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By: Sal bi ah Sai d
SI NGAPORE, July 19 (Bernama) -- Wen Lee Hsi en Loong takes over
as
Si ngapore's new prime mni ster next nonth, one of the biggest
chal | enges
for himis to resol ve the outstanding i ssues with its nei ghbour
Mal aysi a,
anal ysts said.
They said rel ati ons have warnmed si nce Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad
Badawi
t ook over as Mal aysian prine mnister fromTun Dr Mahat hir Mhanad
| ast
Cct ober .
Si nce then, Abdullah has net Singapore Prine M nister Goh Chok
Tong
three tines and has openly tal ked about resol ving several |ong-
st andi ng
di sputes with the island republic instead of resorting to
i nt ernati onal
courts.
On Saturday, Goh, 62, announced that he woul d hand over the
prem ership
to his deputy on Aug 12, ending 14 years at the hel mafter
succeedi ng the
latter's father, el der statesman and foundi ng father Lee Kuan Yewin
1990.
Lee, 52, who will be the third prime mnister in Singapore's 39
years
of i ndependence, has spent nore than 13 years as Goh's deputy as
wel | as
l ong stints as finance mnister and head of the central bank.
DBS Bank economi st Dr Hak Bin Chua said Lee's chall enge when he
t akes
over woul d be to i nprove Singapore's relationshipwithits inmedi ate
nei ghbours, particularly Ml aysia, and "reachi ng cl osure on sone of
t he
out st andi ng i ssues".
"I think that with any change, sone of the ol d baggage can be
cast
asi de and new fresh ideas nmay as a result crop up,” he told Bernana.
The two countries have had a testy rel ati onship ever since
Si ngapor e
| eft the Mal aysian federationin 1965 with ties strained by a nunber
of
unr esol ved i ssues, some dating back to the British col onial period.
They are |l ocked in a |l egal battle over | and reclanmati on works
bei ng



carried out by Singapore in waters between their borders, with the
I nternational Tribunal for the Law of the Sea currently considering
t he
matter.

O her sources of tension include the price of water Ml aysia
supplies
to Si ngapore, a prospective bridge linking the two countries, the
use of
Mal aysi an ai rspace by Singaporean military aircraft, and ownership
of Pul au
Batu Puteh, a rocky islet.

On Nov 9 | ast year, Lee said there would be "no once-and-for-
all"
solutions to the probl ens that have strained ties but believed the
two

countries nust still work together despite their differences.

Lee said: "Qur political systens, social values and the way our
societies work are very different. Still, we must find comon ground
and

opportunities for cooperation even under such conpl ex ci rcunst ances.
I
believe it can be done."

"I think we will continue to work towards resol ving our
probl ems. There
is no once-and-for-all solution," Lee said.

Mal aysi an Foreign Mnistry Parliamentary Secretary Datuk Zai na
Abi di n
Csman tol d parlianent | ast week that the change in the Singapore
| eader ship
m ght hel p sol ve out standing bilateral issues with Ml aysia.

The new | eadershi p, he said, would probably have a new approach
to the
i ssues.

"The rel ationship is inproving and we have to be patient when
negoti ating various i ssues," he said.

He al so said that ties had i nproved followi ng visits by the
Mal aysi an
prem er and nenbers of his adm nistration.

Di rector of the Southeast Asian Studies (lIseas) here, K
Kesavapany
said: "G ven the sober climate, it is better for both sides to sol ve
t he
out standi ng i ssues quietly."

"The at nosphere i s now nore positive. No nore wangling and
thereis
greater effort to see each other's point of view " said Kesavapany,
who is
al so fornmer Singapore H gh Conmm ssi oner to Mal aysi a.

Chai rman of the Singapore Institute of International Affairs
(SI1A)
Si mon Tay Seong Chee said: "It takes two hands to clap. W cannot
j ust



depend on personalities. What's inportant is the fundanental s for
cooperation are already in place."

"The at mosphere is nmore cordi al now conpared to the worst of
tinmes, and
| believe, confidence-building should go on," said Tay.

On the econonic front, Tay said that cooperation between both
si des
shoul d be based on fundanental s, and not politically-driven. "Let
t he
barriers be renoved first."

Early this nonth, Mal aysian Mnister of International Trade and
I ndustry Datuk Seri Rafidah Aziz called on the two nei ghbours to
ditch the
"excess baggage" of their troubled history and bind their econonies
mor e
cl osel y toget her.

"W (shoul d) keep our separate entities, but we (should) cherish
t he
| ong- establ i shed |inks wi thout having this excess baggage to carry
into
this generation, who don't understand what it is all about,
Raf i dah
on a visit here.

The warnth of the rhetoric, which was echoed by George Yeo Yong
Boon,
her Si ngaporean counterpart, underscored the dramatically inproved
rel ati ons between the two countries.

Appeal ing to "our dear friends across the Causeway", the narrow
li nk
bet ween the two countries, Yeo said: "There is strong political wll
to
i mprove bilateral rel ations, especially bilateral econonic
rel ations."

The ministers' rosy conmrents cane as Si ngapore and Kual a Lunpur
set up
ajoint RMIO mllion fund to all ow conpani es fromboth si des to nake
j oi nt
international trade missions. The first destination will be a two-
day trip
to I ndonesi a next nonth.

They al so said they had set up a bilateral business council.

Despite their fractious official relationship, Singapore and
Mal aysi a
have | ong been i nportant trade and i nvestnment partners. Hundreds of
t housands of people cross the Causeway each day to work in the tiny
city-state

Regi onal econom st at G K. Goh brokerage, Song Seng Win sai d
there was
now gr eat er econom ¢ and busi ness cooperati on frombot h gover nnent
agenci es
and the private sector this year

Song, who has been involved in high | evel nmeetings and sem nars

sai d



i nvol ving both sides in the autonotive sector, said that
representatives
fromPerusahaan O onpbi| Nasional Bhd (Proton), the Ml aysian
[ ndustri al
Devel opnent Authority (M da), and Mal aysi an vendors were here
recently to
expl ore busi ness opportunities.
As a foll owup, representatives fromSi ngapore's precision
nmoul di ng
conpani es woul d be in Kual a Lunpur next nonth to visit Proton and
Per odua
he sai d.
Song said that with the Asean Free Trade Area (Afta) comng into
ful
force, opportunities were aplenty for the Mal aysi an and Si ngapor ean
private
sector to have a 'win-win' collaborationinthe autonotive sector.
"Rel ationship is building up and there is nore effort fromboth
si des
to work together," he said.
He al so cited the proposed cross-trading |ink between the
Si ngapor e
Exchange (SGX) and Bursa Mal aysia as "a useful start for a nore
pragmatic
rel ati onship."
W th both econonies on the rebound, there was nore reason for
Si ngapor e
and Mal aysia to work cl osely.
The warm ng of ties between the two nei ghbours since early this
year
saw nor e busi ness deal s bet ween Mal aysi a and Si ngapore firmns.
In March this year, the Mal aysi an governnent's nain i nvest ment
arm
Khazanah Nasi onal Bhd, sold a 5 per cent stake in utility giant
Tel ekom
Mal aysi a Bhd to Termasek Hol di ngs Ltd, an i nvestnent armof the
Si ngapor e
gover nirent .
This is the first time in years that a Si ngapore governnent -
owned
conpany has been able to buy assets controlled by the Ml aysi an
gover nnent
and i nvol ves a conpany that is the | argest by market capitalization
on the
Kual a Lunpur Stock Exchange, now known as Bursa Mal aysi a.
In 2000, the Mal aysi an governnent rejected a bid by Singapore
Tel ecommuni cations Ltd (Singtel), also controlled by Tenasek, for a
st ake
inatelecomunications firm Tinme Dot Com
Newsreports said Temasek is believed to be eyeing a Mal aysi an
bank, the
Al'liance Bank. It is also said to be considering taking over |isted



firm
Mal aysi an Pl antations Bhd (Ml ant), which owns Al liance.

This will be Termasek's first foray into Mal aysi an banki ng and
any
acquisition will be subject to Bank Negara's approval .

"We are watching the Temasek- Mol ant bid, which is a shift in
rel ationship at the highest level. The bidis a test bed for other
conpani es to set up shop in KL," said Song.
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