18/ 07/ 1999
Dr Mahathir is target of political anok

A. Kadir Jasin

AN Anerican visitor, Cyde V. Prestowitz Jr, asked ne earlier in the week
about the difference between Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad' s managenent
of the econonmic crisis and that of his fornmer deputy.

Prestowitz is the founder and president of the Washi ngt on DC- based
Econom c Strategy Institute, a non-profit research organisation
specialising in gl obalisation and conpetitiveness issues.

From 1981 to 1986, he was successively deputy assistant secretary of
commerce, acting assistant secretary of conmerce and counsellor to the
conmer ce secretary.

Such a question had | ong becone the staple of alnbst every visitor who
canme to Malaysia to |l ook at the way the crisis was handl ed.

Since the crisis hit Southeast and East Asia in the mddle of 1997,

Mal aysi a has becane the focus of attention because of its refusal to seek
t he assi stance of the International Mnetary Fund.

The scrutiny became nore intense when in Septenber |ast year the
Governnent inposed limted capital controls to stabilise the ringgit and
regul ate the fl ows of short-termcapital.

By the time Dr Mahat hir decided to take over the managenent of the
econony towards the middle of |last year, his forner deputy had for nonths
been experinmenting with the | M-type sol uti ons.

By curtailing | oan growth, shortening the non-performng | oan peri od
(fromsix to three nonths), raising the interest rates and cutting public
sector expenditure, he caused the faltering economy to tail spin.

H s objectives were clearly limted to stabilising the ringgit and
saving the banks fromgoing under - a famliar | M- prescription. Being a
novi ce in econom ¢ managenent, he depended heavily on the advice of the
wor | d body.

On the other hand, Dr Mahathir, an old hand at crisis nanagenent, wanted
to save nore than just the banking systemand the ringgit.

He wanted to save the nation's wealth, the equity of its distribution,
raci al harnony, political stability and, above all, its independence.

Wil e acutely aware that the crisis had its root in the capital market,
starting with the attack on the Thai baht in June 1997, he was of the
opi ni on that saving the financial systemal one woul d not guarantee the
recovery of the econony and the survival of the country.

More so for nulti-racial and multi-religious Ml aysia which, for al npst
t hree decades, was built on the prom se of econom c growth and the
equi tabl e sharing of wealth and power.

He did not want the violence that erupted in Indonesia and el sewhere in
the region in the afternmath of the crisis to spread to Ml aysi a. Conpar ed
to I ndonesia and Thail and, Mal aysia has a nore conplex mx of religion and
race.
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