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RINGG T'S POST- BUDGET FALL NOT SURPRI SI NG SAYS PM

By: Wan A Hul ai mi

EDI NBURGH, Cct 24 (Bernanm) -- Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Moharmed said here Thursday that he was not surprised at the continuing fal
of the Mal aysi an currency although the 1998 Budget announced |ast week
contai ned several neasures to restore investor confidence

He said this was because the ringgit's |oss of value against the US
dol |l ar was caused by currency speculators out to make a quick profit and
had got nothing at all to do with the governnent's budget, econonic
fundanentals or their lack of confidence in Malaysia.

Addressing a gathering of Ml aysian students here, he said unlike
mul ti nati onal conpani es which invested in Malaysia for the long term
currency specul ators had no interest in Ml aysia.

Replying to a student who asked why the ringgit continued to fall aven
after the recent budget, Dr Mhathir said: "W were not surprised after the
budget was announced the currency kept going down. That neans they
[currency specul ators] have already decided what to do."

Deputy Prinme Mnister and Finance Mnister Datuk Seri Anwar |brahimin
tabling the 1998 Budget in Parlianent |ast week announced neasures to
strengthen econoni ¢ fundanentals, including by reducing the current account
deficit and postponing several nega projects worth over RVM65 billion,
stabilising financial nmarkets and further deregulation and |iberalisation
of the econony.

Dr Mahathir, who is here to attend the 31st Conmonweal t h Heads of
Government Meeting (CHOGM), blaned the fall on the ringgit on tw factors
-- greed and fear.

He said that greed turned people into currency speculators, and they
woul d sell when the ringgit was goi ng down because they were afraid that
the ringgit would | ose val ue.

"So between greed and fear the ringgit loses its value. It is affecting
not only Ml aysia but also Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Australia," he said.

The fact that they (the specul ators) were maki ng noney by maki ng ot her
peopl e poor did not affect themat all, Dr Mbhathir said.

Asked if oil-rich Brunei, which has yet to be affected by currency
specul ation, would cone to Malaysia's aid, Dr Mahathir said: "The way

currency trading works is that if a currency trader has US$1 billion and he
deposits it in a nmerchant bank, he has access to US$20 billion."

“"On the other hand, the countries that are affected do not have that
ki nd of noney. The currency traders have access to US$100 billion. The

central banks in Southeast Asia do not have access to that kind of noney
even if all the countries in the region were to conbine," he said.

He reiterated that currency trading nmust be regul ated

"It nmust be open... You nust have an open market where everybody says
how nuch he is trading,"” he said.

Referring to US currency specul ator CGeorge Soros,whom he has blanmed for
the attack on Southeast Asian currencies, Dr Mhathir said: "He says he is
not doing it. He suddenly has US$500 nillion which he is giving to Russia.
Where did he get the noney fronP, " he asked.

Dr Mahathir said he had been criticising the currency specul ators
openly, but unfortunately, every time he opened his mouth to criticise
they sold nore ringgit, which has since July fallen by over 20 per cent
agai nst the US doll ar.

In reply to a student's question about the unrelenting attack on the



Mal aysian ringgit by the speculators, the prinme minister said: "Mlaysia
gets it in the neck because | have been opening ny nmouth."”

"Qthers have kept quiet. It is like sitting quietly in a tiger's cage
hoping that the tiger will not eat you," he said.

"There are poorer countries in the world - the basket cases - whose
currenci es have not gone down, but they have picked on Ml aysia because we
are rich, even if they say that our fundanentals are bad, which neans that
we do not manage our country well.

" If you are poor like the so-called church nouse, they will not bother
us too nuch. So if you want to rock a currency, you rock a currency of
peopl e who are rich enough,”™ Dr Mahathir said

"They have also criticised our "so-called nega projects”, Dr Mahathir
said in reply to a question from anot her student who asked if Ml aysia had
had its priorities right.

He said that Ml aysia had the noney to enmbark on those projects until
they nmade the country poor.

"OfF course they have criticised us for building the tallest building in
the world. It is inprudent for us to build the tallest building in the
worl d. The excuse is that we shouldn't be doing that." he said.

Dr Mahathir said that in Malaysia with the |low [ abour cost, it did not
cost nmuch to finance such projects.

For instance, the Multinedia Super Corridor (MSC), where the focus is
on building infrastructure for a multinedia hub and where people from all

over the world coning to the MSC will pay noney to Malaysia for using the
facilities there.
"It is not like Silicon Valley. In Silicon Valley, the Anericans are

building for thenselves. It (the MSC) will create jobs for us, so it is not
right to say the MSCis a nega project. It is not."

He called on Ml aysians to exercise discipline and buy |ocal goods such
as Proton cars to avoid a recession

Dr Mahathir said a recession could result fromjob | osses caused by the
decline in the value of the ringgit and the increase in the cost of
i mported goods.

"Wth discipline we can. If we let them do what they like there will be
a recession," he added. -- BERNAMVA
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