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PM: Race ties better
than ever, economy
on sound footing

KUALA LUMPUR: The relationship among
different communities in the country is better
today than at any other time in history, says
Prime Minister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad.

“Although we have not achieved our
target, the fact is economic disparities
among the races have been reduced,” he said
when tabling a motion on the mid-term
review of the 8th Malaysia Plan in the
Dewan Rakyat yesterday.

From owning only 2.4% of the national
wealth in 1970, bumiputras today own 19.1%
of a much bigger aggregate wealth, estimated
at RM73 billion last year, from RM126 million
in 1970.

Mahathir, who was making his last
address as prime minister in Parliament
before stepping down today, said that the
government succeeded in ending the 1969
racial riots and learnt a lot from the tragedy.

“The coalition government devised the
New Economic Policy to distribute the
country’s wealth in a fair manner.

“While the redis-
tribution of wealth is
being made, the econ-
omy grew fast. If
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get was not achieved,
he said, the govern-
ment still managed to
revive the economy much faster compared
with other countries.

He said the government is confident of
achieving 4.5% growth this year.

“Our financial situation is sound. The
country’'s external debt is at 48.2% of the
Gross Domestic Product, lower than the level
considered as safe.

“Our external reserve is also high at
RM159.4 billion or US$41.9 billion on Oct 15
this year. Our trade,shows a surplus for 70
continuous months.”

He said the country must ensure its
products can compete in the world market
although this might be difficult as the wages
of workers here are higher than that of
neighbouring countries.

Mahathir said workers’ wages could be
increased by improving their produectivity
through better skills and knowledge, and
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FAREWELL ... Mahathir waves to officials after delivering his last speech as prime minister to
the Dewan Rakyat yesterday. He officially hands over duty to Deputy Prime Minister Datuk
Seri Abdullah Ahmad Badawi this afternoon.

investments in more sophisticated equip-
ment, reports Bernama.

He also said the government will continue
to control the cost of living by controlling
prices so the people can continue to enjoy a
good living standard while ensuring that
exports remain competitive.

“There is no use raising incomes if it will
all be swallowed by the increased cost of the
goods and services that we buy.

“In other words, increases in income
which are followed by inflation are of no

benefit. Furthermore, those who saved would
inecur losses and the country's economy will
regress. Because of this, our approach to
handling our national economy and finances
will be maintained,” he added.

Mahathir announced two measures to
boost bumiputra equity ownership — a new
investment institution to mobilise bumiputra
resources and awarding at least 60% of
procurements and contract works in govern-
ment projects to responsible, competent and »
capable bumiputras (see Page 2). /
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Mahathir’s busiest
day ever as PM

by Ng Kee Seng and R. Manirajan
newsdesk@thesundaily.com

KUALA LUMPUR: The eve of his
retirement was Datuk Seri Dr Maha-
thir Mohamad's busiest day ever as
prime minister.

The 77-year-old, who has led the
country for 22 years, showed no signs
of slowing down, parting with a firm
“leadership by example™” message.

Amazingly, the fasting month did
not stop him from sticking to a non-
stop all-day-long schedule.

Mahathir started the day with a
photo session with his staff at 8am in
his Putrajaya office.

After an hour-long session, he was

in parliament to attend the day’s nor-
mal proceedings and to table the 8th
Malaysia Plan mid-term review.

After an hour-long oral question
and answer session, taking on the MPs
who turned out in full force, he tabled
the mid-term review report at 11.15am.

He took two hours to present the
report, followed by a two-hour-long
press conference and photo session
with MPs, parliament staff and the
press.

At 2.30pm, he left for the Putra
World Trade Centre where he chaired
his last Umno Supreme Council meet-
ing.
“My last day in parliament as pre-
mier was a little bit sad and also happy.

“Happy because I was able to per-

Mahathir and wife Datin Seri Dr Siti Hasmah Mohd Ali shake hands with security guards outside his Putrajaya office yesterday.

form an important task, presenting the
country's mid-term review of its deve-
lopment plan,” he said.

Asked to comment on observations
that he was not serious in his oral
answers, Mahathir said: “What is not
serious? If certain MPs ask stupid
questions, that's what they get.

DAP secretary-general Kerk Kim
Hock said: “Mahathir was obviously in
his farewell and playful mood.

“There was no excitement in his
parting words.

“T had expected something new but
there was no surprise.”

PAS secretary-general Nasharudin
Mat Isa said: “He did not take gques-
tions on democracy seriously. Maha-
thir was just playing with words.”






