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A QUOTATI ON bi I I ed “thought of the week' at nmy Sri Hartamas teh tarik shop
reads: "Being on the right track without taking action just neans you w ||
be hit by a train.

Generally, that is very true. The right path is not always the safest
path, nore so the railway track.

In some countries, trains are the fastest objects on the ground.
France's Train A Grand Vitesse (TGV) travel s at 300kmper hour and Japan's
fanous Shi nkanshen bullet train operates at al nbst the sanme speed.

But the chances of soneone being hit by a Keretapi Tanah Mel ayu Bhd
train are somewhat | ess. KTMB trains run at about 90kph and der ai
regularly.

Fortunately for passengers, the | ow speed saves lives and linbs in
accidents. Deaths are far apart and injuries often m nor.

So, there is a benefit in having slownoving trains. OF course the KTMB
trains travel slowly not by choice. That is the only way they can trave
with some neasure of safety on the century-old |ines

The first trains ran for 13. 6kmbetween Tai pi ng and Port Wl d (now Kual a
Sepet ang) from 1885.

But when the nore nodern and faster conmuter trains derail, questions
are bound to be asked concerning the al ertness of the drivers, and track
mai nt enance.

I f we hope to encourage people to go back to using public transport, we
must make sure that public transportationis not only conpetitively priced
but efficient and safe at the sane tinme

Long before private cars becane affordable, trains, buses and taxis were
t he popul ar means of transportati on. Today, thanks to econom c progress
and the national car, the ownership of cars has beconme so wi despread t hat
it islargely taken for granted.

BACK to the sl ow and generally unreliable KTMB trains, we can say that
the partially privatised corporationis caught in a catch-22 situation

It cannot expect the railway to be back in popul ar use at the speed and
regularity of departures that it is now operating.

To increase speed, new and better |lines are needed. The existing narrow
gauge |ines cannot acconmpbdate fast trains.

Fast and regular trains will attract nore passengers as is the case in
Japan and Eur ope.

In fact, if the KTMB can operate reasonably fast trains at regul ar
interval s, we may not need schedul ed domestic airlines for nuch of the
peni nsul a.

In that manner, we will be abl e to overcone the huge | osses the nationa
carrier has to suffer due to heavy subsidy on domestic fares.

It nakes no sense for MAS to subsidise the billionaires, tycoons and
CECs on donestic routes when nost of themdo not travel with MAS on
international routes

The other way is tototally liberalise the domestic airline industry by
al lowi ng private operators regardl ess of their origins to participate. It
is pointless for a carrier to be given a nonopoly of the donestic nmarket
if it is unable to deternine fares.

It nmakes sense to |liberalise so that the industry can operate on a
mar ket -oriented basis. Fares nmay not be cheaper but passengers can dermand
better services. O soneone may want to i ntroduce a cheap no-frills



servi ce.

THI S brings us to the wi deni ng debate on petrol eumproduct prices. Wile
we are still debating the issue, consuners in other countries have for
nont hs been payi ng hi gher prices.

I n Europe, truckers and public transport operators had taken to the
streets, literally, to protest the price increase. For days, they bl ocked
hi ghways and cities with their trucks and buses.

El sewhere, the government took advantage of the rising crude oil prices
to i ncrease revenue by i nposi ng hi gher taxes, purportedly to di scourage
consunpti on.

InIndia, where the public transport systemis thelifeline for the
masses, taxes account for nearly 52 per cent of the retail price of diese
in Mumbai, and in taxes account for nearly 50 per cent of petrol price.

At 26.10 rupees (RVR.19) per litre, petrol inthe Indian capital is
twice as expensive as it is here. For a poor country, it is hefty.

According to I ndia Today news magazi ne, the | ndian pricing net hod
resenbl es the trend i n Europe where taxati on on petrol eumproducts is
hi gh.

In France, taxes accounted for al nost 80 per cent of diesel price before
the agitation by transport operators brought it down marginally on Sept
13. In nmuch of Europe, taxes account for nore than 50 per cent of petro
prices. El sewhere in the poorer nations, the petrol punps are running dry.

The crude oil price is approachi ng US$40 (RML52) a barrel, the highest
in a decade. Unl ess the Organi sation of Petrol eumExporting Countries
(Opec) increases production, the chances of price easing soon are slim

I N Mal aysi a, subsidy and price control have skewed t he price of
petrol eumproducts. W can say that prices of these products do not
reflect the true situation

According to Press reports quoting the Finance M nistry, subsidy had
risen fromRML80 nmillionin 1996 to an estimated RM3,095 billion this year
whil e the amount of revenue forgone rose fromRML, 164 billion to RW, 598
bill'ion.

To a degree, the Governnent can both afford and justify the subsidy. It
is able to rai se revenue el sewhere. A considerabl e anount of incone fl ows
intoits coffer fromthe petrol eumindustry which is benefiting fromthe
price boom

Subsi dy and price control have contributed towards price stability and
kept inflation in check

But with world prices rising, their negative effects on the overal
economny are worrying. There is a need to | ook at the issue in detail and,
if necessary, to renondel the pricing mechanism

Subsi dy, no matter how well intended, is not an efficient neans of
resource allocation. It induces inefficiency and di storts the econony.

I ndustrial users and public transport operators may be entitled to the
subsi dy to keep the price of goods and services down.

Even here, policy mismatch i s causi ng unhappi ness and resent nment.
Petronas, according to traders, sells piped natural gas to Tenaga Nasi ona
Ber had for power generation at US$1. 60 (RM6. 08) per tonne British Thernmm
Unit (Btu) but charges industrial users as nuch as US$7 (RM26. 60) per
t onne.

I ndustries are encouraged to use natural gas because it is avail able
donestical ly and Petronas needs vol une to pay for the pipeline.

Now i ndustrial users who converted to gas say they are being treated
like anak tiri (stepchild) for supporting Petronas and for heedi ng the
Governnent's call to use cl eaner fuel

They have since brought their plight to the attention of the Prine
M nister, Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad, after making the sane plea to



the I nternational Trade and Industry Mnistry.

EVEN i f subsidy and price control are justified, efforts nmust be made to
ensure they are not m sapplied and t he cheaper fuel is not smuggl ed out of
the country.

It isdifficult tojustify subsidisingthe billionaires, tycoons and
CECs who drive the 5,000cc Mercedes Benz and ot her expensive cars.

O course, they pay | arge amobunts to the Governnment by way of taxes and
duties to own those cars. But in the comi ng years, they will pay | ess as
Wrld Trade Organi sation-mandated |iberalisation takes effect.

By hanging on to the subsidy and rigid price control on fuel, we nmay be
openi ng up our market to expensive i nported notor vehicl es at the expense
of the locally manufactured notorcars.

As our econony gl obal i ses and conpetes nore widely with the rest of the
wor |l d, subsidy and the distortion it causes can becone a maj or point of
di sput e.

The current debate should al so be expanded to i nclude the nati ona
transport policy. Thoughts nust be given to streamlining and fine-tuning
the policy.

It is a waste of resources to encourage the devel opnent of public
transport systens while at the sane tinme naking it ever easier for the
peopl e to own and operate private notor vehicles.

Cheap subsi di sed fuel may i ncrease car sales. But it di scourages the
peopl e fromusing public transportation or even to car pool. W have
rai sed a whol e generation that is not used to public transportation
system

Al ready the mismatch i s causing public transport operators, in
particular the light rail transport conpanies, difficulty in getting
enough passengers, hence sufficient return on their investnent.

In the neantine, towns and cities are choked with vehicular traffic and
the air is polluted by exhaust em ssion.

ITisthe euro's turn to be battered. Since January, the European Union
currency had depreciated 28 per cent agai nst the US dol | ar

But being the currency of the industrialised world, its problemwas
greeted with very different reaction

When we stepped in to support the ringgit agai nst specul ative attacks in
1997, we were accused of interfering with the market. W were told the
mar ket knows better.

Wien we fixed the exchange rates of our currency the follow ng year, we
wer e accused of taking our country into isolation.

Havi ng | ost a backer in Mal aysia, the International Mnetary Fund wote
us off. It said our policy would not work and we woul d never recover from
the financial crisis.

But when the euro | ast week fell to 84.5 US cents a unit, the | M~ chief
econom st M chael Miussa, according to t he Newsweek nagazi ne, | ed a chorus
of calls for intervention by central banks to rescue the European
currency.

And they did. The European Central Bank, the Bank of Japan and the US
Federal Reserve Bank stepped in to buy the euro and push its value to nore
than 90 US cents

It is another exanple of Western hypocri sy.

OUR ports are very nuch in the news these days. Wiile Westport took in
Hong Kong's Hutchi son Port Hol di ngs as a 30-per cent partner, the new y-
comm ssi oned Port of Tanjung Pel epas i n Johor won an i nternational award.

Westport, the country's | argest container terminal, sold the stake for
RVAOO million

PTP on Thursday won the Best Emergi ng Contai ner Termninal Award at the
annual Lloyd's List Maritinme Asia Awards in Singapore.



O her nomi nees for the category were China's Dalian Container Term nal
and Westport. This is the first tine ever that a Mal aysian port has won
any award at the cerenony.

Maer sk Seal and, PTP' s partner, al so shared t he honours by w nning the
Best Main Line award.

The Lloyd's List Maritime Asia Awards is organi sed by Lloyd' s List
Maritime Asia, a trade journal published by world-renowned shipping daily,
LI oyd' s List.

PTP, Sout heast Asia's newest deep-draft container term nal, was
officially opened on March 13 by the Prinme M nister.

Last August, it changed the tides of transhi pment when Maersk Seal and,
the world's | argest shi ppi ng conpany, agreed to shift its entire
transhi pment hub from Si ngapore to PTP.

PTP is now the | argest hub i n Maersk Seal and' s gl obal network. The shift
guar ant ees PTP an annual volume of two million TEUs fromnext year.
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