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Taki ng Mal aysi a- France ties to new hei ghts

Ani s Kami |

FRANCE' s new anbassador to Ml aysia, Xavier Driencourt says he applied for
the posting here. H's predecessor Edouard Brai ne had been very happy here
and he had wanted an Asian experience, specifically a Ml aysian

experi ence.

"Mal aysi a and France have excellent relations, there is a special
relationship between our | eaders and as a diplomat it would be a rewarding
posting and a mlestone in one's career.

"Mal aysia had a | ot of recommendations, it is an interesting country,
very qui et and beautiful ."

"I arrived on Sept 1, on that sane evening | received a phone call and
was told that Mal aysia had i nposed new currency control neasures and there
were changes in the econom c deci sions.

"Then the foll owing day, the Deputy Prine M nister Datuk Seri Anwar
| brahi mwas sacked. So it was nore or |ess conplicated for a new
anbassador," he says with a laugh. Not quite the quiet country he had
expected, but it had beconme an interesting pl ace.

He says while the situation in Malaysia is not too conplicated and
fairly sinmple, it is difficult to explain the gap between the reality and
the i mage of Ml aysi a that has been portrayed.

Furthernore sone people in Europe tend to confuse Ml aysia and
| ndonesi a. Consequently, the problens faced by | ndonesi a have
unfortunately had an inpact on the image of Ml aysi a.

"This is the reason why nmy job is to explain to the French busi nessnmen
that there is a gap between the inmage that is portrayed and the reality.

"The best solution is to have as many visits by busi nessnen,
politicians, mnisters and others from France as possible to show themthe
reality.”

France is confident in the economic growh and stability of Ml aysi a,

Dri encourt says one of his main objectives is to urge nore French
busi nesses to invest in Ml aysia.

He al so feels that both countries should take advantage of the speci al
relationship that has devel oped between both | eaders.

"We al so have to explain what France is. It is not just designer clothes
and perfunes. W have aerospace industry, autonotive industry ... we have
to show the new face of France," says Driencourt.

Mal aysi an aut onoti ve conpanies are in joint ventures with G troen,
Renaul t and Peugeot .

In 1990, there were 100 French conpanies in Mal aysia, by | ast year there
were 253 conpanies. Total trade in 1993 was RML3.11 billion and in the
first 11 nmonths of last year it totalled RML2.43 billion. For five of
t hose six years, the balance of trade has been in Ml aysia's favour.

"How many peopl e know that nearly 30 per cent of the rubber gloves
produced in the world are made by a French firmin Mlaysia? O that the
water you drink, is treated by a French conmpany?"

Anot her of his goals is to pronpte exchanges and co-operation in
education and training. Wile he realises Ml aysians nm ght have probl ens
with French, he is certain that both sides can find other ways and
synergies in these areas.

He says it is not so nmuch a question of |anguage as a way of thinking.
The French think differently than the British. The French are nore
"cartesian” or logical and the British nore pragmatic.



Certainly, in recent nonths, the Ml aysian "way of thinking" on
international issues, is closer to the French than other countries.

Especially now that Malaysia is on the United Nations Security Council
the two countries should take every opportunity to exchange vi ews on
various subjects like Iraq, Kosovo, and the reforms of the internationa
financial architecture

Earlier this year, Jacques Chirac had asked French Senator Xavier de
Villepin to visit Malaysia and explain the French i deas on the issue. Last
year, during the Iraqi crisis, the President had sent a special envoy, to
di scuss the problemw th Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanad.

Both countries are not only working on traditional bilateral and
multilateral efforts. Recently, there was an agreenent between France,
Japan and Mal aysia for co-operation in Africa.

"For historical reasons, France has close relations with Africa and we
know that Malaysia is also very active in Africa. So this co-operation
al t hough new shoul d prove to be interesting."

H s predecessor's advice to himwas to see as nuch of Ml aysia as
possi bl e, especially not to spend too nmuch tinme in Kuala Lunpur. And in
the six nonths, he has managed to heed that advi ce.

"I've been to Penang, Mal acca, Johor Baru, Kuantan, Negeri Senbil an,
Sar awak and Sabah. There are still many places | have not visited. It is
important to feel the pulse of the country and Kual a Lunpur is not
representative of Ml aysi a.

"And of course | have been to Langkawi because ny President told ne |
must go to Langkawi because it is the nost beautiful island he has ever
seen," says Driencourt with a snile.

If he had to sumup his first six nonths, he would say that Malaysia is
"very friendly but conplicated", although he adds perhaps in three years
time he will say it is "very friendly and | ess conplicated".
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