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S. Africa discovers its potential as Africa' s dynanp

Jai l ani Harun

FIVE years after the death of apartheid, South Africa is living up to its
potential as Africa' s dynanp, both in terns of econom c prowess and
credibility in international foruns.

Ri sing above the debris left by decades of racial suppression and

i nequality, the new South Africa battled post-apartheid social, racial and
tribal strife to emerge as a united nation in facing the challenges of the
new m |l ennium

Mal aysia, in particular, will be proud of the achievenents nade by South
Africa in such a short period since its independence from apartheid.

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir has said that South Africans have
shown fortitude and determ nation in building a new society free fromthe
appal ling | egacies of the apartheid era.

In this context, perhaps one man deserves the tribute nore than others -
South African President Nelson Mandel a - whose single-mnded conmmitnent to
national reconciliation has paved the way for a free and denobcratic South
Africa. Wth his deputy, M Thabo Myeki, the president has erected
formdable pillars for econom c devel opnent and social stability.

The country's econony is fast shaping up. Foreign rating agencies have
recommended South Africa as one of the best bets for investors conpared
with other energing markets in 1999. Mrgan Stanley recently placed South
Africa fifth on its global list of top enmerging markets with [ow financi al
vul nerability, good valuations, earnings and liquidity.

South Africa's markets have continued inproving relative to other

energing markets. Its bonds and equities are offering good value. And
although its Al Share index traded in January at |evels about 33 per cent
| ower than the historic high of over 8,300 it reached in April 1998,

forei gners have renmi ned confident about prospects.

Last year non-residents were net buyers of 42.287 billion rand (RML =
1.57 rand) worth of South African shares, a 61.4 per cent increase over
1997 purchases.

Wth the rand around 20 per cent weaker than it was last April, sone

anal ysts say that South African equities are |ooking very cheap,
especially in dollar ternms, raising hopes for even nore foreign investnent
this year. It also | ooks good for |ocals.

Lower rates are viewed as essential to sparking badly needed growh in

an econony that shrank 2.3 per cent in the third quarter of 1998 and is
believed to have contracted again in the fourth quarter.

Gowmh is deenmed vital to create jobs in a country where a third of the

| abour force is unenployed and violent crine is ranpant - another investor
concern that dulls South Africa's conpetitive edge.

Neverthel ess, the reconciliation policy is bringing the South Africans

cl oser to one another each day, with nore bl acks and whites co-investing
in a lot of business ventures. Such a social trend is relatively good for
a "young" country which has undergone a traumatic history.

Apartheid has "taught" the country how inportant it is to exercise the
spirit of co-existence.

Dr Mahathir, an anti-apartheid chanpion, has al so been instrunental in
paving the way for Ml aysian conmpanies to invest in South Africa and
contribute aggressively in the devel opment of the country.

In the beginning, Ml aysian businessnmen venturing into South Africa were
received only by public relations officers. Today, they are received



warm y by deci sion-nakers because the South Africans know who the

Mal aysi ans are and what they are capable of.

Mandel a has great aspiration, not only for the reconciliation of his
nation but also for the devel opnent of the devel oping countries within the
Sout h- South cooperation framework. Wth Dr Mhathir and other South

| eaders, they have been quite instrumental in waging "the war" against
unjust Western capitalism

In the five years since rejoining the international famly of nations,
South Africa has nmade its voice heard, especially on issues that are of
key interest to the developing nations of the world.

Bei ng an active nmenber of the United Nations (UN), Organisation of
African Unity (QAU), Southern African Devel opnment Comunity (SADC),
Commonweal th, Non-Aligned Movenent (NAM and the United Nations Conference
on Trade and Devel opnent (UNCTAD) anongst others, South African diplomats
are well placed to cohesively work with their counterparts in nmany areas.
Econom ¢ cooperation, |iberalisation and globalisation, UN reforms and
the restructuring of its Security Council, external debt and the North-
Sout h di al ogue are sonme of the issues that South Africa has been invol ved
with over the last few years.

Bilateral ties with Ml aysia has seen trenmendous achi evements over the

| ast five years. The presence of Ml aysian conglonerates in South Africa
is not only seen as bringing the two countries closer together but also to
synbol i se how nenbers of the South-South Cooperation should work together
within sinmlar bilateral franework.

Mal aysi a's presence in South Africa has been significant. Tel ekom

Mal aysi a and Petronas, with conbined investnments of close to US$1 billion
(US$1 = RM3.80), are still anbng the biggest foreign investors there.
About 25 Mal aysi an conpanies are in South Africa now and the Ml aysian
Government remains confident of the future of its private sector's

i nvestnments in the republic.

Al t hough the economic downturn is affecting their plans to expand, they
are there to stay. South Africa, too, has been suffering fromsinlar
attacks, with the value of the rand depreciating by about 25 per cent
since May | ast year, also due to attacks by hedge funds and currency
traders.

The rand, which was val ued higher than the greenback during the

apartheid regime (about 0.85 rand to the dollar), had weakened to 3 rand
to a dollar by 1995.

Nonet hel ess, the South African econony is noving on the right track.

Wth foreign investnents picking up, stocks fetching good values and the
rand stabilising, the outlook is bright.

In just four years, the value of shares of black-controlled conpanies on
t he Johannesburg Stock Exchange has skyrocketed from US$800 million
dollars to US$9.8 billion (58.7 billion rand). That increase is fueled by
Gover nment - sponsored "black enmpowernment" initiatives but also by pragmatic
busi ness practices.

Wth nost of Asia's "tiger" econom es whinpering, South Africa has
energed as a haven for investnent noney fornerly poured into the Far East.
A sophi sticated econony, nmarket-friendly policies and political stability
make South Africa attractive to investors who favour energing narkets but
got their fingers burned in Asia.

That scenario is exactly what Mandel a, Meki and other southern African

| eaders wanted in the wake of the region's push toward denocracy and
stability in recent years.

Wil e widespread poverty and political instability still exist, the end
of civil wars in Angola and Myzanbi que, along with newy elected
governments in South Africa, Zanmbia, Ml awi and Lesotho, have attracted



attention.
South Africa is reaping the rewards of a tight fiscal policy under
Mandel a that has strangled inflation and | ooks set to put interest rates
on a firm downward trend.
Asi a's problens have nade investors better appreciate the strength of
South African shares. After decades of apartheid rule and resulting
instability and international isolation, South Africa appears a nodel of
stability next to sonme Asian nations.
In celebrating its fifth year as a new nation today, South Africa is
expected to continue to prosper from good relations with friends Iike
Mal aysi a. This never-ending cooperation will need to be further cenented
with nore |inkages - government-to-governnment, people-to-people and
busi ness-t o- busi ness.
The new millenniumis for the world to enbrace with confidence. South
and Mal aysi a, being co-nmenbers of many international institutions, are to
seek nmore practical nmethods to deal with its chall enges.
Mal aysia is baie, baie gelukkig (very, very happy) to have been quite a
help in South Africa' s econom c devel opnment. And of course, there is still
a lot of geleenthede (opportunities) to tap along their line of mutua
rel ati ons.
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