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Arroyo shows respect for our |eadership

K. P. Varan

THE rel ati ons between two countries is usually synbolised by the cl oseness
of the respective | eaders. Wen | eaders trust each other, issues can be

di scussed openly and sol utions could be easily arrived at.

By choosing Malaysia as the first foreign nation to visit since assum ng
the Philippine presidency, G oria Macapagal Arroyo has indicated to the
worl d that she not only has nmuch respect for the Ml aysi an | eadershi p but
she al so counts on our country as a friend.

Havi ng ascertai ned the past contributions of other nations including
nei ghbours and forner col onial powers, she nust have conme to the
conclusion that closer ties with Mal aysia would not only be a boon for her
nation but there is rmuch scope for synbiotic benefits.

Mal aysi a's hand in bringi ng about an agreenent between Manila and the
Moro Islamc Liberation Front (MLF) and the announcenent that a cordia
resolution to Philippines' claimon Sabah was cl ose at hand are mgj or
m | estones during Arroyo's visit.

Arroyo's adnmiration of Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohanad is
obvi ous when she said she liked his "plain tal king and common sense" and
that she held in high esteemhis "right blend of pragmati sm vision and
managenent capability"

"I amvery much like that too. For instance, | don't want fluffy
agreenents. That's the sane thing that Dr Mahathir wants. He said he
doesn't want a nenorandum of understandi ng, he wants a nmenor andum of
agreenment, at the very |east.

"And of course, he has been a brother to us, a brother to ne, in hel ping
out to bring the peace process as far as it has gone in this particul ar
visit," she said before returning homne.

There is much optim smanong the two del egations that were involved in
bi |l ateral discussions that the relations between the countries are
expected to reach a hi gher plane.

Tourismgrowth between the two countries has nmuch potential and the
presence of Philippine Tourism Secretary Richard Gordon in the visiting
del egation is proof of the inportance Manila placed in increasing cross-
border travels.

Despite his hectic schedule of attending official functions, Gordon took
the tine to hold discussions with entrepreneurs and tour operators to
i nprove tourist |andings in the Philippines.

He al so announced that a Ml aysi an conpany woul d be i ntroduci ng regul ar
charter flights from Ml aysia and China to the Philippines.

Twi ce-weekly flights fromKota Kinabalu will land at O ark airbase,
whil e the conmpany will also operate two flights a week from Shanghai to
Cl ark airbase and Shenzen to Cebu.

He said this showed that Mal aysi an conpanies are well aware of the
tourismpotential in the Philippines and added that he and his Ml aysi an
counterpart Datuk Abdul Kadir Shei kh Fadzir had signed an agreenment to
hol d j oi nt pronoti ons.

"We can market both countries together and this would bring all-round
benefits. We are establishing a comrittee to study this," he added.

As for M ndanao, he said, since assuning the Tourism Secretary's post,
one of his visions was to turn the southern islands into tourist
attractions and he believed that in view of the cultural sinilarities
Mal aysi ans woul d be keen to visit historical and interesting sights there.



As Gordon snoked his favourite cigar at the | ounge of the Shangri-La
hotel while | sipped on the cold Carlsberg, our discussion ranged from ny
first neeting with hi mover 10 years ago when he was head of the Subic Bay
Mentropolitan Authority, ny interview after he was renoved fromoffice by
fornmer President Joseph Estrada and our discussion early this year at
Mal acanang pal ace after he was sworn in as Tourism Secretary.

He told Arroyo's Press secretary Noel Cabrera, who joined us at the
| ounge, how | kept popping up at Subic Bay when he was "unenpl oyed” to
find out about his future plans which brought |aughter all around and we
expressed happi ness that the "come back kid" is back in the hot seat.

Since NST editorial adviser Tan Sri Abdul Sanmad |Isnail (Pak Sanad to us
all) had told nme to find a way to travel to M ndanao and Basilan to report
on the actual situation and ensure that | do not return by cargo, |
decided this was an opportune tinme to pop the question

"Could you help in arranging ny travel to M ndanao and the nei ghbouri ng
islands to gain first-hand infornation on the situation there and also to
wite about the people and places?" | asked.

He | aughed and said: "I will get ny top people to guide you there.
will even send a battalion of soldiers to escort you but that is not
necessary because the situation has inmproved considerably. The Abu Sayyaf
has been cornered and they cannot escape this tinme."

He rattled on a few "useful" tel ephone nunbers and al so i ntroduced ne to
Dr Parouk Hussin, who was in Malaysia to negotiate a peace process with
the MLF.

Par ouk pronised to handle the logistics to visit some of the islands off
M ndanao.

CGordon said he woul d need a couple of weeks to organise the itinerary

and all | had to do is lug ny laptop and fly to the Philippines. | sat
there with a huge smle on ny face. Another dream assignnent. Avisit to a
troubl ed spot and the opportunity to neet a host of people... need | want

mor e?
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