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SI ZI NG UP GEORGE SORCS

By: Azman U ang

HONG KONG, Sept 22 (Bernamm) -- Half an hour before currency specul ator
George Soros' press conference was to begin last night, the room was
al ready packed with nedia people fromaround the world

Not everyone of the 2,000 journalists, caneranen or photographers
accredited to cover the annual Wrld Bank and International Mnetary Fund
(I MF) neetings here could cover the event though

But even then, close to 400 made it by special coupons issued by the
| M= and which were snapped up faster than hot cakes

Soros was sonewhat late for the 7.15 pm press conference but of course
nobody conpl ained. Reading from their faces, there wasn't any doubt that
each and every journalist was expecting to nake it a front page story.

In wal ked Soros, and one of the first things that struck you is his
striking resenblance with another fanous inmgrant Anerican citizen, Dr
Henry Ki ssinger. Except perhaps the German-born ex-US Secretary of State
was heavier.

Soros, 67, was born in Hungary and noved to the US in 1956 at the age
of 26.

Al t hough Soros was invited by the Wrld Bank to earlier deliver a
speech on dobal Integation, he changed the thene i mediately after taking
the mcrophone at the press conference.

In his opening remarks, he went straight to talk about the controversy
surroundi ng the now fanous accusation agai nst him by Ml aysian Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad

Ever since Dr Mahathir called Soros a noron, rogue speculator, crinmna
and others for attacking several Asian currencies, Soros has becone a
househol d nane in Ml aysia, a country which until the recent narket
upheaval has not even heard his nane.

He used equally strong words in his defence agai nst what he descri bed
as the "false and vile" accusations by the prine mnister, saying he was
bei ng made a scapegoat for the depreciation of the Ml aysian ringgit and
"to cover up" for Malaysia' s own failure.

He blamed it on Dr Mahathir's agenda to advocate Asian val ues which he
claimed clashed with his philosophy of a gl obal open society.

The journalists loved it and the war of words between Soros and Dr
Mahat hir intensified.

Sure enough, according to feedback received at the press centre of the
Hong Kong Convention and Exhibition Centre where the twin neetings are
hel d, the Soros' counter-attack story was on the front-page of newspapers
around the world today.

Dr Mahathir also spoke at the same senminar a day earlier and up til
the last nonent there were many here who still entertained the possibility
of the two nmen neeting each ot her.

O course they didn't.

But according to Wrld Bank sources, both Dr Mihathir and Soros were
invited to the sem nar here nonths before the currency narket turnoil
started in July.

In other words, the invitations had nothing to do with the controversy
and that both were invited to deliver keynote speeches on each other's own
right.

The western nedia, including Time nmagazi ne which had a cover story on
Soros in its latest edition, portrayed the billionaire financier also as a



phi | ant hr opi st .

According to Tine, last year Soros' various foundations distributed
US$360 million for projects all over the world, and that some countries
received nore noney from himduring the year than from the US governnent.

So nmuch for a man whom the prinme nminister said had actually robbed the
poor in Malaysia and other countries to give to the rich speculators who
made killings by attacking the currency narket.

Soros at the press conference was mndful of this label of himin
Mal aysia. In retaliation, he issued what was perhaps his npbst provocative
and cal cul ated rebuke.

"I would like to express ny synpathies to the poor people of Ml aysia
who were hit (by the ringgit fall), but I have no synpathies for Dr
Mahat hir," he said.

But in an interview aired today with Asia Business News (ABN), a
Si ngapor e- based tel evision network, Soros said he had no desire to escal ate
the war of words with Dr Mahathir.

"But when |I'm attacked the way |'m attacked particularly in the
Mal aysi an press, | have to respond and effectively let the truth and facts
to conme out," he said.

As to be expected, Soros did not |like Dr Mahathir's proposal for
currency speculation to be outlawed. The reason is sinple -- If this is to
be done, he will be out of business.

The snooth operator that he is, Soros was elusive when asked by ABN
what good had currency specul ators |ike him done to Southeast Asia.

He nerely said: "I think the markets have done a lot of good. | also
think markets very often get carried away. They are irrational and | for
one ama critic of markets."

Whatever it is, the Mahathir-Soros controversy has stolen the show from
the drab annual Wrld Bank and | MF neetings which normally discussed such
boring subjects |like debt relief, financial deregulation, famne in Africa
and others.
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