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Currency attacks: Dr Mto share views with African | eaders

Ahmad A. Talib in Johannesburg

PRI ME M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mhamad i s expected to share

Mal aysi a's experience in facing the currency problens with | eaders of
African countries attending the South Africa International Dialogue in
Nam bi a this week.

He said the problemof currency attacks is now not only a Sout heast
Asi an probl em

"South Africa is also facing the problem As a result, there's nore
interest on the matter. The Southern African | eaders want to know nore
about the currency attacks, howit's done, and what they need to do to
counter or to protect their econom es.

"I''"l'l be discussing these with the | eaders attendi ng the dial ogue," Dr
Mahat hir tol d Mal aysian journalists yesterday at the end of his two-day
working visit to South Africa.

On Friday, Dr Mahathir and acting President Thabo Mdeki discussed the
currency issue during a cl ose-door neeting.

The South African currency, the rand, has | ost about 30 per cent in
val ue since May this year in what the Governnent believes is the work of
hedge fund managers and currency traders, simlar to the attack on the
ringgit and other Southeast Asian currencies since July |last year.

Dr Mahathir said his discussion with Meki did not result in any
concrete decision on the matter and how t he probl emcould be jointly
tackled. But a nore definite picture is expected to energe at the Nami bi an
di al ogue.

Asked if he expected concrete decisions at SAID, he said: "I don't know
if there is going to be any decision. But certainly we will know nore
about each other's problem™”

The effect of the currency problemon Ml aysia' s role as a mgjor
investor in South Africa was al so rai sed yesterday norni ng when Dr
Mahat hir and Mieki jointly opened the Southern Bank of Africa Limted.

Asked about the fear of a di mnishing Malaysian role in South Africa,
the Prime M nister said:

"For the time being, | think we have to reduce our role. The cost of
i nvesting here is nuch bigger. In terns of the Ml aysian currency, to buy
the necessary foreign currency, we will need a ot nore ringgit than
bef ore.

"So we are | ess conpetitive than before. So it (our role) is bound to
dimnish alittle. In fact, sonme Ml aysi an busi nessnmen are thinking of
selling off sonme of their businesses here because they need the noney at
hone. "

Asked if there will be a shift in enphasis frominvestnent to trade in
view of the currency problens, the Prime Mnister said:

"Yes, there will be nore trade and nore tourismbecause these are areas
that don't require investnents, just selling and buyi ng goods.

"W want to buy nore things fromSouth Africa. W discussed just now
what we have to do to increase trade."

During the cl ose-door discussion with Ml aysian i nvestors in South
Africa, Dr Mahathir also stressed the need to find ways to trade in the
rand and the ringgit.

Mal aysia's total trade with South Africa anmounted to US$447 million
(about RML.8 billion) last year, an increase of nore than 27 per cent over
1996. Total trade figures for the first five nonths of this year cane to



US$176.5 mi | 1ion.
Mal aysia's exports are mainly palmoil (about 30 per cent), electronics,
chem cal s, lubricants and tinber which nade up nost of South Africa's
i mports.
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