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No nore reason for doubting resolve

AT first glance, the 1998 Budget presented by Finance M nister Datuk Seri
Anwar | brahimon Friday is not as tough as it was wi dely specul ated to be.
The nuch-touted belt-tightening neasures nmay not be as puni shing as
expect ed.

But hidden within it are some of the nost radical policies, rules and
regul ati ons ever introduced by Anwar since he took over the finance
portfolio in March, 1991

Thi s Budget, sone say, is Anwar's defining nmonent as the country's
econom ¢ nmanager and one which will test his nmettle as a popul ar and
charismatic | eader

It will be interesting to see in the days and weeks to conme how the
foreign media, analysts and fund nmanagers react to his Budget.

But with his having put on paper sonme of the things expected and
demanded by them it would be terribly disappointing if the reaction was
| ess than positive.

It was said at the peak of the currency and stock narket problens that
currency traders and foreign fund managers were sceptical of the pronises
that the inplenentation of several |arge projects would either be del ayed
or cancelled altogether in an effort to inprove the bal ance of paynents
posi tion.

Now that the Deputy Prinme Mnister has not only confirned the shel ving
of these projects but also identified themand tabul ated the anbunt saved
(RVB5.6 billion), there is no reason for the fund managers and foreign
nmedi a to doubt his resolve

But pleasing the foreign fund nmanagers, investors and nmedi a cannot be
Anwar's only objective. The interest of the local parties, in particular
the ordinary rakyat, is as inportant.

Al t hough the Finance Mnister had clearly tried his best to safeguard
the interest of the majority, it is unavoi dable that one or two of his
proposals will have a negative effect on them

The raising of driving licence fees, the withdrawal of tax relief for
parents of children studying abroad and, to a degree, the inposition of
hi gher fees for international passports nmay affect people in the | ower
i ncone group adversely.

The Governnment woul d have enj oyed consi derabl e goodwi | | had these fees
not been increased. The withdrawal of the tax relief for overseas
education may seeminsignificant to nost people, but for the poorer
parents, who now have to grapple with the higher cost due to the fall of
the ringgit, the withdrawal nmay be seen as insensitivity on the part of
t he Governnent.

Perhaps there is still an opportunity for the Finance Mnister to re-
exam ne sone of these proposals. The withdrawal of the tax relief may be
nore appropriate when the ringgit has regained its former value and the
expansion of local tertiary education takes root.

On the policy side, the Budget's biggest task is to ensure that the nove
to strengthen and broaden the financial sector will not cause additiona
problens to the already troubl ed property sector.

The nove to strengthen the financial sector is inevitable if we want to
avoid a crisis worse than that besetting Thail and.

G ven the prevailing circunstances, the seven per cent growth forecast
for next year is healthy. What is nore inportant is the quality and



sustainability of grow h.
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DAMNING as it nmay sound and arrogant as it nmay seem the views expressed
by Gerald Segal, the director of studies at the International Institute
for Strategic Studies, in London in the Cct 20 issue of the Newsweek
magazi ne are worth ponderi ng.

Never mind if his views do not really represent the world view as the
magazi ne's colum is called, and he shows no nmercy towards us. There are
poi nts in his argument which are stinulating.

Witing under the headline "Wanna buy a mracl e?" Segal, anong ot her
t hi ngs, made the follow ng points:

* Asians are paying the price for their mstakes and | earning their
| essons;

* The nmovers and shakers of the global financial narkets too have |lost a
great deal of noney, but Segal doubts if they even know they have | essons
to learn;

* Asians were enthusiastic about their own narkets but foreigners were
even nore foolish by not keeping their nmoney at hone;

* There is something frighteningly herdlike in the behavi our of markets.
St anpedes tend to gather unthinking cattle when the destination is
sonmething alluring like an "Asian mracle"; and

* There is no such thing as a "miracle" economnmy, or even an "energi ng
mar ket". There are just specific countries with good policies and
conmpani es with good prospects. (He does not think Malaysia falls into this
category.)

I must say | find Segal's denolition of the so-called "Asian mracle"
interesting. W in Malaysia, the Prime Mnister, Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad, included, have repeatedly argued that our econom c success was
not the result of a mracle.

It was the product of hard work, sacrifices and strong policies, sone of
whi ch were opposed by our own peopl e and condemed by the Wst as racist,
anti - market and cl osed.

The New Economic Policy (1970-1990) was one of them It stood condemmed
by many in the West despite the fact that it had brought political
stability and economi c progress to an otherw se divided and backward
nati on.

Wth the benefit of hindsight, we nust now admit that part of our
probl em was caused by our own untenpered belief anmong sone of our own
people in the so-called miracle.

Even the best and the brightest in our mdst failed or were unwilling to
accept the reality that growth is not perpetual. It has its ups and downs,
whi ch we call a cycle.

VWaile it is true that nuch of our problemtoday is caused by the fall of
the ringgit and the stock market due to excessive specul ati on and
mani pul ati on, we have to admit that there are weaknesses in sone aspects
of our econom c fundanental s.

This is one of the many things that the Finance M nister was seeking to
address via Friday's Budget, proving yet again that we are not relying on
mracle for our success.

And is Dr Mahathir wong or foolish to suggest that the world should
consi der doing away with currency trading or, if that is not possible, to
have rul es and regulations that will nmake it transparent?

Segal seens not to think so. Al though he thinks Dr Mahathir "nay be
going too far" in calling international currency traders norons, he wote:
"But Mahathir is right to identify irrational aspects of narket
nmechani sns. "

Sois it wong for him(Dr Mahathir) and Mal aysia to speak up agai nst



these irrational and potentially damagi ng aspects of market mechani sns?

Qur quest for market rationality received a boost |ast week when the
Wirl d Bank and the International Mnetary Fund agreed to give attention to
t he proposal

The Worl d Bank managi ng director for operations, Gautan S. Kaji, who was
in Kuala Lunpur to consult with Anwar and ot her Ml aysian officials, said
the Wrl d Bank and | M= understood Mal aysi a's proposal .

*kkkkkk*k

THE adm ssion by the Parlianmentary Secretary to the Mnistry of Transport,
Chor Chee Heung, in Alor Star a week ago that sone 10,000 sanan ekor were
believed to have been wongly issued does not bode well for the systemand
t he police.

It shows that an arbitrary systemsuch as this gives rise to m stakes
and abuse. Under this system the police can i ssue sumobnses for traffic
of fences without stopping the vehicles.

The fact that traffic offences are on the rise and road casualties on
the increase does not justify the sacrifice of justice.

There has been a del uge of nedia reports concerning the weaknesses of
the system- of citizens being i ssued with sumbnses when they possess
neither a driving licence nor a notor vehicle.

It has been acknow edged that there are as many vision-inpaired
policenen as there are overwei ght ones. So m stakes are possible.

There is nothing to replace the good ol d nethod of being stopped by a
pol i ceman. Saman ekor will not encourage people to be better drivers.

I nst ead, the systemangers and alienates those who are unjustly fined.

Motorists learn a | ot nore when they conme into contact with policenen.
have personally gained a lot fromthese experiences.

Several nonths ago, | was stopped by a policenan for an offence relating
to the use of cellular telephone. | nust say |I was struck by his
confi dence and professionalism

He did not bother about the size and type of car | was driving. He asked
for ny driving licence, identity card and cellul ar tel ephone and went on
to issue a conmpound - no hesitation, no question and no negoti ation.

I'i ke that.

He di d, however, say thank you and sel amat mal am (good ni ght) before
riding off on his notorcycle, which did not | ook |ike a departnental
i ssue.

In anot her incident, I was stopped al ong the Federal H ghway past
m dni ght on a weekend for exceeding the speed limt. The m ddl e- aged
pol i ceman apol ogi sed profusely for stopping nme and asked if | knew why.

He went on to inspect ny car and spent a considerable | ength of tine
| ooking at the road tax and other stickers on the w ndscreen.

He cane around asking who | was, ny job, ny place of work and suggest ed
that he had seen ne sonewhere. | said there was no need to tal k about who
| was and, as for his having seen nme sonewhere, | told himit could be a
case of pelanduk dua serupa (a Mal ay saying that two nousedeers may | ook
alike).

It took himseveral nore minutes before witing a sutmons after which
asked hi mwhy he wanted to know who | was and was hesitant to issue the
conmpound sunmmons.

He replied: "Susah encik. Orang kereta besar ni kena jaga. Kadang-kadang
kita saman dia marah. Dia tanya awak tak kenal kah saya Datuk ini, Datin
ini, Tan Sri ini, Puan Seri ini." (It's difficult, sir. W nust be careful
with people driving big cars. They ask us if we don't recogni se that they
are Datuk, Datin, Tan Sri and Puan Sri.)

( END)
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