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Interview with Engr. Prof. Abang Abdullah bin Abang Ali

By: Adam Lee

Note: This interview with Engr. Prof. Abang Abdullah bin Abang Ali is an ongoing series of interviews and collection of
personal anecdotes from the Past Presidents of IEM as well as Senior Members of IEM. This is to provide detailed insights
on the formation and evolution of IEM as a professional institution, as well as to give readers a unique look at IEM behind

the scenes.

JURUTERA: Prof. Abang, please share
with us your account on how everything
began, leading up to your personal and
professional success.

Prof. Abang: I was born and brought up
as a kampung boy in a small village in
Kuching, Sarawak at a time when
infrastructural facilities were not at its
best and competition for the very few
scholarships to further our studies then
was at its stiffest, and that gave me an
opportunity to develop my determina-
tion and skills to succeed in life. While
completing my basic civil engineering
education in Brighton, I developed an
interest in teaching after getting to know
personally a few excellent lecturers there,
who later became my mentors. They
were those who had both the academic
qualification and professional experience
to speak well and with dignified
authority on their subjects. And while
doing my final year project, I developed
a deep interest in research, knowing too
well that a lecturer cannot excel if he
stops researching and acquiring new
knowledge. At the same time, while
observing my lecturers at their antics, I
learned to recognise the vast difference
between a lecturer with professional
experience and those who teach out of
textbooks. I used to have a Greek
classmate who made a remark on a
university that he knew, where lecturers
taught design classes in large halls while
in his own words; they have never
designed a match box themselves.

These made some deep impressions
on me as a wannabe university lecturer.
Caught between my interest in
teaching, research and a career as a
professional engineer which was my
original chosen career as a young boy, I
finally chose a career in the university
which allowed me to do all three and
promised a rich experience for me for
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many years to
However there is a good
chance that many who
take this route will become
a jack-of-all-trades and of
course a master of none in
the process, but I have
read about a large number
of successful Muslim
scientists who were pious,

come.

knowledgeable and
religious individuals but
excelling in many

scientific fields at the same
time; the likes of Ibn Sina
(Medicine) and Al-Jabar
(Algebra). I believe it is
possible, while admitting
at the same time that not
everyone can do it.

After  starting my
career as a Lecturer in
UPM in January 1976, and
after my confirmation as a
lecturer, I obtained an offer
to read my PhD in the UK
in 1978. However at that
time, the Bachelor of
Agricultural Engineering
degree in UPM was under
evaluation for recognition (nowadays,
accreditation) and a condition placed by
IEM at that time was that at least one
lecturer must be professionally
qualified. T was advised by the Vice
Chancellor then to forsake my plan to
further my studies and obtain the
professional qualification. You know
how I felt as a young man at that time,
being denied an opportunity to leave for
the UK with my wife who had a similar
offer to do her MSc at the same time,
while my other colleagues were free to
go. But on hindsight, I believe it was a
good and necessary decision for the sake
of our graduates. We prepared a paper
on Professional Training for University

—

Lecturers for the University Council to
allow engineering lecturers to spend
time in the private sector to acquire
professional experience on full or part-
time basis. I was myself, enjoying my 5-
day week attachment with Perunding
Bakti and later 4-day week attachment
with MINCO wuntil I passed my
Professional Interview with IEM and
later with the Institution of Civil
Engineers (ICE), UK. Now I am a Fellow
of both institutions and I really value the
extra experience and associations that I
had with engineers in Perunding Bakti
and MINCO and also with other
consulting firms after that.
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JURUTERA: Serving the IEM must have
showered a great deal of experience on
you as well as sound
achievements. Can you provide us the
insights of your experiences
achievements during your time as
President of IEM for 2003/04 and 2004/05?

numerous

and

Prof. Abang: I was appointed the
President of [EM at a time when I had
clocked in more than 20 years of
active involvement in the institution,
and on the back of my conviction that
apart from my job of educating
young engineers in the university, I
need to help develop the profession
that my graduates will enter. With
that many years of experience, I
believe I knew to some extent what
goes on in the profession and I was
ready to call for a change. My thrust
was to get the IEM and engineering
profession recognised as a strong
force locally, respected internationally
and to encourage members to develop more
interest in the affairs of the institution. We
organised two World Engineering
Congresses, undertook three studies on the
engineering profession and education,
participated actively in a number of
international and regional initiatives; all in
our effort to make IEM play the leadership
role in the engineering fraternity.

My simple message as a President was
that the world is moving on fast, the
profession is lagging behind and need to be
reinvented and rejuvenated. Looking at
quantity alone, we have about 100k
engineers in Malaysia; over 60k are
registered with BEM and only 15k are
members of IEM. My humble estimate is
when the four technical university colleges
are in full gear, Malaysia shall be
producing in excess of 30k engineers
annually, which is twice the current
number of IEM members. We shall achieve
the 210k target set by MTEN by 2010 in no
time. An oversupply situation is looming
ahead and what are we doing about it? We
always say that it is ok to oversupply
engineers (and jokingly, not lawyers), as
they can create jobs. Others say that we
must train them for the overseas markets.

On the quality front, we have put in
place an accreditation system under EAC.
But how much are we as an institution
involved in assisting the universities
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besides sitting in university advisory
boards? A hearing session on the
Transformation of Higher Education
hosted by the Ministry of Higher
Education recently at a hotel in Putrajaya,
saw no turn-ups at all from the industry,

forcing the break-up session on

— __:,

agricultural and manufacturing industry to
be cancelled. While many universities in
the developed world enjoy generous
endowments from industries, local public
universities are almost fully dependent on
government funds. Private institutions of
higher learning are suffering, getting
neither funds from private endowments
nor support from the government.

And the institution has yet to get more
involved in engineering research beyond
preparing a position paper on it.

I believe I have not achieved much
during my Presidency given the time
available. But I am happy to note that IEM
is very much in the news now, well-
respected internationally, at the very least
at the level of WFEO, AFEO, FEISEAP and
FEIIC and members are developing a
deeper interest in the affairs of the
institution. And I am confident that the
baton is being carried successfully by the
current President.

JURUTERA: You recently participated
and spoke at the First Saudi
Engineering Forum in May; can you tell
us more about your presentation and
the outcome of the forum?

Prof. Abang: Saudi Arabia is now looking

beyond their regular western partners for
engineering expertise and support. In April

—

2005, I was invited to speak on the
Malaysian professional system to around
100 engineers at the Marriot Hotel, Riyadh
at the invitation of the Saudi Council of
Engineers (SCE). They were keen to learn
from our success and a delegation from
SCE visited Malaysia after that. Last May
2006, I was again invited to address
a Saudi Engineers Forum on
Engineering Education at King Fahd
University of Petroleum & Minerals,
Dhahran. The forum was attended
by more than 600 Saudi engineers.
And before returning to Malaysia, I
was invited to Kuwait to address a
gathering of IDB/Federation of
Consultants from Islamic Countries
(FCIC) General Assembly &
Seminar on Professional Ethics &
Standards on invitation from the
President of FCIC.

It is well-known that as a result
of the spiralling increase in the price
of oil, the middle-east is again
flushed with funds. In the Saudi Engineers
Forum, we were informed by one speaker
from the Kingdom that whilst in the past
the country’s wealth disappeared quickly,
the Saudis are now trying to ensure the new
found wealth is spent on infrastructure and
other long-term national
projects, including education. The Saudis
are keen to collaborate with Malaysia given
our good reputation as a country in the
Kingdom and is being invited by BEM to
co-host a Saudi-Malaysia Technical
Cooperation Forum in the near future.

In my presentation in Saudi Arabia, I
was sharing our experience in conducting
professional examinations and accreditation
of engineering degrees and offering them to
learn from our experience. In Kuwait my
Keynote address was on professional ethics
and standards in OIC member countries,
while stressing on the need to support the
call against corruption, particularly by
groups like the ICE and Transparency
International in the UK.

investment

JURUTERA: Can you elaborate more on
the difference between an engineer and
an engineer technologist? Why is it
important to separate these two entities?

Prof. Abang: Over the last 30 years or so,
I had been studying the development of
the engineering profession in Malaysia as
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well as at the international level. We have
carried out altogether three studies,
namely the Formation of Engineers in
Malaysia  (1996), the Malaysian
Engineering Education Model (2000) and
the Engineering Technologist
Technicians (to be published).

From what I see, in reality only a
small proportion of engineers need to
design and submit plans, given the
growth and popularity of new disciplines
that do not need to. Given this new
scenario, the big question is why do we
need to register all the engineers or do we
not need a separate special register for
those who do submit plans. In many
countries, there is also the need for
scientific engineers who would go into
research and advanced design while a
large majority of about two thirds would
do the regular production, manu-
facturing, construction or maintenance
work that do not need the advanced
scientific education, but require more of
the subjects that relates to the immediate
needs of the marketplace such as
production or project management and
technology, finance, quality systems,
environment and safety. Studies on
learning styles reveal that students learn
differently. For example, a few prefer
academic, while others prefer a more
practical approach. Given this situation,
it may be unwise to maintain a one-size-
fits-all education approach that we are
currently practicing. For that reason,
many countries are experimenting with
various ways of providing the second
(practical) route. In the US, they call it
Engineering Technology (for graduates
from a 4-year Bachelor of Engineering
Technology curriculum). In the UK they
call it Incorporated Engineers (for
graduates coming out of a 3-year
curriculum), and in Germany and France
these engineers come out from separate
practical based institutions. There is
currently no consensus internationally
on this and it may take a number of years
before one can be achieved. The Sydney
Accord which is to serve the Engineering
Technologists is not well subscribed to
currently.

In Malaysia, the issue is still not
resolved, with the IEM sticking to the UK
Incorporated Engineers version and the
BEM still unable to make a final stand. The

and
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Malaysian ~ Qualification
Framework has attempted to
define the Bachelor of
Engineering  Technology
degree, but this needs to be
agreed and adopted by the
local engineering fraternity.
The Engineering Technology
route if accepted is necessary
to enhance educational
opportunities  for those
taking the technical route
that is as a progression route
for those taking the
certificate and diploma in
engineering. At the moment apart from the
work of Technological Association of
Malaysia (TAM), this route has a lowly,
blue-collared image and this is not good for
a country which aims to be a fully
developed country by 2020 because a fully
developed country relies a lot on the
engineering and production sector which
needs these sub-professionals.

JURUTERA: As the Director of Housing
Research Centre in UPM, what are your
responsibilities?

Prof. Abang: The Housing Research
Centre (HRC) at UPM was set up as a
multidisciplinary centre of excellence in
Affordable Quality Housing (AQH) in
1976 and after some ten years of research
and development work on housing, we
have developed a number of AQH designs
for the local housing industry, developed
and promoted the Industrialised Building
System (IBS) and Modular Coordination
(MC) approach in association with
MIGHT in the Prime Minister’s
Department and CIDB. The government is
currently encouraging the use of IBS in the
country to promote quality and reduce
dependency on foreign labour in the
construction industry. As a research centre,
we conduct research and development
work, disseminate our research findings
through training courses,
conferences and publications, maintain
our resource centre and provide
consultancy and advisory services. We
received an endowment from MRCB, a
Chair from the Selangor State Government
and major research funding from the
Ministry of Housing and Local
Government and CIDB.

seminars,

—

JURUTERA: What is the on-going
research being conducted that you can
share with us?

Prof. Abang: Currently our focus is in
developing new AQH designs that
promise better indoor environment,
incorporating thermal comfort, better
ventilation and day lighting. This is to
overcome problem of overheating, poor
ventilation and poorly lighted interiors
in housing in Malaysia today. We
develop design ideas and approaches to
provide quality human settlements. And
the same time, we are developing
indigenous  industrialised building
systems as many of those imported from
overseas are expensive and unsuitable
for local applications. We had been
working on the interlocking block and
precast concrete sandwich panel building
systems for some time now. We are also
involved in work on rainwater
harvesting, self-supporting roofing and
shell foundations.

JURUTERA: What about your
responsibilities as the President of
Federation of Engineering Institutions of
Islamic Countries (FEIIC)?

Prof. Abang: An international federation
is as good as those in its leadership
position. When I took over the
federation, I noticed that the federation
had indeed successfully carried out its
regular functions of organising General
Assemblies, Council Meetings,
Conferences and Training Courses. There
is nothing wrong with these except that I
have this strong belief that the Federation
of Engineering Institutions of Islamic
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Countries must do more, given the
condition of the 57 member countries of
the OIC, which Malaysia is currently
heading. These countries are made of the
extremely rich countries such as Saudi
Arabia and poor countries with
substandard infrastructures. I feel there is
a good opportunity to assist these
countries to develop their economies as
well as their infrastructures.

On taking over the leadership of
FEIIC from Pakistan, we developed a
strategic plan and tidied up the
Federation’s constitution to make
it a more dynamic and well-
structured organisation. As usual
a strategic plan is a plan until we
get going with specific action or
implementation plans. This is
where we normally fail. So we
have put into motion a number of
activities, including a proposal to
develop an Engineering Qualifi-
cation Framework, Accreditation
and Professional System in the
OIC member countries hopefully
to be sponsored by IDB, similar to
what is being currently done in
the ASEAN region through AFEO.

JURUTERA: You won a gold medal in
2001 Geneva Exhibition on your
invention “Interlocking Modular Load
bearing Blocks for Wall Construction.”
Can you tell us about your invention and
why patenting is important.

Prof. Abang: We obtained a major research
grant amounting to RM1.58 million from
the Ministry of Housing & Local
Government to study the use of
interlocking load bearing hollow blocks as
an industrialised building system. The
project was a success and we managed to
develop an indigenous building system,
which we called Putra Block Building
System and which is well suited to the local
house building industry. The product won
a gold medal at Geneva in 2001, was
awarded a CIDB R&D award in 2002 and
received UK, US and Malaysian patents.
Patenting is important to protect our
intellectual property (IP) on the product.
We are in the process of commercialisation
which shall involve the manufacture and
sales of the Putra Blocks for use in the
building industry. The Putra Block Building
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System is a dry load bearing construction
system (doing away with columns and
beams to save costs and time), modularly
coordinated and interlocking (mortar less).
It shall help reduce the country’s

dependency on foreign labour and lower
the overall cost of construction. Currently
we are trying to study its application for
earthquake resistant housing, with an
RMB300k research fund from the Academy
of Sciences, Malaysia and the Metrological
Department.

JURUTERA: In life, we need certain
kind of drivers to put our lives in
motion. What drives you and what is
your passion in life?

Prof. Abang: As a Muslim, I learned from
a young age that we need to pray to and
obey the Creator, perform good deeds
(maaruf) and avoid the bad deeds
(mungkar). And that the rewards in the
hereafter is much better than that we can
ever get in this highly materialistic world.
This has been the driving force for me to
spare some time to serve the community
and the profession. And through my
personal reading and study, I realised that
mankind is indeed at a loss with all the
mischief, human greed and enmity which
in turn lead to all the human suffering that
we witness around us today, unless we
have people who are prepared to work for
the good of mankind.

I am passionate about delivering
my best to the engineering profession,
knowing full well that engineering is
important for the well being of the
human race. Engineering can help in

—

promoting human welfare and
alleviating all the sufferings in this
world, provided it remains in good
hands.  Engineering can also be
misused to produce tools for the
destruction of mankind. We are witness
to powerful countries, on the one hand
talking about peace and democracy and
on the other exporting and making
huge amounts of money out of sales of
military hardware to warring parties in
the developing world.

JURUTERA: Share with us your
lifelong learning journey so far.
What is your current focus now
and your future plans?

Prof. Abang: I am thankful to God
for His guidance, allowing me to
have a fulfilling life. I believe there
is still a lot that needs to be done in
our profession. We are currently
preparing to organise the third
World Engineering Congress in
Penang and the World Federation of
Engineering Organisations (WFEO)
has approached us to host the next
World  Engineering Education
Congress. We need to assist the
government in the setting up of the
Malaysian  Qualification = Authority
(MQA), the recognition of our
engineering degrees overseas through
mutual recognition agreements (MRA)
and improve the ranking or rating of our
institutions of higher learning. We also
need to enhance engineering research
and development work in the country
and assist our consulting and contracting
industry which is currently suffering
from the shrinking amount of jobs.

I would also like to spend more time
on speaking and writing on engineering,
given the amount of knowledge I have
accumulated over the years. I was
recently invited by the Academy of
Sciences Malaysia (ASM) to participate in
their back-to-school programme and I
spoke on engineering as a career at my
former St Thomas’s School in Kuching. I
believe IEM should do more of this. On
writing, I have co-authored a book on
Industrialised Building Systems and
have prepared a few draft manuscripts
for publication. m



