30/ 11/ 2003
EC envoy Romel, man in a hurry

Bal an Mbses
THE t el ephone nunber for the European Commi ssion delegation's office in
Kual a Lumpur, please?"

The question stunps the Tel ekom Mal aysia operator, with the tone of her
reply clearly suggesting that she has never heard of the organisation

A second attenmpt informing her that the office is actually an enbassy
does not yield anything better, with this witer being asked if he is not
nm staki ng a business organisation for a diplomatic mssion.

"Are you sure you do not want the H gh Conmi ssion of the United Kingdom
or the Enbassy of the United States?" she asks with the patience born out
of answering queries about non-existent organi sations.

After a minute or two of queries that go nowhere, the conversation cones
to a natural concl usion.

This is probably the kind of response that Dr Thierry Ronmel, anbassador
and head of the European Conmmi ssion delegation in Mlaysia, encounters
when he introduces hinself at non-diplomatic functions.

Hardly surprising really, given the fact that until April, nany
Mal aysi ans had not yet heard of the EC
It clearly would have been an uphill task for Ronmel over the past seven

nonths to establish his credentials as a bona fide head of diplomatic
nmssion with the task of representing specific issues on behalf of the 15-
menber states that nmake up the European Union

He has established a website (http://ww.del nys.cec.eu.int) as one of
the initial steps in educating Ml aysians on the intricacies of the EU
mechani sm

He has also printed colourful cards with a brief introduction to the
website that underlines the fact that it ains "to contribute to a nore
accurate and enconpassi ng know edge and understanding of the European
Uni on".

Ronmrel , who cones across as a nho-nonsense diplomat in a hurry, has
managed creditably with his presence at diplomatic functions and other
| ocal events where he actively pursues a two-pronged objective

"I want to inform people about the European Conmi ssion and what it can
offer to interlocutors.

"I also want to listen to Malaysians and ascertain what the EU can do in
terms of facilitating trade and other relationships with the EU through
instruments available to us," he says in a thick French-Bel gi an accent
that sometimes had this witer truly confused on neaning and intent.

There is no difficulty, however, in understanding the fact that Romel
is as familiar as can be with the dynanics of the relationship between the
EU and Mal aysia, or indeed the region.

"I want to establish contact with the adm nistration, the business
community, the media, the non-governnental groups, the academic world. |
want to reach out fairly widely and in an enconpassi ng nmanner."

The PhD holder in economics fromthe University of Chicago is a
cornucopi a of information about trade, people-to-people conmunication and
social ties between the 15 nations he represents (to beconme 25 in May next
year) and Mal aysi a.

"The EU is a treaty-based |egal construction whereby the nenber states
of the EU decide to nanage together matters that they feel are of comon
and shared interest,” he says in a recent interview at his 10th fl oor
office at Wsnma Tan and Tan in Kual a Lunpur.



If he represents the interests of EU nmenber states, what do their
anbassadors and hi gh comn ssioners here do?

Rommel is quick to point out that there is a clear delineation of duties
between them as "ny arrival here has not led to the closing down of the
m ssi ons of the menber states”

"The deci sion-nmaking cones at the level of the grouping. The grouping
itself has institutions that are able to be the |oconptive to nove on wth
this process of inplenentation and nmonitoring of the inplenentation of
deci si ons. "

The Asean secretariat has no such nechanism he says, by way of
explaining an essential difference between the two, adding that the EU s
supra national institutions had a mandate of their own.

"They are independent of the individual nenber states. W have the EC
which is the executive body and the |egislative which is a conbination of
the Council of Mnisters and the European Parlianent."

The Council of Mnisters functions under the council of the heads of
government which convenes at |east once in six nonths, he says al nbst as
if reciting froma nmental text.

Heads of mission of EU menber states continue to deal with Ml aysia on
i ssues that are still under their national control with regular neetings
with Romel for co-ordination purposes.

Romel adnmits to a very easy and constructive relationship with his
fell ow European ambassadors and hi gh conm ssi oners.

“"I'n this sense, we conplenent each other and we never wal k on each
other's turf," he says with the colourful turn of phrase that has
punctuated the interview.

Initially, the design of the EU in the 1950s was ained at bringing about
regi onal co-operation and integration and |asting peace in Wstern Europe
whi ch had gone through "a scenery of war and strife for ages".

As he gears up to proceed to the next point, a flitting thought conmes to
m nd which he feels inportant enough to vocalise: "Dr Mhathir (fornmer
Prime Mnister Tun Dr Mhathir Mhamad) has often rem nded us of this.
told him (Dr Mahathir) so at a neeting on July 31 that the phenonenon of
the EU treaty is a historical event for Western Europe and is seen today
as irreversibly turning the page on this nillenniumlong history of war."

Calling this the grand design which included plans for economnc
prosperity and stability on the rubble of Wrld War 11, he says a
mechani sm soon cane about to facilitate this plan of action and there the
story of the European Conm ssion began

He draws a parallel between the EU and Asean in that the Bali Summt for
the first tine spoke of an economic comunity in the offing in Southeast
Asia, a virtual inpossibility not too long ago due to vested interests of
nmenber nati ons.

Rommel is quick to add that the EU does not want to position itself as a
nmodel for any one grouping and that erul ati on should be a natural process
and not one dictated by the Europeans.

"The EU may offer |essons for other groupings (like Asean) going down
the same route, but we do not want to pretend that we are a nodel. In sone
respects, we have failed and we have succeeded in nmany nore areas."

How successful has the euro (the common currency for nost of the nenber
states) been?

Again, it appears that this is a topic close to his heart and on which
he has nuch to tal k about.

"There is a very nmanifest interest in the euro in the internationa
financial market. Last year, it was the new kid on the block. It is the
cherry on the single-market cake. It appears that it is here to stay."”

He is planning a regional conference next year with Bank Negara Ml aysia



to explain "to practitioners in the real world on what the euro can bring
to thent.

The use of the euro can be beneficial to Ml aysia, he says, even if the
ringgit is pegged to the US dollar as the value of the euro keeps
changi ng.

And this is a challenge even to Malaysia. And that, in itself, is an
el ement of risk or noney-nmeking or cost-mninsing.

For example, he cites the case of central banks of Asia with nore than a
trillion of foreign exchange reserves in dollars.

"Only 20 per cent of their trade involve using the US dollar. So if the
value of the dollar falls, the purchasing power falls, too. But the banks
have to avoid the risk. Ml aysian conpani es borrow on the international
financial markets. So the euro is really a new phenonenon that allow banks
and others to hedge their positions."

It is difficult to wean him off the overall topic of the EU s genesis
and conceptual design to a nore topical explanation of the organisation's
role in Ml aysia.

Yet, midway into the hour-long interview, it is evident that Ronmel has
the rare skill of the few who can give life and breath to often dry
acadenic topics |like econonmic nodels and theories with a healthy infusion
of enthusiasm and dri ve.

How does he see Malaysia in the larger international econom c and
political perspective?

"When | ook at Malaysia from the perspective of donestic issues and
priorities, what | have heard is a very strong commtnent to Vision 2020
and to devel op a know edge-based and conpetitive econony in new niches.

"Mal aysia needs to remain conpetitive. It needs to devel op human
resources, state-of-the-art technol ogy and education. As a trading nation
it is a rare country where exports and inports represent much nore than
the gross donestic product.”

Rommel is an ardent adherent of the two-way flow of conmunication
bet ween the EU and Mal aysi a.

"Mal aysia is an interesting nmanifestation of racial integration. You
have economic stability and goodwi Il anmong the races. In a way, this is
what we are being challenged to do in the EU."

The EC anbassador wants to do his bit in enhancing the diplonmatic
rel ationship by way of match-making in business, curriculum devel opnent
and human resources, sharing of environnental technology and a whole range
of practices acceptable to Ml aysi a.

It appears that work consunmes the envoy with every avail able opportunity
devoted to it.

What then is his nornal day |ike?

He generally has his hands full very early in the day, attending to the
nyriad of responsibilities that cone with his job.

Fourteen-hour days are not unfanmiliar to the bespectacled and bal ding
si x-footer who adnmits to "leaving the office at alnost nidnight |ast night
as | had some things to take care of".

"In the day, | have to go to receptions and neetings. This is actually
good as | get to neet Mal aysian busi nessmen and people fromthe
adnministration and it becones part of ny official duties

"It is often a substitute for a neeting and you don't have to go to
their office to do business."

He keeps nights free for office work and conmmuni cation w th headquarters
in Brussels where bureaucrats are just getting into stride for the day
because of the tine difference.

Clearly, Ronmel is nmore the typical 21st century businessman than a
di pl omat: always |ooking for opportunities to work smart, mlking every



encounter for intrinsic dividends.
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