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Dr M Toughest time | had was during the 1997 financial crisis

Ram an Sai d

PUTRAJAYA, Wed. - Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad sai d toni ght the toughest
and nost chall enging period for himas Prinme Mnister was during the 1997
financial crisis when the econony cane under siege fromcurrency traders.

"In ny 20 years as Prime Mnister, that was the worst experience | ever
had. My head was spinning thinking of ways to pull the country out of this
di saster,” he said.

Sharing his thoughts with nenbers of the Backbenchers O ub which hosted
a dinner to commenorate his 20 years in office, Dr Mahathir provi ded sone
insights into steps taken to save the econony, as well as the tribul ations
and failures in conbating currency traders trying to i npoverish the
country.

Speaki ng of f-the-cuff for over an hour, the Prime Mnister said he
realised that to counter the traders, the nechanics of the trade had to be
understood first.

"I was in Argentina when | renenbered Nor Mhanmed (Tan Sri Nor Mhaned
Yakcop, now Econonic Adviser to the Prine Mnister) who used to be in
charge of Bank Negara's currency trading."

Dr Mahathir said Nor Mbhanmed was sunmmoned to Argentina to help him
devi se strategies to beat the currency traders.

"For exanple, we realised that the ringgit traded never left the
country, they still remained in our banks. The only thing happeni ng was
t he change i n ownership."

Hence, the banks which were under the Governnment's control were directed
to stop this fromcontinuing. Trading dininished after this was enforced

Dr Mahathir said not many peopl e understood why he was so furious with
the currency traders.

"I sawwith ny own eyes the country's wealth di sappearing over a short
span ... they made us poorer by US$250 billion (RVMB50 billion) just to
nmake sone US$5 billion. It was really cruel."

Dr Mahathir said when he met financier George Soros in New York, he took
the opportunity to "give hima piece of nmy mnd".

"One should realise that people |ike Soros have no experience managi ng
or running a country. The only thing he knows is the computer screen and
nunber s.

"Unli ke us, we deal and manage with people, 23 mllion of them He does
not have the experience admnistering a country with a multi-ethnic
soci ety and the various problens that cone with it."

Dr Mahat hir al so spoke of how a nei ghbouring country tried to sabotage
Mal aysia which was in dire straits then

"W needed funds and it was willing to lend us but with interest. W
carried out an audit of funds in the country to determ ne how nuch noney
we actually had. We found out that we had enough to hel p us through.

"I could say that it was really satisfying when | inforned the | eader of
that country at our next neeting that their hel p was no | onger needed. You
shoul d see the shock on his face."

Lessons | earnt frommanaging the crisis, said Dr Mahathir, showed how
important it was for leaders to "sit down and really attend to probl ens".

Dr Mahathir said there were ups and downs as Prine M nister

"Sonmetimes at night, we are confronted with probl ens which can be
worrying. But | think the best way to deal with this is to think positive,
that the problens can be resol ved tonorrow or the day after



"This should be the way because if we continue worryi ng about the
problens, they will still be there."

Dr Mahathir said his greatest setback was the failure to change the
Mal ay mindset and its | ackadai sical attitude.

For exanple, he said the Ml ays, who were capabl e of |earning, refused
to learn or enul ate positive things that could better their |ives.

"I have tried many things but failed. | believe a race will succeed
based on its culture and values. If they subscribe to negative val ues that
will not help themprogress, they will not progress.”

On qualities of | eaders, he said anbng themwere to possess ideas and
the ability to nmake deci sions.

"Deci si ons have to be made and we have to be responsible for them W
may make a wrong decision but it is better this way rather than not making
any. Al so, we should not run away after nmaking a decision."

Dr Mahathir said he was fortunate because as a doctor, the profession
taught himthe i nportance of arriving at a deci sion.

"If doctors are afraid to nmake decisions, patients nmight die."

He al so gave sonme advice to those aspiring to becone | eaders or even the
Prime Mnister.

"You should not rise to the top by stepping on others or pulling them
down," he said, adding that in politics, there were no pernmanent friends
or enemi es.

He added that a Prinme M nister should not be soneone nerely
adm ni stering the country but shoul d bring changes for the betternent of
soci ety.
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