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COOPERATI ON REMAI NS THE WATCHWORD

By: Sal biah Said

SI NGAPORE, Feb 4 (Bernama) -- Under all the rhetoric on the
| ong- st andi ng di sputes between Ml aysi a and Si ngapore |lies the desire of
both nations to work together and settle their differences ami cably.

"These (disputes) will go on foreover. Water, Pedra Branca...the nedia
will latch on to it...but don't get worked up. Real l|life goes on. Under al
the rhetoric, the foundation is quite solid," says Karim Rasl an, the
Mal aysi an- based | awyer and col umi st.

Two words make up Karinmls drawl i ng encouragenent to Singaporeans and
Mal aysi ans caught in the crossfire of the political war of words.

"Rel ax Brother."

"We've got to relax, we've got to avoid being nmanipul ated by the nedia
and by our |eaders. W've got to be nore sceptical of them" Karim adds.

Rel ati ons between Ml aysi a and Si ngapore are marked by severa
"irritants', chief anong themare the water price revision issue and the
sovereignty of Pulau Batu Puteh

The war of words escalated further after Singapore made public two
years of correspondence between Ml aysi an and Singapore |leaders in their
wat er dealings, drawing strong protests fromits northern nei ghbour

Despite the bickerings, both sides have expressed their willingness to
cooperate, as reflected in their statenents.

Mal aysi an Foreign M nister Datuk Seri Syed Ham d Al bar said that the
best thing to do nowis to stop unnecessary talk and not to engage in
finger-pointing.

He said that both sides could have strong differences but this should
not translate into unwarranted action, such as the revel ati on by Si ngapore
of what were supposed to be confidential documents pertaining to water
price negotiation between the two countries.

"We can have strong differences but | think it is not right when you
cannot agree on a negotiation, then you start to publish letters,” he said
after appearing on RTM s norning tal kshow programe | ast Friday.

On Jan 25, Singapore Foreign Affairs Mnister S. Jayakumar told
Parliament that "the rel ease was necessary to set the record straight and
| et people judge for thenselves the allegations being made by the
Mal aysi ans. "

But even Jayakumar's strongly worded speech in Parliament had sone
el ement of hope. "It is Singapore's desire to have good, not strained,
relations with Mal aysia. There is nmuch that both countries can gain by
wor ki ng toget her."

"Qur conmon interests far exceed our bilateral differences," said
Jayakumar in his speech, which anong others stressed that the water dispute
was not about noney but about Singapore's sovereignty as, he pointed out,
the water agreements were guaranteed by the Separation Agreenent.

Mal aysi ans have expressed their anger at Singapore for publicising
letters, including those exchanged between Ml aysian Prinme M nister Datuk
Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad and Senior M nister Lee Kuan Yew.

Dr Mahathir nade it clear that he considered the rel ease of
correspondence between hinself and Lee as |ack of good faith.

"I don't feel nice. You wite a letter to your girlfriend. And your
girlfriend circulates it to all her boyfriends. | don't think I'll get
involved with that girl."

But despite his displeasure, the Ml aysian prem er said that he had no



quarrel with Singaporeans despite the current state of bilateral relations
and wel coned them as tourists, investors and property buyers.

"W regard the people of Singapore as our nei ghbours, our friends, and
even our brothers and sisters, because a ot of themare actually
Mal aysi ans. W have no quarrel with the people of Singapore,” said Dr
Mahat hir .

Bot h Si ngapore Deputy Prinme Mnister Lee Hsien Loong and his Ml aysi an
counterpart, Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahnad Badawi , naintained that good

relations still existed between the two nei ghbours.
"Qur heads can sonetinmes knock together when we nove around to go for
the ball. 1've been good friends with their |eaders over the years," said

Abdul | ah, descri bi ng Mal aysi a- Si ngapore ties as being sonmetines |like a
soccer gane.

H s Singapore counterpart called on Singaporeans not to be pessimstic
about relations with Ml aysia despite the poor prospects of reaching a deal
on the future supply of water.

Lee said that ties may have hit a "rough patch” but this will pass.
Apart fromwater, there were other aspects of bilateral ties that could be
wor ked on at the business-to-business and peopl e-to-people |levels, he said
upon returning fromSw tzerland and France | ast week.

Si ngapore's fornmer high comm ssioner to Ml aysia, K Kesavapany
expressed optim smyesterday that the door for the resunption of
negoti ati ons was still open.

"What is needed is the political will to fix the negotiating positions
and, after a cooling-off period, to get back to the negotiating table."

"Alternatively, in the case of water, both sides could resort to
arbitration,” he said. He is hopeful that everything will turn out right.

"I personally feel that enough goodwill still exists to bring matters
to a positive conclusion,” said Kesavapany, 67, who now heads the Institute
of South East Asian Studies.

Si ngapore's Trade and Industry M nister BG George Yeo Yong Boon said he
is confident that relations between the two countries should inprove this
year, given the cl ose econonic ties.

He pointed especially to Singapore's |large investnents in Ml aysia,
half in Johor, as well as the fact that nore than half of Malaysia's
visitors are Singaporeans or foreigners going there from Singapore.

"Qur futures are so intertwined" and it's inportant that relations be
put back on a normal footing "so that the economc |inks continue to
flourish", he said.

Bot h Mal aysi an and Si ngapore | eaders have stressed the inportance of
cooperation, especially after Singapore's expulsion from Mal aysia on Aug 9,
1965. I ndeed, bilateral cooperation remains the watchword.

To quote an editorial in the Straits Tinmes on Aug 10, 1965, headed:

' These Links Must Stay', it stressed the need to preserve economc |inks
and di scourage trade barriers.

"Political discords are one thing, economc inperatives another...No
political separation can conceal the intrinsic oneness of Ml aya and
Si ngapore. .. Separations in the past have been artificial; so does this
one...argue w th geographical and economic realities."

And the paper concluded, "Wth the blurring of political conflict
renoved, economic inperatives should be nore clearly seen, and nore
ri gorously defended.

Its sister publication, the Malay Mil, highlighted the pledge by both
governments to cooperate in econonic matters and defence. "Cooperation nust
remai n the watchword in both capitals.”
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