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Achi evi ng common goal s amidst a growing friendship

Ani s Kami |
"I HAVE a |love affair with Asia. It started as a real passion when | was
inm teens. As soon | grewup, | came to see Asia for nyself."

French Presi dent Jacques Chirac said this in February 1996 while on his
way to the inaugural Asia-Europe (Asem nmneeting in Bangkok.

He i s now once again indulging his passion. He arrived yesterday in
Pul au Langkawi for a two-day unofficial neeting with Prinme M nister Datuk
Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohanad.

It was his third neeting with Dr Mahathir within the space of a year. So
many neetings between heads of governments are rare, nore so when they
concern two countries who have no history or traditions to tie them
t oget her.

The inproved ties between the two countries has really only occurred
since the el ection of Chirac as President.

Previous | eaders had paid scant attention to Asia, except to the
fornerly French-speaki ng countries of |Indochina.

According to French anbassador Edouard Braine, Dr Mahathir had been
sendi ng signals to the French for many years, but the French did not
respond fast enough or open enough.

"W had a poor Asian vision. For exanple, why did it take us so long to
lift the visa requirenent? W were the only European country stil
requesting tourist visas from Ml aysi ans.

"I renmoved that requirenment as my arrival gift to Ml aysia, but
unfortunately no one noticed because | was a “bad' person at that tine,"
says Braine ruefully.

He had the misfortune to arrive at the time when France was carryi ng out
nucl ear tests in the Pacific atoll.

Chirac is the politician who understands Asia the best. He visited
Mal aysia in 1993, when he was still the Mayor of Paris. Braine says at the
time Chirac had no real reason to cone to Malaysia. He cane just to visit
Dr Mahat hir, other Ml aysian | eaders and to see what Ml aysia was |ike

It turned out to be nore than he had expected. Ml aysia' s Special Envoy
to France Tan Sri Ahnmad Kani|l Jaafar says with a snile:

"When | met Chirac years later he kept nentioning that the PM had
berated hi mon Bosnia and France's attitude on the issue.

"I think as a result of the number of neetings they have had, Chirac is
a man who shares many conmon perceptions with Dr Mahathir. Not only in
terns of our bilateral relations but also the positions we take on issues
of international dinensions, have hel ped bring them cl oser.

"There is nutual respect between the two | eaders.”

Brai ne says the two countries have commobn objectives and views. Both
countries believe that differences should be respected, people should
learn to live with one another no mather how different they are and that
strength and power is not the solution to everything.

"Dr Mahathir has his own views and we have ours, and it is good for both
that we can share and have freedom of expression, so that we don't have
only this one-sided Arerican view of the world.

"W both agree in criticising a world where there is a nonopoly of
power .

"W don't accept the idea of an American senator applying his laws to
the rest of the world," says Braine.

Referring to the D Amato Act, Kanmil|l says: "It is a question of



principle: no country has the right to pronounce that others are breaking
the law of their land. If you allow that to happen you can forget about
the WO (Wrld Trade Organisation) and the UN (United Nations)."

Mal aysi a and France al so share common perceptions on the situation in
the M ddl e East, specifically the |Israel-Pal estine issue.

On Chirac's visit to Israel |ast year, he turned down a tour of
Jerusal emstating France's viewthat it did not recognise Israel's
sovereignty over Arab East Jerusal em

Kam | says Mal aysia and France al so share comon interest in Africa.
There are many things that the countries can do together, especially in
the countries of the Maghreb and sub- Sahara regi ons.

The first bilateral neeting between the two | eaders occurred i n Novenber
| ast year, after Dr Mahathir had visited Ghana and French Guyana for the
| aunching of Measat 2. He then flewto Paris and net Chirac.

The second neeting was in July this year, when Dr Mahathir was invited
as the guest of honour by Chirac for the Bastille Day celebrations. It was
at this neeting that Africa was di scussed.

"It is Chirac's idea to have a guest of honour next to himfor our
Nati onal Day cel ebrations. The first person he invited | ast year was the
hi ghly respected, South African President Nel son Mandel a.

"This year, he invited a good friend of Mandela, Dr Mahathir. So Africa
was present in two ways. After the parade, they decided that we should do
something in Africa," says Braine.

According to the anbassador, France is the highest provider of aid to
the African continent, anpbunting to half the total aid to Africa. Japan is
the second | argest donor to Africa.

"The Anmericans who pretend to devel op an African policy, conme in sixth
or seventh. They al so accuse France of preventing newconers into Africa.

"W wi sh to showthat we are willing and wi shing to see new partners in
Afri ca.

"This is a nessage we wi sh to convey with our Ml aysi an and Japanese
friends. Sinply, that anyone who wants to join is wel cone,” says Brai ne.

He explains that the ODA (official direct assistance or overseas
devel opnent assi stance) now avail able is not enough to bring devel opnent
to Africa and due to financial problemnms, the amount cannot increase.

"Mal aysia, using its own assets and strengths has been able to sol ve
very brilliantly the question of devel opnent.

"You must have sone fornula which should be of interest to devel oping
countries," says the anbassador.

Kam | says: "France has traditional relations with some African
countries. Qur strengths in Africa is that the PMenjoys the respect of
some of their |eaders.

"So if we can work together and base our efforts on the strengths that
each have, we nmay be able to assist these countries in their nove towards
devel oprent and growt h."

Brai ne says the idea is still pretty newas it was |aunched in July.

The matter was first discussed between the two special envoys - Kam |
and his French counterpart, Jean-C aude Paye.

Currently, they are still identifying possible fields and countries,
where both countries can devel op a conmon approach

"W have not discussed this with our African friends, because we first
should find out what we have to offer

"Clearly it is based on the idea devel oped by Dr Mahathir in the
Langkawi Di al ogue of "~Smart Partnerships'", says Braine.

Brai ne says the Total and Petronas joint venture is not the only
Mal aysi an- French joint ventures in third countries. Both have many
successful joint ventures in Canbodi a.



Cl oser to hone, while France has not been a traditional trading partner,
French i nvestnments in Ml aysia has increased over the years.

"In the past, we were | ooking at a few countries for econonic synergy,
not realising that France had a lot to offer in the areas of defence,

t el ecommuni cations, the autonotive industry and so on," says Kaml.

France too was | ooking at Malaysia in terns of inproving econom c
rel ations.

Brai ne says France cannot afford to have a hole in the map of the world.
And because of Ml aysia's successful econony, it is inportant for France
to devel op market share in a highly devel opi ng econony rather than in
countries where progress i s slow.

On a nore down-to-earth level, Braine tells a story of how he received a
note fromDatuk Law Hieng Ding, Mnister of Science, Technol ogy and
Envi ronnent one Friday eveni ng.

The note said Dr Mahathir had read in an aviati on magazi ne that the
French Fire Brigade was one of the best in the world. Law asked if there
was sone way France could help with Ml aysia's haze probl em

By Monday norning, three experts fromFrance were in Law s office
di scussing the assistance that France could give, in terns of equipnent
and training.

Thirty specialists were then sent here to help train Ml aysian
firefighters

Brai ne says there is nore to the relations then econonics or politics.
He hopes that |ike the | eaders, the people too can becanme good friends and
hel p one anot her.

"The time has come to re-di scover one another. W nust realise what we
have becone, and all that we can achi eve together," Chirac once said.

This Langkawi neeting will certainly continue to bring both | eaders and
countries cl oser.

( END)
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