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Opposition may criticise Budget but it doesn't have better alternative

Abdul Razak Ahmad
TO the | ayman, the 2001 Budget can be clearly seen to focus on several
ar eas.

Apart frommeasures to maintai n and enhance econoni ¢ devel opment and
busi nesses, the Budget proposed nmany neasures to ensure a successful
integration of the people into the Know edge economny, or K-econony.

It ains to do this by pushing for the devel opnent and applicati on of
I nf or mati on and Communi cati on Technol ogy (ICT).

Parliamentary Opposition | eader and Pas president Datuk Fadzil Noor has
guestioned the term"K-econony". He was quoted in Parlianent during the
Budget debate asking if the termK-econony neant kroni-ekonom .

He al | eged that contracts for the constructi on of conputer |aboratories
Were given to government cronies.

O course, Fadzil does not provide evidence but it still puts the
Government in a spot.
Still, for the rakyat, the incentives offered will be hel pful.

They will enjoy measures to give themeasier accessibility to computers
- either through i ncone tax exenption for conputers given by enpl oyers,
computer loan facilities given every five years to civil servants, or
wi t hdrawal fromthe Enpl oyees' Provi dent Fund for purchase of conputers

Toget her with the construction of conputer |aboratories for schools
nati onw de, the enphasis on K-econony in the Budget is by no neans
t okeni sm

It is meant to narrowthe digital divide within society, whichis
ironically one of the clarion calls of the Qpposition.

To be fair, sone in the Opposition did have sonet hi ng positive to say
about the Budget's enphasis on the K-econony.

DAP Menber of Parlianment Dr Tan Seng G aw conceded that the Budget gave
enphasi s to technol ogy devel opnent, "encouragi ng Mal aysi ans to be nore
know edgeabl e".

"W can see that a |l ot of enphasis has been given to that."

The 2001 Budget was one which al so saw many perks for citizens,

i ncluding tax incentives for the | ower-inconme group, tax rebates, better
access to i ncreased housi ng and car | oans, EPF wi thdrawal for the purchase
of a second house, and heal thcare incentives.

Sore critics called such perks evidence of a "political Budget".

Ger akan president and Primary I ndustries Mnister Datuk Seri Dr LimKeng
Yai k said that the tax incentives for the | ower-inconme group in the
country coul d actual ly hel p stinul ate the econony.

"There are about 1.2 mllion people earning RVB, 000 or less in the
country.

"By giving theman incone tax exenption, they will either save or spend
nore. Either way, it stinulates the econony," he was quoted as sayi ng.

Pas Yout h chi ef and MP for Pokok Sena Mahfuz Orar, conpl ai ned about the
| ack of a salary increase for civil servants in the Budget.

But as Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad expl ai ned, this was
because the sal aries of civil servants had been i ncreased by 10 per cent,
which is cunul atively nore than a one-nonth bonus

"The Government gives out bonuses when it has the noney. Now, tax is
reduced and thi s nmeans nore peopl e do not have to pay, which indirectly
contributes to their income," Dr Mahathir was quoted as sayi ng.

Per haps, the only point in the Budget which the Qpposition did not



attack was the increase in the sin tax for tobacco and |iquor.

Mal aysi a's Qpposition | eaders and MPs have failed to deliver a
meani ngful criticismof the Budget.

They have even failed to deliver an alternative.

A popul ar |l ocal economist, whois affiliated with the Opposition, was
quot ed by an I nternet newspaper as saying that the Barisan Alternatif
woul d not be presenting a shadow Budget this year

He said there was no point offering an alternati ve Budget as | ong as the
Opposi tion continued to have i nadequate access to Mal aysia's "heavily
bi ased medi a".

Thi s argunment i s unacceptable for two reasons. First, the Qppositionis
able to air its views on the Internet.

Second, the popularity of its views onthe Internet - a popularity
supposedly fuelled by its often cited clains that the rakyat have | ost
their belief inthe credibility of the mai nstreamnedi a.

It isinportant to note that in a parliamentary denocracy, resistance to
Governnent policies and strategies is not unique. In fact, sone argue that
it is necessary.

But when the Opposition attenpted to upstage the tabling of the Budget
in Parlianent |ast week, through a rowdy di spl ay of anger and protest, one
woul d expect it to have sonething better to offer

Perhaps its desperate attenpts to drown out Finance Mnister Tun Daim
Zai nuddin's presentation was a last ditch effort todrawattentiontoits
better ideas and proposals for the country's econony.

Unfortunately, this was not the case.
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