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Frothy frosty Roth

ITISquite assuring to see a US official actually making an effort to
"clarify" a statenent nade on Mal aysi a by anot her governnent official,
Assi stant Secretary of State of East Asia and Pacific Affairs Stanl ey
Rot h, who reportedly said [ ast week in Hong Kong that "until thereis a
change inthe policies, it isdifficult to envisage a warmer rel ationship
between the United States and Mal aysi a". One coul d i magine that this
official "who asked not to be named" occupies a fairly senior position in
the dinton Adm ni strati on and had spoken to the Bernana representative in
Washi ngt on out of a need to stress, particularly to the Ml aysi an public,
that Roth's remarks did not wholly reflect Washi ngton's stand on Ml aysi a.

Certainly, Roth's remarks do not reflect the state of bilateral ties. In
terms of investnent, the US has renmi ned Mal aysi a's | argest and nost
i mportant source of foreign direct investnment over the years. Last year,
US i nvestors proposed to establish projects valued at some RVM2.54 billion
(RMB.5 billionin 1998), nore t han doubl ed the worth of proposed Japanese
investnments in Malaysia. Interns of trade, the US has been Mal aysia's
| argest export market for many years. Anerica is still a favourite place
for thousands of Mal aysians to send their children for further studies
every year. In terns of econom c cooperation, American conpani es are
actively involved in various soci 0-econoni ¢ progranmmes and are represent ed
on various national committees.

There have been nunerous cl ashes of views between Ml aysi ans and
Anericans but these al nost never invol ved the ordi nary person. Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohanmad i s an out spoken critic of the US
but mainly with regards to policies that discrimnate agai nst devel opi ng
countries and al so nostly in response to American criticismof Ml aysia,
the Third World and I sl amic countries, and of his own views on vari ous
i ssues. Mal aysia is also agai nst Anerican unilateralism veto power,
doubl e standards, extra-territorial tendencies, and holier-than-thou
attitude.

But Mal aysi a al so | ooks to the US for inspiration; for exanple, Dr
Mahat hir went to the Silicon Valley hinself to | ook at what Mal aysia's
Mul ti medi a Super Corridor nmust do to succeed and he woos American
enterprises to invest i n Mal aysi a because they have the technol ogy, the
notivation as well as the i nnovati on. Mal aysi a never condemed Aneri cans
for constructing the tallest buildings inthe world before the Petronas
Twin Towers, for sending a few men to the noon with noney that coul d have
fed mllions of hungry people, or for making the | argest battle ships and
deadl i est bonbs. On their part, US envoys to Asean take the initiative to
go coast-to-coast every year to "sell" the potential of econonmies in the
region to their businessnen back home. And | eaders and officials fromboth
nati ons engage i n di al ogues at various | evel s to enhance bil at eral
rel ations.

For Roth to speak of Malaysia as if it was a major foe of Uncle Sam
therefore, is uncalled for. Wile he said the US did not regard Dr
Mahat hir as a di ctator or "anot her Pinochet", the references t hensel ves
are clearly ai med at naki ng peopl e draw paral | el s between the Prine
M nister and the former Chilean president and other dictators. Roth spoke
of the "heavy-handed" way Dr Mahat hir handl es Anwar, the opposition, the
press, the judiciary and the general el ection and of Mal aysia's
"wor seni ng" human rights situation and disrespect for therule of law. In



short, what happened in Mal aysia over the ast 18 nmonths is not a
government that the Cinton Adm nistration woul d want to associate with,
Rot h sai d.

I f WAshi ngt on does subscribe to Roth's views, it would only confirm
where the US is headed. After all, he was just belatedly taking the cue
fromVice President and presidential hopeful Al Gore, who showed
Mal aysi ans i n Novenber 1998 how shocki ngly i npertinent and irresponsibl e
the stand-in Anerican head of government could be. At |east the official
who asked not to be named has put things in the correct perspective by
noting that "there is chill inthe air but the water is not frozen". Let's
hope nobody catches a col d.
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