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Common resolve in facing problens

Munir Majid

THE i npact of SARS has been dammgi ng, even as the econony was grappling
with an already difficult external environment, a slowing world growh
rate, with the US econony slunbering and not bouncing back after the
attack on Irag.

Wiile the US is our |eading export market, we were nevertheless able to
project a respectable 4.5 per cent growh rate for this year, based on
donmestic demand and conpensating external markets.

That was before SARS. Its outbreak in China, Hong Kong, Singapore and
Tai wan, even if we were able to successfully contain and check its
i nci dence here, has hurt tourismand its related industries, a situation
not hel ped by panicky travel advisories against Ml aysia by the |ikes of
the US and Australi a.

The | ow occupancy rates of hotels have become a conmon conversation
pi ece; pictures of near enpty air plane cabins for regional trave
dramatically express cost prevailing over revenue.

The other day, Looi Teong Chye, president of the SM Association of
Mal aysi a, underlined the pervasive inpact of SARS on the retail and
services sectors, and nmade a nunber of requests for assistance of the
Gover nment .

I ndeed, at the dialogue then acting Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Abdullah
Ahmad Badawi had with business |eaders last nonth, to discuss the economnic
i npact of SARS and the attack on lraqg, various requests were made for
short-termrelief, including those by the SM Association of Ml aysia.

The Mal aysi an Governnent always |listens and is responsive to business
and, it can be expected, neasures will be proposed to aneliorate the
ravages of SARS and the threat of international terror, when the
stimulative econonic package is announced, nost probably on Wdnesday.

The SM association has asked for three things. A soft loan fromthe
Government for SMs of RWbO nmillion to assist affected SM sectors; a one-
year waiver on sales tax (borne by consumers); and a one-year waiver on
contribution to the Human Resource Devel opment Fund by SMs.

O hers at the dialogue also called for reliefs of various sorts, ranging
from tenporary reduction in EPF and Socso contributions to reduction in
electricity charges for hotels by changing the rate from comercial to
i ndustrial while affording hotels soft |loans of 3.5-5.0 per cent, stanp
duty waivers for purchase of non-residential property and reduction of
real property gains tax.

It would not be easy to nmeet all these suggestions without harmto the
Government's fiscal position. There is only so nuch deficit the Governnent
can take without hurting overall confidence. However, it can be expected
that the CGovernment will respond positively, including proposing a nunber
of mediumterm nmeasures of its own. The glass will be nore than hal f-ful
- and nust be seen as such.

It was noteworthy that, at the dialogue, it was the M CCl (Malaysian
International Chanber of Conmerce and Industry) which expressed confidence
that Mal aysi a can successfully navigate problens, even if, along with the
Federati on of Ml aysian Manufacturers (FMV), it described in graphic
detail, the inmpact of SARS on the econony.

It is this kind of quiet confidence, conmbined with cool determnnation,
that will see us through the current difficulties. Prime M nister Datuk
Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad t ook us through the 1997-98 financial crisis with



such resolve; and the Government can do it again - with the support of the
busi ness community and the popul ation at |arge.

It is so inportant for us not to |lose our cool, and to collapse into a
pani ¢ and paralysis. The challenges the world faces are major, wll be
around, and will not go away just yet. If we fold up, we might as well
close shop. It is critical that we do not |ose confidence in our ability
to surnmount the problens. It is equally critical that we do not undermn ne
that confidence, by always only seeing the dark side and al ways being
di ssatisfied. W nust make the best of what we have and can get.

As we confront the difficulties, the business comunity rmust play its
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