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Entrepreneurs nmust set local priorities

HARVARD: A groupi ng such as the East Asia Econom ¢ Caucus (EAEC) woul d
have been very useful now especially with the Asian currencies under
attack. It would have of fered nmenbers an avenue through which to
coordinate their reactions to the onslaught and to act in concert.

Instead, countries were left to their Iimted and individual devices and
resources. It is very clear fromrecent events fromPrinme M nister Datuk
Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad's repeated statenments that individually, Asian
and certainly South-East Asian countries are powerless to face a serious
onsl aught from powerful external forces.

However, as a group, the East Asian countries would be in a better
position - with nore resources and perhaps econonmic clout - to reduce the
i mpact if not avoid the adverse effects on their donestic econoni es.

The conbi ned resources available in the East Asian econom es - sone of
the worl d's highest foreign reserves are in Japan, China, Singapore,

Tai wan and South Korea - would be better able to face up to externa
chal | enges.

Col l ectively, the countries in the region have sufficient financial
strength. Individually they have neager resources which are insufficient
to cope with the onslaught. Even Japan, a nmenber of the Group of Seven (G
7) industrialised countries, realises that it is powerless to act al one,
despite being the world's second | argest econony.

It is still not too |late for the EAEC. In today's borderless and
i ncreasingly uncertain world, there is every reason for Asian countries to
wor k together for nmutual benefit. They need a forumto discuss their
comon probl ens and cone up with ways to react to themso as to cushion
their econom es from bei ng underm ned or ruined.

The fact that countries in East Asia and even Asean, to a certain
extent, are not united in facing the external chall enges nmakes them
i ncreasi ngly vul nerabl e.

The division in Asean has been exploited by the nmajor economnies nore
than once. The recent currency crisis is just one such exanple. It could
be worse and there could be even nore attacks in future.

There is no alternative, in the present globalised world, but for Asian
countries and especially Asean to be united if they are to fight the
"econonic war" and protect their economes and citizens.

The "attackers"” know the "weaknesses” and with their powerful "financial
arm es" are able to destabilise weak devel opi ng econom es. These attackers
can erode the wealth and underm ne the hard work put in over years in just
a matter of days and hours.

The erosion of market capitalisation in Asean economes in recent weeks
proves this. The full inpact of the crisis on the individual econom es and
their peoples is yet to be conputed and undoubtedly the effects will be
felt down the road. But even in the short termit has been shown that
devel opi ng countries countinue to remai n vul nerable no matter how hard
they try to protect thensel ves.

Free and open trade is the battle cry of nmany devel oped countries today.
Li beralisation of the financial and services sector is now being pushed by
the US and devel opi ng countries are being asked to speed up liberalisation
and to open their econoni es even nore.

Havi ng opened their economies and |iberalised to neet demands from
devel oped countries, devel oping countries have no defense or control over



their own donestic institutions and econonies fromthe "powerful forces
and arm es" in the devel oped worl d.

As the events of recent weeks have shown, the inpact of open economni es
can be disastrous and can very quickly undo years of hard work and
sacrifice.

The robust growth of Asean econom es has attracted the attention of many
in the devel oped world as well as those in the multilateral institutions
i ncluding the World Bank and the International Mnetary Fund (I M).

It had been forecast that at the "blistering” rate that the East Asian
econom es had been growi ng they woul d overtake many of the devel oped
countries by the early part of the next century. This nmade nmany in the
West unconfortable as their pole position was being threat ened.

The Asi an progress and devel opnent was descri bed by the Wrld Bank and
many ot hers as the "East Asian Mracle". This ignored the careful and
systematic planning that is the hallmark of many Asian societies and
certainly of Malaysia. This coupled with the political stability, hard
wor ki ng and educat ed popul ation had attracted foreign i nvestnents and
entrepreneurs to these economi es.

Wil e foreign investors, including those fromthe devel oped Wst, put
their funds into Asian econonies to reap benefits and increased profits
(higher than those in their hone countries), they were al so unhappy with
the progress that has been nade by devel opi ng countries.

Despite the econom c fundanentals in Ml aysia renai ning strong, the
onsl aught and attack on the currency has shaved off sone RMbOO billion in
mar ket capitalisation and the ringgit has weakened consi derably agai nst
maj or currenci es.

While foreign funds may nove in and out quickly, depending on their
needs and focus, it is inportant that Ml aysian investors and
entrepreneurs continue to have faith and confidence in the Ml aysian
econony and not follow foreign investors and go on a selling spree and
under m ne governnent efforts.

The | ocal s have a greater stake in the Ml aysian econony than anyone
el se. The |l ocal entrepreneurs should have greater faith and confidence in
their own econony and its fundamentals and not take the cue fromforeign
fund managers and devel opnent s abroad.

By following in the footsteps of foreign investors to sell now | ocal
investors will only be cutting their nose to spite their faces. Loca
busi nessnen and entrepreneurs have as nuch at stake in ensuring that the
mar ket recovers and the econony remai ns fundanmentally strong as the
goverment itself.

The governnent on its part has announced several neasures including the
RMB60 billion fund to assist the market. It is now for the businessnen to
do their share

Many entrepreneurs and busi nesses have reaped healthy profits in recent
years - thanks to governnment efforts, policies and regul ations. Perhaps it
is not too much to ask that they now do their part to suppl enent and
conpl enent government efforts. They could formstrategic alliances, poo
their resources and set up a fund to support the market and buy as the
prices are cheap. At the sane time they should not just foll ow foreign
i nvestors and sell their shares.

After all, if the econony is adversly affected and the KLSE conti nues
its downward trend, businesses, profits and by extension the entreprenerus
t henrsel ves wil |l be affected.

The entrepreneurs who have derived benefits and chal ked up huge profits
over the years due to business friendly governnent policies should
recogni se, admt this and now cone foward to assi st the governnent in
turn. In the end the beneficiaries will be the businesses, entrepreneurs



and the Mal aysi an public in general.
( END)
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