20/ 05/ 1997

Letting sleeping dogs lie

I F TI ME was what Ml aysi a had reckoned it needed to get over the hurt
cause by the row started by Singapore |last March, it now seens that it
will need a lot nore than that. Several weeks ago, a newspaper in the
republic opened up a wound still fresh fromrenmarks nade by the former
Prime Mnister, M Lee Kuan Yew, by suggesting that Lee's remarks in an
affidavit that Johor was a place "notorious for shootings, nuggings, and
car-jackings", was indeed justified. Then, follow ng news of a drop in the
nunber of Singapore tourists to Malaysia, a Sunday newspaper in the
republic said Singapore tourists will give Ml aysia the m ss during next
nmont h's school break in favour of Thail and and | ndonesia "as a show of
support for their leader"; this supposedly quoting resident comittees,
citizens' consultative conmttees and youth groups which hel p organi se
group tours in the republic.

At a tine when the Mal aysi an Governnent has said Ml aysi ans are prepared
to |l et bygones be, sone quarters seemintent in breathing life into the
di plomatic skirmsh. It does not help that M Wng Kan Seng, the Singapore
Hone Affairs Mnister, failed to put an end, once and for all, to
suspicions raised by Culture, Arts and Tourism M ni ster Dat uk Sabbaruddi n
Chi k that the Singapore Governnment was sonmehow behind the drop in the
nunber of tourists fromthe republic visiting Ml aysia. Wng coul d have
sai d that Sabbaruddi n's suggesti on was prepostrous, false, mnisguided.

I nst ead, according to a foreign news agency, while denyi ng Mal aysi an news
reports that the Singapore Governnment was di scouragi ng Si ngaporeans from
visiting Mal aysia, Wng on the other hand said that Singaporeans "al so
have enotions and sensitivities" and "when they feel that others are
hurling abuse at their leaders, | think they will not feel confortable
going to a place where they do not feel welconme".

There is little doubt that Singapore could do damage to the Mal aysi an
tourismindustry if it decides to discourage its people fromtravelling to
Mal aysia. In 1995, according to the Ml aysia TourismPronotion Board,
tourists from Singapore contributed the nost to Malaysia's tourism
recei pts, spending RW.3 billion. This was far nore than the conbi ned
spendi ng of tourists fromthe other four countries in the top five |ist:
Japan (Rv682 million), Taiwan (RM630.7 mllion), Thailand (RVb48 mllion),
and the UK (RMB23 million). Total receipts fromforeign visitors |ast year
reached RVD. 18 billion. But even if Singaporeans stop comng to Ml aysia,
which is a very far-fetched prospect given the proximty - not just in
terns of geography - between the two countries, the Ml aysian tourism
industry will be far fromfinished. In 1995, the country recorded 20. 64
mllion departures by its people who spent nore than RVb billion
hol i dayi ng overseas. |f half the statistics could be encouraged to
"depart" for local destinations, there would be nore than enough to nmake
up in terns of nunber. Malaysia will still lose in terns of foreign
earnings if Singaporeans stop spending here, but at the sanme time there
will be savings fromcurrency outl fow.

Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad spoke recently on friends
and foes, though not in relation to Singapore: "W Il befriend those who
take us as friends. Likewise, if we're treated as eneni es, we can be
enem es and if people want to shoot us, we too can shoot back." The hope,
at least on this side of the Causeway, is that no ill will bear upon the
ties that have bound the two countries. The consequences can be criti cal



there could be forced economic retaliation fromMal aysia that could affect
Singapore in a big way, fromits trade and industries to its enpl oynent
and port. No good nei ghbours woul d want to cause hardshi ps to each other,
just like no good friends would want to bad- nouth one anot her. Mal aysi a
has said, and reiterated, that it was prepared to try and nornalise
relations with Singapore, except that it would take sonme tine for ties to
return to the old level. The Singapore Governnent has also said it was
willing to nornmalise ties. But if certain quarters are allowed to take
hard feelings to another higher level, instead, the result could be | ess
t han desirabl e.
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