25/ 09/ 1997
Meeting a lively forumto tal k about whodunnit issues

Anita Gabriel in Hong Kong

HONG KONG. The annual |nternational Mnetary Fund (I MF)/Wrld Bank meeting
had al ways been, as one Ml aysi an observer aptly described, a sedate
affair. The just-concluded Hong Kong neeting, based on the reports that
have been filed, was certainly an exception.

Wth the region's econom es facing one of its worst currency/share
mar ket turmoils since the Second Wrld War, the neeting becane a lively
forumto tal k about whodunnit issues. Ml aysia, not surprisingly to many,
took centrestage in nost of these discussions.

The "excitenent" had begun a couple of nonths earlier, after Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad started taking to task inter
national currency speculators |ike George Soros, and questioning the
ef fectiveness of institutions like the | M- and Wrl d Bank.

Soros' presence at the neeting had promi sed that sparks would fly.

Al most every economni st who attended the neeting wanted to give their 10
sen's worth, whether in the formof advice to what Sout h-East Asi an
governnents should do or criticismagainst countries |ike Ml aysia and
| eaders |i ke Dr Mahathir.

Except that there were not too many |like Dr Mahathir around. As his
deputy and Finance M nister Datuk Seri Anwar | brahi msaid, not nmany
| eaders in the devel oping world dare to speak up in Dr Mahathir's
"forthright and frank manner".

The reaction to sone of Dr Mahathir's comrents and remarks at a
conference that preceded the neeting was akin to a typical reaction when
one is struck by "cultural shock”. Some called it "ultra-nationalistic",
ot hers were | ess courteous.

But at the end of the day, the neeting here saw several urgent matters
bei ng hi ghlighed and attended to, and the bul k of these i ssues was the
result of the points raised by Dr Mahathir as well as Anwar.

Anwar, for exanple, convinced the | M- to study nechani snms to protect
devel opi ng countries agai nst those destabilising factors. The Wrld Trade
Organi sation (WO has al so been convinced that it has a vested interest
to ensure that financial markets in devel oping countries are sufficiently
safeguarded if these countries were to |iberalise their markets.

At the neeting, Malaysia also defended its econom ¢ fundamental s as wel |
as the fundanental s of Asia as a whol e. Repeatedly, Ml aysia rem nded the
gathering of world economi sts not to take the turmoil in South-East Asia
out of context.

Even the | MF has acknow edged that the problens facing the regi on were
"a tenporary set back"

The United Nations Conference on Trade and Devel opnent, in a report
i ssued this week, said Asia should remain the npst dynamic region in the
wor | d.

In his meetings with Wrld Bank president John Wl fensohn, WIO director-
general Renato Ruggeiro, US Treasury Secretary Robert Rubin, and | M
managi ng director M chel Candessus, Anwar took tinme and pains to underline
the country's strong econom ¢ fundanental s and conmmi t ment towards the
i beralisation process.

Anwar had to explain that Ml aysia's econom ¢ fundanental s are strong
and should not, in fact, be linked to problens faced by the region or
ot her countries.

However, the fact shall remain that many will continue to want to link



Mal aysia with the riches-to-rags stories of sone other econonies. They had
linked Mal aysia with the Mexican crisis and they tried to link the
country's econom ¢ weaknesses to the Thai crisis.

As one observer remarked, as |long as Mal aysia continues to adopt a high
profile in international foruns - as it had done at Asi a-Pacific Economc
Cooperation, the United Nations, Goup of Fifteen, Non-Aligned Myvenent
and now | MF/ Worl d Bank neeting - it will continue to draw attention to
itself.

Anwar, when asked here about Dr Mahathir's delivery, said: "People need
to appreciate the general concern and predi canment of nmany Asi an devel opi ng
countries, which was reflected in Dr Mahathir's speech.”

That is the path that Ml aysia has taken. At |east everytinme it speaks
nmore outside countries and people will understand a little bit nore about
t hi s region.

( END)
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