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Critics are eating hunble pie now

A. Kadir Jasin

G VEN t he harshness of the treatnent the country has endured fromforeign
critics since the inposition of selective exchange controls | ast
Septenber, even a minor shift in their attitude constitutes a major
victory.

From predicting a country condemmed to rot in economc isolation and
wr ecked by the reformasi-type chaos, the very same critics are gradually
changi ng their m nds.

An increasi ng nunber of such critics now say that the policy may very
wel | work, and that recovery is beginning to | ook real

Recovery may be too strong a word. But as has been aptly described by a
Governnent \Wite Paper rel eased in Parlianent on Tuesday, there is the
energence of a "feel better" sentinent on the econony anpbng i nvestors and
the public.

Thi s, says the 66-page docunent, is in addition to the initial signs of
recovery after 21 nonths of crisis, indicating that the worst is over and
that the econony has bottonmed out.

Last week, the cautious Bank Negara Governor Tan Sri Ali Abul Hassan
Sul ai man stuck to the growmh prediction of one per cent although he
acknow edged that there were signs suggesting that the recovery rate could
be as nmuch as two per cent.

"Bank Negara prefers to be conservative," said the new governor at a
Press briefing before the March 31 rel ease of the bank's 1998 annual
report.

Even at one per cent, the recovery is respectable given the fact that
| ast year the economy contracted by 6.7 per cent, and Ml aysi a di d what
the critics said would destroy the econony altogether.

To achi eve a one-per cent gross donestic product growth, the country
has, inreality, to expand the GDP growmh by 7.7 per cent. This is by no
means a smal |l achi evenent given the fact that the situation was hopel essly
chaotic until the exchange control neasures were inposed.

For a nation that had enjoyed 13 years of uninterrupted growth averaging
7.5 per cent annually, the 6.7 per cent contraction could have had dire
political consequences had it not been for the reasonabl eness of the
maj ority of its people.

These are peopl e who have seen or, at the very |east, understand the
best and the worst of the nation's history - reformm nded peopl e who
bel i eve in taking charge of their own destiny rather than pandering to the
wi shes of ot hers.

Had they al |l owed such people to |l ead them they would still be
panhandling in front of the International Mnetary Fund headquarters in
New York with no assurance that the M chel Candessus prescriptions would
wor k.

W could very well be in the same boat as other | M--rescued regiona
econom es which are still in chaos. And thanks to reformasi, one of them
is on the brink of political collapse as well.

O course we do not want to contenplate such an eventuality in any of
the regi onal econom es | est we want our country and the entire region
destabi |l i sed by waves of refugees.

So denocracy, independence and sel f-esteem no matter how subjective
they are, are better than anarchy, street viol ence and dependency.

Qur home-brewed prescriptions and the determ nation of the majority of



our people to deternmine their own destiny are gradually paying off.
*kkkkkk*k*%x

THE White Paper is not exaggerating when it contends that the country's
initially strong econom ¢ fundanental s and the pragmati c nmeasures taken by
the Governnent have | essened the inpact of the crisis and averted the nore
extreme effects |i ke massive unenpl oynent, starvation, collapse of the
corporate sector and civil unrest.

Yet before Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad wested contro
of the econony, we were heading towards the very same direction with the
voluntary inposition of the | M--type response neasures - tight noney
supply, high interest rates and a freeze on public sector spending.

But for now and maybe in the future, Malaysians will have to be nore
reasonable in their expectations. At the very | east, we should not all ow
ourselves to be lulled into conplacency again

No matter what we say or how confident we are of our econonic and
political fundamentals, we can no longer run away fromthe fact that we
have to inmprove the way we govern ourselves as a nation and an economny.

Good governance, no matter what its origin or who is defining it, wll
beconme an inportant yardstick for neasuring the gl obal standing of any
nation in the future. So are transparency, accountability and
trustwort hi ness.

Before others force it on us, it is best that we begin by acknow edgi ng
that our society is not perfect. It is not free of corruption and abuse of
power .

Even such a nobl e policy as Ml aysia I ncorporated is bei ng underm ned
and corrupted by unscrupul ous individuals on both sides of the table.

No matter whether it is a junior |aw enforcenent officer receiving a few
ringgit as duit kopi froman illegal enmpat nonbor ekor operator or a
m ddl e | evel Custons officer foregoing pronotions for as |long as he can
stay in his cozy pel abuhan (port) assignnent, rasuah is evil.

Tunmbuk rusuk, as corruption is referred to anong the ol der Ml ays, is
al so evil when a big-tine businessman jacks up the price of a bid in
return for a paid holiday to Las Vegas for his public service counterpart.

Whet her we like it or not, what others think of us will remain inportant
to our standing as a nenber of the international community and a ngjor
tradi ng nation

Al ready our economic fortunes are closely linked to the rest of the
world. This will only increase as our econony expands and our gl obal trade
grows.

As the Wite Paper points out, the performance of our econony this year
wi || depend as nuch on the speed and the effectiveness of the
i npl ementation of the stabilisation and structural measures as on the
performance of the other regional economi es and the econom es of the OECD
countri es.
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AMONG t he many encour agi ng signs that the econony is responding well to
t he hone-nade renmedy is the reversal in the balance of paynments situation

According to the Bank Negara report, the current account in the bal ance
of paynents turned around to record a surplus since 1989, anounting to
RMB6. 1 billion

The bank's external reserves have al so been strengthened by the
sel ective exchange controls - rising fromUS$21.7 billion at the end of
1997 to US$26.2 billion last year. By the end of February this year, the
anmount had risen to US$28.7 billion.

Simlarly, the bal ance of trade has al so i nproved, recording a surplus
of RVMb8.5 billion | ast year against a deficit of RWM5 nmillion in the
previous year. For the first two nonths of this year, the surplus rose by



another RWVB. 2 billion.

Driven by the need to conserve foreign exchange and to support |oca
enpl oynent, Mal aysi ans are consum ng fewer inported goods whil e increasing
their purchases of |ocally-made products.

The Buy Mal aysi an canpai gn has been so successful that nany previously
inported itens carrying international brand nanmes are now made | ocally.

They are not only cheaper but their quality is as good as those found in
stores in London and New York. After all, Malaysia is one of the world's
| ar gest suppliers of consumer durables.

The country excels in such manufactures as el ectronics and electrica
equi prent, textiles and garments, rubber-based goods and tinber products.

Unfortunately, not every Ml aysi an shares such a pride. Many still think
of inported goods as being superior even though they cone frominferior
manuf act uri ng ar eas.

So it does not come as a great surprise to nme when stories are told of
peopl e and conpanies trying to inport sinple products |ike display cases
from abr oad.

What is worse, we hear that sone of themeven have the audacity to seek
tax exenption on the pretext that these products are not for comerci al
use.

Are we so backward or are these people so advanced that even display
cases have to be inported?

Are we not one of the world's | argest manufacturers and exporters of
ti mber products, yet tinber display cases have to be inported?

Are our designers and carpenters so deprived of ideas and skills that
t hey cannot be asked to design and manufacture di splay cases?

It cannot be, for we hear fromthe sanme sources that we are naking
ti mber-based products for sale at Harrods in London and other chic stores
around t he worl d.
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ANOTHER | esson that we have to learn urgently is to keep our country
hygi eni c. The out break of Japanese encephalitis and the discovery of the
new y-named Nipah killer virus are a clear sign that we have negl ected
cl eanl i ness.

Four or five decades ago, npbsquitoes were associated with malaria only.
Thanks to the effective control of anophel es nbsquitoes and the use of
anti-mal aria drugs, the nobsquito-borne epidenmc was | argely eradi cat ed.

But today, not only is malaria making a conmeback in nore life-
threatening forms, other nosquito-borne di seases are al so springing up

First there was the dengue haenorrhagic fever transmtted by the aedes
nmosqui t oes and now JE which is spread by cul ex nosquitoes.

Maybe we shoul d consider bringing back hygi ene and health science to
school s and reintroduce the post of inspektor nyanuk (rmalaria i nspector)
to control the spread of vectors.

Whil e the pl edge by Health M nister Datuk Chua Jui Meng in Parlianent on
Tuesday that the Mnistry would take steps to ensure nechanisns are in
pl ace to conbat new energing m crobes is | audable, such a prom se is not
new.

W have heard it before. The |l ast was during the outbreak of the
Coxsacki e B epidemic in Sarawak in 1997 that killed 31 children and
i nfants.

Maybe the avail able scientific knowl edge the Mnister alluded to in his
speech is no | onger sufficient or good enough unl ess conpl enented by a
gl obal network of collaboration and co-operative efforts involving the
best research institutions and brains in the world.

We shoul d spare neither efforts nor noney to set up the best mechani sns
referred to by Chua to face future calanities.



What good is a nulti-billion ringgit pig or any other industry if basic
heal th and cl eanliness are neglected, putting life and linb at stake?

If need be, we should consider discontinuing the pig-rearing industry
for a period of tine to enable centralised nodern pig-farmng centres to
be set up.

In the neantinme, our Mnisters, in particular those responsible for
heal th, the | ocal governnent and agriculture, should speak |ess. Instead
they shoul d concentrate their tine and energy on sone real actions to
clean up the environnent so that we can control the spread of vectors |ike
nmosqui toes, flies, rats and cockroaches.
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