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Listening for a new start

Syed Nadzri

RELATI ONS bet ween Mal aysi a and Si ngapore, often descri bed as conpli cated
and jerky, |ook set to enter a new phase when Dat uk Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad
Badawi visits the republic on Monday.

The first thing that would surely come to the ninds of people on both
si des of the Causeway i s whether the newPrinme M nister woul d provide
fresh inpetus to straighten the "crooked bridge" or to tide over the
"wat er issue".

The crooked bridge and the water issue are by now wel | - known expressi ons
on two of the many contentious subjects | eaders of the two nei ghbouring
countries have had to grapple with over the years - a spat in the nmedia
one day and ki ss-and- make-up the next.

Si ngapore has al so given an early indication of howit perceives the
change i n the Mal aysi an | eadership when its Foreign M nister S. Jayakumar
spoke in Parlianent the other day of the republic's desire to | eave t he
acrimony of the "old era" behind and | et bilateral ties nove forward.

But observers in Mal aysia say it woul d be very unreasonabl e t o expect
Abdul I ah to bring about a paradigmshift sinply with this visit.

First, it isprimarily a courtesy visit by a newPrinme Mnister on a
nei ghbour, a practice that is custonmarily observed anong Asean nenbers.
And it is a short visit by any standards - five hours.

Squeezed in that tine-frame will be a cerenpnial wel cone at the |Istana,
a call on President S.R Nathan and separate neetings with Prime M ni ster
Goh Chok Tong and Seni or M nister Lee Kuan Yew,

"To expect our Prime Mnister to get down to the core and settle
out standi ng i ssues one by one is a bit too nmuch," says a Ml aysi an
of ficial

Furt hernore, the official adds, Abdullah will be in Singapore to "listen
nore than tal k" and that such brief nmeetings are mainly to exchange
pl easantri es nmore than anythi ng el se.

Si ngapore, neanwhile, wants to be seen to mark Abdullah's visit as a
start to better things, its | eaders using such words as "multi-faceted" to
describe relations with Mal aysi a, which they say, go beyond any single
subj ect .

Mal aysi an H gh Commi ssi oner to Si ngapore Dat uk N. Par ameswar an agr ees
wi th that eval uation.

"While it cannot be denied that we do have problens, at | east thereis
an acknow edgnent anong | eaders that our ties are nulti-faceted. And the
public on both sides nmust understand that it is all not just about five or
si x issues

"Qur trade and tourismlinks, for instance, are strong. There is very
cl ose co-operation between our police forces and | ast year the authorities
wor ked very well with each other in the face of the SARS threat."

Par aneswar an says Mal aysi a- Si ngapore rel ati ons shoul d be neasured on a
peopl e-to- peopl e | evel and because of this it nay not be too accurate to
predict or anticipate a new phase to cone with a new prinme ninister.

The si bling cl oseness, he adds, is consistent and cannot be nmeasured in
phases based on one or two thorny issues.

The Hi gh Conmi ssi on, however, has good vi bes about Abdul | ah's mai den
visit to the republic as Prinme Mnister.

"The at nospherics of the visit are good because both Prinme M nisters
seemto connect well. At the height of SARS | ast year, when Abdul | ah was



the Acting Prine Mnister, the two | eaders were in touch with each ot her

"Then there was their bilateral neeting in Tokyo during the Asean-Japan
Conmenorative Summit | ast nonth where they again hit it off pleasantly.
Later this nmonth Goh i s expected to join Abdul |l ah at a Chi nese New Year
open house in Johor."

Si ngapore i s Abdullah's third destination in his Asean tour. He was in
Brunei |ast nmonth and Jakarta on Thursday.

A Mal aysi an Governnent official says the newPrinme Mnister will be very
much at ease through his foreignitineraries because he was Foreign
M ni ster for eight years from1991, a |l ong tenure by comparison

Abdul | ah, he says, was Foreign M nister when fornmer Prime M nister Tun
Dr Mahat hi r Mbhamad was pursui ng an aggr essi ve foreign policy,
establishing and rejuvenating ties with many countries, including non-
traditional trading partners.

So on that score, Abdullah is no stranger to the art of diplomacy and
settling thorny bilateral disputes.

But this trip to Singapore is not about settling issues and probl ens,
al though in the course of discussions, specific topics mght crop up as a
matter of course

The crooked bridge i ssue, for instance, is expected to at | east be
mentioned nowthat it has resurfaced as a hot topic in the nmedi a and anong
certain politicians on both sides.

This concerns the plan to build a bridge to Ilink both countries to
repl ace the exi sting Causeway, requiring each side to undertake the
constructionin their respective territories.

Si ngapore, however, is reluctant to do that, causing Dr Mahathir to
decl are in August | ast year that Mal aysia woul d go ahead with its half of
t he proj ect which, when conpl eted, would cause the link to | ook |like a
crooked bri dge.

One of the reasons Goh gave was that he had nostal gi c attachnments about
the Causeway and didn't want it denvolished.

Consi deri ng the nmood of Abdullah's visit on Monday, officials are not
di scounting that this subject could feature in one of the di scussions,
even over lunch at the Istana

"You can expect a very cordial atnosphere on Monday with a little coat
of caution underneath,” says another official.

Si ngapore, he notes, is about to go through a | eadershi p change and
Mal aysi ans under stand t hat.

"Ri ght now, the axis of influence could be seen as bei ng apporti oned
between the Prinme M nister, his deputy and the senior mnister. Wen the
changeover takes pl ace, maybe we can see a slightly different scenario."
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