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Ensuring bilateral ties stay healthy

Bal an Mbses

DR ABRAHAM Sokhaya Nkonp is still very much in the business of identifying
ailnents and prescribing treatnment - albeit in a different theatre of
operation - despite not having practised fanmly nedicine for the past nine
years.

His sole task these days is ensuring the vitality of his only patient,
South Africa-Mal aysia relations, with a reginmen of diplomatic craft based
on the strength of bilateral relations and his personal conviction that a
healthy future awaits both nations.

I ndeed, his office in Kuala Lunmpur resenbles that of a physician,
exuding a warnth that inspires confidence in the occupant and his staff.

Docunments pile on his anple table and the books that sit on his shelves
are tools of trade often used pre-enptively to |ance boils that nay erupt
fromtime to tinme to threaten bilateral ties.

The South African H gh Conm ssioner to Malaysia is clearly at hone in
medi cine or politics. But then, he has never really seen a difference
bet ween the two.

Even as he began practising fanmily nmedicine nore than 30 years ago, he
realised that one could only provide whol esone treatnent to patients if
t he socio-economic and political environment was sound.

"I'f not, they will keep com ng back. Unless you optinise the socio-
econom ¢ environnent, you are not going anywhere. The patient wll still
keep coming back," the fornmer head of the South African Governnment's
conmittee on health said in a recent interview at his bungal owturned-
enbassy.

"If you want to restore people to good health, you have to go the whole
hog. "

And this is why the man who has seen the worst of apartheid, probably
the nost hated system of governance in the last century, left his much-
| oved vocation in 1994 to represent Pretoria as an MP in what he describes
as "an expression of activismfor freedoni.

To be sure, the soft-spoken and avuncul ar father of six - three of whom
are in nedicine - always had politics in his bl ood.

Even when he was di spensing cough mxture and vitamns to poor black
peopl e who had nowhere else to turn to, he was acutely aware of the
injustice that was underm ning society and his role in easing the pain of
hi s peopl e.

The envoy who has been in the country for the past 18 nonths |earnt
early that one had to help hinmself in South Africa as the apartheid system
was geared towards hel ping the whites.

To hear Dr Nkonop talk about his entry, and that of thousands of other
professionals, into politics in his |ow whisper may sound like it is
comng froma page in a story book

But one can be assured that it was real to all, especially the thousands
of Nelson Mandel as and Steve Bi kos who sacrificed their lives and freedom
so that others may live in peace and sel f-respect.

The doctor gradually drifted into active politics and "willynilly, | got
deeper and deeper until | could not distinguish between the struggle for
expression of ny people and my profession".

To see the 64-year-old relaxed in his confortable office as he tal ks
about South Africa-Mlaysia ties may not reflect in entirety on the
journey that both countries have taken to rid his nation of the scourge of



apart hei d.

But then today's picture of calmat the mission, and indeed in his
country, is a snapshot of journey's end when the trials and tribulations
in having to battle the power of racial discrimnation have been overcone.

The face of South Africa has since been w ped clean of the hated system
of separate devel opnent of blacks and whites, with a new generation of
people committed to a fair and equitable distribution of wealth and
political power.

To hear Dr Nkonp say it, the road from apartheid to freedom has
under st andably been long and difficult with many pitfalls and probl ens
al ong the way.

But friends like Malaysia |ightened the burden of travel, providing
succour to a people deprived of friends in a world that did not really
want to see the link, or lack of it, between social justice and wealth.

"Mal aysi a supported us, foregoing the fleshpots of Eden in terns of
trade and possessions, in favour of our struggle," he says, with carefully
chosen words that reflect the intensity of feelings felt for Milaysia's
friendship in South Africa's tinme of need.

At a tine when few countries wanted to be openly anti-apartheid or
nmerely undertook token exercises for fear of repercussions on their
econoni es, Mal aysia went the proverbial extra mle to |ook out for the
nati on.

As Dr Nkonp succintly says it, "you were our friends when South Africa
was a pol ecat (sonething like a skunk) of the world".

He says South Africans specially remenber Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohanmad for his deep conmitnment towards hel ping fight apartheid
at all international foruns, "taking up the cudgels to fight for us where
we could not do so ourselves".

He renenbers an incident where Dr Mahathir personally passed the hat
around "and collected the princely sum of RMLOO, 000" at a function so that
sone bl ack South Africans would be assured of a better life.

It is this solid bond of friendship that saw Mandel a nmake his way to
Mal aysia in 1997 to thank Dr Mahathir and the country for its tinely and
ext ended support.

Presi dent Thabo Moeki's recent visit to Ml aysia was designed to build
upon the bridge laid by Mandela and Dr Mahathir so that future generations
of South Africans and Mal aysians will enjoy the contact initiated by the
| eaders.

The H gh Commi ssioner, always one to sinplify conplex equations to their
sinplest level, described the visit as that of an old friend conming by to
say hello.

Clearly, it was a fillip ained at stinulating ties that currently are
possibly the npst solid between any African and Asian country.

Consider this: Malaysia is currently the third largest Asian investor in
South Africa with very large investrments in tel ecomrunications, petroleum
human resource devel opnent and the hospitality industry.

The 1997 Asian financial crisis had put paid to any anbition to be the
second | argest investor.

Dr Nkonb goes further to point out that 40 per cent of Malaysia' s trade
with Africa is with South Africa.

"W should work together to take bilateral relations to a new dinension.

"W al so have to work together to ensure that poorer countries do not
becorme only recipients of charity but take responsibility for their own
destiny."

Moeki, in fact, stressed this point in talks with Dr Mahathir and in
speeches made during his visit where he said South Africa and Ml aysia had
to take the lead in fostering better south-south co-operation.



His call to Malaysia to play the chanpion of devel oping nations at the
recent World Trade Organisation mnisterial neeting in Cancun, Mexico, was
perhaps a logical continuation of the role that Ml aysia has unconsci ously
been playing for decades.

Unfortunately, the failure of the tal ks has danpened this particular
initiative but yet has left the door open to other areas of co-operation
bet ween both nations and devel opi ng countri es.

Dr Nkono feels that the partnership between Ml aysians and the mgjority
of South Africans engendered by their stance against apartheid can be
taken a step further to a new arena of partnership in the fight for a just
worl d econom c order.

And will the good doctor remain an active player in the field of
di pl omacy when his termin Ml aysia cones to end or will he go back to his
first love?

"I amnot a career diplomat. My nedical practice in South Africa is no
nore in existence. W will have to see when ny posting ends," he says with
the practised ease of a diplonat.

And what is his diagnosis for the future of bilateral ties?

"Excellent,” he says, not needing the confort of additional words to
descri be the natural synbiosis between two nations that are |eaders in
their own spheres of influence.
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