22/ 11/ 1997

Firmhand at the tiller

THE [ uxury of hindsight is not one that is afforded to the | eaders of any
country. Instead, they have to rely on w se planning and forward thinking
intimes of difficulty, fraught as this my be with uncertainties and
potential pitfalls.

As Ml aysi a navi gates choppy waters resulting fromregi onal economc
turbul ence, it has to have well-charted route and a firmhand at the
tiller. And this is, in effect, what is expected to be delivered through
t he proposed National Economc Action Council (NEAC) which ains to get the
whol e nation pulling together in the sane direction.

Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mhamad, in announci ng the plan,
has said that it will have to neet several key objectives including higher
productivity, reduced wastage, better product quality, and opti mum cost -
benefits fromthe currency depreciation.

Parallel attention is needed for inflation control, expansion of
exports, inport subsitutition, conpetitiveness, and di ssem nation of
information. None of this will sound new to Ml aysi ans, given that these
have consi stently been the thrust of decision-naking ever since the
currency volatility cast an unexpected pall over projected economc
growt h

As al ways, the whispers of sceptics and doonsayers nay sound | ouder than
the assertions of those in authority. But unless critics can cone up with
constructive alternatives thensel ves, the NEAC nust be allowed tine to
prove itself on nerit. And it has much going for it, if inplenented
according to plan and if hel med by people who remai n focused.

Since the inpact of the currency depreciation will be felt to varying
extents anong the people, there nust be built-in flexibility to deal with
di fferent needs. Therefore, as with the National Economic Consultative
Counci | previously, the NEAC woul d benefit fromholistic conmposition that
represents the public and private sectors, consuners in rural and urban
settings, and academi c, trade and prof essional groupings.

That the NEAC wi ||l have substantial powers is an indication of the
seriousness of its purpose, which is as nuch to protect the interests of
the rakyat as it is to restore investor confidence. It will mainly work
t hrough all-round nmonitoring and feedback that is to be activated at both
Federal and State |evels.

If avenues can al so be created for the public to provide rel evant
i nformati on through an efficient mechanism and if they can see that their
input is acted upon, there could be better voluntary conpliance with
cutbacks instituted. This woul d al so enabl e separate action to redress
| ocal i sed shortconings, to prevent these frombuilding up into nationa
concerns.

Utimately, the success of the NEAC wi Il depend on the willingness of
all sectors to co-operate over common needs and to keep sel f-centred
demands in check, at least for the tinme being. This is not about inproving
returns fromspecul ative investnent or maintaining the lifestyle of the
rich and the fanous.

This is hardly the tinme for the rakyat to give in to self-doubt or voice
recrimnations. Mlaysians have ridden out rough tinmes before, and can do
so again if they are prepared to be resilient. |Indeed, they have no choice
but to adopt a positive frame of mind if they are to survive a world gone
irrationally topsy-turvy.
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