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Putting Malaysia on the world map

Syed Hamid Albar
A CRITICAL examination of Malaysia's foreign policy since 1957 would show
its steady evolution, characterised by notable changes in emphasis which
took place with the change in Malaysia's political stewardship.
  A markedly anti-communist and pro-western posture with close links to
the Commonwealth under Tunku Abdul Rahman, the country's first Prime
Minister, gave way to one based on non-alignment, neutralisation and
peaceful co-existence under Tun Abdul Razak.
  As a member of the Organisation of Islamic Conference (OIC), Malaysia
began to identify itself as a "Muslim nation". The search for new friends
substantially increased the importance of the Non-aligned Movement (NAM)
to Malaysia. Investments from other than British sources began to be also
welcomed.
  A period of consolidation ensued under Tun Hussein Onn with Asean
becoming the cornerstone of Malaysia's foreign policy following the
collapse of Saigon (now Ho Chi Minh City) in 1975, the withdrawal of the
US military presence from Southeast Asia and the invasion of Kampuchea
(now Cambodia) by Vietnam.
  But a more dramatic shift occurred when Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad
took over as the fourth Prime Minister in 1981.
  Malaysia's foreign policy stance began to take a much greater economic
orientation than ever before, coupled with a strong and nationalistic
defence of the rights, interests and aspirations of developing countries
and the advocacy of South-South co-operation.
  Dr Mahathir's premiership saw the pursuit of numerous new initiatives:
Antartica as the common heritage of mankind, the Look East policy, reverse
investment, East Asia Economic Caucus (EAEC), group of 15 (G15), Asean
Mekong basin development co-operation, Islamic unity and the championing
of the cause of developing countries on major issues like environment,
human rights and democracy.
  The evolution of the country's foreign policy under successive Prime
Ministers reflected a pragmatic response to the geopolitical and economic
changes of their times.
  To be continually relevant to the country's needs, foreign policy cannot
remain static. But whilst change has become a general feature of Malaysian
foreign policy, continuity has also been evident.
  Malaysia's initiatives at various regional and international fora has
put the country on the world map. Increased economic prosperity and
political stability has in fact enabled Malaysia to carve its own niche in
the international scene.
  Making our presence felt has allowed us to exercise some influence in
setting the international agenda. Being less dependent on foreign aid and
assistance, Malaysia has been able to speak up on issues that other
developing countries feel constrained to voice for fear of retribution by
the major, particularly western, powers.
  Malaysia's activism at the international front has of course attracted
attention and reaction. Malaysia in turn becomes the target for being "too
vocal".
  But we must take this in stride if Malaysia is to be proactive at the
global level.
  As a small player in the international arena, Malaysia needs to uphold
the principles of the UN charter as a defence of last resort.



  Certain fundamental principles governing interstate relations would
continue to guide Malaysia's relations with other countries. These refer
to sovereign equality and mutual respect for territorial integrity, mutual
non-aggression, non-interference in each other's internal affairs,
peaceful settlement of disputes as well as mutual benefit in relations and
peaceful co-existence.
  And these principles have stood the test of time.
  Malaysia has repeatedly stressed the importance of adhering to the
principle of non-interference in internal affairs, particularly in the
context of regional relations.
  The so-called "constructive intervention" policy advocated by some,
involving loud criticism, adversarial posturing and grand standing would
only bring more harm than good to the promotion of neighbourly relations.
  We do make exceptions to the policy of non-interference in certain
extreme situations. Kosovo would be one example.
  The peculiar situation in Kosovo calls for pragmatism on our part in the
interest of humanity whilst recognising the central role of the UN in
resolving the problem.
  Similarly, our adoption of the "One China Policy", whilst pursuing close
economic relations with Taiwan, bears no paradox. It reflects our
pragmatism in the face of certain realities.
  And so is our relations with the West. There is no contradiction between
Malaysia's criticisms of the West on certain issues and our continued
acceptance of Western countries as a market for our products and as a
source for investment in our country.
  Developing close bilateral relations with our neighbours remains a high
priority.
  Every diplomatic effort is made to ensure that bilateral relations do
not become adversely affected on account of such problems with all our
neighbours concerned.
  Agreeing to refer to the International Court of Jusitce (ICJ), the
overlapping territorial claims which Malaysia has with Indonesia and
Singapore, indicates the extent to which we are prepared to go in
achieving solutions to bilateral problems.
  The establishment of separate joint commissions between Malaysia and
Brunei, Indonesia, the Philippines, Thailand, Laos and Vietnam has also
provided a useful framework for co-operation in all fields of mutual
interest.
  Special attention is given to Malaysia-Singapore relations. In this
case, the potential for mutually beneficial collaboration is immense.
Emotions, anchored in the pages of history, has bedevilled, however,
relations between the two countries.
  There is a definite need for restraint from both sides. The conduct of
bilateral relations should be premised on a "mutuality formula" that would
receive the support of the peoples of both countries.
  Indeed, Malaysia-Singapore relations should move out of its old mould
and mature into what it ought to be - interdependent, proximate and
mutually beneficial.
  This is absolutely vital as strained relations between Malaysia and
Singapore would inevitably present problems for the evolution of a truly
regional community whilst draining resources which could otherwise be put
to effective use in our foreign policy agenda.
  Japan, the European Union, the US, Australia and the Republic of Korea
would remain Malaysia's major trading partners as well as the source of
investment and technology, particularly in connection with the
establishment of Malaysia's Multimedia Super Corridor.
  The only exception is Israel. Malaysia would consider beginning



relations with Israel when a comprehensive peace agreement between Israel
and the Palestinian Liberation Organisation (PLO) is successfully
concluded.
  At the sub-regional level, increased efforts would be made towards
realising the benefits of the growth triangle concept namely, the
Indonesia, Malaysia and Thailand Growth Triangle (IMT-GT), the Indonesia,
Malaysia and Singapore Growth Triangle (IMS-ST) and the Brunei, Indonesia,
Malaysia and Philippines East Asian Growth Area (Bimp-Eaga).
  Such efforts would no doubt allow for prosperity to be spread to the
less developed areas, thereby bringing meaning to the "prosper-thy-
neighbour-policy" which is being pursued by the Government.
  At the regional level, Malaysia will continue to push for the
strengthening of Asean as a regional grouping.
  In the post-cold war situation which sees the emergence of competing
regional economic groupings and uncertainty in the regional security
environment, Malaysia believes that a strong and successful Asean is not
only an economic necessity but also a strategic imperative.
  A prosperous, consolidated and stable Asean at peace with itself and
with its immediate neighbours provides the best guarantee for the security
of the entire Southeast Asia and East Asia region.
  The recent expansion of Asean to include Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar will
make an even bigger contribution to developing national resilience,
promoting economic growth, enhancing regional co-operation and ensuring
regional peace and security.
  Malaysia believes that the existence of Asean has encouraged patterns of
behaviour that reduce risks to security by enhancing bilateral relations
as well as fostering habits of open dialogue on political and security
matters, including establishing confidence-building measures.
  The existing dialogue through the Asean Post-Ministerial Conference
process and Asean Regional Forum (ARF), in which Asean functions as the
core group, adequately serves the purpose.
  Malaysia hopes that the early realisation of the zone of peace, freedom
and neutrality (Zofpan), including the Southeast Asian nuclear weapon free
zone (Seanfwfz), will help to further enhance regional security.
  Notwithstanding criticisms made against Asean, it is clear that co-
operation within Asean is now firmly entrenched. Asean is not about to
lose its dynamism, viability and relevance with the inclusion of new
member states.
  On the contrary, increasing interest towards Asean and requests made for
sectoral dialogue partnership by a number of Asian, African and Latin
American countries, reflect the high esteem accorded by them to Asean as a
regional organisation.
  At the multilateral level, Malaysia has and will continue to be active
in the OIC, Commonwealth, NAM and the UN. Such fora are useful in
promoting co-operation between member states, in finding solutions to
global problems and in establishing common ground rules for the peaceful
conduct of international relations.
  Malaysia will continue to use the platform available to speak on global
issues like human rights, environmental degradation, terrorism, refugees,
democracy and the reform of the UN Security Council.
  We believe that the UN should continue to be effective in dealing with
global developmental issues, peace and security, humanitarian activities,
international crises and cases of violations of the UN charter and
principles of international law - in a fair and equitable manner.
  On the economic front, Malaysia will continue to adopt a proactive role
in the World Trade Organisation (WTO).
  One significant phenomenon that will impact strongly on Malaysia's



foreign policy as we move into the next millennium, is globalisation and
the IT.
  Our greatest challenge would be to extract the best from the process of
globalisation and to give our best to the system in return.
  However, our experience to date with regard to both the political and
economic dimensions of globalisation has been less than happy.
  On the political front, we see the end of the cold war. Yet the world
today is no more safe than we had been led to believe.
  The so-called friendly global village has not come about. Old conflicts
either refuse to die or simply have a way of coming out of their graves to
haunt us.
  In the meantime, new conflicts, at times much more bloodier and brutal
than the old ones, continue to emerge and rage.
  Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Timor-Timor and conflicts in certain
states in Africa provide clear examples. The issues of Palestine,
Afghanistan, and Jammu/Kashmir remain unresolved.
  Added to this, two other issues of great concern also remain, namely:
terrorism and the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction which
brings fourth the prospect of nuclear, chemical and biological warfare.
  It is important therefore that our foreign policy be geared at ensuring
that more and more nations sign and ratify the relevant international
conventions such as the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), the
Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT), Biological Weapons Convention (BWC),
Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC) and the Convention on Land Mines (CLM).
  The economic dimension of globalisation has been even more
disappointing. The financial crisis that descended upon east Asia in 1997
brought about not only social misery and economic disaster but political
instability as well.
  Massive unemployment, negative growth, stock market crashes and severe
currency devaluations have pulled down millions of people below the
poverty line. The severity of the situation calls for the whole business
of economic globalisation and financial and trade liberalisation to be
seriously addressed.
  Malaysia's biggest foreign policy challenge in the next decade lies in
this area.
  Reforming the international financial architecture to insure against
massive currency attacks, manipulators and excessive fluctuations is no
small task particularly if we have to persuade those who have been
benefiting from the existing system.
  The years ahead therefore would see our foreign policy especially
oriented towards not only ensuring Malaysia's economic recovery
internally, but also our role as an influential geopolitical player in
this field at the global level.
  Malaysia's current position as a non-permanent member of the UN Security
Council has provided us with a forum to begin addressing some of these
challenges, voice our concerns and put forth Malaysia's position on issues
that affect us as well as the world.
  Relations among sovereign states ought to be based on a new paradigm
integrity, as well as recognition of mutual interests and benefits.
                               (END)
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