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PM s next vision is to devel op the agri sector

Carol yn Hong; 1 zatun Hani m Shari

KUALA LUMPUR, Wed. - Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad today said his "next"
vision for Malaysia is for the country to develop its agricultural sector
to beconme a maj or food producer and exporter.

The Prime Mnister said it was a nmundane vi sion conmpared to his dream of
maki ng Mal aysia a | eader in information technol ogy, but it was no | ess
usef ul .

Dr Mahathir revealed this new vision during a dialogue with participants
of the Multimedia Asia '99 conference. A participant had asked hi m what
was his vision for Malaysia after the Miltinmedia Super Corridor.

"I amgetting double vision!" he joked. "Strangely, the new vision I
have for Malaysia is Malaysia as an agricultural country and a food
producer."

He said this vision was born during the recent economc crisis when he
realised that Malaysia had a very high food inport bill and this had
af fected the country's trade bal ance.

Dr Mahat hir urged | and- owni ng Mal aysi ans to | ook beyond oil pal mand
rubber, and consi der produci ng food which gave higher returns. He said
Mal aysi a had vast resources like the seas and the many bays which were
i deal for saltwater aquacul ture.

"There are trenendous assets in the country which are not fully
utilised. There are so nmany things which we can use to enrich the country.

"W can becone an exporter of food if | can persuade the people to think
beyond oil palm™" he said.

The Prime M nister fielded questions for one-and-a-half hours on various
topics including the rights of the disabled and financi ng probl ens. He
al so spoke about his ideas for a know edge-based econony.

Asked if he thought the MSC woul d succeed, Dr Mahathir said he thought
it would because Mal aysia had put in a lot of effort and had a track
record of succeeding in ventures which many had derided as sure failures.

He gave the exanpl es of how Mal aysi a had devel oped its el ectronics
i ndustry when peopl e thought that it was inpossible, howit had got the
Langkawi airshow off the ground and how it had nmade a success of the
currency controls.

"We think of ideas which appear ridiculous at tinmes but they work out in
the end,"” he said.

"I think there is a very good chance of success in the MSC, " he said.

Asked about the concerns of the international community, Dr Mhathir
sai d the Mal aysi an governnment was fl exible and business-friendly as "that
was the way we have succeeded."

"There will be rhetorical statenents nade by “irresponsible' politica
| eaders like nyself," he said to |aughter. "But businessmen are hardened
peopl e."

He said investors were nore interested in predictability and not having
"180 degree" turns like having an Islanic opposition party w nning the
next el ection and shunning IT.

"They are not likely to win. There will be no sudden changes," he said,
adding that if there were, it was because the changes were necessary. They
woul d not be done "out of spite."

The Prime M nister said the government could no | onger be orthodox but
hadt o devel op new fornul as to succeed.

For instance, he said it had to devi se new taxation nethods for e-



commerce where it woul d becone possible for a Mal aysian to buy goods
already in the country but through an Internet conpany based abroad. It
woul d be difficult to i npose taxes on the conpany or even to determ ne
where the transacti on occurred.

Asked by two wheel chair-bound participants about their role in the MC,
Dr Mahathir said in the new schenme of things, nobility would not be
i nportant because I T would enable a person to do nany things w thout
having to travel.

He said there could even be tel e-surgery where a doctor coul d operate
fromthe other side of the world by using sophisticated communication
tool s.

"W will give due consideration (to the disabled) so that all will have
a fair share of what the country has to offer," he said.

Asked if the country had adequate infrastructure, he said the governnent
was open to new i deas but had to be cautious because the shelf |ife of
technol ogy was short and it coul d becone obsol ete very quickly.

On financing problens faced by new conpani es, he said the banks
conservative attitude had made himinclined to think that they were
"not hing nore t han noneyl enders. "

"I'n Mal aysia, they only take risks when it is certain. That kind of
mentality has to change. | can't guarantee anything but | will try," he
sai d.

On competition fromMSC-style projects in other countries, he said the
field was wi de and each can learn fromthe other.

On his views of a know edge-econony, he said the world was now i nundat ed
with information, and the one who can pick the useful and discard the
usel ess woul d succeed.

He said when Mal aysia was trying to pull itself out of the crisis, the
governnent had to digest a flood of information and had nanaged to use the
data to devise its strategy.
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