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Urgent bilateral matters override nagging differences

Must apha Kami |

FEW peopl e expected Si ngapore Prime Mnister M Goh Chok Tong's |ightning
meeting with his Mal aysi an counterpart Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad | ast
week.

Goh' s unexpected arrival caught many by surprise, especially since
bilateral rel ati ons between both countries were not enjoying its easiest
periods even up to as recent as a fortnight ago.

The sudden about turn in relations is a strong indicator of the
i mportance of the neeting. There has to be sonmething that benefits both
countries that provided the urgency.

Consi dering the soneti nes harsh exchanges in recent nonths, one can
marvel at the snmoot hness of the neeting. It took the two | eaders nerely
two hours to turn what seenmed an irreparabl e damage into sonmething with a
bri ght prospect again.

So snooth that one may be pronpted to think that what was agreed to by
both | eaders at the Kuala Lunpur International Airport (KLIA) |ast week
has had a foundation laid back sone tine ago.

They had a four-eyed neeting in Kuala Lunpur in February this year,
descri bed by observers as one which could have presented both countries
with a gol den opportunity to cooperate in strengthening their respective
positions.

Unfortunately, certain nmatters did not go as desired by both and
benefits fromthat neeting never saw the |light of day, worsened later by a
fresh round of disagreenents between the two countries.

The short time it took for both | eaders to put aside the nonths of tense
relati ons perhaps indicate that the neeting | ast week, had its roots to
the one held | ast February.

And in all these neetings, while one would tend to think that
di scussions were only on broad political issues, the presence of top
econom ¢ policymakers of both countries in alnost all of them suggests
that economic issues were the prinme subject.

For Mal aysia, it was eventually disclosed that Kual a Lunmpur is seeking
Si ngapore's cooperation to raise funds in the republic. That the latter
agreed wi thout much fuss, nmeanwhile, is also an indicator that there is
sonething in it for Singapore as well.

In what forns the cooperation would be is still vague al though anong the
first that could cone to m nd would include issues related to the
soverei gn bonds the Ml aysi an Government is planning to raise to tap funds
for its econom c recovery efforts.

Woul d Si ngapore itself cone out enpty handed fromthe neeting? The
answer is nost likely no, since perhaps the republic sees nore opportunity
i n maintai ning good relations with Ml aysia.

What would it take for Singapore to be willing to consider raising funds
for a country that within the past nonths have been involved in a two-way
tongue-lashing with it? O to consider assisting others when its economny
itself is not expected to register growh this year?

Somewhere in those list of reasons would surely lie | ong-termecononic
factors since for one, an economically strong Malaysia is a guarantee of a
continued bright future for Singapore itself.

Ami d the picture of Singapore being a presently strong econony relative
to others in the region, is a shortconing. It is alnobst reaching ful
capacity in alnost all aspects of devel opnent and the threat of



stagnation, albeit being fully devel oped is constantly | oom ng.

Singapore is not blind to all these and even well into its history, it
has al ways been | ooking for an econonmic hinterland, to support the
island's role as a frontline financial centre.

Li ke sonme other countries within the region, Singapore has nade attenpts
to expand its econony into other regions. In a nutshell, it has not been
as successful as the country had desired, partly because it has not been
famliar with the investnment environnment in sone of these countries.

Per haps Si ngapore felt nmore confortable having its external investments
closer to hone, in a country with an alnost simlar |egal framework. Wat
nor e when both nati ons have the sane structure in people and | anguage.

These reasons are perhaps generalised attributes to [ast week's
Iightning neeting between the two | eaders. O her detail ed di scussions
woul d foll ow at both governments' official |evels.

To gauge on which platformbetter future bilateral relations between the
two woul d be forged, one can perhaps nonitor which group of officials
woul d | ead the fol |l ow up di scussions.

If Foreign Mnistry officials should | ead, then we can concl ude t hat
political issues would formthe basis. On the other hand, should the
foll ow up discussions be | ed by people in the econom c sector, including
those from Mal aysi a' s Bank Negara or Singapore's Government |nvestnent
Cor p, econom c issues would be the basis.

Ei ther way, both countries stand to benefit fromforging cl oser
relations. The only challenge would lie in maintaining future relations at
what ever | evel was agreed upon during the neeting of the two prine
mnisters. For a start, perhaps politics should not occupy the front seat.
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