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Gordon to boost ties with Ml aysia

K. P. Varan

"YQU are back," was the first words of greeting uttered by Prinme M nister
Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mohanad when he net with the new Phili ppi nes
Tourism Secretary Richard Gordon during the openi ng cerenony of the PATA
conference at PWC on Sunday.

CGordon who has been credited with turning the Subic Bay Metropolitan
Aut hority (SBMA), an ex-US naval base and "sin city", into a thriving
freeport with expanded infrastructure sprinkled with new industries, was
appoi nted by president doria Macapagal Arroyo as Tourism Secretary after
she assuned the presidency fromJoseph Estrada this January.

Gordon nade nedia headlines in July 1999 when he barricaded hinsel f
i nside the Subic Bay industrial enclave after being renoved as chairnman of
the SBMA by Estrada

He defied a governnment decision to give up his post to forner
congressnan Felicito Payunp, an Estrada ally but later relented when many
of his supporters were injured when Estrada sent 500 policenen to storm
the adm nistrative office to evict Gordon.

Asked to comment on his discussions with Dr Mahathir, Gordon said one of
the first subject both of them brought up was the need for |eaders not to
get involved in the donmestic affairs of another country.

"Estrada broke the Asean code (of non-intervention) by openly supporting
deposed forner deputy Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Anwar |brahi mand al so
criticising the court action against him

"It is inperative for countries in this region to enjoy peace, harnony
and prosperity, they should adhere to the code of non-intervention.
Leaders shoul d not be neddling in each other's affairs as this would only
j eopardi se the good relations countries in this regi on have been enjoying
over the years,"” he said in an interviewwith the New Straits Ti nes.

He said Arroyo is currently doing a good job to put the country back on
a strong footing and have instituted several measures to prop up the
econony and bring foreign investnents.

He said Dr Mahathir and Arroyo have been in close contact and have had
di scussions on the possibility of increasing investnents between the two
countries especially in the Informati on Technol ogy and touri smsector.

"There is a need to speed this up as it would nmean opening up nore job
opportunities and both nations al so need to work together to market our
tourist sites so that we can enjoy nore foreign exchange," he said.

He said 70 percent of Philippines' exports head for the United States
and with the sl owi ng down of the North American nation's econony, Mnila
has to quickly | ook for new markets and i npl erent nmeasures so that the
Filipino people's livelihoods are not affected too nuch.

He urged Mal aysi an busi nessnen to visit the Philippines and identify
areas where they can invest so that both nations could enjoy synbiotic
gai ns and added that nmany Ml aysi an investors in the past have found the
Phi |l i ppi ne i nvestment climate conduci ve especilly the various incentives
of fered and the easily trai nabl e manpower that is avail abl e.

He said on a governnent to governnent |evel the relations and co-
operation between the two countries can scal e new hei ghts since the
| eadershi p see eye-to-eye on nany issues and there is firmconm tnent on
both sides to have a neaningful relationship based on trust.

He said Mal aysi a under the | eadership of Dr Mahathir has seen neteoric
devel opnent and Mal aysi ans have a ot to be proud of and hoped t hat



Phi | i ppi nes could take a | eaf out of Kuala Lunpur chapter and see simlar
progr ess.

During his neeting with Culture, Arts and Toursim M ni ster Datuk Abdu
Kadi r Shei kh Fadzir, they discussed the need to increase the nunber of
flights between Kuala Lunpur and Manila and steps woul d be taken to
i mpl ement this quickly.

He said the Philippines was nore than happy to accommobdate chartered
flights to Subic Bay, Cark Airbase, Davao and other cities and
negotiations on this subject is currently on-going.

"The people to people relations between our two countries can only go
forward. We are linked by strong cultural and historical bonds and even
our independence hero Jose Rizal, was a Ml ay.

"There is a need to strengthen these bonds and enbark on progranmes of
mut ual co-operation so the friendship that we have enjoyed for generations
will continue to flourish," he added.

Asked to comment on his new job, he said, Arroyo had nade the Tourism
portfolio, a senior Cabinet position since she realised the benefit that
coul d be derived fromincreased tourists flow

"There is a deep sense of urgency just like the tine | was headi ng the
SBMA.

"My officials and | nmanaged to cone up with the right tonic to turn the
Subic Bay area into a success story and now we are working round the cl ock
to bring simlar success to the tourismsector."

He said despite the nmany setbacks including the withdrawal of the US
mlitary and the eruption of Munt Pinatubo which made 250, 000 peopl e
honel ess and kill ed over 800, Subic Bay manage to bounce back and provide
decent living standards for its people.

"Not only did we bounce back, we managed to achi eve our success without
conproni sing our principles of protecting nature, keeping the ocean cl ean
and ensuring systemati c devel opnent.

"l realise that in the tourismsector there is a need to be on the bal
all the time and only by providing the best facilities and top cl ass
service can we hope to conpete with other nations and we are working hard
to ahieve this," he said.

He said anong the newinitiatives that have been planned include finding
ways to bring peace to M ndanao through negotiations with the various
factions involved in guerilla activities so that the southern island could
be turned into a tourist destination.

M ndanao, he said, can be a major tourist attraction especially since
the province has a rich Miuslimheritage which would attract Ml aysi ans and
those fromother Islam c nations.

He said the security concerns in M ndanao woul d be addressed first and
Arroyo was comritted to bring peace there to ensure it is brought back to
t he mai nstream of devel opnent.

Asked to give his inpression on Mal aysia, he said, he was "awestruck" by
t he devel opment that has taken place in the past few years and the high
standard of |iving enjoyed by the people was obviously a direct
contribution of the well-planned and managed econony and the innovative
i deas i npl enented by the Mahathir adm nistration.
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