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Bitter, but it makes sense

Harris | skandar Taib

SO, YQU have to pay 10 sen nore for fuel. Personally, what we're paying in
Mal aysia is a | ot cheaper when you conpare prices in nei ghbouring
countries. Try filling up in Singapore when it'll cost you al nost doubl e
the price locally.

When news of the increase announced in the Budget 2002 fl ashed on TV,
the consuners interviewed reflected a nore frustrated bunch rather than
those who understood just what is at stake.

One person | recalled, had said he felt frustrated that the price
i ncrease took effect i mediately.

At the back of ny mind, even if consuners were given anple tinme before
the increase, just how much of difference will an absolutely full tank do?
Just how rmuch can you hoard?

What many Mal aysians - whether or not they realise it - have taken for
granted is the subsidies we have all been privileged with all these years.
Natural |y, when sone of this is taken away or absorbed back by the
Gover nment, we becone angry.

| for one, do not claimto understand why sone decisions are nade as
they are, but in cases like this, you have to have faith in the people in
power and what they feel is best for the country.

Fuel is sonmething that reaches the nasses, and so are cigarettes. But
it's not that you don't have an alternative - you can either take the
public transport, cycle or walk, or even stop snoking if benefits are the
only thing you' re after.

| believe the Budget of a country, like any other, is one big and
precarious juggling act. How do you tell the people that the country needs
to rai se enough noney to bring up the econony. Wat | can understand is
you don't do it by increasing taxes, but you go about it in a nore subtle
and | ess al armi ng nanner.

I still recall something our Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad sai d many years ago. Replying to critiscns of privatized hi ghways
and high toll charges he said the people had an alternative - if you want

better roads you will have to pay for it, if not you can use the existing
routes.

It mght not have been sweet, but it makes sense. Sonething good j ust
doesn't fall out of the sky and you have to work for it.

It would be unfair to conpare Mal aysia to wealthier states |ike Brune
for exanple, which for such a small nation richin oil, felt it could
fully subsidise the country's infrastructure needs. This is not the sane
scenari o i n Mal aysi a.

W are less fortunate in sone ways, but we can be grateful for a |lot
nor e ot her things.

Just | ook at Singapore; If you were to buy a Perodua Kancil there it
woul d cost S$62, 800 or approxi mately RML24, 000, the price of four Kancils
in Malaysia. In Japan, you will need to buy a parking space in order to
get a car. In Indonesia, not everyone can afford a cheap second-hand car.

Some people | spoke to denounced the fact that the increase would
benefit the oil conpanies the nost. But why be so engrossed into the
profits others nake, that is if they are indeed making it. Nothing is
al ways as it seens.

What we need to bear in nmind is that the Budget, in whatever formit
takes, is a design to spur the econony.



What we and the relevant authorities need to do nowis to curb
unscrupul ous parties fromhiking other prices, the price to take a taxi
for exanple, to the price it will cost to have the vegetabl es delivered
from Camer on Hi ghl ands. Just because fuel prices go up by 10 sen doesn't
mean consumers nust pay 10 sen nore for chicken, cooking oil or even a bar
of soap, especially when such a hike would not be reflective of the way
the goods are transportated, which is nostly in bulk.

You cannot deny themfromincreasing prices, but you can limt just how
much of an increase is invol ved.
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