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Alittle help goes a | ong way

THE Governnent must spend RVB39 million to pay the 848,000 civil servants
RMA00 each in the formof financial assistance as announced by Prime

M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad on Wednesday. This is a | ot of
noney, nore so now with the econony still in the doldrunms and the country
braced for a budget deficit next year. If the Governnment were to pay a
bonus to its enployees, it would have to spend a great deal nore. Dr
Mahat hir regrets that the Governnent cannot afford to pay a bonus this
year. But can it afford to part with the RM40 nillion?

Hardly. But this is a sacrifice the Governnment has to nake. Politically,
this is a gesture by the Governnent to showthat it fully appreciates the
difficulties facing its workers. But this is not noney to nake the civil
servants happy or to ensure that they do not disrupt industrial harnony
because they did not get anything. The RMA00 is to hel p ease sonme of the
year-end financial burdens the workers will face. There will be books and
new uni forns to buy for school -going children. The noney can al so be used
to celebrate Christmas, Hari Raya and Chi nese New Year in the noderate and
nodest way i n which they should be cel ebrated. The hedge fund nmanagers and
currency specul ators who brought economc and financial msery to this
region did not pause to consider whether or not Asian children would get
their ang-pows, Christrmas gifts or new pairs of shoes. O if their parents
could afford to buy text books. Children in countries that have been
severely hit by the crisis may not even get enough to eat.

For nmost civil servants, the RWO00 in financial assistance will not buy
thema lot. For the past few years, they have been paid at least a nmonth's
bonus. But these are hard times and they will have to stretch it. Every
sector of the econony is having to do with | ess because revenues and
profits have suffered fromthe econonic downturn. For the | ower-incone
wor kers though, the RMVA00 in financial assistance will cone in handy.

Spent wisely, the noney will serve its purpose and ease sone of the year-
end bl ues facing the typical Ml aysi an househol d.

The private sector would do well to emulate this caring approach by the
Governnent, which is by far the country's |argest enployer. Even in taking
the easy way out, which is to cut wages and al | owances, enpl oyers can
still have a heart. As Dr Mahathir pointed out, enployers who cannot
afford to raise the salaries of their workers this year should not do so
but can instead introduce all owances that are not fixed and will not
burden themtoo nuch. Were possible, the enployers should try and neet
the workers' clains. This is the natural way to express appreciation for
the attitude of noderation and responsibility shown by the Ml aysi an
workers in general during these difficult tinmes. In some countries hit by
the sane crisis that has brought Malaysia its current problens, workers
and their trade unions have becone even nmore nilitant and dermandi ng,
maki ng an al ready bad situati on even worse.

When that happens, confidence will take even |onger to be restored.

Forei gn investors who are "shopping around" in this region - especially
those who are in this region for the first tine - will certainly | ook for
a place that is relatively stable and calm Over the past 18 nonths, nost
Mal aysi an trade unions - except for a very fewthat are still being
irritatingly and unnecessarily mlitant over the nost trivial of issues -
have denonstrated their ability to be a positive influence that could help
foreign investors choose Ml aysia. Despite the econom c problens, this



country can still boast about being one of the best as far as industrial
relations are concerned, not only in the region but al so worl dw de.
Tripartismis alive in this country and those who have been protesting in
the streets are not trade uni ons or workers.

This i ndustrial harnony was achi eved not just by the Human Resources
Mnistry or by a Governnment that was willing to dig into the deepest
recesses of its pockets to ease the burden of its enpl oyees, but by
responsi bl e and mature trade uni on | eaders. Wenever possible, conpanies
in the private sector should al so denonstrate how nuch they appreciate the
trade union | eaders' gestures and their workers' contributions and
dedi cati on.
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