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S' PORE MEDI A BLAME M SI A FOR ' SNAG | N Bl LATERAL TALKS

By Sal bi ah Sai d

SI NGAPCRE, Sept 5 (Bernanmm) -- Was the Mal aysi an del egation | ed by
Foreign M ni ster Datuk Seri Syed Hami d Al bar to bl ane for causing a "snag"
in the two-day bilateral tal ks which ended here on Tuesday?

The Singapore nmedia certainly think so.

Right fromthe start on Monday, the Singapore medi a have been poi nting
a finger at the Mal aysian teamfor the del ays.

The Straits Tines in its front page report Tuesday said that "the
fundamental rift was clear at the end of two days of stop-and-start talks,
whi ch saw t he schedul e bei ng t hrown out the wi ndow as neeti ngs were del ayed
repeatedly, follow ng | ast-m nute requests by the Ml aysi ans."

I n anot her report headlined "Meal s That Went Unt asted" yesterday, the
Straits Tines said that "a spread of nasi padang di shes fromthe well-known
Zion Road stall was prepared for the dozen or so guests fromacross the
Causeway after Singapore officials got wind that the stall was a favourite
of the Mal aysian mnister."

But Syed Hamid and his team said the report, "never did taste these
del i ghts on Monday, | eaving qui ckly before lunchtine for the Mal aysi an Hi gh
Commi ssion in nearby Jervoi s Road after hearing Singapore's proposal on the
package of bilateral issues."

On Tuesday, a midday neal was also laid for the visitors at the
Si ngapore Foreign Mnistry in Tanglin, "but after wappi ng up the day's
affairs with his Singapore counterparts, Syed Hamid and his group left for
Apol | 0 Banana Leaf Restaurant, the Indian fish-head curry haunt in Race
Course Road that is apparently al so one of his top Singapore picks."

Mal aysi an of ficials deni ed del ayi ng the neeting.

Mal aysi an daily, The Star today quoted a Mal aysi an official as saying
that "t he reason why we di d not have the | unch on the first day was because
Si ngapor e gave their comments and nmade quite a |l engthy presentation

"There were a lot of items that we needed to study and discuss to
prepare our response

"Since we do not have the facilities at the (Singapore) Foreign Affairs
M nistry, we decided to go back to our m ssion. W al so needed to anmend our
proposal to be subnmitted to them" said an official.

The official said that the Mal aysi an del egati on had their own neeting
until 7pmon the first day and when they went to see the Singaporeans, the
hosts told themthey wanted a 30-mi nute break but were not able to cone
back to the negotiation table that night.

Syed Ham d, at a nedia conference for Mal aysian reporters at the end of
the first day of talks, did say that his teamneeded tine to respond to
Si ngapore's presentation, which he noted, was a detail ed one.

After a separate nmeeting with his own group until 7pm the minister had
said that their Singapore hosts, after requesting for a hal f-hour break
did not show up at the negotiation table, and by 9pm the Ml aysi an t eam
decided to adjourn for a | ate dinner.

The second day, according to Mal aysian officials, Singapore told the
Mal aysi an del egation that they were not able to neet until 1lamal though it
was supposed to start at 9am

The Mal aysi ans were nmade to understand t hat Si ngapore Forei gn M nister
S. Jayakumar had gone to see Prine M nister Goh Chok Tong, thus the del ay.
It was only after 1llamthat both sides were able to neet when Si ngapore
gave their response to Mal aysia's proposals.



The hosts were also informed that the minister wanted to have | unch at
Apol o Banana Leaf Restaurant.

"There was no intention to of fend our hosts. It is not factually
correct to put the bl ame on Mal aysia. The reason was genui ne,” an of fici al
was quot ed as sayi ng.

Jayakumar, when asked by the |l ocal nedia on the delay, said: "Vell, we
are good hosts. They wanted time to consider their response to ny
statement. And we are prepared to give themas nuch tinme as they wanted. "

Most of the mainstreamnewspapers in Mal aysia believe that Ml aysi a
cane out out of the talks with Singapore over the package of unresol ved
issues in a slightly better position.

By agreeing to discuss the upward review of the price of raw water
bei ng sol d under two current agreenents, Singapore had edged cl oser to the
stand taken by Kual a Lunmpur on this crucial issue, the Malaysian dailies
sai d.

The Singapore dailies were | ess upbeat than their Ml aysian
counterparts, describing the tal ks as reachi ng a deadl ock. The Straits
Ti mes yesterday said that the talks hit a snag after Mal aysia swi tched tack
on the agreenent.

The radical shift, it said, cane when Syed Ham d declared that "if we
do not nove on water, then we cannot nove on other things."

Syed Hami d tol d the Mal aysi an nedia on the first day and reiterated
Mal aysia's stand the foll owi ng day that Mal aysia wanted the water price
review as well as rail and | and-related i ssues to be dealt with
i ndividually and not part of the package.

In fact, the Straits Tines, in an article "KL-S pore tal ks: Back To
Square One?" today said that "Ml aysia wanted to take t he negoti ati ons not
just a few steps back, but all the way to the bottomof the slope. Not just
back to square one, but square zero, as it were."

Mal aysi a, it said, "had backtracked even beyond the | andmar k Sept enber
2001 agreenent between Seni or M ni ster Lee Kuan Yew and Prinme M nister
Dat uk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohanmad that |aid out a skeletal outline of howthe
t horny i ssues should be settled."

Meanwhi | e, The Star today reported that both Ml aysi an and Si ngapore
of ficials were preparing to convene a neeting at their | evel soon, adding
that Malaysia, it was |l earnt, wanted to hold the neeting in two or three
weeks as Kual a Lunpur felt that the water issue nust be addressed urgently
to enabl e the other outstanding issues in the bilateral package to be
resol ved.

On Tuesday, Syed Hamid said that the third mnisterial talks will be
hel d i n Kual a Lurmpur after officials fromboth sides sit down and di scuss
the fresh proposals subm tted by Kual a Lunpur on the water review.

The neeting woul d i nvol ve senior officers fromthe Treasury,
representatives fromthe Johor Government and Wsma Putra. It is the first
ti me Singapore has consented to Mal aysia's request to discuss the water
i ssue, although it was adamant that water be considered a part of the
out st andi ng package of issues.
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