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Not seeing the forest for the trees

PQLI TI CS and econoni cs don't get any closer to a collision course than
when a country is in a parlous state. The recent so-called politica
reforms in I ndonesia provide a current exanple of this; world history is
full of events detailing howeconomic fiascos |lead to political upheava
and howpolitical instability |l eads to economi c or industrial revol utions.
Since the Asian crisis broke out, everyone seens to have becone politica
when maki ng econom ¢ judgenents and t he econony has been used as an excuse
for political change. It did not come as a surprise, therefore, that
during the National Congress on Econom ¢ Recovery: The Way Forward in
Kual a Lunpur | ast Wednesday, Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad
was asked whet her he was consi dering early el ections.

But is there actually a need for early el ections? Does the Gover nnent
that has won a mandate to rule for a full five-year termneed to obtain a
fresh mandate fromthe people every time the nation faces an econonic
crisis? If one conponent party of the ruling coalition faces internal
probl ens, does the whole coalition need to go to the polls and i nsist that
t he peopl e decide whether it is tinme for reformor change? It does seem
that this is what sone people want. It may just be a coi nci dence that such
peopl e are either in the Opposition and are harbouri ng hopes of being
given a mandate to rul e or foreign correspondents who think their job
i nvol ves teachi ng peopl e i n devel opi ng countries howto think

The principal issue facing Malaysia's 22 nillion people today is the
econony, the prospect of losing jobs, the threat of | ower salaries, a
recessi on and a depression. Ri ght now, Mal aysians are striving to nmake
capital controls work and to help revive the econony. There are probl ens
related to politics and a conponent party in the ruling coalition, but
t hose probl ens do not nake this country politically unstable. The | ast
time there were problens in Umo in 1987, party nenbers organised their
own el ections and resol ved t he probl emdenocratically. The rest of the
country did not have to go to the polls. And for a decade after that
Mal aysi a enj oyed its best econom c spell since i ndependence. So why are
some parties inplying that the people should be nade to go to the polls
this tinme around?

A general electionis not the solution to the problens faci ng Mal aysi a.
Soon after they were hit by the regional crisis, Indonesia and Sout h Korea
replaced their president, Thailand changed finance ministers and Russi a
sacked its entire Cabi net. Their econoni es have not fared any better for
these political reforns. The riots in I ndonesia have not stopped j ust
because Suharto is no | onger president and workers in Russia are stil
unpai d despi te havi ng pi cked a brand new Cabi net. The key to resol ving t he
econom ¢ problens facing Malaysiais to drawthe attention of the people
to the econonic i ssues. The peopl e need to consolidate their efforts to
tackl e the economc threats. Any political problemnust be addressed
politically, denmocratically and qui ckly. The peopl e nust not be di stracted
fromthe real problens facing them and that is the econony.

Such a distraction could have a devastating effect since in the
country's present predi canent, Ml aysi ans do not have the luxury of tine
to entertain side-issues. They may engage in coffee shop tal ks about who
they prefer to |l ead the country, debate on what they perceive as being
wr ongdoi ngs by the Governnent and anything and everything political in
nature. But the fact remains that they will be in trouble should they fai



to |l end the Governnent a hand in the econom c recovery efforts. The i ssue
is howto raise the RM6O billion that m ght be needed for the econony to
recover, build confidence in the | ocal stock market, strengthen the
financial systemand bring back overall confidence in the Mal aysi an
econony.

The country can tackl e these econom c problens only if the people remain
united. Its | eaders nust al so not |ose sight of the issues at hand. They,
nmor e t han anybody el se, nust be convinced that the question of politica
survi val does not arise. For now, they ought to relegate politics to the
backseat and be seen as I eading the efforts that will haul the country out
of the econom c dol druns.
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