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Fi ne-tuning privatization

SOME saw it as an adm ssion by the Governnment of sonme past m stakes, but
Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mbhamad' s statement that the
Governnent will be "nmore careful” in selecting conpani es to undert ake
privatized projects under the Ei ghth Mal aysia Pl an (2001-2005) is actually
nore a warning to conpani es and i ndi vi dual s, including those in the
Governnent, not to regard the programme as a short-cut and sure way to
maki ng tonnes of noney.

Privatization projects have benefitted t housands of individuals and
conpani es but, admttedly, a handful of peopl e have gai ned nore than the
rest. And to make nmatters worse, sone of these individuals and conpani es
had been linked to certain powerful people in the Governnent. Take the
list of privatization beneficiaries that was di splayed to the public at
the Umo general assenbly two years ago. Up to that point, four
i ndi vidual s were linked to privatization projects worth some RM5 billion
and all were also linked to an Umo and national | eader who has since been
convi cted of corrupt practices. Conbi ned, the four were enjoying benefits
fromthe privatization of atelevision station, a satellite network
services, a proposed railway terminal in central Kuala Lunpur, the KL
International Airport, and several independent power producer (I PP)
proj ects.

Clearly, it was not an inherent or structural weakness of the
privatization progranme that caused such a sad state of affairs; it was
t he abuse of power by individuals. The Prime Mnister is right, therefore,
i n choosing to enphasi se the need for the Governnent to be "nore careful”
i nselecting conpani es to undertake future privatized projects. This will
i ncl ude adopting a nore stringent project eval uation procedure and polls
t o gauge public opinion about a project. Too often, conpani es that were so
eager to undertake a project have proved to be i ncapabl e of carrying it
out as prom sed and woul d run back to the Governnent to seek assi stance.

The privatization progranme boasts of so many successful projects, many
of which have directly inproved the quality of life of all Mal aysi ans.
These are a tribute to the ability of the conpanies involved. The Nort h-
South Expressway is a fine exanple, even if the project also created a new
weapon for the Oppositioninthe formof toll rates. The privatization of
ports, I PP projects, broadcasting stations, nore roads and hi ghways,
public transportation and tel ecommuni cati ons have gi ven nenbers of the
public nore choice, inproved quality, better services, and a higher
standard of living and qualify of life.

For the Government, privatization saves it fromhaving to invest
billions in projects that are better handl ed by the private sector and
channel s the savings into other areas, such as rural devel opnent,

i nformati on technol ogy and t he conti nuous fi ght agai nst poverty and ot her
soci al injustices. For business, there are opportunities where once there
was not hi ng. Maj or | eague corporate nanmes |i ke Tan Sri Halim Saad, Tan Sri
Tajudin Ram i, Datuk Seri Abdul Rahman Mai di n, Ananda Kri shnan and even
Tan Sri Francis Yeoh were created by privatizati on or were gi ven nore

prom nence after their invol verrent with the programre. For mllions of

Mal aysi ans, they generally pay | ess for services that woul d have cost them
so much nmore if the projects had been inplenented in aless efficient
fashion than privatization. In fact, they nmight not have enjoyed sone
services intheir lifetine if it had been left to the Governnment to



undertake all these projects.

Taki ng that extra caution in selectingthe conpani es to undertake future
privatization projects, therefore, is anatural course the Governnent nust
take for a progranme that has such a extensive inpact on the people. Call
it good governance or an adm ssion of part mistakes, it is the perfect way
to re-start privatization in the newcentury.
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