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Qur activi smpays dividends

Ani s Kami |
"OVER the years, in many ways, things have just crept up on us. And
without us realising it, we are big players,” says Tan Sri Razali |smail,

Mal aysi a' s Permanent Representative to the United Nations and forner
President of the United Nations General Assenbly.

Razali gives nost of the credit for Malaysia's role in the internationa
arena to Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad, who he says is a
man who is not prepared to just go at the traditional pace of a devel oping
country.

"While we are on the fast-track towards industrialisation, we are doing
t hi ngs overseas as part of that great energy and pro-activismand for some
reason it evokes sonething from Ml aysian citizens."

He expl ains that we can bash the big guys and get away with it because
"we are at a distance".

"W are not nei ghbours, nor enemes, nor allies, and because of these
three conditions, it gives us nore roomto say things. It also hel ps that
our country is doing well and the econony is strong.

"They know that our activismis not sinply posturing ... there is
meani ng to what we do. Dr Mahathir has a big fan club at the UN, where
what ever he says is listened to.

"They always tell me, "We wish we could say this but we are not in a
position to say it and we are glad that your Prime Mnister has said it'."
He is proud that his little country of less than 20 nillion people can
get such support and the backing of other nations, especially those from

the Sout h.

But he says: "W are not sinply posturing and tal king, we back it up by
trying to do something on the ground. Ml aysia is one of the | argest
contributors to the Unprofor in Bosni a-Herzegovi na and ot her troubled
pl aces in the world.

"W have Sout h- South co-operation quite well devel oped. Qur economc
statistics with Africa have tripled since 1990."

Razali says that is not the only benefit of Malaysia's promnent role in
international affairs. Qur private sector has been able to conpete with
some of the biggest conpanies in the Wst.

"I'n Zi mbabwe, we outbid the British firns for the power contract. In
South Africa, we joined hands with an American conmpany to do
t el ecomuni cat i ons.

"Ten years ago, you woul dn't have thought this was possible. These are
the dividends that have come our way as a result of our activism

"I don't think that even if there is a change in | eadership that the
choice is there for us to de-enphasise or to de-escal ate.

"W will continue because peopl e expect our foreign policy to be |ike
that - always to | ock horns, to get sonething noving."

However, he says, Mal aysia has reached a point where it nmust assess its
position in the world stage. Wile we have been accusing the United States
of being selective, of politicising human rights and the inconsistency of
its foreign policy, Malaysia too may becone guilty of the sane.

"Americans are not consistent, but they don't try to hide that. For us
too, it is easier to talk about Bosnia or sone place far away than it is
for us to tal k about Myanmar.

"We have to cone to terns with that. |If we are inconsistent, we nust
recogni se why we are inconsistent. The time of reckoning has conme. As we



go forward, people will check us out on everything whether we like it or
not .

"Especially us, because we always say things to people, we will have to
expl ain ourselves and this is the business of diplomacy."

Razali worries though, that Ml aysia does not have the institutions and
resources to handle this in future.

The Governnent, he feels, nmust pay attention to the next generation of
di pl omat s.

"I al ways believe that foreign policy nust be handl ed with consistency
and exactitude and, of course, sonme sophistication to play with words.

"W have gone so far internationally. Do we have the institutiona
backup, do we have the people with the intellectual dexterity?"

In the economc front, Ml aysia has honed people with skills so that
Mal aysi a can go up agai nst the big guys and conpete anywhere in the worl d.
Mal aysi a, he says, must nowtrain its diplomats so they can do the sane.

"We must run away fromthe belief that we only need glorified protoco
people to take care of VIPs at airports," he enphasi ses.

According to Razali, another issue Ml aysia needs to consider is that in
terns of our econom c and technological abilities. "W are closer to
certain countries in Europe than we are to many countries in Africa.

"Ml aysi a has technol ogy that really does not qualify us as devel opi ng
any nore. W& are noving, whether we like it or not, towards OECD
(Organi sation for Econonic Co-operation and Devel opnent). W have to take
stock and bal ance out where we are going fromthis point."

Razali goes on to say that there is too nmuch disparity in the conditions
of the devel oping world. The Group of 15 is far ahead in ternms of
devel oprment conpared with the rest.

"These things we are beginning to see in the UN. When the South try to
cobbl e together a position for the South, you will find sone countries
feeling unconfortabl e.

"For exanpl e, how can you expect Singapore to speak on behal f of the
Fiji Islands, or represent the position of the Fiji Islands? They are not
at the sanme |l evel and do not face the sane problens."

He al so says that there is a lot nore that Ml aysia can do on the
regional level and within Asean

"In the region, there nust also be a cormitnment to the principles of
denocratisation. Are we in a position to influence the process of
denocrati sation i n our nei ghbours?

"Ml aysi a and Asean have yet to develop the ability and the wllingness
to want to say things openly about other people, especially their
nei ghbour s.

"It has to be a very serious situation and one that relates to sacred
cows, like religion, before you hear us say sonmething. This is where co-
operation within Asean has not developed ... it has to do with our culture
too, to nove slowy."

He feels that these are the questions and i ssues that the Foreign
M ni stry must consider. Malaysia's success in foreign affairs is |led by Dr
Mahat hir, but it is tinme for Wsma Putra to be nore pro-active and not
sinmply play followthe | eader

On a personal note, Razali says he is | ooking forward to retiring next
year. "l mss honme, | nmiss the Mal aysian environnent. | amtired of
dealing with intangibles. | want to deal with solid things. | would like
to know if all the talents | have hocked overseas for years is of any use
her e.

"I want to get involved in dealing with universal principles. | believe
the tine has cone for Malaysia to concentrate on these things too. Al the
things we say outside nmust inpact the society itself."



Razali is proud to be the chairman of Yayasan Sal am and is | ooki ng
forward to becom ng nore involved with the foundati on when he returns.

"I't would be heartbreaking to find out that | amnot really rel evant
i nside the country, though | amrel evant outside the country.

"I don't believe so. | think there are things | can contribute. | want
to get involved, after all, I amnot retiring fromlife," he says with a
smle.

( END)
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