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Focus on econom ¢ recovery

WHEN he unveil ed his 30-year vision of an industrialised Mal aysia seven
years ago, Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad sai d t he econony
woul d need to grow at 7 per cent a year to realise the vision. Until the
crisis struck, the Ml aysi an econony was actually doing better than that.
Now Mal aysi a expects to do a mnus 4.8 per cent, about the worst growth
performance in its GDP history. Next year it is hoping for a 1 per cent
growth and after that a steady uptrend. If, or exactly when, the nation
can get back the growth nonentum of the | ast decade, during which the GDP
exceeded 8 per cent, is not clear now.

But how the econony can still achieve the targets of the vision and the
average 7 per cent growh for the 1991-2020 period is clear enough, and
that is through very hard work. Not just hard work - because hard work was
what Mal aysi ans have been putting in - but extremely hard work. That means
factories will have to increase output and efficiency, workers nust double
and triple their productivity, industries nust inprove their
conpetitiveness, and the country's finances nust remai n sound. For the
next 20 years or so, efforts need to be focused on inproving further the
current account bal ance and not just be satisfied with a surplus that is
created out of less inports instead of nore exports. The country is anopng
the top 20 trading nations and one of the npbst conmpetitive, but it needs
to inprove its position continuously. Low inflation nust continue to
acconpany the growth, and donestic denmand needs a mmj or boost. Foreign
direct investnment nust start to come back, big and fast.

But first and forenpst in ensuring that Ml aysia keeps its date with
2020 is, of course, to get out of the current doldruns. So far, the
Gover nnent has done remarkably well partly because of the econony's own
solid fundanental s. Mal aysi a coul d have easily gone | ndonesia, Thailand or
South Korea's way because of the crisis and if workers had not been
reasonabl e and the people had taken to the streets. But trade unions in
Mal aysi a have refrained fromindustrial action or prepostrous wage demands
and the peopl e have generally remai ned cal mand responsi ble. Al so the
Governnent has introduced bold neasures to insulate the econony and
safeguard the ringgit. The only peopl e shocked by the capital contro
measures are outsiders. Ml aysians nore or | ess knew what to expect from
the Governnment that has been in power for nore than four decades and which
is responsible for the inpressive growth and prosperity before the crisis.

After all, nearly 30 years ago the same Governnent had introduced the
controversial New Economc Policy to achieve the urgently needed soci o-
econom c equilibriumin the afternath of the 1969 riots. Decades after the
NEP was i ntroduced, sone outsiders are still calling for its dem se
wi thout regard for what it has done for peace and prosperity in this
country. Certainly the currency controls are no nore controversial than
the NEP, especially since Qutside economists are nore famliar with the
controls. As in the case of China and others, currency controls have
proven to work. But nore experts are agreeing with Ml aysia or at |east
synpathising with why it needed to i npose those neasures. That strong,
bullish feeling about the econony, which Bank Negara governer Tan Sri Al
Abul Hassan was al luding to some weeks ago, does seemto be preval ent.

The very hard work Mal aysians nust do nowis to remain united in
pursui ng these policies and i nplenenting the neasures that have been
i ntroduced for the next couple of years at |east. Businesses will have to



be so cost-sensitive and banks have to settle for much-1ower nargins.
Wirkers will have to refrain fromtaking any industrial action that can
j eopardi se operations and they will have to avoid unreasonabl e demands and
even take pay-cuts. Mst inportantly, Ml aysians cannot afford to be
distracted by other pursuits that will only take their minds and
concentration away fromthe very urgent tasks at hand and that is to bring
their econony and wel | -bei ng back to where they were before, and to ensure
that their children and grandchildren can grow up, as prom sed, in an
i ndustrialised and devel oped environment.
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