21/ 09/ 1998
Open letter to Sukomvisitors

Paddy Bowi e
ALLOWne to join ot her Mal aysi ans and t hank you for supporting the 16th
Commonweal th Games i n Kual a Lunpur.

It seens alittle late to be wel conmi ng you when ot hers nore worthy have
al ready done so, and rather superfluous after the formal reception at the
i mpressi ve openi ng cerenony of the Ganes.

However, | have anot her special reason to be heartened when | see so
many foreign visitors descending on Mal aysia. In ny own travels in recent
mont hs, |'ve been amazed and di smayed at the i npressi on peopl e abroad have

of our country.

W seemto be hostage to the distant view of Malaysia. Wth every
kilonetre one travels away fromit, the greater the nunber of distortions,
hel ped by the jaundi ced eye and vitriolic pen of the nedia.

A heal thy dose of reality would be wel cone. | also confess to an
ulterior nmotive, which will becone clear as this | etter devel ops.

First, let nme hazard a guess. Things are perhaps not quite what you had
been | ed to expect. W can even surnise that a few pl easant surprises
awai t ed you. No haze, for one thing, but clear blue skies.

It's been like this for nost of the year. Yet only a few nonths ago a
man al i ghted fromhis plane wearing a gas mask. He was not the first to
have been duped by mi sl eading reports.

Last Novenber, sonmeone fromabroad cal |l ed and requested a neeti ng be
nmoved fromKual a Lunpur to Si ngapore. The reason: "That terrible haze
you' ve got".

"You nean Si ngapore hasn't?"

"Oh no, the papers say nothing about snmpog in Singapore. ™

Resisting the tenptation to direct the caller to her atlas, which would
have shown our i sl and nei ghbour directly in the path of the forest fires,
we nerely sent the Air Pollution Index reading for the preceding three
days.

"Thank you for your snug fax" was what we got in reply.

"It's all a matter of image."

For those who travell ed here by air, you nmust have been dreadi ng your
arrival at the new Kual a Lunpur International Airport, based on the
stories you read about it.

I"I'l lay bets it took you no nore than 30 m nutes fromtouchdown to
| i mousi ne; 30 minutes of not only efficiency but aesthetic delight as you
passed beneat h that magnificent vaulted ceiling.

Once outside, | hope you spared a backward | ook at the unique
sil houette. By sonme miracle of design, the KLI A achi eves state-of-the-art
functionality without forsaking the grace and beauty of Malaysia's
di stinct architectural heritage.

It would cone as no surprise, therefore, to behold the National Sports
Ganes conpl ex at Bukit Jalil. Enough, even at first glance, to silence
sceptics and all those who sought to fill us with forebodi ng that the
i nfrastructure woul d not be ready or woul d not nmeet the stringent
standards of an international event.

The Australian swimm ng coach said that the facilities rival the best he
has even seen, exceedi ng even Atlanta O ynpi ¢ Ganes.

Per haps by nowthis will have pronpted thoughts that all you had read or
heard before com ng here about Ml aysia's nmega projects was an
exaggerati on.



Those "nmonunments to self esteent, those "grandi ose i nfrastructure
follies" are productive buildings, comerce-enabling and |ife-enhancing.
If you still remain to be convinced, | recommend to you the Petronas Tw n
Towers, not because they are the tallest buildings in the world, but
because they take architecture to newfrontiers of design

It's preferable to see it at night. Illumnated, it has a fairy-tale
al nost ethereal quality. This has not escaped the notice of Hollywod. The
towers wi Il appear in Sean Connery's next novie, Entrapnent.

For sone, there can be no greater accol ade. However, full marks go to
whoever has begun to recogni se the scenic potential of Mal aysia for the
world filmindustry.

Now, my ulterior notive and sone points | wi sh to make.

This country faces a severe image crisis, a perception gap abroad that
does us less than justice and erodes i nvestor confi dence.

Al'l the protests we may nake are of no avail. The best we can hope for
i s that good people |ike you come here and see for yoursel ves what this
country is like.

It may then be possible to substitute an inside-out viewfor the all too
often erroneous outside-in perspective.

It is not, however, as sinple as it sounds. Today, we are confronted
with a form dabl e external force: the power of the nmedia and t he power of
prej udi ce.

Even the nost well-di sposed, open and fair-mnminded can easily be
intellectually hijacked. The best chance of being rescued, of being able
torefute the msconceptions, is with facts, and what better way to test
out some of those facts than while you are here.

Start with sonmething that will have a conforting fam liarity: the post
boxes are red, cars drive on the left side of the road and English is
spoken, all the hall marks of a Cormonweal t h country.

By the sanme token you will recognise the institutional franework we al
share as part of the English | egacy: denocracy, for instance.

Despite the all egations that would nake us out to be sone kind of
di ctatorshi p, Mal aysi a practises parlianmentary denocracy on the
West mi nster nodel . El ections nmust be held every five years. There is no
pro-denocracy novenent to instigate a civil uprising, nor is there any
need.

Coup d' “tats are unknown. Neither is there a mlitary government, nor a
civil government with the army | ooki ng over its shoul der. Qur armed forces
are |l oyalist, pro-establishment and apolitical.

Contrary to what you nmay have been told, this is a populist Governnent,
t he same CGovernnent voted i nto power ever since | ndependence in 1957, and
with never less than a two-thirds majority.

This is the unique political stability on which this society rests and
which is the ace in our pack in tackling the econom c downturn. Al so,
Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad hol ds the trunp card in
tackling the downturn

Dr Mahat hir has becone the | ongest-serving | eader in the region as
ot hers succunbed to the downturn. The sane political continuity, noreover
confers a sinilar degree of policy continuity, enabling that sane | eader
to plant his flag on the 21st century and decree a devel oped-nati on status
for Mal aysia by the year 2020

At 73, he may not be around by then, but he knows he can count on his
Government still being in office.

It is apredictability that allows for long-termstrategy any corporate
pl anner woul d envy. Wil e ot her governnments are uncertain of their tenure
in office, Malaysia can work to a 30-year perspective with no changes of
Gover nnent .



The other British | egacy nost of you are famliar withis the judicial
systemand the Rul e of Law, under siege now fromrunour-nongers.

Mal aysi ans are nore than ever today | ooking to this systemand rel yi ng on
justice being done.

W al so hear a | ot about free speech. Anong our visitors are scores of
forei gn correspondents covering the Ganes but with an eye for anything of
news val ue. They are allowed to conme and go wi thout hi ndrance to pursue
their stories.

The word "independence" has a special neaning for all Commonweal th
countries. Malaysia, for instance, did a bold nove by i nposi ng currency
controls earlier this nonth. It could do so because it is a free agent and
not tied to the International Mnetary Fund. This financial independence
al l ows for nore experinentation and creativity.

The step Mal aysi a has taken is bound to be controversial, but it is a
brave initiative and one that exerci ses our i ndependence and t he
nationalismthat goes with it. It is inthe spirit of doing the best for
t he peopl e.

The visitors, |I'msure, were i npressed at the trenmendous response during
t he openi ng cerenony of the Ganes in the 100, 000-capacity stadi um

Then, there's econonmic stability. No one underestimates the grave
situation we are in, but we have faith that the Governnent's econonic
strategy will bring recovery.

There is a high I evel of notivation and a growi ng nati onal resolve. You
saw it during the opening cerenpny. It was an enthusiastic crowd. The
| oudest cheers predictably were for the hone nation, and for the hone
| eader. Athletes will know that sound: the full-throated roar reserved for
the greatest nonents.

The ovation that night was given to an unobtrusive figure in a bl ue
suit. You nmight not have noticed but for the response of the crowd.

Dr Mahathir did not thrust hinmself forward. He did not denand
sal utations, and he did not address the crowd.

The | oudest voice came fromJeneral (R) Tan Sri Hashi mMhd Ali, who
gave the wel conmi ng speech.

The Prine M nister was visibly noved. He | et the spotlight shine on
others. Athletes knowthat the Prime Mnister has found time to visit the
Ganmes all week to provide encouragenent.

Muich has been said about him mainly by people who have never spoken to
hi mor been near to him

But nost Ml aysi ans view Dr Mahathir as man who will fight to save his
country. God willing!

( END)
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