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Busi nessnmen shoul d t ake advantage of PMs visit to Russia

Har dev Kaur in Mbscow

PRI ME M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad' s visit to Mbscow this week
wi Il boost bilateral relations between Russia and Ml aysi a. The new
Governnent in Moscow, under President Vliadinmir Putin, is determned to
nmove the new Russia forward into the narket econony.

Wil e the changes in Moscow are visible to the visitor, there
nevert hel ess are challenges in dealing with a market econony for a country
that has been under central planning and command and control node for a
I ong tine.

Even so Mal aysi a's anbassador to the Russian Federation Datuk Yahya
Baba, in an intervieww th the New Straits Tines in Mdscow, says the Putin
Governnent is keen to see bilateral relations strengthened and the
rel ati ons broadened to cover nore areas and activities.

The Prime Mnister's visit is at the President's invitation and Dr
Mahathir will be the second Asean | eader after the Vi etnanese vice-premer
to visit Moscow since Putin took over

It is the first visit for Dr Mahathir to Russia. However, he had made an
official visit to the former Soviet Union in 1987.

The situation in Russia has changed since the last visit. Not only has
Russi a enbraced t he market econony but the vibrancy and energy evident in
Moscow is a far cry fromthe drab, gloony atnosphere in the city of the
Sovi et era.

Construction and renovation activity is evident al nost everywhere in the
city which celebrated its 854th anniversary |ast week.

Bilateral trade with Ml aysia, which was affected by the 1998 crisis in
Russia, has started to pick up and in fact has reached the levels of the
Sovi et era.

Bilateral trade in the region of US$400 nmillion (RML.5 billion) is
mainly in primary cormodities, electrical and el ectroni ¢ goods and
furniture.

Mal aysi a- nade el ectrical appliances are in great demand in Russia but
these are inported through third countries. In addition to devel opi ng
direct trading relations with their Russian counterparts, there are
nuner ous ot her areas of possi bl e co-operation.

Since the crisis three years ago, Russians have shifted their focus and
mentality from buying forei gn-made to buyi ng made-i n- Russi a goods. Yahya
points out that there are growi ng opportunites in the furniture business,

i n which Mal aysi ans have substantial expertise, as there is trenendous
demand for household itens anong the Russi ans.

| kea from Sweden, which set up its first outlet in Mbscow just two years
ago soon after the crisis, has done so well that it is set to openits
second outl et in Myscow.

Russia's vast natural resources can be conbi ned with Ml aysi an expertise
in various areas of co-operation and joint ventures. There are grow ng
opportunites in the knock-down and do-it yourself areas. Russia has |arge
reserves of oil and gas and is the world's second | argest exporter of oil

In addition, it has gold, dianonds, various other precious and sem -
preci ous stones and ti nber

In fact, the Asian part of Russia, which has substantial natural
resources including mnerals, oil and gas, is sparsly popul ated and offers
greater opportunites, according to Al exander P. Losyul ov, the Russian
Deputy M nister of Foreign Affairs.



Whi | e undoubtedly there are risks for businessmen and entrepreneurs,
there are al so benefits "which can be very rewardi ng". And Western
busi nessnen are begi nning to take advantage of the "opening up" of Russia
and the availability of its resources.

General Mdtors is investing some US$300 million into a car plant in
Russia. The demand for cars is on the rise, including inported nodels.

The largest foreign investors in the first six nonths of this year,
according to the English | anguage Moscow Tines, is Gernmany with US$6. 085
billion foll owed by the US with US$5. 365 billion.

The only Asian country with substantial investnments in Russia is Japan
with US$553 million invested in the first half of this year

There are visible changes in Moscow and in various other parts of the
country, but even so there are challenges in dealing with the new narket -
oriented environnent. Adjustnents are al so needed on the part of the
popl ul ation to neet demands of this new system

The | eadership in Moscow under Putin is committed to noving ahead with
the necessary changes. It has instituted amendnents in a nunber of areas.

These i nclude re-organising the structure for federal and regi ona
relationship with the re-organi sation of the country into seven super
regi ons.

At the sane tine, |egislation and other procedures are being | ooked at
to ensure proper co-ordination of projects and programes fromthe Federa
to the regional |evel

The | egal and banki ng systens are bei ng revanped, Yahya says, and for
the first time "new Russia has a clear view of where it wants to be in the
years to conme".

The institutions and nunmerous practices of the Soviet era are being
anended to cater to the market econony.

Even as there are problens of adjustments into the market economy from
the other extreme of a centrally-planned and comand econony, there is
certainly no turning back to a Soviet-style systemand econony.

Those who say they are worse off than they were under the Soviet era are
not prepared to revert to the old systemafter having tasted freedom

Losyukov, in an interview, admts that nuch still needs to be done in
terns of adopting and adjusting to the new system but hastens to add that
there i s no turning back.

This is a nessage not well understood outside of Russia, Yahaya adds.

This attitude and the forward-|ooking | eadership offers even greater
opportunities to businessnen fromaround the worl d.

Mal aysi ans with their know edge of the market econony and expertise and
skills in a nunber of industries can extend a hand of friendship to the
Russi ans. There is nmuch to be gained from nmutual co-operation.

Losyukov expressed confidence that the changes will be even nore
dramatic in the next decade as conpared with those in the |ast 10 years
since the fall of the Soviet Union and the enmergence of a narket-oriented
Russi a.

Yahaya agreed changes have been set in notion, but admts that there is
a "long way to go and even so the situation gives ne optinismthat the
situation is getting better conpared with any tine in the past".

Putin has put in nore noney to inplenment changes and to nove the econony
forward. The | eadership that is energing in the country and in its 89
regions i s outward-1ooking and, in many ways, nore confident.

Even those who bel onged to the old Soviet regi ne consider thensel ves as
"soci al denocrats"”.

In addition, Putin with his popularity estimted at between 60 and 70
per cent, high by any standards, is putting the necessary infrastructure
in place.



Under such circunstances and environment, Ml aysian busi nessnen shoul d
"take advantage of the timng and establish networks and seek out niche
mar kets i n which Ml aysi ans are good at," Yahaya added.

( END)
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