18/ 06/ 1997
Dr M Use us as trade springboard

Farush Khan in Beirut

DATUK Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad yest erday encouraged Lebanese entrepreneurs
and investors to increase their business presence in Asean by using

Mal aysia as their springboard for the production of their goods in the
regi on whi ch commanded a potential market of 440 mllion people.

The Prime M nister said when the Asean Free Trade Area was fully
i npl emrented by the year 2003, there would be a single Asean market in
which tariffs for Asean manufactured products woul d not exceed five per
cent and with the majority attracting zero tariff.

"This huge and dynam c regional market will, in itself, be attractive to
foreign investors who can | ocate their operations in one Asean country to
serve the whole region," he said at a di nner hosted by the Lebanese
Chanber of Conmerce and I ndustry.

The 35- menber busi ness del egation, |ed by Malaysia Airlines Berhad
chai rman and chi ef executive Tan Sri Tajudin Ram i, also attended the
di nner.

Dr Mahathir sai d Labuan had been designated as an International O fshore
Financial Centre with the necessary infrastructure support and facilities
put in place to conpl enent and enhance Mal aysia's regi onal and
i nternational |inkages.

An attractive package of fiscal and non-fiscal incentives had al so been
of fered to conpani es that |ocated their regional headquarters in Ml aysi a,
he sai d.

The Prime M nister, who arrived here on Monday for a three-day official
visit, noted that bilateral trade between the two countries, though small
inrelation to Malaysia's global trade, had been growi ng steadily.

It grew fromUS$10.5 mllion (RM6.2 million) in 1992 to US$22.2 million
in 1996, with the trade balance in Ml aysia's favour.

In 1996, Mal aysia exported US$21.9 nillion worth of goods to Lebanon
conpared to US$18.8 million in 1995.

It inmported fromLebanon goods amounting to US$290, 000 in 1996 as
conpared to US$950, 000 i n 1995.

Dr Mahathir was certain there was consi derabl e scope for expansi on of
bilateral trade and i nvestnent.

"G ven the numerous opportunities and incentives for trade and
investnent in our two countries, the tinme has cone for us to foster
strategic |inkages to create partnerships in econonm c devel opnment. "

He said Mal aysi a was encour aged by the economic and fiscal reforns
undert aken by the Lebanese government.

"These incentives and liberalisation policies will surely create greater
confi dence anong foreign investors, hence, paving the way for increased
prospects of econom c growth in Lebanon," he said

The Prime M nister said Mal aysia had found that foreign investnent had
hel ped it to transformits econony.

I nvest ments had provided jobs, foreign exchange, transfer of technol ogy,
expanded its industrial base and provi ded |inkages between the
agricultural and industrial sectors. It had al so spawned the growth of
smal | - and medi um scal e i ndustri es.

"I believe the Lebanese and Mal aysi an public and private sectors can
conpl enent each other in the fields of econom ¢ and soci al devel opnent, "
he added.

He said the private sectors of the two countries could perhaps consider



establishing a joint business council for trade and i nvestnent co-
oper ati on.

Dr Mahathir told the Lebanese businessnmen that his visit to their
country reflected Malaysia's earnest desire to strengthen ties between the
two countries.

"I ook forward to our special relationship being further nurtured
t hrough the regul ar exchange of visits, the inplementation of concrete
action programes and i ncreased activities between the public and private
sectors of Lebanon and Mal aysia in the years to come."

To facilitate this bilateral co-operation, he said, the Governnents of
the two countries had taken steps to put in place the necessary framework
agreenments for the conduct of commercial and economic rel ations.

"We have al ready signed an Air Services Agreenent which has facilitated
travel between our two countries. W have al so signed a bilateral Trade
Agreenment in 1995 which would hel p our traders to expand their businesses
in both countries," he said.

The Mal aysi an Gover nnent, he expl ained, played a strong facilitating
role in providing a climte conducive to trade and i nvestnent. This had
attracted not only domestic investment, but al so substantial foreign
direct investnments which brought al ong benefits such as capital,
technol ogy and overseas narket |inkages.

"These are sonme of the factors that have encouraged nore than 3,000
manuf act uri ng conpani es fromover 35 countries to nmake Mal aysia their
of fshore production base," he added.

The Prime Mnister noted that Lebanese busi nesses and industries had
generally concentrated their investnents in countries with which they were
fam liar and had had |l ong traditional |inks.

Lebanese i nvestors | ooking at Mal aysia should not only think of the
mar ket in Ml aysi a al one, he said, but the regi onal market of Asean and
beyond.

He said Asean commanded a potential market of 440 million people. Last
year, Asean econonies registered a robust grow h of about seven per cent
and intra-Asean trade had anmbunted to sone US$130 billion

This year, Asean econonies were further poised to grow at an average
rate of eight per cent.

Dr Mahathir sai d Mal aysi an conpani es were keen to participate in various
sectors of devel opnent in Lebanon such as infrastructure devel opnent,
housi ng and construction, tel econmunicati ons networks, power generation
and di stribution, banking and financial sectors.
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