21 MAR 1998
Mahat hi r - Boat Peopl e
ECONOM C TURMO L HAS CREATED NEW BOAT PEOPLE, SAYS DR MAHATH R

By: Yong Soo Heong

HANNOVER, March 21 (Bernama) -- Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad said Saturday the economic turnmoil in Southeast Asia has created
new "boat people".

The situation now was like that in Vietnamin the 70s, he said.

He said the situation was brought about by the fall in Southeast Asian
currencies and share prices with mllions of people losing their
l'ivelihood.

He described this loss of livelihood through specul ati on by sone
parties, which had caused nmany people to run short of food and nedicine, as
a violation of human rights.

Mal aysi a was receiving the inpact of this, one of which was the rise in
crimnal activities in the country, he told a news conference for Ml aysian
journalists, here.

"Today it's Malaysia , but it will spread to other countries,” he said.

He said he discussed the matter with German Chancel |l or Dr Hel mut Kohl
when he net himfor an hour Thursday to explain the economic crisis in
Sout heast Asi a.

Dr Mahathir said Dr Kohl, who expressed his synpathy, agreed with him
on the boat people issue.

Dr Kohl told himthat Germany al so had to accept refugees from Bosnia
and now had about 300,000 of them He said Germany also felt the inpact of
t he boat people in the 70s.

The CGerman | eader, who would raise the matter of the Southeast Asian
crisis and the new boat people at the Asia-Eurpoe neeting in London On
April 3-4, felt that the problem should be resolved at the source, Dr
Mahat hi r added.

He said the problemin Vietnamwas overcone when it switched to a
mar ket econony from a comrand econony.

Wth a market economy many countries which had problenms with refugees
or boat people from Vietnamcoul d send them back to their country of
origin, he said.

Dr Mahathir stressed that a permanent solution to the Southeast Asian
crisis including the boat people problemwas to have a stable currency
situation.

He said he told Dr Kohl that what had happened in Sout heast Asia was
due to the steep fall in the value of currencies of the countries involved
and that "so long as the currency val ue can drop easily the econom es of
t he devel oping nations |like Malaysia will not be able to progress like
before."

On transparency in foreign currency trading, he said the International
Monetary Fund (I MF) had agreed that the system needed i nprovenent.

The I MF was | ooking into the matter and a teamwould visit Ml aysia
next nonth to submit its report but Dr Mahathir said: "lI'mnot so sure that
they will do sonething effectively.™

He felt that one of the ways to overcone the negative effects of the
fluctuating foreign exchange rates was to trade in one's own currency and
reduce the use of foreign currencies, especially the US dollar, and to
conduct trade through the Bilateral Payments Arrangemnent.

Dr Mahathir al so suggested barter trading.

Asked whether the forecast of 4 per cent to 5 per cent for the
country's econonic growh would be scal ed down further, he said that with



the 60 per drop in the currency value and the drop in the share prices, it
woul d surely fall because the economc activities had di m ni shed.

He said that although the governnment expenditure was cut by 20 per cent
the salaries of its enployees could not be cut.

The government would only cut devel opnent expenditure and this would
reduce econonic activities, he said.

Asked why many people still mgrated to Mal aysia despite the economc
sl owdown, he said some people's perception was that although the situation
in Malaysia was bad, it was not as bad as that in other countries. --
BERNANA
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