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Now,

let's not take it for granted

By Munir Mjid

A SPECI AL rel ationship, it used to be assunmed. Wen fornmer Prime M nister
Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohamad gave it a huge body blow with the "Buy British
Last” policy, it sent the then British |eader Iron Lady Margaret Thatcher
scanpering across the globe to pronounce in Kuala Lunmpur in 1985 the

i nportance of the relationship between the two countries.

I renenber the tine only too well. | recall that neeting of the great
and the good organi sed at | NTAN where Thatcher waxed |yrical about the
special relationship. | had asked her, if it was so special, why was it

she was only the first British Prine Mnister to visit Ml aysia since
| ndependence in 1957, and that too goaded by the irrepressible Dr
Mahat hi r.

Thi s angered her, of course, and at the tea afterwards, she just about
stopped short of hitting me with that famus handbag.

Anyway, "Buy British Last" did not last, as many efforts and
initiatives were made to repair the Angl o- Mal aysi an rel ati onship. The
efforts, as new H gh Conmi ssioner, of the late Sir David Gl nor, after
hi s bl undering predecessor, were classy and professional. He went on to
becone a highly successful Permanent Secretary at the Foreign Ofice but,
sadly, died shortly after retirenent.

This week in London, | was remniscing over this period at a | uncheon
for British and Ml aysi an busi nessnen, with the fornmer Governor of the
Bank of England, Lord Richardson, now 92 he tells ne, who, together wth
our own late Tun Ismail Ai, were anong those who nmade various efforts to
repair relations between the two countries, notably the setting up of the
British-Ml aysia Society, which was foll owed by the establishnent of the
British-Mal aysia and Mal aysi a-British Busi ness Counci l

The I uncheon took place | ast Wdnesday after an address to the UK
Busi ness comunity by Deputy Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Najib Razak.

In a rather well-constructed speech, he pointed to the need to revisit
and revitalise the long- standing relationship between the two countries.
There was absolutely no threat this time, as relations are very good but,
as Najib noted, Britain was falling behind a nunber of other countries in
i nvestment and trade with Ml aysi a.

Britain was failing to take advantage both of the fount of goodw ||
that exists for the UK anong many Ml aysi an | eaders, busi nessnen and
intellectuals but, perhaps nore inportantly, it was m ssing out on the
huge econom c potential in Asia and Asean, where Ml aysia, with its many
conpar ati ve advant ages, could be its anchor and nerve-centre.

The fount of goodwill will in time be depleted, not |east because the
nunber of Ml aysians attending university in the UK has cone down to
10,000 froma high of 30,000. The cultural and personal relationships
woul d then not be as available to devel op econom ¢ associ ations for
mut ual benefit.

For instance, there is trenendous potential for Britain to forge a
synbiotic relationship with Malaysia in areas our country is enphasi sing,
Iike Islam ¢ banking and fi nance.

London, after all, is actually the largest market in the world for
I slamic capital nmarket products, with sonme investnent houses expert at
it. Bursa Mal aysia and the London Stock Exchange coul d work together to
cross-sell products in markets in two different zones.

The investment houses in London could also train young Ml aysi ans in



t he devel opnent, issuance and tradi ng of such products, who woul d t hen be
able to present a marketing face that could only enlarge it.

To take another exanple - and this is sonething Najib underlined - nore
British universities should get established in Malaysia to tap the
potential of Asian human capital devel opnent. Ml aysia has all the
advant ages of cost, |anguage capabilities and cultural famliarity, with
Britain and the rest of Asia, to make it a worthwhile enterprise and,

i ndeed, also to bring British students to study in our country, to
prepare themfor a future that will be dom nated by Asian econom ¢ grow h.

Provi di ng | eadership

The Prime Mnister has visited Britain tw ce since beconing | eader, and
now his deputy is follow ng, but the British Prime Mnister has not
visited Mal aysia, and Tony Blair has been | eader for over seven years now.

He has been busy, of course, being banmbi on the world stage with George
Bush, not to nention trying to address the many political and social
probl ens that seemalways to dog him- and a general election is wdely
expected to be held in Muy.

So it is unlikely that a British Prime Mnister will be visiting our
country in the near future.

But the nore inportant point is that a British Prime Mnister should
provide the political |eadership to showthat a certain market or area is
of strategic economc, and consequently future political, significance.
This the British political |eadership has not done.

The Mal aysi an political |eadership, on the other hand, has done nore
than its share to show the inportance it attaches to the relationship
with Britain. But, as the Mal ay sayi ng goes, bertepuk sebel ah tangan
t akkan ber bunyi .

Per haps the Ml aysi an business and intellectual comunity could do nore
to rouse their British counterparts - and thenselves in sone instances -
fromthe rather somanbulistic and sentinental conduct that infornms their
rel ati onship with one anot her.

It woul d be a good idea, to use the Deputy Prime Mnister's words, to
also revisit and revitalise the British-Mlaysia Society and the two
Busi ness Councils set up many years ago.
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