By Philip Stanfield

Published in the Belfast Newsletter as part of a series, part two of five.
Nestled in the heard of South East Asia, 6,500 miles from Belfast and a 12 hour flight, Kuala Lumpur is a noted gateway to the surging economies in South East Asia. A short commute from Singapore and within easy reach of Hong Kong and Indonesia, the country’s capital, Kuala Lumpur, is Malaysia’s fastest-growing city in terms of both population and economic growth.

This month (April) marks the third anniversary of SLA Mobile’s decision to locate in Kuala Lumpur (KL) and our presence here continues to grow month by month. We are now staffed with a team of more than 50 professionals, combining international experience from locations such as Northern Ireland, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa and the brightest and best local talent in KL.

With a population of more than 20 million, Malaysia is underpinned by an outstanding education system that produces an enviable pool of graduates. Combined with competitive economic positioning and strong regional trade links, Malaysia presents a compelling case for investment – particularly for the telecoms industry with the Asia Pacific region widely recognised as the fastest-growing market for the mobile internet.

Looking out onto the tallest twin buildings in the world, the Petronas Towers, our Centre of excellence in KL was established in 2007 after we gained Multimedia Super Corridor (MSC) status. A government initiative to encourage overseas ICT companies to set up operations, MSC status brings a range of advantages including access to a world-class physical and communications infrastructure and zero corporation tax for up to 10 years.

Served by two airports, Kuala Lumpur is an easily accessible destination for businesses willing to settle into the frenetic pace of Malaysia. Taxis are the only way to tackle commutes through KL, but be warned, there is a well reported cavalier attitude to road safety and haggling is valuable skill as cab drivers rarely use meters. That said a couple of pounds takes you anywhere in KL in a taxi. And the monorail is only 20p per journey.
Our office in KL is within a short walking distance from the main shopping centres and residential areas. Being part of the fabric of the city is important and the convenience of the movement has helped our entire overseas staff settle quickly into their surrounds.  This has been greatly helped by the open and friendly nature of the locals who offer a great welcome and share the hidden treasures in the city. No matter where you are in KL you can always find a bargain restaurant with great characters and the potential to become your brand new home from home.

There is a certain 'Malaysian way' to getting things done and the differences in working culture can often be a source of some frustration for our managers who are ingrained in tackling tasks in a particular and structured  way.

Take Jo Fisher, our Operations Director, for example. Originally from Wales, she found her way here via London and Australia after gaining considerable experience as a senior manager in the retail sector.  Jo is currently heading up a major project to establish a new billing system for VHA, a joint-venture mobile carrier that operates the Vodafone and ‘3’ brands in Australia.

Heading up our HR team, Jo is quick to point out that the management culture here tends to require much more 'hands on' direction and says that time-keeping is generally more casual than we are used to in Belfast or London. There is a very similar work ethic though and it’s common to see colleagues working from early in the morning until late at night.

The willingness of staff to pitch-in is an important advantage for us as many of our clients operate across a wide range of time zones from Australia and New Zealand to Indonesia. We’ve also recently made inroads in Qatar helping a global mobile carrier set up a new operation by providing Programme Management and Quality Assurance services.

The ease of travel from KL is a definite bonus when working with overseas clients, but it also offers a rare opportunity to explore parts of the world I’d only ever hoped to see on television. Thailand for example is a mere £50 return flight while Singapore can be reached by bus (and boat?) for less than £20.

Although the humid, tropical climate can be overpowering, the opportunity to visit Malaysia’s tropical beaches is well worth the effort. The golden, picturesque swaths of sand make for a perfect weekend getaway and the sailing and water sports rank with the best in the world.

