20/ 04/ 1998

A step towards closer ties

THE wave of superl atives describing the successful construction of the
Second Link, a 1.9 km bridge over the Johore Straits which is the
cul m nation of three years' coll aboration between the private sectors of
Mal aysi a and Singapore, is not nere rhetoric. Its functional perspective
aside, the bridge stands proudly as a testinmony to the I ong-termand warm
rel ati onshi p between the nei ghbouring countries. And rightly so. Prine

M ni sters Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohanad and Goh Chok Tong see it beyond
its role of providing a physical |inkage between the two countries.

Both | eaders said it would serve to strengthen existing bilateral
relations and al so, nore significant, as the "bridge" that will carry both
countries into the 21st century. That the bridge is euphorically hailed as
such shoul d not be construed as an attenpt by both countries at stroking
each other's ego. |Indeed, relations between Ml aysi a and Si ngapore have
surpassed, and adnirably so, the stage where one needs to appease or
patroni se the other, or be acquiescent all the tine. Both have been
equally clear of the need to build a relationship of equals. And if both
have been vocal fromtine to tine about such a need, it is due to the fact
that none w shes to weaken the long-termrelationship between the two
sovereign nations which is based on nmutual respect, trust, reciprocity and
mut ual benefit.

It is, of course, inpossible to ignore sone simlar features enjoyed by
both. Nor is it possible to ignore the historical roots shared by both. As
a matter of fact, all the countries in the Sout h-East Asia region share
many historical and cultural simlarities. But these traits should not be
exploited to inject disharnony into the relationship. In the case of
Mal aysi a and Si ngapore, they should be utilised as an advant ageous asset
to bring both nations even closer than ever. It is worth remenbering at
all times that the two nei ghbours have evol ved differently and adopted
different political styles and approaches in the 33 years after their
separation. Inevitably, these differences are bound to spill over into
bilateral ties fromtinme to tine. But, as evidenced from past experience,
both strive to bridge the gap and work together for common benefit in
spite of this conplicating factor. The second road link is only one of the
many exanpl es of the ongoing efforts by both countries to strengthen their
warmrel ati ons and foster greater harnony.

The political maturity of both governnments have ensured that hiccups,
whi ch arose along the way, do not yield any debilitating or corrosive
effects on the countries' relationship. Both governnents have al ways shown
admrable calmand restraint during tinmes of strain. This, however, should
not be msconstrued as a willingness to be cowed or intimdated. Rather,
it takes immrense strength to exercise cal mand nmeasured restraint in the
face of a crisis. This explains why hitherto, no irritant in bilateral
ties has escalated to an acrinmonious point. Wth consul tation and
di al ogue, it is possible to avoid all seeds of friction. As pointed out by
Dr Mahathir, "Frequent consultations have made us nore aware of
sensitivities and the problens we face. O greater inportance is the fact
that it has nade us nore aware of the strengths that both possess and how
these can be harnessed for the benefit of our people.”

There is no overstating the need to nurture and sustain bilatera
relations. At no tinme should we take each other for granted.
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