




The study identified five key trends for 
the continued surge in digital adoption. The 
first trend is swiping up for an “always-on 
lifestyle”. Nearly all respondents surveyed said 
they have their mobile devices with them for 
at least half the day. However, 76% believed 
they have struck a good balance in their use 
of technology, with 74% expecting to increase 
their mobile usage in the next 12 to 24 months.

The second trend is keeping up as digital 
life charges ahead. Some 85% of respondents 
were worried that their digital skills would 
not keep up in a rapidly evolving digital 
environment. Concerns about privacy and 
security of mobile devices brings up the third 
trend, the lack of trust in the digital world. 
Privacy and security of mobile devices were a 
concern for 93% of respondents.

The fourth trend is the optimism about the 
potential of mobile devices to tap into a more 
sustainable life. This is reflected in the study 
with 67% believing that digital access is very 
important for them to lead greener lives in the 
future. The greatest benefits that come with 
digital access are the reduction of paper, waste 
and electricity, being able to communicate 
more effectively and providing access to public 
transport with more information.

The final trend is that mobile technology is 
closing the digital divide. For instance, women 
see greater potential in mobile usage with 
better access to information for daily decision-
making, enhanced options for working and 
generating income and greater access to 
educational opportunities. Mobile connectivity 
also provides people with greater access to 
education and healthcare.

Moreover, exporters are protected under 
the platform’s Trade Confidence service, an 
order protection service that insures buyers 
in the event of payment, shipping and product 
quality-related disputes.

Alibaba.com also works with local partners 
to offer additional market-specific support such 
as knowledge-sharing webinars and expert 
insights. These partners include Exabytes, 
Innovative Hub, Newspages and Trinity42.

FINANCING
UOB Malaysia and SJPP partner 
to establish U-Green Financing 
programme
United Overseas Bank (UOB) Malaysia has 
partnered with Syarikat Jaminan Pembiayaan 
Perniagaan Malaysia (SJPP) to launch the 
U-Green Financing programme. The bank has 
allocated RM1 billion for the programme while 
SJPP will guarantee up to 80% of the loans 
through its Pemulih Government Guarantee 
Scheme (PGGS).

Companies will be eligible for U-Green 
Financing available in the form of term loans, 
overdraft facilities and trade financing if they 
want to develop or construct green buildings, 
facilitate green trade or contribute to a circular 
economy and smart sustainable cities.

The bank will collaborate with Malaysian 
Research Accelerator for Technology 
and Innovation (MRANTI) to establish an 
environmental, social and governance (ESG) 
workshop series that equips SMEs with 
knowledge and practical insights.

The workshop will combine classroom 
teaching and workshops with real-life case 
studies and practical coaching and cover topics 
such as green technology management, waste 
management and social impact strategy. Upon 
completion, participants will receive a certificate 
from MRANTI, including endorsements by its 
approved training partners.

More information on the U-Green Financing 
programme is available on https://www.uob.
com.my/corporate/commercial/u-green-
financing.page. To learn more about MRANTI’s 
ESG workshops, visit https://mranti.my/
event/environmental-social-governance-esg-
masterclass-august.

ON THE CONSOLE
Class in session with �e Sims 4: 
High School Years (Expansion Pack)
Relive your teenage years, but this time have 
it the way you want with The Sims 4’s latest 
Expansion Pack — High School Years. Based 
on a new universe named Copperdale, the 
anticipated mod revolves around self-discovery 
as one hits puberty.

Expect a roller coaster of events and 
emotions for your Teen Sims as you go on with 
the game: pranking your friends, sneaking out 
after dark, asking your crush out, skipping 
classes, going to prom … basically, unlocking 
core memories.

A merge of past and present teen 
experiences, Teen Sims can determine 
their own style and become a Simfluencer! 
Simfluencers make money by selling outfits 
and hyping up looks they design on Trendi 
right from their bedrooms, which are more 
interactive than ever. Some gamers have even 
recreated the High School Musical film set with 
the new mod.

Priced at RM139, avid players can purchase 
the High School Years Expansion Pack through 
multiple platforms; the EA app for Windows, 
Origin for Mac, PlayStation, Steam and Xbox. Do 
note that the expansion pack requires The Sims 
4 game and all game updates to play.

MISC
StanChart’s SmartStocks 
provides access to 12 
stock exchanges
SmartStocks, a one-stop online 
share trading platform, gives 
clients the convenience of trading 
on 12 exchanges across seven 
global markets from Malaysia 
through one account, on any 
web-enabled or smart device.

The platform allows clients 
to consolidate their holdings in one place and 
access them directly via Standard Chartered’s 
mobile app. Onboarding and account opening for 
SmartStocks are simplified and done digitally, 
taking only minutes to complete.

Apart from instant financial news and 
updates, SmartStocks is equipped with key 
features to facilitate informed decision-making 
such as the Refinitiv Report+ feature, which 
provides clients with an overall outlook of a stock.

PICTURE OF 
THE WEEK
Loab, a disfigured, rosy-cheek AI art woman 
haunts the internet
A spine-chilling image of a woman-like figure dubbed “Loab” 
lurking in the depths of the internet was discovered by an AI 
researcher. Loab is believed to be a random confluence of 
images that happens to appear in various strange technical 
circumstances, but it is definitely more than just a grotesque 
image. It is an indication that AI is deeper and creepier than 
imagined.

This eerie shape of the woman was generated by an AI 
art tool. Loab was created by Twitter user Supercomposite 
using an image prompt. Supercomposite wrote a negative 
prompt, telling the AI to generate something opposite the 
prompt. Using this, the AI generated pictures featuring a 
long-haired woman with rosy cheeks.

Supercomposite also took the first ghastly images of 
Loab and told the AI to draw something with Loab as the 
base. The AI then churned out all types of grotesque images 
emerging from its computations.

TECH BOOKS
LikeWar: �e Weaponization of 
Social Media by P W Singer and 
Emerson T Brooking
Through the weaponisation of social media, 
the internet is changing war and politics, just 
as war and politics are changing the internet. 
Terrorists live stream their attacks, “Twitter 
wars” produce real-world casualties and viral 
misinformation alters not just the result of 
battles, but the very fate of nations. War, 

tech and politics have blurred into a new 
kind of battleground that plays out on our 
smartphones.

The authors tackle the mind-bending 
questions that arise when war goes online 
and the online world goes to war. Delving into 
the web’s darkest corners, LikeWar outlines 
a radical new paradigm for understanding and 
defending against the unprecedented threats 
of our networked world. � Amazon

Despite the advances in technology that 
have enriched the lives of consumers, further 
action can be taken to benefit all users, states 
Telenor Asia. These include future-proofing 
networks to keep pace with technological 
advances, bridging the widest digital divides, 
ensuring skills for a digital future, safeguarding 
digital usage and addressing the climate 
dilemma by understanding the carbon footprint 
that is a result of online habits.

Alibaba launches Halal Pavilion
Alibaba.com has built the Halal Pavilion for 
Malaysian small and medium enterprises 
(SMEs) to strengthen their foothold in 
the international halal market as halal 
product buyers are increasingly turning to 
e-commerce.

Emphasising food and beverages, the 
dedicated Halal Pavilion will feature certified 
Malaysian halal suppliers, making it easy for the 
latter to gauge demand from buyers in more 
than 190 markets listed on Alibaba.com.

The Halal Pavilion is open to all Malaysian 
suppliers with a valid certificate from the 
Department of Islamic Development Malaysia 
(Jakim).

Alibaba.com recorded a year-on-year jump 
of 39% in buyer enquiries for halal products 
from 2020 to 2021, of which 21% were sent to 
Malaysian suppliers. Top buyer markets sending 
these enquiries include Brazil, Indonesia, 
Pakistan, the UK and the US.

Malaysian SME exporters are supported 
with a comprehensive suite of services, 
covering online store management, translation 
support, digital marketing and sourcing, online 
transactions, logistics, customs clearance, 
foreign exchange and platform analytics.
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A
utomation, digital technology and the devel-
opment of a future-ready workforce — these 
are some of the main components that are 
expected to be part of Malaysia’s Budget 2023.

While this is a welcome teaser, it is not 
something new as the push for digitalisation 
has been on the government’s agenda even 
before the outbreak of Covid-19. As Budget 2023 
is set to be tabled on Oct 7, Digital Edge spoke 
to several industry players to find out their 
wishes for this year’s budget and how they 
hope to see the local tech ecosystem develop.

VENTURE CAPITAL ALLOCATION TO 
SUPPORT START-UPS AND SMES
Technology entrepreneurship and adop-
tion will be a boon to Malaysia if there is a 
strong drive to ensure that they are made the 
main pillars of the economy for the next 10 
years, says Dr Sivapalan Vivekarajah, senior 
partner at ScaleUp Malaysia. The onus is 
on the government to ensure that the tech 
industry in Malaysia strives to build a condu-
cive start-up ecosystem.

While the government has made impres-
sive efforts to revive the start-up and small and 
medium enterprise (SME) ecosystem through 
fund allocations in Budget 2022, industry 
players are hoping to get the same, if not 
better, allocations in the upcoming budget.

The government should focus on the 
venture capital (VC) industry, talent develop-
ment and technology adoption, says Sivapalan. 
Touching on the VC space, he says Malaysia 
has finally got the structure right with Penjana 
Kapital — a fund of funds programme — which 
has worked well in other countries.

In 2020, the government allocated RM600 
million, which has enabled the formation of 
eight VCs and a venture debt fund with a total 
fund size of RM1.3 billion, but Sivapalan says 

Aspirations to strengthen  
Malaysia’s digital ecosystem
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The best start-ups are built 
during tough economic times. 
The government needs to act 
as a facilitator to ensure that 
great companies are able to 
grow during this period.”
Sivapalan

 We should update 
our present laws and 
infrastructure to reflect our 
commitment to digitalisation, 
especially in such a 
globalised world.”
Seah

 To speed up R&D efforts and 
ensure the commercial feasibility 
of R&D projects, it’s important to 
allocate a budget for knowledge 
transfer and collaboration with 
overseas AI leaders.”
Lim

it should not stop there. This success must 
continue, he adds, as RM1.3 billion is a drop 
in the ocean for venture funding.

“The government must continue funding 
the VC industry on a regular basis and we 
hope it can allocate up to RM1 billion this 
time. If done well, these investments will not 
only bring huge returns in the future but also 
create huge opportunities for start-ups in the 
present,” he says.

In Budget 2022, RM20 million was allo-
cated to the Cradle Fund to amplify efforts 
and build the resilience of start-up economies, 
while RM45 million was earmarked for the 
technological transformation towards the 
Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR).

Touching on talent development, Sivapalan 
asserts that start-ups cannot grow without the 
right talent and the government must fund 
more talent development programmes for 
the tech ecosystem, from entrepreneurship 
to IT and even digital marketing and sales.

“Even micro-entrepreneurs can gain from 
talent development. This can be done through 
both government agencies and other devel-
opment organisations, including tertiary 
institutions,” he says.

“The government should also provide incen-
tives and funding to encourage technology adop-
tion, especially among SMEs. This will enhance 
productivity and efficiency, help reduce the 
need for workers and also help start-ups sell 
more products and services to the SME sector.”

Sivapalan says he is bullish on start-ups 
and the technology industry, owing to the 
resilience displayed by tech entrepreneurs 
over the last three years. Despite the health 
and economic threat posed by Covid-19 and 
the lockdowns that ensued, many start-ups 
continued to grow and prosper.

“Failure rates have been low and, now, 
with the opening-up of the economy and 
borders, we think there will be strong growth 
going forward. Barring a black swan event, 
2023 should be a great year for the tech 
industry,” he says.

“This is consistent with historic trends. 
The best start-ups are built during tough 
economic times. The government needs to act 
as a facilitator to ensure that great companies 
are able to grow during this period.”

INVEST IN STRONGER DATA AND 
IDENTITY PROTECTION LAWS AND 
INFRASTRUCTURE
Poor cybersecurity measures in Malaysia are 
not an anomaly but the status quo, signalling 
a greater need to strengthen the country’s 
data and identity protection laws.

Joe Seah, chief commercial officer at 
Innov8tif Solutions Sdn Bhd, says Malaysia was 
the 11th most breached country in the world 
in 2Q2022, according to a study conducted by 
cybersecurity company Surfshark.

Moreover, it was reported that there were 
22.5 million Malaysian identity leaks from 
the National Registration Department (NRD) 
in April, right after another data breach that 
affected four million Malaysians from the 
same database the year before. The most recent 
case was the iPay88 credit card data breach, 
which exposed vulnerabilities in Malaysia’s 
financial systems.

“Very rarely is anyone held accountable 
for such disasters and the situation has yet 
to improve,” says Seah.

“Our data privacy laws and infrastructure 
need to be strengthened and upgraded. Much 
has been said on the topic, and the internet 
is full of well-thought-out and deliberate 
recommendations, drafted by lawyers and 
think tanks. What this country needs is action, 
and hopefully this year’s national budget and 
political conversations will reflect that.”

Data privacy is identity protection, says 
Seah, adding that unscrupulous players have a 
wealth of Malaysian personal information at 
their disposal, thus making digital businesses 
highly vulnerable to synthetic identity fraud, 
bot attacks and the like.

Asean is particularly vulnerable to this, he 
adds, as a quarter of the region’s web traffic is 
populated by bots that steal personal informa-
tion and conduct malicious activities.

“We hope to see minor forms of identity 
verification services being enforced for general 
digital services. Our current eKYC (electronic 
know-your-customer) regulation for financial 
services has done well in ensuring banking 
customers are authentic and legitimate, but 
other sectors can benefit from a lighter form 
of such regulations as well.

“Full-fledged eKYC measures for regular 

businesses might be an overkill, but it is impor-
tant to add barriers to prevent fraudsters from 
freely conducting their criminal activities. 
Even Facebook warns us about using unknown 
devices when logging in. We should update 
our present laws and infrastructure to reflect 
our commitment to digitalisation, especially 
in such a globalised world.”

Apart from beefing up cybersecurity, 
Seah says there are many digitalisation 
gaps that still need to be addressed, such as 
basic connectivity — which is still an issue 
in Sabah, Sarawak and rural areas. The coun-
try’s 5G deployment is lagging behind that of 
its Asean neighbours, thus setting Malaysia 
back tremendously, he adds.

Giving credit where credit is due, however, 
Seah says much of Malaysia’s efforts have 
been placed on digitising the industrial sector 
and key export industries. Supercomputers, 
drones, simulation technologies, advance-
ments in chip designing and testing have 
been a boon for the economy.

“The rakyat should be the key beneficiary 
of our digitalisation efforts, regardless of their 
socioeconomic status,” he says.

“The Malaysian digital landscape also 
needs to make our technologies more elder-
ly-friendly. An ageing population is already a 
challenge in places like China and Japan, and 
it will certainly happen here in Malaysia. It is 
best that we prepare for the eventuality which, 
in certain ways, is already here.”

STRENGTHENING MALAYSIA’S AI 
ROAD MAP AND INFRASTRUCTURE
Artificial intelligence (AI) has proved to be 
the ideal path to a prosperous and sustain-
able future and should be made a long-term 
initiative to modernise the country, support 
the digital economy ecosystem and provide 
employment opportunities for the younger 
generation. With that in mind, Wise.AI CEO 
David Lim says the government should allo-
cate a long-term budget specifically for AI 
research and building an AI workforce.

This is already being done overseas. The 
US government is set to pass a bill to increase 
the annual budget of the Defense Advanced 
Research Projects Agency by US$3.5 billion 
(RM14.6 billion), with total authorised funding 
raised to US$7 billion over the next five years. 
In Germany, the government will spend €230 
million (RM959 million) on AI funding for 
research and development (R&D), and over €190 
million will be allocated to young scientists.

In China, the government is determined 
to become the world’s powerhouse in AI inno-
vation with an increase in R&D expenditure 
by 10.6% in 2021 and more than 7% each year 
over the next five years.

“To encourage the adoption of AI technol-
ogies, the government can provide incentives 
for companies to purchase AI services. For 
employees to overcome the fear or feeling 
of uncertainty of adopting advanced tech-
nology, the government can allocate a budget 
for providing basic AI courses to the public 
by working with industry players,” says Lim.

“To speed up R&D efforts and ensure the 
commercial feasibility of R&D projects, it’s 
important to allocate a budget for knowl-
edge transfer and collaboration with over-
seas AI leaders.”

Budget 2023 should also have allocations 
for the setting-up of an IR5.0 industry advi-
sory panel and project initiatives, where 
humans and machines can assimilate and 
work together. Lim says this should be the 
focus because AI will play a significant role, 
particularly in the manufacturing industry, 
given that this is one of the leading economic 
sectors for Malaysia.

Last but not least, Lim says AI governance is 
vital, especially on the AI code of ethics. Budget 
2023 should have an allocation to set up an AI 
governance committee that will safeguard 
consumer interests and provide them with 
confidence in using AI services, he adds. E
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A glorious time to be  
a technology investor

T
he recent correction of stock indices around 
the world, especially the tech-heavy Nasdaq, 
has had a ripple effect on the valuations of 
technology companies globally, both listed 
as well as companies funded by venture 
capital (VC) and private equity (PE) funds.

The share prices of companies like Grab, 
which was listed on the Nasdaq via a special 
purpose acquisition company (SPAC), and 
Airbnb fell 80% and 60% respectively off their 
market highs, thus bringing down almost 
the entire tech industry’s valuations with 
them. Airbnb has since rebounded with 
the rise in tourism but the carnage among 
unlisted tech companies, especially those 
that were VC- or PE-funded, still reverber-
ates throughout the industry.

Additionally, the current uncertain-
ties in the market due to sharply rising 
interest rates, high inflation and the Russia-
Ukraine war are another reason for the drop 
in market valuations.

Venture capital funds haven’t been spared 
either. Softbank’s Vision Fund recently 
announced an unbelievable loss of US$23 
billion in the last quarter while Tiger Global 
lost 50% of the value of its hedge fund. Tiger 
Global invested in technology companies 
like Robinhood, JD.com, Coinbase and Zoom.

This has caused fear to grip the tech 
investing market and most funds are 
holding back on investing in start-ups while 
high-net-worth individuals (HNWIs), corpo-
rations and pension funds are more cautious 
about putting money in VC and PE funds.

INVEST WHEN THERE’S BLOOD 
ON THE STREETS
There is a lot of negativity about tech 
investing currently, but that is exactly 
the best time to be an investor. Legendary 
investor Warren Buffett once said the best 
time to invest is when there’s blood on the 
streets — he meant the stock and financial 
markets of course, not literally.

Today, there is blood on the VC and 
start-up streets, with huge drops in valua-
tions, less VC money and far more cautious 
fund managers.

Buffett also says the best time to invest 
is when valuations are low. The valuations 
of tech companies peaked in 2020 and 2021 
and took a big dive in 2022, making it a good 
time to invest.

The question that people have is, when 
will the market turn positive again and will 
valuations rise so that anyone who invests 
today will make money in the future?

The answer is that no market stays down 
forever and history has proved that it is a 
cycle. There will always be dips and rises. 
Even after the global financial crisis (GFC) 
in 2008/09, markets started to rise again 
and reached a peak in 2020/21 (see chart).

Venture capital is patient capital and 
most VC funds have a seven- to 10-year 
lifespan. Timing is of course critical and 
had you invested in 2020/21 when valua-
tions were at their peak, you would have 
suffered huge losses. However, if like Buffett 
you invest when valuations have dropped, 
in many cases significantly, then you will 
make huge returns.

START-UP VALUATIONS  
ARE ENTICING
At the start-up level, it is also a great time 
to invest. Valuations are down, so start-ups 
won’t be demanding ridiculously high valua-
tions. And there is less money rolling around, 
so scarcity of funds means start-up founders 
will find it harder to source for funds and 
will accept lower valuations.

Drops in start-up investing also means 
that many start-ups that were spending 
freely will now be more careful, and salaries 
and compensation for staff will be lower, 
making it easier for other start-ups to hire 
staff. Many VC-funded companies have also 
cut their headcount, hence there are more 
people looking for jobs, making it easier to 
employ workers.

All of this points to a very healthy 
investing environment for those who have 
money to invest and VC funds that have 
more dry powder (industry-speak for having 
money to invest) will be able to get good 
deals at decent valuations.

GENEROUS TAX INCENTIVES
We are also rather lucky in Malaysia as there 
are tax incentives for investors, both for 
individuals and corporations. Individuals 
who invest in tech companies are known as 
angel investors and there is an angel invest-
ment tax incentive of up to RM500,000 per 
year if you invest in qualifying companies 
— most technology companies will qualify 
with some exceptions. All you have to do 
is hold the investment for two years, then 
you can apply for the investment amount 
to be written off your taxable income. You 
need to be a HNWI and to qualify for the 
incentive, you need to be a member of the 
Malaysian Business Angel Network (www.
mban.com.my).

Corporates also have a very generous tax 
incentive of up to RM20 million per year 
to invest directly in start-ups as well as to 
invest in VC funds. Like angel investors, 
they need to hold on to their investments. 
But in this case, for three years to qualify 

“There is a lot 
of negativity 
about tech 
investing 
currently, but 
that is exactly 
the best 
time to be an 
investor.”
Sivapalan

for the incentive. This is one of the most 
generous tax incentives in the world and 
is a huge positive for corporations.

Corporate investors who want to mini-
mise their risk should invest in VC funds 
as fund managers are more experienced at 
investing in start-ups and will invest in a 
portfolio of companies, thereby spreading 
the risk and minimising the risk for corpo-
rations. They are also able to guide entre-
preneurs on growing their business and 
are able to secure an exit via a sale of the 
business or via listing on a stock exchange 
to realise their gains.

VC RETURNS ARE ATTRACTIVE
Prospective investors may wonder whether 
they can make money from investing in VC 
funds. The definitive answer is yes! A 2020 
study by Cambridge Associates on the US VC 
market, benchmarking a fund from the year 
2010, shows that the average 10-year internal 
rate of return (IRR) of US VC funds is 22% 
and the upper quartile 27%. An IRR return 
of 22% in a 10-year fund means a return on 
investment of seven times, while an IRR of 
27% is equivalent to a return of 10 times.

We don’t have data on Malaysian funds, 
but if our funds just match the average, or 

even if it is 20% below the US average, it is 
still a very healthy return. Traditionally, 
our VC funds may not have provided good 
returns, hence the hesitancy of HNWIs to 
invest in VC funds. Things have changed 
a lot since then. The market is now more 
mature, both the start-ups as well as the 
VC fund managers. And with the recent 
matching of funds by the government via 
Penjana Kapital, more seasoned foreign VC 
funds have entered the market, thus creating 
a more vibrant ecosystem in Malaysia.

Start-ups are also benefiting from 
stronger valuations in Southeast Asia, as 
well as the potential for exits, either via the 
public markets or via acquisitions as more 
foreign entities look to make acquisitions 
in Malaysia. One of my portfolio companies, 
ATX Fintech, was recently acquired by an 
Australian Securities Exchange-listed entity.

Another reason why I am confident 
investors can beat the upper quartile of 
US VC returns is because valuations of 
Malaysian start-ups are generally lower 
than others in the region, which gives inves-
tors a better upside when the companies 
do well. Indonesia, Singapore and Vietnam 
have premium valuations because of the 
size of their markets and the maturity of the 
companies. Malaysia is generally accorded 
a lower valuation, but that is good for inves-
tors as that makes the upside even better.

ONCE-IN-A-DECADE 
OPPORTUNITY
On many levels, this is now a great time 
to invest in the technology ecosystem. 
From better incentives to expertise of fund 
managers to start-ups with the potential to 
get better exits, there is no better time to 
be an investor.

I hope more investors will grab this oppor-
tunity as it comes only once every 10 years. 
You may have missed the last great oppor-
tunity post-GFC, but the cycle has returned. 
Don’t miss it this time around.

Dr Sivapalan Vivekarajah is co-founder 
and senior partner of Scaleup Malaysia 
Accelerator (www.scaleup.my) and adjunct 
professor at the School of Science and 
Technology, Sunway University. He is 
author of the book Supercharge Your 
Startup Valuation.

Research data on the VC industry showed that valuations 
grew strongly post-GFC and reached a peak in 2021
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S
harifah Najihah Syed Zainol Abidin was 
thrilled when she was awarded a teaching 
fellowship earlier this year that would take 
her to the sedate town of Sungai Siput in 
Kuala Kangsar, Perak, for two years. Before 
embarking on her journey, however, she had 
to undergo a month-long training course 
in downtown Kuala Lumpur.

It came as a relief to Sharifah, 25, that 
most areas in the city centre, although a 
distance on foot, were quite accessible if 
she jumped on an e-scooter provided by 
shared micromobility operators such as 
Beam Mobility, OoGyaa Mobility and TRYKE 
Malaysia. This meant she did not need to 
endure traffic jams or depend on exorbi-
tantly priced e-hailing services or poorly 
connected public transport.

Touted as the key piece to establishing 
an efficient transit system and to reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions, micromobility 
covers a host of alternative vehicles, from 
traditional bicycles, e-bicycles, mopeds and 
e-scooters to motorised wheelchairs and 
wheeled self-balancing transporters such 
as unicycles, hoverboards and skateboards.

Most micromobility modes are conven-
ient too. Users only need to unlock and 
pay for the duration of the ride using the 
app of the respective operator. In the case 
of e-scooters, service providers have built 
Internet of Things (IoT) sensors into the 
devices that help the app detect the e-scoot-
er’s battery life and nearby parking zones.

The use of shared e-scooters specifically 
has significantly encouraged users to take 
public transport too. A poll by Beam Mobility 
in May found that almost 50% of, or 1,800, 
Beam riders agreed that access to e-scooters 
for the first or last mile of a journey made 
them more likely to consider using public 
transport for long journeys.

These findings are aligned with the 
12th Malaysia Plan to encourage a behav-
ioural shift from private vehicles to public 
transport.

According to market research and 
business consulting services firm P&S 
Intelligence, the Malaysian micromobility 
market was valued at US$2.4 million in 
2020 and is expected to grow to US$4.55 
billion by 2030.

The Malaysia Electric Micromobility 
Industry Association (Memi) estimates 
that there are 200 certified micromobility 
vehicle sellers in the country, with 14,000 
to 15,000 devices sold annually as at 2021.

Despite the promise of its ability to solve 
longstanding first- and last-mile woes in 
traffic-choked cities, however, the wider 
rollout of micromobility vehicles — espe-
cially electric-powered ones — is still far 
from becoming a mainstay in the local 
urban transport network.

A wider uptake has been hampered 
mainly by the concern of safety ensuing 
from conflicts with vehicular and pedes-
trian traffic; the lack of infrastructure such 
as dedicated lanes, charging and parking 
facilities; and regulatory vagueness.

“It can be dangerous and unsafe for 
anyone who is not accustomed to travelling 

S T O R I E S  B Y  M A L E E N  B A LQ I S H  SA L L E H
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on two-wheelers. Other road users will zoom 
past at breakneck speed and micromobility 
users have no choice but to ride on the road, 
as there are no dedicated lanes for micro-
mobility vehicles on most roads in Kuala 
Lumpur,” says Sharifah.

Without proper demarcation for micro-
mobility vehicles, vulnerable groups, espe-
cially people with disabilities and pedes-
trians, are too at risk. 

Already walkaways, which sometimes 
double as cycling paths, are often obstructed 
by parked motorcycles or errant hawkers 
who extend their area of business with 
tables and chairs for their customers. 

The haphazardness of the situation 
was emphasised by Transport Minister 
Datuk Seri Dr Wee Ka Siong when he reit-
erated on April 26 that mopeds, personal 
mobility devices (PMDs) such as e-scooters, 
devices with internal combustion engines 
or propelled by human power — with the 
exception of personal mobility aids — were 
banned on public roads, but allowed in 
areas where there is no mixture of traffic 
involving various vehicles.

Wee said the ban had been gazetted 
under the Road Traffic (Prohibition of Use 
of Certain Micro Mobility Rules Vehicles) 
Rules 2021 on Dec 17 last year, and had been 
in effect since. Even then, there is a caveat 
in the ban that permits micromobility vehi-
cles on public roads, provided that local 
authorities make available the required 
infrastructure and facilities, such as dedi-
cated bicycle lanes and smooth pavements, 
to ensure safe usage.

Bicycles are by definition micromobility 
vehicles but are still permitted on the road, 
so long as cyclists abide by the existing 
Road Transport Act and road traffic rules. 
E-bicycles too are allowed, provided that 
users comply with the standards applied 
to motorcycles.

The ministry’s alarm was triggered by 
errant e-scooter owners who had modified 
their machines and were caught racing on 
public roads.

Despite the subsequent clarifications 
from the Ministry of Transport, the sales of 
micromobility vehicles plunged 70% after 
news of the ban spread in April, says Memi 
vice-president Harry Wong.

“Many of our members asked for help 
[in terms] of their business direction. They 
asked whether they should shut down their 
businesses [after the ban]. The govern-
ment didn’t really consult us [Memi] or 
any industrial players [before imposing 
the ban in December],” he says.

In a panel session on “Making 
Micromobility Safe in Malaysia” by 
Futurise Sdn Bhd in Cyberjaya on June 
8, Beam Mobility, OoGyaa Mobility 
and TRYKE Malaysia asserted that 
they had had a low percentage of 
accidents from the time they started 
their business operations.

Beam, which started in 2016, has 
had an accident rate of 0.007%, or 

one out of every 10,000 rides; OoGyaa has 
had five accidents since its official launch 
in December 2021; and TRYKE Malaysia has 
recorded 0.05% accidents since its launch 
in 2019.

As such incidents rarely happen, OoGyaa 
founder Humayun Razzaq tells Digital Edge 
that he remembers the chronology of all the 
accidents vividly. According to him, all of 
the mishaps were due to rider negligence.

He recalls an incident where his team 
discovered a dented e-scooter. Upon being 
confronted, the rider confessed that he 
had hit a steep speed breaker while riding 
and fallen.

“What we have found from going through 
all the accident reports is that it’s always 
about not handling the vehicle properly, 
or not being confident enough to handle 
the vehicle,” says TRYKE Malaysia founder 
Timothy Wong.

Moreover, none of the reported incidents 
involved other vehicles. Both Timothy and 
Humayun agree that safety comes first 
beyond reparation costs, even if the acci-
dent resulted from riders’ negligence.

“As long as the customers are 
okay [unhurt or do not suffer 
grievous injuries], that is all 
we care about. Scooters 
can be replaced. It 
is  just  a  piece 
of metal with 
wheels,” asserts 
H u m a y u n , 
adding that 

OoGyaa fixes the e-scooters 
with first-degree damages 

without demanding compensa-
tion from the riders.

In efforts to prevent similar accidents, 
TRYKE introduced a five-minute grace 
period for all riders to familiarise them-
selves with the e-scooter before deciding 
whether they would be able to manage the 
nifty mode of transport.

LACK OF STANDARDISATION
The lack of standardisation of micromo-
bility vehicles is another source of conten-
tion, says Zarir Hafiz Zulkipli, head of the 
vulnerable road user safety and mobility 
unit at the Malaysian Institute of Road 
Safety Research (Miros).

“So far, we don’t have any specific standards 
for micromobility vehicles similar to what we 
have for electric bicycles, Malaysia Standard 
MS2514: Electric Bicycles (electric pedal assisted 
bicycles) specifications (MS2514:2015).”

As there is no concrete data on accidents 
involving micromobility vehicles in the 
country, Zarir suggests that Malaysian regu-
lators look to neighbouring Singapore prior 

TICKET 
TO RIDE

“[It is 
important] to 
regulate both 
sellers and 
vehicles. We 
will be able 
to educate 
more users 
on the safety 
measures and 
guidelines 
that they 
should 
follow.”
Harry

D6  /  DIGITAL EDGE  /   MALAYSIA SEPTEMBER 26, 2022



“As long as 
we can ... 
maintain the 
narrative 
around 
safety and 
awareness 
of how to 
properly 
handle 
micromobility 
vehicles, 
society will 
eventually 
learn and 
adapt.”
Timothy

to laying the ground rules before micro-
mobility vehicles become commonplace.

Based on a study conducted by the 
Singapore National Trauma Registry in 
2016 on 259 patients who had been injured 
while using PMDs, the devices mainly 
associated with the injuries were scooters, 
skateboards and e-bicycles. The most severe 
injuries were caused by e-bicycles (42.9%) 
and e-scooters (28.6%).

In 2019, Hung Kee Boon, 22, who was 
riding a non-compliant e-scooter, collided 
with an elderly cyclist in Singapore. The 
victim, who was flung to the ground, later 
died from her injuries. Hung, a Malaysian 
with permanent resident status in 
Singapore, was sentenced to 12 weeks’ jail 
for causing Ong’s death after admitting to 
one count of riding a non-compliant PMD 
on a public path, an offence under the Active 
Mobility Act, reported The Straits Times.

e

In mid-April 2017, a fleet of orange bicycles from oBike 
arrived in Klang Valley’s popular locations, becoming 
Malaysia’s first dockless bicycle-sharing, or bike-
sharing, service.

oBike originated in Singapore, where there were half 
a million users. By July that year, more than 1,000 oBikes 
were stationed in Malaysia, indicating a great start for 
the service.

Soon after, oBike was joined by other bike-sharing 
players such as China’s Ofo Bike in July 2017 and Mobike in 
September that year.

The concept of dockless bike-sharing is similar to 
that of e-scooters. Users need to download an app 
and scan the QR code on each bicycle to unlock and 
activate the ride.

Unlike modern e-scooters that have designated 
parking spots, however, bike-sharing users could park 
their bicycles anywhere, as long as it did not disrupt traffic.

All bike-sharing operators imposed a refundable 
deposit on users before allowing them to take their first 
ride. For example, oBike charged a deposit of RM129 

for adults and RM79 for children respectively. Meanwhile, it 
charged RM1 for each 15-minute ride. All oBike riders were 
insured throughout their cycling journey.

Some operators chose a targeted approach for their 
services. Ofo picked Melaka as the first location for its 
bicycles, and Mobike collaborated with property developer S 
P Setia to deploy its first batch of bicycles in Setia Alam and 
Setia Eco Park.

Regardless of the hype, bike-sharing in Malaysia 
was short-lived. In September 2017, the Petaling Jaya 
City Council (MBPJ) issued oBike a fine of RM17,000 for 
being an obstruction in public places. Two hundred and 
sixty-one bicycles that were parked around the SS2 
area were also seized.

The Selangor Transportation Committee then announced 
that the company’s licence to operate in Selangor was valid 
only in Subang Jaya. Following the clampdown, other city 
councils in the state began coming down hard on dockless 
bike-sharing.

Kuala Lumpur City Hall (DBKL) continued to keep the bike-
sharing options open, however, allowing oBike to be used on 
its roads, following oBike’s role as a Green Partner for SEA 
Games 2017. The Subang Jaya City Council (MPSJ) had also 
planned a bike-sharing pilot programme in October 2017.

Apart from the tussle with the authorities, the shared 
bicycles were also constantly vandalised. Bicycles were 
either left damaged by the roadside or stolen to be sold 
as scrap metal.

Despite the hurdles, oBike grew to become the largest 
bike-sharing company in the country. By 
March 2018, oBike had expanded its services 
to Kuala Lumpur, Selangor, Melaka, Kedah, 
Terengganu, Johor, Perak and Pahang. Other 
bike-sharing operators continued their 
businesses as usual, partnering companies 
and city councils.

In 2018, the bike-sharing services ended 
abruptly. In the light of the regulations set by 
the Land Transport Authority of Singapore 
(LTA), oBike ceased all operations in its 
homeland on June 25, 2018.

The bike-sharing company also decided 
to leave Melbourne and worked with the City 
of Melbourne to remove all bicycles from the 
streets. oBike has since filed for insolvency in 
Singapore. Ofo also ceased its operations in 
August 2018.

Mobike, on the other hand, officially halted 
operations in China in 2020, but its status in 
Malaysia remains a mystery.

Abandoned bicycles have since littered 
the cities in which the bike-sharing services 
operated. In March 2019, it was reported that 
thousands of oBikes were crowding DBKL’s 
depots, taking up space in the city pounds.

Some of the companies took the initiative 
to repurpose the bicycles. According to a 
report by Astro Awani, under his self-funded 
charity programme, Lesswalk, Myanmar-
based tech investor Mike Than Tun Win 
bought more than 10,000 oBikes that were in 
good condition to be handed to children in his 
hometown, in an effort to provide them with 
easier access to schools.

The rise and fall of 
dockless bike-sharing
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A mountain of oBikes at DBKL’s depot in Cheras waiting to be scrapped

oBike was a Green Partner for SEA Games 2017 

Than bought more than 10,000 oBikes for children in his hometown in Myanmar to help them get to school
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Types of micromobility vehicles in Malaysia

NAME DESCRIPTION SPEED STATUS ON THE ROAD

Bicycle A vehicle consisting of two 
wheels held in a frame, one 
behind the other, propelled 
by pedals and steered with 
handlebars attached to the 
front wheel

Varies 
(requires 
manpower) 

 Allowed

Electric bicycle 
(e-bike)

A bicycle that is 
augmented with electric 
motor

Up to 25kph Allowed

e-scooter A scooter with a 
floorboard that can 
be stood upon by the 
operator, with handlebars, 
and an electric motor that 
is capable of propelling the 
device with or without 
human propulsion

Up to 60kph 
but local 
shared 
micromobility 
operators cap 
it at 25kph

Banned

Moped A lightweight, low-
powered motorcycle that 
can be pedalled

Up to 50kph Banned

Skateboard A short board mounted 
on small wheels that is 
used for coasting and for 
performing athletic stunts

Varies 
(requires 
manpower) 

Banned

Hoverboard A short narrow board that 
travels above the surface 
of the ground, and rides on 
in a standing position

Up to 25kph Banned

Electric 
wheelchair

Any seating surface with 
wheels affixed to it that is 
propelled by an electrically 
based power source, 
typically motors and 
batteries

Up to 25kph Banned

MINISTRY OF TRANSPORT MALAYSIA, PCMAG ENCYCLOPEDIA, LAW INSIDER, MERRIAM-WEBSTER, OXFORD DICTIONARY, BRITANNICA AND OTHERS

Asked whether Malaysia’s road infra-
structure is safe enough for micromobility 
vehicles, Zarir says it depends on the area. 
“It will be safe if there is a dedicated lane 
that separates micromobility vehicles from 
the rest of the traffic.”

Guidelines on the use of micromobility 
vehicles, also known as GPP Aktif Mobiliti, 
are being planned by the Town and Country 

C O V E R  S T O R Y

Planning guidelines for 
micromobility safety
F R O M  P R E V I O U S  PAG E

The Ministry of Transport’s guidelines on micromobility vehicles banned on the road

MINISTRY OF TRANSPORT (MOT)

Planning Department (PLANMalaysia). 
The department is collaborating with the 
Ministry of Transport, Road Transport 
Department (JPJ) and industry stakeholders.

Currently in the final stages of planning, 
the guidelines will include the speed limits 
for micromobility vehicles, road marking 
and specific routes for users.

PLANMalaysia and JPJ have agreed 
to conduct a pilot project at selected 
local councils to test the effectiveness 
of the guidelines.

Micromobility is part of the Malaysian 
Road Safety Plan focus areas being discussed 
by JPJ and Miros. The main goals are to 
achieve fewer accidents, injuries and fatal-
ities involving micromobility vehicles, as 
well as increasing awareness of and infra-
structure to support its usage.

Considering that micromobility vehicles 
are greener mobility modes, local councils 
have been actively encouraging micromo-
bility in their districts too. In addition to 
the usual KL Car-Free Morning initiative, 
Kuala Lumpur City Hall (DBKL) has made 
Jalan Tuanku Abdul Rahman a car-free 
lane every Sunday from 6am to midnight.

DBKL is also participating in the pilot 
project conducted by PLANMalaysia and 
JPJ to test the GPP Aktif Mobiliti guide-
lines. They are currently identifying suit-
able areas to do so.

The Shah Alam City Council (MBSA) 
resumed its monthly Car-Free Day in 
November 2021 after halting the initiative 
due to the Covid-19 lockdowns that began 
in March 2020.

These initiatives have been somewhat 
positive for the shared micromobility 
service providers. In May, Beam expanded 
its operation to Taman Esplanade and 
TASEK Commercial Centre in Kuantan. 
It also collaborated with Universiti Sains 
Malaysia, Penang, in July to offer alterna-
tive transport for students to travel around 
campus. Last month, TRYKE landed its fleet 
of yellow e-scooters in downtown Melaka.

As Beam operates through partnerships 
with local councils, its presence in cities 

 We established the 
Beam Safe Academy 
because scooter riding 
etiquette is not something 
that is commonplace.”
Taty

 As long as the customers 
are okay [unhurt or do not 
suffer grievous injuries], that 
is all we care about. Scooters 
can be replaced. It is just a 
piece of metal with wheels.”
Humayun

 So far, we don’t have 
any specific standards for 
micromobility vehicles 
similar to what we have 
for electric bicycles.”
Zarir
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serves as another public transport option 
approved by the city council, says Taty 
Azman, public affairs manager at Beam. 

Although service providers continue to 
work closely with local councils, regula-
tions and lack of infrastructure continue 
to impede wider rollout. 

Says Timothy: “Most areas along the 
Melaka River Walk cannot be shared with 
e-scooters with very few cycling lanes. 
[The collaboration with the Melaka city 
council] is still in its early days, but we are 
happy to establish a foothold in the city 
and prove to them that we are the right 
operators for the job [and] we care about 
safety as much as they do and slowly grow 
along with them.” 

RAISING AWARENESS
Even with proper regulations in place, 
Beam’s Taty says public awareness is the 
most important factor in improving safety. 
“We established the Beam Safe Academy 
because scooter riding etiquette is not some-
thing that is commonplace.”

The Beam Safe Academy provides free 
lessons on proper e-scooter usage, parking 
methods, safety rules and the impor-
tance of adhering to local micromobility 
laws. Its first event, which attracted 50 
attendees, was held at 1 Utama Shopping 
Centre in June.

The other e-scooter operators have also 

conducted their own awareness programmes.
Humayun says that apart from raising 

awareness through e-newsletters and 
social media platforms, OoGyaa has been 
conducting safety campaigns by leveraging 
existing programmes such as the weekly 
KL Car-Free Morning.

In addition to having videos on the 
TRYKE app, a team visits e-scooter hotspots 
weekly to assist the public in using the app 
and riding the e-scooter, says Timothy. He 
acknowledges, however, that this approach 
is not scalable.

“If we were to have 200 stations, we 
wouldn’t be able to assign a team to be on 
standby at every single station every week. 
However, we can utilise the data [obtained 
from TRYKE’s e-scooter’s IoT device and 
app] to help us determine the areas that 
we want to focus on,” he says.

As for individually owned micromo-
bility vehicles, Memi’s Harry says users 
have to take the initiative to understand 
the risks associated with using the vehi-
cles. He adds that some of the factors that 
users should consider before purchasing 
their first micromobility vehicle are the 
purpose of the vehicle — whether it is for 
short or long trips — its battery strength 
as well as the maintenance and care of 
the vehicle.

“In Memi’s view, [it is important] to 
regulate both sellers and vehicles. We will 

be able to educate more users on the safety 
measures and guidelines that they should 
follow,” he says.

WISH LIST
As industry players and the public antici-
pate the announcement of the guidelines, 
TRYKE’s Timothy hopes it will lay the foun-
dation for expanding the reach of micro-
mobility vehicles to enable seamless, point-
to-point journeys.

“Micromobility is such a hot topic now. 
It is a good thing because not many people 
were aware of it. As long as we can keep 
the momentum going and maintain the 
narrative around safety and awareness 
of how to properly handle micromobility 
vehicles, society will eventually learn and 
adapt,” he says.

Beyond e-scooter sharing services, 
OoGyaa’s Humayun hopes the govern-
ment will also monitor other micromo-
bility vehicles that are being manufac-
tured or imported into the country for 
public usage.

Currently, all e-scooter sharing opera-
tors have to submit their e-scooter brands 
and model specifications to the Ministry of 
International Trade and Industry.

In addition, Memi has recommended 
to local municipalities that all micromo-
bility vehicle sellers be registered under the 
association. Memi assists in inspecting all 

micromobility vehicles to ensure vehicle 
safety before they are sold to potential users. 
All inspected vehicles can be tagged to be 
recognised on the road.

“We cannot stop people from buying 
micromobility vehicles from unauthorised 
sellers online, but someone will have to 
take action [by regulating and inspecting 
vehicles that are allowed on the road],” says 
Memi’s Harry.

On the administration level, he suggests 
that the government form a department 
dedicated to regulating electric micromo-
bility for better cooperation between the 
industry and authorities.

To further stimulate the micromobility 
retail industry, Harry hopes the government 
will grant cash incentives to encourage 
buyers to purchase their own micromo-
bility vehicles.

Miros’ Zarir hopes clearer guidelines 
will improve micromobility data collec-
tion. Last year, 87 deaths related to bicy-
cles were recorded, according to the Royal 
Malaysia Police’s Traffic Investigation and 
Enforcement Department.

“As micromobility is relatively new, 
the police crash records didn’t capture 
the specific type of micromobility vehi-
cles involved in the crashes. The crash 
data could have included electric bicycles, 
mopeds and other similar micromobility 
vehicles,” says Zarir. E

W
hen the Covid-19 pandemic struck, it was 
hard for many companies to change their 
work practices to deal with the unprece-
dented circumstances. This included top 
leaders in organisations who had to learn 
new ways to manage their teams from 
screens.

“Businesses today want people to be 
aligned around the direction that needs 
to be taken — not just aligned, but also 
[working] autonomously,” says Melanie 
Cook, managing director of Hyper Island 
(Asia Pacific), an online learning platform 
headquartered in Stockholm, Sweden, with 
a main campus in Singapore.

Cook says individuals have realised that 
they have survived the “never normal”, 
which is how she refers to the current situ-
ation, and are now thriving in their careers. 
“Career enablement is about stabilising 
[after staying afloat during the pandemic] 
and having the confidence to push the 
pedal down so that the ‘speedboat’ can start 
going again.”

Hyper Island found that, based on the last 
three quarters of the 2021/22 intake, apart 
from an increase of 125% in sign-ups for 
digital acceleration master classes, enrolees 
from countries in Asia-Pacific have a strong 
desire to develop in three main categories: 
leadership development, career enablement 
and focus area realignment.

Shaping microcredential learning
B Y  M A L E E N  B A LQ I S H  SA L L E H

E D T E C H

 Another trend will be 
educators needing to 
concentrate on how to 
apply what people have 
learnt, rather than just 
teaching them what they 
need to learn.”
Cook

Cook shares that from the huge selection 
of programmes and courses offered by the 
platform, the three with the most enrolees 
from Asia-Pacific are Data Storytelling for 
Business, Human-Centred Design and Agile 
Ways of Working.

According to Hyper Island’s website, the 
Data Storytelling for Business course guides 
students in developing a clear narrative with 
data; the Human-Centred Design course 
helps them learn to develop products and 
strategies through customer insights; and 
the Agile Ways of Working course focuses 
on honing the agile mindset and its appli-
cation in a working environment.

Cook attributes the take-up of these 
courses to the career enablement objective 
— being equipped with the right knowledge 
and tools to keep up with evolving trends. 
Hyper Island also began to see an increasing 
need for entrepreneurship essentials such as 
exploring innovation and an experimental 
mindset this year.

“[This is because] people are now 
thinking, ‘Okay, this is it. I have room to 
innovate because I’m resilient enough to 
take whatever change might come. I’m ready 
to start experimenting and innovating [in] 
my career, my business and how we deliver 
to our customers,’” explains Cook.

As we continue to embrace the “never 
normal”, Cook encourages educators and key 
stakeholders to democratise access to educa-
tion. Many parents are privileged enough to 
provide children with the gadgets needed 
for conducive learning, but Cook asserts 
that “there is still a small percentage of the 
world population that are unable to do that”.

Next, she predicts that high touch 
learning will be a trend, enabled by tech-
nology, especially artificial intelligence 
and virtual reality. According to academic 
publisher IGI Global, high touch learning is 
a student-centred learning experience that 
involves students doing hands-on exercises 

to gain knowledge in a specific domain.
Cook says the concept of high touch has 

already been applied through social media 
platforms and community gaming, where 
people directly interact with each other and 
are involved in challenges and campaigns.

“Another trend will be educators needing 
to concentrate on how to apply what people 
have learnt, rather than just teaching 
them what they need to learn,” says Cook, 

emphasising the impor-
tance of adaptation of 
knowledge in a hybrid 
working environment.

REVOLUTIONISING 
ONLINE LEARNING
Most students have diffi-
culty focusing during 
online learning. According 
to the Higher Ed Student 
Success Survey: Fall 2020 
by Hobsons and Hanover 
Research, 71% students 
were struggling to stay 
focused on their course-
work, and 57% of them felt 
that their overall learning 
experience was some-
what worse compared to 

2019 (pre-pandemic era).
Cook says that is because of the way 

physical learning syllabuses have been 
adapted for online learning. “The reason is 
that the syllabus is not designed for learning 
outcomes online. They’re designing the 
syllabus for learning outcomes offline, and 
then just putting it online.”

To overcome this problem, Hyper Island 
incorporates high touch learning with inter-
active, problem-solving games. For example, 
it requires students of its data courses to 
join a data treasure hunt and solve murder 
mysteries.

Cook also says technology unlocked 
learning opportunities for Hyper Island’s 
students. For example, it is able to take 
students on a virtual tour of the Amazon 
office to learn about the company’s plat-
form business model, which may not be 
achievable physically.

“The pandemic opened us up to the 
internet and what’s possible on the internet,” 
says Cook. E
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Is robotic process 
automation for you?

H
ere’s a serious software story: A team of 
programmers is tasked with developing a 
sophisticated software package using the 
latest tools and technologies on a substantial 
budget. The team hires a hot-shot artificial 
intelligence (AI) programmer who labours 
diligently and completes the project to the 
satisfaction of senior management.

“Great job, bro,” the team leader congrat-
ulates the AI programmer. “Can you conduct 
a training session to show us how your 
code works?

The AI programmer looks up at the sky 
in despair.

“When I wrote this AI code, only me and 
God knew how it works,” he frowns in frus-
tration. “Now, only God knows … .”

If that story made you ponder, the 
following points should make you wonder: 
The market for automating repetitive tasks 
is ready to boom. Called robotic process auto-
mation (RPA), it is software that mimics the 
activity of humans in carrying out a task 
within a process. RPA can do repetitive tasks 
more quickly, accurately and tirelessly than 
humans, freeing employees to do other 
tasks that require human abilities such 
as emotional intelligence, reasoning, and 
judgment and interacting with customers.

How is RPA different from cognitive 
intelligence?

“RPA deals with simpler types of tasks,” 
Leslie Willcocks, professor of technology, 
work and globalisation at the London School 
of Economics (LSE) informs McKinsey in an 
interview. “RPA mainly carries out physical 
tasks that don’t need knowledge, under-
standing or insight — or tasks that can be 
done by codifying rules and instructing the 
computer or the software to act.”

Companies in highly regulated industries 
such as insurance and banking find that RPA 
is a cheap and fast way of applying superior 
capability to the problem of compliance.

“You also get better customer service 
because you’ve got more power in the 

B Y  R A J U  
C H E L L A M

process,” Willcocks says. “A company that 
receives lots of customer inquiries, for 
example, can free staff to deal with more 
complex questions and issues.”

RPA AND ROI
What’s the major benefit? In 16 case studies 
done at the LSE in 2016, RPA provided an 
ROI (return on investment) between 30% 
and 200% in the first year itself.

“However, it’s wrong to look just at the 
short-term financial gains, particularly if 
those are simply a result of labour savings,” 
Willcocks advises. “That approach does 
not do justice to the power of the soft-
ware, because there are multiple business 
benefits.”

One of the Big Four accounting firms, PwC 
(PricewaterhouseCoopers), estimates that 45% 
of workforce tasks can be automated. This 
could save an estimated US$2 trillion (RM9 
trillion) in global workforce costs.

“Software robots are easy to configure 
and do not require extensive IT knowledge,” 
PwC says. “Organisations can use RPA to 
automate manual tasks, such as copying 
and pasting data between applications or 
reconciling and cross-referencing data.”

For internal audit, RPA presents both 
opportunity and responsibility.

“By helping organisations understand 
and control RPA risks and identifying oppor-
tunities to embrace RPA within their organi-
sations, internal audit can position itself as a 
trusted adviser,” PwC notes. “Understanding 
how an organisation is using RPA and its 
impact on its risk profile is crucial for 
internal audit professionals.”

Management consulting company 
Gartner, Inc says end-user organisations 
globally may spend US$2.9 billion on RPA 
solutions this year, up 19.5% over 2021.

“By achieving a growth rate of 31% in 
2021, the RPA market grew well above the 
average global software market growth rate 
of 16%,” says Cathy Tornbohm, an analyst at 
Gartner. “Organisations are leveraging RPA 
to accelerate business process automation 
initiatives and digital transformation (DX) 
plans — linking their legacy nightmares to 
their digital dreams — to improve opera-
tional efficiency.”

By end-2024, the drive towards a state 
of hyper-automation will drive organisa-
tions to adopt at least three out of the 20 
process-agnostic types of software that 
enable hyper-automation.

“North America, Western Europe and 
Japan together are on pace to account for 
77% of global RPA end-user spending in 
2022,” Tornbohm says. “North America will 
have the largest share at 48.5%, followed by 
Western Europe at 19% and Japan at 10%.”

What about the rest of Asia-Pacific? The 
surge in demand comes from financial 
services.

“Spending by the financial services sector 
in the Asia-Pacific region ex-Japan may 
grow at a CAGR (compound annual growth 
rate) of 35.8% to reach US$271 million in 
2024,” says Ashutosh Bisht, a senior research 
manager at global market intelligence firm 
IDC (International Data Corp). “The financial 
services sector in 2024 might represent over 
31% of the total RPA spending in this region.”

Although the growth rate took a slight 
dip in 2020, IDC estimates RPA spend will 
grow at a year-on-year rate of 34.4% to cross 
US$103 million in 2021.

“Leading organisations are doubling 
down on tech investments, such as auto-
mation, AI and cloud, and are identifying 
opportunities to survive and thrive in the 
next normal,” Ashutosh says. “As the CEO’s 
agenda develops to support digital initi-
atives, automation is fast becoming one 
cornerstone of the future enterprise.”

An example would be Singtel subsidiary 
NCS (the National Computer Systems Group), 
which is an early adopter and implementer 
of RPA for many of the largest public and 
private sector organisations.

“We have implemented more than 500 
RPA processes in finance, HR, IT, operations, 
procurement and sales,” says Sam Liew, 
managing partner of NCS’ government stra-
tegic business group. “We have deployed RPA 
platforms from different vendors, enabled 
programmes for companies to create ‘citizen 
developers’ and set up ROCs (robotic oper-
ating centres) as a managed service for 
customers.”

RPA RISKS
Is RPA foolproof ?

“Like all other tech, RPA is not fool-
proof,” says Liew, who is also president of 
the Singapore Computer Society (SCS). “RPA 
is an orchestration layer that mimics human 
actions across a diverse range of infrastruc-
ture, apps, networks and cybersecurity. A 
security breach at an application, infra-
structure or network layer will inadvertently 
affect the security of RPA. We start by adding 
security features at the bot scripting layer 
itself. NCS has also built its own version of 
AI operations — called iQOPS — with self-
healing bots to secure RPA operations at the 
apps, infra and network layers.”

The bright side is clear: RPA promises 
efficiency, simplifies compliance, reduces 
cost and mitigates operational risks.

But what about the flip side? Can it offer 
a tool for fraudsters to automate attacks?

“It could, all the more so since the 
pandemic began and forced hundreds of 
millions of consumers to go online from 
their home Wi-Fi networks,” says Rajat 
Maheshwari, Mastercard’s vice president 

of digital identity and cybersecurity for 
the Asia-Pacific region. “This trend has 
led to fraudsters creating fake accounts to 
victimise retailers and consumers.”

Fraudsters typically begin with small 
RPA programmes and move to more 
sophisticated ones. “Mastercard’s fraud 
and analytics network detected that 50% 
of cyberattacks are sophisticated attacks,” 
Rajat says. “Sophisticated bot attacks that 
use RPA could have a success rate 10 times 
higher than a basic attack. A sophisticated 
RPA-based attack can even bypass basic bot 
detection and other cybersecurity tools and 
firewalls in most cases.”

How does it work in reality? “For example, 
in an e-commerce webpage, attacks could 
begin at the account creation stage itself,” 
Rajat adds. “Fraudsters could use RPA to 
probe the environment and check for vulner-
abilities in the security systems. It is there-
fore crucial to detect and sew up all the 
vulnerability points — from login to trans-
action completion — to foil sophisticated 
RPA-initiated cyberattacks.”

Also, as companies adopt massive data 
analytics, they must determine how to iden-
tify risks created by datasets that integrate 
many types of sensitive customer informa-
tion. It would be ideal to collaborate with 
infrastructure and architecture teams to 
build crucial security services into stand-
ardised solutions for analytics and RPA.

“Teams must also incorporate security 
controls into analytics solutions that may not 
use a formal software development method-
ology,” global management consulting firm 
McKinsey notes. “As companies apply RPA, 
they must manage bot credentials effec-
tively and make sure that boundary cases — 
ones with unexpected or unusual factors or 
inputs that are outside normal limits — do 
not introduce security risks.”

How should one get teams involved? Start 
small and identify use cases for automation 
that your company needs to generate busi-
ness value. While it is prudent to implement 
integrated corporate security architecture, 
keep it simple and do not over-engineer 
solutions, advises KPMG, another of the Big 
Four accounting firms. However,the fear of 
missing out on the latest trends may prod 
companies to go on a buying spree and 
acquire tools that often go unused for lack 
of knowledgeable employees.

“Leverage your current technology stack 
first,” KPMG says. “There is an enormous 
amount of advanced automation capabilities 
that exist within current tooling; it is not 
necessary to look outside the organisation. 
Find colleagues with existing automation 
experience and make them part of the cyber 
team. It’s easier to take staff with previous 
experience using RPA in other areas of the 
business or with a previous employer and 
teach them how to apply RPA within cyber, 
than to take someone with basic cyber 
credentials and try to teach them RPA.”

Since we started with a software story, 
let’s end with another. When I first learnt 
software programming, I was worried about 
errors in my code and why something I 
wrote so rigorously wasn’t working. One 
day, I ran into a veteran programmer.

“Why are you looking so dejected, bro?” 
he asked me.

I explained my frustration to him.
“Don’t worry if it doesn’t work right,” he 

laughed. “If everything worked perfectly, 
you’d be out of a job.”

Raju Chellam is vice president of new tech-
nologies at Fusionex International, Asia’s 
leading big data analytics company
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T
he Covid-19 pandemic has been a cata-
lyst for businesses to adopt digitalisation. 
However, small and medium enterprises 
(SMEs) continue to face roadblocks in their 
digitalisation journey. 

While Malaysia’s e-commerce value 
soared by 33% to RM896 billion in 2020 
from RM675 billion in 2019, SME Corp — the 
agency tasked with drawing up policies and 
strategies for SMEs — found that the overall 
rate of digital adoption by Malaysian busi-
nesses “has not been really encouraging”.

Even though SMEs form 97.2% of the total 
number of business establishments in the 
country, only 53.9% were represented online 
in 2019, stated the agency. 

One of the major pain points for SMEs in 
the digitalisation game is the lack of access 
to funding, says Shayan Hazir, chief digital 
officer for Asean at HSBC. 

“It’s the way the banking [institution] has 
been set up. [Banks] consider [SMEs] high 
risk. When the market conditions are chal-
lenging, they will be impacted the most.”

Shayan’s answer to this conundrum is 
subscription-based digitalisation services 
for SMEs that promote transparency with 
no hidden charges, as well as offer better 
productivity and greater efficiency as the 
businesses can access all the services on a 
single platform. 

Speaking from his experience as head of 
global liquidity and cash management at 
HSBC Malaysia, Shayan says that in addi-
tion to making SME-focused commercial-
ised products and solutions simpler and 
easy to use, education and training play 
important roles in getting SMEs to adopt 
digitalisation. 

As most SMEs have limited finances, 
they may find it difficult to digitalise their 
entire business ecosystem at one go. He 
recommends that they prioritise digital-
ising the customer experience to start with.

Enabling digitalisation among SMEs
B Y  M A L E E N  B A LQ I S H  SA L L E H

S O L U T I O N S

 The pandemic has 
given us the confidence to 
try and test new things. I 
think that [innovation] is 
becoming quite normal 
within the industry now. 
Shayan

“Unless the customers are able 
to experience that change [through 
digitalisation], the value-added 
service, SMEs are not going to see 
benefits for their business on a 
long-term basis,” Shayan says.

SOLUTIONS TO ENHANCE 
OPERATIONS 
Recognising these gaps, HSBC has 
come up with a series of products 
and services that enable SMEs to 
not just digitalise their operations 
but also expand their market reach 
globally. 

“One of the positive outcomes 
that HSBC has experienced, espe-
cially in Malaysia, is that the 
pandemic has given us the confi-
dence to try and test new things. I 
think that [innovation] is becoming 
quite normal within the industry now,” 
Shayan observes. 

The pandemic has inspired more finan-
cial institutions including HSBC to shift 
from being exclusively a financial partner 
to their clients, to a digital consultant by 
providing solutions for digitalising their 
day-to-day business. 

As soon as a small business goes online 
on an e-commerce platform or creates its 
own official business social media account, 
it has entered a cross-border market and is 
accessible worldwide.

To enable SMEs to conduct fast and 
affordable cross-border transactions, the 
bank introduced the HSBC Global Wallet 
in January. With this product, users can 
send and receive money locally within the 
same day or on the next day. In addition, 
SMEs can receive payments in 10 curren-
cies, including the US dollar, the euro and 
the pound sterling.

“We want to enable SMEs to trade inter-
nationally more seamlessly. I think that’s 
one of the first main areas [where] the bank 
finds key added value that we want to bring 
through digitalisation,” says Shayan.

This is not the bank’s first product for 
digitalising the business process. Last year, 
HSBC promoted omnichannel payment 
through its Omni Collect platform. 

Available for both e-commerce and over-
the-counter transactions, Omni Collect 
supports multiple cards and e-wallets, FPX 
bank transfers and QR Scan and Pay for a 
swift payment experience for businesses 
and customers. 

By implementing Omni Collect in their 
businesses, SMEs will be able to accept 
all forms of payments through a single 
point-of-sale (POS) system instead of having 
multiple POS terminals on their counters. 

Additionally, the platform gives 
consumers the option of using any payment 
gateway they prefer with any POS system, 
Shayan says. 

Apart from managing their daily business 
operations, SMEs are also often required to 
sign many documents pertaining to their 
financial transactions, but strict physical 
distancing protocols imposed at the height 
of the coronavirus pandemic prevented them 
from visiting bank branches physically.

To create a seamless and safe experience 
while ensuring their clients’ businesses 
continued to run smoothly, HSBC introduced 
the Live Sign feature — a cloud-based solution 
that allows its customers to sign agreements 
electronically from any device or location. 

Shayan says that the Live Sign feature 
is embedded with industry-standard secu-
rity encryptions, giving HSBC the confi-
dence that all information is transmitted 
via secure channels. 

“Generally, it’s a mindset shift [to accept 
that digital signatures are as safe as phys-
ical ones]. Although the bank can provide 
services on the best, most secure channels, 
it’s really the customers themselves that 
have to accept the change.”

COLLABORATION IS KEY 
Shayan adds that the bank is cognisant of 
the fact that collaborations are crucial for 
HSBC to continue to innovate. This can be 
seen in its product offerings where the bank 
often has partnerships with fintech compa-
nies that are experts in the specific areas. 

“Let’s be honest, we’re not going to be the 
best at everything. It’s better to give people 
who are experts in their specific fields the 
opportunity to access a global customer 
base [through HSBC] rather than us trying 
to create another company to deliver that 
specific solution,” he explains.

Shayan has similar views about digital 
banks. Rather than regarding the newly 
approved financial institutions as compe-
tition, he sees their presence as an oppor-
tunity for digital and traditional banks to 
work closely together.

He says that digital and traditional banks 
are likely to eventually offer similar products 
as both are working towards digitalisation, 
but what sets international banks such as 
HSBC apart is their ability to act as a launch 
pad for businesses to reach global markets. 

“SMEs will come to a point in their life-
cycle where they would want to expand over-
seas. As they grow, their needs will change 
from offering micro services into more 
complex management solutions including 
shared services, structured trade and foreign 
exchange and hedging capabilities. These 
kinds of complexities will be where we 
come into the picture as a trusted adviser 
to help them grow into mature corporate 
customers,” Shayan says. 

To further improve its offerings to SMEs, 
HSBC is actively looking into commercial-
ising the application of blockchain in trade 
finance transactions across all its markets. 

Shayan also recognises the importance 
of banking as a service (BaaS). HSBC has 
already practised BaaS in the US by lever-
aging cloud platforms such as Oracle and 
NetSuite to offer financial products, and 
is looking to deploy it in the Asian region 
next with a localised strategy. 

HSBC has come up with a series of 
products and services that enable 
SMEs to not just digitalise their 
operations but also expand their 
market reach globally

The bank’s Omni Collect platform is available for both e-commerce and over-the-
counter transactions

ZAHID IZZANI BIN MOHD SAID/THE EDGE
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I N F O G R A P H I C

Buy Now, Pay Later (BNPL) has become a popular 
and convenient option for consumers to pay for 
items purchased online or over-the-counter 

in instalments. A trend that accelerated at the height 
of the Covid-19 pandemic, BNPL has been useful to 
the underserved communities as companies such as 
Shopee, with its SPayLater, and Grab, with its PayLater, 
were able to extend credit to everyone, including the 
unbanked, which comprises 8% of Malaysia’s adult 
population, according to Bank Negara Malaysia’s 
Malaysia Experience in Financial Inclusion: Unlocking 
Shared Benefits for All through Inclusive Finance report.

The BNPL adoption rate in Malaysia is expected to 
grow steadily at a compound annual growth rate of 49% 
between 2021 and 2028, says Research and Markets 
in its Buy Now Pay Later Market report. In addition, the 
BNPL gross merchandise value is expected to reach 
US$6.6 billion (RM30 billion) by 2028. 

Banks could lose out on revenue by not acting 
quickly. Based on the McKinsey Consumer Lending 
Pool data, it is estimated that BNPL fintech firms in the 

US have already diverted away US$8 million to US$10 
million of annual revenue from banks. 

While fintech companies are leading the race 
as pioneers of the BNPL industry, there are ample 
opportunities for banks and retailers to tap into this 
space. Toronto-headquartered RBC Capital Markets told 
CNBC that BNPL options are estimated to increase retail 
conversion rates by between 20% and 30% and lift the 
average ticket size by between 30% and 50%. 

Based on the study of BNPL user penetration by 
generation in the US market between 2018 and 2025, 
Gen Z digital consumers make up the largest group of 
BNPL users, followed by Gen X, and the trend is forecast to 
continue rising. BNPL will be an important gateway to tap 
the Gen Z market for retailers. 

To help retailers leverage the booming growth of 
BNPL, Mambu — a Berlin-based global cloud banking 
platform — and Deloitte have published guidelines for 
retailers. The Deloitte and Mambu Guide to Buy Now, Pay 
Later report outlines the key design principles needed to 
make the short-term financing scheme successful. 

FIRST STEPS TO BUILDING
A BNPL OFFERING 

BENEFITS FOR BNPL LENDERS BEYOND PURCHASING FINANCING FIVE KEY DESIGN PRINCIPLES FOR  
A SUCCESSFUL BNPL OFFERING

US BNPL: User penetration (by generation) (2018 to 2025)

% of digital buyers in each group

2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

Gen Z

Gen X

Baby boomers

Millennials

0.6
0.1 1.0 2.9

6.2
9.4

12.0 13.5 14.8

1.4

9.2

18.0

30.3

37.2
39.5 40.6 40.6

1.7

10.9

21.6

36.8

44.1
46.5 47.3 47.4

4.5

9.7

17.2

23.1
26.3

28.7
30.9

Attract new retail 
banking customers at a 
lower acquisition cost 
For example, BNPL 
offerings can be used to 
build a more attractive 
shopping experience 

Leverage customer data to improve 
the value proposition of the 
merchant’s loyalty programme and 
provide customers with better, 
targeted offers

BANKS THAT LAUNCH THEIR OWN BNPL OFFERINGS 

RETAILERS THAT LAUNCH THEIR OWN BNPL OFFERINGS Proactive marketing  
and branding  
Leverage marketing points such 
as social media influencers to raise 
awareness of BNPL and make it the 
payment of choice for consumers

Immediate credit 
risk decisions 
and fraud 
detection upon 
application

Ease of 
integration and 
data sharing 

Differentiated 
value 
proposition 
compared with 
other BNPL 
suppliers 
This can be 
offered through 
discounts, loyalty 
points and 
exclusive benefits

Seamless 
customer 
experience 

 

Ability to 
strengthen, 
entrench and 
monetise 
existing 
relationships 
with merchants

Attract new 
merchant 
clients 
looking to 
introduce 
BNPL 
offerings

Create cross-selling 
opportunities  
BNPL data can be used to 
offer additional products and 
value-added services such as 
management tools, affiliate 
marketing and analytics-as-
a-service

Ability to partner with 
banking-as-a-service 
(BaaS) providers to offer 
customers financial 
products

Tapping into the  

BNPL
market

 SOURCE: DELOITTE AND MAMBU GUIDE TO BUY NOW, PAY LATER  |  COMPILED BY MALEEN BALQISH SALLEH  |  INFOGRAPHIC BY ONG XIAO HU/ THE EDGE

CITIZENS ADVICE, DELOITTE, THIS IS MONEY

FAVOURABLE 
MARKET 
INDICATORS 
FOR 
LAUNCHING 
A BNPL 
PROPOSITION

BNPL

Evolving government 
regulations to include 
BNPL

A high proportion of 
young and engaged 

digital natives 

Low credit accessibility and 
disrupted user experience

Elevated e-commerce and 
market concentration

Go-to-market 
Bundle the offering within your portfolio and 
bring the minimum viable product to life

Value proposition  
Understand your target 

customers’ needs and test the 
best business model that fits 

their needs

Technology and data 
 Leverage partners with next-gen 

solutions to launch customer-centric 
BNPL offerings in three to six months 

and design the most efficient, least 
disruptive BNPL workflow based on 

your business strategy

Risk and compliance  
Define the risk appetite, model and 
strategy for your BNPL offerings. 

Develop a legal framework and fraud 
detection for your BNPL offerings, 

including the collection management 
journey that fits your customers

Skills and capabilities 
Invest in specialised talent in 
critical areas to complement 
your existing teams such as 

account managers and risk team 
for your BNPL offerings
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