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Qur foreign policy not cast in stone

By Hardev Kaur

The substance of Malaysia's foreign policy, includingits relationship

wi th Singapore, remains the sane despite a difference in style between Tun
Dr Mahat hir Mohamad and Dat uk Seri Abdul | ah Ahnad Badawi .

Bot h | eaders have gone the extra mle i n chanpi oni ng the cause of the
devel opi ng wor | d whi | e engagi ng t he devel oped worl d i n di scussion. This
has taken Mal aysia to i nternati onal prom nence with the spotlight onits
chai rmanshi p of the Non-Aligned Mouvenent and the Organisation of the
I sl am ¢ Conf erence.

Foreign M ni ster Datuk Seri Syed Ham d Al bar has had it good at Wsma
Putra for al nbst seven years - six under Dr Mahathir's inimtable
| eadership and the past eight nonths working with the nore subtle
Abdul | ah. There is, of course, the bonus for himin Abdullah's 8 1/2 years
experience ininternational affairs as Foreign M nister.

The veteran minister, also an astute politician, tal ks to HARDEV KAUR
about how Mal aysia is responding to the dictates of the tines.

Q Has there been a change in Mal aysia's foreign policy under Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad Badaw ?

A. There is a lot of talk of a change in foreign policy under Pak Lah,
forgetting the fact that foreign policy, using Pak Lah's words, is not
cast in stone. It is fluid, it has to be current and nust respond to
current occurrences.

It was the same when Dr Mahathir took over as Prinme Mnister. The
foundation is there but you have to make new approaches to suit the
changi ng worl d environnent. W have a very strong forei gn policy stance.
Qur positionis well known on regional and i nternational issues, on
matters that affect justice and humanity. And all these remai n unchanged.

The way he responds to the situation would definitely depend on his
approach and style.

But i f he (Abdull ah) answers questions differently fromDr Mhat hir,
that is to be expected because each individual has his own way.

| have worked under both - under Dr Mahathir for about six years as
Forei gn M ni ster and now under Abdul | ah. | do not have to make adj ustments
interns of our foreign policy stance.

This is because foreign policy is actually the Prine Mnister's policy.
W are just the interpreters and inplenmenters of that policy. | do not
find that | have to nmake departures and adjustnments. W just go on | ooki ng
at issues and problens. It is not difficult because the man who i s now the
Prime M nister has been responsible for the Foreign Mnistry for eight and
hal f years - one of the longest for a Foreign Mnister.

Q Has the approach to dealing with Singapore changed?

A: Both accept the fact that Singapore is a cl ose nei ghbour and our
hi storical, economic and political ties are sonetines intertw ned. Both
countries are interested in resolving issues that stand between us because
we have a bigger picture in terns of econom c, trade and i nvestnents. |
think all this while, Dr Mahathir as Prine Mnister had tried to work on
the relationship. But the style nowis different. Pak Lah cannot just say
he will continue. He has to find new approaches and try new ways to see
whet her they are possible. But that does not nmean that he has changed t he
policy regarding the national or strategic interest of Ml aysia.

Dr Mahat hir cannot be Pak Lah and Pak Lah cannot be Dr Mahathir - and
this is according to Pak Lah hinsel f.



If the i ssue was contentious when it was dealt with by Dr Mahathir and
if Pak Lah were to take a different position, then people would viewit as
a weakening i n our position. But there is no weakeni ng of our position on
core issues. Pak Lah is friendly, but friendly does not nean he i s weak.
Once he makes a decision, it is very difficult to nove (him.

Q Does being the chair of both OC and NAM two organi sations that
account for a large proportion of UN menbership, inpact on the foreign
policy approach?

A. Wien | wanted the chai rmanship of O Cfor Ml aysia, Dr Mahathir asked
why? My response was that we have been saying a | ot of things, we have
been criticising and we have a | ot of views. Don't you think we shoul d be
at the helmin order to do some of the things that we have been saying are
| acki ng?

As for the chairmanship of OC, it was not our turn, it was Africa's
turn. But we got the support of sone of the Arab countries, Saudi Arabia
and Qatar and we were able to win and Dr Mahathir commented that "you are
a fantastic marketeer".

After OC, | was thinking of NAMand everyone in the mnistry objected
arguing that we did not have the tine, we did not have the people but
ultimately the decision was mine. | went to Dr Mahathir who in turn wanted
to know whet her | was crazy. | argued that it woul d be good for Ml aysi a.
W tal k of South-South co-operation, of Third Wirld co-operation. Sone of
the tal king has to be seen in the context of howwe do things. It was
agreed upon and we did well.

When Pak Lah took over, he was | anded with | eadi ng two i nportant
organi sations and he said that maybe it is "takdirkan ol eh Tuhan" (fated).
We accepted and we nust continue to provide the | eadership.

Q Have we, as Chairman of both O C and NAM managed to bring the two
organi sations forward and enhance their capabilities and i npact?

A. W have to be judged by others. The menbership seens to be
appreciative and feels that we are doi ng what i s expected of us. For
exanple inthe OC, tocall for a neeting of the whole body is difficult.
We call for focus groups - the O C Conmittee neeting on Pal estine, an
i mredi ate neeting to discuss the situation in lraq and devel opnents in the
M ddl e East. When we decided to neet the Quartet, the comment of the
menber shi p was that Mal aysia was fantastic. | mredi ately after the decision
of the KL neeting, we carried out the function tasked to us. People see
that we are serious.

We told the Quartet that we want to have a rel ati onship that i s not one-
of f but that there should be foll ow ups and that we need input from an
organi sation that represents the I slam c nations.

It is the sane with NAM Peopl e t hought that we coul d not organise the
NAM meeting but it was very well done. It was all business-like. In that
respect it speaks well for the new man (Pak Lah) and any doubts peopl e nmay
have have been erased. He may not say it the way Dr Mahathir m ght but Pak
Lah has his own m nd.

Q@ Ml aysia had called for the restructuring of the United Nations sone
tinme ago. WIIl Ml aysia continue to pursue this, especially inthelight
of current world events?

A At one time - when Pak Lah was the Foreign Mnister and we were
Presi dent of the UN General Assenbly - we were a voice in the wlderness
on the restructuring of the UN. But nowit is accepted that the UN, a
creature of the Second Wrld War, has to change to neet the new paradi gm
shift with globalisation, | T and new pl ayers on t he gl obal stage. Wat was
once a voice in the wilderness has now becone current. \Wether we wll
succeed or not (is to be seen) as the UNis a multilateral body, so big
and with all sorts of vested interests. It is not easy to finally cone up



wi t h sonet hi ng which i s acceptable to everybody. That fact is recogni sed
but the nove is already there to restructure the world body.

Pak Lah speaks the same | anguage as Dr Mahathir did on the need for UN
reforns. But no one can deny the fact that we have no alternative to the
UN. And for Malaysia to make the call brings greater nmeaning as we are
| eading two nul tilateral organisations - OC and NAM

Q The Prime Mnister is currently in China, a major Asian econony. The
ot her maj or Asian econony is India. WIIl there be equal enphasis on | ndi a?

A: W have been very active in India. The newIndian Prime M nister has
said that he is going to encourage i nvest ment, business-friendly and
foreign-investor friendly policies. Wat we have done with India wil|l
continue. Indiais goingto be another bi g econom c power house i n South
Asi a.

Qur relationship with East Asia is one aspect of our foreign policy and
the relationship in South Asia is equally inportant to us. A change of
| eader shi p shoul d not affect (the relations) unless there is a change of
policy. But the assurance of the new Il ndian Governnment is that there would
be no shift in policy.

Q@ The approach to relations with Thailand and | ndonesi a?

A: Indonesiais inportant for the stability and strength of Asean. Its
wel | -being, economic growth and stability is of great inportance to Asean
because it is the biggest Asean country. W nust renenber that our trade
with Asean countries accounts for 26 per cent of our total trade and a | ot
of that trade is with I ndonesi a.

We share sonme | and and naritine borders with both countries - Indonesia
and Thail and - and we pay particular attention to ensuring our bil ateral
relations are strong and good. At the same tine, we want to | ook at the
overal | perspective interns of opportunities and chall enges we face.

W continue to co-operate not only in the security area but in economc

devel oprment as well. The policy of "prosper thy neighbour” will still
continue. Look at Thailand with a popul ation of 70 mi|Ilion and I ndonesi a
with a popul ation of 200 million. If their econom es are doing well, it

will benefit us a great deal.

Q Wthregardto the Straits of Ml acca, Singapore says it wants US
patrols to prevent terrorismin the straits but | ndonesia and Mal aysi a
have a different view

A. There is a m sunder st andi ng about what we want and what Si ngapore
wants. Mal aysi a and I ndonesia are equally interested i n seeing that the
Straits of Malacca is secure. There is no difference here. Both our
countries believe in the need for constant surveillance to ensure that it
is asafeinternational navigation | ane. But where we seemto defer is how
we go about it. In this particular case no one single state, no matter how
much i nterest they have, should invite a foreign or third party to secure
and saf eguard t he sea | ane without consultationwith the littoral states.
We do not want to learn of all these things fromthe nedia.

If there is athreat, we can sit down together and see what is the best
way of facing it. There is a need to respect territorial sovereignty. W
do not want to create a new di mension of threats which did not exi st
before. The fact that we invite a third party does not mean you can
overcone threats. There may be new fornms of threats because of the
position of the third party.

People tal k of the straits being narrow, the straits is busy. | wanted
to see for nyself. | went on a helicopter. Undeniably the straits is very
busy and it is narrow. But interns of record, there was only one incident
of a pirate attack and that was al so on the Sul awesi side, in the last six
nont hs.

The only thing that we question is soneone el se suggesting that there



should be a third party involved in the surveillance of the navigational
| ane. Just because you have an interest, you should not ignore the
i nterest and sovereignty of the littoral states. That is all.

| do not like to create disagreements or disputes with Singapore. But if
we continue to fight or highlight our differences inthe media, thenit
can bring the relationshipintoalot of difficulties. That is why we have
to exercise alot of restraint when reacti ng because we think that there
nmust be a bigger picture. W are all concerned about a possible threat. So
we should all sit down respecting the sovereignty of thelittoral states
before we take a carte bl anche approach and say, okay a third party should
cone in because we cannot do it.

Q Mal aysi a had reservati ons about Apec and then ASEM cane al ong. How do
we see the groupings of which Malaysia is now an active nenber ?

A: W are a global player and as a trading nati on we nmust not be
overdependent on a single nmarket. And we know t hat the bi ggest econonic
pur chasi ng power in the world is Europe and this relationshipis there and
needs to be devel oped further. So the ASEM nechani smhas been a usef ul
mechani sm W pay a |l ot of inportance to the ASEMsumit, the ASEM Forei gn
M ni sters meeting, ASEM Trade M ni sters nmeeting and ASEM Fi nance M ni sters
neetings. ASEMtherefore figures quite high on our list and in expandi ng
our horizon. Wth the expansion of the EUto 25 nmenbers, it makes the
relationshippolitically, economcally and trade-w se very inportant.

( END)
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