31/01/1998

Putting national unity first

MALAYSI ANS have nuch to be thankful for, this Gongxi-Raya, even if it was
celebrated in a nore noderate nanner. Lest we start taking things for
granted or are ungrateful, let's rem nd ourselves while the festive spirit
is still inthe air that ours is one of the countries in the region
directly affected by the so-called Asian economnic neltdown. W are no

Si ngapor e or Hong Kong, but neither are we in the sanme boat as | ndonesi a,
Thai l and or South Korea. While millions in these neighbouring countries
have | ost j obs and reasons for joy, we can still buy goodies, give out
ang-pows to the young ones and visit one another with wi shes for greater
prosperity in the com ng year.

Thi s shoul d say sonet hi ng about how Mal aysi a has survived the financia
turnoil thus far. Since the start of the region's problens in July | ast
year, the Governnent cane out repeatedly and reassured t he peopl e,

i nvestors and fund managers that the Mal aysi an econony was sound and woul d
not be needing a bail-out fromthe International Mnetary Fund. Despite
these efforts, fund managers and foreign investors took flight amd a
self-created orgy of panic selling that further danpened prices on the
Kual a Lunpur Stock Exchange. Let's not forget that we were the first to
draw attention to the spectre of currency tradi ng and howthose traders
mani pul at ed markets and prices in the region. W were accused of being
fool s who did not understand their econon cs and were warned by many to
suffer in silence. But later, even M George Soros, the US financi er who
had made billions thorugh currency specul ati on, agreed with Prinme M ni ster
Dat uk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad t hat greater transparency and regul ati ons
were needed for international currency trading.

When things turned frombad to worse, sonme Mal aysi ans began to doubt the
strength of their econonic fundanentals and the | eadershi p that had
brought them al nost a decade of rapid growths. There were calls for
Mal aysia to swallowits pride and consider going to the M- for help. On
Decenber 5, cost-cutting neasures announced by Deputy Prinme Mnister and
Fi nance M ni ster Datuk Seri Anwar | brahim which were chi ded by anal ysts
and econm sts - including locals - but praised by internationa
institutions and governnents. The | M- and Washi ngt on descri bed t he
measur es taken by Mal aysi a as "encouragi ng" and "very strong”. A few days
ago, the Wrld Bank said the bitter econom ¢ nedi ci ne taken by Mal aysia to
pull itself out of the Asian econom c nal ai se appeared to be worki ng.

Now t hi ngs seemto have stabilised for Mal aysia, and the Wrl d Bank
concurs, based on the stock exchange and the currency rates. Runours are
still rife, though, about the howhe worst will come after the festive
period. Mal aysi ans therefore, shoul d take heed of Dr Mahathir's call to
al |l communities, groups and associations to close ranks i n defence of the
country during the econom c downturn. |If there are divisions anbng t he
Mal aysi an people, all efforts to address the econonmic problemw |l be |ess
effective and this will further underm ne t he econony. Ml aysi ans have
seen how peopl e in countries which had to bowto international aid
agenci es are suffering. Their workers | ost jobs, their conpani es and banks
cl osed, prices of goods escal ated, there were supply shortages and t he
peopl e had to face many ot her hardships. Dr Mahathir put it very sinply
for all Malaysians: If we do not want all this to happen to us then we
shoul d avoid putting the interests of self, race and associ ati ons above
nati onal unity.



The reason Mal aysi ans can still cel ebrate Hari Raya and Chi nese New Year
i n peace and harnony i s because the i npact of the regional financial
turnmoil on their everyday lives is mninmal or has been ninim sed.
Inflationis under control and unenpl oynent is expected to renmain | ow
After years of generous pay-outs, wages in public and private sectors have
been cut or frozen, but this should allowfor productivity to catch up.
Sonme sectors are experiencing a sl owmdown, but the country has its palm
oil, petroleum and other commodity sectors to depend on. It al so has the
fighting spirit of its people to hold onto. As | ong as t hey keep worki ng
hard, Ml aysi ans shoul d be able to | ook forward to cel ebrating in a bigger
way next year.
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