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ALL EYES ON MAHATH R S UMNO SPEECH

By: Azman U ang

KUALA LUMPUR, Sept 4 (Bernama) -- Wien Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad opens the Umo general assenbly as he will do tonorrow,
normal |y he delivers what is arguably his best speech of the year

It is this speech that would have his audience in Ml aysia's biggest
conference hall at the Putra Wrld Trade Centre here virtually on the edge
of their seats -- as do mllions of others watching it live over
tel evi si on.

Maki ng the best speech is no nean feat even for soneone who sets a very
hi gh standard in getting his nessage across |like Dr Mhathir.

The Ummo president's speech is like a State of the Union address by an
American president, or a policy speech that spells out the nation's agenda
-- its problems and plans of action, in no uncertain term

Dr Mahathir of course nakes countl ess speeches in a year, and even nore
off the cuff nedia interviews locally and abroad, but to many people this
will be the speech that nmatters.

This time around, his keenly awaited presidential address will take on
an added dinension and inportance against the backdrop of the problens in
t he Mal aysi an econony caused by the plunge in the currency and stock
mar ket s.

The Umo speech,which the prime mnister wites hinself, could not have
come at a nore crucial nonment, given the intense attacks on the ringgit and
share prices by what Dr Mahathir has branded as foreign nmanipulators out to
i npoveri sh devel oping nations in this region

At a pre-general assenbly briefing for party del egates here yesterday,

Dr Mahathir said: " | have just finished (witing) the speech only this
nor ni ng".

" This is because nornmally our general assenbly is held in Cctober but
since we are holding it a nonth earlier this year, | didn't have that nuch

time to prepare for it," he said.

In the past week, the prime mnister has made several announcenents on
measures to prop up the Kual a Lunpur Stock Exchange which has seen over
RVA00 billion worth of market capitalisation w ped out as share prices fell
like ten pins.

Yesterday, for exanple, he cane up with a RVM60O billion fund to buy
shares on the KLSE from Mal aysians at a premiumto the nmarket price

Anal ysts said it is still too early for the effects of this |atest
mar ket incentive to sink in on the battered currency and stock markets, as
reflected in further declines in both, especially the ringgit which
"ki ssed"” the sensitive 3.000 |level against the US dollar today, its | owest
ever.

Last week Dr Mahathir directed the big local institutional funds |ike
t he Enpl oyees Provident Fund, Khazanah Nasi onal Bhd, the federal
government's investnment arm Pernodal an Nasional Berhad and the Pensions
Fund, anong others, to enter the market to nop up the shares which are now
very cheaply priced.

This is to offset the reported flight of foreign capital fromthe |oca
stock market.

Dr Mahathir's speech tomorrow, anong other things, is expected to
further articulate and fine-tune the series of his pro-market noves, which
i nclude outlawi ng the | ending of share scrip by banks which has been



identified as one of the main causes of market manipul ation

The four-day party gathering, preceded by the Youth and Wanita genera
assenblies today, is also held close on the heels of at |east two strong
runours which seem to have further danpened the narket despite already
bei ng di sm ssed as basel ess by the prine mnister

One is the "arrest" of two of the country's top bankers, Tan Sri Rashid
Hussain of RHB Bank and Tan Sri Azman Hashi m of Arab- Mal aysi an Bank for
al | eged nmarket mani pul ati on.

Another is the distribution of a poison-pen letter, apparently tinmed
for the Umo general assenbly, with allegations of a sex scandal involving
Deputy Prime M nister Datuk Seri Anwar | brahim

Dr Mahathir described this as a plot to topple Anwar, whom he has naned
as his successor when he steps down, as police investigations had found the
al | egati ons were basel ess.

Meanwhi l e, at both the Youth and Wanita general assenblies, the nood of
the del egates was relatively subdued conpared with the past years as they
debated the traditional issues such as the policy speeches of the
respective heads of the party's w ngs, econony, Islam education and socia
matters.

Deputy Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Anwar |brahim sinultaneously opened
both assenblies with a speech delivered in an unusually serious tone
wi thout any |ight-hearted banter.

In an obvious reference to the sex scandal allegations, he cited
Quranic verses and incidents in Islamic history to portray the evil of
fitnah (fal se accusations).

" Anwar is in no nood to jest. Taking the cue, the debate that followed
al so seens to be subdued," said a del egate.

Also taking the cue form Dr Mahathir's briefing yesterday, the
del egat es avoi ded di scussing the poison-pen letter as the police had
conpleted its probe with the arrest of three people

Per haps, when Dr Mahat hir opens the general assenbly proper tonorrow,
things will be nore lively, say observers.-- BERNAVA
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