Towards closer

relations with
the Vietnamese

By A. Kadir Jasin

HE officia visit to
Vietnam (which be-
an yesterday) by

rimé Minister Da-

tuk Seri Dr-Mahathir Moha:

mad is a manifestation of

%/rlowmg friendship between

alaysa and the Indo-Chi-
nese State. | )

Dr Mahathir is the first’
Malaysian Prime_Minister
to vist Vietnam since it at-
tained independence in
1955.

The Prime Minister told
Malaysian newspadoer edi-
tors on the weekend that he
considered the visit impor-
tant politicaly and econom-
ically =~

His view is shared by the
private sector which is send-
Ing. more than 100 senior
business |eaders. o

Accordina to official
sources, this is the largest
delegation ever to be led by
Dr Mahathir. ‘

Also in the delegation are
four Ministers: four Men-
teris Besar and a Chief Min-
ister. L

Politically, the visit is the
confirmation of Malavsia's
commitment to foster cor-
diad and mutualy beneficia
relations with Vietnam fol-
lowing its withdrawa from
Cambodia in 1989 and the
signing of the Cambodian

eace agreement in Paris
ast October. )

Economically, Malaysia
hopes to reestablish, "ex-
pand and d up co-opera
tion with Vietnam which
was interrupted by its intru-
son into Cambodia towards
the end of 1978.

In the intervening years
following the end of the
Vietnam War in 1975, Ma-
laysia was among the first
and most active Asian coun-
tries to extend economic
and technical co-operation
to that country. .

But the invasion of Cam-
bodia. which Malaysia
strongly opposed, ended al-

{nost ‘dl forms of co-opera
ion.

Two outstanding issues in
the relations between the
two countries that will be
discussed during the visit
are tne overlapping claims
on the continental shelf in
the South China Sea and the
future of the remaining
Vietnamese boat people in
Malaysia

Thé question of the over-
lapping claims was raised
during the visit to Kuala
Lumpur. by Vietnamese
Prime Minister Vo Van Kiet
in Februarv last vear.

It was agreed in principle

that as the legal solution to
the problem may take a long
time to achiéve, efforts
should be made at opera-
tional level to ensure that
co-operation between pri-
vate sectors of the two coun-
tries in exploiting the re-
sources of the disputed
aress is not hampered.
_ Petronas Carigali, which
is exploring for ail and gas
under a contract from the
Vietnamese oil corporation,
has been mandated to dis-
cuss with its Vietnamese
counterpart methods of de-
veloping the oil and gas re-
sources in the affected ar-
eas ) )

Offshore Vietnam is one
of the newest areas of oil’
and gas development in the
world.

The bulk of foreign invest-
ments entering Vietnam,
which last year totalled
US$2 hillion ($5 billion), was
in oil and gas exploration
and development.

On the question of the
11,500 Vietnamese boat peo-
Ble_snll living at the Sungai

es transt camp, Maaysia
wants to seek the Vietnam-
ese Government’s commit-
ment_that the process of re-
patriating them can be
speeded up or at least a
timetable be drawn to en-
sure a fina solution to the
problem.

Maaysia aso hopes to en-
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‘[gage Vietnam in regiond is-

sues, particularly those per-
tainmg to security in the
post-Cold War period.

This is seen as timely as
Vietnam has made known
its intention to become a
party to Asean’s Bali Ac-
cord on regiona peace.

It is a matter of time that

Vietnam and neighbouring
Laos are invited to sign the
accord, most probably at the
forthcoming Asean " Foreign
Ministers meeting in Mani-
la towards the middle of the
year.
Dr Mahathir is likely to
take the opportunity to “brief
the Vietnamese on the out-
come of the recent Asean
Summit in Singapore and
the formation of the East
Asia Economic Caucus.

Vietnam has indicated
that it is not only keen, but
in a hurry, to develop an
alternative economic sys-
tem, while holding on to its
political’ ideology; to over-
come the negative effects of
changes that had taken
place In eastern Europe and
the former Soviet Union.

The crumbling of the So-
viet Union and the liberali-
sation of eastern Europe |eft
Vietnam without political
and economic backers.

Until two years ago, it de-
pended heavily on financia
assistance from the Soviet
Union.

With unemployment re-
ported to be in the region of
20 per cent, outdated eco-
nomic infrastructure and
rising population, Vietman
is left with little choice but
to re-orientate its economic
olicies and priorities in
ine with the free market
economies of Southeast
Asia

Senior Malaysian diplo-
mats familiar with Vietnam
said they had a fedling that
the Indo-Chinese State was
comfortable with Malaysia

“They have a good feeling

R S I L
& \»,I“Sié [ RN

about us. They see us as
being fair and reasonable in
our response to their poli-
cies,” said a senior Wisma
Putra officer.

But they warned that
friendship alone is not
enough to secure business
in Vietnam. adding that the
Vietnamese are- shrewd
businessmen and there are
many countries courting
them.

Initial success by Malay-
sian companies like ura,
Petronas Cariaali. the Ren-
ong Group, Automotive Cor-
oration Sdn Bhd and Pub-
ic Bank Berhad, and the
frequent exchanges of visits
by officials and trade dele-,
gations suggest that Viet-
nam is keen to develop more
business links with Malav-
sia, partly to offset its heavy
dependence on Hong Kong,
Tawan and, more recently,
Singapore.

Though trade between the
two countries is gill small,
the growth is impressive.

Total trade jumped from
$140 million in"1990 to $235
million last year. It is cur-
rently in Vietnam's favour.
“Investments by Malay-
sian companies ($67 million
last year) are meagre com-

spared with other investors,

ut look set to take off.
_Before Vietnam’'s inva-
son of Cambodia, Maaysia
was helping Vietnam to”re-
habilitate its plantation in-
dust[¥. ) )
With Malavsia's assis-
tance, a rubber research sta-
tion fashioned on the Rub-
ber Research Ingtitute (RRI)
was set up near Ho Chi
Minh City. )

Since the resumption of
assistance just over a year
ago, severd eJ)I’OJeCtS have
been launched.

Malaysian agencies like
Bank Negara, Maaysian In-
dustrial Development Au-

thority (Mida) and Petronas
are helping the Vietnamese
in their respective areas.

_Petronas has given tech-
nical and managerial train-
ing to 100 Vietnamese at its
Bangi training centre.

The signing of three
agreements between the
two countries during this
visit will enhance further
economic and technical co-
operation.

They are the Agreement
on Posts and_Telecommuni-
cations. Co-operation,
Agreement on Economic,
Scientific and Technical Co-
operation and Memoran-
dum of Understanding on
Technical Assistance to the
Vietnamese rubber indus-

try.
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