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Chance to i nprove KL-Singapore ties

Rose | smai

SO Si ngapore's Senior Mnister Lee Kuan Yew is com ng. Although we have
not been told when, a source says he may be in Kuala Lunpur as early as
next nonth.

Apparently, Lee wants to see Putrajaya. He should. Mst Ml aysi ans who
have been to the well -1l andscaped Federal adm nistrative centre are proud
of what has been acconplished there.

Apart from sightseeing, news reports say Lee is comng to talk to our
Prinme M nister about growing Islamc resurgence in the region. Hs fear is
that radical or extrene expressions of the religion will be detrinmental to
countries deternmined to be noderate and practical in their handling of
such nmatters.

What ever the reason, it is good that the two nmen are neeting.

It may even allow for some progress in bilateral talks between the two
countri es.

Ri ght now, the relationship between Ml aysia and Si ngapore can be
characterised as "awkward and unconf ortabl e".

This is unfortunate, if sonewhat inevitable, given the close ties. Like
siblings, the two countries have had a | ove-hate rel ati onship since the
begi nni ng.

The rocki ness asi de, we have needed and will continue to need each
ot her.

Mal aysi a, Si ngapore and | ndonesia make up Asean's geostrategic core.
Sone say that without the core, the evolution of a broad security and
econom ¢ community in Southeast Asia would be affected. It nmay even | ead

to the crunbling of the 10-nati on organi sati on.

Si ngapore is Mal aysia's biggest trading partner in Asean, accounting for
RVMBO billion in 1999. It al so has considerable investnments in our country.

Agai nst this backdrop of robust economc interaction, Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad and Si ngapore's Prine M nister Goh Chok Tong met 12 times
to discuss a variety of issues in 1997 and 1998.

However, to the worry and consternation of sone, there was no neeting
(formal or informal) throughout 1999.

Qobvi ously, this abberation has trenmendous inplications on bilatera
rel ations.

Al 't hough officers fromboth sides nmet three tinmes in 1999, "there was
only tal k", |amented one source, "but no novenent".

The current gridlock, sone say, is caused by failure to conpromn se over
certain intractabl e issues.

Pul | ed together into one package, the issues are: the supply of water to
Si ngapor e; di sagreenents over the Points of Agreerment (PQOA); Custons,
| mmigration and Quarantine (ClQ status at Tanjong Pagar; the use of
Mal aysi an ai rspace by the Singapore Air Force; and, Singapore Centra
Provi dent Fund (CPF) withdrawal s by peopl e from Peni nsul ar Ml aysi a who
had worked in the republic.

O her matters that have affected the rel ati onship between the two
countries, include: CLOB (the recently resol ved over-the-counter market
trading in Mal aysi an shares through the Central Linit O der Book);
rel ocati on of the Mal aysi an naval base from Wodl ands to Johor; Singapore
of fering higher interest rates for ringgit deposits at the tine when
Mal aysia was hit by currency mani pul ators; the disparagi ng remarks often
made by Singaporean politicians about Ml aysia; as well as the US$4



billion (RML5.2 billion) |oan-for-water arrangenment proposed by Singapore
when we were at our | owest point during the recession.

To make things worse, the siege mentality, created and perpetuated in
Si ngapore to nake the island republic | ook nore vul nerable and fragile
than it actually is, has also col oured the perceptions of people living on
bot h sides of the Causeway.

Take water. This will always be an enotional issue for both sides
because Si ngapore | eaders, sonetines at the slightest provocation, wave
the threat of Malaysia cutting off water supply to the island.

O course, the intimation serves an inportant purpose: it hanmers into
t he Si ngaporean consciousness to save water but it al so makes Mal aysi a
| ook petty and vindictive.

Mal aysia, to be sure, has al so been goaded tine and again into using the
sanme threat but senior politicians fromboth countries knowthat this wll
never happen, that Malaysia is norally obliged to supply the water and
that it would keep doing so until the present agreenents expire.

However, the issue nowis not water per se but the kind of water we are
hoping to supply to the island republic. Another source of contention is
t he anobunt of water we are able to supply to Singapore.

The reason water is such a fractious i ssue dates back to agreenents nade
in 1961 and 1962, before Separati on.

Based on both, Ml aysia supplies Singapore with 350 million gallons
daily (mgd) of raw water at an astoni shing | ow cost of three sen per 1,000
gal l ons. Si ngapore then sells Johor 30ngd of treated water at 50 sen per
1, 000 gal |l ons.

These agreenents expire in 2011 and 2061 and Si ngapore i s now hoping to
draw up a fresh 100-year agreenent with nost of the terns and conditions
intact. In other words, the island republic wants the 350ngd of raw water
it has been getting since 1961 and it also wants the water to cone from
Johor River which it considers the cleanest in the State.

Si ngapore is al so requesting an additional 400ngd of treated water.

Herein lies the hitch: after 2061, Malaysia is only prepared to sel
treated water.

The I ogi c of doing so is obvious. Wen the original agreenents were
made, we were not equipped to treat the water ourselves.

Now t hat we have caught up, technol ogically speaking, the Johor Water
Supply Conpany is nore than able to provide Singapore with treated water.

It seens only fair therefore for Malaysia to finally earn some revenue
after years of having to put up with agreements favouring Singapore.

As one source pointed out, based on the original agreenments, Singapore
has been getting water free from us!

Anot her acrinonious point is the anount of water that Singapore is
expecting under the new agreenent.

Based on projections of the island republic's population growth and
econom ¢ requirenents as well as their estimated per capita water
consunption, Singapore is asking for 750ngd in 150 years.

Mal aysi an officials say the argunents used by Singapore in its request
for double the supply it gets now does not - excuse the pun - hold water.

I nstead, our officials are inclined to believe that the additional water
i s needed for comrercial reasons.

In fact, there have been news reports stating that Singapore is now
selling treated water to foreign ships at S$7 to S$21 per 1,000 litres.

In response to these reports, a source says: "Malaysia is commtted to
suppl yi ng Si ngapore with water for donestic consunption but we are not
obliged to help the island nake noney out of it."

The Si ngapore Governnent, quite naturally, responds sw ftly whenever
there are articles in Mal aysi an newspapers suggesting that the island



republic may be taking us for a ride.

In one letter published in the New Straits Tinmes last July fromthe
Si ngapore Hi gh Comni ssion Press officer, it was stated that the water
agreenments were not |opsided, that Johor was not obliged to buy the
treated water from Singapore and that Johor is buying treated water from
Si ngapore at a significant discount.

Intriguingly enough, around that sane tinme, a letter was sent to Utusan
Mal aysi a stating that Singapore should be paying RML. 09 per 1,000 gallons
and not the three sen agreed upon.

Per haps the Mal aysi an Governnent may want to check the veracity of the
letter-witer's proposal. He went on to say that cal cul ati ons nade by the
Mal aysi an Water Supply Department indicated - anong other things - that
mai nt enance of the catchnment areas was not factored into the cost of water
that was bei ng supplied to Singapore.

Because of this, he said, Singapore's declaration that it was in fact
subsi di sing the cost of treated water supplied to Johor was not conpletely
true. Besides, he added, treated water from Singapore could only fulfil 18
per cent of Johor's current water needs.

G ven these obstacles, one wonders how di scussi ons on water, the nost
contentious of issues within the package, will continue?

Mal aysia's viewon the matter is sinple, says a source. "W nust first
| ook into the needs of our people; then, we need to inpress upon Singapore
that we can only supply themwith treated water and finally, we can only
use water fromthe Sedili River for supply to Singapore."

In addition, the source adds, the supply of water beyond 2061 is al so
conti ngent upon other issues in the package being resolved fairly and
am cabl y.
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