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Goodbye to our “annus horribilis'

Paddi e Bowi e

" SELAMAT Hari Raya", "CGong Xi Fa Cai", "A Happy New Year". It's that tine
of the year again. Different greetings, but with one and the sane spirit -
new begi nni ngs, new hopes. And npbst of us were glad, |'msure, to see the
back of 1998. It was Mal aysia's "annus horribilis" (horrible year) to use
t he phrase so fanously coi ned by Queen Elizabeth Il. For Mal aysians it was
probably the saddest year in our history.

W can begin, however, to take heart. |'ve just cone back froma
rejuvenated UK and Britons, |' mhappy to report, are prospering and new y
confident. Ever snmling, their annus horribilis well behind them | return
to a Mal aysi a and see sone signs, however incipient, that we are inching
our way to econonic recovery. W nust seize the nonent and what better
time. New Year is about Resol utions.

| decided this year to abandon the custonmary forlorn and futile pl edge
that | make and break on an annual basis - which is to | ose weight. The
first of January for once did not see me enbarking on Diet No. 96 in the
series. | think |'ve found a use for all those surplus pounds. W should
be putting our wei ght behind the recovery effort. Wiat we need is a
nati onal New Year resolution - to give focus to the way we nove forward,
speci fic and targeted. Wi ch neans deciding our priorities. Wich neans
being realistic. New Year resol utions founded on faith and w shf ul
t hi nki ng, not strategy, invariably fizzle out.

So then, let's be realistic - deci de what shape we are in. Topping the
critical list is the econonic crisis compounded by the political crisis,
bot h exacerbated by an i mage crisis. The first was visited upon us. W
were victinms of a species of international financial terrorism But we
wer e vul nerabl e. Predators unerringly choose their victinms anong t hose
wi t h weaknesses. W were overextended. The political crisis on the other
hand was | argely a home-grown product of unm stakably Ml aysi an paternity.
It sparked all that intense politicking of which Mal aysi ans are uni quely
capabl e, not forgetting the fam |iar dash of the bizarre. The danger is
that it is an unwel conme distraction fromthe overridi ng need to
concentrate on the econony.

The third crisis involves a loss of credibility and the need to restore
confidence in Mal aysi a at honme and abroad. The power of the Press,
conmbi ned wi th t he power of prejudice, has created a whol e m sl eadi ng and
damagi ng nyt hol ogy about this country, whichif repeated often enough, and
| oudl y enough, i.e. sensationalised, beconmes received wi sdom So far we
have largely let it go by default, tending to get fixated on bl ane, not
sol utions.

"Let's forget |last year" was said the other Sunday on the d obal
programe. "Put it behind us" is a famliar bronide. Wiy dwell on pai nful
nmenori es? Because we need a reality check, that's why. A doctor with a
patient in crisis begins by taking his or her nedical history. A business
introuble does a thorough stocktaking and audit. A good hard anal ysis of
what went wong | ast year may prove instructive.

1998 year was to have been a great, great year crowned by Sukom and
APEC. It proved astoni shing, but not exactly as we had envi saged. Faced
with the dual handi cap of the financial contagion and the International
Monetary Fund's crisis m smanagenent, the first positive step was to set
up the NEAC (National Econom c Action Council). Sukom it is also fair to
say, did deliver anational triunph, exceeding all our expectations. But



the rest turned to bitter gall - in challenge internally and rejection
abroad - by certain quarters ill-disposed towards our Prime Mnister in
particul ar. This was where the nmyt hol ogy becane nost virulent, in fact
vicious, and departed ever nore radically week by week fromthe reality.

But the peak of the drama cane in the third quarter. Mst of us were
| eft gasping at the sheer nomentumof events with the advent of exchange
controls and t he simul taneous exit of the Deputy Prine M nister, no | ess.
Li ke sone revol ving door of political fortune. Wasn't it Harold WIson who
said awek isalongtinmeinpolitics? Septenber 1, 1998 i n Mal aysi a
proved it.

Meanwhi | e, our Chinese friends will remind us that it is acursetolive
ininteresting tines.

A curse soon felt. Exchange controls had flouted I M- orthodoxy,
unl eashing hostility. The Prine Mnister's inalienableright to hire and
fire his Cabinet elicited another vehenment protest. H's New Zeal and
counterpart got rid of her deputy a few weeks previously with not an
eyebrowrai sed. Ms Thatcher sawoff her Mnisters at will, and before you
t hi nk thi s sone excl usi ve expressi on of wonman power, M Yeltsin too at one
poi nt appeared to change his Cabinet as frequently as he changed his
shirt. Al fully accepted.

Here it sparked Reformasi, an Indonesian transplant you woul d have
t hought inimcal tothe Mal aysi an character and cul ture. But many took to
the streets - and the nyth of the | aw abidi ng, peaceful Ml aysians bit the
dust. Inits wake, we were to feel the power and the curse of the Internet
that can transforma | ocal activist novenent into an international cause
celebre with or without just cause.

Anwar's case attracted an el enent of synpathy overseas, pronptly fuelled
by the Press into outrage. But before it could reach the cult status of
Aung San Suu Kyi, the agenda seenmed to shift frompro-Anwar to anti-
Mahat hi r, subjecting the Mal aysi an | eader to t he nost wi thering scrutiny.
H s detractors within Mal aysia are at | east exercising, and being al | oned
to exercise, their denocratic right. But in the case of outsiders, whose
personal stake inthe matter is obscure, it constituted an unwarrantabl e
intrusioninto the sovereign affairs of this country.

A certain lady in CNBC seened positively obsessed (or should it be
"negatively"?). Andif | were asked to identify the noment 1998 reached
itsnadir, it was M Al Gore's spurious attack on this Governnent and its
| eader.

Anwar's trial plunged us further into the glare of the nmedia spotlight.
At one point, the world was hearing as nuch about the goings-on in a Kual a
Lunmpur courtroomas they were about the Wite House, the Senate and
Capitol Hill. It vied with the denpnstrati ons as CNN fodder. At |east no
one coul d conplain of |ack of transparency.

There were verbati mreports of the court's proceedi ngs on a daily basis
that introduced a sordid note to Malaysia's usually staid Press. It
dragged on to a point where we all suffered fromtrial fatigue,
"enlivened" only by the frequent nel odrama. |t was acconpani ed
insidiously, withall the effect of a discordant counterpoint, by anot her
unofficial tribunal - the trial by media where Malaysia found itself in
t he dock.

The most dranatic shock was that infamous bl ack eye which nore than
anyt hing el se has damaged our credibility with outsiders (and many
insiders). After this we were, |'mafraid, running on enpty as far as our
i nternational inage went. The trial is unfinished business we take into
1999. Mal aysians by and large are prepared to wait for the judicia
verdi ct. The outsiders have al ready rushed to judgenent.

It is not all gloom Qur denpnstrations are not violent, have cl ai ned no



lives, and if |I'mnot m staken seemto be dwi ndling. There are no raci al
clashes. The streets are safe, the people well fed, calm and, bl ess them
still smling. Qur institutions, which may seemto have taken a battering,
remainintact evenif alittle bruised. Even the stock market is going up.

And one final comment. In all their haste to condem us, the nedia in
revi ewi ng 1998 appear to have overl ooked one very significant factor.

This was the year Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohanmad nmade a noral stand
agai nst the i nadequaci es, depredations and i njustices of an unfettered
international financial system H s was one of the first voices rai sed and
certainly one of the | oudest, in a process that may prove the catal yst of
the I ong overdue reforns in the gl obal financial architecture. That woul d
be real Reformasi with a vengeance. O hers are al ready begi nning to echo
Dr Mahathir's consistent thesis. This is where he may well find his place
inthe history books. Aprediction | have on no |l ess an authority than Dr
Henry Ki ssi nger.

The Chinese character for crisisis "Wi Chi". It signifies both
"danger" and "opportunity". W can now nmove on fromthe crisis of 1998 to
the opportunities of 1999.
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