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Announcenents coul d heral d a good start for the new year

Zainul Arifin
THE capital market, it is often said, hates uncertainties.

Rai se taxes if you must, or inpose capital control if it suits you, but
do not | eave people guessing. In the event of uncertainties, specul ations
abound, and often t he damage done by overactive i magi nati ons coul d be
worse than the reality.

The announcenent yesterday that Datuk Seri Najib Tun Razak was appoi nt ed
as Deputy Prine Mnister renoved a | arge chunk of the uncertainties.

The post of DPMwas a constant source of specul ation, fromthe patrons
of mamak restaurants all the way to the cocktail circuits of the
chattering class, ever since forner Prine Mnister Tun Dr Mahat hir Mhamad
announced in the mddle of |ast year that he was quitting.

A new Cabi net was al so a source of specul ati on. Yesterday, just over two
nmont hs after taking office, Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad
Badawi announced a m nor reshuffle ahead of a general election due this
year.

A good story deserves a good twist, and this is especially true with the
surprise appoi nt ment of non-politician technocrat Tan Sri Nor Mohaned
Yakcop as Finance Mnister ||

The market it seens took kindly to his appointnment, a man known for his
mar ket and busi ness savvy. His appointnent in away reaffirms the
Gover nnent' s pro-busi ness credenti al s.

The appointnment is al so seen as a conplete rehabilitation of the forner
central banker who took the fall when Bank Negara reported a book | oss of
over RW billion at the end of 1992 when it bet [ ong on the sterling ahead
of what was to be the near dismantling of the European Community Exchange
Rat e Mechani smat the hands of currency specul ators.

Nor Mohamed as advi ser of Bank Negara then was responsi bl e for managi ng
t he bank's international reserve, of which forays into the foreign
exchange market were called for. Poker faced and soft spoken he seened
born for the rough and tunbl e worl d of international foreign exchange
mar ket .

Wi |l e many bl anmed hi mfor the | osses, not many realised that he and his
met hod had a hand i n boosting the central bank's international reserves
fromRM27 billionin 1990 to RM/6 billion at the end of 1993. He left the
bank in md 1994, before rejoining it again as special adviser in
Sept enber 1998.

Not many too know t hat Nor Mohamed was central in the devel opnment of the
I sl am ¢ banki ng system particularly the debt nmarket, despite cl ai ns by
many.

But nore inportant, and still fresh in the nenory of many, was his role
inthe inmplenentation of capital controls in Septenber 1998 foll owi ng t he
chaos in the wake of the regional financial crisis.

For the past few years, as econom c adviser to the Governnent, he was
actively involved in the rehabilitation of distressed corporations scarred
by the crisis, and was key to the successful restructuring of Ml aysi a
Airline Systens Bhd, Ml aysi a Resources Corporation Bhd, the Renong- UEM
G oup, etc.

A mar ket savvy person, Nor Mohaned was al so the force behind the
creation of ValueCap, a conpany with a RMLO billion coffer, that would
t ake positions in conpani es on the Kual a Lunpur St ock Exchange that are
unrealistically underval ued by investors.



Dat uk Dr Jamaludin Jarjis, the forner Finance Mnister 2, will goto
Donestic Trade and Consuner Affairs Mnistry. Some see it as a comedown
fromthe rarefied air of the Treasury - Jamal udi n's appoi ntnent slightly
over a year ago was rmuch of a surprise as Nor Mohaned' s yesterday - but
clearly his task remains equally inportant.

The era of enlightened consunerismas well as the private sector being
the main driver of the econony would see the ministry's plate full for
years to cone. Under it will be the tens of thousands regi stered business
entities, and Jamaludin's challenge will be in the creation of tens of
t housands nore, as well as the enpl oyment opportunities they will
gener at e.

Onits laps will surely be the regul ations of these firnms as well as the
pronoti on of corporate governance and private sector responsibility, areas
inwhichwe still have roomfor inprovenment. For sure, the mnistry wll
not only be actively nmonitoring the prices of chicken during festive
seasons, as it is often led to believe.

H s predecessor Tan Sri Mihyi ddin Yassin, acknow edged as one of the
contenders for Deputy Prinme M nistership, will be going to Agriculture.

Agai n, perception belies the truth. For the past fewyears, and nade
again nore clearly in Budget 2004, agriculture has been identified as the
next growth industry and slated to be the third engine of growh for the
country, after manufacturing and servi ces.

The enphasis on agriculture is not only to reduce the burgeoni ng food
import bill, but also to develop it into a source of revenue, especially
fromexport.

Ironically, Ml aysia, which has al ways been strong i n agriculture, but
mainly in conmodities |ike oil pal mand rubber, has failed as a food
producer.

Food production has al ways been on pi ece neal basis, and there has never
been | arge scal e farm ng and producti on, including food processing.

H s predecessor Datuk Effendi Norwawi, who will be heading to the Prine
M nister's Departnent, has surely set a steady framework for a nore
comercial farmindustry. Oten at the Mnistry, Effendi seenmed to be a
man ahead of his charges, trying to make busi nessnmen out of bureaucrats.

Ri ght nowthere will undoubtedly be overactive small m nds poring over
t he appoi ntments, doi ng quick political calculations, trying to pick
wi nners and | osers. This unfortunately is a nuch popul ar pre-occupati on of
many, what with politics, or the subject of politics, being a favourite
pasti me of many Ml aysi ans.

VWhat is nore inportant for the business conmunity, and to a | arge extent
the capital market, is that the renoval of uncertainties that had
encour aged i nertia and m sspent enthusi asm

Presumably, wi th uncertainties out of the way, resources coul d be better
channel | ed to productive work. Yesterday's announcenment coul d be a good
start for the new year.
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