15/ 05/ 1998

Help for all, big or snal

I N LESS t han a week, the Governnment nade two announcenents worth RMZ00
mllion to the small and nedi um si zed i ndustri es and busi nesses. The first

announcenent, made | ast Friday, granted an additional RVb00 billion to the
SM Fund whi ch had been | aunched on January 2. This will swell the fund to
RML. 5 billion. The second announcenent on Wednesday, gave an addi ti onal

RV2OO million credit facility for small-scal ed entrepreneurs and petty
traders. The new credit gives these entrepreneurs a total of RM340 nmillion
in funds to finance their businesses.

Made during this difficult econom c period, the two announcenents, by
Deputy Prine M nister and Fi nance M ni ster Datuk Seri Anwar | brahi m nust
have seened al nbst miracul ous to busi nesses that have conpl ai ned about
difficulties in acquiringloans. The gestures reflect the i nportance
pl aced by the Governnent on SMs, small businesses and petty traders.

What we will not hear is of anyone crying "bail-out" over these
announcenents. The reason is sinply that SMs and petty traders do not
nmove or shake markets. Those who have been stoutly agai nst the Gover nnent
hel pi ng corporati ons seemto sense that it would al so be politically
i ncorrect to oppose assistance for small firnms or traders. The principle
behi nd t he Gover nnent hel pi ng cor porati ons and t he assi st ance bei ng gi ven
to smal|l conpani es, however, is the sanme. Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad has sai d the Government will aid every deserving business
t hat needs hel p, and these two announcenents, prove the statenment to be no
rhetoric.

Bi g or small, many busi nesses have been affected by the economc
downturn that has foll owed the regi onal financial crisis. The |large
corporations have seen their market capitalisation shrink considerably and
profits plunge indiscrimnmnately. Some have gone under because of the
effects of the ringgit's deval uati on and ot hers have suffered fromthe
inability to get financing and continue with their projects. The SMs -
many of themsuppliers and vendors of the | arger corporations - are
af fect ed when the big conmpani es had to cut back production or reduce
costs. As anillustration, take the national car manufacturer Proton
whi ch had to cut both production and its prices. It was hit by expensive
i nports and shrinki ng demand. Smal | er producti on neans a | ower i ncone for
vendors and suppliers, who are dependant on Proton and the demand for its
cars. Petty traders nmeanwhile, were hit by the smaller purchasing power of
consuners, who may have been asked to take a maj or pay cut or, worse
still, toldto find alternative enpl oynment as a result of the probl ens
faci ng the conpani es.

The corporations, SMs, petty traders and smal | busi nesses are i ntegra
parts of the econony. For the econony to recover, these parts cannot
remai n weak and hel pl ess. And many of themhave been weak or hel pl ess
since theringgit and share freefall and since the region's financi al
crisis began biting deeper into the the soci o-econonic fabric of the
country. Wthout help, many will fold and cause hundreds or thousands to
| ose their sources of incone. Petty traders and snall entrepreneurs, many
in sub-urban and rural areas, may al so suffer badly or not survive at al
when this happens. This is why the Governnment nust - and will - help
strengthen all these small parts of the econony: corporate | eaders, snall
and medi umindustries, as well as petty traders.

This financial ais is called a bail-out when the Governnent tries to



hel p corporations or corporate | eaders and it is call ed assi stance when an
SM or small trader that is being helped. If we can get over these terns
that only serve to add political mleage and feed the vested i nterests of
certain parties, the bigger picture will come into focus. Wether it is
RVM6O0O million for SMs, RM00 million for petty traders or RML billion in
capital injections for an ailing bank, it is clear that governnent
assi stance is not a privilege for any specific group. Wat is needed is a
systemthat is transparent enough to all owthe average Mal aysian to
realise this and to ensure that those hel ped, assisted or bail ed out wll
pay back once the econony recovers.
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