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Forging ties that bind

MALAYSI A has consi stently denonstrated that it valuesits relations with
China, a bond that has gone strength to strength in the 25 years since the
historic visit to the country by the late Prine Mnister Tun Abdul Razak
Hussein in May 1974 which resulted in the establishment of diplomatic
ties. And in his 18 years as Prinme Mnister, Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad has visited the East Asian power house five tinmes. The two
countri es have of course had dealings dating back centuries, and wel |
before the first docunented visit by a Chinese official, Adm ral Ying
Ching, in the 1400s to the Mal acca Sul tanate. The ai mwas trade and
comerce as the Chinese scoured the South Chi na Sea for business
opportunities, and it renained so for along time, that is until China
adopt ed t he Communi st systemin 1949 following a traumatic civil war.

For two and a hal f decades after that, bilateral interaction was reduced
to a minimumand passports i ssued to Mal aysi ans even specified China as
one of the countries which they could not visit. Significantly, ties

bet ween t he two governments were established at a tine when Anerica was

| osing the war in Vietnam and t he Dom no Theory was i n currency. China
was an outcast and feared by the West for its perceived expansioni st
designs on the regi on. Even then, there was no denying or ignoringthe
fact that the country of over 1 billion people was an energent econonic
power. The potential of its vast market, huge resources and i ndustrious
peopl e was readily recogni sed by Ml aysi a, but perhaps nore i nportantly,

t here was no reason to doubt Beijing' s desire for peaceful, and nutually
beneficial, co-existence with the rest of its nei ghbours.

Through the years, Malaysia' s faith has been borne out and rewarded as

t he Chi nese econony gradual | y opened up to the world and its entrepreneurs
al so started pursuing i nvestment opportunities abroad. The bil atera

rel ati ons agreenent whi ch Tun Abdul Razak and hi s Chi nese counterpart the
late M Chou En Lai signed in 1974 was foll owed by various pacts. This
included ratification of atrade agreenent in 1988 which triggered a
bilateral trade boomwhich rose fromRM2. 4 billionto RML5 billion |Iast
year. Mal aysi a shi pped some RM7. 8 billion worth of goods to China in 1998
and bought an equal anmount fromthe country. And as at Septenber | ast
year, Mal aysi ans had punped about US$1.38 billion (US$1 = RM3.80) in
capital investnents into China. The two peopl es have al so grown cl oser as
can be seen fromthe sizeabl e increase i n exchanges, w th about 300, 000
people fromthis country visiting Chinain 1998, up from251, 000 i n 1995.
Inturn, 263,000 Chinese visited Mal aysia during the year conpared to

106, 000 in 1994.

On its part, Beijing has placed priority on pronoting cormon properity
and harnony in the region. During the Asian financial and econonic
turmoil, China steadfastly resisted deval ui ng the yuan, know ng t hat doi ng
so woul d plunge its nei ghbours, and consequently the entire region, deeper
intocrisis. Its products as aresult |ost much of their conpetitive edge
over sim | ar goods churned out by the region's other countries, especially
t hose whi ch had seen their currencies significantly deval ued. As for the
overlapping clainms on the Spratly Islands, Beijing has indicated that it
prefers to work out an amicabl e sol ution at the conference table, and

t hr ough negoti ati ons anong t he cl ai mant s wi t hout outside intervention,
which i s precisely Malaysia's position. That there had been nore conmon
interests than di fferences augurs well for ties between the two countries,



nmor e so when Chi na can be expected to play an increasingly crucial role
with regards to speaking up for the rights and i nterests of the devel opi ng
world. Be it security or econony, Beijing' s views have taken on added
wei ght, especially when dealing with the industrialised countries,
following the col |l pase of the Soviet Union.
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