03 FEB 2003
S pore-Di pl onat
"G RLFRIEND' REMARK ' DEMEANS' WATER TALKS, SAYS FORMER DI PLOVAT

SI NGAPORE, Feb 3 (Bernama) -- Forner high conm ssioner to Malaysia, K
Kesavapany has criticised Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad for
conparing the letters Dr Mahathir exchanged with Senior M nister Lee Kuan
Yew over the water issue with letters "sent to a girlfriend.’

In a letter to the Straits Tines Forum Page on Saturday, he said: "I
did not get the inpression that sonme Barbara Cartland kind of ronmance was
going on. On the contrary, serious work was in progress to resolve
| ong- st andi ng and new probl ens which were bedevilling bilateral relations.”

In an interview with the newspaper yesterday, Kesavapany, 67, who now
heads the Institute of South-East Asian Studies, said: "Since | was there
on the spot when the letters were exchanged, | had a responsibility to set
the record straight."

Last Thursday, Dr Mahathir criticised Singapore for releasing the
letters, saying it showed a | ack of good faith. To show his displeasure, he
used an anal ogy: "You wite a letter to your girlfriend. And your
girlfriend circulates it to all her boyfriends. I don't think I'll get
involved with that girl."

In yesterday's interview, Kesavapany said that he was surprised by Dr
Mahat hir's remarks because during his termin Kuala Lunpur from 1997 to
| ast year, bilateral relations had been conducted with decorum and
seriousness.

He said: "To say now, that it was just like letters being '"sent to a
girlfriend" is to denean the whol e negotiating process. It was sad to see a
Mal aysi an | eader being cavalier about the conmtnents he had given in a
witten letter to Senior Mnister Lee Kuan Yew. "

In his Forum page letter, he said that as far as Singapore was
concerned, the letters contained serious statenents of positions. "It was
on this basis that various concessions were nmade to nove the negotiations
forward," he said.

He clained that Malaysia's tendency to trivialise the agreenents
reached and comm tnents made had been the bane of Mal aysi a- Si ngapore ties.

Still, he expressed optimsmyesterday that the door for the resunption
of negotiations was still open. "Wat 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,” he said.

Meanwhi | e, Trade and Industry Mnister B. G George Yeo Yong Boon is
confident that relations between the two countries should inprove this
year, given the close economic ties, the Straits Tinmes reported.

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 at a Chinese New Year gathering at the Singapore Chinese
Chanber of Commerce and | ndustry.

B. G Yeo favoured the release of the |etters exchanged by Si ngaporean



and Mal aysi an | eaders over the water issue because the nove would enabl e
everyone to judge for thensel ves what had happened.

Mnister in the Prime Mnister's office, LimBoon Heng, who said that
the rel ease would all ow foreigners to draw their own conclusions, also
accused the press and politicians of Malaysia of whipping up public
sentinment with the way they had been attacking Singapore, while Singapore
had, in various responses, been 'fairly neutral' and much | ess vociferous
t han Mal aysi a.

Lim who is also secretary-general of the National Trades Union
Congress (NTUC), stressed that Singapore wanted to cooperate with its
nei ghbours but if that was inpossible "then as Singaporeans we learn to
depend on ourselves as we have done in the past".
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