21/ 09/ 1997
A perfect venue for voicing Asian noney probl ens

Bai dura Ahmad
IT has all the makings of a highly intriguing drama.

Divers lurking in the harbour, sniffer dogs searching for bonmbs and the
security systemso tight that even toilet cleaners wear individual ID
t ags.

The occasion is the annual International Mnetary Fund-Wrld Bank
meeti ng (Bank-Fund neeting) held at the Hong Kong Convention Centre
over |l ooki ng the Victoria Harbour which officially starts on Tuesday.

Thi s weekend, though, the drama starts unveiling as participants
conprising 15,000 ministers, officials and bankers and ot her guests plus
2,000 nedi a peopl e converged in Hong Kong, naking the occasion an event
bi gger than the handover of the former colony fromBritish colonial rule
on July 1.

For the first tine in the history of these annual neetings, both Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad and his deputy Datuk Seri Anwar
| brahi mwoul d be attendi ng, though not at the sanme tine.

Dr Mahat hir has been specially invited to present a paper on the Asian
opportunity - the only state | eader to do so - at one of the sem nars
bei ng hel d before the neeting proper starts while Anwar will be nmaking his
usual appearance at this nmeeting in his capacity as the Finance M nister.

By coi ncidence, (the list of speakers was prepared way before the
currency crisis started) George Soros is slated to speak at one of the
sem nars on gl obal integration.

Attendance at these senminars are linmted and attendees have to obtain
vouchers. The 200 or so vouchers for Dr Ms presentation yesterday were
snapped up barely an hour after distribution.

The interest is understandable. First, our Prine Mnister always
attracts the crowd, both the nedia and non-nedia, wi th his no-hol ds-barred
remarks particularly in chanpioning the cause of the devel opi ng nati ons.

The Bank-Fund neeting is the perfect venue for voicing the views of a
region so diverse that it has three sets of country criteria. W have
weal t hy Asian Tigers, nanmely Japan, Hong Kong, Singapore, Taiwan and
Korea; Baby Tigers with emerging econom es such as Mal aysia as well the
wor | d's poorest who have to survive on a US$1 (RM3) incone a day.

Then, there is the issue at hand. Southeast Asia has yet to conpletely
recover fromthe financial and currency firestormwhich started in
Thailand in July and has since spread to the region, Ml aysia included.

The finance-rel ated nmeetings held prior to the Hong Kong neet, the
Conmonweal th Finance M nisters neeting in Mauritius earlier |ast week
(Sept 16-18) and the Asia Europe Meeting in Bangkok |ater in the week
(Sept 18-19), have discussed the issue at |ength.

Anwar, who started Mal aysia's war cry on "financial gunslingers" in
Mauritius, will use the Bank-Fund neeting to demand that the | M- recognise
that with liberalisation of financial markets nust cone responsibility and
proper regul ation.

The I MF and ot her supervisory institutions nmust not only be able to warn
menbers of inpendi ng danger but go one step further by playing a pro-
active role in assisting themto chart their econom c agenda for future
chal | enges.

And we have valid reason for sending out the war cry.

Turbul ence in the Asian currency nmarkets is already taking its toll and
reducing private capital flows both to the region and to the world.



The institute of International Finance, the club of the world' s biggest
banks, has predicted that private capital going to Asian energi ng markets
woul d fall fromUS$142 billion to US$107 billion.

Pl ans had been put on hold by Governments as part of the noves to
reassure investors of Governnents willingness to cut current account
deficits. Mal aysia has deferred several, npst notabl e the Bakun dam
project, while |Indonesia has postponed 14 power projects.

Asia is likely to ride through the crisis because, as enphasi sed by
Mal aysi an | eaders, nost countries have strong econom ¢ fundanentals. This
view is subscribed by many, both fromthe nmultilateral agencies as well as
the | eaders in the affected countries.

Worl d Bank president James Wl fensohn has di smssed the recent crisis as
a "hiccup".

Al ready, the various groupings in the region are considering ways of
preparing thensel ves agai nst future predatory attacks on their financial
nmar ket s.

The Commmonweal th Secretariat, specifically, will do an i mmedi ate study
on lessons to be learned fromthe recent crisis to protect nmenbers from
future attacks and the effectiveness of the current existing warning
syst ens.

Apart fromthe currency issue, other matters to be di scussed included a
nmore generous new al l ocati on of special drawing rights - soft loans - for
Asi an countries and the nove to eradicate corrupti on anbng receiver
Gover nent s.

Hopefully, at the end of the neeting this weekend, we - the rich and the
poor of the world - will see the silver lining at the end of the currency
crisis cloud.
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