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HARVARD: The frigid weather in Boston on New Year's eve was exactly what
was needed to prevent the ice scul ptures fromnelting. It had taken 10
wor kers, one week to conpl ete each ice scul pture.

The scul ptures which received rave reviews here were "poor" when
conmpared to the ice scul ptures of Japan. However, they were part of the
"First Night" celebrations in Boston and thus were anmong the main
attractions.

The annual "First Night" new year celebrations in Boston are said to be
the largest New Year's eve party in North Anerica. The cel ebrations drew
nmore than 1.5 m|lion Bostonians, visitors and tourists out on the streets
to hel p usher in 1998.

Asi a was depicted as a maiden holding a fan in one of the ice
scul ptures. However, this was not the only reference to the region. Asia
was not only etched inice, it also nade nore headlines in US papers in
the past few nonths than it has in many recent years put together. The icy
news about the Asian crisis has woken nany Anericans to the gol den
opportunities that are avail able on the "cheap" in Asia.

The cold weather was ideal for the ice scupltures and the Asian nai den
but it also sent chills down the spines of nany in Asia. "Cheap" and
"sal e" are words whi ch many Anericans can easily identify wth.

There are sales - spring sales, sumrer sales, winter sales, Christnas
sal es and new year sales - alnobst all year round. There is a shop in New
York whi ch has had the "going out of business sale" sign on its door for
al nrost two years.

However, there is an additional "sale" this year, which the Anericans
have their attentions focused on - the sale of businesses and properties
in Asia.

Wth the depreciation of the Asian currencies and their battered stock
mar kets, many anal ysts, econom sts and fund nmanagers are | ooking to the
regi on for business and other opportunities.

Busi nesses and conpani es whi ch had not even been on their radar screens
and were not in their portfolios are now very much in focus as they are
"cheap". In fact, one newspaper |listed the market value of a nunber of
South Korean firms before and after the crisis. It hailed the "cheap"
prices now which it said offered great opportunites.

The currencies and stock markets in the region may be "battered" but the
econom ¢ fundanentals in many of the economes in Asia remain strong. They
will probably continue to grow at rates faster than those in the West.
Sone anal ysts and economni sts have expressed confidence that the Asian
governments - which have taken nmeasures before to get their econom es on
the right track - will continue to do whatever is within their power to
restore confidence.

The current situation, neverthel ess, offers new opportunities to the
West. Fund managers are said to be waiting on the sidelines |ike vultures
ready to nmake their nove just as soon as possible to buy into conpanies in
the region - conpani es which they wanted a stake in all along but were
unabl e to buy or which were "too expensive" then

Now, with the International Mnetary Fund (I MF) rescue packages, which
are designed to open the markets and make the forei gn ownership of
conmpani es a part of the agreenent, many of these conpanies are well within
reach of many entrepreneurs and are on the "cheap too"



The situation is certainly conducive to takeovers. The control of many
econom ¢ activities by foreigners may hasten and further entrench
"econonic colonialisnt in Asia. Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad has warned of this phenonmenon on numerous occasions and the
current situation in the region may well speed up the process.

The bids for Thailand' s Finance One is just the beginning. Citibank
recently signed a letter of intent to acquire control of First Bangkok
City Bank Ltd while other Anerican and European conpani es are searching
for opportunities in Thailand, Indonesia, South Korea and the Phili ppines.

In addition, investnment and banking firns such as Gol dman Sachs and
Merrill Lynch are said to be on the | ookout for "bargains” in Asia.

Whi | e previously the Asian econom es were dubbed as "mracle" econom es
and were the envy of many in the devel oped world, today these sane
econom es are being battered with adverse reports and downgrades of their
banks and sovereign ratings by the very sane agenci es that had been giving
t hem hi gh nmarks.

The "race to the bottoni for these econom es appears to be encouraged by
the rating agenci es, anal ysts and econoni sts who seemto have nothing
beneficial to say. Instead, their statements and actions, including the
downgr adi ng of the sovereign bonds, only serve to hasten the downward
spiral of investor confidence.

It seens that the Asian countries can do nothing right this tine around.
These are the sanme econom es which | ess than ei ght nonths ago were being
hail ed as "nmiracl e econom es" and whose governnent policies were hailed as
bei ng wort hy of enul ati on by ot her devel opi hg countri es.

Even so, it nust be renenbered that the | eadership in Ml aysia,

Si ngapore, | ndonesia and the Philippines, remain unchanged and it is these
very same | eaders who inplenented the policies which resulted in the
hi ghest gross domestic product (GDP) growth rates for al nost a decade.

In addition, the growmh has benefited the | arger popul ati on and not j ust
a small group as in sonme countries. The nunber of people living in poverty
in Mal aysia, for exanple, has been drastically reduced unlike in the US
where the nunber of people living in poverty has risen over the years.

Despite these achi evenments, sone in the west continue to harbour
negati ve thoughts and have even canpai gned for the renoval of
denocratically elected | eaders - Dr Mahathir, in particular. The \Wal

Street Journal inits last editorial for 1997 asks whether "... there is
any way the good doctor m ght be encouraged to return to private
practice?"

Nei ther the private practice, the Prine Mnister's elected position in
Mal aysi a nor those of other denocratically elected | eaders in Asia - as in
other parts of the world - are up for sale no matter what the asking
price.
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