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Enphasis on inproving trade ties

Bal an Mbses

ROBERTO | barra, the Chilean Anbassador to Ml aysia, may be forgiven if he
wi shed that the robust state of his health reflected that of bilateral
trade.

Chile-Mal aysia trade ties are not exactly flourishing, and not for want
of trying by the gregarious |awer turned dipl onat.

Wil e workouts three tines a week at a | eading gym have hel ped keep him
trim repeated efforts to rejuvenate Chile-Ml aysia trade which sank to
the doldrunms after the 1997 Asian financial crisis have not been as
successful .

I barra has been facing an uphill task over the past 21 years trying to
put the clock back on bilateral trade ties which were al nost devastated
Ssi X years ago.

He speaks of the topic with al nost missionary zeal, his face often
revealing the depth of enotions associated with the ups and downs in the
bilateral relationship.

In the euphoria of Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir's visits to
Chile in the early 1990s, Chilean and Ml aysi an busi nessnen established a
joint conmittee of sorts to explore trade possibilitiers.

"But everything ended when the bad times came with the crisis in 1997
But the tinme has conme to reinvigorate trade ties. | believe there is a
will on both sides to do this."

At this juncture, all he really wants is put trade relations back on an
even keel.

It is what every Chilean diplomat probably desires with Chile on the
road to recovery after difficult donestic politics from 1973 followi ng the
death of President Sal vador All ende.

The next two decades were a trying tine under Gen Augusto Pinochet when
Chile found itself on the wong side of many countries

Wth things |ooking up now for Chile under a promnising |eadership that
is looking to heal the wounds of the last three decades, Ibarra is
resol ute about doing sonething about the bilateral relationship, starting
with trade.

To him as to many, the health of Chile-Mlaysia bilateral relations is
sonetines, and quite unfairly, neasured by the trade bal ance

To sone extent, this may be due to the fact that a large part of the
trade is restricted to steel and copper inports from Chile which were the
first to suffer when the financial crisis kicked in.

"When steel and copper inports fall, as they have since 1997, the entire
trade relationship suffers,” he said in a recent interview
I barra, always the optimst, is confident that things will be |ooking up

in tinme when businessnen on both sides better understand the dynam cs of
trade between the two nations.

A large Ml aysian trade delegation visited Chile in 2001 and Ibarra
hopes this will signal the start of simlar visits in future

The potential for bilateral trade is, therefore, enornpbus says the
bachel or who is passionate about the subject.

He has a bagful of facts to shore his case.

To start with, Chile is Asia' s nunber one trading partner in Latin
Anerica (33.1 per cent of Chilean exports cone to Asia) and there are too
many commonal ities between the nation and Mal aysia to ignore

To seal his proposition, he points to the fact that the two peoples cone



from al nost the same nmould in ternms of national personality.

"What | |ike about Malaysia is that it thinks big. Chile may be a snall
country but we also |like to think that we are world players. This is where
there is a definite synbiosis between our two countries," said Ibarra

There was nore than synbiosis when Chile and Ml aysia, along with nany
other countries, were sidelined by the United States for their opposition
to the United States' invasion of Iraq.

A trade agreenment with Chile was delayed ami dst nuch nail-biting in the
country before eventually being signed earlier this nonth.

There was fear in Chilean circles that the US would drop Chile in favour
of Singapore, a traditional Anerican ally.

Ibarra is unconfortable with the suggestion that Ml aysians popularly
believe that Chilean wine and food reflect the full extent of the
bil ateral relationshinp.

A man of inpeccable taste who luxuriates in the finer things of life,
including fine wine and a taste in nusic that |eans heavily towards
Mahl er, Bach and Mbzart, he still does not want to limt bilateral trade
to these.

There is much, he feels, that can be done in new areas |ike aquaculture
(Chile has one of the |ongest coast-lines in the world) and mining (its
copper mnes nmade early fortunes in the country).

And he has done sonething about it, albeit in his own diplomatic style
whi ch has earned hi m nunerous friends in Kuala Lunpur.

Chil ean Deputy Foreign Mnister Christian Barros was in town earlier
this nonth to neet Foreign Mnistry secretary-general Tan Sri Ahmad Fuzi
Abdul Razak to discuss details of a technical study on how to revitalise
bilateral trade relations.

On the cards is the possibility of Malaysia using Chile as a gateway for
trade with 300-million-strong Latin Anerica as a whole.

"The study will involve neetings with Ml aysian busi nessnen. W
earnestly want to re-establish the healthy bilateral trade |inks that
exi sted before 1997," he says.

The figures speak for thensel ves. Chil ean-Ml aysian trade anpunted to
RVMB13 mllion in 1997 but fell drastically to RM350 nillion |ast year.

Chil ean exports to Mal aysia ambunted to RMB2 nmillion last year mainly in
copper and steel with Ml aysian exports amounting to nearly RM270 nillion.

He said potential Chilean investnments in Mlaysia could be in fisheries,
especially aquaculture, and mning where Chile has extensive experience

Chile is keen to establish sone form of co-operation in information
t echnol ogy.

"There is a lot we can learn from Malaysia's lead in the field which is
evident in the establishment of the Miltinmedia Super Corridor. Chile feels
there is a role for Malaysia in the devel opnent of the Chilean IT
i ndustry," he said.

The 52-year-old |awyer-turned diplomat is, however, not worried about
bilateral political relations which have been given a clean bill of health
by both sides.

This can be seen in the possibility of high-level visits between the two
nations in the near future.

Chilean Foreign Mnister Soledad Al vear, expected here later this year,
will be the second high-level Chilean Governnent representative here after
Barr os.

The visits are expected to culmnate in Chilean President R cardo Lagos
official visit to Malaysia in 2005.

Mal aysia is special for Ibarra for many reasons. He underlines
Mal aysia's leading role in the Asia Pacific Econonic Co-operation, whose
meeting Chile will host next year



"W appreciate Malaysia's role in Apec and we want your country's
col l aboration in helping make it a successful neeting," he said, hoping
that Deputy Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahmad Badawi will be in
Santiago for the neeting.

He is convinced that Abdullah will continue to provide the support for a
deepeni ng of Chilean-Mal aysia ties.

Ibarra is also a Fan of Malaysia and Dr Mahat hir.

"Dr Mahat hir was the one who opened new ground in our bilatera
relationship with two visits to our country. He is the one who laid the
ground work on which we can now build on."

I barra cones across as being a little jeal ous about Argentina when he
says that "Dr Mahathir should cross the Andes to our country"

He waxes |yrical about Ml aysia and its charms but |oves to tal k about
t he peopl e.

"I have nade very good friends here in Ml aysia. | love the people and
the way they open their hearts and hones to you. This kind is hospitality
is very simlar to what we have back hone in Chile."

Ibarra is very much a family nman who visits Chile at least twice a year
to renew links with his famly which has business interests in
agriculture.

"We cone basically from farner's stock although ny father was a judge
and some relatives have been in the legal fraternity. But for nme, it was
al ways diplomacy that | wanted,"” said the nan of varied talents to a
guestion on how he entered foreign service.

He is also taken up by the Ml aysian Tourism Pronotion Board's slogan of
“"Mal aysia: Truly Asia" which he feels is a honme truth.

"You cone to realise it after a little while here

"One of the reasons | have to go to the gymso often is that | love the
food here. | have to work to burn off the fat that will accunulate. You
have to work work hard to keep trim™

Thi s perhaps synbolises in a nutshell Ibarra's credo in professiona

life - constantly working to keeping Chile-Mlaysia relations healthy.
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