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Time for action on trans-Asian rail project: Syed Hanmid

Fadzi|l Gnhazali in Singapore
SI NGAPORE, Wed: Mal aysia is banking on the Fourth Asean Informal Sunmit to
junp-start the inplenentation of the proposed multi-billion-ringgit trans-

Asi an railway project |inking Singapore with Kunm ng in China.

Foreign Mnister Datuk Seri Syed Hami d Syed Al bar said the country is
hoping that the summt, which is scheduled to start on Friday, wll put
the project in high gear so that work can begin

"Let us get the routes (for the project) confirmed first. Once we have
the routes established then we can approach interested parties to devel op
the project,"” he told Ml aysi an journalists here today.

Syed Hanid said there are parties, including China and Japan, that want
to be involved in the project, which he described as "a good catal yst" for
econom ¢ devel opment in the region.

He said the project has gone through "too many di scussions and it is
time to act on it", noting that transport ministers of the Association of
Sout h- East Asi an Nations (Asean) have approved its feasibility study.

It is understood that Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mhanad, who
will arrive here tonmorrow, will push for discussions on the project during
the summt on Friday.

Syed Hani d expressed confidence that a positive decision on the trans-
Asian railway project in an Asean sumit gathering will expedite further
di scussions and, ultimately, its inplenmentation.

"So far, the nopod has been positive (towards the project). W discussed
it in Manila. There have been a | ot of discussions. It will be decided
here," he added.

Syed Hanid said the neeting of Asean | eaders will al so cover econonic,
political and social issues that are inportant to strengthen the group

"Mal aysia is placing a ot of inportance on Asean to ensure that the
group's activities and work do not weaken its role,"” he added.

Asked whet her disunity has energed in Asean followi ng the Internationa
Labour Organisation's (I1LO sanctions agai nst Myanmar, Syed Hamid said a
mere difference in opinion does not nmean that Asean is not united.

According to reports, the ILO has inposed sancti ons on Myanmar, cl aim ng
the exi stence of forced | abour in the country. Asean attenpts to
neutralise the sanctions fell through after Thailand' s deci sion to agree
with the 1LO s nove.

Syed Hami d said individual countries have the right to go ahead with
their own decision even though Mal aysia prefers a conmon stand by Asean on
i nternational matters.

Ber nama reports: The Asean- European Union ministerial neeting schedul ed
to be held in Laos next nonth will go ahead as pl anned, Laotian Foreign
M ni stry pernmanent secretary Bounkeut Sangsonsak sai d yesterday.

"Progress has been nade. The neeting will be Asean and EU, bloc en
bloc," he said in response to concerns that the nmeeting will be aborted
agai n due to the European Union's stand agai nst Myanmar.

Speaking to reporters on the sidelines of the Asean senior officials
nmeeti ng ahead of the fourth Asean Informal Summit in Singapore, Sangsonsak
said only four of the 15 EU nenbers have yet to confirmtheir attendance
for the Decenber 11-12 neeting to be held at Vientiane.

The four are Denmark, Ireland, Portugal and the Netherl ands.

"I think we will get an answer in a matter of tine," he said, adding
t hat Eur opean Commi ssion officials will also attend the neeting.



Ti es between the EU and Asean were strained after the South-East Asian
groupi ng adm tted Myanmar as a nenber in 1997. EU has been a harsh critic
of Myanmar's human rights record.

The Vientiane talks will focus on politics, security, economc
cooperation, and issues related to social, general trade and the Wrld
Trade Organi sation, said Sangsonsak.
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