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Thai envoy ains to set exanple for other wonen

Ani s Kami |

THAI Anbassador Suchitra Hiranprueck was unaware that she had broken the
"Asean Men's Cl ub" by being the first wonan anbassador fromthe region to
be posted to Ml aysi a.

She i s, however, unfazed by it. Anbassador Maite Em |y Mhale from South
Africa had been the only woman representative before she arrived in
February to represent Thail and.

Suchitra had told an old friend that she woul d now have to | earn to play
golf since the rest of the Asean anbassadors traditionally played golf
t oget her.

However, her busy schedul e has prevented her fromeven beginning to
| earn the basics.

Di pl omacy had not been her first choice. She was a university |ecturer
but she quit after two years because she realised that she did not really
enj oy teaching.

Soneone suggested that she sit for the foreign service exam nation. She
did and joined the elite service shortly after that.

She soon di scovered that she enjoyed being a dipl omat.

"I think perhaps deep down | always wanted to be a di pl omat because ny
father was in the foreign service although he left a long tine ago," she
sai d.

Her first job was in the Thai Asean secretariat in 1972, five years
after the establishment of the regional organisation in 1967.

It was an interesting tine for her and she was able to work with and
meet with people fromthe Asean nenber countries.

She was then posted to the Thai Enmbassy in Geneva as second secretary.

She then served as director of International Economic Affairs in Bangkok
bef ore being posted to her enbassy in Tokyo.

She returned hone to beconme director-general of the Departnent of
European Affairs in the Foreign Mnistry before her first posting as
anbassador - to Russia.

As Anbassador to Mal aysia, she hopes to see closer relations between
peopl e as she feels that peopl e-to-people relations are very inportant.

She al so hopes for closer economnmic rel ati ons between Thail and and
Mal aysia not only in both markets but also in third markets.

"Ml aysi an busi nesses are very strong now, and they are goi ng out al
over the world, why don't we join them" Suchitra said and added, "our
busi nesses can explore different narkets together."

She also feels that there is still m sunderstandi ng and ni spercepti ons
bet ween the people of the two countries.

Referring to an article in the Far Eastern Econom ¢ Revi ew which said
that the rel ationship between the two countries were strained, she said
that as far as she knows apart fromthe border denarcation i ssue, "we have
hardly any probl ens."

Since the March visit of Thai Prinme Mnister Gen Chavalit Yongchai yudh,
bot h sides have been working very hard to settle the border issue and that
"we shoul d have a resol ution soon."

"There is a |l ot of m sunderstanding, that is why outsiders think that
relations are strained, but actually it is just sone m sunderstanding,"
she sai d.

"I think ny job is to help, to do everything to reduce mi sconcepti ons.
"Of course we may have different priorities, but |I still feel that we have



to work closely together and nove forward together,"” she added.

This year is the 40th anniversary of Thail and-Mal aysi a bil ateral
relations. Thailand is one of the first countries Ml aysia set up
diplomatic relations with after independence.

In fact Tunku Abdul Rahman sent a mission to study Thai protocol to use
as a base for Ml aysian protocol. Ml aysia learnt howto treat visiting
heads of state and how other countries should treat our head of state.

Among Mal aysi a' s nei ghbours, Thailand was the only country with a
monar chy and rul es of protocol of the Thais were already well established
since they had al ways been i ndependent.

According to Suchitra she would like to plan some activities to
cel ebrate the anniversary.

She said: "W are cl ose nei ghbours and nmenbers of Asean, so our

destinies are linked together. | thought it would be a good idea if we do
sonet hi ng special this year."
However, she is still discussing with Malaysia on what the activities

shoul d be and when the best time would be to hold the cel ebrations.

When asked about Asean, she responded by saying that Asean is a very
ef fective organi sation. The fact that devel oped countries want to be
Asean's di al ogue partners is an exanple of the inportance of Asean.

"W have now gone nore into the security question which will make Asean
nore effective and nore rel evant,” she added.

Her response to criticismthat despite Asean being the fourth | argest
econom c region in the world, it does not make its opinions heard or seem
to fight for issues that affect it, is that "it is not the Asean way and
not in our culture".

However, she also feels that it depends on the | eadership of each
country. She said: "For exanple, in Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mohanad,

Mal aysi a has a strong | eader and he is doing a good job of expressing his
vi ews on behal f of Malaysia and for the region as well. Perhaps, in other
countries we do not feel that secure."

According to the Anbassador Asean is however, naking itself heard nore
inthe international arena. It is quite active in the Wrld Trade
Organi sation but it goes by the rules and uses the neans that are
available. It is not the Asean way to nake a | ot of noise.

"Ri ght now our region is the nbst dynamic in the world, if we can keep
up and sustain this rate of devel opnent we will reach the status of
devel oped countries, " she said.

On the entry of Canbodia, Laos and Myanmar into Asean, she said that the
ultimate objective of Asean was to have all 10 countries of Southeast Asia
as menbers.

"W feel that if we invite one, we should not | eave another out.
Particularly as these three countries are at al nost the sane | evel of
devel opnent, " she sai d.

"Asean has al ready nade a decision to adnit these countries, it is only
a matter of timng that has to be decided by the Asean Foreign M nisters.
These three countries will be admtted when they are ready to accept and
nmeet all of Asean's commitnents."”

"It is the right of other countries to nake or take whatever deci sion
they want, but we still believe that we are going to admt Canbodia, Laos
and Myanmar into Asean," she responded when asked about the United States
protest over the adm ssion of Myanmar into Asean.

On April 23, President Bill dinton announced fresh sancti ons agai nst
Myanmar i ncl udi ng banni ng new i nvestnments by US citizens. The United
States has tried to pressure Asean agai nst admitting Myanmar this year.

"Having all the 10 countries in Asean, we will be one of the strongest
regions in the world. Asean has a very strong future," she added.



When asked what the highlights of her career has been to date, she said
her | ast posting to Moscow was very inportant and very interesting.

She hoped to achi eve sonething while in Ml aysia.

"I always believe that whatever | do, | nust do well. So if | amhere in
Mal aysia, | have to do ny job well so that people will not say that that |
have not done anything to inprove rel ati ons between Thail and and
Mal aysi a, " she sai d.

"I want people to renenber nme as a wonan di pl omat who has achi eved
something in her career. Being the first woman i s not an achievenent. It
i s because | was posted here. It was not by design

"I hope | can do a good job so as not to be a bad exanple for other
worren, | hope |I can do a good job so the men won't say let's not have any
nmor e worren here.”

Last year she was sel ected as one of 12 outstanding civil servants by
the civil service association in Thailand. She was the first foreign
service officer to receive the award.

There are others, then, who believe that she is doing her job well.

Per haps havi ng Anbassador Suchitra in Malaysia is the first step towards
mar ki ng the 40t h anni versary of Thail and- Mal aysi a rel ati ons.
( END)
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