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UPS AND DOMWNS OF MALAYSI A- SI NGAPORE Tl ES

By: Tham Choy Lin

KUALA LUMPUR, July 5 (Bernama) -- In February this year, Prinme M nister
Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad personal |y drove his Singapore counterpart
Goh Chok Tong to visit a satellite tv station on the outskirts of Kual a
Lunmpur to wrap up Goh's two-day trip to Ml aysi a.

In April, the two |l eaders smilingly shook hands in the mddle of the
second Ml aysi a- Si ngapore crossing as they jointly decl ared open the
two-kilometre long link built by both countries.

But two nonths down the road, strains are beginning to show, not for
the first time, in relations between the two cl osest of nei ghbours.
Statenments fromboth sides of the Causeway over the past week indicate that
all is not well again

"The baronmeter reading nowis definitely | ower conpared to the tine of
the visit," said a senior Ml aysian official.

The friction this tinme is over the dilenmm faced by the Ml aysi an
customs and i mm grati on checkpoint at the Tanjung Pagar train station in
Si ngapore and the | ong-standing i ssue of Singapore's refusal to all ow
Mal aysi ans fromthe Peninsula working in the republic to unconditionally
bring home their Central Provident Fund (CPF) savings while those from
Sabah and Sarawak are allowed to do so.

It again raises the ups and downs of ties between the two countries
that have seen a |l ot of water flow ng under the proverbial bridge since
Si ngapore's separation fromMal aysia in 1965

The CPF issue besetting an estimated 50, 000 Mal aysi ans with total
savings of S$1 billion (S$1=RW2. 40) has drawn the attention of Dr Mahathir

The Prime M nister said on Thursday he was puzzled at why Singapore has
two sets of rules for Ml aysi ans who want to withdraw their CPF funds and
treating Sabah and Sarawak as separate fromthe rest of Ml aysia.

Human Resources M nister Datuk Lim Ah Lek said there should not be any
di scrimination and he woul d nake a formal appeal to his Singapore
counterpart on the CPF which allows other nationals to withdraw their
savi ngs when they quit their jobs and | eave Si ngapore.

Limwas responding to a statenent on Monday by Singapore Manpower
M nister Dr Lee Boon Yang inform ng the Singapore Parlianent that the CPF
i ssue and the republic's long-termwater supply could be sorted out "in the
context of a wi der cooperation” between the two countries.

An observer said: "By linking the issue of CPF withdrawal to a new
wat er agreenent, Singapore's position actually tantanounts to hol di ng
Mal aysi an workers' noney to ransomin return for additional water.

"I f Singapore is indeed serious in showing its sincerity, it should
rel ease the workers' deposits especially now when they are facing economnic
har dshi p. "

Si ngapore, one of the world' s nobst prosperous nations but which largely
depends on Mal aysia for water, not only wants to extend its existing water
pacts beyond the year 2061 but wants nore, too.

Fol | owi ng the February tal ks between the two preniers here, Ml aysia
agreed to continue supplying water to Singapore beyond 2061, an undert aki ng
that was supposed to be confirmed in a agreement within 60 days.

Thi s 60-day period has since | apsed but the agreenment has not been
si gned.

The agreenent is also believed to be held up in the light of the water
crisis which Malaysia is facing in a nunber of areas, especially in the



Klang Val |l ey, the country's highest popul ation density belt.

Wiile the fate of the CPF savings remains in linbo, a flurry of
meeti ngs between Ml aysi an and Si ngaporean officials can be expected in the
com ng weeks over the future of the Ml aysi an custons and i mrigration
checkpoi nt in Tanjung Pagar

Si ngapore Foreign Mnister S. Jayakumar said that Singapore will on Aug
1, nove its Custons, Immgration and Quarantine (CIQ facilities fromthe
Tanj ung Pagar train station owned by Ml aysia's KTM Ber had south of the
i sland to Wodl ands, in the north, and the entry point into Singapore from
Mal aysi a via the Causeway.

Jayakumar al so said that as a result, Malaysia's CIQtoo will cease to
operate from Tanj ung Pagar the sane day.

He said Ml aysi a had been infornmed of Singapore's intention to nove the
ClQto Wodlands as early as 1989 and in Septenber 1993, Ml aysia too had
agreed to nove its facilities there but changed its mnd in June 1997.

The Tanj ung Pagar station had been in existence for nore than 50 years,
harki ng back to the tinme the rail service began in 1924 in then Ml aya.

This latest hiccup will test the new depth of Mal aysi a- Si ngapore ties
that was seen to be bullish once nore followi ng Goh's visit to Kual a
Lunpur.

It was reinforced by Dr Mahathir during the opening of the Second Link,
the Prime Mnister said that frequent consultations on ways to resolve the
econom | turmoil had nmade Mal aysi a and Si ngapore nore aware of the
sensitivity and problens faced by the two nations.

Li keni ng Mal aysi a- Si ngapore ties as that of a husband and wife, Dr
Mahathir said in jest: "Usually we have problens with someone near to us,
not those far way... like husband and wife."

WIIl the | atest spat see anot her estrangenent?

Bilateral ties took a dip in March | ast year when Singapore prine
m ni ster turned senior mnister Lee Kuan Yew descri bed Johor as a pl ace
"notorious for shootings, muggi ngs and car jackings" for which he
subsequent |y apol ogi sed and it was accepted by Ml aysi a.

Before that, Lee had also drawn the ire of the Ml aysi an government in
June 1996 when he said that Malaysia did not practise neritocracy when he
spoke of the possibility of a Singapore-Ml aysia remnerger.

In the current economic crisis, Singapore has not exactly endeared
itself to her neighbours when its banks increased their interest rates on
foreign deposits to nore than 20 per cent, attracting an outflow of funds
fromthose countries when they are badly needed at hone.

For Mal aysia, this also neant that the billions of ringgit "parked" in
Si ngapore before the onset of the crisis were staying put.
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