19/ 02/ 1998

Resol ving i ssues binds ties

MALAYSI A and Si ngapore have | ong had a synbiotic rel ationship that goes
beyond trade. The rel ationship has been in the main cordial except for the
political hiccup in the nmid-1960s when Singapore had to | eave the then-
new y formed nation of Ml aysi a.

Nevert hel ess, several issues have dogged bilateral relations for years -
sonme mnor |ike the not-so-kind comments on security along the streets of
Johor Baru which the shifting sands of tinme have since erased; others,
nore contentious and | ongstanding. So it nust be wel coned that both
Gover nnents have agreed on Tuesday to resume negotiations to resolve the
out standi ng di fferences on Mal aysian railway |and in Singapore and wat er
supply to the island state as well as the clains by both countries on
Pul au Batu Put eh.

A key word that underlines the inport of the agreenents is contained in
the joint conmuni que issued after the neeting of the two Prime M nisters.
Bot h Governnments have agreed to intensify efforts to resol ve outstanding
matters on the status of the Mal ayan Railway | and in Singapore.

The bone of contention is the interpretation of the Points of Agreenent
on the railway | and reached in 1990. The differing interpretations can
surely be resolved if discussions are held in a spirit of goodw Il and
under standi ng for nutual benefit of both countries.

Dat uk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad and Goh Chok Thong decided to refer the
di spute over the island of Pulau Batu Puteh to the International Court of
Justice during talks in Langkawi | ast Septenber. On Tuesday, they shifted
the gears of negotiations by agreeing to have both Governments resune tal ks
within 60 days to finalise an agreenent on the clainms to the island before
referring the issue to the ICJ. Hopefully what could not be resol ved over
the negotiation table can be adjudicated justly by the I CJ.

As for water, Ml aysia has |ong agreed to ensure a steady supply of
water to the island state. The commitnent to nmake the provision of water
avail able up to the year 2061 was nmade as early as 1962. That conmi t nent
has now been extended beyond 2061. The undertaking will be confirmed in an
agreement within 60 days. This tinmefrane is necessary even though Dr
Mahat hir has given his conm tnent since water cones under the purview of
State CGovernments and their views have to be sought. In this particular
case, the consent of the Johor State Government is a prerequisite. But
given the Prime Mnister's word, an agreenent could be signed within two
nont hs.

But negotiations on the terns of the agreenent cannot start i mediately
as Singapore initially desired. It has realised after the tal ks between
the two Prine Mnisters that it is neither wi se nor good conmerce to agree
to terns that would only apply nore than 60 years fromnow. The sinple
reason is that a water agreenent has too many nutable factors |ike costs,
price, exchange rate, and nore inportantly, the supply of water and denand
for water within the state that has this resource. Cearly, understanding
these intrinsic details is a manifestation of goodwi || and co-operation

Resol ving bilateral issues or at |east agreeing to continue to discuss
means of finding solutions cements bilateral relationships. The cl ose co-
operation will enabl e Mal aysia and Singapore to help their Asean partners,
especially in these critical tines, to restore stability to regiona
currenci es.
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