04/ 09/ 2002
Mal aysi a to head working group on rail |ink project

Kamar ul Yunus

MALAYSI A wi || assune the chai rmanship of the Special Wrking Goup on the
Si ngapor e- Kunm ng Rail Link (SKRL) project fromnext year, with the task
to get the US$2.5 billion (US$1 = RVB. 80) project off the ground as soon
as possi bl e.

Associ ati on of South-East Asian Nations (Asean) secretariat deputy
secretary-general Tran Duch M nh said Malaysia will take over as chairman
from Myanmar from January 2003 for a three-year term

Mal aysi a assuned the chai rmanship of the first and the second Speci al
Worki ng Group neeting held in Kuala Lunpur in Decenber 1996 and Septenber
1997, respectively.

In line with the third Asean- Mekong Basi n Devel opnent Cooperati on
(AMBDC) ministerial neeting held in Chiang Rai, Thailand, in 2001, Manmar
assuned chairmanship of the group on the rail |ink project for 2002. The
third Special Wrking Goup neeting on SKRL was held in Yangon on May 14
and 15 2002.

"Much will now depend on how Mal aysia can excite the private sector to
be actively involved in this mega project and al so devel op feasible
fundi ng nmechani sns to nove the project forward,” Mnh said in response to
Busi ness Times queries via e-mail.

He was asked on the conclusions reached during the fourth mnisterial
meeti ng on AMBDC i n Si em Reap, Canbodia, held from August 9 to 10.

Mal aysi a was represented by Mnistry of International Trade and |Industry
(Mti) parlianmentary secretary Datuk Fu Ah Kiow at the neeting.

Meanwhil e, Dr Pola Singh, head of the Initiative of Asean Integration
unit said the working group to be chaired by Malaysia will seek innovative
ways to nmake the project viable and to attract the private sector to join
forces.

"One nmust renenber that no railway entity in the world nmakes profits.
This is because of the high investnent cost involved but |ow rate of
returns as governnments always want to keep fares and freight rates down.
Hence, there is always a subsidy elenent in the rail fares or freight
| evel s,” he said.

Before the hard infrastructure is installed (where the bulk of the
investrment will cone from), Pola said there needs to be feasibility
studi es on m ssing sections such as the Poi pet-Si sophon route in Canbodi a
and the spur lines - subsidiary lines connecting to the main line.

The working group will also have to | ook at nobilising technica
assi stance grants or funding support from Asean di al ogue partners such as
Chi na, Japan and Sout h Korea and from Asi an Devel opnent Bank and ot her
i nternational aid agencies.

Pol a said the working group is also tasked to encourage interested Asean
private sectors to initiate project devel opnent and construction through
joint-venture, consortium arrangenents, or through Build Operate
Transfer/Build Transfer/Build Om Operate Transfer arrangenents.

He al so said the working group will encourage bilateral or sub-regiona
approach to the project inplenentation and fund nobilisation

Pol a said the working group will welconme various forns of grants or in-
kind contribution frominterested Asean countries and explore viable
project financing arrangenments from established railway operating
or gani sati ons or conpani es.

"Alot is expected fromMalaysia for the next three years... there is a



| ot of high expectations.

"The AMBDC neeting has every confidence that with the strong | eadership
di spl ayed by Mal aysia, the inplenentation of this project will gain
nmonent um and beconme a reality in the not too distant future.

"Much now falls squarely on the shoul ders of Ml aysia to denonstrate its
i ngenuity and resourceful ness as well as capability to turn around this
nmega project.

"Fundi ng and the active involvenment of private sectors remain key
i ssues,"” he said.

He al so said that the Transport Mnistry is expected to take the lead in
this project, alongside other mnistries and agenci es such as Mti and the
Econoni ¢ Pl anning Unit.

Mooted by Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad, the SKRL was
proposed at the Fifth Asean Summit in Bangkok in Decenber 1995, with
Mal aysi a as the project coordinator. The rail link project is the core of
t he AMBDC progr ame.

Inline with the Fifth Asean Sunmt neeting in Bangkok in 1995, the
Speci al Working Group on SKRL was established on June 17 1996, given the
task of exam ning the feasibility of the link in ternms of technical,
financial and econom c point of views.

A team of Ml aysian consul tants undertook the feasibility study for the
SKRL in March 1997 and conpleted it in August 1999.

The study examined six routes to link Singapore with Kunmng. Al the
six routes have a common sector from Singapore to Bangkok via Kual a
Lunpur. The consultants reconmended Route 1 which invol ves Canbodi a,

Vi et nam and Laos.
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