06/ 05/ 1998
Govt ainms to hel p business, not kill it (HL)

Kamar ul Yunus

THE Governnent says it will continue to defend the current |evels of
i nterest rates agai nst upward pressure that woul d push up the cost of
doi ng busi ness or even kill off conpani es.

Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohanad nade it cl ear yesterday
that he di sagrees with I nternational Mnetary Fund managi ng director
M chel Candessus on the matter.

Candessus had reportedly said Mal aysia would do well to emul ate Thail and
and Sout h Korea, which he said had been prudent in letting interest rates
remai n high.

"The Governnent does not intend to kill business... we want to help
busi ness because t he Governnent has shares in all conpanies,”" Dr Mahathir
sai d.

This is because 28 per cent of profits nmade by conpani es, by way of the
corporate tax, goes to the Governnent, he said.

"I'f we kill off the compani es, then we are depriving oursel ves of
funds."

He said under the Mal aysia Inc concept, the Governnment has a duty to
assi st busi nesses and comnpani es.

"Why shoul dn't we hel p t hen?? When t hey nmake profits, 28 per cent is for
t he Government."

However, Dr Mahathir said the Governnment's efforts to keep i nterest
rates reasonabl e have so far been foiled by external factors

"Qutside the country, theringgit is lent at high interest rates. W
cannot lend at lowinterest rates because that nmeans our noney will be
used for currency specul ation

"W are forced to keep interest rates at the present |evel sinmply
because the rate on ringgit borrow ngs outside the country has been
rai sed," he added

The Prime M nister spoke to reporters after |aunchi ng the Anmanah Saham
Wanita (Asnita) in Kuala Lunpur.

In his address, Dr Mahathir stressed the need to nobilise the country's
wealth to help with the econony's recovery.

He said whil e Mal aysi ans possess a | ot of assets and properties, for
exanpl e, nost of these are dormant.

The Governnent estinates that Ml aysians own in excess of RML trillion
of such wealth that could be translated into i nvest ments.

"For exanpl e, the country needs nore capital, especially in the share
mar ket which is currently experiencing a downturn," he added.

Since the region was hit by the financial turnoil caused by the
activities of currency specul ators, Dr Mahathir said, theringgit's val ue
has depreci ated by 52 per cent. By extension, the country's wealthis
hal ved.

"Now, we want themto nobilise that wealth in order to repl eni sh what
has been taken fromus."

Dr Mahathir also took to task international ratings agenci es such as
Standard & Poor's and Moody's for their inaccurate assessments.

"Nei ther Standard & Poor's nor Mbody's predicted the coll apse of the
Asi an econom es and a | ot of people | ost their noney because they were not
tol d bef orehand by t hese experts that the econom es of East Asia were
going to coll apse

"So, they have been wong before and | don't think we should go by their



ratings because their ratings have the habit of influencing the market. It
is not what they say is going to happen but what they say which will make
it happen," he added.

On Asnita, the Prine Mnister said: "The trust fund | aunched today is
not nerely for investnent purposes but alsoto help defend the country's
sovereignty.

"That i s why the Government supports the nobilisation of the hidden
weal t h possessed by Ml aysi ans.

"As it is aunit trust kind of operation, it will invest nostly in the
stock market. It is also advisable to buy shares nowin viewof their |ow
prices,"” he added.

The Asnita trust fund is ained at hel pi ng wonen enhance their role in
soci ety through greater participationin the nation's economc life.

Initiated by Wanita Umo and Bari san Nasi onal two years ago, the trust
fund recei ved the approval fromthe Securities Conm ssion on April 23. It
conprises 400 million units at aninitial offer price of 50 sen per unit
for the 21-day offer period between Monday and May 24.

Managed by Hijrah Unit Trust Managenment Bhd, Asnita units are avail able
t hrough Hijrah and 464 branch of fi ces of Bank Si npanan Nasi ona
nat i onwi de.
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