25/ 11/ 1998

Fi ghting the crisis together

WLL Singapore's decision to work with Ml aysia on financial assistance
and a water agreenent jeopardise the republic's relations with the US? A
Mal aysi an may frown at the fact that such a question is being asked at al
and wonder why that should be the case. But Prinme Mnister Goh Chok Tong
was actually asked, in the Singapore Parlianment on Monday, if the |atest
rift-mending nmeeting between himand Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir
Mohamad woul d, effectively, rile the Arericans. He was queried as to

whet her or not Singapore's decision would "jeopardise the Republic's
relations with the US which may bl ock | oans to Mal aysia". But, really, why
woul d the US want to bl ock | oans to Ml aysi a?

After nonths of misunderstandi ng and di sputes that have benefited no
one, nobst Ml aysi ans and Si ngaporeans nust be pleased with how things are
turning out between their governnents. Since Dr Mahathir and Goh net at
the KL International Airport last nmonth, the derailed bilateral ties have
been back on track. But the train shall have to nove slowy and
cautiously. Not too |long ago, after Indonesian President B.J. Habibie
accused the Republic of not being too forthcomng in helping a friend in
need, many Mal aysi ans were tenpted to believe that Singapore was actually
trying to profit fromMalaysia and its nei ghbours' troubles. Now the two
governnents appear to be working hard at nending the rift. Singapore wll
hel p Mal aysia rai se funds to help finance its econom c recovery while
Mal aysia will nmake it possible for the Singaporean | eaders to sleep in
peace at night with a water deal that will probably run well beyond the
current 2061 deadline. This definitely sounds like a potentially w n-win
situation, so how does the US fit into the picture?

Since both sides are slowy warning up to each other, this may not be a
bad time for the Mal aysian authorities to obtain some clarification on
what was bei ng asked of Goh in Parlianent. W should be especially
concerned about the suggestion that the US may bl ock | oans to Mal aysia. O
course, we shall not question why the Menbers of Parlianment in Singapore
are concerned about whether the rift-nending gestures displayed by Dr
Mahat hir and Goh might jeopardise the Republic's relations with the US
Trade with and investnments fromthe US are inportant for both Singapore
and Malaysia. Inits effort to revive the econony, Ml aysia needs US
investnments and trade nore than ever before. Trade with the US | ast year
reached RMF8.2 billion with export receipts for Malaysia totalling Rv1. 13
billion. Except for a slight decline in 1996, US- Ml aysia trade has been
on an uptrend. Trade has grown tremendously; in 1990 total two-way trade
was a mere RMR6.78 billion. In terns of investnent, American investors
have been given the green light to punmp RVMb.9 billion into Mal aysia
bet ween January and Septenber this year.

It would be nbst unfortunate if the USturns into a spectre of doom
instead of the inportant partner that it is in the context of bilatera
rel ati ons between countries in the region, in particular the Association
of South East Asian Nations (Asean). The US and the other industrialised
countries in the Goup of Seven have a critical role to play out in order
to ensure that the Asian crises do not becone a full-blown global problem
For Asean, its relevance |lies on the efforts of individual nenbers - at
bilateral and nmultilateral levels - to nend ties and enhance cooperati on.
Si ngapore and Mal aysi a have the opportunity to |l ead the way. |f both can
agree on sonet hing tangi bl e and substantive before the Asean | eaders



summ t in Hanoi next month, it will have a positive inpact on the
associ ati on.

In this regard, Goh's response to the query about Singapore's ties with
the US is encouraging. He made it quite clear to his Parlianent as well as
to Mal aysi ans and Anericans that he did not know how t he US woul d react,
"but here we must take into account our own national interest and our
interest in helping the Mal aysi ans". Mal aysi a woul d have done the sane for
Si ngapor e.

( END)
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