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A pragmatist | ooking to right past wongs

Bal an Moses
SHAFI E U. Ahnmad, the Bangl adesh Hi gh Conmi ssi oner to Mal aysi a- desi gnat e,
is apragmatist who will do what it takes to get the job done.

Even if this means ruffling feathers within the 150, 000-strong
Bangl adeshi community in the country who, he sadly acknow edges, nmake "it
adifficult assignment here for Bangl adeshi dipl omats”.

He shoul d know. He had to take over on short notice recently as his
predecessor, Mhanmed Masood Aziz, had to | eave for home after certain
i ssues i nvolving the cormunity here were aired by t he Bangl adesh nedi a.

Mnutes into the interviewat the H gh Commi ssion al ong Jal an Anpang, it
becones clear that Shafie is undeterred by the chal |l enges ahead.

The 52-year-old former head of administration at the Bangl adesh Forei gn
M ni stry appears perfect for the job of putting right the relationship
bet ween t he H gh Conmi ssi on and sone Bangl adeshi s i n Mal aysi a.

"l have cone here with an open mind. | amal so mndful of the challenges
ahead of me. | think I can handle this," says the soft-spoken dipl omat
entrusted until recently with the task of untangling the nyriad
admi nistrative knots in the foreign service.

Shafie is aware that all eyes at home, at |east in the Bangl adesh
Foreign Mnistry, are on him He has been hand-picked to right the wongs
of the past and nuch is expected of him

"Malaysia is a prized posting for us. It is a first-grade mission. W
respect Mal aysia for its achi evenents which have inpressed the
i nternational comunity," he says. There are several urgent probl ens
| ooning on the horizon for the career diplomat who has 30 years of
experience in the field.

For one, the issuance of work pernits and visa applications to tens of
t housands on an annual basis conmes with its own uni que probl ens which
i nvari ably | eave some unhappy.

There is al so the added responsibility of |ooking after the wel fare of
t he second | argest expatriate community in Mal aysia, with probl ens
relating to their security, jobs and interaction with |ocals.

"By and | arge, nost Bangl adeshi s here understand the rol e of the High
Conmi ssion. There are, however, a fewwho differ on howthings shoul d be
done. "

It is apparent that Shafie does not want H gh Conmm ssion staff or the
Bangl adeshi community to dwell on the past.

The slightly reserved father of two teenage sons has set an i npressive
agenda for hinself and t he Bangl adeshi community here. And he | ooks |i ke
the man who can achieve it.

Shafi e hopes to use his consi derabl e experi ence, which has seen himin
tighter spots, like in Sri Lanka during the heady days of the ni d-1980s
when t he war between the Sri Lankan Governnent and the Tam | Ti gers was at
its height, to see himthrough here.

The first itemon his list is to enhance the relationship with
Bangl adeshi s here.

"I have no strategy as far as this is concerned. | want ny peopl e here
tolivein peace. W arerichintraditions and | want themto renenber
and practise themhere. They shoul d support the m ssion here and vice
versa," says the first-tinme head of m ssion

The second, and whi ch he hopes will eventually take nost of his energy
and effort, is to push Bangl adesh-Mal aysia ties to new hei ghts, especially



on the economic front.

"There is so nmuch to be done. The opportunities are limtless. Thereis
so much of synergy between our countries. The problemis the [ ack of
know edge ampong Mal aysi ans of Bangl adesh, " he says of this ironic
situation given the huge Bangl adeshi conmunity here.

The problemmay lie in the fact that the Ml aysi an perspective of
Bangl adesh' s potential does not extend beyond | ow i ncome workers.

They are unaware that thereis a 30 mllion strong mddle-class in
Bangl adesh, larger than the entire Ml aysi an popul ati on, eager and willing
to spend on inported luxury itens.

This is despite several trips to Bangl adesh in the 1990s by former Prine
M ni ster Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohamad, who tried unsuccesfully for nearly a
decade to engage Mal aysi an busi nessnen to identify i nvestnent
opportunities in Bangl adesh.

Shafie says bilateral trade statistics speak for thensel ves.

Bangl adesh | abour is cheaper than in nost countries, it has an excell ent
investnment clinmate and a trai nabl e workforce that has a worki ng know edge
of Engli sh.

"Take our ready-made garnents. Why not buy themcheaper fromus rather
than fromother countries? After all, we export high quality ready-nade
wear to Europe and other parts of the world."

Little needs to be said of the high-quality Bangl adeshi |eather,
phar maceuti cal s, engi neeri ng equi prent, mari ne products or "t he pot at oes
grown i n our country which are so cheap that one can nake huge profits on
t hent'.

The envoy is, however, aware of the need for Bangl adeshis to clean up
their act to nake their nation nore attractive to investors and tourists.
"I realise that the problemalso lies with visitors seeing the | ack of
infrastructure, people onthe streets, the nmessy appearance of our cities.

We are doi ng sonet hi ng about these things, but it will take time."

Shafie's concern over the | ack of bilateral trade ties is understandable
when t here are so nany econoni ¢ compnal ities between the two nations to
be tapped for nutual benefits.

The bal ance of trade has al ways been uni npressive, w th Bangl adesh
currently exporting RMB millionto Mal aysia and i nporting RML50 million.

He i s, of course, cognizant of the fact that businessnmen wanting to
i nvest in other countries will always | ook for appropriate banking Iinks
with their own countries.

These facilitities will also be particularly hel pful to the expatriate
Bangl adeshi comunity in Malaysia to repatriate funds hone.

This is why he is personally involved in negotiations wi th Bangl adesh
exchange houses to set up branches in Malaysia in the near term

Shafi e has a secret weapon he hopes to use in enhanci ng econonmic ties
between the two countries - Farooq Sobhan, a former Bangl adeshi Hi gh
Conmi ssi oner to Mal aysi a.

The col ourful personality whose name was a conmon feature in the society
col ums of | ocal newspapers in the 1980s has becone a | obbyi st of sorts
for Bangl adeshi busi nessnmen eager to do busi ness w th Kual a Lunmpur.

Sobhan, who went on to becone the secretary-general of the Bangl adesh
Foreign M nistry, was in Kual a Lunmpur recently to bring together
Bangl adeshi and Mal aysi an busi nessmnen.

"He is helping to identify business opportunities in Ml aysia that can
be expl oi ted by Bangl adeshi busi nessnmen. He nmakes trips when he can to
help us in our efforts to take bilateral econonmic ties to a new
di mensi on. "

Anot her issue close to Shafie's heart is that of Ml aysi ans futhering
their education i n Bangl adesh.



He is wistful when recollecting the tinmes when Mal aysi ans used to
graduate nostly in medi ci ne or dentistry fromuniversities in Bangl adesh
with several rising to senior positions in government service or private
practice.

"I have not seen Mal aysi ans goi ng to Bangl adesh recently to study. W
need a relook at this," he says, recounting the 1970s and 1980s when t he
Uni versity of Dacca was a popul ar place for Ml aysi an students on a snal |
budget .

Wth his heavy agenda in Kual a Lunpur, does he have tinme to rel ax?

Shafie, an occasional golfer, likes to spend quiet nights with his wife,
Sehel l ey, |istening to Bengali poet Rabi ndranath Tagore's songs or readi ng
bi ogr aphi es.
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