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A resurgent Mal aysia-India relations

Abdul | ah Ahnmad

DESPI TE t heir poor state, India first and | ater Pakistan - two arch
enem es - now have nucl ear weapons, dangerously raising the |evels of
future nucl ear war on the subcontinent. | believe their decisions to
produce the weapons were legitimte and there was a cl ear enough
rational e.

India, in particular, resents howit is regarded by the world at |arge
despite being a stabl e denocracy, a resurgent econony and vi ewed by many
as novi ng towards becom ng an | T superpower of sorts.

Atal Behari Vajpayee will arrive in Kuala Lumpur next week on an
official visit, the first by an Indian Prinme Mnister in five years.

Nar asi mha Rao cane in August 1995 and Prine M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahahir
Mohamad nade a reciprocal visit the foll ow ng year.

India, it is said, is starting a new di pl omacy on how it should be
| ooked upon in the new mllennium a makeover, a new inmage that it is a
serious contender for a bigger role in international relations as it once
was under Jawaharl al Nehru.

Foreign policy, under Dr Mahathir is and has played a bigger role when
he recognised that it was and is a rel evant economc asset; it is not just
an afterthought.

Mal aysi a-India historical Iinks are centuries old. Their bilatera
rel ati ons have al ways been strong. New Del hi was one of the few sel ect
capitals where we set up diplomatic mssions at anbassadorial |evel at
| ndependence. W have no problens in our relations with India.

India continues to be Malaysia's |largest trading partner in the
subcontinent and in 1999, bilateral trade anpbunted to RWB. 759 billion. The
bal ance of trade has al ways been in Kuala Lunpur's favour, slightly nore
than hal f the anount.

Mal aysi a' s single biggest export is palmoil, contributing RV3.4
billion, making India our biggest inporter.

India has 179 industrial projects in Malaysia, worth RMLO6.5 million
(between 1988 and 1999), while we are one of India' s top foreign investors
(RML. 715 billion). W have invested |argely in power generation,

t el ecomuni cati ons, hi ghway construction (including part of the Munbai -
Pune Hi ghway), and India' s nost nodern LPG facility in Haldia in southwest
Cal cutta, which | visited | ast Wednesday. It will be operational in Muy.
Mal aysi ans have al so invested in the plantation and manufacturing sectors.

I have been informed that bil ateral agreenents and nenoranda of
under standi ng will be signed during Vajpayee's visit involving Avoi dance
of Doubl e Taxation, Extradition Treaty and several MdUs on Civil Service
Cooper ati on, anong ot hers.

In a week's stay which has taken nme to Munbai, Cal cutta and New Del hi, |
have only sighted one news itemin the Indian nmedia regardi ng Mal aysi a
whi ch was about the extradition proceedings of Ottavio Quattrocchi, an
Italian who lives in KL, for allegedly being involved in the Bofors arns
scandal. He is now free on bail pending court hearing.

Vaj payee and Dr Mahathir are al so expected to discuss the Asean Regi ona
Forum (ARF). Perhaps, Pakistan's application to join the ARF will be
reviewed. There is no consensus on the subject. India, which has been a
full dialogue partner of the Association of South-East Asian Nations
(Asean) since 1996 and a participant in the ARF, is pushing hard for an
Asean-India summit. Presently, Pakistan is only a sectoral dial ogue



part ner.

I understand that Ml aysia and several of the nenbers believe that for
the tine being, Asean should focus on consolidation rather than expansion,
besides it does appear there is a "little difficulty" here in that Asean
cannot consi der any enhancenent of its relations with India w thout taking
i nto account the Pakistan factor.

What ever the case, |India-Mlaysia bilateral relations are burgeoni ng.
El sewhere in Asia, India is nmoving on a fast track diplomacy. | believe
this is only the beginning of New Del hi's efforts to integrate itself into
the Asian econony, political aspirations in the face of a new world order.

| wel come what seens to be the Indian | eadership's new script for India,
arevisiting of the East as it were. It is done, of course, as nuch for
econom ¢ as for geopolitical reasons.

Vaj payee's visit, his first and also the first of the nbst senior |ndian
| eaders to do so since India conducted its nuclear tests in May 1998 and

another recently, | expect, will cenment a stronger bilateral relationship.
There are vast areas of potential cooperation and even synergy between
the two countries. | amsure the Indians will like the quality and cost-

ef fectiveness of our highways, roads, bridges and other infrastructure and
the KL International Airport, Putrajaya and the Petronas Twi n Towers.

And on our part, we are inpressed with the Indian genius in conputers,
mat hemati cs, science, tel econmunications, the ability to maintain a high
standard of English even after 53 years of |ndependence when it was
rel egated to a second | anguage, its filmnmaking industry and cricket.

The good thing is that both Dr Mahathir and Vaj payee are heads of
coalition governnents, and they are therefore, very conversant with the
politics of conpronise and in any relationship, there nust be give and
t ake.

The friendship between I ndia and Mal aysi a has al ways been very good. The
only potential outcome, and a certain one, is bright indeed.
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