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Separ at ed si blings bicker

Li m Kok W ng

Bl LATERAL rel ati ons between Ml aysia and Singapore, having sunk to their

| owest ebb in recent tinmes, now bunp disconsolately along the bottom of a
sea of woes. Psychol ogi sts know of a neurosis in which the devil you know
becones nore of an intinmate personal friend than the angel you don't. This
is howit often seens with Mal aysia and Si ngapore.

Yet, Singapore has always prospered on its good relations wi th Ml aysia.
We have been the island's hinterland; the source of the natural and hunan
resources upon which Singapore's econonic nmiracle has been based

Si ngapore has al so been good for Ml aysia. For nearly 40 years, our
amty has conduced to the progress and prosperity of both nations.

In navigating the recently choppy waters between us, however, Singapore
has paid punctilious attention to the letter of the 1965 Separation
Agreenent establishing it as a sovereign nation

The issue of the water Ml aysia supplies to Singapore has been
particularly intractable because it is contained in the island republic's
articles of independence.

Mal aysi an officials benpaned what they saw as Singapore's recourse to
legalisms in preventing a redrafting of the 1961 and 1962 Water Agreenents
bet ween Johor and Singapore. \Were Ml aysia saw matters that ought to be
open to negotiated solutions, Singapore saw points of sovereign principle.

But Mal aysia would be the last to decry Singapore's defensiveness in
this regard. In their third generation of independence, both nations rank
anong the world' s |eading advocates of national sovereignty and
sel fdeterm nati on.

The tragedy is that this should obscure the clearsighted realismthat
woul d enabl e Mal aysia and Singapore to regard each other as we truly are:
Si blings separated at birth.

Overlaying the protocols of international diplomcy on our shared
hi storical bedrock has been sociopolitically effective. The value of
separation, so bitterly contentious four decades ago, has been anply
proved.

Mal aysi a and Singapore have each been free to construct their sovereign
political realities while remaining intimtely bound to each other's
soci eti es and econom es.

That concord has suffered in recent tinmes. The 1997-1998 regi ona
financial crisis and the subsequent series of globe-girding calamties
| eft Singapore nuch the worse for wear.

The city state's prosperity has faded. Unenpl oynent today is clinbing
above five per cent, while Singapore's once-ex-enplary growh rate has
crawl ed painfully up froma recessionary |low of -2 per cent in 2001 to a

positive but still anaemic 2.7 per cent so far this year. This year's
projected fiscal deficit of nearly RM0OO million is expected to deepen to
some RMR2.5 billion next year.

In such gloony times, it's unsurprising that Singapore's dealings with
its closest partner and nearest nei ghbour should have foundered

The nowi nf ambus package of bilateral issues dom nated by the water
supply question but enconpassing old railway |and, border protocols,
overflights, the Tebrau Strait and disputed offshore territory entangled
us in a Gordian Knot.

The Points of Agreement reached by the two nations' top officials in
Decenber 1998 fell by the wayside. The package approach itself has been



di scarded. On alnost all points, we are back to square one if not on an
entirely new board.

This has been distressing for Ml aysia. The water agreenents between
Si ngapore and Johor were drawn up nore than 40 years ago, when the island
was a state of the federation.

Mal aysi a chose not to revise those terns and conditions after 25 years,
in the md-Eighties, as allowed for in the Agreenents. Today, |udicrously,
they remain in force for two i ndependent nations.

It would have been better for Singapore to have cut to the chase on
this. Instead of invoking principles of national sovereignty in defence of
deals drawn for the exigencies of 40 years ago, the issue should have been
approached in light of how Ml aysia wanted to amend these arrangenents for
the 21st century.

There was never any question of Ml aysia not continuing to supply water
to Singapore, as Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhanmad has nade
abundantly clear. It was a matter of price and process, not do or die

Si ngapore crossed a particularly inviolable Iine earlier this year, in
maki ng public the toplevel correspondence on this matter.

Reveal i ng the private exchanges of government |eaders in order to depict
Mal aysi a as indecisive and recal citrant was uncall edfor.

It is normal in negotiations for alternative proposals to be discussed
It was unnecessary for Singapore to have attenpted to enbarrass Ml aysia
with such a breach of confidence. No matter how well this played to the
gallery in Singapore, over here it went down |like a | ead ball oon

At heart, however, Singaporeans and Ml aysi ans alike know how to read
between these bellicose lines. This is our shared vaudeville.

When interneci ne bickering escalates to nilitary stand-offs over
di sputed maritinme territory, however, the burlesque bluster has gone far
enough.

It is worth recalling, therefore, that in the dispute over Pulau Batu
Puteh, the lighthouse rock off Johor which Singapore calls Pedra Branca,
Fate served up an unm stakabl e rem nder to both countries of their true
rel ati onshi p.

Last January, after om nous warnings against intrusions or
encroachments, four Singapore Navy personnel patrolling those disputed
waters died in a tragic collision with a container ship. |Imediately,
their Mal aysian Navy and Marine Police counterparts joined in the search-
and-rescue and sal vage operati ons.

No matter how testily Ml aysia and Singapore may quarrel over their
quoti di an probl ens, each knows the other will be first in line to help in
any real crisis or energency. This gives the lie to any talk of
irreconcilable differences between us, never mind outright hostilities.

On the contrary, both nations will proceed with joint mlitary exercises
this Septenber, continuing their co-operation in regional security.

Both nations have also ratified their agreenent to refer the Pulau Batu
Puteh dispute to the International Court of Justice in The Hague

O her sticking points may not be so definitively resolved. Singapore has
not gone along with Malaysia' s proposal to replace the Causeway with a
bridge to allow nmaritinme traffic through the Tebrau Strait

As a result, our current artist's inpressions of the proposed structure
depict a weird hybrid of bridge and causeway; a chinera that would be as
much a synbol of our estrangenent as the Causeway was of our partnership.

The water issue, however, has been taken to a whole new | evel by
Si ngapore's decision to turn away from seeking a new deal with Ml aysia to
source alternative water through recycling and desalination

Ironically, Mlaysia should be relieved. Al along, both parties
insisted it wasn't about noney, relatively paltry by any calculation for



the two prosperous partners, but principle.
Bot h should therefore wel cone the dimnution of the water agreenent's
di sproportionate effect on relations. Singapore will seek its
technol ogical fixes, while Malaysia will continue to supply water to
Si ngapore under the existing arrangenents.
That, too, is the way we are. Qur nutual survival depends on it. W
shoul d speak with each other as friends and partners, not as adversaries.
Qur recent ructions will have served a decent purpose if they result in
a nore mature and nutually respectful relationship between Ml aysia and
Si ngapor e.
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