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Ladies and Gentlemen
It is indeed a great honour for me to be given the opportunity to address this gathering, a historic occasion, for both our alma mater and its alumni in Malaysia. It is about time, The University of Sydney, the oldest university in Australia, makes its presence felt in our country and plays a more direct role in Malaysia’s human capital development. This event, part of the University’s International Biennium 2006-2008, signals its intention of so doing. I am sure all Sydney alumni welcome this move.

I was at University of Sydney long before many of you were even glints in your parents’ eyes. I arrived in Sydney a year or two before Colombo Plan scholars started arriving in large numbers from South-East Asia to study in Australian universities, Sydney included. At that time therefore, Asian students were still a rare species. We attracted attention wherever we went. This was 1953. Compared to now, Sydney was still a provincial town, the whole of Australia were considered, by Australians themselves, as the backwaters of the world – in the arts and culture, fashion, music, even scholarship.
The typical Aussie breakfast those days consisted of two lamb chops, or lamb fries, two fried eggs, heaps of potato chips and slices of toasts, a real substantial meal. Working lunch was typically vegemite sandwiches and a bottle of milk. Pubs closed at 6:00pm with the inevitable “6 o’clock swirl”. Real men drank only beer; wine was for the sissies. Indeed there were lots of strange things like that those days!

More on food in Sydney: standard Australian fare prevailed. Indian, Japanese, Malaysian, Thai, Vietnamese cuisines were unheard of. Even European-style restaurants were hard to find. Authentic Chinese food was only available around the Hay Market, particularly in Dixon Street.      

I remember patronizing a restaurant called ‘New Holland’ in George Street to get close-to-authentic nasi goreng with some keropok udang and two sticks of ‘satay’. But it was too pricy and I could only afford the treat occasionally.
During my time at Sydney Uni, I saw the lifting off of the 6’oclock closing time, the appearance of cappuccinos, the acceptance of calamari, the first visit of the Queen, and the introduction of television, among many other exciting events. I celebrated Merdeka with Malaysian colleagues and Australian friends at a big party at the Trocadero in Sydney. 
I went back to Sydney many times since my graduation for various reasons: vacation, official government missions, meetings and conferences and even a class re-union. September 2005 was my last visit. I saw the transformation of Sydney into a sophisticated, vibrant, avant-garde, cosmopolitan city rivalling other ‘new’ iconic fun cities such as San Francisco for example; no longer the backwaters of culture and arts, but the centre of many things including haute couture and nouveau cuisine. Despite these changes, Sydney still feels like home, not at all a strange place to me.

Needless to say, Sydney Uni had a great influence on my life. I am from Kota Bharu Kelantan which even today is considered the boondocks of Malaysia. You can imagine what it was like those days. After the initial “culture shock”, however, I enjoyed my time in Sydney.
Doing veterinary science presented an opportunity for a wide academic exposure and broad experience of the Australian way of life. Let me explain: Vet science in Sydney those days was more animal production oriented than veterinary medicine based. A vet student was required to have a good grounding in the basic sciences, especially biology and bio-chemistry, a good dose of agricultural sciences including agri-economics and land utilization, with a main course in the pre-clinical, para-clinical and the clinical disciplines. Vet education thus had a broader coverage than many other university courses. This put me in good stead for the jobs I had to do later in my career.
As a vet student I was required to spend vacation time on farms – beef and dairy cattle, sheep, poultry and even pigs – and write reports about the experience. We had to spend part of term time on University farms: Badgery’s Creek in second year and Camden in the final year.
I was also required ‘to see practice’ – namely to work with veterinary practitioners in small animal urban practice and mixed practice in rural areas and with government veterinarians. All of the above got me to many places all over New South Wales, and allowed me to know many people from all walks of life.

To me this was university education at its best. I have been told that university education is the process of ‘opening up of one’s mind’. If one acquires a special skill or expertise from it, that is a bonus. It is also often said that ’you are what you are despite your university education’. There is a lot of truth in this; many of us find ourselves enjoying gainful employment in areas often times different from what we studied at the uni. The larger and broader experience beyond the lecture theatres and the laboratories, the opening up of the mind as it were, is therefore most essential.

I am using my own experience to illustrate the influence or the effect of a university education, and associated activities, on the development of the individual. 
Let me now move on to another aspect of the influence of a university. I was in July in Palo Alto, California, heart of the famous Silicon Valley. I am told that, while the State of California on its own is the 8th largest economy in the world, Silicon Valley itself is the 12th largest economy. The prosperity of Silicon Valley is largely generated by the innovations coming out of Stanford University, particularly in the areas of the semiconductor-based industries and the hardware and software therefrom, or associated with, that impact the global ICT economic sectors. Stanford University, younger than Sydney Uni by some 39 years (Sydney 1850; Stanford 1891) is therefore a supreme example of a university having an influence on the local, national and global economy and especially in the so-called K-economy (knowledge-based economy). This is the role of the university as an instrument of economic growth and national competitiveness.

I do not know whether Sydney Uni can claim such an influence in such a well-defined economic sector. But I do know it has made great contributions to the P-Economy (production-based economy: agriculture, mining and manufacturing) initially and now to the K-economy of Australia as well. It has also contributed to the sosio-economic development of Malaysia indirectly throught the large number of Malaysians it has trained in various fields over the years.
Universities have always had a civilizational influence in its time on the community at large both within the country and across borders. The world oldest university founded in Bologna in 1088 was celebrated for law and influenced juridical matters in the then known-world; likewise the University of Paris, founded in 1170, in arts and theology. Oxford (circa 1200) and Cambridge (circa 1225) excelled in theology and mathematics. They had all influenced the world’s thinking on the various aspects of human life.

This is the third role of the university – the civilizational role - which in the current context has been described as “a powerful force for global integration, mutual understanding and geopolitical stability” (NewsWeek Aug. 21st 2006).

University activities has been one of the earliest in terms of globalization. Lately universities have become, according to NewsWeek, “more self-consciously global: seeking students from around the world who represent the entire spectrum of cultures and values, sending their own students abroad to prepare  them for global careers, offering courses of study that address the challenges of an interconnected world…..”.

Within this context NewsWeek has created a ranking of “global universities”, in which Harvard is at the top, Stanford at no.2, Cambridge at no.6, Oxford at no.8 and Sydney came in at no.45. There is only one other Australian University in this list of 50: ANU at No.33.
Despite all the progress global universities have made in “civilizational influence” they old and new, have not been able to influence humankind’s propensity for war as a means of settling conflicts. The more civilized a nation claims itself to be, the more her tendency to resort to war, and the more weapons of mass destruction she actually possesses.  
In medieval times, death and injury in war, were confined largely to combatants. Nowadays anybody is fair game for collateral damage including children, women, old folks; more over the weapons of war can continue to kill and maime long after actual hostilities have stopped.

There is not enough sincere effort put to peace making and peace keeping. The trigger finger is ever itchy. Might is right just as the way mankind behaved when Homo sapiens stood up to walk upright millions of years ago. The civilization of mankind in this respect never really progressed very far.

The real civilized way of resolving conflicts would be dialogue and constructive engagement based on smart partnership principles of respect, trust, transparency and tolerance. I am a firm believer in, and a promoter of, smart partnership principles and practices.
I am wondering loudly if universities cannot do anything to slowly change this despicable trait of human kind through education and the process of “opening up the mind”. It may be argued that the trait is genetically encoded – part of the human genome . If so can the gene/genes not be identified and neutralized through gene therapy?

I am wondering, again aloud, if Sydney Uni cannot in the context of its declared commitment to ‘exploring the best of the world humane tradition of scholarship’, seeks to play a civilizational role in bringing about a mental revolution towards making war an unacceptable means of resolving differences, indeed war as a crime; I continue to wonder if during this International Biennium 2006-2008, Sydney Uni cannot make the concept of criminalizing war as part of the objectives of the new phase of its international engagement.

In conclusion, I would like to congratulate Sydney Uni for its Biennium initiative and to wish it every success. I dare say that the initiative receives full-hearted support from all its Malaysian alumni.

For me this initiative is a timely reminder of my connection to Sydney Uni, a reminder to rekindle my loyalty and renew my interest in alumni activities. I urge that all of us do likewise and reestablish our connection among ourselves and with our alma mater.

 Ladies and Gentlemen thank you for you attention.

