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01Group President /

Despite the constraints of operating largely in 
online mode due to the Covid-19 pandemic, 
SME Bank continues to register significant 
milestones and I’m pleased to share what we 
have accomplished so far.

Sustainability Sukuk 

SME Bank can surely hold its head high for being the 1st 
DFI in the country to issue the sustainability sukuk. This 
significant milestone has paved the way in transiting 
Malaysian small and medium entrepreneurs (SMEs) into 
the green circular economy.

We are proud to share that its sustainability sukuk 
registered a final order of RM1.78 bil which translates to 
3.56 times bid-to-cover (BTC) from the target issuance of 
RM500 mil.

What is important at the end of the day is that we are able 
to channel proceeds from the sustainability sukuk issuance 
to finance projects that directly support 11 of the 17 United 
Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

Empowering Sabah’s SMEs  

Moving on, SME Bank has the pleasure of doing its bit to 
empower Sabah’s entrepreneurs’ fraternity.

Towards this end, we have signed a memorandum of 
understanding (MoU) with Sabah Development Bank 
Bhd (SDB) to offer various financing packages and 
entrepreneurial development programmes worth RM150 mil.

Among the initiatives stipulated in the MoU are financing 
packages with SDB’s guarantee and large-scale project 
club deal financing facilities for SME entrepreneurs 
especially in Sabah. 

The focused sectors comprised industrial, tourism and 
manufacturing & trade activities under the agricultural 
sector, all of which are in line with the thrusts of the Sabah 
Maju Jaya Roadmap 2021-2025.
 
In essence, the SME Bank-SDB collaboration is deemed 
one of the efforts to revitalise Sabah’s economy by lending 
support to the initiatives by the federal and Sabah State 
Governments in the SME sector.

Developing Bumiputera Exporters

In line with the aim of producing Bumiputera exporters, SME 
Bank has recently selected 29 companies to participate in 
its Business Exports Programme (BEP), of which 18 of the 
companies are from the manufacturing sector while 11 are 
from the services sector.

A continuation of SME Bank’s Best Exporters Programme 
(2016-2019), BEP is implemented in collaboration with 
the Malaysia External Trade Development Corporation 
(MATRADE) to train and produce more Bumiputera SME 
exporters through a RM30 mil allocation from the Ministry 
of Entrepreneur Development and Cooperatives (MEDAC) 
for five years (2020-2025).

CEO FOREWORD

Through structured intervention activities, the 
entrepreneurs will be guided and supervised based on six 
parameters. These six parameters will help SMEs involved 
provide products and services that can meet the demand 
and standards necessary to enter the international market.

Additionally, SME Bank also provides comprehensive free 
entrepreneurship training through its subsidiary, the Centre 
for Entrepreneur Development and Research (CEDAR), to 
enable SMEs to survive and compete in the larger and more 
challenging business arena.

SME Bank Goes Regional

SME Bank continues to provide access to financing to SMEs 
nationwide through its Jom XCESS 2021 Programme which 
entails comprehensive sessions encompassing business 
advisory, financing assistance as well as business matching 
with our strategic partners from anchor companies.

In essence, the Jom XCESS 2021 Programme offers 
opportunities for entrepreneurs to be franchisees or 
participants in programmes offered by anchor companies.
 
These companies which are also participating in SME Bank’s 
Umbrella Financing Programme will assist entrepreneurs 
to diversify their businesses by providing guidance on how 
to ensure businesses remain competitive by leveraging the 
complete standard operating procedures (SOPs).

A continuation of the national level SME Bank XCESS 2021 
programme which was organised online in July 2021, the 
flagship engagement programme has attracted more 
than 6,000 visitors and benefited more than 1,600 SMEs 
who participated in business matching, networking and 
knowledge sharing sessions.
 
Happy reading, stay safe always and Wassalam. 

ARIA PUTERA ISMAIL
Group President / Chief Executive Officer
SME Bank
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The Entrepreneur’s Journey

Sometimes, all one needs to do is to work 
hard and be in the right place, at right 
time, for an opportunity to strike!

And that is the story of Datin Noor Ainie 
Abdullah, the proud Managing Director of Effective 
Energy Sdn. Bhd. (Effective Energy), the principle 
owner of the prestigious International School of 
Kuantan (ISK).
 
Her husband Dato' Dr Abu Tahir Lela used to work for 
the Ministry of Education Department and the couple 
used to travel a lot due to the nature of his work.
 
Then fate had it that Dato’ Dr. Abu Tahir was 
appointed as one of the Deputy Directors of the 
Pahang Education Department and later appointed 
as Chairman of state-owned Institut Kemajuan  
Ikhtisas Pahang (IKIP).

This was the time when the Pahang state 
government wanted to build an international 
school to cater to the high number of expatriates 
living in Kuantan. 
 
“In view of my husband’s academic credentials 
and vast experience in the education field, 
naturally, the state tasked him for the job,” the 
79-year-old Datin Noor Ainie told the InFront 
Magazine.

“Effective Energy was established in August 
1993 and three years later, ISK was set up.”

Subsequently, the Pahang state government 
parked the international school under Yayasan 
Pahang. In 2001, Dato’ Dr. Abu Tahir completely 
took over of the ownership and management of 
ISK upon his retirement.

Dynamic Duo:  
How a Premier International 
School Flourishes in Kuantan  

“This was the time when the Pahang state government 
wanted to build an international school to cater to the 

high number of expatriates living in Kuantan.”
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Due to the couple’s persistence and ingenuity, 
ISK had won two credentials to date, namely: 

AWARD YEAR

Anugerah Sijil Penarafan Sekolah 
Swasta - Pemeriksaan Standard 

Kualiti Institusi Pendidikan Swasta 
(SKIPS) by Ministry of Education

2018

SME Competitiveness for 
Enhancement by SME Corp 

Malaysia
2020

BUSINESS CHALLENGES

At a glance, Datin Noor Ainie acknowledged 
that she did not face much competition when 
the school first started out as ISK was the only 
international school back then offering an 
American-based curriculum.
 
She added that prior to 2012, only children 
of expatriates were allowed to enrol in 
international schools while there was a limit 
for enrolment of local students.

04

However, the Government removed such 
regulation later on. “Our challenge was more 
of convincing locals on the advantages of an 
American-based curriculum as most Malaysians 
were interested in a British curriculum,” noted 
Datin Noor Ainie.

“My husband and I took a different approach 
when it came to raising awareness of the 
American-based curriculum. Instead of taking 
the negative approach of undermining other 
curriculum, we only highlighted the benefits of 
an American-based curriculum and how it differs 
from the British curriculum. Basically, we just 
raised awareness of our curriculum by offering 
the people an alternative.”

Hence,  ISK has offered many promotional and 
advertising campaigns to raise awareness of the 
school by organising open days, multi-cultural 
programmes and even food fairs.
 
“But due to the COVID-19 pandemic, most of our 
marketing campaign has gone online whereby we 
leverage on social media to reach out to potential 
students and their parents. In times like this, it’s 
important to get creative,” she remarked. 

“Instead of taking the negative approach of undermining other 
curriculum, we only highlighted the benefits of an American-

based curriculum and how it differs from the British curriculum. 
Basically, we just raised awareness of our curriculum by 

offering the people an alternative.”
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 LEADERSHIP STYLE

When they just started off, Datin Noor Ainie 
recalled that ISK only had eight employees 
inclusive of teachers with 16 students. Now, 
ISK has about 28 staffers with their highest 
enrolment recorded in 2017 with 105 students.

“However, COVID-19 and the movement 
restrictions imposed had affected our business. 
Due to the economic downturn, many companies 
in Kuantan have cut back on the number of 
expatriates. As such, we are currently managing 
with about 60 students,” she pointed out.

On leadership style, Datin Noor Ainie said she 
took complete control of ISK in 2015 due to her 
husband’s poor health.
 
“I treat my staff members like family 
members. Though I’m firm on certain things, 
I always try to be friendly with my employees 
while always stressing on collective decision-
making,” she revealed.

“I believe in keeping communication channels 
open with all team members. As an employer, 



06

Vol 23 / 2021

I always tell myself to understand the 
challenges facing my employees and do my 
best to protect them.”

“And of course, if they perform at their tasks 
accordingly, I will reward them with proper 
incentives and pay increments.”

 
ENGAGEMENT WITH SME BANK

On how SME Bank came into the picture, 
Datin Noor Ainie said their relationship 
started about a decade ago when her 
husband decided to set up their own 
campus in Kuantan after years of using 
shop lot facilities.

“SME Bank is integral to ISK’s 
growth. In fact, the Bank 

also offered us the six-month 
financing moratorium during 
the pandemic to help us cope 

with the situation,” added 
Datin Noor Ainie.

 
“After we received full accreditation from the 
Western Association of Schools and Colleges 
(WASC), a renowned accreditation organization, 
we decided to establish our own campus to cater 
for future needs.”

“Being the only international school at the area, 
the Bumiputera Economic Empowerment Unit 
(TERAJU) saw our potential with the upcoming 
East Coast Economic Region (ECER) project and 
recommended us to approach SME Bank to help 
with our campus,” she explained.
 
Since then, the Bank has provided ISK with various 
Shariah-compliant financing facilities to help ISK 
grow by leaps and bounds.
 
“SME Bank is integral to ISK’s growth. In fact, 
the Bank also offered us the six-month financing 
moratorium during the pandemic to help us cope 
with the situation,” added Datin Noor Ainie. 

FUTURE PLANS

In preparing for a post-pandemic future, Datin Noor 
Ainie said that she plans to set up boarding facilities 
for her students, as she wants to not only cater for 
those in Kuantan but the entire East Coast region.
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TIPS FOR NEW ENTREPRENEURS 

“Starting your own venture is never easy and 
one must never give up on their dreams,” stated 
Datin Noor Ainie firmly. 

She said while her family may have had some 
assistance in the beginning, Datin Noor Ainie 
said it was a daunting task to convince people 
on the quality of an American-based education 
back then.
 
“An entrepreneur must always be patient. 
Patience is a key ‘ingredient’ when it comes 
to establishing your own venture and never 
expect immediate success.”
 
Datin Noor Ainie added that one must also 
have the ability to adapt to varying situations, 
such as the current pandemic crisis.
 
“No one saw COVID-19 is coming. So, we all 
must learn to roll with the punches. If you don’t 
adapt, you will become stagnant and won’t be 
able to move forward,” she concluded. 

With the rapid expansion of ECER and East 
Coast Rail Line (ECRL) project, the enterprising 
septuagenarian anticipates that more parents, 
especially from the expatriate community, would 
want to enrol their children into ISK.
 
“I’m also looking at students from outside Pahang. 
Hence, the need for the company to establish 
boarding facilities for the future students of ISK. 
“It’s time for the school to have a wider reach 
and for that to happen, I need to expand the ISK 
campus to cater to student needs,” she noted.
 
Datin Noor Ainie added that ISK is also working 
towards adopting the International Baccalaureate 
(IB) curriculum, where students will graduate with 
an IB Diploma upon completing their studies there.

“The reason for the decision on adopting the 
IB Diploma is offering students options and 
alternatives.  Students from ISK already graduate 
with an American High School Diploma. However, 
we want the school to be able to offer another 
internationally recognised diploma to provide 
more of the best education opportunities possible 
to the students."

“While our curriculum itself is recognised 
worldwide, the IB curriculum would boost its 
recognition further,” she quipped. 
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Inspired By Their Own Kids, 
A Loving Couple Set Up A 

Premier School!
“He was instrumental in inspiring and helping us to set up the 

school as he believed that Melaka needed its own international 
school. Hence, the Melaka International School (MIS) was set up in 

January 1993, registered under Longterm Focus Sdn. Bhd.”

During her tenure as an accomplished civil 
servant, Shamsunnisa M.A. Abdul Jabbar 
did not have any plans to start her own 
enterprise following her marriage in 1981.

“My late husband, Dr. Ishak Syed Ahmad, used 
to travel a lot for work but after our wedding, he 
decided to settle down in Melaka to set up his 
clinic,” the 63-year-old told the InFront newsletter.

“After leaving my job as an income tax officer, 
I became the manager of my husband’s clinic.”  

It was only after her two children reached their 
schooling age that the dynamic husband and wife 
team decided to start an international school for 
the benefits of parents and children in Melaka.
“The then Melaka Chief Minister, Tan Sri Rahim 
Thamby Chik was close to our family,” recalled 
Shamsunnisa.

“He was instrumental in inspiring and helping us 
to set up the school as he believed that Melaka 
needed its own international school. Hence, the 
Melaka International School (MIS) was set up in 
January 1993, registered under Longterm Focus 
Sdn. Bhd.”

Since its inception back in the 1990s, MIS has 
grown by leaps and bounds by achieving various 
recognition as follows: 
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AWARD YEAR

Anugerah Sijil Penarafan Sekolah 
Swasta – Pemeriksaan Standard 

Kualiti Institusi Pendidikan Swasta 
(SKIPS) from the Ministry of 

Education

2016 
&

2018

Top in world Cambridge IGCSE – 
Foreign Language Mandarin Chinese 

at the Outstanding Cambridge 
Learner Awards Ceremony

2018

Tournament of Champions for the 
World Scholar’s Cup : 
Gold Medal in Debate 
(Individual and Team), 

Gold Medal in Writing (Individual), 
School’s Top Scholar, Collaborative 

Writing and Scholar’s Bowl.

2019

World’s Scholar’s Cup :
Silver Medals for Subject Challenge 

(Art) and Team Champion 
2019

BUSINESS CHALLENGES

In the early 1990s, locals were disallowed 
from attending international schools while the 
number of expatriate students in Melaka was 
limited, according to Shamsunnisa who serves 
as MIS CEO-cum-Director.

However, things slowly moved in a positive 
direction as the Government decided to allow 
Malaysian students to enrol in international 
schools in 1996.

“As the State Economic Development 
Corporation (PKNM) and the Melaka 
Foundation (Yayasan Melaka) were 
shareholders of our company, they also helped 
to promote MIS overseas by sharing video 
shots of the school,” Shamsunnisa pointed out 
when delving on challenges she encountered 
in the early days.
 
“Some parents got to know of MIS via our 
website while others by word of mouth.”

Despite the support and change in regulation, 
it was not as smooth sailing as expected 

However, things slowly moved in a positive direction as the 
Government decided to allow Malaysian students to enrol in 

international schools in 1996.
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during the initial stage given most community 
in Melaka adopted the “wait-and-see” policy.

“Parents wanted to see the academic 
performance of our existing students before 
making a decision. Others were concerned 
whether their kids could attend local 
universities if they attended an international 
school,” shared Shamsunnisa.
 
“However, parents who had decided to send 
their kids overseas after the 11th year of 
schooling joined us.”
 
In the early days, MIS also lacked a lot 
of educational facilities such as science 
laboratories for Chemistry, Biology and Physics 
subjects in addition to ICT (Information 
Communications Technology) labs.
 
Moreover, MIS had no field, badminton hall, 
multi-purpose hall and the school was only 
an attached exam centre for Cambridge 
International Examinations (now known as 
Cambridge International).

However, MIS later grew rapidly which paved 
way for Shamsunnisa to build her own school 
with full facilities in Jalan Siantan, Melaka in 
May 2008.
 
Initially, she only had about nine staff members 
– both academic and non-academic. Today, 

MIS employs nearly 70 staffers – a proof 
of how much the school has grown since its 
inception. 

“COVID-19 had affected our business quite badly 
as many parents lost their jobs and expatriates 
left the country to be with their families,” 
lamented Shamsunnisa.

“So, we quickly adapted with the new norm by 
offering online teaching and learning classes 
to our students from South Korea, Japan and 
Indonesia. With the pandemic, our population of 
about 300 students has dwindled to about 200.”

LEADERSHIP STYLE

Shamsunnisa sees herself as fairly democratic 
in her leadership approach. She also harbours 
a desire of wanting staff members to have a 
strong sense of togetherness – a family spirit in 
the organisation.

Elaborating on her principle, Shamsunnisa said 
she wanted every success and failure of MIS to 
be shared and felt together as a team.
 
With that, she values and encourages participative 
attitude from her team by always keeping an open 
mind to constructive criticism.
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“Having said this, I have strong vision and 
missions that I want others to share and 
internalise without compromise,” she enthused.

“To ensure that there is clear understanding 
and standardised work-related expectation and 
commitment, we set ourselves ‘Eight Shared 
Values’ that would bind us together towards 
achieving our aspirations. These values are 
critical as they serve as a reference and guide 
to our everyday professional conduct at the 
work place.”

To Shamsunnisa, the children are first and 
foremost, the main client of MIS. As such, she 
is very focussed on the quality of education 
that the school is providing for them.

“As the head of the organisation, I always make 
this clear to all my staff members – every 
student’s success is critical to MIS,” she noted.

“And I am my own reference – I 
never set out to be a leader but 
I do want to make a difference 

to my students and staff. It’s not 
about the role but the ultimate 
goal. I always set tough goals 

for myself and believe it is 
achievable and want to translate 

my vision to reality.”

“And I am my own reference – I never set out to 
be a leader but I do want to make a difference 
to my students and staff. It’s not about the 
role but the ultimate goal. I always set tough 
goals for myself and believe it is achievable 
and want to translate my vision to reality.”

ENGAGEMENT WITH SME BANK  

On her relationship with the SME Bank, 
Shamsunnisa said the Bank has thus far 
extended various types of assistance when her 
team decided to expand the school.
 
“Someone suggested to Dr. Ishak to approach 
SME Bank when we wanted to set up our own 
campus from scratch,” she recalled.

“After several negotiations, the Bank agreed 
to provide Shariah-compliant financing to help 
us in 2007. It took about nine months to build the 
school which was completed in end-2007; we 
moved in after receiving the CF (Certificate 
of Fitness) in May 2008.”

Shamsunnisa added she was grateful when 
SME Bank decided to extend her repayment 
period in 2010, following Dr. Ishak’s passing.
 
“It was tough for me between 2010 and 2014. 
Sometimes, I made my repayments late but 
the Bank was always accommodating towards 
me,” she noted gratefully.

“As my payment commitment improved over 
the years, the Bank not only provided me with 
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another financing at the start of the pandemic but it 
also offered us the six-month moratorium recently.” 
 

FUTURE PLANS 

On what the future holds for MIS, Shamsunnisa 
said she was planning to offer the school and her 
students a more diverse opportunity to develop 
and expand.
 
Towards this end, she plans to invest more on a 
virtual learning system which enables the students 
to have new learning experience at MIS without 
needing their physical presence in Malaysia.
 
Due to the international nature of the Cambridge 
IGCSE and A-level programmes, students can do 
their studies fully online with MIS while sitting 
for their final examinations at a centre in their 
home country.

“This will broaden and widen the marketing 
opportunity for student recruitment that 
MIS already has. Much of MIS’s expansion 
plans would involve huge investments in the 
ICT infrastructure, facilities and educational 
technology,” envisages Shamsunnisa.
 
“Moreover, teachers will also need to be trained to 
be able to switch into the more advanced virtual 
learning delivery to ensure the achievement of our 

aims and objectives without compromising 
on quality.”

She concluded by saying: “I would also like to 
see MIS becoming closer to the community 
and ultimately emerge as a centre of 
education for the larger community. This 
will allow the school to be an important part 
of the community for social development, 
just like in many developed countries.”

TIPS FOR NEW ENTREPRENEURS 

To budding entrepreneurs, Shamsunnisa 
wants them to believe that ‘perseverance 
pays’. “It takes a long time before one can 
actually reap the benefits of a hard work,” 
she asserted. “Without perseverance, we 
may not last long enough to start seeing 
the fruits of our labour.”

Elsewhere, she acknowledges that 
challenges and hardship come in many 
forms, hence problem-solving skill is crucial 
to an entrepreneur. “This is closely related 
to communication and negotiation abilities 
where issues can be resolved to the 
advantage of the more relevantly equipped 
players,” she added. 
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“The main business of the company is to provide educational services, 
access to higher learning institutions (university) and to establish 

Brighton International School (BIS),” he quipped.

Education Wonder: 
The Secrets Of Establishing A 
Soaring International School

After years of being involved in the education 
field, Associate Professor Mazrin Rohizaq 
Che Rose started having thoughts on how 
to cater for the needs of children of the 

expatriate community in Malaysia.  

“I have been in the education field for years. While I 
was recruiting students for an education institution 
in 2012, I realised that expatriates were looking for 
an international school to enrol their children,” the 
41-year-old told the InFront newsletter.
 
That’s when Mazrin and his business partner, now 
the Chief Executive Officer Maminul Islam, came up 
with the idea of setting up an international school. 
In February 2013, Geo Global Management Sdn. 
Bhd. was established.
 
“The main business of the company is to provide 
educational services, access to higher learning 

institutions (university) and to establish Brighton 
International School (BIS),” he quipped.

Located in Taman Setiawangsa, Kuala Lumpur, BIS 
prides itself in offering a diverse and challenging 
Cambridge Curriculum as well as a registered 
International General Certificate of Secondary 
Education (IGCSE) Examination Centre.
 
With its programmes built around the Cambridge 
Curriculum, BIS aspires to serve as a springboard 
for its students to develop, grow and nourish their 
mind, body and spirit, thus enabling them to explore 
their academic journey with confidence.

In essence, the school’s core values are to 
provide students with holistic education while 
harnessing the full potential of the young 
generation in accordance with the core value of 
the school, “LEARN”:
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“However, we consider ourselves fortunate as the Brighton team has 
developed an online learning and teaching platform long before the 
pandemic hit our shores. In that sense, we managed to retain quite a 

number of students as their parents have faith in us.” 

L = Leader of Tomorrow; 
E = Excellent Culture; 
A = Accomplishing Success; 
R = Respect Each Other; and 
N = Navigate for Better Future Endeavours.

BUSINESS CHALLENGES

Asked on the challenges faced at the initial stage, 
Mazrin admitted that the education field is highly 
competitive in Malaysia.
 
With that, the school’s management had to work 
very hard to promote Brighton’s brand value and 
niche in the quest to create an edge over other 
international schools.
 
“God willing, we managed to get nearly 400 
students – both locals and foreigners – from 
across 37 countries,” he recalled.
 
The Masters in Business Administration holder 
stated that one of the key elements in their 
success was to employ the right human capital 
in addition to undertaking aggressive marketing 
across all platforms.

Nevertheless, the COVID-19 pandemic has created 
a whole new world of challenges for BIS. Many 
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expatriates went back to their home countries 
before the borders were closed.

“The frequent changes in policies, locally and 
internationally have also created some degree 
of challenges for us to keep pace with,” revealed 
Mazrin.

“However, we consider ourselves fortunate as the 
Brighton team has developed an online learning 
and teaching platform long before the pandemic 

hit our shores. In that sense, we managed 
to retain quite a number of students as their 
parents have faith in us.” 
 

LEADERSHIP STYLE

“Leading by example is always the most honest 
way to go with,” stressed Mazrin.
 
The veteran educationist also said it is important 
for a leader to know how to delegate tasks and 
responsibilities to ensure things get done in a 
smooth manner.

It is equally important to provide his or her team 
members with ample opportunities to do what 
they are good at.

“We are firm believer that team work brings about 
greater benefits than working in silos. We would 
all agree that it’s a great feeling to be part of the 
process in improving others both in life and work” 
enthused Mazrin.

ENGAGEMENT WITH SME BANK

On his relationship with SME Bank, Mazrin 
delightfully said a close acquaintance advised 
him to seek the Bank’s advice during the planning 
stage of BIS.
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Following a discussion, SME Bank offered BIS 
a Shariah-compliant financing to start his 
venture alongside a working capital.

“When we reached out to the Bank, they were 
very professional and accommodating to 
my business needs. They helped us with the 
financing needed to purchase our property as 
well as working capital to run the business,” 
noted Mazrin.

“We can say that SME Bank’s assistance was 
probably one of the main reasons why our 
business boomed quite fast.”
 
Asked if he would engage the Bank for their 
future expansion plan, Mazrin replied:

“Most definitely. My team will always engage 
with SME Bank as they are very generous with 
their assistance. Plus, they also provided us 
with the six-month financing moratorium when 
the pandemic hit our shores.”  
  

FUTURE PLANS

Delving on the future of BIS, Mazrin said that, 
they are looking at solidifying the quality and 
services of the school further to attract more 
students into its fold.
 
“My partner and I, are also planning to set up 
branches in Bangladesh and China. We have 
already identified potential partners in both 
countries to join hands with us,” he concluded.
  

TIPS FOR NEW ENTREPRENEURS

While experience is always equated as the best 
teacher for entrepreneurs to be successful in 
their endeavours, Mazrin tends to equate it 
alongside perseverance and the ability to make 
a right decision during pressured moments.

"These are eventually the key to the success of 
a company,” he insisted. “If one can figure out 
a solution in the most dire of situations, there 
is very little left to stop you from becoming a 
successful entrepreneur.” 

“We are firm believer that 
team work brings about 

greater benefits than working 
in silos. We would all agree 
that it’s a great feeling to 
be part of the process in 

improving others both in life 
and work” enthused Mazrin. 
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Dr. Mornie Kambrie:  
From Top Government 

Official to Stellar 
Education Provider  

“That’s when I discussed the matter with my partners and we 
decided to venture into the education field. Following this, 
the SIDMA College was born and registered under Dynamic 

Seminars Sdn. Bhd.,” said the 65-year-old who now serves as 
the Chairman of the institution.
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After finishing his doctorate 
programme in entrepreneurship 
in 1990 at the prestigious Stirling 
University of Scotland, the then-
34-year old Prof Dr. Morni Kambrie 

told himself that he should either become a 
successful politician or hold a high-ranking 
government job due to his stellar credentials. 
 
“If neither of those happened, I should start my 
own venture,” he told the InFront magazine.
 
Hence, Dr. Morni started his career serving 
various government and government-linked 
agencies such as the Sarawak Economic 
Development Corporation (SEDC) before being 
seconded to the Sarawak Chief Minister’s Office 
as its Principal Administrative Officer for two 
years. He later returned to SEDC in 1993 to 
assume the post of a Director there.

In addition to that, Dr. Morni also lectured at 
various universities such as the Edith Cowan 
University in Australia and the University 
Malaysia Sarawak (UNIMAS).

“Despite all that, I had always craved to become 
the boss of my own venture. In fact, even when I 
was in the Government service, I owned shares 
in a computer company with the approval from 
my superior,” he recalled.

“However, the computer business was badly 
affected due to the 1998 Asian Financial Crisis 
and haze. We then opened a computer lab to 

train people on software such as Word Perfect, 
Lotus 123 and DBase 2.”

The venture was very successful that even the 
Customs Department engaged Dr. Morni and his 
team to train their staffers.
 
“That’s when I discussed the matter with my 
partners and we decided to venture into the 
education field. Following this, the SIDMA 
College was born and registered under Dynamic 
Seminars Sdn. Bhd.,” said the 65-year-old who 
now serves as the Chairman of the institution.

Founded in 1998, SIDMA College had a 
very successful start during its first batch 
registration on 7th April 1998 with several 
prominent local universities started engaging 
the college to partner them with various 
academic programmes. In 2011, SIDMA College 
bagged the prestigious Rising Star Award from 
SME Corp. 

BUSINESS CHALLENGES

As it was tough to get good lecturers given the 
concept of running a private college was new 
in the 1990s, Morni had to get creative by hiring 
several lecturers from public universities in 
Sarawak and Sabah to work at SIDMA College 
on a part time basis.
 
“I had to even engage several experts from the 
private sector such as banks to lecture our 
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students back then. However, things gradually 
started to change when East Malaysians who 
returned from their studies in the Peninsula, 
applied to work with us,” Dr. Morni pointed out.

“And we grew at a pace that even I had not 
expected. While in 1998 we had 113 students, 
we started having between 700 and 800 
students a year later on.”

Dr. Morni even reminisced running his 
education venture in a shop lot while his team 
had to set up canopies and tents outside 
their premises during students’ registration 
day due to overwhelming response.

“Word of mouth advertising really helped us a 
lot,” he quipped.
 

When he started off, SIDMA College had about 
28 academic and non-academic staffers. It 
then grew to 118 employees in its Sarawak 
branch, while the Sabah chapter employed 
138 employees.
 
However, COVID-19 affected Morni’s business 
quite badly with SIDMA College Sarawak now 
having only 78 employees with its Sabah 
branch having 99 staff.
 
“Last year, our Kota Kinabalu branch only 
managed to enrol 200 students while our Kuching 
branch managed to rope in 100,” he added.
 

LEADERSHIP STYLE

Dr. Morni’s leadership style revolves around having 
an open-door policy with his staff members.

Elaborating on that, he said he has made it clear 
to his team that they can approach him anytime 
if they have issues to be resolved.
 
“Even if you need to contact me at 11pm, please 
do so,” he stressed.
 
In addition, Dr. Morni also rewards his staffers 
handsomely if they perform well at their work 
with a good show of dedication.

“And we grew at a pace that 
even I had not expected. 

While in 1998 we had 113 
students, we started having 

between 700 and 800 
students a year later on.”



23

Vol 23 / 2021

“For example, I will present RM800 worth of 
household appliance to any employee who 
completes five years of service with us,” he 
enthused. “Those who reach the 10th year of 
service can expect RM5,000 worth of reward 
with no questions asked while those who have 
worked for 15 years will get RM10,000 worth of 
holiday package.”

Additionally, Dr. Morni also sponsors umrah 
pilgrimage package for Muslim staff who have 
worked with him for 15 years. “I also take them 
on foreign trips to places like Vietnam and 
Indonesia to show my appreciation to them,” 
he added. 

ENGAGEMENT WITH SME BANK 

Touching on SME Bank, Dr. Morni said the 
former has provided his venture with various 
types of Shariah-compliant financing to help his 
business grow.
 
“The Bank provided businesses like mine 
with various assistance programmes under 
the Centre for Entrepreneur Development and 
Research (CEDAR). They also invite us to attend 
talks on entrepreneurship to motivate us, while 
organising workshops yearly to help grow our 
business,” he shared.

As for SIDMA College, Dr. Morni said that the 
Bank has even set up business premises so 
that entrepreneurs could rent them to grow 
their business ventures.
 
“I rented one of their premises for my venture. 
This type of programmes motivates us and 
proves to us that the Bank truly wants us 
succeed in our venture,” he opined.

“The Bank also provided us with financing to 
purchase a land to establish a full-fledged 
campus at at Metrocity in Jalan Matang, 
Sarawak where the CEO personally came down 
from Kuala Lumpur to inspect the place.”

Above all else, SIDMA College was also entitled 
to a six-month financing moratorium during 
the first Movement Control Order in 2020. 
 

FUTURE PLANS

While Dr. Morni has purchased a piece of 
land to build a new campus, the COVID-19 
pandemic had pushed back his plan by three 
years due to various setbacks.
 
However, the veteran businessman did not give 
up and started applying for foreign student 
license for its campus in Kota Kinabalu.
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“With the license in hand, we are talking to 
several prominent foreign universities such as 
the Balikpapan University in Indonesia for a 
collaboration,” suggested Dr. Morni. “I’m trying 
to engage foreign students to mitigate the 
impact of losing out on local students. Plus, 
I’m also planning to start new programmes to 
attract more students into our campus.”

One programme in the pipeline is to train 
Mutawif (tour guides for those doing pilgrimage 
in Mecca), added Dr. Morni. 

TIPS FOR NEW ENTREPRENEURS 

“If you’re looking for quick money, invest in 
stocks or cryptocurrency. However, if you want 
to start you own business, start small first.”
 
Elaborating, Dr. Morni said given that starting a 
new venture is challenging, it would be best to 

start small so that even if one does not succeed 
at first, the impact would be minimal.
 
“If you start big in the beginning and you don’t 
succeed, the person would fall in such a way that 
he/she won’t know what to do next,” he opined.
 
Dr. Morni also said that one should always be 
prudent when it comes to their profits; they should 
re-invest the earnings into their businesses rather 
than spending them whimsically.
 
“I always believe in the power of organic growth. 
If you’re planning to go into retail, always look 
into establishing something that can grow 
bigger later on, e.g. by being able to open a 
chain of outlets in the future like 7Eleven or 99 
Speedmart,” he proposed.

“Also, always look into ventures that would not 
require your physical presence all the time. This 
will allow you time and space to do other things.” 
 

“If you start big in the beginning and you don’t succeed, 
the person would fall in such a way that he/she won’t 

know what to do next,” he opined.
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