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Local s involved in forex attacks: PM (HL)

Anita Gabriel; Lokman Mansor

SOME | ocal parties were involved in the attack against the ringgit by
maki ng avail able the currency for the specul ators, Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir
Mohamad told reporters in Langkawi yesterday.

Asked if the |l ocal parties had joined in the specul ative attack, he
said: "They (probably) didn't... they see only profit for thenselves. W
hope they don't get involved in this thing because this is damaging to our
econony," he said.

On whether these parties included banks, Dr Mahathir said it is not yet
cl ear.

H s deputy and Fi nance M nister Datuk Seri Anwar |brahim neanwhile,
said the Treasury has hel d di scussions with Bank Negara about com ng up
with effective neasures to fight the specul ators. He stressed the
i mportance of adopting "sophisticated nmeasures" but declined to el aborate.

Dr Mahat hir and Anwar, both in Langkawi yesterday for the Langkaw
International D al ogue 1997 (LID '97), were asked to comrent on the | atest
devel opnents on the forei gn exchange front.

The ringgit had fallen to an al nbost four-year |ow when it hit 2.65 to
the US dollar follow ng repeated bouts of specul ative attacks since the
Thai central bank opted for a "nmanaged float" of the Thai baht on July 2.
No Asean currency, including the Singapore dollar, has been spared the
selling pressure.

Last week, Dr Mahathir said American financier George Soros was behind
the specul ative assault on Asean currencies. In response, the US said the
forei gn exchange market's novenents coul d not be the work of an individua
and that they were probably due to fundanmental weaknesses in the
econom es.

However, Dr Mahathir said yesterday there is evidence that Soros was
i ndeed involved. "He adnitted that he did this thing, but said it was not
because of Myanmar. That is what he said. There is definite evidence,
whi ch we cannot disclose. There is no doubt that he did this thing."

The Prime M nister said Soros' aides have admitted that he opposes
Asean's decision to accept Myanmar as a nenber. The tim ng of the
specul ative attacks and Myanmar's admi ssion into Asean is too nuch of a
coi nci dence, he added.

"He (Soros) says his charitable work and this thing (attack on Asean
currenci es) are not connected, but it is difficult for us to see
(ot herwi se)," he added.

"(Soros) is a great player, who deals in billions of dollars. His
attacks nmay cause the total collapse of an econony."

Dr Mahathir said that there was al so evidence that foreign parties were
involved in the speculative attacks on the ringgit a few years ago.

The currency situation was di scussed during his nmeeting with the African
heads of government yesterday, he said.

Asked about a neeting he recently had with Bank Negara and the country's
bankers upon his return fromabroad, Dr Mahathir said he wanted to know
exactly what was happeni ng on t he ground.

"I amnot an expert in finance, so | need to listen to these people. W
| earned quite a | ot about what is happening and we may think of certain
things that we can do," he said.

On the suggestion that Bank Negara should intervene to support the
ringgit, Dr Mahathir said it would be expensive to buy up the ringgit



under the circunstances.

"When you buy the ringgit and the ringgit depreciates, that difference
is aloss, not the total amount,"” he added.

Dr Mahathir said because the ringgit depreciates, Mal aysia's per capita
i ncone has al so gone down, and the prices of inported goods go up. As a
result nore noney flows out of the country, which aggravates Ml aysia's
bal ance of paynent deficit.

Asked about the US view that the currency novenents were due to market
forces, he said:

"This is the problemw th the so-called free marketeers. Even if it
destroys you, you nust be a free marketeer, because free market is the
greatest.

"It is the sane with fanatics. Wen you are fanatic, you don't go for
reason. |If your |eader says commit suicide, the whole ot will conmt
suicide. This is the kind of attitude shown by sone of these people. The
sane applies to denbcracy."

Anwar, nmeanwhile, told countries represented at the LID '97 to
strengthen their econonic fundanmentals as it is the best defence agai nst
currency specul at ors.

He said participants, especially fromthe devel opi ng econom es, are
nmonitoring the situation very cl osely.

Sonme are keen to find out howto defend their own currenci es agai nst
possi ble attacks, as if it could happen in Asia it coul d happen el sewhere,
Anwar sai d.

The Deputy Prine M nister and Fi nance M nister said he stressed on the
need to strengthen econonic fundanentals as it would be inpossible to
sustain a currency's level if the fundanental s are weak, regardl ess of
whet her drastic tenporary neasures are inplemented

He said in view of the country's strong fundanmentals Dr Mahat hir has
proposed that additional nmeasures be introduced to fight off the
specul ators. This was the reason for the neeting between his nministry and
the central bank.
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