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Mal aysi a stands tall

Ani s Kami |
1998 has been arguably the nost chal | engi ng year for Malaysia and its
peopl e since Wrld War 11. W have faced one of the worst econom c crises

si nce i ndependence, and our denocracy has been called i nt o questi on.

Mal aysi ans have seen their country and | eaders on the cover of such
magazi nes as Newsweek, Far Eastern Econom c Review, Asi aweek and sinil ar
publications, nore often this year than perhaps in the | ast 10 years put
t oget her.

Admittedly, the publicity has not all been good; nobst has been bad, at
| east ininternational newspapers and nagazi nes.

The question is, why so nuch fuss over a country of 22 mllion people? A
country which, 10 years ago, no one outside the region could place on the
map or claimto have heard of ?

The main reason is that Malaysia, |led by Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad, plays a nuch larger role in the international arena that
its size indicates.

For many years. Ml aysi a has been not just a | eadi ng nenber of Asean,
but al so of the Non-aligned Movenent, the Commonweal th, and the G oup of
15, to nane a few

However, nmuch of the country's focus this year has been on the econom c
crisis. Even our foreign policy has been geared t owards econonic recovery.

"Qur chall enge was to recover the confidence in Mal aysia, to reassure
and convince foreigninvestors that our fundamentals are still strong and
we are able to recover fromthe crisis without the help of the
International Monetary Fund," says Datuk Ghazzali Shei kh Abdul Khali d,
Deputy Secretary-General | of the Foreign Mnistry.

Dr Mahat hir shoul d take credit for much of this success. As Ml aysi ans
have w t nessed over the past year, the country woul d have experi enced nore
serious consequences had we adhered to | M- policies.

Lately, Dr Mahathir's idea of reflating the econonmy and stinul ati ng
grow h has gai ned acceptance even with the I M~. Thail and and Sout h Kor ea
have been allowed to run their country at a five per cent deficit and
| ower interest rates, toreflate their donestic economi es.

Even Dr Mahathir's calls to restructure the financial architecture,
reviewthe | M-, and have nore transparency and regul ati on i n t he novenent
of short-termcapital flow, have gained acceptance frommany countries,
some of which were highly sceptical when he first nooted t hese i deas.

The two | argest economi es, Japan and the United States, have begun
di scussing ways to regul ate short-termcapital flow, and calling for
greater transparency and accountability in the way the M- is run.

VWhile we were criticised for our beliefs, we continued to bring up our
ideas in other fora. Aninitial |lack of acceptance did not prevent
Mal aysia fromexplaining its point of view In every international forum
we tal ked of the damage to short-termcapital flow, our resistance to an
| MF bail -out, and our strong econom ¢ fundanentals. In this we have been
successful, and it has |l ed to greater acceptance of our perspective.

Per haps the best exanple of Malaysia's standing in the international
community is that we were voted in with an overwhel ming magjority, of 174
out of 176 votes, to the United Nations Security Council for a two-year
term begi nning in 1999.

According to Datuk N Paranmeswaran, Deputy Secretary-General Il of the
Foreign Mnistry, this shows we are viewed with high regard and that



Mal aysi a's positionininternational affairs has al ways been consi dered
rational and noderate.

This will be the third time Malaysia is on the UN Security Council. The
first was in 1965, then we split the termwith the former Yugoslavia. The
second termwas in 1989.

Qur previous stint onthe Security Council, says Parameswaran, showed
that we can assist, and proved we can handl e oursel ves. He credits Dr
Mahat hir's vision for Mal aysia's playing a bigger role on the
i nternational scene than its geographical size would seemto warrant.

Mal aysi a has pl ayed an active peacekeeping role within the UN as far
back as 1960, when it sent troops to the Congo. Since then we have
contributed troops to the Western Sahara, Mbyzanbi que, Nam bi a and Angol a,
to name a few

At the height of the problens in Bosnia and Soralia, Ml aysia
contributed the seventh | argest peacekeeping force to the UN

"When western countries wanted to renove t hensel ves fromSomal i a, we
felt countries should contribute to maintaini ng peace and security. W
think it i s an honour being asked to participate in these peacekeepi ng
operations, despite the expense and |l oss of |ife they may incur," says
Par ameswar an.

He expl ai ns that countries cannot sinply decide to volunteer their
troops, but must be requested by the UNto contribute because they are
accept abl e.

Through the years, Ml aysia has al so contributed in other ways. Mal aysi a
has hel d t he chai rnmanshi p of the Group of 77, has been Presi dent of the UN
General Assenbly, chaired the Conm ssion on Human Ri ghts, and pl ayed host
to a variety of neetings, fromAsean, the GL5, and t he Commopnweal t h Heads
of Governnent, to the Asia-Pacific Econonic Cooperation sunmt.

Recently, Mal aysi a cal |l ed urgent neetings of NAMand t he Organi sati on of
I sl ami ¢ Conference, to condemn US and British air strikes agai nst Irag.
NAM i ssued a statement calling for the immediate end to all nilitary
strikes, and for continued efforts ai med at a peaceful settlenment under
t he auspi ces of the Security Council.

At the O Cneeting, Mal aysia's Permanent Representative to the United
Nati ons, Datuk Hasny Agam said in his statenent: "Hi story woul d condemn
us if we did or said nothing, especially when ot her groups, including nmany
non- Musl i ms, have denounced t he attacks.

"As a matter of principle, Mlaysia does not support and cannot condone
the use of force in the conduct of interstate relations."

Chazzal i says: "Malaysiais a country which has shown that it is guided
by pragmatic, bal anced and mat ure perceptions and anal yses of issues. It
i s not ideological or partisan. It is reliable, people value our judgnent,
and we are not a vassal. Despite its size, the country' s contributionto
the world arena i s overwhel m ng.

"Of course we have strong views that are reflective of the South, but we
al so have strong |links and views with the North, for instance in areas
i ke gl obalisation, nultinedia, and trade and i nvestnent |i beralisation."

Mal aysi a al so continues to pronote South-South co-operation, which has
been one of the country's policies for along tine, especially since Dr
Mahat hir has been Prime Mnister.

This is one way of making friends and hel ping friends. Having better
friends encourages two-way trade and i nvestnment. It has opened not only
t he econoni ¢ door, but political ones as well.

"There is solidarity in the countries of the South, both in econom cs
and politics. Qur experiences are nore rel evant. Ml aysi a does not assune
that we are superior just because we are better off. It is a two-way
part nership, and we want to keep it that way," says Paraneswar an.



The crisis, he adds, has affected our ability to host nore students from
ot her countries, but sone devel oped countries have offered to assist in
bringi ng students to Ml aysi a.

On the seem ngly bad rap Mal aysi a has recei ved concerning the i ssue of
former Deputy Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Anwar | brahim Wsma Putra has
replied and tried to explain bilaterally to many countries whi ch have
expressed their concern.

Par ameswar an expl ai ns: "They, with the excepti on of one or two
countries, realise that it is our problemand that we are dealingwithit.
"There is a Vietnanese proverb that says: "Ahundred tinmes talkingis
not as good as one tine seeing' . So despite Malaysia's attenpts to explain

the real situation, many foreigners feel Malaysiais in flanes.

"Mal aysia will continue to play an active role on the international
scene, especially nowwe are on the Security Council. We will be nore
vi si bl e than we have been, because we planto play a contributive role.
There is no reason to think we will go down."

( END)
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