/science labs are equipped with four computers each, these rooms will                    have to be used on a rotation basis for the four subjects. When the subject involved is not                    one of the four, the class will be used as a conventional classroom. It is hoped that in time to come, all the level 'B' schools classrooms will be equipped with computers. 

Level 'A' (Primary schools 406 computers, Secondary schools, 479 computers)

Level A schools will be equipped with state-of-the-art technology. Each school will have two                    computer labs and each classroom and science lab will be equipped with computers to students ratio of 1:5. 

The Ministry of Education (MOE) is also encouraging efforts by schools to turn 'smart' on their own initiative. This is in line  with the MOE's plans as outlined in the Smart School Implementation Plan (1997) of undertaking the role of 'architect and promoter'. The MOE provides the model and guidelines for setting up a smart school, whilst the cost of implementation is obtained by the school through innovative means. This can be through private sector sponsorship, fund raising efforts by parents and the community and the imposition of a small and reasonable user fee. Already there are quite a number of schools with technology, especially in the Klang Valley, where Kuala Lumpur is located, that have been funded through these means.

The results of the pilot in 1999 and 2000 will be utilised to give direction to plans for broad implementation. Obviously, the government is serious about introducing technology in all schools in the shortest possible time, but the provision of hardware, software and technical expertise to schools is an expensive venture. Broad deployment, therefore, will depend on the government's financial capability in the years to come. In the meantime, schools are encouraged to study the possibility of acquiring technology through their own initiative.

Schools as Centers of ICT for the Community : STIC Project

The STIC project was one of eight projects identified by the Strategic Thrust  Implementation Committee, under the National IT Council,  to be carried out by the Schools Division under the Ministry of Education.  The main objective is for schools to become centers of ICT for community members (parents, mosque committee, students from other schools, and youths) to acquire new knowledge and ICT skills.  A pilot study is underway in 14 urban and rural schools throughout Malaysia.

Evaluation of the ICT system used and the economic and social impact of the project

The STIC schools project has not been completely successful. Except for one school, the remaining 13 schools have not been able to independently sustain the technical operations of the systems after the implementation teams left. In the case of the successful school, the school’s IT centre also had not been able to live up to the expectation of being the community ICT centre. The main factor is the very limited access to the school facilities, allowed to members of the public.  

Mobile Internet Unit (MIU)

The MIU project was launched in August 1999. The MIU is a 44-seater bus renovated into a cyber learning station to provide ICT training and an electronic classroom experience to school communities in non-urban areas of Malaysia. It consists of 20 Internet-ready networked computers, a server, a big screen television, DVD player, ICT training modules and computer reference books. The curriculum and contents focus on basic ICT skills. These include the basic computing skills, Internet services and e-learning experiences. The MIU project also collects strategic information and data for future national ICT planning purposes. The project is managed by MIMOS, funded partly by UNDP/APDIP and supported by MIMOS’ partners - Automotive Corporation Malaysia, local universities and the Selangor State Education Department.

Evaluation of the ICT system used and the economic and social impact of the project

The Cyber Coach is driven by a "smart" driver-cum-facilitator and a co-driver-cum-team leader. It goes around to non-mainstream schools to conduct basic ICT Literacy Programs. Non-main- stream schools are schools that are deprived of access to information and opportunity to acquire ICT skills. These schools are not included in the current government Smart schools Program or any other similar ICT initiatives conducted by non-government organizations. For a start, 20            non-mainstream schools were selected by the Department of Education in Selangor to participate in the MIU pilot project for a year. 

The MIU or the Cyber Coach Project was first rolled out on 15 July 1999, it has reached out to more than 7000 people directly and some 35,000 indirectly. For the first time in their lives, these people have been exposed to ICT systems and use the Internet and e-mail for information access and education. Many tangible and intangible changes in the people have been observed and noted. The MIU project also received the Stockholm Award.

The e-Learning for Life (ELFL) 

Introduction

The ELFL project is a tripartite project initiative involving the UNDP/APDIP, the Ministry of Education of Malaysia, and the Coca Cola Corporation. The main objective is also to bridge the digital divide, in terms of knowledge and opportunities, among marginalized communities in Malaysia through the provision of ICT tools and training. 

The need for this project to add support and efforts to the other already launched projects is well justified. More work is required to be done to effectively utilize educational and development related information to enable and assist the marginalized communities to participate in the emerging knowledge-economy.

The central concept of this pilot initiative is the transformation of the school into a community “hub” for life-long e-learning as a way of extending ICT access to communities-at-large.  Students, teachers, and community members will all share the ICT facility and infrastructure of the school. It is expected that the latter will pay a nominal user fee as contribution towards the maintenance of the facility.

Via this project, the UNDP Country Office and the APDIP Regional Office in Malaysia and Coca-Cola Malaysia will endeavour to support the Government in its effort to expand and strengthen the K-society and K-economy. It is also expected to assist the Ministry of Education to improve the educational system to respond to the knowledge-driven demands of the new economy. This pilot project represents an important undertaking in strategic partnership building between the Ministry, the Coca-Cola corporation, and UNDP/APDIP. 

Under advice and leadership of the Ministry, a Task Force was formed to undertake the formulation of the pilot initiative and to draft this project document.  The Task Force is composed of members representing the Ministry, Coca-Cola Malaysia, UNDP, and the Asia-Pacific Development Information Programme (APDIP).

The main components of the project include awareness raising and community development, capacity building through the training-of-trainers (teachers, students, parents, and community members), development of community and extra-curricular content for posting on school and community websites and portals; and provision of necessary hardware and software.   

In terms of training, this project proposes to train teachers to teach computer literacy courses as well as apply ICT as a teaching tool. It is also to train students on the use of computer-based information systems for learning and for their own personal growth through knowledge creation and application. Additionally the project is also envisaged to train community members, including parents, on the use of ICT in a way that creates new learning, as well as new social and economic opportunities for themselves, their children, and their community. 

In terms of developing community and extra-curricular content for both school and community websites and portals, the project proposes to get the end-users directly involved in the process.  This is an important aspect of learning as it allows trainees to actualise or demonstrate the application of new knowledge, tools, and skills they acquired.  When possible, content, expertise, and technology would be procured locally.    

Websites and portals will be developed under this project and they will be designed in a way that is visually pleasing and fun to use.  It is proposed that each school create its own website and that the websites of all schools be linked to a central School Portal.  The Portal, for example, would provide links to existing educational websites hosted or approved by the Ministry where students can learn more about environmental concerns, development issues, their communities, the job market, career opportunities, and so forth.  The Portal would also allow students from selected schools to communicate with one another for information and knowledge sharing, as well as for peer support. 

The Community Portal is similar to the School Portal except that, in addition to educational information, it would also deliver information on social services, economic opportunities, government programmes, and so forth.  As many government forms and services are now provided on-line, including university application forms, users would be able to download and, where possible, electronically submit forms; thus avoid mail delay, long queues, and special trips into town. As with the School Portal, the Community Portal will include a database of development-related information to deepen awareness of social, environmental, and other important issues.  The database can also provide locally relevant information such as best agricultural practices, soil and crop classification, family health, education, and so forth.  

In building the capacity of teachers, students, and community members, the project seeks to encourage maximum beneficiary participation as a way to foster a sense of local ownership among the stakeholders.  The Headmistress/master, School and Community e-learning Committees, computer clubs, Parent Teacher Associations, and other community organizations all have important roles to play in contributing to the sustainability of the school/community ICT hub.    

It is proposed that the project operate on a Build-Operate-Transfer (BOT) model, which may include strong and sustained private sector support.  After an initial demonstration period of operation and training, not exceeding 18 months from the signing of the project, it is proposed that ownership of the school/community ICT hub be transferred to the Schools Division of the Ministry.  The Ministry, as with any other school assets and properties, would provide ongoing financial support to each of the selected schools, through the State Educational Department or other conventional channels, to cover operational and maintenance costs, and thereby ensure long-term sustainability.  Where feasible, participating schools would be expected to partially recover their operational expenses through user fees charged to community members. 

To ensure that lessons and experiences are captured and disseminated, the project will be evaluated towards the end of its implementation period and guidelines will be produced with a view to assist the Ministry to replicate the model if it is effective.  Beyond Malaysia, the guidelines will provide valuable insights and guidance to similar projects undertaken by UNDP and Coca-Cola Asia in other countries of the Asia Pacific region.

The project will initially be implemented in at least six ‘hub’ secondary schools. They will be selected by the Project Steering Committee under guidance of the Ministry based on the following criteria:  

· Indication of interest and ability of school and community to engage in ICT activity, including security measures;

· Commitment of school and community members, as well as the PTA, to take on the operation and maintenance of the facility at the end of the project period;

· Commitment of teachers and trainers to impart ICT training to students and the community;

· Commitment or interest from community associations to support the project;

· Indication of interest from the community to furthering their awareness, understanding, and knowledge of ICT; 

· Indication of interest from the community in the use of ICT as a tool to improve the social, including educational, or economic aspects of their lives, those of their children and the community at large.

· Location in peri-urban or peri-rural areas with basic infrastructure; and,

· Availability of a dedicated room large enough to house 20 PCs with 5KW uninterrupted power and telephone lines for Internet connection and proper furnishing.

Evaluation of the ICT system used and the economic and social impact of the project

Each school will be provided with about RM100,000 worth of ICT systems. The primary beneficiaries of the project are students and teachers within selected schools, parents of students and citizens within surrounding communities. Students and teachers from nearby schools with limited or no ICT facilities will also be able to use the facilities. 

Beyond the primary beneficiaries, the project is also intended to provide valuable project input to the staff of the Schools Division of the Ministry of Education, and staff of the State Departments of Education. The project will provide useful benchmarking information for them to evaluate the implementation of the government smart school project.

The successful implementation of this project, will have long term economic impact. Rural students will be able to learn better as the teachers could use the technology to teach more effectively. Students that are fast learners will be able to learn more via access to the Internet. The Internet will facilitate higher interests in and gradually the mastery of the English language which is well regarded as the key to lucrative jobs in the global economy era.

Overall impact of these e-projects on Malaysia’s efforts to reach the goals of Vision 2020

Malaysia has invested heavily in the MSC project. It has also provided attractive inducements to global and local capital through the creation of strong ICT infrastructure in major enterprise zones, by improving business processes, and by providing business incentives. Its development strategy has already stimulated growth in investment and trade. In 1999, GNP rose by 5.4 percent, much faster than initially forecasted.  This increase was led by manufacturing, particularly the export of ICT-related electronics, thereby positioning the ICT sector as the economic driver of Malaysia. ICT's contribution to GNP was approximately 36.5 percent primarily from semiconductor and electronic equipment. 

Nevertheless, it is too early to draw definitive lessons from the implementation of the MSC and other related programs. The ambitious goal of transforming the Malaysian society from a developing, third-world economy into a knowledge-based economy will inevitably create the digital divide. The initiatives described in this survey, point to the seriousness of Malaysia in addressing this divisive issue.
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