29/ 12/ 1997
Salute to Governnent, PLUS for naintaining highway toll rates

Ram an Sai d

I T was indeed an early New Year gift for the public when the Gover nment
announced | ast Monday that there would not be any increase in toll charges
for the North-South Expressway and the North-South Expressway Centra

Li nk.

Motorists joining the balik kanmpung ritual during the double festival
cel ebrations of Chinese New Year and Hari Raya Aidilfitri next nmonth have
every reason to be relieved that toll rates have not joined the grow ng
list of things "going up" these days.

The decision not to raise the rates was a bold and unexpected one
considering earlier statenents from Governnent | eaders indicating that a
hi ke, albeit mnimal, was inevitable.

Wirks Mnister Datuk Seri S. Sany Vellu said in early Cctober that an
i ncrease could not be avoided as a prelimnary report fromthe Ml aysian
H ghway Authority had suggested that any anendnent to the concession
agreement with Projek Lebuhraya Utara Sel atan, the concessionaire for the
848km Johor Baru-Bukit Kayu Hitam Nort h-Sout h Expressway, would be akin to
di sturbing the hornet's nest.

This inplied that the Governnent's hands were tied by the agreenent
whi ch al |l owed concession hol ders a periodic increase in toll rates.

Sany Vel lu added that any decision contrary to this would nean the
CGover nnent woul d have to conpensate PLUS substantially.

But the Cabinet's decision showed that there is still a way out.

Surely, sonme kind of consensus can be reached, one which will not be
detrinmental to the financial well-being and future of PLUS

Deputy Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Anwar | brahi mhad indicated that the
conmpany coul d be conpensated in ways ot her than hard cash

An extension to the concession period and all owi ng the devel opnent of
areas al ong the expressway, which will benefit the conpany, are anong the
possibilities.

He had said there would be no difference if the Governnent had to pay a
huge sum of noney as compensation for not allowing PLUS to i npose new
rates.

Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mhamad and Anwar have repeatedly
urged the private sector and the general public to play their role in
weat hering the economi c probl ens.

For PLUS, putting on hold nowits request for a toll hike is certainly
one way of responding to the call

In view of the current situation, any increase however small it m ght
be, will not help in efforts to strengthen the position of the country.

Azmin Mohd Idris of the Hauliers Association of Ml aysia said higher
toll rates could cause a chain-reaction and be used as an excuse to raise
transport fares and charges.

This will likely lead to an increase in the prices of other goods and
servi ces.

"As toll rates keep changing, hauliers have an agreenent with our
clients that any increase in toll charges will have to be borne by them
It is up to themeither to absorb or pass down the additonal cost to
consuners. "

That was why, he said, the decision to maintain the toll charges was
| audabl e.

"I't will go along way in hel ping the econony. It is alsoinline with



the Governnment's call for the private sector to reduce operating costs and
i ncrease productivity at the same tine.

"W will not be able to do this if operational costs keep rising."

This was the tine for big and small sacrifices to be nade, he added, as
a speedy recovery of the economy was paranount.

Nati onal Consuner Affairs Council nenber, Datuk Lee Lam Thye, said the
no-i ncrease deci sion was the best in view of the present situation.

He consi dered the decision as "exceptional" because under nor nal
ci rcunmstances, public appeals and opposition against a toll hike would not
have prevail ed.

Si nce PLUS announced its plan to raise the rates |ast Cctober, it has
proven to be unpopul ar, although this is not the first tine the rates have
seen an increase.

Several Barisan Nasional conponent parties have expressed reservations
whi |l e many MPs brought up the issue in the recently-concl uded Dewan Rakyat
sitting.

Lee said: "The decision is in tandemw th other austerity drive and
cost-cutting measures announced by the Governnent."

Taking into consideration the present situation, he felt it was
justifiable and was the best thing to do.

Al though it was a decision nmade by the Governnent, a conplinent shoul d
be extended to PLUS for accepting and not pushing ahead with its plan
although it has the right to do so under the concession agreenent.

A fact which did not escape Lee's attention who remarked that as a
responsi bl e corporate citizen, the private sector was duty bound to put
its shoul der to the wheel together with the others in tinmes of strife and
har dshi p.

A Federation of Ml aysian Consuner Associ ati ons spokesman said the
CGover nnent deserved praise for not allowing any increase in toll rates.

"The prices of many things, |ike sugar, chicken, condensed nilk and
flour, have either been increased or will go up soon. An increase in tol
charges nowwi Il be a terrible blowto Ml aysians."

He said the nove to nmaintain toll charges should not only be a short
termnmeasure. "It should be extended to 1999 and beyond."

Sany Vel lu was non-commital when asked on this. "The nessage that the
Governnent wants to convey is that there will be no increase next year.
Everything el se, we talk later."

No doubt PLUS and the Governnent will have a lot of things to tal k about
as various matters on the agreenent need to be revi ewed.

An am cabl e and wi n-win solution has to be found as the Governnent could
not afford to allow PLUS to face any difficulties.

As stated by Anwar recently, the toll increase issue has put to a rea
test the Governnment's privatisation progranme.

Its success or failure depends very nmuch on how wisely the matter is
handl ed.
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