26/ 01/ 1998
Let's work together to overcone

Fati mah Abu Bakar; Aishah Al

"WE are all behind you," Puspanita's Sherina Aris assured the Prine

M ni ster at a di al ogue on Wonmen and The Current Economic Situation |ast
Fri day.

"It seens to ne, you're all in front,"” conplinented Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hir Mohamad on the wonmen's comm t nent and show of support. They were
representatives of various women's groups, and Bakti (Association of the
Wves of Mnisters and Deputy Mnisters) had organised for themto neet
and talk with the Prinme M nister

So for 2 1/2 hours, he stood at the rostrum and reiterated what he had
been saying to themearlier. That "you can all help us (the econony)
recover fast or nake it deteriorate further. It depends on whether you
under stand what i s happening,"” he had said and proceeded to explain in
detail events in the past six nonths |eading to the present currency
probl em

The fact that this dialogue was hel d shows the Governnent's
acknow edgenent of the trenmendous rol e wonen have played in nation
bui I di ng and how they can continue to contribute to restore the ailing
econony.

Never mind that it was initiated by Bakti (hel ned by none other then
Datin Seri Dr Siti Hasmah) who felt the need to nobilise the wonen -
representatives fromvarious wonen's groups includi ng Governnent agenci es
and Non- Gover nent al Organi sations (NGCs).

That he consented to explain and confide in themshows his faith in
worren's ability to come through as a teamplayer. It is inportant, he
enphasi sed, for all to play a role, no matter how small, in these
difficult tines.

Therein lies the significance. The perfect partnership. W are in this
together - nen and wonen - and together we will hel p our nation cone out
of the slide.

The di al ogue, described aptly as a "rare privilege" by chairperson Toh
Puan Dr Ai shah Ong, was made all the nore significant because of these
pressing tinmes. Here was the Prine Mnister saying in no uncertain terns
to wonen: let us work this one out together hand-in-hand.

Inspired and enlightened by his honesty, the wonen rallied to reassure
hi mof their ever-present support.

One by one, they came up with suggestions and pl edges of support rather
t han t he expected questions during the Q and-A session. It was obvious
that he had succeeded in, in his own words, "lifting the veil of darkness"
on the issues and they did not need to ask any nore questions.

The runours were quelled and the wonen were nore interested nowin
comng up with ideas as to howthey could all boost the coffers.

In their anxiety to help, the wonen spoke of setting up wonen's funds,
and various ways of how they can speed up recovery, including selling
their excess jewellery (preferably abroad) and bringi ng back the foreign
exchange to be invested in shares or placed in fixed deposits, buying
Mal aysi an, and changi ng or adapting current lifestyles to conformwith the
tines.

They had pledged to do this, even if it neant they, and their famlies,
woul d have to consune | ess sugar, eat nore ikan tal apia and | ocally-grown
bananas, as suggested by the Prime M nister.

"You will cone out of this crisis, not only wiser but slimer," said the



good doctor, who despaired at not finding enough Iocal fruits in
super mar ket s.

Talk of selling jewellery was rem niscent of sone wartine situation
where the wonenfol k pooled all their jewellery to sell themoff to buy
arns and food for their nen at the battlefront.

Then again, we are at war, even if it is a battle of survival of the
fittest. So why shoul d excess, idle capital in the formof tonnes of
jewel lery be left to gather dust in safe deposits and vaults or literally
"di bawah bantal " (under the pillow)?

It would al so hel p, he added, if people with overseas properties were to
sell themoff so that the noney, |ike that nade fromthe sal e of excess
jewel l ery, can be channell ed back to our coffers.

"Money only has value if it changes hands."

He went on to explain that when it is generated within the econom c
machi nery, our forei gn exchange grows bigger, our banks get stronger,
confidence is restored, profits are made and the ringgit is buoyed.

"I't's all about patriotism" he had said. "If you don't want to sel
your property, then leave it there. But if you want to help, bring the
nmoney home. OF course, many will ask what's in it for then? A lot. Because
if this country goes bankrupt we will all be too

"Wbonen can also help in increasing liquidity not only by saving but by
curbi ng expenditure. Spend, but spend wi sely. Buy local. Cut down on the
non- essenti al goods.

"I'n Korea, people are asked to donate to the Governnent. W don't ask
you to do that here. Just save."

To make the worst-case scenario clearer, he spoke further of howit was
crucial we strengthen the econony because "if we are weak, they (foreign
fund managers) will come in and buy us out. They can buy our banks and
firnms and eventually reduce us to becom ng a col ony again. Then they
deci de on our policies and who our |leaders will be."

Recogni sing this appeal for help as a call for nobre wonen to contribute
to the work force, at |east three wonen took the opportunity to alert the
Prinme M nister about a related issue - childcare.

Dat uk Ng Yen Yen of Wanita MCA appeal ed for the authorities to take
seriously the need to provide support systens for working wonen.

"In the past, our efforts were nmet with only | ukewarmreponses,” she
said. "Now that we need nore wonen to | eave their hones and children to
work, it is crucial that the Government shows political will to help.”

She said that nmuch as wonen want to enploy |ocal naids, they "are hard
to find and so we fall back on foreign maids."

The CGovernment's policies, she added, on foreign maids change all the
time.

"We need to know what the real situation is so we can plan our work and
hone. "

It is obvious the wonen were taking advantage of a gol den opportunity to
say yes, let's work together, we've always been saying (and doi ng) that,
but first let's get sonme glitches out of the way before we can be 100 per
cent effective Iike the nen who do not have to shoul der these burdens.
Let's get the homefront in order first before we head out together to
grapple with the nation's probl ens.

Simply put, Whman's Aid Organisation's |lvy Josiah said, "W want nothers
to go to work.

It was good that Liew Sau Pheng, executive director of the Ml aysian
Child Resource Institute, brought up again the need to train | ocal wonen
to becone conpetent and professional child-m nders.

"This is inportant because whoever |ooks after the children will
determ ne the kind of citizens they will becone."



They were concerned that nmuch as we need the help of nmigrant workers (in
all fields), especially during boomtinme, their presence poses a big
problem socially and economically, when things change and they becone
redundant .

At least two wonen - Datin Professor Janilah Ariffin, president of Juita
(Associ ati on of Wves of Johor State Assenmbl ynen and MPs) and Irene
Fernandez, director of Tenaganita - took this opportunity to alert the
Prime M nister on sonme of the repercussions.

They warned of the dangers of having a | arge nunber of idle mgrant
wor kers who either do not want to go hone (because the situation in their
country is equally bad or worse), or cannot, as their enployers are unable
to pay the RMB, 000 conpound fine for them

In their eagerness to help, the wonmen cane up with nore suggestions |ike
the setting up of funds, a national health fund (with noney transferred
fromSocso to start off), revival of cottage industries anong wonen's
circles, and in general, a change in lifestyle and spending habits.

They al so pointed out the fact that there was only one worman on the
recently set-up National Econom c Action Council (NEAC).

Al'l these earned the attention of the Prime Mnister. For this was what
it was nmeant to be - a two-way di al ogue session. But nuch as this was a
"rare privilege", it was only privy to a "privileged" few.

Fortunately these few are wonen | eaders in their own right, who will now
put on their agenda for their nmenbers, the need to spread the PM s nessage
about the econony.

Hopefully, there will be nore of these sessions as, much as peopl e need
to be informed, the Prine Mnister hinself can get first hand-accounts of
what is really happening at grassroots |evel.

"W are only scared of the dark because we cannot see (the dangers)

.," the Prime Mnister had said. How true.

Now t hat the darkness has been lifted, they know exactly what to do. And
for the fight to be effective, they will have to constantly inspire their
menbers to get down to brass tacks.

The neeting' s been held. The bond is strengthened. The man has taken the
step to show what can be achi eved by forging a strong and effective smart
partnership. He and his partner ("ny wife") denobnstrated it at the
di al ogue.

Now it's up to all of us.

( END)
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