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Fer nando- Chal | enge
SRl LANKAN ENVOY MOVES ON TO A Bl GGER CHALLENGE

KUALA LUMPUR, July 22 (Bernama) -- G ven the choice, he would prefer to
stay on as Sri Lanka's Hi gh Conmi ssioner to Mal aysia. But Col onbo has
bi gger plans for Lionel Fernando.

Conme Monday, he will assune the post of Secretary-GCGeneral of the Sri
Lankan M nistry of Foreign Affairs, ending a one-and-a-half year tour of
duty in Ml aysia agai nst a nornal three-year mninmumtenure.

"I amrequired by ny Governnment to report to ny mnistry as the
Secretary-Ceneral," he told Bernama in a farewel | interview, here.

But the silver-haired Fernando is taking it all in stride, saying that
he woul d | ove to take up the chall enge.

The 63-year old career diplonmat said one of his priorities here had
been to project the true picture of his country to the multiracial and
mul tilingual people of Ml aysia.

This he did with the help of nmission staff and fell ow countrynen here,
by inmparting the correct information about Sri Lanka, including by
addressing various |ocal organisations and interactions with Ml aysi ans
fromall wal ks of life.

"Otherwise, if there is msinformation, that neans that people wll
m ss out as to what that particular country is like. What | have been doi ng
is building bridges between Ml aysia and nmy country," he said.

Turni ng to econom ¢ exchanges between the two countries, Fernando hoped
that Mal aysia would increase its inports fromSri Lanka in line with Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohanad's "prosper-thy-nei ghbour” mantra.

H gh Commi ssion statistics show that fromJanuary to March this year
Mal aysi a exported RML29.4 nillion worth of products to Sri Lanka while the
I ndi an Ccean island nati on exported goods valued at RM6.68 nmillion to
Mal aysi a.

Among Mal aysia's major inports fromSri Lanka are office machi nes and
automati ¢ data processing equi pnent, garments, rubber products, genera
i ndustrial machinery and equi prent, textile yarn and fabrics, and fruits
and veget abl es.

On the other hand, Sri Lanka inported from Mal aysia, anong ot her
things, petroleumand rel ated products, vegetable oils, non-netallic
m neral products, iron and steel, specialised machinery, tel econmunications
equi prent, furniture and medi ci nal and pharmaceuti cal products.

Fernando was al so confident that with signs pointing towards an Asi an
econom ¢ recovery, Ml aysian conpani es, new ones or those which are hol di ng
back investnment plans due to the regional economc crisis, would fl ock back
to Sri Lanka to take advantage of the w de-ranging i nvest nent opportunities
under the aegis of the Sri Lankan Board of Investnent (BO).

Earlier this year, the BO said Sri Lanka | ost about US$500 nillion
(US$1=RM3. 80) worth of potential investnent from Mal aysia and Sout h Korea,
anong the countries hit by econom c and financi al woes.

Fernando sai d Col onbo woul d persevere in its efforts to attract nore
i nvestnents from Mal aysi a.

He al so spoke at | ength about his country's constitutional reforns and
devol ution of power to the provinces.

"I know that these refornms are very, very far reaching as they include
|l and matters, police powers, the appointnment of governors and their powers
and so on," Fernando sai d.

He al so said a very unique institution, called the Constitutiona



Council, was being evolved in Sri Lanka which woul d conprise 15 nmenbers,
including the prime minister and the Opposition | eader.

One of the functions of the proposed council would be to make deci sions
on top-notch appoi ntnents such as the attorney-general, auditor-general,
el ection comm ssioners and even Suprene Court judges, he said.

On the on-going struggle by the Liberation Tigers of Tam | Eelam (LTTE)
to establish a separate state in the Jaffna peninsula for the Tanils
Fernando sai d what was inportant was a relentless effort on the part of the
Sri Lankan political |eadership to pursue peace.

"We need to have a few Nel son Mandel as, Yasser Arafats or Jerry Adans
in order to win the peace for Sri Lanka. Wnning the peace is far, far nore
difficult than winning a war," he said.

The out goi ng envoy said tinme was running out for any country whi ch was
wagi ng | ong years of war "with guns and bonbs" and that it was inportant
for the conflicting sides to sit down together to discuss things.

On a lighter note, Fernando said he had had a very pleasant stay in
Mal aysia with the smling faces of friendly and hel pful Ml aysi ans forever
etched in his nenory.

He is married to Sonal at ha Subasi nghe, a dramati st and theatre
director, with two grown-up daughters and is the proud grandfather of a
three-year old girl
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