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The right to choose our friends

SOVE woul d think Mal aysia foolish. Wiy incur the wath of certain powerful
nations by befriendi ng governments that these powers have | abelled their
enem es? The Governnent's decision to forge close trade and i nvest ment
ties with Cuba could invite such arisk. As it is, Ml aysia has al ready
stuck its neck out too nany tinmes by fostering ties with the |ikes of
Myanmar and, to sonme extent, China. It has al so gone agai nst sone of the
wi shes of the Americans and the Europeans a little too often, at the
United Nations, the Asia Pacific Econom c Cooperation, the Asia-Europe
Meeting and ot her foruns.

But as Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir pointed out: "W are here
i n Cuba because we believe in constructive engagenent that is ainmed at
enriching the econony of both countries." Dr Mahathir said consistent with
the realities of the current gl obal econom c environnent, Ml aysia has to
seek new partnerships and |inkages to growits econony through trade and
investnents. It is inthis |ight that Ml aysi an seeks new friends in the
region and his visit to Havana marks Ml aysia's earnest desire to
establ i sh and devel op mutual economic |inkages with Cuba and its peopl e.
But at the sanme tine, Ml aysi ans cannot expect those countries that have
| abel | ed Cuba their eneny to understand Mal aysia's position. It is stil
possible, as the Prime Mnister had conceded, that pressure will be
applied on the Ml aysi an Governnent to reconsider its decision. In keeping
with the Hel ns-Burton anti-Cuba | aw, for exanple, we nay be pressured for
having trade relations with Cuba. O as in the case of Myanmar, the
pressure may cone in other forms.

Such pressures, however, should not deter the Government from doi ng what
it thinks is going to benefit both nations, especially the peoples.

Mal aysi a has on many occasi ons expressed its desire to strike win-win-wn
situations, inline with its Ml aysia Inc concept and Smart Partnership
that it has continuously pronoted. In the case of Myanmar, for instance,
that country could have continued to isolate itself fromits nei ghbours as
well as the rest of the world if Asean had not initiated its constructive
engagenent policy in an effort to woo it back into the econonic

mai nstream Now Yangon is nore open to the world and this will benefit not
only its people but also the region. In terns of trade and investnent, it
will intime also benefit the US and Europe.

Cuba, the only comuni st country in the western hem sphere, should not
be treated as a "rogue"” nation. Differences in ideol ogies nust not be a
barrier. If Cuban President Fidel Castro wants to trade w th other
countries or wants to attract investnents fromMal aysia, then that is a
positive sign that the outside world is obliged to respond. |If Ml aysia
responds positively to the potential that Cuba offers its businessnen and
peopl e, then other nations ought not stand in the way of Ml aysia's good
intentions. It would be different if the world had shunned and t hreat ened
Serbia for its ethnic-cleansing sins in Bosnia. O if the world decides to
i npose sanctions agai nst Israel for defying the peace accord signed on the
Wi te House | awn four years ago; or condem the invasion by Russian
forces; or abolish diplomatic relations with any country that tries to
enul ate the apartheid regi ne of South Africa.

But communi smor the personality of a | eader is not reason enough to
di stance ourselves with a country. Human rights violations and the
i nvasi on of the sovereignty of a nation are valid reasons, but even these



shoul d be deci ded denocratically, not unilaterally as had been the case
with many situations in the past. |If Cubans had been tortured and forced
to accept conmunism then the international comunity could rul e agai nst
countries that wish to forge good relations with Cuba. But the Cubans
enbraced communi smas the Americans enbraced denocracy. In Cuba there too
are other beliefs and ideologies, just like in the US and the rest of the
worl d. ldeologies, as long as they do not act agai nst humanity or violate
i nternationally-accepted val ues and norns, should not be obstacles to

better relations between two countries or regions.
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