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Kuan Yew s visit raises nore questions than answers

Rose | smi |

WHAT wi | | Si ngapore's Senior Mnister Lee Kuan Yewtell the fol k back

hone? That he was i npressed with Putrajaya? That he enjoyed t he

| ess-than-three-hour drive fromthe island republic to our capital ? O
that he was appalled to find a groundswel | of cynicismin this country
t oday?

Al't hough sone of his officers said the four-day visit was a sightseeing
tour, his itinerary gave himanple tine to check out devel opnents and
gauge the political tenperature

He met with Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad twi ce, dined
and del i berated wi th other | eaders on several occasi ons and even managed
an hour with a bunch of journalists who were as curious about his visit
here as he was about their take on the political situation in Mlaysia.

So, after gathering the informati on fromvarious quarters, what is he
likely to tell his people?

And howwi Il his visit affect the future of bilateral rel ati ons between
the two countries?

The answers to both questions may be found in the cutting comments he
made at a Press conference on the | ast day of his visit, just hours before
his flight home.

The Senior Mnister made - to the surprise and disconfort of many -
several illumi nating remarks about Dr Mahathir's predi canment vis-a-vis
Dat uk Seri Anwar |brahims arrest.

He said the circunstances which [ ed to Anwar's sacki ng was an
"unmitigated disaster”.

He spoke of errors in judgenent and the series of blunders which
occurred before and after Anwar was pl aced under detention

Lee also rel ated parts of a conversation he had with Dr Mahathir (in
Davos) in which the latter told himthat he did not know Anwar woul d be
arrested under the I1SA (it was left to the police) and that he was not
i nformed of the black eye until much, nuch | ater

The Senior M nister said he was fl abbergasted when Dr Mahathir told him
this.

Lee al so tal ked about the I evel of cynici smanong Mal aysi ans, a
per pl exi ng phenomenon whi ch he sai d he gl eaned fromdi scussions with | oca
journalists.

That the Governnent felt it necessary to re-enact the Gik arnms heist to
pl acate cyni cs was anot her source of amazenent to him
"It is ridiculous,” he said, that peopl e were questioning the Government
over the heist.

O course, these views were not offered unsolicited. As one of his
of ficers was quick to point out, Lee was only answeri ng questi ons posed by
journalists.

But solicited or unsolicited, Lee has never been known to pull punches.

So t hose who have made it their business to scrutinise his words and
nmovenment were not at all surprised by his statenents on political and
soci al devel opnents i n Mal aysi a.

After all, did he not describe Johor as a place notorious for car-

j acki ngs?

And, was it not reported sonme tinme back that he told the Filipinos (when
they invited himto their country) that their problenms stemred fromhavi ng
"t oo much denocracy"?



Hi s caustic remarks about former Indonesian President Dr Habibie's
ability as | eader also pronpted the latter to fling back the retort that
Si ngapore was just "a tiny red dot" in the region.

Still, Lee's views on Mal aysia, on Dr Mahathir's split with Anwar and
t he unfortunate circunstances surrounding it, on what he found to be
di sturbing at the grassroots has caused a stir.

The Asian Wall Street Journal is insisting that Lee's remarks coul d set
back efforts to resol ve | ong-standing bil ateral issues.

It turns out that some political analysts here also agree that bilatera
ties will be affected.

"The broad swat he of official Malaysia is still wondering about the
purpose of his visit," said one anal yst.

"Many of us are confused: was he supporting Dr Mahathir or belittling
hi n?" asked anot her

"What right has he to cone here and tell us what to do," denanded
anot her.

But not everyone interviewed felt that Lee di d nore danage t han good to
the sensitive political situationin Ml aysia today.

The fact that Isis had to turn away so many who wanted to attend Lee's
tal k on East Asia on Wednesday is an indication of the high regard he
continues to enjoy in Ml aysia.

"Per haps as Asean's el der statesnan, Lee felt he could be frank. After
al I, who can say such things now? There is no one else in the region that
conmands as nuch respect as Lee and Dr Mahathir, said one political
scientist who read five newspapers to get a feel of the Press conference.

Lee's visit, interestingly enough, has al so sparked renewed i nterest in
his son, Brig Gen Lee Hsien Loong who is the island republic's Deputy
Prime Mnister.

"I'f the sonis to becone Prine Mnister," said a political observer
"the father's trip here may have been necessary to ensure that his
appoi nt ment woul d not get a hostile reception."”

After all, said the observer, there are indications that bil ateral
relati ons may get colder in the post-Lee era. For one, the future | eaders
do not share the historical ties which the el der Lee has with senior
Mal aysi an | eaders.

Yet another theory for Lee's visit is the nessage it sends to Prenier
Goh Chok Tong. "Lee may be telling his PMthat if he (Lee) is still needed
to put bilateral relations back on the right track, then Goh had better
get his act together.”

Lee said at the Press conference that he was |l eaving Malaysia a little
nmore optim stic than when he cane, where bil ateral i ssues were concer ned.
But it is not known i f anything substantial was di scussed on the five

i ssues affecting both countries.

Still, we hope his instincts are right.

And, if we care to be optimstic as well, we can read his visit as an
attenpt to reach out.

It could even be a tacit acknow edgenent on t he part of Singaporeans
that the island cannot remain al oof, that it cannot be an oasis of calmif
there is instability in the region

The island republic must know by nowthat its fate is inextricably
linked to that of its nei ghbours.

W may, of course, be reading too nmuch into such a short visit.

Per haps he cane over for nothing nore than to see Putrajaya and the
Petronas Twi n Towers

( END)
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