20/ 02/ 2001
Col onbi an Presi dent out to woo Mal aysi an i nvestors

Abdul | ah Ahnmad

I WAS warned by everybody that Col onbia is a dangerous place. The French
oi l man, seated next to ne on the Air France flight from Si ngapore to
Pari s, shook his head in disbelief that | was going to Bogota, Cartagena
and Medel | in.

| had to fly to Paris to catch another Air France plane which took
assi stant news editor Ashraf Abdul | ah, phot ographer Hansi ah Abu Bakar and
myself to Bogota - all together 25 hours of flying tinme.

Though fatigued, | was happy - nmy bag arrived! It was a great relief
after what happened during a recent trip to India. | did caution the young
MAS staff at the check-in counter at the Kuala Lunpur International
Airport to make doubly sure that ny bag arrives in Bogota, and it did.
Thank you.

My purpose of visiting Colonbia is to see whether the country is as has
been constantly depicted in the Western nedia - a nightmare of ki dnaps,
extortion by the guerrillas, nmassacres of civilians and peasants by pro-
governnent right-wing paramlitaries and the source of nuch of the world's
cocaine. In other words, not a safe nor pleasant place.

I just want to know whet her that depiction is true.

Really, | have no way of telling you yet because | wote this late
Sunday ni ght, barely 24 hours after arrival (Kuala Lunpur is 13 hours
ahead of Bogota).

However, what | have seen on the surface so far, at least in Bogota, its
suburbs and t he Savannah, behind the hills south and north of the city, is
to the contrary. | shall wite ny final inpressions when ny five-day stay
is over.

Meanwhi | e, the policenen appear friendly although ny Bogotanos friends
advised nme not to walk alone in the streets late in the evening.

Col onbia is three tines bigger than Ml aysia with a popul ati on doubl e
that of ours, seven nillion of whomlive in Bogota, the capital, and
nearly three nmllion of themare between 16 and 30 years ol d.

As | strolled the streets in Rosal es Sunday norning, 15 minutes from
downt own Bogota, where | amstaying at a boutique hotel in a residential
area, | saw hundreds of Bogotanos biking for exercise, as is usual on
Sunday in Bogota. Fifty mles of roads are closed to traffic to enable
bi ke riders, joggers, athletes and pedestrians to exerci se and enj oy
t hensel ves with or anong friends, and street artists to paint and sel
their works of art.

On Saturday evening, | saw nany young Bogotanos | epaking - relaxing -
al ong sidewal ks, bus term nals and places of interest. Wat | |ike so far
is that the weather in Bogota is always cool and nice, perhaps because of
its altitude (2,600n).

The city appears clean, at |east along the routes that | have so far
taken fromthe airport to Rosal es and around the posh residential areas. |
had to drink a lot of mneral water to chase away the initial headache and
di zziness which | rarely experienced during my previous travels. Again
this, | believe, is caused by the altitude.

Bogot a established diplomatic relations with Kuala Lunpur 14 years ago,
and in 1994 Arturo Infante Villarreal becane the first resident
anmbassador. He remains until now.

The Kual a Lunpur-Bogota rel ati ons have al ways been warm and cordi al. The
Mal aysi an anbassador in Peru is al so accredited to Bogot a.



Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad visited Col onbia in 1995
to attend the 11th Non- Al igned Movenent sunmit in Cartagena. There has
been active exchange of visits at the Mnisterial |evel and President
Andres Pastrana will nake a State visit in March - the first by a
Col ombi an Head of State. This visit makes sense because it enhances Sout h-
Sout h cooperation and cenents closer relationship bilaterally.

This matters because international trade is grow ng, and openi ng up
mar kets to each other is inperative even though Mal aysia and Col onbi a are
at different stages of econoni c devel opnent.

Gross domestic product per capita of Colonbia is about US$2, 729 (US$1 =
RMB3. 80), half of that of Malaysia's. The disparity between the rich and
poor here is wide and the inflation is about 15.4 per cent. The Col onbi an
peso constantly fluctuates against the US dollar. Daily, the greenback has
a new val ue, the extent of change dependi ng on the donmestic political
si tuati on.

Pastrana and a hi gh- powered del egati on want to neet Ml aysi an corporate
| eaders and investors to highlight trade and i nvest ment opportunities
avail able in Col onbia, particularly in the palmoil sector, as well as the
oil and gas industry. At present, trade between Ml aysia and Col onbia is
mnimal (RMB1.3 nmillion), a considerable decline fromthe 1997 figure of
RVM63 million. Malaysia' s exports to Col onbia anbunted to RM8.2 million in
1999 while it inported Col onbi an goods worth RVM3. 1 mllion.

W sell palmoil, TV receivers, natural rubber, data processi ng machi nes
and transport equi pnent, and buy coffee and coffee substitutes as well as
chemi cal s.

Trade bal ances have al ways been in Ml aysia's favour

A senior Wsnma Putra spokesman told nme it has no record of any Mal aysi an
i nvestnents in Col onbia, although Ml aysian investors had visited the
country.

Both the Wsma Putra spokesman and Villarreal stressed to ne that the
prospects for Ml aysian investnents in palmoil are good. Colonbia is a
| eadi ng pal moil producer in Latin Arerica and the fourth in the world
after us, Indonesia and Nigeri a.

When Pastrana's pl ane approaches touchdown at KLIA he would see from
the wi ndow of his jet a green carpet of oil pal mplantations, which |ike
rubber before, has nade Ml aysi a the bi ggest producer in the world.
Pastrana will be here to seek Mal aysia's assistance to devel op the
Col onbi an pal moil industry whose cost is higher because of expenses to
cope with violence, security and guerrilla attacks on the plantations and
ki dnappi ng of growers.

He will visit oil palmplantations and hold talks with the Palm QO |
Research Institute of Malaysia, the world' s | eading authority in pal moi
and also with officials fromPalmQ | Research and Licensing Authority,
the Mal aysian Palm Q| Board and the Mal aysian Palm G| Pronotion Council

Pal moil cultivation expanded rapidly in Malaysia in the 1960s when it
repl aced rubber as our main primary i ndustry, spearheaded by owners of old
rubber plantations and |ater by the Federal Land and Devel oprment Authority
and the settlers.

Mal aysi a today | eads the world, as producer and exporter of palmoil
Mal aysia has 3.4 mllion hectares of |and under oil palm and | ndonesia
second with 2.5 million ha, not a few of which bel ong to Ml aysi ans.

Last year, we produced nearly 11 mllion tonnes of palmoil, 90 per cent
of which was exported to nore than 100 nations. Col onbia ains to produce
3.5 mllion tonnes by the year 2020.

Col onbi a now has only a nere 127, 200ha of land planted with oil palm
produci ng about 390, 000 tonnes of crude palmoil. | amtold that - subject
to confirmation when | neet Pastrana - Col onbia can readily offer 4



mllion ha of suitable land for oil palmcultivation. Colonbia today is
only 75 per cent self-sufficient in oils and fats. It nmust inport 170, 000
tonnes yearly, some of which, | presune, conme from Mal aysi a besi des US
Argentina and Brazil

There is a great potential for oil palmcultivation and oil palm
products in Col onmbia including exports to the US. A consortiumof severa
Mal aysi an conpani es | ed by CGol den Hope Pl antati ons had indicated an
interest to conme to Col onbia but the Asian financial typhoon of 1997-98
killed the plan. Pastrana wants to revive this interest.

Pastrana will try to convince Ml aysi an investors of the grow ng good
i nvest nent environment, that security, peace and political situations are
under control. He will also spell out deregul ations and |iberalisation,
| abour laws and the availability of skilled and non-skilled | abour, at
relatively |l ow cost, sans security expenses. As Latin Anerica gets a taste
for stability and wealth, the Col onbi ans are no exception, and as a result
| anticipate a significant progress will occur during Pastrana's
Admi ni stration or when his successor is elected in 2002. Pastrana cannot
succeed hi nsel f.

However, sone pessinmists say it is best not to expect any dranatic
results, then no one will be disappointed. |If Pastrana can bring peace,
and he is trying hard to not only sustain but inprove it, by talking to
the main rebel group - the | eft-wi ng Revol utionary Arnmed Forces of
Col onbia (FARC) - | do not see why there shouldn't be a change for
prosperity if negotiations succeed.

It is not an inpossible thing, given FARC s declared readiness to
seriously find a peaceful solution - subject to the Governnent agreeing to
several reforms. These include changes in the mlitary, reduced
unenpl oynent rate (now 15.1 per cent), nore allocations for econonic and
soci al services, and nore inportantly to guarantee conpul sory schooling to
all Col onbian children up to the age of 15. Now there are even child
sol di ers because there is nothing for themto do. As a result, they join
the guerrilla forces.

I am happy Pastrana has been negotiating with FARC and even if there is
a long way to go for an eventual settlenent, a good journey has already
begun. Pastrana has al so reached a "pre-accord” with the left-w ng
Nati onal Liberation Arnmy (ELN) to set up another smaller demlitarised
zone for talks on condition that ELN stop ki dnapping and intim dating
peopl e.

It is stated that an estinmated 170,000 acres of land are planted with
coca in Putumayo province (in the depressed southern part of Col onbi a)
al one. Cocai ne production is a lucrative enterprise and FARC wants
Pastrana to scale down the mlitary aspect of "Plan Col ombi a" to which
Washington is contributing RM3.8 billion in favour of programmes to help
t he poor, thus discouraging themfromgrow ng coca

The Governnent has been noving ahead with fum gation in Putumayo,
sprayi ng some 100 sq nmiles of coca plantations though nost of the areas
affected are controlled by the right-wing paramlitaries. The next stage
of spraying will be FARC-controlled enclaves and this will raise tensions
again as the aimof spraying is to cut FARC s drug i ncone.

No one al so knows whether there will be a final deal with FARC, but I
hope there will be, because if there is peace and political stability,
Colonbia will be a prosperous nation - especially if oil palmis also
cultivated in equal nmeasure with coca.

It doesn't appear that the Government will win an all-out war agai nst
the guerrillas. Stopping the nenace fromescalating is the best policy.
Then, a win-win situation will result for both sides.

I am hard-nosed when it conmes to nmilitary and guerrilla doctrines and



sense of realpolitik. And given past experiences, it does seemwhil e peace
is desirable, it remains as elusive as ever.
( END)
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