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Bui | di ng machi nes wei gh heavily on bal ance of paynents

CRANES and ot her buil di ng equi pnent, which synbolically are a nmeasure of a
nation's vibrant economc growth, especially in the construction sector,
are eating into Mal aysi a's bal ance of paynents.

VWil e the mounting inmports of these "lunpy" itenms reflect the hive of
activity in the building sector, too many of these foreign-made machi nery
are a cause for concern.

Wth the possibility of another bal ance of paynent deficit, analysts say
over-zeal ous inporters of heavy machinery may have to review their
operations as the forthconing 1998 Budget nmay see the inposition of higher
taxes on these inports.

Under the country's long period of economi c boom contractors were keen
to inport such itens, especially new ones, without seriously exam ning the
i ssue of using secondhand but still functional construction nmachinery
avai | abl e.

For this year, inport duties of five and 20 per cent were |l evied on
heavy machinery inmports |ike bulldozers, excavators and pile drivers. Last
year, the Governnent inposed a 20 per cent inport duty on bulldozers,
angl edozers, graders, levellers, pile drivers and pile extractors, coal or
rock cutters, and tunnelling nachinery.

Duty of five per cent was sl apped on scrapers, road rollers, tanping
machi nes and shovel machinery with a 360-degree revol ving superstructure
whil e front-end shovel | oaders and ot her nmechani cal shovel s, excavators
and shovel |oaders were slapped with a 10 per cent duty.

Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mhamad on Tuesday warned traders
that the 1998 Budget may see a cut in heavy machinery inports, and cited
cranes and excavators as contributing significantly to the country's
bal ance of paynents deficit.

"At the nonent we want traders to voluntarily stop inporting the
machinery but if they don't, we are thinking of putting restrictions on
the inmport," he said in Kuching.

"I'n Kuching al one, you can see yards full of these things and yet they
are still buying and if we keep on with our bad habit, the deficit wll
never go away."

Last week, Deputy Prine Mnister and Finance M nister Datuk Seri Anwar
| brahi m said the 1998 Budget to be tabled on Oct 17 woul d seriously | ook
at neasures to curb Malaysia's inports and focus on expandi ng exports.

Hi s deputy, Datuk Dr Affifuddin Orar, also nmentioned the possibility of
"bl acklisting" contractors bent on using inported building materials
al t hough | ocal | y- produced ones were avail abl e.

According to figures fromthe Statistics Departnent, Ml aysia' s externa
trade deficit totalled RM17.974 nmillion in 1996, with exports of
RML96. 691 billion and i nports of RML97.309 billion.

Last year, the largest contributor to the increased inports were
machi nery and transport equiprment and this group was al so the | argest
i mport comnponent, accounting for 60 per cent or RML18.4 billion.

For the first six nonths of this year, Ml aysia' s trade deficit w dened
to RM2.7 billion froma deficit of RM687.8 million the sane period | ast
year.

The deficit in June was caused by the purchase of ships and tankers,
including a liquefied natural gas carrier) and comercial aircraft,
collectively anobunting to RM2.2 billion, or 11.4 per cent of total



i mports.
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