05/ 10/ 1997
Trans-Asia railway project firmy on track to success

Pat vi nder Si ngh

THE Mal aysi a-nooted Trans-Asia railway network has been set in notion with
the acceptance of an inception report and consensus on its first route by
a speci al working group which concluded its nmeeting on Sept 30.

The report is on the background and status of the railways of the
countries through which this service will pass.

Conpl eting one route first even as various reports are being readi ed was
a suggestion by Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad as a
strategy to make the project areality.

First proposed by Dr Mahathir at the inaugural Asia-Europe Meeting in
Bangkok in 1995, the 5,513kmrailway |inking Singapore and China, and
passi ng through Mal aysi a, Thail and, Myanmar, Canbodi a, Laos and Vi et nam
has not been without its bunmps and grinds getting this far.

Consul tancy in Canbodia cane to a halt when the country went into
turmoil in July. Cccasional fighting on the Thai-Manmar border by anti-
Yangon guerilla fighters also tested the relationship between the two
nati ons.

Political differences and di sagreenents over the nethods of funding and
alignment of rail tracks al nost derailed the project several tinmes. Land-
| ocked Laos and Myanmar with its nassive railways indicated they wanted to
be part of the project and had to be accommdat ed.

As a mmjor project of the Mekong Basin devel opnent plan initiated at the
1995 Asean sumrit in Bangkok, the Trans-Asia network is expected to boost
trade, tourismand ties in the region.

Transport Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Ling Liong Sik spoke at the Asean
Transport M nisters Meeting in Cebu, Philippines, last nonth on the role
of transport in facilitating intra-Asean novenent of people and goods to
hel p create a "borderl ess environment™ within the Asean region.

Dr Ling said this would also assist in the pronotion of better
under st andi ng t hrough social and cultural interaction in addition to
econom ¢ i ntegration.

The Trans-Asia railway is also a prelude to linking the region with
Europe via railroads through north and south Asia. The northern corridor
will link the Singapore-Kunmng route to Beijing and then on to the Trans-
Si berian Railway in Russia while the southern corridor will pass through
Myanmar to the Indian sub-continent, into West Asia and on to Europe.

Much awaited now is the commercially viable package on the agreed
initial route that is being put together by consultants. This link is
estimated to cost RML.5 billion.

Thi s package is expected to be ready in Novenber, and presented to Asean
nations at their informal sumit in Decenber so that private conpani es of
t he menber countries can participate in the project.

As co-ordinator of the project, Malaysia is taking this initiative in
the Asean spirit of "prosper thy neighbour" and letting anyone interested
get aboard.

Acadeni ci an Abdul Rahi m Mohd Nor of the Departnent of Geography,

Uni versiti Kebangsaan Mal aysia, |ast year cautioned that building a
"mammot h |inear" project crossing international borders of culturally and
geo-politically diverse nations would not be an easy task.

So doubts |inger about the private sector response to the project,
| eaving availability of funds, as the biggest stunbling bl ock.

As investors, private sector concerns will be on returns on their



capital input. They will worry if, like our country, the others will offer
sone concessi ons on their investnents.

Al so loom ng large are |l and codes of the countries involved and how t hey
affect the private sector, especially the foreign ones. If land | aws have
to be anended it could be a long drawn-out affair.

Legal systens will have to be | ooked into.

Cross-border facilitation involving custons clearance and i mm gration
processes have to be fast and efficient to nake railways the chosen and
effective node of transport. Otherwi se, its purpose will be defeated.

One technical issue that has to be resolved is that of track axle-I|oad
which relates to how nuch | oad a track can take. Qurs take a very heavy
| oad while those of sone of our northern nei ghbours is |ess.

Border agreenents have to be | ooked into. Qurs with our imedi ate
nort hern and sout hern nei ghbours have been in place for years and work

well. Qthers have borders that have been a source of strife and suspicion
for years.
Investors will roll in only if these issues are streanl i ned.

The rol es of railwaymen nust be backed by the resol ve of Governnents to
see the project to its rightful end.

Still, one thing is clear - railways have al ways opened up | ands just as
they did in the American WIld West, the Indian sub-continent and countl ess
ot her areas, including the jungles of Ml aysia.

So it is hoped the Trans-Asia railway does the sane for the region for
greater trade, better ties and increased tourism
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