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TI ME

Conpetition is endem c in human society throughout
history. There is the conpetition between individuals,
bet ween societies, between cities and states, between
nati ons and races. The original dynpic Ganes
personifies this conpetition. It was between the G eek
cities as represented by their athletes.

2. But the essence of conpetition is that the
conpetitors possess certain qualifying qualities.
Cities do not conpete with villages, nor adult athletes
with children. To conpete fairly the conpetitors nust
bel ong to distinct categories.

3. In a globalised world we have to conpete in order
to succeed. But according to present rules of
conpeting, there are no distinct categories. The
smal | est and poorest nations nust conpete with the

bi ggest and the richest nations. The snallest |oca

busi nesses must conpete with the nulti-national giants.
The technol ogi cal ly backward nust conpete with the

t echnol ogi cal | y advanced.

4. In the competition, rules and regul ations are
practically disallowed. The only rule is that there
shoul d be no rules, no rules about qualifying
categories, no rules about the methods used by the
conpetitors. But this is not completely true. Wile
Governnents may not restrict and protect, Governnents
must uphold the rights of the rich and the powerful to
literally strangle the poor and the weak. It does not
take a genius to see that the dice is | oaded agai nst

t he weak and the poor. They must rely on whatever
little conpetitive advantage that they may have just to
survive. But nostly they would | ose the conpetition
and they woul d go under.

5. Perhaps this is not the kind of keynote speech

that you' d expect at a forumentitled "Conpetition in
the A obalised Wrld - Beconing a Wrld C ass Pl ayer"
But | believe in calling a spade a spade. The idea
about globalisation is fine but the interpretation and
the prescription for a globalised world need to be
scrutini sed closely.



6. | say this because the devel oped countries did not
devel op and becone as prosperous as they are by
practising free trade, borderl essness, deregul ation
and non-protectionist policies. What they did when
they were as undevel oped as the devel opi ng countries of
today are was quite different fromwhat we are told is
the formula that we nmust accept in order to becone
devel oped.

7. Free trade for exanple was rejected by the great
tradi ng nations of Europe. Instead they divided the
world into regions with each nonopolising one or two
regi ons. The Spani ards were allocated the Western
hem sphere, while the Portuguese took the Eastern
hem sphere. Neverthel ess the Portuguese conquered
Brazil while the Spaniards took the Philippines.

8. The ot her European countries then were given

i cences to buccaneer and rob the ships of Spain and
Portugal . Using mlitary force they ejected the

Spani ards and the Portuguese from strategic | ocations
where they set up what was called trading stations.
These were basically fortresses set up in the countries
with whomthey traded in order to nonopolise the trade
with these countries. Wars in Europe deterni ne which
Eur opean country would own which trading fortress.

9. Monopolistic trading conpani es were set up,

i nvested in by prom nent people and backed by their
CGovernments. After setting up the trading stations,
conpani es such as the East India Conpany, and the Dutch
East I ndia Conpany went on to conquer the countries
they were trading with. And so the Indian continent,
Burma, and Mal aysi a becane a part of the British Enmpire
while the Dutch with their spice trade col oni sed what
was nanmed as the Dutch East Indies.

10. O her parts of Asia, Africa and South Anerica were
al so col oni sed and nonopol i sed. There was no free
trade, only exclusive trade by the col onial powers.
The col oni sed countries had no say in the exploitation
of their resources.

11. To maxim se the profit slave | abour was often
used. In fact the slave trade was one of the nost
i nportant contributor to the wealth of these nations.

12. One might say that all these happened | ong ago and
are not relevant today. But the fact still remains

that the nonopolistic and restrictive, unfree, strictly
regul ated trade was what enabl ed these countries to
progress from bei ng poor and devel oping to being rich
and devel oped. Had they practised free trade and open
conpetition it is unlikely that they would progress the
way t hey do.



13. But even the claimthat the new regine invol ves
deregul ation and free trade is not true. The Wrld
Trade Organisation is about inposing what is called
Rul e- based trading. This is what the devel oped
countries are demandi ng that everyone conplies wth.
The problemis that the rule, favour the big and the
financially rich corporations and discrim nates agai nst
the small and the poor businesses fromthe devel opi ng
countries. So the dice is still |oaded against the
poor devel opi ng countries. There is no fair
conpetition. Not only nust the small business fromthe
devel opi ng countries be required to conpete with the
merged giants fromthe rich countries, but the rules
are agai nst the small and weak. The conpetition is not
within class or categories based on the capabilities of
the class, but it is between the strong and the rich
(and the technol ogi cally advanced) and the weak, poor
and backwards. We can all guess as to who will w n.

But of course the line taken is that the big and the
rich will help the poor and small countries and the
peopl e to prosper - through FDI and high quality, |ow
cost products resulting fromefficiency and the
econom es of scale. This may be so but we have seen
how many of these giants have fallen. Enron, United
Airlines, dobal Crossing, Arthur Andersen, the second
bi ggest insurance conpany in the world and numerous
others have all failed, largely through cheating by the
managenent. There is really no guarantee that big
means success. In fact the bigger they are the harder
they fall and they drag down with them hundreds of

ot her conpanies and their workers.

14. Big does not nmean efficiency and success. And

when they are in a position to nonopolise it is nopst
likely that they will abuse their power. Since the
CGovernments may not interfere there is no limt to the
ki nd of abuse that they can perpetrate.

15. The gl obalised world that we have to conpete in to
become a world class player is not going to be a very
orderly world. It is going to be a world in which fair
conpetition is not possible, especially for the smal

pl ayer. They are likely to be swallowed up or to just
di sappear.

16. So what do we do to try and sal vage our smal

busi nesses, small in relative terns? Wll, we can try
to change the interpretation of G obalisation. Is it
necessary that borders be wi dely open all at the sane
time? Is it necessary that weak countries stop
protecting their industries now? Is it necessary that
Governnments all abstain from supporting their
countries' businesses? Is it necessary that business
practices be conpletely standardised? Is it necessary
that foreign conpanies be given national status in
every country?



17. If all the devel oping countries stand together we
can prevent the rules in favour of the rich and the
strong from being adopted by the WIQ But nost
devel opi ng countries are in no position to oppose the
rich countries. They owe noney or they need help from
the rich and these provide |everage for the rich to
break up any concerted attenpt by the poor to help

t hensel ves. There is therefore not nuch hope for us to
pronmote the rules of trade which favour us.

18. But we can do sonething for ourselves if pressure
is not brought to bear upon us to cease and desist in
carrying out our own policies for self-preservation

19. Mal aysia had followed a strategy that has saved it
fromgoing under in a hostile world. Qur approach is
sinmple. W try to keep costs in Ml aysia | ow so that
our products are conpetitive but our people enjoy a
reasonabl e standard of living. This we do by having
price control and curbing profiteering. The wages are
| ow conpared to those of devel oped countries but
somewhat hi gh conpared to ot her devel oping countri es.

20. W keep the Ringgit exchange rate low. Its

pur chasi ng power within the country is still largely
the sane. Indeed in ternms of purchasing power it is
about the same as one US Dollar in America. So, |ow
wages in Mal aysia does not nean | ow purchasi ng power.
This ensures that | ow wages does not |ower |iving
standards too nuch. In fact, Ml aysians live a
confortable life earning | ess than one-third the wages
of people in devel oped countri es.

21. However inported goods and foreign travel costs
nmore. But this affect only the higher income group
Low i nconme people are not too nmuch affected. Al so the
Governnment fixed the prices of essential itenms |like
fuel and sugar which helps |ower the cost of |iving.

22. In Ml aysi a uni ons and wor kers understand t hat
high pay is neaningless if the cost of living rises
with the pay increase. In some devel oping countries
all workers are mllionaires but the noney they earn
cannot give thema decent |iving because all goods are
priced in tens or hundreds of thousand of the currency
unit. Hi gher wages are only worthwhile if there is no
resulting inflation. This can happen when productivity
ri ses higher than wage increases.

23. Besides we are conpeting agai nst | ow wage
countries with good productivity levels. Any increase
in wages wi thout productivity increase will reduce

i nvestnments, not only by foreign investors but also

| ocal investors. Wth no new jobs being created there
wi |l be nore unenpl oynent. And a | arge unenpl oyed
popul ation will force wages down.



24. So we must always ensure that wage rises will not
make us unconpetitive, raise the cost of living and
drive away job-creating investnents.

25. Busi nesses shoul d endeavour to bring down costs.

If they exanmine carefully their cost of production or
service they are bound to find cost itenms which can be
reduced. Targeting a definite percentage for reduction
of costs is very effective

26. Technology is a problem The rich with their
greater expenditure on research and devel opnent are
bound to be ahead. Buying technol ogy fromthem woul d

i ncrease costs. But nuch of the technology is probably
non-essential. Mtor vehicles of today are over-

engi neered. W have to find a niche where basic needs
are net by our products. In sone cases the val ue can
be enhanced wi thout too nuch increase in costs. This
high quality products will fetch prices higher than the
cost involved in upgrading quality. The old Asian
belief in cheap poor quality products as a way to
penetrate nmarkets should be forgotten. Good durable
products are nore likely to establish a permanent

mar ket .

27. Wrld class does not nean top class all the tine.
There are products which will be so high in quality
that they will establish a class by thensel ves. But
they are not for the main market, the big nunber of
average consumners. For the biggest main consuner

mar ket conpetitive pricing for reasonable world cl ass
quality would be sufficient.

28. VWile we try to conpete in this unfair trading
environnent, we nust continue to fight for a fairer
global trade. It is going to be difficult but that is
how life is. W have to resign ourselves to this, work
hard and make use of whatever conpetitive advantage
that we may have.

29. | hope your semnar will come up with pointers on
how you can become world class players in a globalised
world. I w sh you every success.
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