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M SI A CAN RETURN TO PRE-CRI SI' S GROMH RATES OF 8 PCT, SAYS MAHATHI R

By: Mohd Arshi Daud and Miuanmmar Kamaruddi n

KUALA LUMPUR, Feb 25 (Bernama) -- Malaysia can return to the pre-crisis
growm h rates averaging 8.0 percent judging fromthe encouragi ng 5.4 percent
gross donestic product (GDP) chal ked up in 1999, Prime Mnister Datuk Seri
Dr Mahat hir Mhamed, said today.

"The economny is on track to return to its pre-crisis levels,” he told a
press conference after the re-tabling of the 2000 Budget by Fi nance
M ni ster Tun Daim at the Dewan Rakyat here.

Dr Mahathir said he based his optimsmon the significant recovery
posted by the Ml aysi an econony | ast year, which expanded by 5.4 although
it was forecast to grow by 4.3 percent when Budget 2000 was first tabled
just last Cctober.

"It is possible because even when we predicted one percent, we revised
it last year to 4.3 percent but actually achieved 5.4 percent. It is a very
good grow h conpared to other countries,” he said.

Asked whether the 5.8 percent projection for this year is rather a
conservative figure, he said :"Maybe conservative, but one has to remenber
that this year's growth will be based on 1999 while |last year's GDP was
based on 1998 whi ch recorded m nus growh."

In 1998, the econony contracted by 7.5 percent due largely to tight
nmonet ary policies adoped to deal with the recession, but the governent
thereafter took on expansioni st neasures to stimulate business activity.

The latter stance worked superbly and the econony quickly returned to
the plus territory with a GDP of 4.1 percent in the second quarter of |ast
year and rising to 8.2 percent in the third quarter.

Asked on the ringgit's RMB. 80 peg per US dollar, Dr Mahathir said the
government does not see the need to revise it unless Ml aysia was made | ess
conpetitive relative to its nei ghbour.

"W don't see any reason (to change the peg). W may have to reconsider
but then (only) if we are under heavy pressure, for instance if Ml aysia
was nmade | ess conpetitive to Thailand if the Baht depreciates by 50
percent," he said.

As to the possibility of the the peg continuing to stay at RVB. 80 this
year, he said:"There's a likelihood."

To a question on the unresolved issue of Central Limt O der Book
(CLOB) International shares, Dr Mahathir said that sharehol ders shoul d be
reasonabl e and accept offers to sell their shares at a di scount.

The three offerers would keep the shares and could not sell them
i medi ately, causing themto take risks of price depreciation, he
sai d.

The offers to buy the shares at a discount fromcurrent prices were
made by Effective Capital Sdn Bhd, Bintang Mel ewar Sdn Bhd and United
Engi neers (Ml aysi a) Bhd.

Dr Mahathir stressed that if not for the government's nove to freeze
the CLOB shares, the value of shares on the Kuala Lumpur Stock Exchange
woul d have pl unged bel ow 280 points as neaasured by the conposite index.

The Prime Mnister described the offers as a good deal. "The principle
is that, you can't expect to get everything for yourself. You nust accept a
di scount . "

As such, Dr Mahathir advised CLOB sharehol ders to be reasonable and
consi der the three offers.

He al so said that Malaysia is commtted to ensure that the CLOB i ssue



i s resol ved.

Turning to inflation, he said the governnent did not forsee any
substantial increase due to the existing price control mechani smover
essential goods.

Mal aysia's inflation rate declined to 2.8 percent in 1999 from5. 3
percent a year before.

"If there is inflation, it could not be very high," he said, explaining
that under the price control nechanism any price increase on essential
goods must be justified.

"So it is unlikely inflation will go up," said Dr Mahathir.

The Prime Mnister was al so asked on the 10-65 percent rise in
schol arshi ps and | oans for students sponsored by the Public Services
Departnment and Majlis Amanah Rakyat (MARA) in 15 countries effective Jan 1,
2000.

He said the increase was to hel p the students neet higher expenses
caused by the depreciation of the ringgit and increasing cost of education

Asked if the increase in schol arships and | oans woul d pl ease the
Mal ays, he said it was however too |late as PAS has succeeded in teaching
t he younger generation never to be grateful

"\What ever you get is your right, don't say thank you. So that is the
new cul ture," he added. - - BERNAVA
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