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PMs visits open new chapter in ties with Kuwait, Bahrain

Kamar ul Yunus

VWH LE the Mal aysi an nedi a has al ways gi ven promnence to Prinme M nister
Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad's visits, functions as well as speeches, to
have the same accorded Dr Mahathir by the foreign nmedia, is unusual

However, the Prine Mnister received this rare attention during his
five-day official visit to two GQulf countries - Kuwait and Bahrain - |ast
week.

H s keynote address, for exanple, which was delivered at the Fifth Gulf
Econom ¢ Forum annual conference in Bahrain on April 8, was featured
prom nently by Bahrain's television network as well as its English daily
and tabl oi d.

The Bahrain Tel evision or Bahrain TV, aired the Prime Mnister's speech
in full during its news highlights, as well as the opening speech of Prine
M ni st er Shei kh Khalifa Sul man Al -Khalifa and anot her speaker at the
conference, Dr Esmat Abdel Meguid, the secretary-general of the Arab
League.

Dr Mahathir's speech was al so published in full by the Bahrain Tribune
and was featured on the front page of the newspaper. In fact, the arrival
of Dr Mahathir in Bahrain on April 7 was given nore than 20 m nutes
coverage during Bahrain TV s news bulletin.

During his three-day official visit in Kuwait, beginning April 5, the
Prime M nister was given simlar proninence by the Kuwaiti television
network as well as newspapers such as the Kuwait Tinmes and the Arab Ti nes.

The extensive nedia coverage in Bahrain and Kuwait probably reflects the
ent husi asm of both countries in forging stronger ties with Ml aysia. They
descri bed Mal aysia as a Muslimbrother that had rmade trenmendous economi ¢
progress and is politically stable.

It was thus not surprising that Dr Mahathir remarked on the need for the
@Qulf countries to |look to the East and the South rather than nerely focus
on the West and the North.

In his speech at the @ulf Economic Forum Dr Mahathir said, "I have only
two points to make before you today. First, you are in Wst Asia. You are
not the Mddle East, to the east of Europe, the mddle of the East. You
can | ocate yourself in the mddle of the world if you so w sh

"West Asia, on the other hand, is part of Asia. By all neans | ook North.
Look West. Do not negl ect the South. But whatever you do, do not forget to
go East - as you did in history, to the benefit of us in the East, to the
benefit of the Europeans to your North, and to your own benefit.

"You are the first Western people to reach the Mal ay Peni nsula, now a
part of Malaysia. To us, you were and you are, \Westerners, not just
Eur opeans. "

Dr Mahathir's speech seens to have created an inpact on the people in
the @ulf region, especially Bahrain and nade themrealise the inportance
and potential in working closely with East Asian countries, particularly
Mal aysi a.

A clear indication of this was the nunmerous questions forwarded by
Bahr ai ni busi nessnen, including bankers, during their nmeeting with the
Prime Mnister.

Wil e praising Dr Mahathir for his renarkabl e speech, Bahrain
busi nessnmen and bankers al so sought nore informati on on how they could
i ncrease business col | aboration with their Ml aysian counterparts and
urged Mal aysia to use Bahrain as a gateway to export goods to the Gulf



countri es.

Journalists fromBahrain and international wire services also joined in
the accol ade for Dr Mahathir. In a nanner of speaking, the Prine
M ni ster's speech opened up the m nds of the people in the GQulf region to
cl oser cooperation with East Asian countries, which currently seens
| acki ng.

Despite not bei ng manuf acturi ng-based countries, Kuwait and Bahrain are
potentially strong in the areas of Islam c banking and finance as well as
the petrol eumsector, and this could be useful in enhancing cl oser
Mal aysi a- Qul f cooperation

Dr Mahathir al so urged Mal aysi an businessnmen to tap the vast business
potenti al offered by Bahrain and Kuwait although the manufacturing
sector's potential was not too visible.

Kuwai t, he said, does not manufacture goods but inports food from
el sewhere. Mal aysi an busi nessmen who venture into the food and
manuf acturing sectors nay find themviable but they will have to carefully
study the demand for Ml aysi an products due to the limted narkets in
Kuwai t and Bahr ai n.

For exanple, if Mlaysians want to set up a palmoil refinery and
process products in either Kuwait or Bahrain, they will have to ascertain
whet her there is a | arge enough nmarket for them

It woul d be advisable for Malaysian firns, Dr Mahathir said, to set up
plants to cater to the Gulf region

Kuwait and Bahrain can still serve as platforms for the distribution of
Mal aysi an goods to the Gulf region. Bahrain and Kuwait on the other hand,
could use Mal aysia as the gateway to the Sout h- East Asi an market.

The proposed air links, including the revival of air services between
Kual a Lunpur and Kuwait City as well as that between Kual a Lunpur and
Manama wi Il further enhance trade |inks between Mal aysia and the two Gul f
nati ons.

Then agai n, Mal aysia has to exam ne further whether it would be indeed
viable to mount direct flights to Kuwait Gty and Manama or use these two
cities as stop-overs and pick up passengers and then fly on to other
desti nati ons.

Overall, Dr Mahathir's visits to Kuwait and Bahrai n have opened a new
chapter in enhanci ng cooperation between Ml aysia and the GQulf states.

The awards, the Miubarak Al -Kabir and Ahned Al Fateh Medal, conferred by
Kuwait and Bahrain respectively, are synbols of the respect both nations
have for the Prine Mnister as well as their recognition of Malaysia's
econom ¢ achi evenent s.
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