29/ 12/ 2002
Mal aysi an nedi a gi ves Pul au Batu Puteh issue close scrutiny

Bal an Mbses

A CORAL reef that is smaller than a football field is at the eye of a
di plomatic stormthreatening to jeopardi se the already uneasy rel ations
bet ween Mal aysi a and Si ngapor e.

Good nei ghbourliness seens to have been thrown out the wi ndow with
officials on both sides of the Causeway barely maintaining civility in
negoti ati ons over the fate of Pulau Batu Puteh, or Pedra Branca for the
republic.

The Mal aysi an nedi a, which has been follow ng the issue closely for sone
time, gave the issue close scrutiny |ast week after an epi sode invol ving
the media which left a bad taste in the nmouth for |ocal newsnen.

A group of reporters, who had chartered a boat to survey the island from
a respectabl e distance, were ordered off by a Singapore nmarine police
vessel

For the record, Singapore is maintaining that the island, |ocated nore
than 60kmfromits coast but only 12. 8km from Mal aysia, belongs to it
despite historical records that clearly prove Ml aysia's ownership of the
i sl and.

The republic has al so been constructing several structures on the reef
since the m d-1980s despite the dispute over ownership and in
contravention of international convention in such matters. The Bahasa
Mal aysi a nmedi a, and indeed all other local nmedia, went to town with the
i ssue whi ch was undeni ably the story of the week.

Berita Harian, in an editorial yesterday, said Singapore was enul ati ng
t he exanmpl e of Israel (which advises the island on various issues) in
claimng territory that did not belong to it. In a hard-hitting piece of
advice to Singapore, the newspaper said the republic had m sunderstood
responsibility for a Iighthouse to nmean ownership over the coral reef.

Seet hi ng over remarks by sone quarters in Singapore that the Ml aysian
nmedi a had gone overboard on the matter, the newspaper said the republic's
claimover the island gave currency to the fact that its ways were
unusual , often running contrary to accepted norns of internationa
behavi our.

Berita Harian said this was usually nmanifested in finger-pointing by the
Si ngaporeans in any contentious situation of which there had been severa
| atel y between the nei ghbours.

The newspaper pointed to the historical proof of Ml aysia' s sovereignty
over Pulau Batu Puteh which was supported by the British col oni al
Governnment's irrefutabl e acknow edgenment of the Sultan of Johor's
hereditary cl aimover the island.

This, it said, was clear in the docunents that bore the seal of the
British East India Conpany, the |last of which was that signed in 1927
whi ch reaffirned Johor's ownershi p.

In a scathing rebuke, it said Singapore could then stake a claimto
Pul au Pi sang near Pontian if the maintenance of |ighthouses was the
yardstick used to claimownership of territory (Singapore maintains the
I i ght house on the island).

It also raised the issue of Singapore's feet-dragging over the signing
of a docunent that would formalise the decision to take the matter to the
International Court of Justice.

Was such vacillation, Berita Harian asked, a ploy to delay arbitration
over the issue? The newspaper probably voiced the concern of Ml aysians



when it also asked if this could be ainmed at weakeni ng Mal aysia's case as
the 1C) would decide largely on the issue of effectivites (effective
adm nistration) as it did in the case of Pulau Sipadan and Pul au Ligitan.

Ut usan Mal aysia yesterday quoted Foreign Mnister Datuk Seri Syed Ham d
Al bar as saying that Singapore's sincerity in the matter was questi onabl e
as it had yet to sign the docunent agreeing to take the ownership dispute
to the 1CJ.

He pointed to the fact that Ml aysia had offered several dates this year
for the signing of the agreenment but none had been acceptable to
Si ngapore. The newspaper said the matter had come to a head after its
expose | ast Sunday of Singapore's renewed efforts at constructing new
structures on the island.

It also nentioned public concern in Malaysia over Singapore's efforts to
war n Mal aysi an naval and police vessels entering waters off Pulau Batu
Put eh.

On Thursday, U usan Ml aysi a quoted Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad as
sayi ng that Mal aysia would not send warships into waters off the disputed
island as this could lead to war with Singapore.

The Prime Mnister said Malaysia wanted to avoid a confrontation with
Si ngapor e al t hough they had depl oyed simlar vessels off the island.

Underlining the fact that Ml aysia wanted a peaceful resolution to the
di spute, he had said that Malaysia's reticence in the matter did not nean
it was giving in to Singapore but indicated that it did not want to create
a situation that could lead to war.

The Chi nese newspapers al so gave wi de coverage to the issue with the Sin
Chew Dai ly opining that Ml aysi a-Si ngapore rel ations were set to worsen
over the Pulau Batu Puteh issue.

It felt that Singapore should not go ahead with the constructi on workon
the island at this juncture. It should allow for a peaceful settlenent of
the issue by the 1C) instead of engaging in actions that could be read as
hosti | e.

It believed that both nations should do whatever necessary to expedite
the hearing of the case by the ICJ.
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