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JAPAN VI SIT TI MELY FOR PM TO EXPLAI N DOVESTI C CONTROVERSI ES

By: Azman U ang

KUALA LUMPUR, Cct 25 (Bernama) -- Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad' s visit to Japan that ended on Tuesday turned out to be a tinely
opportunity for himto assure the Japanese and foreign i nvestors that "it's
busi ness as usual” in Ml aysia despite sonme controversial econonic and
political noves he took in the | ast few weeks.

It was his first overseas trip since Malaysia' s new exchange contro
policy was announced on Sept 1 and the sacking the next day of Deputy Prine
M ni ster and Fi nance M nister Datuk Seri Anwar |brahim perhaps two events
whi ch generated the npst intense reporting about Malaysia in the
i nternational nedia since Dr Mahathir becane prinme mnister 17 years ago

Naturally during the five-day visit, Dr Mahathir, a regular visitor to
Japan, found hinself having to explain at nunerous nedia interviews, forunms
and neetings with Japanese businessnen and politicians the circunstances
and rational e behi nd the noves.

Requests were received fromvirtually dozens of Japanese nedia to
interviewthe prinme nminister, including for exclusive interviews, and on
the first day al one, the Ml aysian enbassy squeezed in an interviewwth
top editors fromeight nmedia organi sations in one sitting.

It took place barely an hour upon Dr Mahathir's arrival at the Inperia
Hotel in Tokyo after being delayed in a massive traffic jamfor the drive
fromthe Narita Airport which took about three hours conpared with the
nor mal one hour

Mal aysi an journalists and tel evision canmeranmen who waited for the prine
mnister at the hotel were pleasantly surprised to see that Dr Mahathir and
menbers of his delegation were driven fromthe airport in a tourist coach,

i nstead of |inousines as nornally the case.

It was Khatib's way of putting into practice the Ml aysi an government's
austerity drive given the econom c recession the country is in, with the
anbassador telling the journalists a day earlier that his enbassy staff had
been cut by hal f.

The Japanese busi nessnen whom he nmet were anxi ous to get a persona
assurance fromthe prinme mnister that their investnments and Mal aysia's
edge for foreign investors will not be blunted by the exchange controls and
political uncertainties arising fromAnwar's sacki ng.

" If you cone to Mal aysia you will not believe that we are facing an
econom c turmoil. There is an appearance of business as usual everywhere.
No one is starving. People are not searching for food in rubbi sh heaps. The
shoppi ng conpl exes and restaurants are doi ng good busi ness," said Dr
Mahat hir at one forum

As the second bi ggest foreign investors in Malaysia after the United
States, the Japanese, of all people, knowthat the nbst inportant thing in
business is stability and predictability, which Dr Mahathir says is the
very purpose of Ml aysia's new exchange control s.

The medi a-savvy prinme nminister is widely known in Japan and especially
anong its nedia ever since he introduced the "Look East" policy in the
1980's to nodel Mal aysia's devel opnent after Japan | ncorporated and by
adopting its work culture and discipline.

The new exchange control policy pegs the Ml aysian currency at RMB. 80
to the US dollar and has nmade the ringgit conpletely worthl ess overseas to
insulate it fromother currencies and fromfalling into the hands of
currency traders which have caused the value to plunge by over 60 per cent



since the regional economic crisis in July last year.

As Dr Mahat hir expl ai ned, exchange rate control is not the sane as
control on capital flows and capital can flowin and out of Ml aysia
wi t hout restriction.

Per haps because of reading too nmuch fromreports by foreign anal ysts,
there was concern in Japan that Malaysia is isolating itself fromthe
i nternational comunity, a concern which Dr Mahat hir was quick to disniss
as conpl etely w thout basis.

" Malaysia is a trading nation. It just cannot isolate itself if it
wants to trade," he said

Anot her concern was the need for foreign investors to change their
profits into foreign currencies before they can be repatriated since the
ringgit is nowincovertible overseas. The question thus arises whether
there i s enough foreign currencies avail able w thin Mlaysia.

Dr Mahathir, in allaying such fears, concedes however that there is a
need for Mal aysia to conserve foreign exchange, with inports to be limted
to essentials and exports enhanced.

" Mal aysia has sufficient foreign currencies to exchange for your
profits. Wthin the | ast one nonth of introducing this new policy, our
reserves have increased by US$1 billion to US$21 billion. And our exports
of palmoil and other goods also fetch US dollars. W have |arge trade
surpl uses," he assured.

But it was over the firing of his former deputy and hand- pi cked
successor that Dr Mahathir had to face sone "tough" questions fromhis
Japanese audi ence.

Accordi ng to Anbassasor Khati b, the Japanese nedi a depended for much of
the coverage of the Anwar controversy on the Western news agencies with
only a small nunber having their own correspondents who are based in
Si ngapor e.

The questions posed to the prine mnister included: " Until two nonths
ago, Anwar was your chosen successor and why is it that things have changed
so dramatical ly".

And a top Japanese business | eader, Noboru Hatekeyama, chairman of the
Japan External Trade Organisation and a former vice mnister of the
powerful Mnistry of International Trade and I ndustry, asked about Anwar's
t housands of supporters staging their regular protest denonstrations " as
coul d see from CNN'.

"1 would like to invite Japanese journalists to cone to Ml aysia and
see things for thenmselves. Do not trust CNN or CNBC. They have a different
agenda and they tell lies in order to pronote their agenda,"” said Dr
Mahat hir of the hourly replay of clippings show ng pro-Anwar denonstrations
over the TV news channel s.

Anwar's all egation of police brutality after apppearing with a
bl ack-eye al so provoked nmany questions but Dr Mahathir assured the
concerned Japanese that there would be no cover-up in the ongoi ng probe
into this.

" | amas nmuch angry as you are over this. W wll act against the
peopl e responsi bl e," he said.

Several tines during the visit, Dr Mahathir said Mal aysia's exchange
control s mght have been seen as "heretic or pariah" by others especially
West ern governnents and currency traders "who worship greed".

" W woul d rather be heretics, be pariahs even, than to be doni nated by
t hese people," he said.

But Japanese Vice M nister of Finance Ei suke Sakaki bara told Dr
Mahathir at a forumthat his exchange policy was no heretic but bold and
woul d have the support of Japan

Accordi ng to Sakaki bara, better known as M Yen for his influence on



the currency market, American financier CGeorge Soros, who he described as
Dr Mahathir's arch-eneny, woul d publish a book next nonth, "Crisis of

G obal Capitalism , agreeing with the prine mnister's views on the
destructive ways of currency specual ations.

An equal ly inmportant agenda on the visit was Malaysia's effort to raise
new | oans fromthe Japanese governnent to help tide over the present credit
crunch in the country.

Dr Mahathir said the matter was raised in his tal ks with Japanese Prine
M ni ster Kei zo Cbuchi and he was confident that the funds, reportedly worth
US$2 billion, would be made avail abl e soon.

M Yen hinsel f said the US$30 billion package for Asia announced
recently by Finance Mnister Kiichi Myazwa woul d be di sbursed as quickly
as possible to get the crisis-hit Asian econoni es back on their feet.

Mal aysi a' s Second Fi nance M ni ster Datuk Mustapa Mhanmed told editors
here on Thurday that Japan offered the best hopes for Malaysia for the
monent to tap fresh foreign funds in an otherw se tight credit situation
prevailing worl dw de

He said the earliest that Ml aysia could expect to raise new foreign
|l oans in the international nmarket woul d be around the m ddl e of next year.

Dr Mahathir's Japan visit could be expected to renove a | ot of
uncertainties in the Japanese m nds about their existing and future fl ow of
i nvestnents i n Ml aysi a.
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