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A new chapter in Ml aysia-US rel ations

Har dev Kaur
SHANGHAI : Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad' s nmeeting with US
Presi dent George W Bush nmarks a new chapter in Ml aysia-US rel ati ons.

There has been a build up to the two | eaders' face to face neeting in
Shanghai with a nunber of high level US visits to Kuala Lunpur in recent
weeks.

Anong ot hers, US Trade Representative Bob Zoellick nade a special trip
to Kual a Lunmpur "to try and understand” Mal aysia's views on trade and the
forthcoming Mnisterial neeting of the Wrld Trade O gani sation (WO).

Zoellick also net Dr Mahathir and Foreign Mnister Datuk Seri Syed Ham d
Al bar.

While this was the first neeting of the two | eaders since Bush took
office in January this year, they had comuni cated when the President
tel ephoned the Prime Mnister foll owi ng the Septenber 11 attacks on New
Yor k and Washi ngt on.

Dr Mahathir also wote a |letter expressing his views on ways of dealing
with terrorists and terrorism The Ml aysian proposal is to convene an
i nternational conference on terrorismto find its root causes. Anerica is
using mlitary attacks as part of its strategy to deal with terrorists.

Dr Mahat hir explained to Bush that Ml aysia is against terrorismand
that is why he has proposed the need to stanp out its root causes and dea
wi th the gl obal problem

The two | eaders saw eye-to-eye on the need to deal with terrorists and
terrorism respected each other's views and accepted the fact that they
"may differ on certain issues". Even so, for the American business
community, the neeting is significant.

Erni e Bower president of the US-Asean business council said the American
Presi dent was "reaching out to the Prine Mnister as a senior and nost
experienced | eader in South-East Asia, as a senior statesman of a Muslim
country. He (Bush) asked for advise.

"That is pretty smart of the American President. That is why | feel that
there is a new chapter in the bilateral relations and we are asking for
advi se and we are asking for cooperation”

Mal aysia, as a noderate Islamic state and Dr Mahathir as a progressive
Muslim | eader, has an inportant role to play in ensuring a better
under st andi ng of Islamand of Muslins. Bush is said to have indicated to
Dr Mahathir that Malaysia has a role to play in the Islanmc world.

There has been "actual and practical warm ng up of relations". Bower
said "A page turned and we are into a new rel ationshi p". He neverthel ess
added that all parties, businesses and the governnents, have to work on
i mproving public relations and comuni cati ons.

Bower pointed out that even as high | evel contacts are really starting
to take place and "bilateral relations are moving in the right direction,
t he newspapers give a different story". Citing an exanple he said the |ead
story of the Washi ngton Post recently was on the alleged anthrax letter
from Mal aysi a.

"That is going to hit the guts of the Anerican people like a punch in
the stomach and if they don't know any better they nmay question why
Mal aysi ans woul d want to be killing us right now?"

These devel opnents are taking place when the econom ¢ sl owdown and
recession in the US and ot her maj or devel oped country has affected
bilateral trade and investnent flows. It calls for aggressive public



relati ons and i nproved conmmuni cations to correct the m sconception and
m sunder st andi ngs, especially as the two | eaders have set the stage for
cl oser bilateral rel ations.

Dr Mahathir described it "as a good neeting"” and the President's parting
words at the end of the 40-m nute neeting "we nust strengthen rel ations”
shoul d be seen as a genuine attenpt on Anerica's part to reach out. It
will require the people of the two countries to work towards a better
under st andi ng and cooperati on.

The warming of relations is inportant and wel comed by the business
conmuni ties of both countries. The USis a nmmjor trading partner for
Mal aysia. It is also a major source of foreign direct investments (FDIs).
Simlarly Ml aysia has been an i nportant and nej or destination for
Ameri can i nvest nent s.

Bower said while the two | eaders are reaching out to each ot her and
denonstrating howinportant the relationship is, "they need their
countries to understand each other. The busi ness conmmunities (of both
countries) had better do the same".

He said Anerican businesses in Ml aysia have not only invested in
manuf acturing but also in schools, the training of people and capacity
building. "But we do a terrible job of comunicating to the people in
Mal aysi a" about what Anerican busi nesses and busi ness comunity does
beyond just setting up plants.

Political relations and stability are just as inportant for businesses.

The new chapter in the Anerican-Ml aysian rel ations augurs wel |
especially when the world econony is sputtering and FDI's are sl owi ng down.

Wi | e US- Mal aysi an trade has been growing rapidly in recent years,
especially since the US econony recorded a robust gross domestic product
growth in the 1990s, Anerican investnents in Ml aysia increased five fold
in the last decade. US exports to Malaysia tripled just as Ml aysi an
exports to the USrose in the last 10 years. "W all know that Ml aysia is
a good place to do business," Bower says.

However with the downturn Malaysia was hard hit particularly because of
the nature of its trade flows and its heavy dependence on the technol ogy
sector and on el ectronic goods. This sector took a beating with the
bursting of the technol ogy bubble. Thus in the first half of this year
exports and inmports to and fromthe US declined by an average of 7 per
cent.

Bef ore Septenber 11 busi nesses were considering how to manage in a
sl owi ng econony. After Septenmber 11, with little or no growth in the US,
no grow h in Europe and the "popping of consunmer confidence” American
conmpani es are seeking to "find confidence". In this anaeni c economic
envi ronnment and shattered consumer confidence, the "question in US
Mal aysi an rel ati ons was how can we get the gears turning"?

The answer was provided by Dr Mahathir and Bush when the net in Shangha
and denponstrated "not only in their conversation but also in their body
| anguage". Wth strategic businesses trying to manage for a downturn the
nmeeting augurs well. This is where governnents really matter, Bower says.

"Busi nesses need signals, good signals of confidence. And | think we got
a good signal of confidence today fromthe Bush-Dr Mahathir
nmeeti ng. .. Busi nesses need governents and they need | eadershi p and
synbolism And we got it."
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