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Time to inprove | ot of foreign service staff

R H.
MJCH has been said in recent weeks about our Foreign Service and the role
of our dipl omats.

| wish to offer some thoughts on this issue - as the Foreign Service is
vital to a nation's security and economi ¢ wel | - bei ng.

Many years ago, Tan Sri Ghazali Shafie, at a cerenmony to commrenorate the
deaths of our soldiers during the period of confrontation, remnarked that
when di pl omacy fails, our soldiers die..."

Years of peace and prosperity have caused us to forget and perhaps
negl ect our Foreign Service. Now, when Mal aysia is once again facing
criticismand attack from abroad, our diplomats are accused of being
unabl e to defend our national interests.

From ny experience with our diplomats, they are exceedingly |loyal -
per haps nore than nost.

Def endi ng our nation and its interests is for themal nost a knee-jerk
reaction.

They are dedicated, notivated and hardworki ng. Mal aysia's many foreign
policy achi evenents woul d not have been possible wi thout the hard work and
sacrifice of our diplomts.

| think it is sad that our diplomats have recei ved praise from many
countries and institutions they served in but little recognition from
their own nation.

Qutsiders only see the cocktail parties and the so-called "high |iving"
but inreality these only mask the enornous sacrifices, both personal and
prof essi onal, that our diplomats have to make to serve the country.

Many are separated fromtheir elderly parents at times when their
parents need t hem nost.

Sone don't even meke it back in tinme for their parents funeral! And in
case there is a retort that the financial remuneration is reward enough -
|l et me say that Ml aysian diplomats are perhaps anmong the | owest paid in
the worl d.

Those with children in secondary schools are nowfinding it a terrible
financial strain to even pay the fees (even with a 2/3 subsidy fromthe
Gover nnent) .

They thus face the difficult choice of either |leaving their children in
Mal aysia for three to four years or live |like paupers abroad in order to
keep their children with themat their post.

Those who serve abroad sonetines have to live in appalling conditions,
often bereft even of nedical care and all the other things which we in
Mal aysi a now take for granted.

Readi ng fromnews reports over the years, | recall that our diplonmats
have been hel d hostage, robbed at gunpoint, have had to abandon their
possessi ons and flee before invading arm es or seek refuge fromangry
nobs.

And these are only the sensational stories. Many diplomats' famlies
qui etly suffer psychol ogi cal and enotional stress as children are forced
to make constant adjustnents to strange and bew | dering cul tures.

It is no wonder that for years Wsnma Putra has suffered fromdeclining
recruitment.

Pl ease, the Ml aysian Foreign Service is no bed of roses!

To be sure, the Foreign Service needs repairing. Language skills - the
tools of the trade so to speak - are sorely | acking



There are no specialists in the | anguages of our nei ghbours - Thail and,
Vietnam China, India - |eave alone those further afield.

Funds for publicity, travel and entertai nment have been neagre at best.

Ref resher courses - especially in global econoncs, the environnment and
new t echnol ogi es - are sporadic.

And nost of our enbassies have been operating with less than their ful
conmpl enent of staff for years.

Until recently, Wsnma Putra could not even afford to send Mal aysi an
newspapers to all our enbassies abroad!

If we desire to have a dynami c Foreign Service, we nmust be prepared to
pay for it.

Wt hout adequate funding, the ability of our diplomats to do their jobs
will continue to be severely restricted.

Qur diplomats don't need synpathy, just the tools to get the job done.

Many references have been made about cocktail parties with the
i ndication that our diplomats are wasting their tinme attendi ng such
functions.

To the uninitiated, cocktail receptions may seemlike fun. However, for
those who have to attend several receptions a week, it is a tiresone
chore.

Many of our diplomats don't even drink al cohol so forget the w ne and
the Iike. They go because they want to represent our country, because they
want to tell Malaysia's story to all who will listen, because they want to
make new cont act s.

Qur diplomats did not invent cocktail parties but they have to learn to
live in that environnent because that is the way the work gets done,
because that's where the novers and shakers often are.

Al so there needs to be realistic expectations of our Foreign Service.
The bad Press overseas is a case in point. Many forei gn newspapers have
their own bias and agendas.

Oten, no anmount of explanation or clarification can change their mnnds.
In such cases our diplomats can only endeavour to nitigate the worst
excesses of these publications.

Per haps nore inportantly, they quietly and often successfully convince
those who really matter - the investors, the businessmen, the tourists -
that despite the bad Press, Malaysia is still a great place to invest in
do business with or visit.

Wth the limted resources they have, they cannot reach everyone but
they can and do try to reach those who really matter. They do their part
for Team Mal aysi a!

We have in our Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad an
outstanding world | eader. Hi s vision and determ nation has inspired nmany
nati ons.

Mal aysia's name is held in high esteemeverywhere except by those who
feel threatened and uneasy by independent and forceful nations that are
determined to march to the beat of their own druns.

Let's think how we can give Dr Mahathir and Mal aysia the kind of Foreign
Service that they need and deserve as we narch into the new m |l ennium



	Time to improve lot of foreign service staff (NST 19/08/1999)

