04/ 09/ 2001

Sorting out sone bilateral issues

MALAYSI A and Singapore are getting down to specifics in an effort to
resol ve sone out standi ng bil ateral i ssues, according to Foreign M nister
Dat uk Seri Syed Hami d Al bar. Good progress is being achi eved, given a new
resolve on both sides to nove beyond the broad terns for a final
settlement, he said, referring to the | uncheon di scussion he had with the
republic's Senior M nister Lee Kuan Yew and del egati on who are in town for
a four-day working visit. It's about tine too. The issues had been

di scussed at | ength, debated upon, and at various times even threatened to
boil over. Lee is scheduled to call on Prine M nister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad t oday, and there is general optim smthat sonething
concrete woul d energe fromthe nmeeting, though an i nstant agreenent on the
"package" of issues mght be too much to hope for

In fact, the way forward had been paved by Deputy Prine M nister Datuk
Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad Badawi when he visited Singapore in February. He
establ i shed an undertandi ng on settling the KTMI and i ssue; the sal e of
water to the republic; the status of the Custons, |nmigration and
Quarantine facilities at Tanjong Pagar; the use of Ml aysi an ai rspace by
Si ngapore Air Force; and Central Provident Fund w t hdrawal s by Mal aysi ans
i n the peni nsul a who had previously worked i n the island. Singapore had
al so agreed in principle to Mal aysia's conproni se proposal to nove KTM
railway station fromTanjung Pagar to Kranji, which is not as far north in
the i sland and cl ose to Johor as Bukit Ti mah or Whodl ands, the possible
new | ocati ons originally suggested by the republic's authorities.

The two econoni es have t hrough t he years renai ned cl osely |inked, being
maj or trading partners and fell ow Asean nmenbers. Singapore conpani es have
significant interests in Malaysia and its port is still preferred by nany
| ocal compani es when shi ppi ng goods abroad, al though the donestic ports
have in recent times made significant inroads to reverse the situation
There are even plans to repl ace the Johor Causeway with a bridge as wel |
as to build a tunnel for trains. By and | arge, rel ati ons have been good
and nutual |y beneficial, despite instances of enotions bei ng fanned by
carel ess - sone say callous - words, including fromthe Senior M nister
hi nsel f. And i ndi cations are that the newgeneration of | eaders, corporate
and government, fromboth sides will continue to build on the
rel ationship. This has becone all the nore i nmportant of |ate because of
the downturn in the gl obal econony.

Dr Mahathir has said that Malaysia is ready to work wi th Singapore to
counter the effects of the slunp in demand especially for electronic
goods. It is in keeping with the Government's | ong-standi ng policy of
pur sui ng cooperation and naintaining friendly relations withits
nei ghbours, as highlighted by the separate visits of three Asean heads of
governnent to Malaysia in the past two nonths - Thai Prine M nister
Thaksi n Shi nawatra, Philippine President d oria Macapagal Arroyo and
I ndonesi an Presi dent Megawati Sukarnoputri. They had al | been acconpani ed
by busi nessnmen who net their | ocal counterparts to expl ore new busi ness
and j oi nt venture opportunities. On Sunday, Lee and his del egati on had a
cl osed-door di nner with 20 busi ness | eaders and nenbers of the Asian
Strategy and Leadership Institute.

Mal aysi a and Si ngapore do not al ways agree on things. As with the other
nei ghbours, they are direct conpetitors on a nunber of fronts, and each
country has its own priorities, sensitivities and alignnents, which have



seen Si ngapore pursui ng, anong other things, bilateral free trade
agreenments (FTA) with Japan, US and Australia. Mal aysia feels that such
pacts coul d have adverse inplications on the Asean Free Trade Area, in
that the republic could be used by its trading allies as a backdoor into
t he conbi ned market. But Kual a Lunpur is prepared to sort this out under
t he aegi s of Asean, and have its concerns addressed, perhaps t hrough the
introduction of sone safeguards in the FTA terns. Though soneti nes not
qui te obvi ous, the rel ati onshi p between the two countries has al ways been
based and built on nutual respect and sensitivity towards each other's
needs; which is as it should be considering the packaged destiny that they
share together with the rest of the countries in the region.
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