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New highs in ties with Mdscow

IT has taken a while, but Russia is finally energing as a country one can
do business with. During nost of Boris Yeltsin's turbul ent eight-year

rul e, Russia |ooked too clunmsy unscrewing the rusty bolts of the old
Soviet systemto interest any other than the bravest foreign businessnmen.
Confidence hit bottomduring its debt default crisis in 1998. Since then
however, the econony has turned around dramatically, growi ng at about five
per cent |ast year, far better than nost countries.

Econonmic recovery isn't the only reason for Malaysia to |l ook forward to
a new stage in bilateral relations. President Viadimr Putin has done much
to clean up his predecessor's excesses and polish his country's image as a
sturdier state. Politics - getting to grips with a post-Cold War world
order - has been a sizable stunbling block to Russia's free market
potential. Putin has been trying hard to build a partnership with the US
and Europe that is proportionate to his country's real weight. Scaling
back the Soviet era's overblown anbitions is not just about new
geopolitical realities. Renmoving the likelihood that Russia will run
itself aground chasing objectives it cannot possibly live up to makes it
far easier for non-aligned countries to inprove ties on a sounder, nore
secure footing.

The scope for such inproverment is huge. It is easy to forget that Russia
| aunched the first satellite and then sent the first man into space. Yet
too little of these achievenents have translated into civilian
applications that can increase trade. For many in the devel opi ng worl d,
Russia is still one of the best places to shop for top-class jet fighters,
tanks and guns. And not nuch else. For that reason, Prinme M nister Datuk
Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad, in his first visit to Moscow | ast week since the
fall of the Soviet Union, talked at length with Putin about funnelling
Russi a's high technol ogy downstreamin a joint bid to build up a firner
and broader - based econom c relationship. If Russia doesn't yet have enough
to trade in products, then it can |leverage its rocket science into a
commodi ty that Mal aysia can buy or barter

Tappi ng i nto val uabl e Russi an expertise in the aviation and aerospace
sector makes econom c sense and chines in with Malaysia's plans to w den
its own industrial base. There is another good reason to expand technica
co-operation and trade - the cheap rouble. That shoul d make col | aboration
in areas such as education, training, research and devel opnment,
bi ot echnol ogy and nedi ci ne nore appeal i ng. But much depends on the private
sectors of both countries. Government-led initiatives can open doors but
busi nesses need to build the right networks and levels of trust that wll
enable themto deal directly, instead of offloading risks (and payi ng
premuns) to third-party internediaries.

Bottom | ine considerations aren't the only inpulse to closer ties.

Al t hough few woul d desire a resunption of Cold War division, many
devel opi ng countries tacitly regret Russia's descent down the | adder of
gl obal power. It could still be a useful counterweight to | opsided
gl obalisation, and revive its role as a bulwark agai nst the over-dom nance
of the Western bloc. To do that it nust conpete in terns of genuinely
mar ket abl e goods and services - not in the sort of patronage that had
caused it to lose out in the past.
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