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While Industry 4.0 (IR4) 
is not yet a threat to 
SMEs manufactur-
ers, it is a warning 

they must take seriously.
Think of Industry 4.0 as an in-

coming train; you can hear it com-
ing, but you can’t see it yet. “If you 
don’t do anything, if you don’t get 
out of the tracks in time, it might 
just hit you,” T.S. Rubaneswaran, 
CEO of Knowledgecom tells 
MALAYSIA SME®.”

SMEs who do business with 
MNCs should also take note. “They 
have to upgrade themselves as well 
if they want to still be relevant. 
Most MNCs have subcontractors 
here in Malaysia, so if the subcon-
tractors are not IR4 capable, the 
larger players would probably get 
people from other coun-
tries,” he says.

While other manufacturing asso-
ciations such as the Malaysian 
Corrugated Carton Association 
have told MALAYSIA SME® that 
robots cannot do everything within 
the factory, Rubaneswaran that giv-
en the current technology levels, 
automating 100 per cent is still 
a far cry.

“Perhaps in the future, say 2050, 
or 2100, then the industry will be 
fully automated, and humans will 
take a step back and manage it 
from there.”

He says that over time people will 
change how they do businesses, 
their means of adapting, and how 
to move on. “If businesses do not 
start adapting to the changes that 
IR4 brings, they would lose out be-
cause they did not move 
fast enough.”

But are Malaysian companies 
moving with the speedy flow? 
Rubaneswaran says: “The MNCs 
know what to expect, thus they are 
doing what is supposed to be done. 
The SMEs are the ones who should 
know what is going to happen in 
the next fi ve to ten years.

“Adding to this, they need to 
know how to improve themselves. 
You see, if they don’t, then I could 
say that it’s not going to be an easy 
task for them.”

What has to be done, he reckons, 
is that SMEs needed to be upgraded 
so that they knew how to adapt to 
IR4; they would have to upgrade 
the labour force to being one that 
is skilled or semi-skilled and then 
move up the scope.

“A lot of things need to be done. 
Yes, it is about whether we are 
ready, and whether we are aware.”

But will SMEs in the service sec-
tor be affected by Industry 4.0? 
Rubaneswaran thinks that they 
would not be affected just yet, but 

their day would come as most ser-
vices are automated via artifi cial 
intelligence.

“For example, people in call cen-
tres. Their jobs will be severely af-
fected. The technology is starting 
now and it is gaining traction.”

Rubaneswaran describes 
Industry 4.0 as a two-edged sword.

“It can be good for a company, as 
it changes the way you do business, 
where you reduce your dependency 
on human labour and you use ma-
chines to make your tasks easier. 
However, the bad thing is if you 
don’t do it now, your competitor 
will do it. So if they do it, their cost 
of business is lowered and they 
save more.”

While there had been upgrades 
to certain aspects in the manufac-

turing sector, the work process had 
changed little.

“The thing about IR4 is that it 
changes a lot of things. It makes jobs 
that are being done manually au-
tomated. Things will be done in a 
faster and easier manner.

“As most SMEs run on human 
labour; they employ people to do 
certain tasks such as packaging and 
logistics. Those job processes are 
not automated and are done with 
human labour.

He says that technology can re-
place these workers by doing those 
tasks. SMEs should be aware that 
they are not competing among 
themselves in Malaysia; the com-
petition will come to their doorstep.

“You are not just competing with 
your fellow Malaysians. You are 

competing with your neighbouring 
countries, you are competing with 
China. So we’re talking about a big 
market space.

“Meanwhile, in countries such as 
Europe, US; these guys will look at 
Asia as a hub to get services and 
products as it cheap, and 
has quality.”

Despite Industry 4.0 being 
around the corner, Rubaneswaran 
says SMEs were very much not 
aware. However in the past six 
months, with the government pay-
ing more attention to IR4, have 
SMEs become more aware of 
the shift.

According to Rubaneswaran, the 
Ministry of Trade and Industry is 
in the process of releasing a blue-
print for Industry 4.0.

“They are very focused. This 
blueprint is specifi cally for those in 
the manufacturing sector. They 
want to start at the core and push 
it out for the SMEs to ensure that 
the labour force is skilled.”

What Industry 4.0 also brings is 
reduced dependency on foreign la-
bour. “When we limit the foreign 
workforce in the country, we can 
push back the jobs to the Malaysians. 
So manufacturing will become a big 
thing again.”

With machines taking over the 
labour, the question is whether ma-
chines will take away jobs. 
Rubaneswaran said this means 
skilled workforce have to be scaled 
up and unskilled workers 
scaled down.

“When you scale up the skilled 
workforce, you would need more 
of them to manage the machines, 
the systems and the processes. 
There will still be a lot of human 
interaction as well in the next fi ve 
to ten years.

Moreover, there would be new 
jobs coming in once Industry 4.0 
reaches the station.

“There could be more big data 
scientists who would be there to 
analyse what products are being 
sold; there’ll be a lot of cyber secu-
rity analysts to see the security 
within the plants, there’ll be net-
work engineers, as well as people 
who would look at processes to fi x 
them and make them faster.”

In the end, he says, you will get 
a society that thinks more and is 
more creative. Thus, the race for 
arms will not be about weapons, 
or oil, but a race to get more 
knowledge.  MSME 

Industry 4.0: Shape up or ship out
SME manufacturers must be IR4 capable, or be left out, warns expert.

You are not just 
competing with 
your fellow 
Malaysians. You 
are competing 
with your 
neighbouring 
countries, you 
are competing 
with China. So 
we’re talking 
about a big 
market space.”
— Rubaneswaran


