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By: Abdul Rahnman Ahnad

KUWAIT CITY, 6 April (Bernama) -- Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhaned today
said the tinme has cone for Kuwaiti and Ml aysi an busi nessnmen to foster
strategic lingkages at regional and global |evels rather than just create
partnershi ps based on bilateral ties.

The Prime Mnister said Kuwaiti businessnmen could use Malaysia as a
gateway to Asean and thereby increase their presence in a region that
pronm sed trenendous business opportunities in the future

He assured them that by the year 2003, the Asean Free Trade Area (Afta)
woul d becone a reality and Asean- manufactured products would have tariffs
of not nore than five percent across the board

"Kuwai t busi nessmen must not only look at the opportunities avail able
in Ml aysia, but must consider Malaysia as a strategic location in the
Asean region as a whole," he said at a reception here attended by Kuwaiti
and Mal aysi an busi nessnen.

Dr Mahathir, who arrived here yesterday for a three-day visit, is on a
nmssion to attract nore Kuwaiti businessnen to Ml aysia besides
strengthening bilateral ties.

Hi s 50- menber del egation includes prom nent businessnmen |ike MAS
Chairman Tan Sri Tajuddin Rami and Land and CGeneral Bhd Chairman Tan Sri
Wan Azm Wan Hanrzah, and governnent officials such as Entrepreneur
Devel opment M ni ster Datuk Mistapa Mbhanmed, Terengganu Mentri Besar Tan Sri
Wan Mokhtar Ahmad and Deputy Finance M nister Datuk Affifuddin Qrar.

Dr Mahathir said that with the inclusion of Vietnaminto Asean, the
groupi ng now had a population of 420 million and all the seven-nmenber
countries - the Philippines, Thailand, Ml aysia, Singapore, |ndonesia,
Brunei dan Vietnam - registered an average annual econom ¢ grow h of
bet ween seven and ni ne percent.

Intra-Asean trade during the first half of |ast year stood at US$56.2
billion (US$1 = RM2.5) and its G oss Donestic Product was about US$510.7
billion, he said.

Dr Mahathir said positive revisions of Mlaysian policies had
successfully attracted foreign direct investnents, particularly in the
export-oriented industries, making it a |eading producer and exporter of a
range of manufactured products such as rubber gloves and threads, room
air-conditioners, seni-conductors and audi o-visual equipnent.

Last year, Malaysia exported US$18 billion worth of goods to the United
States al one, nobst of which was made up of manufactured goods, he said.

He said the Malaysian private sector had been very supportive of this
drive and it had even established business contacts and networks in nany
countries in Africa, Latin America and Asia which had resulted in greater
flow of trade and investnent.

He said policies that had been drawn up to attract domestic and foreign
i nvestment, particularly in the manufacturing sector, had been constantly
reviewed for further deregulation, transparency and efficiency of the
sector.

"Al though a | ot of our manufactured goods carry foreign brand nanes,
many are manufactured by Ml aysi a- owned conpani es and today these conpanies
are producung sinilar goods bearing their own brand. And as for the
quality, it is the sane as those they produce as the Oiginal Equi pnent
Manuf acturer (OEM products,” he said.

Dr Mahathir said to conplenent and enhance Ml aysia's regional and



international |inkages, Labuan had been designated as an O fshore Financia
Centre, with the necessary infrastructure support and facilities out in
pl ace.

An attractive package of fiscal and non-fiscal incentives had al so been
of fered to conpanies that |ocate their regional headquarters in Ml aysia
which are conparable to the best in the region, he said.

Dr Mahathir said the enmergence of a full-fledged |Islamc banking system
woul d undoubtedly bring an added dinmension to the narket.

However, he said even though Ml aysia was considered to be |eading the
way in the inplementation of Islamic banking, it would be difficult to
i mpl enent a functional Islamc investnent and capital nmarkets at the
international level wthout some degree of consensus anong |slamc scholars
on these matters.

"There is certainly a great desire on the part of many Islanmc banks to
be involved in project financing, particularly in the East Asian countries
where there is a growi ng nunber of new high-profile projects energing," he
sai d.

He also said Malaysia's Second Industrial Mster Plan (1996-2005) was
the governnent's commtnment to propel Malaysia to becone a fully devel oped
nation by the year 2020, where sone US$100 billion worth of investnent
woul d be needed to achieve the target of increasing manufacturing
val ue- added share of the GDP to 38.4 percent by the year 2005

Dr Mahathir also said since ties were established between Ml aysi a and
Kuwait, bilateral trade had been growi ng steadily from US$36.96 million in
1992 to US$107.68 million last year, recording an increase of 48 percent
per annum

Nevert hel ess, he said, Malaysia's inports from Kuwait |ast year
amounted to US$27.29 mllion, down 82.2 percent conpared to the US$68.51
mllion recorded in 1995.

Maj or inport itens from Kuwait include crude petroleum (94.5 percent)
and copper waste and scrap (three percent).

Mal aysia's exports to Kuwait anpunted to US$70.28 million |ast year, an
i ncrease of 2.6 percent conpared to 1995.

Substantial anpbunt of the exports to Kuwait conprised products like
el ectrical and el ectronic goods (23.2 percent), wood and wood products
(five percent). -- MORE
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