20/ 03/ 1998

Qpportunities indifficult tinmes

OPPORTUNI TI ES are apl enty beneat h t he gl oomenvel opi ng t he Sout heast Asi an
economi es. To borrowthe immortal |lines fromCharles D ckens' Tale of Two

Cities, these times are indeed "the worst of tinmes and the best of times".
Per haps t he worst of times because circunstances have forced the country's
econom ¢ engi ne, which had been roaring mghtily at an annual growth rate

of eight per cent, to sl owdown. As experienced in recent nonths, applying
the brakes are bound to cause some pain. But this is also the best of

ti mes because we are confronting chall enges which will allowus to renedy

our weaknesses and rectify flaws - both being elements that tend to occur

in any process of rapid economc transformati on. The best of tinmes because
opportunities lurk, ready to be seized.

Thi s has | ong been recogni sed by Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad, as
evi denced fromhi s keynote address at the recent Emirates | nternational
Forumwhi ch was appropriately called "OQut of Crisis: The Qpportunities".
As he said, foreign investnents in manufacturing are becom ng nore
attractive due to the currency deval uati on whil e busi nesses in the
pl antation sector, for exanple, are nade extra-profitable. In the case of
export-based i ndustries, the current situation presents nore opportunities
to increase exports. Indeed, it's an opportune tinme for foreigninvestors
to set up shop in the region.

However, as pointed out by Dr Mahathir, the nost inportant opportunity
lies in the inmprovenent of financial nmanagenent. I n addressing theill-
ef fects of the financial and stock nmarket problens, the Governnent has
adopt ed nunmer ous pragmati c measures. Several mega-projects have been
deferred. Steps have been taken to control the country's high credit
growt h, whi ch had notched up to 30 per cent. For exanple, financingis no
| onger made avail abl e t o unproducti ve sectors whil e added, stringent rul es
will ensure that | oans will be secured by creditworthy borrowers. It is
t he begi nning of an era where every sen i s nade accountabl e for and where
wastage is conpletely elimnated fromthe culture of the public and
private sectors. Excesses can no | onger be tol erated. As Dr Mahathir said,
"Every itemof expenditure is now scrutinised closely and where there is
no absol ute necessity, severe cut-backs will be made, resulting in the
strengt heni ng of the financial base of the country."

Much toits credit, the Governnent has resisted the perennial tenptation
to harvest short-run benefits fromshort-termnmeasures. The country's
austerity drive, for exanple, will encourage frugality and savings for the
future. Like it or not, many anong us have been guilty of excessive
consunpti on and unwi se spendi ng habits. |In changing the pattern of
consunption, by buying nade-i n-Mal aysi a goods and spendi ng wi sely, the
public will be easing the inflationary pressures. O course, thereis
still roomfor neasures which will accel erate and deepen the renedi al
action-plan needed to build up the intrinsic strength of our economny. But
these are the very things that create opportunities for newdirections and
practices which the Prine M nister had spoken of in his address. A
difficult problemneed not necessarily deliver debilitating blows. Inthe
process of tacklingit, we will energe stronger than ever provi ded we are
not overwhel med by the i mensity of the task.
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