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Mahat hi r - Russi a (W ap- Up)
MAHATH R S VI SIT MAKES | MPACT ON RUSSI ANS

By: Azman U ang

KHABAROVSK (Russia), Aug 18 (Bernama) -- The three-day visit of
Mal aysian Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad to this Russian Far
East is best summed up in the words of a Russian television reporter -- "
Your visit has nade a big inpact on the peopl e of Khabarovsk".

" Many people here, including children, now know you and Mal aysia from
the tel evision coverage of your visit and | would like you to tell us nore
about yourself and your famly," she told the prine mnister at a press
conference at the end of his visit.

Apparently very pleased with the informal nature of the reporter's

guestion, Dr Mahathir replied: " Thank you very nuch. | have been prine
m ni ster of Malaysia for the last 18 years. My visit here is acconpani ed by
my wife. | have seven children and 12 grandchildren."

Informality has punctuated the prinme nminister's visit here.

Last ni ght he watched a performance by a synphony orchestra and nusi cal
comedy. This norning he went to the wet market and a shopping mall, talking
to fruit-sellers and ot her hawkers just |ike he did back home at the "Pekan
Rabu" market in his home town of Al or Setar.

I'"mpleasantly surprised to see how devel oped Khabarovsk is. |I'mglad
that at last | have been able to nmake this visit because | have al ways been
curious about this part of Russia," he told the press conference.

| noticed that here there are a | ot of young people and children. It
| ooks to me like a very young country. Perhaps sone contacts between the
peopl e of the younger generation can be nmade, maybe as cul tural exchanges
and it would be very useful to bring our peoples closer together.

There are a ot of very friendly people here and if we can get better
acquai nted wi th one anot her through exchange of visits, I'mquite sure it
will bring benefits to both sides,"” he said.

Expl ai ni ng why he decided this tine to directly visit this region, the
prime minister said Russia is a very big country and relations sinply could
not be conducted through Mdscow al one as normal ly the case.

" W can conduct relations with the various territories of Russia
because they are economic entities by thensel ves," he said.

And Dr Mahat hir said he was convinced that his visit to Khabarovskii
one of Russia's fastest growi ng econonic regions, would result in increased
trade between Mal aysia and Russia, especially with Ml aysia sourcing a | ot
nmore products fromthis region and sonme Mal aysi an products could find ready
mar ket s here.

The prime minister said despite Russia's technol ogi cal superiority in
industries like aircraft-nmaking, especially the Sukhoi series of planes, he
was "quite amazed" to learn that this part of the country actually had to
import fruits fromas far away as Spai n and Morocco.

"Because of this, |I'mconvinced we can have greater economc
inter-action between Ml aysi a and Khabarovsk. Wen | go back, | wll
di scuss with my Cabi net on how we can inprove relations with this region."

One way woul d be through overconing the problemof transportation and
costs of transportation of goods between Ml aysi a and Khabarovsk and once
this was sorted out, the two-way trade could only go up.

Trade between Mal aysia and Russia totalled US$235.4 nmillion | ast year,
very nmuch in Russia's favour with its exports to Mal aysia at US$149 mllion
and Mal aysia's exports to Russia at US$86.3 million.

The bi ggest ever two-way trade was chal ked up in 1995, rising to



US$827.6 million. It was the year when Russia sold goods worth US$725. 6
mllion to Mal aysia, the bul k being Mal aysia's purchase of 18 MG 29
fighter aircraft.

Anot her thing which the prine mnister noticed about the Khabarovsk
regionis its political stability, which, he says, is sonmething that
Mal aysi a has.

" 1 think you are very lucky you don't have to change you gover nnent
very often. In Ml aysia we value our political stability and I'msure the
peopl e of Khabarovsk al so val ue such stability."

He al so nentioned tourism saying nore people could be expected to
travel between both pl aces.

Dr Mahathir said after his neeting with Khabarovsk Head of
Admi ni stration Victor Ishaev in Kuala Lumpur | ast Novenber, the Ml aysi an
governnent decided to abolish the visa requirenent for Russians fromthis
regi on when visiting Malaysia for up to a nonth.

| shaev was in Ml aysia as part of the Russian del egation for the
Asi a- Paci fi c Econom ¢ Cooperation (Apec) summit.

The Khabarovsk Airline now flies scheduled flights to Singapore and
Thailand and it would be a nmatter of before flights to Mal aysi a becone
vi abl e.

In the nmeantine, the prinme mnister suggested that chartered flights be
tried out.

| shaev, who was al so present at the press conference, gave a strong
assurance to foreign conpanies that it pays to invest in this region,
saying that 640 enterprises with foreign capital have already set up their
operations |ocally.

Answering questions nostly from Mal aysi an journalists who asked about
difficulties being faced by R nbunan Hijau, Ml aysia's pioneer investor
here, he said his adninistration guaranteed a three-year tax holiday and
had renoved sonme | ocal taxes to further attract foreign investnents.

"Here in Khabarovsk, we allow enterprises with 100 per cent foreign
ownership while the nunber of joint-ventures are increasing every year. W
are working on specific neasures to ensure the stability of businesses
t hrough regul ations at | east five years ahead,” |shaev said through an
interpreter.

Oficials of R nmbunan Hijau, which has 600, 000 hectares of |ogging
concessions in two blocks in this region, had told Ml aysian journalists of
probl ens such as new taxations, new rules and regul ations for foreign
i nvestors being introduced, thus adding to uncertainties over the return on
its local investnments, already worth US$23 nillion in the | ast two years.

| shaev, who is also a nenber of the Russian Duma or Parlianment, said
the period of Russia's political uncertainty, which has |led to frequent
changes of the country's prinme mnister, was only for the short term

" | personally think that our econom c¢ and political instability is
only for the short term W are going to have the elections for the Duma in
Decenber this year and the presidential election in June next year. After
that there would be a stable devel opnent phase and | will personally make
every effort to ensure the stability of businesses in this region," he
sai d.

There will be a new Russian President after next year's polls because
President Boris Yeltsin, who has sacked and appoi nted several prine
mnisters in the last one year as he grappled with Russia's economc
crisis, is barred by the constitution from seeking re-el ection upon
finishing his second term

| shaev called on foreign investors to put their noney in three sectors
of the econony in this resource-rich region, tinber industry,fisheries and
m ni ng, adding that there are al ready 26, 300 busi nesses regi stered here.



The forest resources allow harvesting of up to 20 million cubic netres
of timber annually but at present only one-quarter is being felled.
Li ke-wi se, the region with 2,000 kil ometres of coastline guarantees an
abundance of fisheries resources while there is gold, platinum tin and

copper to be m ned.

He prai sed Ri nbunan Hijau, which enploys 350 | ocals and expects to
i ncrease the nunber to 1,000 in two years, for making very useful
contributions to the region's econony.

Turning to Dr Mahathir's visit, Ishaev said: " It's a real honour for
the citizens of Khabarovsk to have the head of the Mal aysi an gover nnent
visiting us. Malaysia is a very stable country and | think this is because
the prime minister doesn't get changed very often.”

- - BERNAMA

AU RYN



	MAHATHIR'S VISIT MAKES IMPACT ON RUSSIANS (Bernama 18/08/1999)

