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Political stormin a teacup?

Charl es Raj

THE del uge of Singaporeans visiting Johor, Melaka and Kual a Lunmpur during
the Chinese New Year holiday season every year does not usually raise
eyebrows. After all, this has been happening for years. In fact, thousands
of Mal aysi ans too descend upon the island republic to visit their
relatives and friends during the |ong break

But this year, when droves of tourists from Singapore spilled into
Serenban as well, nmany were both relieved and surprised. Relieved because
this was an indication that the current friction in relations between the
two countries has not badly affected tourism Thankfully, the politica
posturings of overzealous politicians have had little effect on a people-
t o- peopl e basi s.

Al though it may be too soon to nmake such presunptions based on one
festival, the war of words between politicians is causing great unease
anong at | east one group of people - businessnen from both sides.

They fear that if the tension escalates, trade, investnment and tourism
will be anbng the first to be affected. And with the two econonies quite
closely linked, this could be disastrous.

It is, thus, perplexing as to why the Singapore CGovernment is suddenly
taki ng a tough stand agai nst Mal aysia over sone old issues. There have
been such differences in the past but they have always been settled
am cably through negotiations.

So, it comes as a shock that our friendly neighbour is greatly upset
over the water issue (a longstanding one at that) and its clains on Pulau
Batu Puteh (which, incidentally, is being referred to the International
Court of Justice). Singapore's hint of a willingness to even go to war
over Pulau Batu Puteh came as a shock to citizens of both countries.
Perhaps, the reason for this sudden "contenpt' for all things Ml aysian
boils down to a sinple case of econom cs.

Looki ng back, it would be worthy to note that even during the Asian
currency crisis in 1997, the Singapore econony was perform ng better than
Mal aysia's. Part of Malaysia' s currency woes were due to an outfl ow of
funds to Singapore, lured by the extrenely high interest rates there
Si ngapore banks insisted that it was “just business' and that there was
not hing wong or unfriendly in that. Ml aysia did not threaten to go to
war over the issue.

Since that crisis, Malaysia has been gradually steering away from being
over - dependent on manufacturing (especially electronics) as the main
engine of growth. Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad saw t he
wi sdom of devel oping the services sector, namely, tourism shipping and
financi al services.

It is no secret that Ml aysia has progressed by |eaps and bounds in
these areas, especially tourism and shipping. The Port of Tanjung Pel epas
(PTP) has been nmmking great progress, unfortunately, at the expense of
Si ngapore Port.

The KL International Airport, too, is being seen as a conpetitor to
Si ngapore's Changi Airport as a regional air hub. And there are now pl ans
to develop Senai Airport in Johor as a mgjor air hub - a nove that will no
doubt affect Changi

All this could not have cone at a worse tinme for Singapore. Wth the
dotcom crash and slowdown in the United States, the Singapore econony,
dependent on el ectronics exports, has been badly affected. It has yet to



fully recover, with unenploynent at a record 5.2 per cent.

Mal aysi a's economi ¢ sl owdown has sonewhat been cushioned by cheer from
the comodities sector. Even the services sector is rising to the
occasi on.

As a country's econony expands, it is inevitable that others, including
its neighbours, will be affected. Just look at China. Is the rest of Asia
going to take unbrage and cry foul at the giant sucking up foreign direct
i nvest ments?

No. The sensible thing to do would be to take stock, inplenent mneasures
to restructure the econony and nove on

Si ngapore should realise that Malaysia's efforts to inprove and devel op
its econony should be taken in the context of a " prosper thy neighbour'
policy. If Malaysia prospers, there will be spillover effects on
Si ngapore's econony.

It has never been Malaysia's intention to deliberately "attack
Si ngapore's econony. After all, tens of thousands of Ml aysians still earn
a living there. But Ml aysia has to continue expanding its econony.

In an increasingly borderless world, countries should be free to pursue
what they feel is best for their future survival and prosperity.
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