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Pushing for closer ties

THE Prime Mnister is back in Africa, yet again. In the |ast six nonths,
he has been to Ghana, GQuinea and twi ce to Zi nbabwe. This week al one, Datuk
Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad will have covered Mal awi, Botswana and South
Africa. Hi s Cabinet mnisters have al so been including Africain their
official trips abroad, although not as regularly. Last nonth, Economc
Advi ser to the Governnent Tun Dai m Zai nuddin conpl eted a whirlw nd tour of
six African countries. This weekend, Dr Mahathir joins 13 heads of state
and government in the inaugural Southern African International D al ogue.

So what's the attraction there. Africa - the forner Dark Continent,
where wars and fam ne have raged for years, where apartheid once not too
| ong ago set back the human race by two centuries or nore, where poverty
and starvation are no | onger headlines but nere snippets? Wat is in
Africa for Malaysia and its people? Daimsaid in an intervieww th the New
Straits Times that his tour to the African countries was to further
st rengt hen Sout h- Sout h cooperation, a concept that Ml aysia and the G oup
of Fifteen countries have enbraced since the end of the | ast decade. The
i dea of this cooperation is for the nore devel oped devel opi ng countries to
hel p the others progress, not by aid but by trade and i nvestnent. The
Sout h- Sout h i dea has been brushed asi de by nany as rhetorics. But trade
statistics will show that not all that sounds rhetorical are necessarily
rhetorics. According to the Mal aysia External Trade Devel opnent Corp
trade between Mal aysia and the 13 countries that will be represented at
the Southern African International D alogue grew by nore than 400 per cent
bet ween 1990 and 1996, from RV4A22.5 million to RML.884 billion.
I ndi vidual Iy, the progress can be breathtaking. Wth South Africa, for
exanple, trade grew by an incredible 1.42 nillion tines over a six-year
period, fromRWS5,545 in 1990 to RML. 36 billion last year. In terns of
i nvestnents, Mal aysian investors are not doing too badly, either. They
have projects in Zi nbabwe, in power-generation field and housi ng
construction; they are laying a tel econs network in Malawi, Mauritius and
Nam bi a; they have just concluded one of the |argest privatization deals
wi th the purchase of Tel kom South Africa; and Perusahaan O onobil Nasi onal
is planning to assenble or manufacture the national cars in southern
Africa soon

However, trade with Africa is still small compared with Ml aysia's ot her
more traditional trading partners. During the first two nonths of this
year, for exanple, its major partners for trade were Japan, Singapore, the
US, Taiwan, South Korea, Thailand, Hong Kong, Gernany, the UK and the
Net herl ands, all of which accounted for 78 per cent of Ml aysia's total
trade during the two nmonths. Malaysia's inports fromJapan during the
first two nonths, for exanple, exceeded by nore than three tinmes the total
trade with the 13 African countries for the entire 1996. This is why
Mal aysia i s pushing harder for African countries to open up and accept it
as their potential econonic partner, their gateway not only to Asean but
al so the dynam c East Asia region. Malaysia is not nerely wanting to sel
its goods, but it has proved to have the capacity to buy fromits trading
partners in Africa. Ml aysian conpanies invest in those countries not just
to reap profits but also to provide enploynent to the locals and the
chance for the | ocal businesses to participate in areas that they may not
yet have an expertise. Certainly, the efforts by the Ml aysi an Gover nnent
have not been in vain, thus far. Many African countries have al so cone out



to Malaysia in recent years to see for thensel ves what their nost regul ar
visitors are really all about. None of them have gone home di ssappoi nted,
we hope. The Southern African International Dialogue that takes place this
week in Botswana - the idea of the dialogue was born in Langkawi | ast year
during the Langkawi International Dialogue - is yet another testinony to
the close ties between the continent and Mal aysia. At the rate Dr Mahathir
i s hel ping push these two worl ds cl oser together, prospects for the | ong-
di stance nei ghbours had never been brighter.
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