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"OF course being bad-tenpered, being anything but a traditional diplomat,

| struggled, | shouted, | behaved the wong way. | did everything you are
directed not to do in Asia. Now, of course, | know the rules,"” says French

Ambassador Edouard Braine, reflecting on his first few nonths in Ml aysi a.

The man many consi der partly responsible for the strengthening of ties
between the two countries describes his early nonths as a difficult tine.
Due to the heavy protocol, which he calls a "nmasterpiece of surrealisnt,
he found it al nost inpossible to comunicate with Ml aysi ans.

"Yet outside this protocol, Ml aysians are anything but stiff. They are
kind, they laugh easily, they are easy-going, they accept you in their
hones in a way Europeans woul d not do," says Brai ne.

But then, he arrived at a time when relations between the two countries,
except for the necessary, were practically - to put it mldly - non-
exi stent.

There were no traditional |inks that woul d connect the countries and
Brai ne says the French attitude toward Mal aysi a was one of "benign
negl ect".

"There has been, in the past, a willingness fromthe Ml aysi an si de,
that is fromDr Mahathir hinmself, to do sonething with the French. My
interpretation is that the French did not pay enough attention, we did not
realise the inportance of Ml aysi a.

"If you add to that the denocratic pattern of French socialism the fact
that the Islamwe knowis only the Arabic version, and the fact that
Francois Mtterand coul d not speak English. You put it all together and
you have a rel ationshi p which | acked substance," expl ai ns Brai ne.

Then there was the disappointing visit by Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hir Mohamad to France in July 1994. According to Braine, his visit
came at tinme when there were problenms in French decision-making and its
political system

"W had a socialist President, we had a Prinme M nister who was thinking
of becomi ng President after Mtterand, and we had a Foreign M nister who
was opposing the Prine M nister because he was supporting Jacques Chirac.

"It was not the best nonent, to put it nicely, to discuss big politics.
Dr Mahathir had the inpression, and | fear that he is right, that his
i nportance was not understood when he came to France. So we had to pay a
hi gh price for that.

"I got ny credentials signed by Mtterand. | had to wait for nore than
two nonths to present ny credentials, and in a country |ike Malaysia with
its surrealistic protocol, you don't need to be very intelligent to get
the nessage. But it gave nme tine to get ny credentials changed and si gned
by Chirac," he says, | aughing.

He had hoped that this would bring about a new beginning to rel ations.
Chirac's views on the Mddl e East and his attitude toward the United
States were nore in line with Dr Mahathir's.

Unfortunately, it would take a little |longer. France, at the tine,
carried out nuclear tests on the Pacific atoll of Miruroa in French
Pol ynesi a, which put another strain on the rel ati onship.

"And so we had another tinme to go, although this tinme it was not benign
neglect fromthe French side. My interpretation was that Dr Mahathir was
di sappointed with the begi nnings of the new French governnent.

"So | had to wait fromMuy 1995 until March 1996, feeling a bit al one



and conpletely lost in the jungle. Not a hostile jungle, but in a jungle I
did not understand. It was difficult," renenbers Braine.

Many regard Braine as a nan who would go the extra nile. He was the
first French anbassador in recent nenory, who, if he did not succeed
t hrough normal channels, would work tirelessly to find an alternative
met hod of getting through

In order for Chirac and Dr Mahathir to have "friendly relations", they
first had to meet. But there were no common paths. Ml aysia was not on
Chirac's agenda and France was not on Dr Mhathir's agenda.

It was unlikely that the | eaders would neet during international
conferences or sunmts. Malaysia is involved in Asean, the Comrmonweal t h,
the Asi a-Pacific Econom c Conference, the G 15 and such.

None of which includes France. So how does one bring about a neeting
between two very busy | eaders, who probably al ready have a thousand and
one i ssues and problens to deal wth?

Braine credits the work of nmany people - or teans, as he calls them-
bot h Mal aysi an and French. Those in the French enbassy who he says worked
with him together and in the same direction. He al so gives credit to
forner Mal aysi an Anbassador to France, Datuk Mohanad Haron and his staff.

"W al so made a teamwith the French busi nessmen. Both sides wanted
better political relations. W said we will provide you with the good
environment if you will play your part. So they were happy to help

"When | had problens putting an inportant Ml aysian visit on Chirac's
agenda, | tel ephoned Jerone Monod, who is the chairman of Lyonnai se des
Eaux and forner secretary-general of the Rassenbl enent pour |a Republique
party (the same party as Chirac) and who is a friend of Chirac, for a
sol uti on.

"OF course with that kind of behaviour, you can be efficient but you
cannot expect to be popular. But there |I think the nost difficult part was
to get themto neet. After that the real achi evement has been when Dr
Mahat hir and Chirac established this channel,” expl ains Braine.

Since that first neeting, Chirac and Dr Mahathir have nmet four tines.
Each has appoi nted a Special Representative and they have advanced from
sinmply strengthening bilateral ties to working together to assist other
countri es.

"Now t he problemny successor will have is that we have reached
something that is brilliant. W have built sonething solid but perhaps it
has been too nuch on the political side. W have to bring the rest of
relations to the sane | evel, develop nore on the cultural side, education
and gover nnent agenci es.

"I would say that the relationship nowis strong, but it is time for
consol idation and i nvestnment. Yet even with the current economc
situation, never have | seen so nany deal s between French and Ml aysi an
busi nesses.

"There are al so several projects at the higher education |evel. This was
one the first things that Dr Mahathir discussed with Chirac. They may not
be very big yet but they are long-termprojects," says Brai ne.

Si nce 1995, there have been three agreenents between the two governnents
and five between universities in Ml aysia and those in France, along with
numer ous busi ness ventures and i nvest nents.

Brai ne says the good thing about not having strong ties initially was
that things can be handl ed sinply. Wen rel ati ons have been | ong
establ i shed, they can becone nore difficult and conpl ex.

"This is also what | | oved about nmy job. Even though | have said that |
had difficult beginnings, | also have to say that | have been happy
prof essi onal |y here because al nost everything had to be created.

"Wt collectively had the freedom no one could enjoy today, where there



are already procedures for everything. W can say we did it our way," he
says with a snile.

Speci al Representative of the Prime Mnister to France, Tan Sri Ahmad
Kam | Jaafar, says of Braine: "He is very hardworking and the first French
anbassador who is genuinely interested in getting French conmpanies to do
busi ness i n Ml aysi a.

"He has been responsible for actualising and putting into practice the
cooperation and friendship between the two | eaders. But above all else, he
is a good man."

A sentinment shared not only by those in Malaysia, but also by the people
of France.
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