08/ 12/ 1998
PM W should be anmong the first to regain growth

Pat vi nder Si ngh

MALAYSI A shoul d be anpong the first Southeast Asian countries to regain
dynam c growth as the econony has al ready shown early signs of recovery,
Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanad sai d yesterday.

However, he said Mal aysi ans could not just sit back and wait but should
devel op greater intrinsic strength through better managenent practices and
maxi m si ng the resources at their disposal.

"If we audit all the resources within the country, including our
financial capacity and skilled manpower, and we apply themskilfully, we
shoul d be able to insulate nmuch of our econony fromthe uncertainties of
the worl d environnent.

"That way we can be nuch nore sure of achieving recovery," Dr Mahathir
sai d.

He said this in his speech at the opening of the Mal aysian Structura
St eel Associ ation Convention 1998 in Kual a Lunpur. The speech was
delivered by International Trade and I ndustry M nister Datuk Seri Rafi dah
Azi z.

Dr Mahathir said prior to the econonic downturn, the growth rate in the
construction industry was approximately 10 to 12 per cent but the industry
had experienced a negative growmh of 19.2 per cent this year.

"This contraction was due to the slower infrastructure devel opment and
subdued perfornmance of the non-residential sub-sector.

"The International Mnetary Fund policy adopted by the previous
financial authority in the Governnent resulted in total stoppage of
construction, as not only new | oans coul d not be obtai ned but approved
| oans were al so withdrawn," Dr Mahat hir said, adding that the construction
i ndustry was | abelled as a non-priority sector and actively discouraged.

He called for nore steel to be used in the construction and fabrication
i ndustry to create donmestic demand, reduce costs and nmake a success of the
steel industry.

He said increased consunption of steel would lead to a viable stee

i ndustry.

"Presently we use nore concrete. Al though we can produce enough cenent
to nmeet our needs, cenent production destroys our beautiful |inestone
hills.

"W can reduce demand for cenment by using nore steel.”

The Prime Mnister said in the United Kingdom 60 per cent of the
bui l di ngs were structural steel-based while in the United States the
traditional nmethod of construction involved structural steel.

Dr Mahathir said the steel industry with its progressive and consi stent
devel opnent had al ways been |inked to the success stories of many
devel oped nati ons.

He said npbst construction practices at the worksite were outdated and
that the country shoul d produce buil ding conponents in factories using
nore automati on and precision, and then assenble themat the worksite.

The Prime M nister said unless this was done Mal aysia woul d continue to
be a haven for inm grant workers. There were presently 1.14 million | ega
wor kers constituting 13 per cent of the workforce.

"However, illegal inmmgrants consitute another 800,000 workers, with
400, 000 dependants. Overall they nake up approximately 2.3 nmillion
wor kers.

"Al t hough they have contributed to our econonic growh, the social and



financial cost is very high. W really cannot afford the luxury, for
i ndeed having foreigners work for us is a luxury,” Dr Mahathir said.

He said this scenario had to be changed. New technol ogi es had to be
devel oped to reduce the need for unskilled | abour, with skilled workers
trained fromthe | ocal workforce and paid attractive wages.
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