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Container trade falls in first half 1998

Kang Si ew Li

LOCAL contai ner hauliers are feeling the heat fromthe econom ¢ sl unp at
hone as cont ai ner vol ume continues to plunmet during the first half of
1998.

Cont ai ner Haul i ers Associ ation of Ml aysia (Chan) president Mrzan
Mahat hi r sai d bet ween January and March this year, contai ner trade goi ng
t hrough Kl ang, Penang and Pasir Gudang ports dropped by 7 per cent to
377,817 TEUs (20-foot equivalent units) from406,178 TEUs in the previous
correspondi ng peri od.

"For the nmonths of April and May this year, container trade dropped by
10.5 per cent and 12 per cent respectively conpared with a year ago. These
figures show a worseni ng contai ner trade picture," hetoldreporters after
the associ ation's Ei ght Annual General Meeting (AGM in Kuala Lunpur
yest er day.

He said it is hoped that exports will pick up again in the second hal f
of this year "because theoretically speaking, we (Ml aysi a) have becone
nore conpetitive as a result of the depreciating ringgit".

"However, we have yet to see this happening, partly because the first
hal f of the year is usually a slow period," he said.

"It al so takes sone tine for manufacturers to procure new contracts
based on new prices. So | would assune that they have done so in the |ast
six months and thus, to take delivery of their goods in the second hal f of
the year," he added

M rzan said declining inports is a source of major concern to | oca
cont ai ner hauliers these days. Between January and March this year,

i mports had declined substantially to al nbst 23 per cent conpared with a
year ago

And for the nmonths of April and May, inports dropped by 25.2 per cent
and 29.7 per cent respectively.

"This shows that consumer demand for inported goods has dried up because
inlocal ternms, they have becone nore expensive. | woul d i magi ne t hat
capital goods are al so no | onger being i nported as nmanufacturers defer
t hei r expansi on pl ans," he said.

Nonet hel ess, he added, exports continued to grow by 5.7 per cent for the
first quarter of this year, but not it was enough to fill the gap fornmed
by declining inmports.

As of 31 May this year, there were 2,111 prinme novers and 10, 672
trailers on the road. Mrzan said this ratio of prine novers to trailers
"is healthy".

He al so said | ooking at the current economic scenario, it is unlikely
that Port Kl ang woul d achi eve its goal of becoming the fifth or sixth
| argest port inthe world this year. "W may not be able to reach the two
mllion-mark in TEUs this year ... it is a shrinking narket."

It is learnt that Port Kl ang rmust achi eve nore than three mllion in
TEUs in order to becorme the fifth or sixth largest port in the world.

M rzan said Port Kl ang continues to be the dom nant container port with
62 per cent market share of container throughput conpared with 23.6 per
cent for Penang port and 14.4 per cent for Pasir Gudang port.

"Nonet hel ess, bot h Penang and Pasir Gudang ports actual |y gai ned mar ket
share because they are very nmuch export-oriented ports," he added.

Acknowl edgi ng that the current econom c situationis "difficult", Mrzan
sai d nenbers of the associ ati on nust therefore cooperate.



"OfF course, we will be conpeting agai nst each other as we have al ways
done, but we hope the kind of conpetition that we engage i n does not
affect the long-termviability of the industry.

"What is inmportant for us is to continue to provide good service to
custoners in the long term" he said.

Asked whet her nenbers of the association are still facing a shortage of
manpower as was rai sed during the previous year's AGM Mrzan said: "The
pi cture has changed quite dramatically over the past year".

"Since the last AGM the econony is facing a contraction. As a
consequence, the pressure on manpower has di m ni shed significantly," he
added.

On the proposed newtariff for container haul age, Mrzan said the
association is "continuing to work onit and expects to finalise it
sonmetime this year".

"We've been working with Universiti Teknol ogi Mal aysia on coming up with
anewtariff structure which is reflective of our costs.

"But things change dramatically these days. For exanple, the cost of a
prime nover has i ncreased by about 50 per cent so we al ways have to rel ook
at our proposal.

"All the sane, we are going to be very diligent about this because it is
sonet hi ng that once put forward, it will be set in stone so we don't want
torushintoit,"” he said.

On Cham s request that the Comercial Vehicles Licensing Board (CVLB)
anend Section 43(2) of the CVLB Act 1987 to nake t he consi gnee/ consi gnors
Iiable for overwei ght containers, Mrzan saidthe Governnent has been
"responsi ve".

"l can't conmment on what the status of it is, but |'ve been assured that
t he Ent repreneur Devel opment M ni stry has taken i nto account our vi ews
when they review the | aws," he said.

To date, Chamconprises five nenbers nanmely Kont ena Nasi onal Sdn Bhd,
Konsorti umPer kapal an Bhd, Di Perdana Corp Bhd, M SC Haul age Servi ces Sdn
Bhd and Mul ti nodal Freight Sdn Bhd.

"Under current circunstances, we have an overcapacity issue. Cur
equi pment are underutilised and thus, toinvite additional conpetition at
this stage | think would be detrinmental to the whol e (contai ner haul age)

i ndustry, " he said.

At yesterday's AGM Mrzan was re-elected the association's president.
Encik Ali Mohd Nor was re-el ected deputy president and Enci k Elias Kadir
and Enci k Mohd Hussin Ismail were re-el ected vice-president.
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