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70pc of Malaysian trade in US dollars (HL)

Adel i ne Ong

THE bul k of Malaysia's trade is conducted in US dollars and the sooner

i mporters and exporters start using regional currencies to settle intra-
regional trade the better, says International Trade and Industry M nister
Dat uk Seri Rafidah Aziz.

They need not wait for the Asean governnments to work out the nechanism
for the paynents arrangenent before doing so, she told Business Tines,
addi ng:

"As long as (traders) are willing to accept each other's currencies and
as long as there is sonething to buy and sell that can be of fset or
settled with the currencies they have, the practice can start straight
away. "

M nistry figures show that | ast year 73.6 per cent of Mlaysia's
exports, or US$162.95 billion, and 64.9 per cent of inports, or US$143. 42
billion, were conducted in US dollars.

The country's exports totalled US$221.4 billion and inports US$221
billionin 1997. Only 2 per cent, US$4.43 billion, of total exports, and
10. 6 per cent, or US$23.426 billion, of total inports are transacted in
yen.

The idea of using regional currencies, including the Japanese yen, for
trade settlenment as a neans to reduce dependence on the US dollar has
gai ned nonentumin recent weeks.

Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mohamad, in a three-nation sw ng-
around as part of his continued consultations with his Asean counterparts
in the past few weeks, had won over the Philippines and Thail and, as well
as Brunei.

Then | ast Saturday, the idea was endorsed by Asean finance mnisters in
Jakart a.

Prior to that, Deputy Prime Mnister and Fi nance M ni ster Datuk Seri
Anwar | brahi m secured the Japanese Governnment's conmitnment to enhance the
role of the yen in regional trade during a working visit to Tokyo in early
February.

Anwar was al so in Jakarta | ast weekend.

It is understood that the central banks of the Ml aysia, Thailand and
Phi |l i ppines, which will be the first nenbers to start using their own
currencies in bilateral trade, are coordinating efforts to create the
mechani smfor the Asean paynents arrangemnent.

Rafi dah said the traders she had net were nostly receptive of the
pr oposal

"Sonme of themare already doing it... those who are hesitant say it is
because they are not keen to hold certain regional currencies," she said.

One Mal aysi an conpany, which has shown that settling trade in regiona
currencies i s both workabl e and beneficial is Padi Beras Nasional Bhd. the
conmpany, which decided to enter into arrangenents with its trading
partners to use their respective currencies instead of the US dollar since
| ast Septenber, has al ready chal ked up about RMB.4 million in foreign
exchange savi ngs fromsuch deal s.

Mal aysia is of the viewthat the concept of bilateral paynent
arrangenents, which it has practised to great effect for several years,
can be widened to cover Asean nenbers.

Rafi dah said that Mal aysia and its Asean tradi ng partners can
concei veably start with primary commodities and then nove on to ot her



product s.

She stressed that the arrangenent is not only nmeant for big inporters
and exporters, but also the small and nedi umsi zed i ndustries (SM).

These smal |l er operations should al so be able to take advantage of the
mechani smto reduce the inpact of the depreciation of the ringgit against
the US dol | ar, she said.

On efforts to identify alternative sources of goods and services, in
view of the fact that such inports fromthe devel oped countries have
becone nmuch nore expensive, Rafidah said if quality products can be
provi ded by Asean countries, the private sector should take the initiative
to start sourcing fromthem

"Do not wait for the Government. The problemis everybody waits for the
Governnent... we cannot do everything for them W can open the doors, put
in the nmechanism facilitate (such as through the Asean Free Trade
Area)... but they nust do it.

"They nust go round thensel ves and | ook for Asean suppliers and
mar ket s. "
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