13/ 05/ 1998

Strong signals fromCairo

EGYPT' S gestures of the |ast couple of days to its fellow nenbers of the
Goup of 15 (G 15), particularly those that have been hit by the Sout h-
East Asian econonic turnoil, are very refreshing. Such show of camaraderie
has not been too forthcom ng within the grouping that celebrates its 10th
anni versary next year. In fact, since the pounding by currency traders and
stock mani pul ators began | ast July, too few devel opi ng countries outside
Sout h- East Asi a have cone out individually to offer support to econonies
in this region.

What's nore heartening is that the Egyptian President, M Hosni Mibar ak,
and his Prine Mnister, Dr Ahmad Kanel El-Ganzouri, have offered nore than
just noral e support to | ndonesia and Mal aysi a at the weekend. Such support
woul d have been quite sufficient for the two G 15 nenbers which are
westling with varying but persistent econom c probl ens caused by the
financial turnmoil. In their attenpts to effect stricter regulations on
i nternational currency trading, a major cause of the financial crisis,

Mal aysi a and I ndonesia will need all the support they can nuster. But
Mubarak tol d President Suharto that Cairo is prepared to hel p I ndonesia
rebuild its econony. For Mal aysia, Egypt has offered to support in

what ever way possi bl e plans by both Proton and Perodua, the Ml aysi an car
manuf acturers, to assenble their cars in Egypt for donmestic consunption as
wel |l as export to other West Asian countries. In addition, Egypt has
agreed to elimnate barriers that have sl owed down i nports of Ml aysian
pal moil and also to pave way for nore foreign direct investnents into

Mal aysi a.

These neasures will go a |l ong way towards hel pi ng Mal aysi a and | ndonesi a
with their econom c recovery. Ml aysia, especially, will be | ooking for
every possible neans to increase trade and i nvestnment with other countries
inits resolve to resist having to resort to seeking aid fromthe
I nternational Monetary Fund (I MF). As Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hir Mohamad said in Cairo, the country's salvation lies in trade, not
the I MF. Indonesia is not as fortunate; its econony was too badly battered
to say No to the | M~. Even then, Dr Mahathir has said Malaysia will try to
do whatever it could to assist with the Indonesi an econom ¢ recovery. The
Gover nnment has announced a US$250 nmillion (US$1 = RMB.82) bridging | oan
for Jakarta while the republic awaits the I MF s bail out package, but
certainly increased trade and investrment will help Indonesia nore. This is
somet hing the other G 15 nenbers will need to do, individually as well as
col l ectively.

Failure to do sonething tangible to hel p one another will ultimtely
weaken the groupi ng. And what a shanme that would be. Since its
establishnment in 1989, the G 15 has initiated several projects that have
ever since proven that the devel oping countries have the capacity to help
t hensel ves. The bil ateral paynents arrangenment (BPA) saw trade anopng
menber countries increased trenendously this decade. G 15 i nstrunents such
as the South Investnment, Trade and Technol ogy Data Exchange Centre
(Sittdec) have al so enabl ed conpani es in these devel opi ng countries to do
busi ness with one another. Although initially there were doubts about the
comm tnents of the G 15 nenbers thensel ves, the on-going Cairo | eaders
summ t boasts of the biggest turnout of heads of governments. This
reflects the growi ng confidence of nmenber countries to speak and act on
behal f of the so-called Third Wrld.



Even the western nedi a coverage of the sumrit this year is sonewhat of a
surprise. The CNN carried sone senbl ance of serious news on the sumit,
and sonetinmes gave it nore air tinme than the daily weather. This is
because what the G 15 | eaders decide at the summt, after being anong the
first to make a stand on international currency specul ation with regards
to the Sout h-East Asian crisis when they net in Kuala Lunmpur |ast year,
will hint at how far the devel oping countries want to push the issue at
ot her international forunms. And Egypt, the host of the G 15 summit, has
certainly sent out strong signals about the grouping' s resolve not to
sweep the whol e matter under the carpet.
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