13/ 07/ 2000
Provi ng US predictions wong

Shamsul Aknar
I T MUST be cool to be Anerican.

The country is after all accepted as the | eadi ng super power in the
worl d and dictates terns at the United Nations.

Thei r medi a shape the opinion of the world.

In terms of econom c prowess, there is no doubt in the financia
strength of its corporations, donmestic or nmultinationals.

More than anything, its citizenry believes the world revol ves around
Anerica and their | eaders make it a point to carry thensel ves as those
responsi bl e in ensuring the well-being of the world.

O course, there has always been nationalists in other parts of the
wor | d who fought hard to ensure their nations are not engul fed by the
political hegenony of the US

But with the end of the Cold War, it is becom ng nore difficult for
these nationalists to stop the influence of the USin shaping their
donestic and foreign policies.

Hence, everytinme when i nfluential Americans, individually or through
groupi ngs, forman opinion on a certain nations, |eaders and citizens of
these nations can't hel p but react, Ml aysi ans i ncl uded.

As such, it was not surprising when the | atest edition of the Far
East ern Econom ¢ Reviewcarried an article onthe American intelligence
communi ty's conference on June 22 in Washington entitled "Prospects for a
Post - Mahat hi r Mal aysi a", the | ocal political grapevines started tingling
overtime.

The conference, according to the article, was attended by officials from
the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and the departments of State and
Def ence.

Speakers i ncl uded academ ci ans, econom sts and fornmer American di pl omats
and journalists in Ml aysia.

More i nterestingly, the conference concluded that Malaysiawi |l face
consi derabl e political uncertainty, includinginfightingin Umo, the
ruling political party, once Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad gi ves up t he
| eader shi p.

Apart fromthat, the panelists predicted neweconomc turnoil inthree
to five years due to growi ng fiscal debts, brought on by the country's
rescue of troubl ed conpani es and the m ni mal restructuring of the econony
in the wake of the 1997 financial crisis.

They concl uded that the political career of former Deputy Prime M nister
Dat uk Seri Anwar | brahi mwas not necessarily over but before he can play a
significant political role again, he will have to be pardoned by t he Yang
di - Pertuan Agong and reinstated as an Umo nenber.

Dr Mahathir's reactionto the article was succinct, saying that the
concl usi on of the conference that there will be political uncertainty was
a nove to destabilise the country.

On the econonmic turnoil, his reply was quite scathi ng when he poi nted
out that the Americans had bail ed out their own conpani es and cl ai ned t hat
it did good.

As such, he said, Ml aysia was only copying the US and it shoul d al so be
good.

"They were al so doing the same in terns of bailing out car conpani es and
the Long Term Capi tal Managenent Fund.

"They say it is good for themand so we are just copying them" the



Prinme M nister said.

On the possibility of Anwar's returnto the political mainstream his
reply was shorter still: "The Americans may know sonething | don't."

I't i s understandabl e why such a conference i n Washi ngt on may be capabl e
of destabilising the country.

The US may see the conference as nerely an exercise for their future
plans in this regi on and Mal aysi a, but given the fact that US opinion
governs i nternati onal perceptions, their predictions of instabilityina
nati on can hurt the nation concerned econonically.

The forecast that Malaysia will face econom c and political instability
inthreeto five years couldinfluence potential multinational investors,
who may not know of the actual situation here, to take the conference
seriously and change their m nd about investing in Ml aysi a.

But there is nothing nuch Mal aysi ans can do to stave off such situation
especi al |l y when dealing with a superpower |ikes the US

The only sal vati on Ml aysi ans can hope fromthis circunstance is that
predictions |ike this had been proven wong time and agai n.

In fact, the conference and its conclusion is actually a continuationto
what t he forei gn doonsday prophets had been doi ng during t he hei ght of the
economi ¢ crisis in 1997

In retrospect, when Mal aysi a decided to i npose sel ective capita
controls and i ntroduced a fixed ringgit exchange rate to the US dol | ar,

t hese doonsday prophets gave Mal aysia up to si x nonths before it becane
economi cal | y i ncapaci t at ed.

However, it is al mbst two years since the controls were announced.

I nst ead of becom ng economically incapacitated, the Mal aysi an econony is
the first inthe region to have recovered fromthe regi onal financi al
crisis.

Sorme of the foreign econonic anal ysts, quoted liberally by the doonsday
prophets, had since then al so changed their stance and sone are even
si ngi ng prai ses on the Mal aysi an | eader shi p, Dr Mahat hir especially, for
di sproving the econom c theories of the US-domi nated I nternationa
Monetary Fund (I MF).

Onthe political front, the situationis nore fluid as it all boils down
to Mal aysi ans as a whol e.

What Dr Mahat hir had done is to ensure that the succession in the
country's leadership is settled and the way things had shaped i n Umo
since its general assenbly in May, the matter seens resol ved.

The only thing which coul d upset the political stability would be a
sudden spark of racial hostility and religious zeal otry and extrem sm

Even these, despite the recent incident involving the Al -M'unah group,
seem|i ke renote possibilities.

Much as Mal aysians tend to get quite intense when it comes to politics
and al | ow noments of enotional spillovers, the magjority will generally opt
for the changes in the political |eadership to be determned through the
bal | ot boxes.

On that score, it will also be a matter of tinme before Ml aysians will
be abl e to di sprove the concl usi ons of the conference pertaining to the
prediction of political instability in the country.

It all boils down to the citizenry being able to realise that nmuch as
t he Ameri cans may have the satisfaction of comng froma nation that can
shape the direction of other countries, Ml aysians can say that theirsis
not i ncl uded.

And to be able to say that, they only need to want to be Ml aysi ans and
not hi ng el se.
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