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Keepi ng cal m sober in the face of irrational pressures

John Teo
WATCHI NG t he current turbulence in our relations with I ndonesia and the
Phi i ppi nes unfol ding, | cannot help concluding that in any crisis, as in

a war, the very first casualty, as they say, is always the truth.

The Philippine nmedia, especially, have gone into overdrive doing what
any nedia anywhere seemto do best if left entirely to their own devices -
di ggi ng up unsavoury aspects of life.

Such footwork, given play in the context of very difficult econonic
condi tions under which the vast majority of Indonesians and Filipinos live
and targeted against a country and people generally perceived to be nore
wel | -to-do, is guaranteed to arouse raw passions.

This is not in any way to try to downplay or value | ess any unfortunate
loss of lives in the process of repatriating people nunbering in the tens
of thousands.

But the fact of the matter is that people die everyday, even sone
babi es, under normal circunstances. The deaths of a few apparently are not
in dispute between Ml aysi an and Philippine authorities.

VWhat is in dispute seens to be the Philippine insinuation that they
happened as a result of ill-treatnent by Ml aysian handl ers.

To their credit, all three Governments of Malaysia, |ndonesia and the
Phi | i ppi nes have conme up remarkably sober and calmin the face of
trenendous and sonmewhat irrational pressures inmposed on them by popul ar
anger fanned largely by irresponsible nedia and populist politicians
forever stalking for the perfect issue or excuse to pounce on and gain
popul ar points.

The Governnents of both Indonesia and the Philippi nes have gone on
record saying they do not want relations with Ml aysia danaged.

The CGovernnent of Malaysia, while refusing to budge on the repatriation
decision, is nevertheless to be commended for the efforts at transparency
and accountability - agreeing to open up detention canps in Sabah for
i nspection by outsiders and pronising to investigate any official
conplaints | odged of ill-treatnent of the illegal inmgrants.

As a result of the turbulence of the past several weeks, the old bogey
of the Philippine claimto Sabah has been dredged up by sone Filipino
politicians. This is inevitable anytinme our two countries hit a patch in
rel ations as the claimhas never been officially dropped by the
Phi | i ppi nes.

Al t hough qui ckly di sowned by the Philippine President, an influential
Senat or, who happens to be a political associate of the Philippine
President, seens keen to push this claimrevival.

This, therefore, can be viewed as a subtle official pressure tactic on
Mal aysi a.

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad and former Philippine
President Fidel V. Ranpbs, being the pragmatic statesnen that they are,
agreed to let the issue lay dormant as they pursued nore productive co-
operation, largely in the econom c sphere.

Bei ng the fractious denocracy that the Philippines is, President Ranos -
despite a record in office largely regarded as the best in recent
Philippine history - failed to get his anointed successor elected as
President. The path of econom c co-operation between our two countries was
severely tested under the abridged presidency of Joseph Estrada.

Fortunately for Mal aysia, President Joria Arroyo gives every indication



of followi ng up on the enlightened policies of Ranbs, starting with
synmbol i cal |y maki ng Kual a Lunmpur her first foreign destination upon
assum ng office.

But in order to pick up where Ranos |eft, she needs to consolidate her
position in power first and hopefully gain reelection in 2004. Wich is
why | find it so puzzling that the Governnment does not seemto viewit as
in Malaysia's own best interests at |east not to push so hard on the
repatriation exercise at a particularly delicate political nonment for
Presi dent Arroyo.

A clear and realistic relook into official policy on human resources
whi ch takes into account the depressed enpl oynment prospects in the
Phi | i ppi nes generally and M ndanao in particular and the manifest reliance
of the Sabah economy on foreign |labour is one fairly obvious avenue for
econom ¢ co-operation

Mal aysi a under standably refuses to countenance any proposal for "free"
nmoverent of people across borders. But a regulated flowis enmnently in
everyone"s interests.

If the current flare-up in relations between Ml aysia and the
Philippines |l eads to a beefed-up and nore hunane bil ateral agreenent on
sharing of human resources, all will not be in vain.

So much the better if the Philippine Governnent could al so be persuaded
to be nore pro-active in facilitating Ml aysian investnments in Philippine
projects - particularly within the context of the BI MP- EAGA sub-regi ona
co-operation - so that Philippine |abour can be nore gainfully utilised
within its own borders.

On our part, in spite of our initial disappointnments with investnents to
hel p open up econoni cal | y-depressed M ndanao, the policy to "prosper thy
nei ghbour" seens to be intact.

VWhat remains for us to do is to continually engage a receptive
Phi | i ppi ne Government and inpress on it the need to have an assuredly
i nvestorfriendly overall econom c plan and conme back to tell us how we can
usefully contribute for mutual gain.

The current hiccup in relations with the Philippines over Filipinos in
Sabah may be viewed as an inevitable if unfortunate purgi ng of the nessy
results of a recent historical |egacy which we would rather sooner put
behi nd us.
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