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RAPI D POVERTY | NCREASE | N ASI A, SAYS DR MAHATHI R

KUALA LUMPUR, Cct 22 (Bernamm) -- Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanad said
today Asia is experiencing a rapid increase in poverty, with its people
reduced to a state of not only being poor but also socially deprived, as a
result of the financial crisis brought about by currency specul ati on and
mani pul ati on,

The prime minister said the currency deval uati on and subsequent
econom ¢ recession following the crisis that began in Thail and | ast year
had hit the rural poor nost, particularly the wonen.

He cited an exanpl e of one Asian country with a very big popul ation
where the reduction in the nunber of people below the poverty line had been
reversed

"Where before only 20 per cent were bel ow the poverty |ine, now al nost
50 per cent have fallen bel ow the poverty line," he said at the opening of
the Third International Steering Committee (1SC) Meeting on the Econonic
Advancenent of Rural Wonen thenmed "Poverty Amongst Rural Wonen, Their
Fami | i es and Comunities" here.

He said: "The thenme poverty anongst rural wonen, their famlies and
communities rings a warning bell inthis trying tines. It seens tinely that
a neeting on poverty is held at a tinme when Asia and possibly the world are
in the throes of econonmc turnoil."

Dr Mahathir said the present situation was not hel ped nmuch by self
aggr andi si ng pronouncenents fromspecul ators with sancti noni ous attitudes
maki ng unj ustifiable attacks on the strickened countries and urging the
investors to pull out their nmoney and invest in nore lucrative narkets.

"Their callous call betrays a cruel blindness to the plight of mIlions
of peopl e who have been inmpoveri shed by the economi ¢ downturn and
dehumani ses the social costs borne by the countries,” he said.

The prime minister said businesses had sl owed down or fol ded up and
mllions had lost their jobs in those countries while the people had I ess
money for their food, shelter, health and educati on.

"Under - consunpti on worsens the business situation. People are reduced
to a state where they are unable to participate actively in mainstream
community life.

"Thus, people are not only poor but are also socially deprived.

Jobl essness, inflation, food shortages, nmental and physical anguish
contribute to the social unrest with devastating riots, strikes, protests
and political instability increasingly being unreported in many countries,"”
he sai d.

Citing the 1998 Hunan Devel opnent Report, Dr Mahathir said the report
concluded that the financial crisis in East Asia had caused the bi ggest
set back to the huge econom c and social strides in human devel opment nade
over the | ast three decades.

He said the inpressive inprovenents in |longevity, attai nment of
know edge and a decent standard of |iving were being dwarfed or w ped away
by the | oss of governnent revenue due to the collapsed econony and
recessi on.

The prinme mnister said no one had been spared fromthe inpact of the
credit crunch and the high interest rates had been paral ysing.

"Credit is to business like blood is to the human body. The flight of
capital, |ike haenorrhage, bleeds the business to death.

"The first thing we should do is to stop the nmassive bleeding. In a



situation where the credit dries up or, anal ogously, when the patient
becones anaenic, we shoul d provide the right supplenments such as iron pills
or even blood of the right group,” he said.

Such suppl enents, Dr Mahathir said, if denied by raising interest rates
and prices to unaffordable levels, would surely kill the patient.

He said the rural poor could not understand what happened when t he
capital was suddenly pulled out of the country except to accept their
sufferings.

"Wrse still, they do not know how it happened and how t hey coul d
prevent it from happening," he said.

Dr Mahat hir said governments could not abandon their responsibilities
to the people who el ected themas they saw the i nmense misery inflicted on
t he peopl e.

He said international response should be strengthened beyond nobilising
financial support and focussed on preventing such crisis fromhappeni ng
agai n.

"The assistance of nultilateral and bilateral |enders should aimat
i medi ately overconi ng poverty of the already poor directly. Endless
di scussions on the so-called "new architecture' of the world financial
systemw || not do nmuch good for those who nmay die in the neantine," he
sai d.

In Mal aysia, Dr Mahathir, said much nore could be done, especially by
the private sector, research and devel opnent (R&D) institutions and
i nternational devel opnment agencies, in reducing the poverty |evel.

He said these sectors could invest in this inportant segnent of human
resource by incorporating themas target groups in the transfer of
technol ogy, in devel oping | abour and tine-saving technology that wll
i ncrease productivity and in the application of information and
comuni cati on t echnol ogy.

The nost inportant programmes were the ones that targeted hunmanitarian
and gender-sensitive val ues towards the devel opnent of harnonious famlies,
whi ch tapped the potentials of famly menbers to becone proacti ve,
creative, know edgeabl e and productive nenbers of society, he said.

Dr Mahathir said Mal aysi a had succeeded in reducing the poverty | evel
from49.3 per cent in 1970 to 16.5 per cent in 1990 and 8.9 per cent in
1995.

He said poverty was particularly acute anong rural wonen, fenale-headed
househol ds, indi genous wonen, the urban poor and m gratory workers.

The 1SC, conprising the First Ladies fromcountries in Africa, the
Anericas, Asia-Pacific and Europe, focuses on rural poverty and the plight
of poor rural wonen.

Dr Mahathir's wife, Datin Seri Dr Siti Hasmah Mohamed Ali, is its
presi dent and Queen Fabiola of Belgium its patron
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