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Time is nowto make these currency specul ators pay

Har dev Kaur

PRI ME M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad was descri bed as being a
"menace to his own country" for trying to protect and defend the interests
of his fell ow Mal aysi ans and those in the region

Referring to currency specul ators and the havoc that they had weaked on
the econom es of Sout heast Asia, he had said that "...it (currency
specul ation) i s unnecessary, unproductive and i nmoral ".

But with the havoc being weaked in the world - from Sout heast Asi a,
Africa, Russia and Latin America - one wonders whether is it not the
specul ators who are the real "nenace" to the econom es, people and el ected
governnents around the worl d?

The specul ators as agents of "creative destruction" have no synpathy for
the suffering they inflict on mllions around the world.

They have only one goal - and that is to nmake noney no matter how they
do it and no matter who and what they hurt in the process.

Thanks to the work of these speculators, currencies in the regi on have
| ost between 40 per cent and over 100 per cent of their val ues against the
US dol | ar

The ringgit has | ost sonme 68 per cent against the greenback since July
| ast year. The South African rand has shed 30 per cent just between My
and August this year, Mexican peso has | ost sonme 40 per cent of its val ue
in just eight nonths and the Russian rouble has | ost close to 50 per cent.

In addition, the stock markets have been battered and the corporations
are beginning to be strangled by illiquidity.

Matters have been made worse for sonme countries under the | MF where
capital w thdrawal s have been further anplified by the Fund' s
contractionary poli cies.

The sudden outfl ow of US$203 billion (RVMB52.6 billion) in capital from
the region left greater devastation behind. No country, no matter how
devel oped and advanced, can wi thstand the sudden reversal in the flow of
funds in a very short tinme w thout dire consequences.

Accordi ng to Newsweek's conputations, when the G oss National Product is
measured in US dollars, three Asian countries - Ml aysia, Thailand and the
Phi i ppi nes - have suffered worse than the 26 per cent United States drop
during the Great Depression

I ndonesi a has suffered a contraction close to 70 per cent.

The effects of the speculators are beginning to be felt in many sectors
of the real econony. The resultant currency turnoil has damaged banks,

di srupted trade and sl owed grow h.

But these figures do not even begin to tell the story of pain, hardship
and in sone cases desperation faced by citizens of these countries.

The ranks of the unenployed is growi ng by the day while for those stil
fortunate to have their jobs, their pay packet is becom ng smaller each
nmont h as the per capita incomes are being drastically reduced.

In Mal aysia, for exanple, the per capita inconme has fallen from US$5, 000
before the currency crisis to US$1, 500 currently.

Peopl e, in sone affected countries, are dying due to | ack of nedicine or
are unable to afford it as it has becone too expensive or they do not have
the noney at all to seek nedical assistance.

What choi ce do denocratically el ected governnments and authorities have
in the face of onslaught from specul ators? Joseph Yam the Chief executive
of the Hong Kong Monetary Authority says: "Like it or not, governments



have a role in protecting the | evel of incone and enpl oynment of their
peopl e".

Free marketeers were citing Hong Kong as an exanple of an econony that
shoul d be enul ated. But today that bastion of a free nmarket is under
attack by the very same speculators it chose to defend | ast year.

Specul ators are underm ning the econom ¢ fundanental s of the econony and
pl ayi ng havoc with the currency and the stock nmarket in Hong Kong even
though it is deenmed to have very strong econonic fundanmental s which by al
accounts are "properly aligned".

Its current account bal ance of paynents position has been "stable to
i mprovi ng".

Despite this it has not been spared the wath of the specul ators who
within three days caused the "Hong Kong dollar to be so out of proportion
to economic reality that it could only be attributable to currency
mani pul ati on".

This | ed the Hong Kong Monetary Authority to intervene in the market to
protect its economy, currency and peopl e.

According to Yam the "...action is targeted at currency mani pul ati on
that took advantage of the automatic adjustnent nechani smof our currency
board... W wish to send a cl ear nessage to those mani pul ati ng our
currency for this purpose that they may stand to | ose noney instead".

But the worst | osers have been the citizens, businesses and governnents
in these countries. The econom ¢ progress, devel opnent and gai ns nade in
the I ast 40 years have been w ped out by nani pul ators al nbst overni ght.

Econoni sts used to believe that a country whose manufacturers were
efficient and conpetitive and whose governnent managed its finances
soundly could theoretically expect to enjoy a stable currency.

Now it does not matter how efficient, productive or conpetitive
manuf acturers in any particular country are, currency specul ators can hel p
erode these advantages in an instant and render them high cost producers
and non-conpetitive.

The only winners in this ganme are the small nunber of rich speculators
while the losers are nillions hel pl ess and i nnocent peopl e around t he
wor | d.

The specul ators, who are indeed a real nmenace to the world, should be
made to pay for the destruction they have caused the world financi al
mar kets and econony as well as for the sufferings of nmillions who have
| ost jobs or are unable to feed, clothe and provide a decent shelter for
their famlies and | oved ones.
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