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EVENTFUL YEAR ON FOREI GN FRONT

By: E. Sivabal an

KUALA LUMPUR, Dec 26 (Bernama) -- While donestic events, especially the
Novenber general el ection grabbed headlines for nost of the year, there was
never a dull norment on the foreign front for Malaysia either in 1999

It began right on New Year's Day itself when Mal aysia took up a
non- permanent seat in the powerful United Nations Security Council and
about a week later, Datuk Seri Syed Ham d Al bar wal ked in as the new
Foreign M ni ster.

But the double excitenment was short-lived when in June, Ml aysia found
itself alnmbst on a head-on collision with the Philippines over the Spratlys
i ssue.

A war of words erupted with the foreign nministries of both countries
mai ntaining they were in the right.

Manila filed a diplomatic protest with Kuala Lunpur over structures it
clainmed were erected by Malaysia on its territory in the disputed South
China Sea atolls. Ml aysia nmaintained they were built onits own territory.

Then, in Septenber, Syed Ham d, a fornmer Defence M nister found hinself
inthe line of fire over a reported neeting with his Israeli counterpart
Davi d Levy on the sidelines of the United Nations General Assenbly in New
Yor k.

Syed Hanmid strongly denied allegations that it was an official meeting
as reported by a Singapore newspaper and naintains that Ml aysia does not
have diplomatic ties with Israel.

The matter was put to rest after the minister explained that he had
used his nmeeting with Levy to send a strong nessage to |Israel that it nust
i npl ement its peace accord with Pal estine.

Since assuming his post, Syed Ham d has taken upon hinself the task of
rebuil ding Mal aysia's image marred by political unrest over the sacking and
trial of former deputy prinme mnister Datuk Seri Anwar |brahim

Anwar's sacking on Sept 2, 1998 and the inposition of the selected
capital controls a day before had tarnished Mal aysia' s i nage
i nternationally.

Syed Hami d enbarked on a series of overseas m ssions, including neeting
Mal aysi an students in a bid to explain the situation in the country in the
wake of reports of rising anti-establishnment tendenci es anong t hem

The last 12 nonths witnessed a host of activities in and outside the
country ranging fromforging relations with new y-el ected | ndonesi an
Presi dent Abdurrahman Wahid to the despatch of troops to Mal aysia's newest
and fragil e nei ghbour -- East Tinor.

Kual a Lunpur sent 30 military officers to join the nmultinationa
peacekeeping force in the war-torn territory which opted for indepedence
fromlndonesia. The governnent al so pledged to send a rmuch | arger
contingent, also under the UN banner.

The year also saw Prine M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad
ski pping three nmajor international events.

Dr Mahathir did not attend the Asia-Pacific Econom c Cooperation forum
summt in New Zeal and due to "heavy donestic schedule" while he had to skip
t he Commonweal th Heads of Governnent Meeting in South Africa foll ow ng the
di ssol ution of Parlianent.

He al so skipped the Asean Informal Summit in Manila as it was held in
bet ween the di ssolution of Parlianment and the Novenber general el ection

Despite his absence, Dr Mahathir's voice continued to be heard through



Syed Hami d in these forumns.

The prime mnister did however attend sone international forums such as
the World Economic Forumin Davos, Switzerland in January, the G oup of 15
devel opi ng nations neeting in Janmaica in February, the second summit of the
Group of Eight Islamc devel oping countries in Bangladesh in March and the
3rd South Africa International Dialogue in Zinbabwe in October.

It was at the East Asia Economic Summt in Singapore |ast October where
the prime mnister proposed the setting up of the East Asia Monetary Fund.

Dr Mahathir also nmade trips to several countries including the United
States, China and the Russian Republic of Buryati a.

He was also in New York in Septenber to address the 54th UN Cener al
Assenbly and nmet with UN secretary-general Kofi Annan.

Many foreign | eaders also visited Mal aysia. They included Chinese
Prem er Zhu Rongji, |ndonesia's President Abdurrahman Wahid, Thai Prinme
M ni ster Chuan Leekpai, Pal estine President Yasser Arafat, Venezuel a
Presi dent Hugo Rafael Chavez Frias, Canmbodian Prine Mnister Hun Sen and
I ragi vice-president Taha Yassi n Ranadhan.

The year al so saw nmany southern African | eaders in Malaysia to attend
t he Langkawi | nternational Dialogue in July.

The foreign front is also expected to be a hive of activity for
Mal aysi a come 2000 what nore with the reappoi ntmrent of Syed Ham d as the
foreign mnister in the new Cabinet follow ng the general election.
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