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A very good start to year 2000

LOOKS | i ke we're off to a very good start to the year 2000, the 21st
century, and the newmillennium First the so-called MIIenniumBug, which
created the gl obal Y2K fear, failed to spoil any of the parties held

t hroughout the country to wel come the millenniumroll over

Yesterday, the first working day of the year 2000, busi ness operations
appeared to have gone on snoothly. The | ocal stock market was abuzz: the
Kual a Lunpur Stock Exchange (KLSE) Conposite | ndex soared to 833. 89
poi nts, 21.56 points higher than | ast year's close, and seens to bein a
hurry to get back to its pre-crisis levels. |f that happens - and sonme
anal ysts are betting that the KLCI woul d reach 1000 points by as early as
February or March - there will be quite a fewnore parties to hold so
early in the year.

But is everything really alright? There seenms to be three categories of
peopl e here: the pessim st, who insists that you ain't seen nothing yet as
far as the M|l enniumBug i s concerned; the noderate, who suggests that
everybody waits for the first quarter to be sure that all is well; and
there's the bullish who never thought that there was going to be any
conputer hitch at the turn of the millennium |ndeed, a grow ng nurmber of
peopl e have started to seriously wonder if the world had not been conned
into spending billions on the Y2K bug.

It is better, however, to think of the RML.9 billion that Ml aysian
conpani es and governnent agenci es had spent on Y2K as a cruci al
i nvestnent. |In specific cases, such as healthcare facilities and
electricity supply, we just had to invest. The thing with conputers is
that there are just too many of themaround and there will be those not
treated for Y2K conpliance which will continue running and which wll
start creating errors along the way but which will only be di scovered nuch
later, by whichtine it would be very expensive to fix. Well, we'll just
have to wait and see.

In the meantine, let's enjoy the early benefits of our investnents in
the last m|lennium especially the | ast fewyears of the 1990s.

Mal aysi ans deserve the bullish start to the newyear. During the coupl e of
hard years resulting fromthe Asian financial crisis of 1997, nore than
110, 000 people lost their jobs, mllions agreed to forgo salary increases
and better benefits, thousands of conpanies went into the red, the
Government had to face al |l egati ons of corruption, nepoti smand cronyi sm -
the three factors blanmed for the crisis. But all these are past them

al r eady.

Qui ck neasures to reduce inport and i ncrease export have extended
Mal aysi a' s trade surpl us period to an unprecedented 25 uni nterrupted
nont hs. The various cost-cutting measures initiated by workers and
enpl oyers have started to bear fruits; conpanies are starting to pay
bonuses this year and restoring the benefits held back fromthe workers
since the crisis hit.

The chal | enges ahead, however, will be greater and tougher than the Y2K
or the regional financial crisis. That's probably why gl obalisation becane
al nost an underlying thenme of Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad' s New M | | enni umnessage to the rakyat. d obalisation could bring
great harmto the devel opi ng countri es and wei ghed very heavily agai nst
the little potential good that it could bring. It's neo-colonialism
masquer adi ng as open and free trade, and it's up to | ocal conpanies to



deal with the nega corporations which are handling this globalisation
business. On its part, the Government is still trying to change the rules
of the gane as the proponents of globalisationwanted it to be played.
Wth support fromother devel opi ng countries and "friendlier”
i ndustrialised econonm es, Mal aysi a can expect to achi eve a thing or two.
Hopefully, the spirit of the newmllenniumw Il send Mal aysi a t hat
support soon.
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