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Response to proposal reflects nation's maturity

Rose | smai

WHEN Tun Dai m Zai nuddi n made the proposal in |ate February to allow non-
Bum puteras to take a bigger stake in Bumi putera firnms, there was hardly a
squeak of a response.

Even with the ensuing clarification fromthe Prine Mnister, Datuk Seri
Dr Mahat hir Mohamad, that "it woul d be better to save sonething than to
I et things get destroyed conpletely”, and the Deputy Prine M nister, Datuk
Seri Anwar |brahim that affirmative action would not be ignored even
t hough adjustnents had to be nade, the reaction has been sonewhat tepid.

In the political realm MCA and Cerakan | eaders nade nention of the
proposal at party functions, the DAP poi nted out several discrepancies and
Umo Youth offered a gentle rem nder to the Government of the potentially
negative effects it could have on the Bum putera corporate stake.

Al t hough the foreign Press anal ysed the issue with alacrity, in the
| ocal nedia, only the English-1anguage papers carried the news with sone
anal ysi s.

O her newspapers gave little or no space to the matter.

Political analysts say the show of restraint is not surprising. Had the
Econom ¢ Advi ser to the Governnent nade the proposal five years ago, it
woul d have been political suicide.

Today, economic realities may have qui etened the npst garrulous critic.

Dr Sumit Mandal, who studi es nobdern Sout heast Asian history, says the
restraint nmay be a sign of social responsibility.

"Sonmething like this can be easily nani pul ated by the nore chauvinistic
el ements in the society,"” says Universiti Kebangsaan Ml aysi a soci ol ogi st,
Nor ani O hnman.

So, it is understandable that everyone is playing this wait-and-see
gane.

But Mandal, who is with UKMs Institute of Mal aysian and Internationa
Studi es, also believes that many people don't quite know how to deal with
t he probl em

"The country has been prosperous for so long that they are unsure of
what to say or do," he says.

What they do know is what they see: the dismantling of national
economes in the region as stockmarkets tunble and currencies playing hop-
scotch over fortunes, |arge and snall

Al this may have inpressed upon Ml aysi ans the urgency of making
changes in the way we manage our econony before things get out of control

To be sure, the proposal does signhal a significant shift in policy: it
categorically states that for the tinme being, while our econonic standi ng
isinastate of flux, the goals of the National Devel opnent Policy to
i ncrease Bum putera corporate assets and the creation of an even bi gger
Bum put era busi ness class, would have to be shifted to the back burner.

O course, not everyone will agree to such a strategy.

As pointed out by Norani, there will be pockets of disgruntlenent over
the matter.

But this hasn't surfaced.

I nst ead, what appears to be happening - although news of this hasn't
quite reached the public sphere - is that non-Bum puteras are seriously
consi dering the proposal made by the Governnent.

The Chinese, in particular, are interested but, says Universiti Ml aya's
Dr Chia Cai Peng, an ant hropol ogi st specialising in Chinese Studies, they



are cauti ous.

"They are willing to help but they need to know the details, the
mechani sns t hr ough whi ch they can buy into Buniputera firms."

She says they would also want to know their role in the reorgani sation
and management of these firns.

Even though many Chi nese busi nesses have been hit just as badly by the
econom ¢ sl owdown, she says they are intrigued by the proposal because
they see the economic and political benefits attached.

Chi nese busi nessnmen know whi ch Bumi putera firnms are solid enterprises.
Wth hel p, they know t hese busi nesses can be resuscitated.

However, not all Chinese businesses can buy into Bum putera firms.

Chi a says only one or two can really help. The rest may have to group
their resources together to assist other ailing firns.

Chi a, whose substantial research on non-Bum putera firns during the
peri od of the New Econom c Policy has won her the respect of many Chinese
busi nessnen, says, in general, the Chinese are not notivated by altruism

In other words, if they junp in, they nust come out with sone profit.

When t he Chi nese Chanber of Conmerce invited Chia to talk to its menbers
about the current econonic situation and they sought her advice on Daims
proposal , she suggested they consider it.

"But | told themnot to go for maxi mumprofit. Some profit is okay. O
far greater inportance is the stability of this country."

The Chi nese, she says, are mindful of anti-Chinese sentinents in the
region.

They know that in Southeast-Asian history, the ethnic group has al ways
been nade scapegoats in tinmes of trouble.

Ri ght now, they are particularly concerned about the perilous position
of the Chinese comunity in |Indonesia and anxious that it does not spread
her e.

Al t hough Mandal says this is unlikely to happen as Ml aysi a has
consistently rejected racist politics inits handling of multi-ethnic
matters, the fears felt by sonme Mal aysi an Chi nese are apparently real.

So, for these reasons, Daim s proposal may be seen by some as a bl essing
i n disguise

In not so many words, it sends out the nmessage that when Bumi puteras
need help, the first group to logically turn to are non-Bunm putera
Mal aysi ans t hensel ves.

"This may be the best time to test the loyalty of the Chinese and
whet her they see Mal aysia as their home,"” says Rita Sim a business wonan
and editor of The Guardian, a quarterly bulletin published by the MCA

Both Simand Chia al so acknow edge the inportance and necessity of
mai ntaining a policy of affirmative action.

Chi a says the Chinese nust be realistic. They must expect a reinstating
of the 30 per cent Bumi putera corporate equity when the econony i nproves.

"They nust be prepared for this."

In the mean tine, she has advised themto use the present situation to
strengthen their ties with the Ml ays.

A few years ago, Anwar | aunched a schene to encourage the setting up of
Mal ay- Chi nese joint-venture projects but this "didn't quite get off the
ground".

"l suppose you can't create or push for sonething if people aren't ready
to do it," she says.

The proposal has cone at the right tinme, she adds. It will allow both
sides to genuinely co-operate in business.

Simal so believes the current econom ¢ downturn has its pluses.

"It is allowing us to liberalise the econonmy, it is giving us the chance
to depend on each other, to seriously work with one another to make sure



this country comes out of this difficult period together

"W don't want a situation where only one race cones out of this al
right. Personally, | work with nmany Malays and | don't want to see them
suffer.”

Bot h wonmen say they have not heard anyone saying "serve you right" to
those caught in ailing enterprises.

Bot h, however, offer simlar reasons as to why Mal ays may have
fl oundered during this period.

Caught for the very first tinme in a severe econom ¢ downturn, they note
that many Bumi putera entrepreneurs are without strong self-help
mechani sns.

The Chi nese, on the other hand, have acquired resilience in business
because they've been at it for a long tine.

They have seen many ups and downs and the experience has taught them
that no one stays rich forever, says Sim

The Chinese have also learnt to reinvest |arge portions of their profits
into new or other business enterprises and Chia believes this is why nany
are still managing quite well today.

Their public-listed firns may be in trouble but their investnents in
ot her businesses will keep them afl oat, she adds.

Most inportantly is the Chinese capacity to start fromscratch.

The Mal ays must acquire this tenacity, says Sim They nustn't give up
If they do, they will never |earn.

Both Simand Chia are al so hoping that the younger generation of Chinese
entrepreneurs are learning fromthe harsh experiences they're encountering
now.

"Over the recent years, many of us have grown cocky. We've been gl oating
about how great we are," says Sim

Chia, who has al so noticed this disagreeable trait anong younger Chinese
i n business, says: "Sone told nme they didn't want to work as hard as their
fat hers because the nobney they nade overni ght was nore than what their
fathers were earning in a nmonth."

"Of course, now we've all been whacked on the head,"” says Sim

Havi ng seen the devastating effects of the current econonic problens on
busi ness col | eagues and friends, Simbelieves Ml aysi an entrepreneurs nust
now reconsi der their philosophies and strive towards better work
strategies.

"Synmbiosis - this is what we nust work towards. Bum puteras and non-

Bum puteras nust help each other. For the Chinese to succeed in this
country, the Ml ays nust al so succeed. Disparities will only invite
difficulties."”

(END)
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