Better measyre

By K.H. Lim

KUALA LUMPUR, Wed. —
The living standards of Ma-
laysians should be assessed
comprehensively in politi-
cal. social, cultural and spir-
itual terms and not in mere
economic numbers like the
g, capita income, Datuk
i Dr Mahathir Mohamad
said today. L
He said economic indica
tors like the per capita in-
come did not show improve-
ments in the quality of life
and a cleaner environment.
Opening the three-day
27th Conference of Gover-
nors of Southeast Asian
Central Banks (Seacen)
here, the Prime Minister

been able to find a satisfac-
tory way to measure the
standards of living of na
tions,, especially” across
countries. o

“Often, the per capitain-
come denominated in Unit-
ed States dollarsisused as a
convenient pro>é¥ — indeed
to the extent thal many, in-
cluding politicians and pro-
fessionals who should know
better, regard them as syn-
onymous. o

“The use of per capita in-
come for any purpose is
fraught with limitations.

“Whatis perfectly clear is
that it a poor approxima-
tion of domestic purchasing
power.

fhet the
same McDonald ‘Big Mac®
hamburger in Kuala Lum-
pur ‘is about three times
cheaper than in the United
States, and five times cheap-
er than in London. )
_ “Furthermore, per capita
income pays nq attention to
improvements in the quali-
ty of life, arising from im-
roved hedth care, reduc-
tion in income inequality,
increased access to housing
education and other socia
amenities, |onger life expec-
tancy and lower infant mor-
tality and a cleaner environ-
ment.

“On each of these, we
have made rapid pro?r&ss"

He said the US dolTar was

standards needed

of living

not a stable currency and if
it appreciated against the
ringgit, the Malaysian per
capita income would go
down. Likewise, when it de-
preciated, the per capitain-
come would ?%gp

To complicale matters,
the US dollar might depreci-
ate against the ringgit but
thg:dyen might appreciate, he
sald.

Then, as a country which
had a quarter of its trade
with Japan, Malaysia would
find its per capita income
higher but it would have to

d more money to buy
anese goods, he'said.

He added that with fluctu-
ating exchange rates which
In Many Instances were to-

tally unrelated to economic
performance, per capitain-
come in US dollars redly
measured nothing.

“For Mdaysia, our living
standards need to be as

sessed beyond just the per
capita_number.

We intend to make fur-
ther progress to become a
developed nation by the
year 2020 in the broadest
sense of the term, that is,
politicaly,, _econom|call¥,
socidly, spiritualy and cul-
turallﬁ/. )

“That is to say, we want to
be considered beyond sheer
economic _numbers — our
record will reflect the main
tenance of palitical stabil-
ity, progress in socia jus-

tice,.. enhancement in the
uality of life, and the
rengthening of ethical and
moral values,”

Dr Mahathir said the cen-
tral bank governors present
at the conference, might
want to UDICk up this chial-
lenge to develop” a sensible
vet practical measure of liv-
|t ng standards across coun-

ries.

He said that with such a
sensible and practical mea-
sure of living standards,
they would be in a better
position to evauate their
own achievements and
weaknesses.

Others, too; would be bet-
ter placed to assess the pro-
gress and performance of

these countries, he said.

“To the extent that you
succeed, you would have
made positive contributions
to how the world can better
understand national aspira-
tions and, for that matter,
how the world should Igok
at itsef, thereby ensuring
that the fruits of economic
progress are adways mea
sured in terms of the eco-
nomic and socia welfare of
the peoples of nations.”

On the .international
scene, he said current pros-
pects for any strong recov-
ery in North Amefica and
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In Japan and Germany,
aconomic growth was ex-
pected to moderate to more
sustainable levels but new
uncertainties had since
emerged. leading to the pos-
sibility that. the slowdown
might” be more severe than
expected. .

He said developing coun-
tries which were dependent
on export markets in the
industrial countries were
concerned about these de-
velopments )

“They underline the
growing need of developing
countries to become more
self-reliant and reduce their
dependence on industrial
countries in charting their
economic future. .

“It seems to me that devel-
oping countries will have
little choice ex to accel-
erate South-South co-opera-
tion in the fields of trade
and investment if they wish
to continue to enjoy sus-
tained growth.”

On finance. he said there
was a pressing need for fur-
ther debt relief for countries
willing to undertake eco-
nomic relief.

.~ On trede, he said the ma-
jor challenges facing the re-
gion in the 1990s would be to
ensure that international
trade was carried out in an
open and competitive sys-
tem. o

On protectionist mea-
sures, he said they had in-
creased substantially and
would be a mgjor threat to
the future trading environ-
ment.

Increased protectionism
had aso tended to discour-
age investment in export
sectors and reduce the re-
sponsiveness of trade flows
to prices, he said.

He expressed concern
over a discernible trend to-
wards the linking of “totally
unconnected” issues like
human rights and environ-
ment with_ trade.

“There is a belief among
developed countries that by
forcing the poor to become
poorer, they will show more
resc,i)ect for human rights
and spend more money on
the environment,

“In fact, it is poverty
which brings on repressive
and insensitive Govern-
ments.”

Dr Mahathir explained
that a freer international
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trade environment would
enable developing countries
to expand their exports and
increase their incomes and
standards of living.

With more income and
better standards of living,
they could then afford to be
more liberal and to care for
their environment. )

On _regiona co-operation
he said it was only ration
that the region moved to-
wards pooling resources
and sharing markets.

Central banks in nine
countries are Seacen mem-
bers. They are Indonesia,
Korea, Maaysia, Myanmar,
Nepal, the, ilippines, Sin-
gapore, Sri Lanka and Thai-
land.

In’thanking Dr Mahathir
for his opening address,
Bank Indonesia governor
Prof Dr Adrianus Mooy
called for a common stance
among Seacen members at
the Geneva negotiations on
financial services.

Speaking. on behalf of the
other visiting central bank
governors, he congratulated
the Seacen research and
training centre for bein
named by the Internation
Monetary Fund as the best
centre in financial research.
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