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Mahat hir brings the real issue back into focus

Must apha Kami |

CLEARLY, the severe econom c pressure in the past 12 nonths poses a
different kind of challenge to Umo although with the same ki nd of
potenti al danger if not approached carefully - party and eventually
nati onwi de di sunity and col | apse.

Starting with the presidential address by Umo president and Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad | ast Friday, the nessage got
clearer as the party's General Assenbly progressed.

Shoul d Umo menbers be preoccupied with trying to project their
i ndi vidual beliefs as to how the econony and politics should be nmanaged,
they will only end up at odds with each other, thus making it even easier
for outside forces to take advantage of the situation.

A day prior to Dr Mahathir's address, the sonewhat fiery speech by Umo
Yout h chi ef Datuk Ahmad Zahid Ham di was seen by many as one that set a
tone for a potentially explosive overall General Assenbly.

Zahi d's speech was preceded by nonths of various interpretations of two
wor ds whi ch saw i ncreasi ng usage i n Mal aysi ans' vocabul ary since last July
- nepotismand cronyism

It cane to a stage where sone began to believe it was these two
practices that caused the depression of the ringgit, the stock market and
consequent |y t he econony.

And on the day Zahid nmade his speech, when the General Assenbly was
adj ourned, a rather tense atnosphere surrounded Umo as nenbers awaited Dr
Mahat hir's presidential address.

An inescapable fact is that Dr Mahathir is a seasoned politician who has
handl ed successfully nany potentially crippling crises before, including
the near collapse of the party itself in 1987.

More inportantly, he is the architect responsible for taking Malaysia's
econony to its heights and as such is expected to know best the rational e
behi nd the Governnent's economnic policy.

In his usual direct manner, Dr Mahathir posed a question to Umo nenbers
whi ch roughly transl ated was: Wuld you rather be seen as vocal and heroic
critics and hand over control of the econony to outsiders, or nmaintain the
status-quo and work together to regain control of the country's now
t hreatened destiny?

Clearly, the question nipped in the bud a potentially explosive clash of
vi ews whi ch could have split Umo and thrown its agenda into disarray.

Throughout the assenbly it was clear that Umo nenbers were still very
much behind its president on ways to overconme the econom ¢ chal | enges and
Zahi d's nessage becane increasingly faint.

By the time Dr Mahathir closed the assenbly yesterday, the terns
"cronyisni nd "nepotisnt were relegated to where they belong - the m nds
of destructive foreign parties and the uninformed and |ikely destructive
critics.

Apparently there was a purpose why projects including privatization
contracts tended to be directed to selected individuals - the sinple
commerci al reason that they have greater potential to perform

The party president provided the possible scenarios had this not been
done: a higher risk of failures and consequently failures of the Ml ays
and Bumi puteras in claining their share of the econom c pie.

The econonic benefits to the Governnment through privatization projects
were al so el aborated on, including the higher likelihood of a steady



stream of tax revenue for the Government which in turn could be used to
fund its various social responsibilities.

O nore significance was Dr Mahathir's repeated warning of the country
bei ng recol oni sed. Few at the assenbly could match his experience on the
subj ect.

Based on that experience, it was explained at | ength why Umo and
Mal aysi ans in general nust at all costs preserve their unity to fend off
the invisible outside attackers.

Dr Mahathir al so questioned the validity of market forces as defined by
the West and which in recent nonths quite a nunber of Ml aysi ans have
subscri bed to.

The proponents of market forces had questioned the need for governnent
intervention in assisting ailing | arge donestic corporations and al so the
Governnent's progranmed weal th distribution.

The fact is quite a number of these corporations are owned by
Bum puteras and their collapse may well cause the failure of the New
Econoni ¢ Policy (NEP)

Al t hough not nentioned by the party president, collapse of the NEP nay
throw the weal th distribution anbng races of f-bal ance once agai n. That
coul d have di sastrous consequences.

By providing assistance to these conpani es, the Government may seem
goi ng agai nst market forces in the eyes of the West and those Ml aysi ans
who do not wi sh to be viewed as orthodox.

The truth is, by providing assistance to ailing conpanies in these
trying tinmes, the Governnent is doing what no other econony in the Wst
has ever done successfully. It is protecting the distribution of wealth,
essential in maintaining harmony in a multi-racial nation such as Ml aysi a
which in turnis the platformfor its success.

Thus, the Umo president showed his nettle by defusing yet again another
potential crisis and this too by not neeting the Youth novenent chief's
fiery speech in a confrontational manner.

Dr Mahat hir managed to bring back into focus the real issue at hand -
nursing the econony back to health
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