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Yes, Mal aysia, you definitely can

Shar eem Anty
THEY say hi ndsi ght gives you 2020 vision, but even on the eve of the new
year, it's obvious the events that shaped 1998 defy any pat description.

Soci o-political tremors were countered by a nunber of advances in the
field of sports, engineering, transport and the arts. Continui ng econom c
difficulties grappled with ego-boosting achi evenents. For better or worse,
the last 12 nonths put Mal aysia on the map |ike never before.

January kicked off with the opening of the RML.3 billion Second Link to
Si ngapor e, conpl enenting | ongstandi ng trade, historical and psychol ogi ca
ties between our two countries.

Pl agued initially by poor traffic and conplaints of expensive tol
charges, the Iink neverthel ess draws Ml aysi a and Si ngapore cl oser than
before, an irony if you consider the way both started bickering with each
other - again - as the year progressed.

Mal aysi ans al so conpl eted an epic 33-day journey across the African
continent in the year's opening days, bringing a nessage of peace,
goodwi I I and harnony to the 12 countries they passed through.

The 17, 000km Si |l verstone TransAfrica 4x4 Expedition necessitated a
massi ve logistical effort that al so caused sone nei ghbouring African
nations to put aside their differences and nmake sure the group of
Mal aysi ans recei ved a saf e passage.

In March, Mcrosoft chairman Bill Gates stopped by to plug information
technol ogy and Mal aysia's own Multinmedi a Super Corri dor.

The arrival of the world' s richest man grabbed newspaper headlines and
sent the nessage out that the MSC was shaping up as a force to be reckoned
Wit h.

After that though, the country hit a massive pothole when scant rainfal
(or ill-managed devel opnment, dependi ng on who you tal k to) plunged
mllions into a water shortage crisis.

On March 27, Sel angor inplenented a rationing exercise that was not to
be lifted until five nonths |ater.

Oficials scranbled to set things straight as consuners cried foul and
the elderly, very often the only ones honme when the water tanks came
around, staggered up flights of stairs with buckets of precious water.

A few things happened in the neantinme to distract Ml aysians fromtheir
m sery, such as the North Pole Freefall expedition on April 21.

Si xt een Mal aysi an skydi vers parachuted into the icy wilderness - with no
|l ess than a Proton Wra 1.5 in tow - to plant the first Asian flag into
the freezing tip of the gl obe.

Then on June 30, the Kual a Lunpur International Airport opened for
busi ness, four years after 25,000 workers from52 countries first
undert ook the task of piecing together one of the nost anbitious projects
ever attenpted on |local soil.

KLI A overcane an initial period of teething problens to energe as an
architectural marvel as well as an efficient transport hub that will serve
the country well into the next nmillennium

In the entertai nnent field, television viewers had cause for cel ebration
when ntv7 was officially launched on July 7, joining the stable of four
exi sting free channel s al ready on offer.

Musi ¢ was al so brought to the heart of Kuala Lunmpur when the Petronas
Phi | harnoni ¢ Hall opened on Aug 17, giving the country the gift of world-
cl ass concert performances.



On the opposite end of the nusical spectrum singer Any left the
venerabl e rock group Search later on in the year, |eaving mat rock fans
everwhere in shock

Sandwi ched between these events was the enmergence of Internet runours
about a riot in Chow Kit on Aug 7, supposedly brought on by | ndonesian
wor ker s unhappy about not getting their work permts renewed.

The abuse of the Internet put four people in the dock and left nany
realising that while Ml aysia was pushing for an I T agenda, the gifts of
nmoder ni sation could bite back if put in the wong hands.

Later in the month, on Aug 24, Perodua unveiled the first made-in-

Mal aysi a four-wheel -drive, the Kenbara. The nation's stable of vehicles
continued to grow in the year, nost recently with the addition of Hi com s
Per kasa range of trucks in Novenber.

Al'l these achi evenents, however, took place agai nst the unnerving
backdrop of econom c uncertainty, a | egacy of the regional economc
downturn that had begun the year before.

On Sept 1, after earlier nysterious allusions to "shocking neasures" to
put the econony back on track, the Governnment stunned the world when it
i mposed currency exchange rate controls that effectively stopped the
ringgit frombeing traded overseas.

Positive short-termdevel opnents afterwards won the controls sone
grudgi ng acceptance fromcertain quarters, but the final verdict is stil
out, and all eyes are watching to see how t he experinent turns out.

More dranma was to cone. The day after the controls were inposed, Deputy
Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Anwar |brahimwas renoved fromoffice for noral
m sconduct, endi ng nonths of specul ation that sprouted fromthe earlier
publication of the book "50 Reasons why Anwar Cannot be Prime Mnister"

A defiant Anwar | aunched the reformasi npvenent, went on a roadshow to
pl ead his case to the people and | evelled his own accusations at his ex-
mentor, Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanad.

The tunul tuous events and t he denonstrations that acconpani ed then
culmnated in Anwar's arrest on Sept 20. H s dism ssal and ongoing trial
have dom nated the front pages of every newspaper and attracted criticism
fromoverseas. This is one situation that won't play out in the i medi ate
future.

The furore over the Anwar case was only overshadowed in the public's eye
by the staging of the 16th Conmonweal th Ganmes begi nning Sept 11

Despite dire predictions of failure fromsome, Ml aysia was able to pul
off its stint as Ganmes host with aplonb... and with a clutch of 10 gold
medal s to call its own.

Local athletes upset giants and broke the threshold of endurance to win
the honours, along with other sporting feats that have been achieved this
year. Young squash players N col David and Ong Beng Hee, for example, took
honme titles that strung words |ike "world" and "chanpi on" together.

Anot her cause for excitenent was the Cctober announcenent that Ml aysia
woul d host the penultinate | eg of the enornously popul ar Formula One Wrld
Chanpi onshi p on Cct 17 next year, on the new y-conpl eted Sepang
International Grcuit.

Petronas al so used F1 technol ogy when it created the country's first
prot ot ype aut omati ne engi ne, which it unveiled on Nov 9.

The | ast nmjor event of the cal endar was the Asia Pacific Econom c Co-
operation, which kicked off on Nov 13. Leaders from 21 countries cane
together to brainstormon ways of helping the region clinb out of its
economni ¢ dol druns.

While initiatives such as the United States and Japan joint aid package
provi ded sonme neat to the neeting, much of the thunder was stolen by US
Vice President Al Gore and his now i nfanous di nner speech.



The faux pas triggered an enornous outcry and a canpai gn to boost
patriotic spirits.

1998 drew largely to the close on a graceful note. Lina Teoh, Ml aysia's
representative to the Mss Wrld conpetition in Seychelles, wal ked away
with third place after the glittering finals on Nov 27.

( END)
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