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Currency crisis creates new bond with Africa

Ahirudin Attan i n Johannesburg

JOHANNESBURG Africa would seem|ike a nost unlikely target for a currency
attack. The econom es are generally poor or under-devel oped, burdened by
debts and currencies that have no worth beyond their own countries.

There is famine in the north of the continent, poverty in the cities,
huge unempl oynment, conflicts everywhere, a | oom ng war in Angol a and
makeshi ft presi dencies.

But as the countries in southern Africa are discovering, the currency
traders can still affect, directly and indirectly. They would profit from
t he poorest anong the African econom es and nake them even poorer.

The direct attack on the South African rand since May has adversely
af fected the Nam bian dollar, Mzanbi que's neticais, Swazil and' s | angeni
and other currencies in southern Africa.

Most of these countries link their currencies to the rand - in the case
of Nami bian dollar, it is pegged one-for-one to the rand - and have seen
the val ue of their noney dropped by nore than 30 per cent in three nonths.

As a result of the deval ued rand, the econony of South Africa is going
through a period of uncertainty - an experience Mal aysia and countries in
Sout h- East Asia nust be fanmiliar with.

"It is not just a South-East Asian problem" Prime M nister Datuk Seri
Dr Mahat hir Mohanad said at a gathering of presidents and prine mnisters
during the recent second Southern Africa International D alogue (SAID) in
Swakopnmund, Nam bi a

"It can affect Africa ... South Africa is already being affected by the
currency problem™

Dr Mahathir's visits to South Africa, Nam bia and Mbzanbi que, which
ended | ast Friday, brought a sense of awareness anong the | eaders of these
countries and others in the region of the dangers of currrency specul ation
and currency traders on econoni es.

From Johannesburg to Swakoprmund to Maputo, he was asked to explain in
detail how currencies could be attacked, the inplications, and what they
could do to deal with the problens associated with currency attacks.

At the second SAID, a two-page fact sheet on the matter was issued by
the Mal aysi an del egation for participants and nenbers of the nedia.

Dr Mahathir's address on the dangers of gl obalistaion, where he renewed
his attacks on currency traders and those behind them was carried live on
the regional television network.

In all three countries that he visited, the | eaders expressed
appreciation to the Prinme Mnister for his insight into the issue.

"We now understand better the problens of currency trading through Dr
Mahat hir," sai d Nami bi an president Sam Nujorma. "W are aware that even

when we succeed as nations, we will remain vul nerable."
South Africa's executive deputy president Thabo Moeki regarded Dr
Mahathir's stand as that of a "rebel", sonething the African | eaders could

easily identify with. "Many of us under this tent," he told a dinner
thrown for SAID | eaders | ast week, "were taught to be rebels".

Yet, he said, the Malaysian Prine Mnister's rebellion is against the
ill forces of international econom c theories and practices. Myeki said Dr
Mahat hir deserves the support of all countries that are vulnerable to the
attacks by the currency traders.

Moeki spoke passionately of the issue and of Ml aysia's stand agai nst
the international currency regul ators because the fall of the rand had



been partly attributed to his plans to replace the governor of the centra
bank wi th a bl ack.

Presi dent Joaqui m Al berto Chi ssano of Myzanbi que sai d southern African
| eaders acknow edge the forces Dr Mahathir is against. "(Dr Mahathir) will
need the solidarity of nations behind him™

Whet her the | eaders fromthis region, especially those who attended the
SAI D, woul d continue to support Mahathir's cause for transparent and
regul ated currency trading will depend on many factors. There are nmany
i ssues and conflicts, apart fromthe spectre of currency attacks, taking a
lot of their time and resources.

But at the very least, the | eaders, having seen what the rand is going
t hrough and how this has been affecting their own econom es, have agreed
to further dialogues on the issue.

As for Ml aysia, the depreciation of the ringgit has created new
limtations to what it could do to enhance econom c cooperation with
countries in southern Africa.

"For the tine being, our role will have to be reduced," Dr Mahathir said
i n Johannesburg, at the beginning of his trip, of the concern that
Mal aysia's contribution as a major investor in the region would be
di mi ni shed by the problens it is now facing.

It was clear by the end of his visit, though, that despite the problens
back hone, there are still opportunities for Ml aysian investors in this
region.

Things are not going to be as easy, though. Ml aysians operating in
South Africa, Nam bia, Mzanbi que and other southern African countries -

i ncludi ng those running the four Ml aysi an banks here - nust prepare for
the inpact of the rand attacks on their bottonlines.

At the sane tinme, they nust remain committed to the | ong-hau
relati onshi ps they prom sed their African counterparts, through good timnes
and bad.
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