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Public views to be considered on future hi ghways

Carol yn Hong

PETALI NG JAYA, Mon. - Privatisation of expressways in future will only be
undertaken after the public has been given an opportunity to give their
views, Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad sai d today.

He said if the public was not prepared to pay the toll rates which were
al ready subsi di sed by the Government, new expressways woul d not be built
until the Governnment has the funds to do so.

"This will take a long tinme of course, but that is the only choice.
Gover nnment funds are needed for projects nore essential than the
conveni ence of road users," he said.

Speaki ng at a conference on the National Vision Policy, Ei ghth Ml aysia
Plan and Privatisation, he said the Governnent was constantly criticised
for "helping its cronies to make fat profits".

"Nothing is further fromthe truth," he said.

It was true that the Government had sold its assets |ike highways at
nonm nal cost and had even provided soft |oans but this was neant to reduce
t he burden of the public.

For instance, the Governnent fixed toll rates at a very low level to
avoi d political repercussions.

"At these rates, the private corporations cannot nake a profit if they
had to pay for the real assets value and did not get soft |oans," he said.
The cl ear beneficiary was the public who paid lowtoll rates.

In fact, he pointed out, highway concessionaires have yet to nmake
profits and they only have 30 years (the concession period) to do so.

He said the public paid only an insignificant amount for the facilities
whi ch were norrmal |y avail able only in devel oped countries.

Wthout privatisation, Mlaysia's systemof expressways, ports, power
pl ants and tel ecommuni cation facilities could not be built.

"The Governnent is not abdicating conpletely its responsibilities,” he
said, adding that it had subsidised the rates of paynent through transfer
of assets at nom nal cost and provision of soft |oans.

Dr Mahathir said the Government still had faith in privatisation and has
learnt a lot fromthe failures of privatised conpanies during the economic
turmoil .

Privatisation, |ike nationalisation, was not perfect. "Carefully
managed, it can work," he said.
But it can also fail if the people involved were inconpetent or economnic

downturns ruin the business, he said, acknow edgi ng that a nunber of
privati sed conpani es had failed during the 1997/ 98 econom ¢ turnoil

He said free market advocates believed that the fail ed conmpani es shoul d
just be allowed to die or sold to anyone, including foreigners, at fire-
sal e prices.

"But the Mal aysi an Gover nment does not believe in washing its hands off
the affairs of conpanies that it has privatised

"There are too many things at stake, including the welfare of the
workers and public interest," he said.

Simply selling off these conpanies could | ead to serious social and
econom ¢ problens, he said. That was why the Governnent had decided to
hel p out and take back several conpanies.

On the privatisation of hospitals and universities, he said the cost of
provi di ng these anenities have becone very high and those who can afford
it should pay.



He said the Governnment did not want to shirk its duties but unless
hospitals and universities were privatised, there was no way to retain the
staff on public service salaries.

"That is the dilemma faced by the Governnent,"” he added.

He al so said Mal aysi a believed in devel opment pl anni ng and now t hat the
currency and stock market mani pul ators had been "di sciplined", the
Governnent coul d focus on economic growth again.

Mal aysia, he said, is a trading nation with total trade amunting to
12.5 per cent of its Goss National Product.

He said since the US econony was on the slide, new nmarkets have to be
found and he believed that the potential was good.

"W believe we can still attain our vision to beconme a devel oped country
by 2020," he said.

Dr Mahathir later |aunched a publication by the Asian Strategy and
Leadership Institute, entitled 21st Century Mal aysi a.
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