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What is Malaysia’s 
true sustainable 
source of advantage?

We all grew up on stories of the 
magic bean, golden egg, the 
silver bullet. From young, we 
all want to believe that there 
exists this one thing that is 
the panacea to all our ills.

This tradition was continued in a most 
animated fashion when DreamWorks Studio 
brought out Kung Fu Panda. In it, the master 
Shifu, decides the Panda Po is ready to open 
the sacred Dragon Scroll, which promises great 
power to its possessor.  However, when Po opens 
it, he fi nds nothing but a blank, refl ective sur-
face. Stricken with despair at the scroll’s ap-
parent worthlessness, Po returns to the village 
and meets up with his father, who tells him the 
secret ingredient of the family’s noodle soup: 
nothing. Things become special, his dad explains, 
because people believe them to be special.

Yes, we have been blessed. Because we were 
always given something. Our land yielded tin, 
then oil, then gas. Rubber grew easily and pro-
fusely, then oil palm.

But what if all of these ran out. What if we 
had nothing. 

If we extend the Kung Fu Panda parable, 
maybe then would we become truly special. 
When we stop depending on gifts from the 
world, and start building on our own gifts. 

The great thing about having a good leader 
is that progress can be envisioned, planned, ex-
ecuted and accomplished, ahead of anticipated 
calamities. A gamut of o!  cial and uno!  cial 
studies estimate our domestic oil and gas re-
serves will last only another 20 to 30 years. That’s 
one generation away. Our children’s Malaysia 
will have no indigenous energy reserves. We 

have to start acting now on 
the basis that we have noth-
ing because by the time our 
kids grow up, they had better 
be endowed with their own 
magic ingredient.

Unfortunately, by many 
accounts, empirical and anec-
dotal, we have not been work-
ing on giving them this mojo. 
A recent article on thema-
laysiainsider.com lamented that schools like 
Victoria Institution (whose famous alums in-
clude Tan Sri Ananda Krishnan, Tan Sri Francis 
Yeoh), St John’s Institution (Datuk Seri Najib 
Razak), Penang Free School (Tunku Abdul Rah-
man) and others like Malacca High School and 
St Michael’s Institution are all storied schools 
that have been allowed to fall behind until they 
are no longer counted as among the elite edu-
cational institutions in the country.

The author went on to highlight how we 
would have reacted if we heard of England’s 
Eton College or Singapore’s Ra"  es Institution 
falling into such ignominy. Yet, Malaysians re-
main apathetic to what has befallen the most 
respected schools in the country. 

Speaking of Ra"  es Institution, I visited 
their sprawling campus recently. At the main 
entrance rests the bust of Sir Stamford Ra"  es, 
with an inscription that reads “would that I 
could infuse into this institution a portion of 
that spirit and soul…  as easily as I endow it 
with lands”.  These words remain true 200 years 
later and no more so than in Malaysia.

To be able to create our own gifts, Malay-
sia needs to allocate a disproportionate share 

of its wealth today to the development of the 
minds and spirit of our children. 

It is about giving our children the best edu-
cation money can buy today. We can live with 
less, (faulty) submarines and (cannibalised) 
jet fi ghters. We can make do with less opu-
lent government quarters. But we cannot let 
our education standards slide. We cannot let 
schools decline. We should not lower the pass-
ing grade so that everyone can feel good about 
“making it”. We need the best and brightest to 
become educators. The noble profession needs 
a makeover to be appealing. No other (political) 
consideration should be allowed to supersede 
this ultimate objective of truly educating the 
nation. With a better-educated population, we 
can endow our children with their own special 
ingredient and with this special gift, we can 
all chart our own progress, come what may. 

I had asked if Malaysia can regain its com-
petitive edge. In response to a reader, I postu-
lated that all of Malaysia must fi rst recognise 
that our edge has been eroded, and that the 

fi rst step to undo this is to arrest the brain 
drain (and better still, to attract more brains 
into our country). For, human talent is the 
ultimate factor of production. Now, I’ve gone 
further — that we need to ensure we keep build-
ing our own human capital pipeline. It is the 
only sustainable way to maintain our advan-
tage. These writings can come across as a bitter 
rant to some readers. That would be furthest 
from the truth. I truly believe there is a desire 
amongst our people to want to be advantaged 
and to want to stay there. And the answer, like 
in the Dragon Scroll, is simple. It is us: a well-
educated thinking, acting population. It is not 
our oil, our gas, our rubber or our palm oil. Our 
own capability is our silver bullet. 

The author of 42 was a brain-drained 
Malaysian who left the country at the age 
of 16. He has returned and looks forward 
to a better-led country, economically and 
socially. Send your thoughts, questions and 
responses to 42@bizedge.com
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I’ve been asked what it’s like to 
set up a business in Malaysia. 
My husband, who was CEO of his 
own SME in Paris (an audiovisu-
al production and web develop-
ment company with clients that 

ranged from Renault and Lacoste to 
the Cannes Film Festival), and I have 
had quite an adventure. 

Though our business has yet to be 
launched (we are deep in the proc-
ess), it’s been an eye-opening jour-
ney to date. 

It began with the brand identity. 
Our initial name was slightly com-
plex. When it came down to testing 
in focus groups, we realised one sim-
ple thing: you have to have a name 
that everyone can pronounce. So we 
drafted a list of 30 names, checking 
the viability of each one on the Inter-
net (essential because you may like a 
name but if the domain name already 
exists, you’d lose out on thousands 
of potential visitors to your site). We 
eventually came to a perfect brand 
name, ORIGINALO. 

Why ORIGINALO? It’s because 
people can easily pronounce it (we 
tested that) plus there is a perfect 
symmetry, a universal appeal to the 
name, and mostly, because our busi-
ness model is original (I’d love to 

share more information but you’ll 
just have to wait to hear). Thus was 
born ORIGINALO Sdn Bhd, an e-com-
merce bumiputera start-up in leisure 
and tourism, o# ering packages in spa, 
hotels, golf and other leisure activi-
ties in Malaysia. 

There are a number of funny anec-
dotes about our business adventure. 
One of the most hilarious moments 
occurred early on, in the fi rst month 
of arriving in Kuala Lumpur, and that 
was making phone calls. I decided to 
throw my husband into the deep end, 
and said “Ok Aubry, it’s either sink or 
swim time. You’ve got to make calls 
to source for suppliers.” 

With some trepidation, Aubry 
threw himself into the task, but soon 
realised that making phone calls in 
Malaysia is not the same as in France. 
First of all, the French use people’s 
names to spell out words, such as 
“A comme Alexandre” or “F comme 
Frederic”. But in Malaysia we use 
the names of countries (“A for Aus-
tralia”) to spell out people’s names, 
which threw my husband o#  a little. 
So whilst trying to spell C & T, he said 
“C for China and T for… T for Togo!” I 
burst out laughing and shouted “Thai-
land!”, “Taiwan!”, as the man on the 
other end of the line expressed total 

ba"  ement, saying “Ah? What?” Yes, 
Togo the small African francophone 
nation that of course a typical French-
man would know. At least now, my 
husband knows to choose countries 
a little closer to home. 

It certainly wasn’t plain sailing as 
we came across obstacles, just as you 
would in other countries. In our case, 
one obstacle was customer service. 
I did a survey and found most Ma-
laysians complain about customer 
service, with almost half (49%) say-
ing that customer service in Malay-
sia is average, and over a third (33%) 
saying it’s good whilst 18% felt it was 
unsatisfactory/poor. None said it was 
excellent.

We found this out fi rsthand. Some 
customer service systems are so poor-
ly set up that we wasted the better 
part of a day being transferred au-
tomatically and going round in cir-
cles when we pressed the hatch key 
or some other key as requested, un-
til the line went dead because the 
system had given up on us! So yes, 
with customer service in Malaysia, 
patience is indeed a virtue.

But of course there are attractive 
aspects to starting up a business in 
Malaysia. We made a conscious deci-
sion for ORIGINALO to be 100% Made-

in-Malaysia. This is the DNA of our 
company — from manufacturing to 
services, activities, destinations and 
partners — everything is from Malay-
sia. It’s not some PR spin, we really do 
embrace the 1Malaysia concept and 
Visit Malaysia campaign. We have 
everything that we need here and 
with value-added. 

In the beginning, we made com-
parisons with costs in China and In-
dia. Although those countries have 
a competitive cost advantage com-
pared with Malaysia, what was be-
ing o# ered here had the full package 
deal with key benefi ts: a) Everyone 
speaks English;

b) Proximity (if we outsourced 
to China, we would have to make 
regular visits there to check on the 
quality and time leads, so using Ma-
laysian suppliers means cost savings 
in fl ights and accommodation); c) We 
were quoted fair prices, and fl exibility 
in delivering our needs; and d) Excel-
lent quality in workmanship, design, 
production and logistics.

We made it a point to visit every 
potential supplier for quality assur-
ance (it was our good fortune to own 
a GPS as we visited Seri Kembangan, 
Puchong and Cheras or we might have 
ended up in Malacca). We were given 

tours of potential suppliers’ factories 
and shown samples of their work-
manship, so we knew that they could 
deliver what we had in mind.

We also visited graphic designers 
and web developers, and to the aston-
ishment of my husband (he initially 
had doubts whether we would fi nd 
the same quality as in Europe), we 
discovered a pool of talent in Malay-
sia that rivals any in Europe. If you 
know your objectives and exactly the 
design and format you want, the re-
sult is easily achievable.

So that is my journey thus far. 
We’ve come across good people, an 
open mind to business, ease in build-
ing strong relationships and a solid 
network. Watch this space for what 
comes next… 

Tengku Zatashah, daughter of the 
Sultan of Selangor, previously 
worked in Paris, London, 
Barcelona and Kuala Lumpur in 
media and communications. She’s 
launching an e-commerce leisure 
and tourism start-up in Malaysia 
with her husband Aubry Rahim 
Mennesson. They have a blog: 
http://frogandprincess.wordpress.
com. Comments are welcome 
— email editor@bizedge.com 
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