11/ 03/ 1997

Expandi ng Bunmi niddl e cl ass

LAST Wednesday, Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mbhamad expressed
unhappi ness with the evol ution of m ddl e-cl ass Bum puteras. The

Bum puteras in the corporate world have done well as have the petty and
smal | traders. But sandw ched in between are nany who cannot even afford
to buy their own houses. Clearly then, concerted strategi es nust be worked
out to create nore mddl e-cl ass entrepreneurs.

On Sunday, Entrepreneur Devel opment M nister Datuk Mistapa Mohamed
fl eshed out the thoughts of the Prime Mnister. He said six nministries
woul d jointly draw up a programe to produce nore small Bum putera
busi nessnen. To be chaired by Deputy Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Anwar
| brahimand to be attended by Menteris Besar and Chief Mnisters, the
March 17 neeting will assess existing entrepreneurial progranmes and work
out new strategies.

Such an integrated approach that ropes in the involvenent of the State
Governnents is wel comed. But the authorities should heed some facts cited
by two sociol ogi sts | ast week on why nmany Bum puteras opt to remain
sal ari ed workers rather than venture into business. One is the fact that a
| arge nunber of Bum puteras who are in the middle-i ncone bracket face
debts arising fromhousing and car | oans. Two, this group places a
priority on saving for their children's education. Both factors deter
Bum puteras fromtaking risks that entrepreneurship necessarily entails.

As Mist apa poi nted out, anong the Bumi puteras are a large pool with
substantial savings. An estimated 64,000 of them have the maxi mum
i nvest nent of RMLOO, 000 each in Amanah Saham Buni put era and anot her 2, 000
have savi ngs of RMLOO, 000 each in Tabung Haji. These six-figure savings
can easily be used as seed noney to establish small entrepreneurships.

Clearly then, the nunber of potential small businessnmen is there. The
smal | busi nesses, especially franchises of fast-food outlets and petro
stations, are there. But what needs be to be done to create nore middl e-
class businessnen is to instil attitudi nal changes. Al so basic nmanagenent
skills, |ike maintaining accounts.

Thus, the programres that the authorities will work out shoul d address
the issue of risk-taking and the benefits it will bring about. If the
m ddl e-cl ass Bum puteras cannot be nudged to take risks, the Governnent
cannot expect to expand the Bum putera m ddl e-cl ass busi ness.

Enphasi s shoul d al so be placed on training the potential entrepreneurs
to mai ntain accounts of their business. They should be taught that the
cash inthe till is not their own to be pocketed and spent on whatever
their heart desires. They should be told that revenue does not equate with
profits that could only be worked out at the end of the nonth, half-yearly
or annually, after bills fromsuppliers, rental of prem ses and wages of
workers are taken care of. Mdre inportantly, as Miustapa said, the
potential businessnen should be warned not to rely on the Governnent.

Rat her they shoul d be educated to use their initiative and take risks if
necessary as they enter the world of business. The Governnment has created
a heal t hy busi ness environnment which can and does nurture all kinds of
smal | businesses. It can also pick and train potential businessnen. But
only a right attitude, hard work, perseverance and discipline will create
nmor e m ddl e-cl ass Bum putera entrepreneurs.
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