24/ 12/ 1997

A sen saved is a sen gai ned

W TH everybody doi ng sonmething to hel p prevent the cost of living from
skyrocketing and aggravati ng the econom c situation, it would have been a
terrible blowfor Malaysians if toll rates had been i ncreased. The

Gover nnent deserves sone praise for the sensible decision to bar a raise
intoll rates next year. About a mllion vehicles enter Kuala Lunpur
daily, and nost of these pass the tolls on routes between Port Kl ang and
the city, or the airport and the hotels. An increase in toll rates would
have caused a chai n-reaction and been used as an excuse to rai se transport
fares and charges.

The concessionaires affected by the Cabi net decision - Projek Lebuhraya
Utara Sel atan (PLUS) for the 848km North-South Expressway and Expressway
Li nkaran Tengah Sdn Bhd (ELI TE) for the 48km Shah-Al am Nilai stretch -
will no doubt find thenselves on the receiving end of the stick. The
concessions they signed with the Governnent all ow thema periodica
increase in toll rates and these conpani es depend heavily on the tol
collection to service their loans. Toll rates have been increased so nmany
times during the |ast 10 years, that the price of the petrol needed to
drive down to Johor Baru in a Kancil is probably | ess than the tol
charges one has to pay for using the expressway. Still, the cost of
bui I di ng t hese hi ghways was hi gh. The concessi onaires al so have to
mai ntain themround the clock and provi de other services to users, all of
whi ch costs noney.

However, these are difficult tines, not just for highway concessionaires
or expressway users but for Ml aysians fromall walks of life. Since the
July deval uation of the baht, wages for many have been sliced or frozen
and sone peopl e have | ost jobs as conpani es downsi zed or shut down. Peopl e
and conpani es have lost billions on the stock market and t housands were
af fected by the depreciation of the ringgit. Inflation is seeping in and
the inevitable price increases for sonme basic inported itens have been
announced. Gowth forecasts have been revi sed downwards and gover nnment
expendi ture has been cut by one-fifth. Projects have been deferred and
t housands of students who had dreant of an educati on overseas have had to
give it a mss for now

Little sacrifices are nade everyday by the little people of this
country. The Governnent has shown that it understands and appreci ates
this. It has announced that petroleumprices will not go up as feared and
has warned traders not to increase prices at will. The Government is even
considering adding to the |ist of essential itens whose prices will be
controlled. It is clear that the Governnent does not wi sh to overly-burden
the | owincone earners and does not want people to lose their livelihood,
no matter how bad the situation beconmes. Besides, the situation is not as
bad as that faced by sone nei ghbouring countries. Credit growh has been
too rapid and the current account deficit has been a subject of concern,
but there are ways to address these problens w thout unduly affecting the
average Mal aysian. There is a lack of confidence in prospects but the
Gover nnent has been trying hard to boost sentinents.

Alittle bit of help fromthe business comunity will certainly go a
Il ong way right now. Certainly PLUS and ELI TE, the two expressway
concessionaires involved in the Governnent decision not to raise tol
rates, are hel ping. Many ot hers have, but nore should cone forward to help
wi th the confidence-building. The | east they can do, as has been requested



by Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanad, is to refrain fromany
action that m ght aggravate the situation. This appeal applies to every
singl e Mal aysian. W nust recall, that in the case of a toll rates
i ncrease, Works Mnsiter Datuk Seri S. Sany Vellu had nmade it seemt hat
the increase was unavoi dabl e and that any anmendnent to the concession
agreement with PLUS woul d be akin to "disturbing a hornet's nest". Such
statenments certainly will not nmesh well with efforts to rebuild
confidence. If Malaysians are willing to do their very best to restore the
econony and secure the future of this nation, there nust al so be a desire
to use all neans necessary to make the best of this toughest of
situations.
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