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Self-belief pays off for Ml aysia

IN THE wake of Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad' s successful
visit to the US, which serves to confirmof Milaysia's standing in world
affairs, Petroliam Nasional Bhd (Petronas) has nmade it a doubl e-triunph by
wi nni ng overwhel m ng endorsenment on the business front through its bond

i ssue. The state-owned oil corporation has just made the | argest ever bond
sal e by an Asian conpany, worth US$2.68 billion (US$1 = RVB.80). And
according to foreign news reports, the response frominvestors was not hi ng
short of stunning, with orders totalling a massive US$7 billion. Whether

t he huge over-subscription has anything to do with the "shift in dynam cs
in (Malaysia's) relationship with the US', as suggested by an analyst, is
anyone's guest, but it is definitely a strong indication that

i nternational investors have awaken to the "Ml aysia story”. Even the Hong
Kong- based Far Eastern Econom c Review, a constant critic of the country
and its | eadership, quoted a regional research head of an investnent bank
in Singapore as saying that Ml aysia "isn't the sanme marketplace we fled
three years ago".

And JP Morgan Chase, Merrill Lynch and Credit Suisse First Boston are
but some of the research houses expressing confidence that this is only
t he begi nni ng, suggesting that Ml aysia's vindication for its
controversial handling of the problens caused by the 1997-98 Asian
economc crisis is finally conplete. About time too, considering that
wi thout the drastic nmeasures - which for a period drew wi despread ridicule
- econonmic stability would not have been so quickly restored, and then
mai ntained to allow revitalisation of business activities. Mre
i nportantly, the policies also paved the way for the Governnent to effect
refornms in the banking as well as corporate sectors - including
restructuring of debt-ridden conpanies - and to punp-prinme the econony's
fundanmental s. Li kewi se, the capital market regul ators have gone on to
cl ose | oophol es and strengthen infrastructure while demandi ng greater
di scipline of the players.

Al this showed that the nonetary reginme introduced was not a sinple
case of a fire-fighting exercise, but also the establishnent of a platform
upon whi ch weaknesses coul d be conprehensively addressed and the way
forward neticulously charted. The vote of confidence for this approach
now a nodel, has been hard-earned indeed, as Mal aysia had virtually no one
to turn to during its darkest hour. This has nade the victory now all the
sweet er though, with Petronas having initially put out only US$1.5 billion
worth of debts but raised the amount to US$2.7 billion upon realising the
strong new found gl obal appetite for Ml aysian paper. And the foreign
funds that left the country follow ng the introduction of capital controls
- long since rolled back - are returning, as the Kuala Lunmpur stock market
shows signs of preparing for a sustained run-up. Credit rating agencies
have al so earmarked Mal aysia for an upgrade. If nothing else, this is
certainly tinely for two major upcoming initial public offerings - that of
Maxi s Communi cati ons Bhd and Proj ek Lebohraya Utara Sel atan Bhd or PLUS.

Sonme anal ysts have pointed to a shortage of quality paper out of Asia to
expl ain the Petronas bonds' success, but that does not detract fromthe
strong creditworthi ness and brandnane of the national oil conpany, and of
the country, surely. "If previously Ml aysia was regarded as
insignificant, now it |looks |like we are being given greater attention and
at the sane tine they are placing high hopes on Malaysia,"” Dr Mahathir was



qgquoted as saying in Washi ngton on Tuesday following his neeting with
Presi dent George W Bush. The country's foreign reserves are at a
confortable | evel and trade surplus renmains healthy, although exports can
do with a boost - hopefully froma rebound in the US econony in the second
hal f as forecast. Consuner spending nmay not be as strong as hoped but that
shoul d change in the nonths ahead, while the ringgit peg is as good as
forgotten by everybody. Yes, when gl obal econom c recovery gets truly
under way, Malaysia will be one of the frontrunners, all because of
resol ve and sel f-belief.

( END)
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