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Who will save Mal aysia? The Government and the peopl e

Lyn Cha
THE front cover (Asiaweek, Aug 28) depicts a single |ifebuoy stanped with
the Mal aysian flag floating helplessly in a storny sea.

It is true, Malaysia is facing its nost serious challenge in decades.

Li ke our nei ghbours, what started as financial turmoil in the regiona
currency markets has now transformed i nto undi sputed econormi c recessi on.
Statistics and data tend to dehurmani se the very real social cost that is
borne by the popul ati on.

Busi nessweek (Aug 17) focused on "Asia's Social Backlash" reporting on
soaring jobl essness in Japan, growi ng bitterness in South Korea and
political opposition rallying in Thail and.

It counted 90 South Korean conpani es goi ng under everyday and an average
of 25 people commtting suicide per day in the first quarter of this year
- a 36 per cent junp froma year earlier

The current crisis has spared fewin the region and Malaysia is all too
aware that our social as well as econonic well-being is under threat.

Yet, Mal aysia has been the only country to cone forward with its own
national blueprint to chart the econony out of the prevailing quagmnire.

In January this year, a specific agency was established to study and
reconmend sol utions to tackle the econom ¢ problens - the Nationa
Economi ¢ Acti on Counci |

In June this year, a Mnister of Special Functions - with a proven track
record of success in overcoming the |last recession in 1986 and engi neering
a decade of phenonenal econonic growth of eight per cent per annum- was
appoi nted specifically to concentrate on strategies towards economic
revival .

In July this year, the National Econom c Recovery Plan (NERP) was
unveil ed, highlighting six key objectives, 44 lines of action and over 500
reconmendat i ons.

A plan that was conmended as bei ng frank, conprehensive, integrated and
realisitc, that acknow edged weaknesses in the system and proposed
speci fic and deci sive recomendati ons i n response.

Howis it then that Malaysia is attacked for "unwillingness to face the
fact that tinmes have changed", that "there is no indication that Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad sees anything particul ar that
needs fixing" or that "he is nore focused on the politics of staying in
power ... than identifying solutions for fixing the econony?"

The publication of the 216-page NERP itself nmakes such statenents
i mpossible to justify.

Is it because Mal aysi a has not obediently and blindly swall owed standard
perscriptions doled out by the | Mm? Articles and opinions that support,
for exanple, Malaysia's |lowering of interest rates, abandonnent of | M-
decrees and criticismof speculators is growing in acadenic, political and
busi ness circles worl dwi de

Nobel prize-w nning economi st MIton Friedman states: "In my opinion,
the IMF is largely responsible for the Asian crisis."

Canbri dge University Professor of Econonmics Peter Nolan in an interview
in Kual a Lunmpur recently was adanmant that countries should be in ful
control of national econonic policy and not allow institutions such as the
IMFto dictate terns fromafar.

He said it is the responsibility of each government to produce its own
econom ¢ goals and policy, bearing in mnd the unique conditions of the



country in question.

He added that "IM s track record is inperfect at best, and proven to be
unnmitigated disasters in sone cases".

China, for exanple, fornmulated its own path and pace to success without
the tunul tuous soci al upheaval and economic disintegration now facing | M-
| ed Russi a.

Mal aysi a continues to be criticised by certain foreign nedia for not
faci ng decisively and being entrenched in the past.

YET when pro-active neasures are introduced by the Governnent, they are
either ignored or flatly dism ssed as being "wong." Asiaweek calls for
"new approaches and solutions ... things |ike nore transparency anpng
banks and competitive bidding for government contracts."

These are just two recommendati ons out of 500 that have al ready been
outlined in the NERP

Asi aweek describes that "inventory |liquidation nay be the nost lucrative
busi ness" in Kual a Lurmpur

It is precisely because healthy conpanies are suffering fromthe credit
squeeze that the Statutory Reserve Requirenent and interest rates have
been reduced, and the Asset Managenment Conpany (Danaharta) and the Speci al
Pur pose Vehi cl e (Dananpdal ) have been establi shed.

Fl ushi ng out weak and inefficient conpanies is a necessary and pai nful
process that Ml aysia is prepared to undertake but not at the expense of
the country's financial and industrial backbone on which we depend on
future growth.

Asi aweek calls this nove to | oosen nonetary policy contrary to
"conventional w sdom' i.e. the | M whose flaws and failures we have
al ready ascert ai ned.

But it is "conventional" nethods and | ack of new thinking that Asiaweek
had previ ously accused the Governnent of.

Morgan Stanl ey observes that deflation, not inflation, as reflected in
the July consuner price index, justifies the latest cut in Bank Negara's
intervention rate and that "easier nonetary policy and aggresive fisca
expansion are the only ways for Ml aysia to avert a depression-style GDP
contraction".

Cl MB Securities' econonetric research also shows that ringgit changes
are nore influenced by regional currency novenents than interest rate
differentials.

It is curious how one can conclude that "Ml aysia is now t he nost
problematic in the regi on perhaps outside | ndonesia" when we conpare
i ndi cators of unenpl oynent, inflation, foreign debt borrow ngs and the
absence of political instability, devastating riots, food shortages,
protests and strikes that have ravaged ot her Asian nati ons.

"Qur Nation, Qur Responsibility". This is the notto for this year's
Nati onal Day and reflects the spirit and determ nati on Mal aysi ans mnust
adopt .

No one shoul d be exenpt fromwhat Asiaweek calls the "rescue busi ness"
as each individual Ml aysian nust contribute towards the country's
recovery.

Deputy Prine Mnister and Finance M nister Datuk Seri Anwar lbrahimis
"not out of the rescue business" as Asi aweek contends.

Weekl y Cabi net neetings aside, the Prime Mnister, Deputy Prine M nister
and Special Functions Mnister neet everyday to find new and better
solutions in tackling the dynam cs of the on-going crisis.

We shoul d question why, as Asi aweek reported, "You can't expect the
architects of the old Malaysia to re-engineer and rebuild a new Ml aysi a".
First of all, we should nake it abundantly clear that the aimis not to
build a "new Mal aysi a".



It is the present Mal aysia that the Governnent is strengthening by
addr essi ng specific shortcom ngs that have been recogni sed, pronoting
better management and corporate governance that will ultinmately bring the
benefits of sustai ned econom c grow h.

Qur Prime Mnister was once heral ded by the foreign press as a
"visionary". Surely, we need visionary capabilities in this tinme of
crises. Asiaweek asks:

"Who can save Mal aysi a?" "In normal tines," Asiaweek | ooks towards our
Prime Mnister, but what exactly constitutes "normal tinmes"? The recession
of 19867 Is 10 years of eight per cent growth "norrmal"”, as if this did not
require effort, vision and | eadershi p?

As has repeatedly been urged, it is evident that we, Malaysians, hold
the best chance of "saving ourselves" fromthis crisis.

There is no ulterior notive or hidden agenda but our own nati onal
interest which is synonynmobus with our individual social and econonmic well -
bei ng.

We cannot all ow ourselves to be swayed by negativity and pessimsm |f
others wish to see us as drifting in an expanse of sea, are we to drown to
satisfy then? Mal aysia was not built by defeatists. W will swimto shore.

( END)
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