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Chancellor, Vice Chancellor, Members of the Council, Deans, Faculty, honored guests from near and far.
I am privileged to have this opportunity to share some ideas with you on the happy occasion of the 10th anniversary of the Sabaragamuwa University.  After having lived abroad most of the past 25 years, I renewed my knowledge of Sabaragamuwa in a rather unusual way, pouring over detailed statistical and geographical information on this province in the course of the design of the e Sri Lanka Initiative in 2002-03.  Therefore, I believe it appropriate for me to place the Internet at the center of the conversation today.

Age of the Internet

What does the Internet allow us to do?  It is:

· A means of interpersonal communication, an example being an e-mail that is sent by a student at Belihuloya to his friend in Colombo.  Of course, this is just the simplest form: there is the transmittal of pictures along with text, the conduct of telephone conversations, and so on.
· A means of “broadcasting” information, ranging from the innocent addition of 5-6 more e-mail addresses to that e-mail sent out from Belihuloya to the transmission of the ubiquitous spam that has become the bane of Internet users.
· A means of retrieving information, an example being my use of the website www.sab.ac.lk to learn about your institution.
· A means of publication, either in the form of a conventional static website such as www.sab.ac.lk or in the form of a more dynamic blog that is updated frequently. In the former case, the web serves a function similar to a conventional publication, which assigns all the power to the publisher.  In the latter, the reader has more power, in the sense that he or she can also contribute to the content.  In effect, we get a synthesis of publication and communication, a new form of publication where the line between the roles of author and reader are blurred.

· Now, with the Internet of things, we will also be using the Internet for communication between machines.  For example, Dr Anura Jayasumana, an alumnus of the University of Moratuwa now teaching at Colorado State University, has been talking to us about sensing devices embedded in dams communicating with ‘motes’ (relatively inexpensive smart communication devices that can be sown in the vicinity) which will in turn self-organize themselves to connect to the Internet and thereby communicate with qualified analysts who can determine if any signs of structural failure are present.  There are humans at the end of the chain, but for the most part the communication will be among things.  
One could ask me whether some/all of these things cannot be done using the ubiquitous mobile phones.  Yes.  I am using the term Internet in a broad sense that subsumes other interactive media such as the fixed and mobile telephony.  

World economy and the Internet

The world economy is becoming more knowledge intensive and communication dependent.  Leaving aside the question of cause and effect, clearly the Internet and the old things that can be done better through it and the new things that can be done for the first time through it are integrally connected to the effective functioning in the world economy.  

It is not that we need the Internet to mine the gems this province is famous for; but that it is likely that those gems will fetch a better price if we use the Internet to market them worldwide.  

So this is the essence of the age of the Internet:  the lowering of time and space barriers to those who have access to its full potential; the further marginalization of those without that access.

I did not say that marginalization is bad.  Marginalization, separation, isolation are what a vanavasi monk needs to pursue his search for truth.  The last thing he needs in the aranya is the Internet.  

I believe that marginalization is the opposite of what is needed by this island and its 20 million inhabitants.  We need greater integration and engagement with the world, not less.  We need to improve the terms of integration: from exporting housemaids to knowledge process outsourcing; from exporting agricultural and industrial commodities to flourishing in niche markets in agricultural and industrial value-added products.  
In these tasks, the university and the Internet both have vital roles to play.  In the next few minutes I hope to shed light on those roles, with emphasis on the university.     

Sri Lanka in the World Economy

Sri Lanka is already highly globalized.  Around two million of our people live abroad: most temporarily and many separated from their families.  
The ratio of exports plus imports to the GDP is around 75 per cent, which makes us heavily trade dependent.  We are more liberal than our peers with regard to international trade.  
We import; therefore we must export.  Wealth creation and job creation in Sri Lanka depend on exports.  We can continue to export agricultural products, but that is a difficult path because we are not the lowest-cost producers.  Vietnam and Kenya can sell tea for less than it costs to produce it here. 
For the companies that add value to rubber, it is now cheaper to import rubber than to use local raw material.  We can be successful agricultural exporters only if we create and exploit niches, where higher quality and differentiation can sustain higher prices.  The story is no different in industry.  
Niche markets in agriculture and industry can be created and sustained only by the continued application of knowledge and extensive interaction between supplier and consumer.  

These are also the ingredients essential for success in the services sector, already the largest in Sri Lanka (54 per cent of the economy; contributing to 63 per cent of growth and employing 43 per cent of the workforce).  I will illustrate the key issues that are involved in moving up the value chains using the examples of business process outsourcing (BPOs) and knowledge process outsourcing (KPOs).

From BPO to KPO

Business process outsourcing involves the reengineering of a business process and outsourcing certain components to specialists who are more efficient in those areas.  Those who provide these services need not be located in the same place as the firm.  In some cases, they can be in a different time zone and may be even on a different continent as long as there is adequate connectivity through telecommunications.  The key elements are reliance on telecommunications, computer-based information systems and specialization.  

BPO activity started in the early 1990s in the American Midwest, in Ireland and in India.  By the late 1990s, India, particularly southern India, had become a major BPO supplier.  But Sri Lanka, despite its many similarities with Southern India, missed the bus.  It was only in 2004 that Sri Lanka attracted significant BPO business.  The reasons lie in wrong decisions taken from 1997 onward.  

In 1997, the government gave a five-year exclusivity to Sri Lanka Telecom and the Japanese company that undertook to manage it.  Instead of trying to develop international services in ways that would serve current and future customers, they spent all their efforts defending this misguided and ambiguous monopoly.  Court cases proliferated instead of new business.  
Not seeing redundancy in international telecommunications supply, not seeing flexibility in pricing and service options, BPO business bypassed Sri Lanka.  

It was only in 2003, after the Wickremesinghe government decisively ended the international exclusivity that BPOs started looking at Sri Lanka.  The HSBC regional resource center in Rajagiriya is Sri Lanka’s first high-profile BPO operation.  It now houses over 1,500 workers and is looking to expand to 2,500. 

But one would be justified in arguing that BPOs like the HSBC Center do not require much knowledge; after all, they are hiring school leavers with a command of English, not university graduates.   

As in agriculture and industry, we cannot make our way in the world as the lowest-cost supplier of services.  China, Vietnam and even India will outperform us on that criterion.  
Business process has many components, some basic, like answering phone calls, and some quite advanced and requiring highly skilled staff like the services provided by Amba Research, an investment research company based in Colombo but providing services worldwide.  Higher value-addition services like Amba, and those provided by medical researchers, architects, engineers and similar knowledge professionals are called KPO, or knowledge process outsourcing.       

If you can’t be the lowest-cost supplier, you should carve out a specialization, or in other words, become a niche supplier.  That’s what companies like Brandix and MAS are doing in apparel.  There is less competition and the returns are higher.  But it’s not easy to find and occupy the niche.    

What is the principal barrier to KPO?  The quality and quantity of the pool of workers.  In the BPO business, you can push back the labor-constraint boundary by going to regional centers like Kandy and Matara, or by engaging the services of accent-neutralization specialists.  It may be more difficult to improve the labor pool for KPOs.  KPO requires more than the ability to speak English in a particular way; it requires creative individuals.   
The answer to the question of whether Sri Lanka’s human resources are of adequate quality tends to be a Pollyannaish recitation of how intelligent our people are and how Sri Lanka is only second to the UK in absolute numbers of British-certified accountants.  

It is common in Sri Lanka to equate the ability to pass exams with intelligence and creativity.  For certain activities, the kinds of skills that are needed to pass closed-book, time-limited examinations are very important.  Indeed, these skills are well suited for success in the kinds of routine back-office work that have been outsourced by US and European companies since the 1990s.  

But it would be a serious mistake to conclude that the exam-centered educational culture that dominates Sri Lanka prepares people for the kinds of creative functions expected in the KPO industry.  Creativity does not come from rote learning and regurgitation of established facts.  The skills most useful in passing exams may in fact hinder the development of creativity.  

There is no syllabus for creativity; no list of required texts.  Base knowledge is important, but not enough.  Application of concepts to new and previously unimagined situations is what creativity is about, minimally.  Maximally, it is about developing new concepts and discovering new facts. 

Can creativity be taught?

We know that rote learning is not learning that leads to creativity.  We know that sticking to the syllabus and acing the exam is won’t do it.  It’s relatively easy to describe what learning that is conducive to creativity is not; but much harder to say what it is.  But this is a vital conversation we must begin now, if we are not to be 10 years behind on KPO as well.
The actions that are needed to succeed in the KPO space are not very different from those required to succeed in agricultural and industrial niche markets.  Obviously, the university has a vital role to play.   

In this final section, I will point to some of the contributions that the Internet can make to foster creativity.  This is by no means the sum total of what is required.  You as members of the university community must decide what will work in your specific environment.

Learning to learn

When I was teaching in the United States, we used to talk about the half life of different kinds of knowledge.  In the classics and languages departments it was long; in computer science it was very short.  Half of what your learned in university would be obsolete within 2-3 years of graduation. 
In this context, we began to emphasize “learning to learn” as an important and integral part of education.  We told our students that they never could stop learning and that learning how to learn more about the subject was more important than mastering the minutiae of a subject.  

Here, the Internet is indispensable.  I used to make my students sit through lectures by librarians on how to tell good information from bad, but over time I saw the librarians begin to teach them how to extract good information from the Internet, rather than just from what was available at the library.  

Now that I am running a research organization, far from libraries, I truly appreciate how much good information I can find on the Net.  I also wish I have high quality librarians like the ones I used to work with at Ohio State to tell my researchers how to winnow good information from bad.    

Just-in-time learning

In the old order, learning was done in the 3-4 years one spent at university.  If something was not taught in the period, too bad.  

But now, things are very different.  People like me who live off their knowledge are expected to have comprehensive knowledge about any matter than falls within the broad purview of their subjects.  
Let me give you a real-life example:  my work on advising the government and stakeholders in Bangladesh on the new submarine cable.  I was asked to address a large gathering of stakeholders, including the Minister, in the middle of all this.  Because of the short notice I was given, I had to develop an informative and persuasive presentation at very short notice.

I was able to do so, because (a) I had the knowledge of the underlying theoretical issues of competition, essential facilities, access regimes, etc.  (b) I had a network of contacts who quickly responded to my information requests and (c) I had the Internet. 

I knew what questions to ask; I was able to get quick confirmation that my questions were the right ones and additional leads on where to find answers; I was able to contact my colleagues quickly and efficiently and to find the knowledge that both they and google pointed to.  

The Internet was indispensable, but that is not the main point.  The main point is that the knowledge had to be generated just in time.  The subject was so esoteric that it was unlikely that we could have found a specialist with readymade knowledge on issues of facing a country connecting to an undersea cable for the first time.  My presentation rested on information on the issues faced by West African countries in similar circumstances in 2002.                

The just-in-time presentation and the subsequent op-ed piece that I wrote for a Bangladesh daily were very effective, not yet in devising an optimal access regime for the submarine cable but in changing the terms of the debate as to how it should be done.    

This is the model we are planning to use in the work of our research and capacity building organization LIRNEasia, where we will build up policy intellectuals in each of the countries we work in who can assemble knowledge on ICT policy and regulation issues quickly, drawing from core theoretical knowledge and from the networks they belong to.  When we build this local capacity, we will not seek to make them expert on every conceivable topic, but to make sure they have a firm command of the basics and are ready and equipped to learn just-in-time.

Open-source research

“Given enough eyeballs, all bugs are shallow.”  This is Linus’s Law, and one of the main selling points of open-source software.  Because the software has been looked over by so many users or co-developers who have all contributed by spotting its weaknesses or bugs, open-source software tends to be more robust than proprietary software.    

In the kind of policy relevant research that we do, speed is important.  So is accuracy.  Our solution is open-source research.

We do not claim to know all the answers.  Therefore, we do drafts.  We publish the drafts on the web.  In some cases such as the work we did on a national early warning system for Sri Lanka in the three months after the tsunami, we went further, holding expert fora and public meetings and using extra publicity to tell people about the drafts.  Based on the comments, we revise the drafts.  

Converting readers into reviewers, we improve the quality of the final product.  As a by-product, we also get greater buy-in.  In one case where we shared drafts of research papers with the Indian Telecom Regulatory Authority, we later found most of our ideas reappearing in their recommendations to the Government of India.  This, in our book, was a great success.

Open source research is not the norm in universities.  Peer review is the defining characteristic of university research.  We respect it so much that we are scared to release half-baked ideas.  What will our peers think of us?  

But in the new Internet-mediated world that we function in, we believe open source is a better model for research.  Do what you do quickly and put it up on the web; the circle of people interested in your work, your true peers, will look at it; if necessary, induce them to give you comments, though if they care about ideas enough, they will comment anyway.  On some of our blog threads, we can count over 50 useful, substantive comments.  

Then, revise and revise again.  The end result will be superior in quality and will be produced in a shorter time.  If you’re still in the university, you can submit this product to formal peer review.  If not, you can move on to the next project confident you have produced quality work.

What the university can do

Foster creativity.  Help our young generation to engage in the knowledge work needed to improve the terms of Sri Lanka’s integration with the world economy.  
This is not about the Internet or a computer on every desk.  This is really about committed teachers and dedicated researchers willing to break from the old ways.  I have my own views on whether this break is feasible in the government universities, but that is a subject for another day.  I hope you will drive the change and succeed.

What the university needs 

In the Parliamentary debate on the ICT Agency Bill in 2003, I recall that the Sabaragamuwa University was specifically mentioned by the then Minister of Tertiary Education and Training, Mr Kabir Hashim.  He wanted adequate connectivity to be provided to Sabaragamuwa University.  I do not think that he said it simply because he represents the Sabaragamuwa Province.  I think he appreciated the importance of the Internet for university education.  
There is no question that all our universities, public and private, need good Internet access.  Not the kinds of speeds and reliability offered by the LEARN, but real, reliable Internet access.  The key to that is not subsidies and LEARN like financing mechanisms, where everyone enjoys free access to a horribly low quality service.  The foundation is getting the fiber backbone out to all the major population centers and ensuring that all the operators, fixed, mobile and ISPs, can use them on cost-oriented and non-discriminatory terms.  The requirement is that university maintains efficient and sustainable systems to deliver the Internet to its staff and students.
The e Sri Lanka Initiative that we designed was intended to lay the foundation.  I am sorry to report that it is unlikely to do these things under the present circumstances.  Instead of hard-headed emphasis on market forces and sustainability we are now using unsustainable satellite connections to link non-transparently selected nanasalas.  

But the news is not all bad.  The competitive dynamics unleashed by the telecom reforms are resulting in the fiber networks being extended.  At the time we were designing e Sri Lanka, the only major fiber ring that there was touched Sabaragamuwa only in Ratnapura, linking Avissawella on one side and Kalutara on the other.  Now Sri Lanka Telecom has connected a fiber along the west coast that will eventually form a ring by coming up through Embilipitiya to Bandarawela.  Dialog is spending USD 150 million to build backbone across the country.  

The day will come when there will affordable, reliable fiber connectivity to this campus as well as that in Buttala.  Of course that day will come sooner if the correct policy and regulatory actions are taken.  But it is up to the universities to create a viable and sustainable mechanism for delivering Internet to its staff and students: something better than LEARN.  
But I am confident you can pull that off, using the creativity that we have been talking about all this time; that we know exists in all of us, like the luster that can be brought out from an uncut gem from Sabaragamuwa by a skilled gem cutter.

Thank you for your attention.             
