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Manuf acturers' faith deserves to be commended

Kamar ul Yunus

A SURVEY by Bank Negara citing manufacturers' confidence about naking nore
profits this year after a decline |ast year reflects not a small change in
t emrper anent .

Some years ago, |lower profits for a particular year woul d force nost
manuf acturers to come knocking on the doors of mnistries.

If it was a particularly bad year, they would start tal ki ng about
scal i ng down production or downsizing their manpower.

From findi ngs of the Bank Negara survey, this is certainly not the case
wi t h today' s manufacturers.

In fact, they saw | ower profits in 1996 as nothing nore than a hiccup
The nore than 300 manufacturers surveyed even said they were happy with
the facilities and infrastructure for doi ng business.

Their confidence seens al nost casual, especially since the nmanufacturing
sector reported a decline in profit level from85 per cent in 1995 to 81
per cent |ast year.

But such confidence, while adnirable, is to be expected. I n an econony
that has expanded nore than 8 per cent in the | ast decade, and with
proj ecti ons of another 8 per cent growth this year, whinpers and whi nes
woul d certainly sound odd.

The manufacturers' confidence, nonethel ess, deserves to be commended.
After all, many economi sts and anal ysts have been |l ess bullish after each
year of growth registered by Mal aysia. After several years of futile wait
for the econony to overheat, these experts have now turned to the econonic
woes of Thailand to warn investors that the end is near for Ml aysia's
good run.

According to the manufacturers, who include foreign investors, this is
not happeni ng.

Based on the survey, a high percentage of nmanufacturers, including
forei gn-owned conpani es are confident the performance of the manufacturing
sector will inprove this year

They have painted the rosy picture based on favourable international and
domesti c econom ¢ outl ook for the year.

The resurgence of the US econony and opening up of new markets will
provide the inpetus for Ml aysian manufacturers to strive and work towards
achi eving better econom c performance.

The inclusion of three Indochina nations - Myanmar, Canbodi a and Laos -
into Associ ati on of Sout h-East Asian Nations (Asean) this year - wll
enl arge markets for businessmen and industries in the South-East Asian
region, particularly Ml aysi a.

Wth several Ml aysian entrepreneurs and busi nessnmen havi ng establi shed
their business activities in these countries, nany nore are expected to
set up joint ventures or invest follow ng the inclusion of the three
nations into Asean

Regardl ess of the political instability in Canbodia and internal
probl ens in Myanmar, these countries would still provide business
opportunities for Ml aysian busi nessnmen and entrepreneurs.

There are al so other potential markets that the Ml aysi an entrepreneurs
and busi nessnmen have yet to fully explore such as countries in Wst Asia,
Africa and Latin Aneri ca.

The recent visits by Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad to
Tur key, Lebanon, Kuwait, Bahrain, Ml awi, Zi nbabwe, Botswana and South



Africa will hel p open up new rmarkets for Ml aysi an entrepreneurs,
i ncludi ng manufacturers, to tap opportunities around the globe. Wth
recovery in the electronics sector, the picture gets even brighter.

Wth such favourabl e environnent, it would certainly seemthat the
performance of the manufacturing sector could not but get better. And it
is inmportant for the Ml aysian econony that its main | oconotive of growth
continues to power ahead. Last year, manufacturing accounted for 34.4 per
cent of the country's gross donestic product.

Wth the cluster-based approach under the Second Industrial Master Plan
(1996-2005), the way has been paved for the sector to surge even stronger
ahead in the com ng years. The advent of new technol ogy, information
technol ogy and mul tinedi a and the Mul timedi a Super Corridor, and the
governnent's shift fromlabour-intensive to capital- and technol ogy-

i ntensive industries, would augur well for growth.

But the outl ook would | ook even better if the manufacturers join in the
efforts to inprove productivity and pay greater attention on research and
devel opnent efforts. For a country that has set its sights way into the
future, it would not suffice for its manufacturers to confine their
outl ook to the next 12 nonths.
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