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" Crooked' bridge would be poor synbol of nei ghbours' ties

Ravi Nanbi ar

THE maveri ck Johor politician, Datuk Shahrir Abdul Samad, spoke for the
majority in Johor Baru | ast week when he said Ml aysi a and Si ngapore
shoul d resune tal ks to straighten the "crooked" bridge being built across
the Tebrau Straits.

It was a subject close to the heart of nost people, although nobody
hitherto had dared to speak out, |est the powers-that-be in Kuala Lunpur
be of f ended.

But true to his outspoken reputation, Shahrir spat it out in the open
And what an inpact it has had.

Suddenl y, everybody is joining in the chorus.

And yes, the overwhel nming sentiment is that a crooked bridge does not
bode wel | for future Ml aysi a- Si ngapore rel ati ons.

The New Paper across the Causeway puts it succinctly in an article on
Dec 14, when it asked: "WII| a tw sted wonder conme to synbolise ties
bet ween Si ngapore and its cl osest neighbour? If only the two could
strai ghten things out..."

The Straits Tines was nore direct.

In a front-page lead story |last Sunday, it carried the headline: "Cal
to shel ve the Causeway bridge project.”

Quoting Shahrir, it said Ml aysia should rethink the plans and resune
tal ks with Singapore to build a proper bridge.

Shahrir, undoubtedly, is an influential politician in Johor.

Even though an el ected nenber of the powerful Umo suprene council, he
i s considered an outsider, and by some accounts, represents the voice of
dissent in the party.

He has al so been a strong critic of Singapore and has on nore than one
occasion in the past, hit out at the republic for its patronising and
condescendi ng ways, and arrogance in its dealings with both Johor and
Mal aysi a i n general.

Hence, his call for a straight bridge has indeed rai sed eyebrows on both
si des of the Causeway.

H s point was sinple - a tw sted bridge woul d be an eyesore and a
constant rem nder of poor ties between nei ghbours.

"I want the crooked bridge to be straight. | believe it is not too late
to pull back

"I't just requires Singapore to say "yes'. Let's talk about building a
strai ght bridge," he said.

The reaction from Si ngapore was surprisingly positive.

Deputy Prime M nister Tony Tan said the republic was willing to discuss
the idea.

"I look at this as a gane where Singapore and Mal aysi a can co-operate,
both of us will benefit and that is the stuff of a win-win solution we are
| ooking for," he was quoted as sayi ng.

In the past, Singapore had said it was willing to work with Mal aysia on

the new bridge - but only if it was included in a package of bilatera
i ssues to be discussed, including Malaysia's supply of water to Singapore
after 2061.

When the water issue was separated fromthe package in Cctober |ast
year, Singapore called off its plans for a new bridge.

It was this stand-off that pronpted Malaysia to go it alone, with then
Prime M nister Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohamad saying there was no choice but to



opt for a "crooked" bridge because of environnmental and conmerci al
necessities.

He said an el evated bridge was inperative to i nprove water quality and
al | ow t he passage of cargo between the ports of Tanjung Pel epas and Pasir
Gudang i n Johor.

I ndeed, work on the RVA60 mllion bridge, neasuring 1.4kmfromthe
Johor - Si ngapore boundary to the new Custons, |Inmgration and Quarantine
Conpl ex in Johor Baru, is already under way.

Ger bang Perdana Sdn Bhd, the project devel oper, has conmenced rock-fill
works in the Tebrau Straits to strengthen the sea-bed to create a
foundation for the bridge abutnent.

According to project engineers, it is definitely not too |ate for
Si ngapore to straighten things out with Ml aysi a.

A straight bridge would not only nmean significant savings in tinme and
nmoney, but al so be lasting testinmony of the | ong-established political,
econom ¢ and social ties that bind the two nei ghbours.

A project of this magnitude cannot be a zero-sum gane, where one country
has to lose out if the other win. It is also not about one-upmanship

It must stand the test of tinme to synbolise a bridge of friendship
bet ween Ml aysi a and Si ngapor e.

Generations to cone nust be able to marvel at this engineering feat and
acclaimwith pride that this is the product of Ml aysi a-Si ngapore
col I aborati on.

It is left to be seen if the |eaders on both sides will take up the
i ssue. There are already indications of a warm ng of rel ations.

| ndeed, Prine M nister Datuk Seri Abdull ah Ahmad Badawi i s scheduled to
vi sit Singapore early next nonth.

H s counterpart Goh Chok Tong and his Cabi net coll eagues are also due to
attend the Lunar New Year open house in Johor Baru on Jan 24.

Even Shahrir has been extended an invitation by the Singapore think-tank
- Institute of Southeast Asian Studies - to given a |uncheon talk on "The
new politics in Malaysia" at the Regional Qutlook Forumon Jan 7.

Al'l these and nore indeed bode well for inproved bilateral relations.

And the hope is that good sense will prevail on both sides to straighten
what is otherwi se going to be a crooked bri dge.



	`Crooked' bridge would be poor symbol of neighbours' ties (NST 22/12/2003)

