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Bal anci ng t he budget

By A Kadir Jasin
ITIS good news that Prine Mnister (PM Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahnmad Badaw ,
who i s al so Finance M nister, is confident that the governnent can achieve
the target of reducing the budget deficit to between 3.5%and 4% of G oss
Donesti ¢ Product (GDP) by the end of 2005.

Bal anci ng t he budget has been one of the objectives of the government's
econom ¢ recovery plan | aunched after the 1997/98 regi onal econonic
crisis.

The fornmer Prime M nister and Fi nance M ni ster, Tun Dr Mahat hir Mhamad,
when presenting the 2003 Budget in Cctober 2002, said t he governnent hoped
to achi eve a bal anced budget by the end of the Ei ghth Ml aysia Pl an
period. The plan ends next year

By curbi ng expendi ture, the governnent has been progressively reduci ng
the deficit - from6.5%of the GDP in 2001 to 5.4%I ast year and an
estimated 3.3%this year.

What Abdullah is saying is, while the objective of a bal anced budget nmay
not be achi eved by the end of next year, the deficit is withinthe ability
of the economy to support.

There are only two ways of bal anci ng the budget or, as indicated by the
PM keeping the deficit in check, that is to continue reduci ng expenditure
and i ncreasi ng revenue.

The first option requires some very serious belt-tightening neasures
because even at the | evel of operating expenditure there is only a snall
surplus renmaining for devel opnent.

The current year's budget all ocates an expenditure of RML12.5 billion -
RMBO.5 billion for operations and RMBO billion for devel opnent - on the
back of an estinmated revenue of RWB5.6 billion

O course, for as |long as we can remenber, the governnent has been
borrowi ng noney - at home and abroad - to finance devel opnent.

This is one of the reasons why current expenditure is on the higher
si de. The governnent has to set aside a sizeable amobunt of npney to
service the interest on the | oans and when they nature, to pay back the
princi pal
SHRI NKI NG THE BUREAUCRACY

REDUCI NG t he operati ng conponent of the budget does not | ook Iike a
vi abl e option unless the government is willing to spend |l ess on the
bur eaucr acy.

The task of controlling expenditure will becone even tougher if the
government is forced to enploy the tens of thousands of graduates who are
currently unenpl oyed.

One aspect of the public sector enploynment that appears to have been
forgotten or not given sufficient attention, is the tacit recognition sone
years ago that the size of bureaucracy woul d be progressively reduced
t hrough privatisation.

Despi t e many gover nment departments, agenci es and conpani es havi ng been
privatised and many | arge public projects contracted to the private
sector, there has been little change in the public sector enpl oynment and
the cost of maintaining it.

On the revenue side, collection continues to be a sticky issue. Either
t he extent of the revenue has been overestimated or the coll ection has not
been effective enough. There has been a gaping shortfall in revenue
collection in recent years.



Inthe long term the answer to the governnment's financial wies is to
assi st the expansion of the private sector by reduci ng bureaucratic
i npedi ments and i nefficiencies, fighting corrupti on and abuse of power at
all levels, reinvigorating the privatisation policy, working harder to
attract foreign direct i nvestnent and pronoti ng consuner confidence.

Even t he proni se of open tender for governnment projects, if inplenmented,
can generate income and instil confidence through such activities as nedi a
advertising, the sales of tender docunents, the pre-qualification of
bi dders and t he engagenent of consultants.

The era of big government and of the public sector driving econonic
growm h is over. Qur economny has reached the | evel where private sector
expenditure is the key to continuous growh. There is only so much that
t he government can do by way of public sector spending to stimnulate the
economy. A big governnent is unsustainabl e.

EMPTY PREACHI NG

THERE has, for a long tinme, been the mi sconception that the United
States (US) is a denpcratic and humane nation. It is celebrated as the
land of the free, of mlk and honey.

Think again. The USis no nore denocratic than sone of the | east
denocratic nations in world. Even the legitimacy of the election of its
president can be a subject of debate.

To begin with not every eligible Arerican voter cast his or her ballot.
In the 2000 presidential election that pitted Republican's George WBush
agai nst Denocrat's Al Gore, only 51. 3% of voters cast their ballots,
according to the Federal El ection Conmi ssion

The interest of the American people in presidential elections has been
steadily wani ng. The disinterest in the Bush-CGore contest was beaten only
by the 1996 dinton-Dol e race when only 49%of voters cast their ballots.

The percentage of voters who cane out to vote had been steadily
declining fromthe peak of 62.8%in the 1960 Kennedy-N xon race. Going by
popul ar choi ce, Bush | ost to Gore by 544, 683 votes but claimed victory on
account of electoral votes.

As for being a humane society, the US is probably worse than some of the
countries it is supposedly trying to denocrati se.

This i s not because the American sol diers and nercenaries are beating
Iragi and Afghan prisoners to death or are treating themlike animals in
I rag, Afghanistan and Cuba's Guant ananp Bay.

Randomkilling, torture and ot her abuses of human rights by the US are
as old as the country itself. European col oni sers hunted down the native
I ndi ans because the Christian mssionaries | abelled themheathen and their
non- Caucasi an | ook caused terror anong the settlers.

They were Anerica's earliest terrorist targets. They either converted to
t he Ameri can ways and accept ed Eur opean subj ugation or suffered death and
dehumani sation in the confines of their wastel and reservati ons. Those who
did not die by the settlers' guns perished i n epi dem cs of European
di seases.

Ti mes may have changed but the American psyche has not. The conversion
of Afghanistan and Irag to the Aneri can ways on the pretext of denocracy,
human ri ghts and good governance is the 21st century nmanifestation of the
sanme doctrine - a doctrine driven by nmilitary m ght and econonic
i nterests.

PLAYI NG Bl G BROTHER

THE | ndi ans were hunted down and subj ugated by the |i kes of George A
Cust er because they owned t he nbst productive forests, hills and vall eys
filled wwth wild animals, valuable trees and m neral s.

Af ghani stan may not have what Anerica wants by way of wealth. But with
Gsanma Laden said to be hiding there, Afghanistan is the 21st century



version of Montana's Little Big Horn in 1876

Li ke I ndi an chi ef Tatanka |yotake, better known as Chief Sitting Bull,
Csanm is a terrorist that has to be "taken out' at all costs.

Iraqg, on the other hand, has all the nmakings of the American West
because it is rich in oil and gas. Saddam Hussei n and hi s non-exi st ent
weapons of mass destructi on were only excuses.

But with nounting guerrilla attacks and a rising US body count, Iraqis
beginning to | ook |i ke Anerica's 21st century Vi et namand Af ghani st an has
all the makings of its forgotten war in Canbodi a.

It is not surprising if the spin-doctors and the |ikes of Defence
Secretary Donal d Runsfel d, National Security Adviser Condol eeza Ri ce and
other mlitarists in the Wiite House are planning an exit plan not unlike
1975 Vi et nam when t he US hightailed from Sai gon

Presi dent Bush's indignation and Runsfel d' s apol ogy were farcical given
the US record of war cruelty and di srespect for gl obal consensus.

The torture and killing of war prisoners at Baghdad' s Abu Ghrai b prison
and the massacre of Vietnanese civilians at My Lai in 1968 were separat ed
only by tine and space. They were perpetrated by the sane entity - the
agents of the US

Now, as prospects in Iraq and Af ghani stan dim Anerica needs a new war
theatre - thus the offer to send its troops to Southern Thailand fol |l ow ng
| ast nonth's cl ashes between the poorly arnmed | ocal Muslins and the
heavily arned Thai Arny.

Despite Anerica's paltry record i n gl obal peacekeepi ng mi ssions, except
perhaps in Bosni a- Her zegovi na and Kosovo, some countries continue to hold
the viewthat the US is a saviour

Si ngapore Prinme M nister Goh Chok Tong not too | ong ago, asserted that
since the end of the Second World War, the key stabilising factor in
Sout heast Asia has been the US, and it would continue to play a vital and
irreplaceable role in the future.

Goh had apparently ignored or forgotten the much-touted donmi no theory in
the mid-seventies when it was said that Southeast Asian countries would,
i ke dominos, fall to the comunists one after another if the US were
defeated in Vietnam

The US was defeated but the domi nos did not fall. Today, Southeast Asia
is generally freer of USintervention and i s boom ng al ongsi de Chi na t hat
was once its adversary. It seens that without US instigation, even
adversaries can coexi st.

O course one can understand Singapore's dependence on US presence. It
relies heavily on the US for the upkeep of its sizeable defence forces.

Si ngapore i s today the nost heavily equi pped nation in the region with 200
combat aircraft in service and on order, and over 1,500 tanks and ot her
types of arnoured vehicl es.

BEI NG THE SAME COLOUR

THE cruelty inflected upon the Iragis, Afghans and Vi et nanese may have
caused i ndi gnati on anong many Aneri cans. Opinion polls carried out soon
after the publication of the torture reports showed Bush's popularity
falling to the I owest |evel since the invasion of Irag while that of his
rival, John Kerry rose

But the very sane Anericans are totally capabl e of perpetrating a
simlar act, especially when they are in uniform and when facing
adversaries who are not of their kind. They do this even in their own
country.

It has regul arly been shown on Anmerican tel evision and i n the pages of
its newspapers, video i mages and pictures, of white police officers
battering African Ameri cans and non- Caucasi an i nm grants for the slightest
transgressi on. One even had a broonstick inserted into his anus.



Even where col our and creed should rightly not nmatter, raci smand
bi gotry continue to mar American |ife. Take the popul ar TV programe
Anerican |l dol for instance. Even when professional judges and cel ebrities
as huge as British star Sir Elton John had given the thunbs-up to bl ack
contestants, the majority white audi ence had the habit of voting themout.

Sir Elton was so disgusted with the voting by the national audi ence that
he described it as “incredibly racist.'

Yet, in Malaysia, a country that a |l ot of Americans believe is racist,
Vi ncent Chong, a young Mal aysi an of Chi nese and English parentage, had no
probl embei ng voted t he wi nner of Akadem Fantasia |ast year by a largely
Mal ay audi ence. So who is racist?

The American mlitary inlraqgis in the habit of portraying foreigners
in the country as being hel pless victins of Iraqgi violence. Wiat they fai
totell the world is that many of the foreigners who were killed or
ki dnapped were nercenari es.

It is estimated that there are as many as 18, 000 nercenaries from
Anerica, the United Kingdom Nepal, Chile (believed to be veterans of
Pi nochet's military dictatorship), Ukraine, Israel, South Africa (white
soldiers fromthe fornmer apartheid reginme) and Fiji in lrag. They are very
much a part of the USdirty war in Irag.

The Iraqgis and the Afghans, it seens, are nerely repeating what Chi ef
Sitting Bull said 128 years ago: "~The whites want war and we will give it
to them'

What ever synpathy we may have for the famlies of the dead American
soldiers, is erased by the cruelty the USand its allies inflicted on the
Iraqi prisoners and civilians, and by the jingoi smof Bush and his neo-
conservative handl ers.
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