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Unless clearly stated otherwise, mention of 'open source' in this document is taken to include both
open source software, as defined by the Open Source Initiative free software, as defined by the Free
Software Foundation.1
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As in every country in the world, users in Malaysia are increasingly using open source and free
software solutions alongside proprietary software.  Recently, the mainstream and computer media
have begun to focus attention on the issue.  But developments and promotional activity has been
underway for much longer in the computer community.

This document aims to document the existing activity within Malaysia in the open source area,
especially in the Government sphere, lists some of the key players, and documents current and
future initiatives.

ó
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Although there have been some words from the Government showing an interest in open source for
some years, the major activities started happening in 2002.  After attending the 'Malaysian National
Open Source Conference 20022, the Minister for Energy, Communications and Multimedia, Leo
Moggie, said that the Government would begin to implement OSS in its various departments and
ministries.3  

Officially, the Malaysian Government is neither strongly for or against open source or proprietary
software.  The Malaysian Prime Minister, Dr Mahathir Mohamad, an influential force in
Government policy, stated in September 2002 that “We are not guided by any bias against
proprietary software, we are only concerned about the interests of the country”4.

The Government has made a series of other statements showing the Government is aware that open
source confers not only financial, but also many other benefits:

1 Free Software Foundation – www.fsf.org
2 Malaysian NOSCE 2002 conference home page - http  ://  opensource.upsi.edu.my  
3 http://asia.cnet.com/newstech/systems/0,39001153,39071821,00.htm
4 http://www.theinquirer.net//?article=5348
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“The Government's view is that we have to encourage the development and
utilisation of Open Source software”5

“It is important for our nation to be self reliant in core ICT security areas and not to
depend solely on foreign based technology”6

“Open source  allows users the freedom to run, modify or redistribute the original
program, an important element in the use of software in schools”7

However, open source promoters in Malaysia believe it may not be enough to investigate and
deploy open source in some areas – they argue that an official open source policy is necessary.
With this in mind, an industry group 'PIKOM' submitted a white paper8 on open source to the
Government in April 2002, proposing a Government policy should be made public, based on the
following aims:

= The Malaysian Government should consider open source solutions alongside
proprietary solutions

= Government solutions should be based on open standards
= The Government would use open source for its own products and services
= The Government should promote and provide incentives to encourage open source
usage in the private sector

=

Since this white paper, there has been no official statement on an open source policy.  However,
sources in some Government departments have suggested that recently, projects seeking funding
from Government have been advisConclusioned that they have a greater change of receiving funds
if they use open source software.

5 http://star-  techcentral.com  /tech/  story.asp  ?file=/2002/4/12/technology/12oss&sec=technology  
6 http://star-techcentral.com/tech/story.asp?file=/2002/9/9/technology/09oss&sec=technology
7 Sun Press Release : http://  sg.sun.com  /  hotnews  /press/2002/04oct.html   
8 PIKOM white paper : http://  www.pikom.org.my  /  sig  /  os  _minutes/Open_  sourceMECM.pdf  
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PIKOM is the Association of the Computer and Multimedia Industry of Malaysia.  PIKOM has
many special interest groups.  One group is the open source special interest group (OS SIG9), which
is quite influential in Malaysia.  One of their major initiatives is to have presented a white paper to
Government, proposing an official national policy on open source.   They are involved with several
other initiatives, and have regular physical meetings.  A key member of the PIKOM group, Dinesh
Nair, is presenting an additional paper on Open Source in Malaysia, he will elaborate on PIKOM's
activities in his paper.
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The 'Malaysian Open Source Group' is the main forum for those most interested in programming
open source – those who are less worried about policy, more about getting open source code written
and released.  The web site itself is not kept up to date, but the mailing list is a valuable way to meet
open source programmers in Malaysia.  Many of the key people promoting open source within
Malaysia are members of the list, as well as many knowledgeable programmers.

Œ£¢I¤…¤

MNCC10 is the Malaysian National Computer Federation.  Their stated aims are to develop a large
body of IT professionals in Malaysia, and to create an information rich society11.  One of MNCC's
most prominent activities is the promotion of open source.  Similar to PIKOM, the have a open
source special interest group, OS SIG.  Recently, this group has 

¥ conducted OSS familiarization workshops for schools
¥ conducted hands-on sessions to show OSS usage in a typical office environment
¥ offered scholarships to train MNCC members to become Linux trainers 

as well as several other activities.  They also have an active mailing list to discuss open source
within Malaysia.

9 PIKOM OS SIG homepage : http://www.pikom.org.my/sig/open_  source.htm  
10 MNCC homepage : http://  www.mncc.com.my  /  
11 MNCC – Aims, Vision etc : http://www.mncc.com.my/  aboutmncc.htm  
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The 'Malaysian Administrative Modernisation & Management Planning Unit” has formed a OSS
Task Force to explore the potential of open source.  MAMPU are responsible for procurement for
all Government ICT projects, therefore their influence is considerable.

The head of MAMPU, Director-General Datuk Dr Muhammad Rais Abdul Karim, has shown
strong interest in open source, but has cautioned that many (proprietary) public sector projects had
already been signed, and MAMPU could not “simply go back on them”.12

MAMPU’s policy so far is mainly to promote Linux, rather than open source in general.  Some
open source activists worry that focusing on just one system risks replacing a Microsoft monopoly
with a Linux monopoly, and does not sufficiently promote the benefits of open source other than
saving costs.  MAMPU argue that pragmatically, Linux has the most functionality, saves costs,  and
should be rolled out first, and that the wider benefits of open source will follow.

MAMPU’s task force comprises representatives from PIKOM as well as several other interested
parties.  However, no official policy statements have been released recently, although there is
indication of activity going on behind the scenes.

Þ•â4Þ•ãuämåoæ�ç
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MIMOS was originally founded back in 1985 as a technology advisor to the Government.  MIMOS
originally stood for ‘Malaysian Institute of Micro-electronic Systems’.  Now, MIMOS’s is an R&D
organization with strong links to the Government, and is fully owned by the Malaysian
Government.  MIMOS is involved in many areas, including running Malaysia’s first ISP, local
computer manufacture,  promoting ICT security standards, building e-payment infrastructure,
advising on national ICT policy, promoting open source, and advising on and deploying systems
intended to alleviate the ‘digital divide’.

Since it’s earliest days, MIMOS has been a strong believer in the use of open source.  At the lowest
level, almost all of the core infrastructure of MIMOS has been built on open source software,
including a diverse range of perhaps 50 web sites related to various initiatives over the years.  There
are widespread open source skills in MIMOS, and people only ever deploy proprietary solutions
when open source solutions have been carefully evaluated, and for some reason, are not acceptable
as a solution.  

I work in the open source group within MIMOS.  We have a team of 20 staff, who are passionate
about open source, and are tasked with promoting and implementing open source usage in

12 http://star-techcentral.com/tech/story.asp?file=/2002/4/22/technology/22oss&sec=technology
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Malaysia.  To give you a feeling of the level to which we use open source, our whole group of 20
shares a single copy of Microsoft Word, installed on an old legacy PC.

MIMOS and others, both inside and outside the Government sphere have made several major
initiatives to promote open source.  I will discuss these below.  Obviously, I am more aware of the
details of MIMOS initiatives than others, and I apologise for any omissions or errors.
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Listed below is just a non-exhaustive list of some of the open source initiatives that have been
launched in Malaysia over the last few years, to give a flavour of what is happening.  
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There have been some high profile launches of open source based PC's by Malaysian companies. 
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 The highest profile so far has been the so called 'National Computer', or 'Komputer Nasional',
abbreviated to 'KOMNAS13', produced by a large Malaysian conglomerate, DRB-HICOM14.  This
was launched during 2002.  It features a customized Linux front-end, localized to use Bahasa
Melayu, the main language of Malaysia.  It is targetted as a low-price consumer product, with
internet, 'office' and multimedia software.

†‡Ž�†w…•Š&‰••’‘$“

MIMOS Smart Computing15 recently launched an open source based computer, called 'Aura'16, also
targetted as a low-cost consumer device, bundled with all the key open source applications.
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In early 2002, the Malaysian Government decided to try to encourage migration of systems from
proprietary software to open source, by beginning migration of some of its own departments to
open source.  The Treasury department was chosen as one pilot study17.  MIMOS was asked to
undertake this migration.  

The policy chosen was to look for ways to have a significant impact on the 'bottom line', i.e. to save
costs.  This is necessary to demonstrate that open source has immediate financial benefits, as well
as longer term freedom benefits.  It was hoped  that if we could demonstrate clear cost reductions,
other Government departments would begin their own deployments, whether or not an official
Government policy had been put in place.

13 KOMNAS homepage - http://  www.komnas.com  /  
14 DRB HICOM homepage - http://  www.drb  -  hicom.com  /   
15 MIMOS Smart Computing homepage - http://  www.smart.com.my  /   
16 MIMOS Smart Computing Aura product description - http://www.smart.com.my/smart_product_  aura.htm   
17 CNET Asia – Malaysia backs open source - http://asia.cnet.com/newstech/systems/0,39001153,39071821,00.htm 
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Since a major cost for a department such as the Treasury department, with a large number of
employees, is the cost of an Microsoft Office license for every desktop, we decided to first migrate
some Microsoft Office users to Open Office.  Technically, this is relatively easy to achieve, since
there were few applications that required the functionality of Microsoft Office, so OpenOffice is
technically almost a 'drop in' replacement.  So far, the following has been achieved:

ö Over 400 users had 'Open Office' on their existing Microsoft Windows desktop. 
÷ Over 500 users were given  Open Office training, and/or open source awareness

training.
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Of course, this migration was not a totally seamless process.  Based on our experiences, we can see
that three key issues need to be solved for a successful migration from Microsoft Office to Open
Office:

� Data contents are properly converted when opening MS-Office documents in
Open Office, but presentation contents (appearance) conversion is not perfect

� A clear policy related to information interchange with parties outside the
organisation needs to be established, and this may inhibit full open source
deployment

� Users will respond best if there is a clear policy statement from the top of the
organisation, stating why migration is necessary and the benefits.  Once the
management communicate this to their staff, user are generally willing to migrate.

�����������������! "��#
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The next phase in the migration of the Treasury Department to open source will involve migrating
key servers and applications.  Initial studies suggest that some applications are very tightly tied to
proprietary solutions, while others will be more easy to migrate.  In particular, systems using web
front-ends will be easier to migrate than those using proprietary front-ends.  Therefore, we
encourage the Malaysian Treasury Department and others to build systems using web-based front-
ends wherever possible, and preferably, to ensure that the frontend is primarily written for Mozilla
or other open source browsers, with compatibility testing done for IE, rather than the other way
around. MIMOS is now presenting our proposal for this further migration.
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MIMOS was asked by the Malaysian Government to produce a technical framework for the
procurement and bidding process for a programme called 'Bridging the Digital Divide', for which
the Malaysian Government as allocated a large amount of funding.

The requirement is for MIMOS to lay down guidelines to assist 3rd parties in the bidding process, to
understand the kind of proposals that will be acceptable, to propose some solutions, and to
recommend technical standards that should be followed.

As well as a number of standards not related to open source (for example, adherence to international
security standards, using usual principles of software engineering, re-using existing software tools
wherever possible, etc), MIMOS also recommended some open source standards.  In summary:

˜ open source solutions should be used wherever possible
™ if non-open source solutions were proposed, migration plans to open source

should be included, as well as a description of how a closed, proprietary solution
could impact the whole project

š data interchange and storage should be using formats that are accessible to open
source

To demonstrate that it is possible to implement systems using these standards, MIMOS has just
deployed one 'community centre' system at a remote rural location, using only open source
solutions (Linux, Open Office, Mozilla etc) on a thin client architecture18.  This is used to access the
internet as well as custom web content19 designed for the needs of the remote community.   Initial
feedback from the remote users is positive.
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MIMOS has recently (January 2003) launched an 'Asian Open Source Centre', at
www.AsiaOSC.org .  The stated aims of the centre are to:

³ Promote open source and free software in Asia.
´ Provide a hub of information about open source activities in Asia.
µ Encourage use of open source to address widespread Asian issues such as

producing localized software and content, and bridging the 'digital divide'.
¶ Improve networking and collaboration between Asian open source developers and

18 Details of MIMOS thin client system - http://  opensource.mimos.my  /presence/  mimosOSS  /  html  /  mimosTC.php   
19 Custom web content for this rural site - http://  www.pamahkulat.net.my  /   
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policy-makers.
Þ Lower the barriers to entering the open source software development community.
ß Help to establish a large pool of open source software developers in Asia.
à Allow Asian open source related organisations to promote their own products and

services.

The centre has had a good initial response.  Although recently launch, we are seeing around 200-
300 visitors per day to the web site, and have posted articles related to open source by registered
users from India, Malaysia and China, and are in contact with interested parties from several other
countries, including Japan, Bangladesh and Myanmar. The OSI initiative website
www.opensource.org     , the 'home' of open source, has recently linked to our site.
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Over the past few years, the teaching of open source in formal education has not been widespread.
Many students leave school or University with a good knowledge of Microsoft programming and
products, but little knowledge of open source concepts or products.  However, there have recently
been a number of initiatives to change this.  These include:

ñ A study by the Education Ministry to assess the feasibility of introducing the use
of open source in Government schools, begun in October 200220

ò Sun Microsystems donated $US125 million worth of its Star Office package21 to
schools, which was claimed would benefit 2.5 million students.  Star Office is the
'brother' application of the open source 'Open Office'.

ó MIMOS Berhad is working with the Ministry of Education to include some open
source topics in the syllabus for Malaysian Technical Schools

ô A number of training centres have been opened to teach Linux, including
initiatives by Linuxcare22, UNITEM23 (the Open University) as well as UNISEL24

(the Industrial University).  The latter was chosen as a venue for one of
Malaysia's largest states, Selangor, to train its staff on open source.

A recent large scale deployment of technology to schools was made, giving laptops to teachers to

20 Education Department to study OSS : http://  www.sapura.com.my  /  edusys  /  default.asp  ?id=1&menu=news   
21 CNET Asia : http://asia.cnet.com/newstech/applications/0,39001094,39088081,00.htm 
22 Linuxcare and Open Source Systems Sdn Bhd training : http://  www.linuxcare.com  /about-us/press-center/press-  

release/2000/05-17-00-  malaysia.epl   
23 UNITEM Linux Competency Centre Announcement : http://star-

techcentral.com/tech/story.asp?file=/2002/9/2/technology/02linux&sec=technology 
24 UNISEL Linux Competency Centre Announcement : http://  www.aldrich.com.my  /news/events/  unisel  _  signing.htm   
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help them to teach Science and Maths in the English language, which is a recently changed
Government policy.  Unfortunately, those laptops do not employ open source software.  It is hoped
that we can influence further rollout of this initiative to include open source software.

798;:�<>=@?BAC<EDF?G8EHJILK48,MONP:QD�R

Malaysia is lucky in that its most commonly used language, Bahasa Melayu, is written in the latin
font.  Therefore, software localization issues are much simpler than for countries such as Thailand
and Japan.

Until recently, open source applications have been predominantly used by those technically
educated people who are also quite good at English.  Therefore, the moves to localize open source
applications into Bahasa Melayu have only begun in earnest in the last couple of years.  Having said
that, some key applications are either completely localized (Mozilla browser25) or the projects are
well under way (OpenOffice26.  GNOME27, KDE28 and various GNU software29).  MIMOS Berhad
hopes to be able to help these various projects to accelerate and perhaps complete during 2003.

There is currently no 'Linux for Malaysia' distribution.  In MIMOS Berhad, we considered such a
project, but we are wary of the proliferation of hundreds of small Linux distributions, and are
worried that this will 'finely divide' open source skills into many different, but similar, projects.
Rather, we believe effort may be best spent in localizing the key applications, and releasing these to
the worldwide open source community, so that major Linux distributions such as Red Hat and
Mandrake will in future have install options for Bahasa Melayu.  This will achieve our objectives of
a localized Linux, without the risk of a code split.

Having said that, MIMOS and others (for example KOMNAS, mentioned above) have
experimented with customizing Linux with localized and/or simplified front-ends, for various niche
markets.

I should also mention that there are several other languages commonly used in Malaysia.   The main
ones are Chinese and Tamil.  The localization projects for these are mainly leveraging on existing
efforts underway or completed in China and India respectively.

SUTWVYX[Z]\_^a`�TbV

In conclusion, the open source movement in Malaysia has good support from the Government.

25 Mozilla localization project : http://  www.ikhlas.com  /  meksom  /   
26 OpenOffice localization project : http://  oo  -l10n-  my.sourceforge.net  /   
27 GNOME localization project : http://  gabai.sourceforge.net  /   
28 KDE localization project : http://  groups.yahoo.com  /group/kedidi2002/  
29 GNU software localization project : http://  munsyi.sourceforge.net  /  index.php   
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There is a long way to go, and proprietary software use is still very high.  However, the last couple
of years have seen a growth in public and Government awareness, a large number of initiatives to
promote open source in Malaysia, and many of these initiatives are beginning to pay dividends.

Finally I would like to thank the co-hosts, CICC and NECTEC, for an hosting the symposium, an
inspired initiative.

Imran William Smith

Mimos Berhad

February 2003
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