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Tirelessly inproving ties with China

Bal an Mbses

IT is nearly one in the norning in Beijing and al nbst everyone associ ated
with Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahmad Badawi's official visit to China recently
has retired for the night with the exception of perhaps two people who
have not really noticedthepassageof tine for the past nonth or so

Wth a nere five hours before the start of the next day, their mnds are
not on sleep but on ensuring a snooth schedule for the Deputy Prine
M ni ster for the duration of his stay.

Wi | e Mal aysi an Anbassador to China, Datuk A K. Mjid, is full of
t houghts about how to further Malaysia's interests in the few days left of
the visit, Chinese Anbassador to Ml aysia Hu Zhengyue is actively engaged
in the arithmetic of getting the nost for China.

Wil e seenmingly on tangential paths, the reality of the day is that they
are actually working in unison towards a common objective: cenenting
al ready-good ties between China and Ml aysi a.

Both are deternined that Ml aysia-China ties should not suffer for want
of trying on their part or that of others in the political and business
hi erarchy of their respective nations.

They fully realise that they are in the driver's seat of the bilatera
vehicle of diplomacy that will provide the nonentum for future Sino-

Mal aysia ties, both on a government-to-governnment basis andbetweenthe two
private sectors.

Majid' s rationale behind this realisation needs closer scrutiny, at
| east to understand the depth of his convictions on the matter

An ol d China hand, having served once before in Beijing in the 1980s, he
knows that Abdullah's visit will, for a large extent, dictate the tone and
tenor of bilateral ties for the next four years when the latter is the
Prime M nister, and beyond

"This visit is a crucial one as it has revealed the intensity of the
rel ati onship at both governnental and non-governnental |evels. W have
cone a long way since 1974 when Tun Razak laid the basis for nodernday
Mal aysi a- China relations with Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhamad fine-tuning
it since 1981.

"Datuk Seri Abdullah's visit this tine around is very inportant as it is
ainmed at cenenting Malaysia's already excellent relations with China, a
vital consideration given the fact that the whole world wants to get close
to this nation, both politically and economically,"” says Mijid who has
seen several countries and their respective business sectors nake
nm stakes, but nmore inportantly,strike the right note in relations wth
Chi na.

It is this benefit of hindsight that nmakes the 57-year-old a true Ml ay
sian asset in China as he has seen the nost popul ous nation on earth in
its early days of joining the market econony and today as it is well on
the road to becom ng the econonic powerhouse of the world.

"The Chi nese |eadership sees Datuk Seri Abdullah's visit as a very
significant one as they want to get to know the person who will be the
next Ml aysian head of governnment," he said in an hour-long interview at
m dnight in his roomat the New Wrld Hotel in Beijing.

It is obvious that the Chinese are also inpressed with Abdullah's
conmitment to the principle ofengagenment with and not contai nnment of"
China, a consistent line which the Deputy Prinme Mnister has taken since
his days as Foreign Mnister.



Mal aysia, for the record, played a crucial role in bringing China into
di al ogue with Asean in the 1990s, being one of the early birds world-w de
in recognising China's potential as a trading nation and internationa
political force.

Majid, delighted with the fact that Abdullah's visit has drawn a
veritable who's who in the Ml aysi an business world, knows that their
presence in large nunbers in China in the future would be the key to even
better bilateral ties.

There is really little to be done in terns of political relations which
are at a high point in the relationship, Dr Mhathir having forged a Ilink
that will, nost assuredly, withstand the test of tine.

The Prime M nister has probably set a record of sorts with seven trips
to China, probably nore than any one contenporary |eader, and in the
process, convinced the Chinese |eadership over the past 21 years of
Mal aysia's sincerity in becomng "close friends".

The anbassador is equally congnisant of the inportance of the trade
links with China as he is of the political relationshinp.

"If you are not doing business in China, you are not doing business,"
says Majid, delivering the biting truth in the frank statenent with the
trademark snmile and tone of voice that assures one of the sincerity behind
the remark.

Majid takes the point a set further by setting out a game plan for the
Mal aysi an busi nessman interested in doing business in China: identify your
strengths, pick a good Chinese partner, have a good narketing plan and
keep abreast oflocal |aws.

The anmbassador, who retired last year after 32 years of service but has
been recalled to active duty for obvious reasons, says the CGoverment is
concerned about this.

It has decided that all menoranda of understanding between Ml aysian and
Chi nese businessnmen will henceforth be closely vetted to preclude any
possibility of hiccups in inplenmentation

This will tell in the inplenentation of the 15 MdUs signed this tine
around between busi nessnen on both sides.

On their part, the two Governnents have signed five MiUs in new areas
such as |abour recruitnment, space research, renote sensing, tourism and
agricultural co-operation.

"China, and the Chinese, have cone to the realisation that Malaysia is a
country that they can do business with. They are very inpressed with
Mal aysi a," says Majid, the eighth Ml aysian envoy in China and possibly
the one with the last word on bilateral ties.

Busi ness being one of the pillars of the bilateral relationship, it is
pertinent at this juncture to ook at the direction that Mal aysian
busi nessnen shoul d be | ooking at.

Majid says they should look to the western provinces of China where
potential for trade is unlimted, given the fact that nbst businessnen,
Mal aysi an and ot herw se, have gravitated to the coastal areas of south-
eastern Chi na.

Hu, on the other hand, |ooks farther afield to the north-east and
central provinces where he feels Ml aysi an businessnen can do better than
in the coastal areas which have al nbst been saturated with business
opportunities.

This has increasingly been on the mind of the soft-spoken
pl eni potentiary who prefers to use an interpreter but can hold his own in
an interview in English.

"Mal aysi an busi nessnen need to explore new areas of opportunity in
China, which is such a vast nation. The under-devel oped western, north-
eastern and central Chinese provinces are ripe for participation by



Mal aysi ans.

"It is alnost theirs for the taking," he said in a 45-minute interview
in his car en route to the Southern Natsteel Co Ltd factory in X anen
which Abdullah is visiting after the Xi anen University.

He points out that Ml aysian investment and professional skills are
urgently required in areas such as Hu Bei Province, Chong Qng city and
Yunnan Province

Hu, who has been advi sing Ml aysi an busi nessnmen in various forunms on
where and how to do business in China, feels that Ml aysian hoteliers
construction conpanies, city planners, golf course builders and those
i nvol ved in the agrobusiness industry have a bright future in the new
areas that he has identified.

In a way, this is Hu's way of telling Mlaysian businessnen to change
their mndset where China is concerned.

The 50-year-old first-tinme anbassador echoes Majid in underlining the
fact that Mal aysi an busi nessmen have to be nobre savvy when it conmes to
busi ness partners, marketing links and the |ocal business and | egal
cul ture.

"Bei ng of Chinese descent is not enough for Ml aysi an busi nessnen. |f
you | ook Chinese and understand Mandarin or the local dialect, it does not
mean you understand the Chinese. You have to learn how to do business in
China fromthe basics as each province has its own |aws and business
tradition," he says.

He advi ses Mal aysi an busi nessnen to take things on a step-by-step basis,
never hurrying into deals but fully researching everything before-hand.

Hu says the Chinese |eadership was inpressed with Abdullah's vision of
the future Sino-Mlaysia relationship, a fact borne out in the unusually
long 60-minute neeting with Chinese President Hu Jintao.

The easy manner in which both |eaders conversed and the w de spectrum of
topi cs coveredappeared to be the start of a personal friendship between
the two | eaders.

"There was an indepth exchange of views. Both |eaders wanted to get
t oknow each other besides wanting to inpress on the other their vision for
the future," says the anmbassador who has been engaged in discussions for
nmonths with Wsma Putra officials on preparations for Abdullah's visit.

The ever pragmatic Hu wants both sides to imedi ately get down to
busi ness by follow ng up on decisions made during Abdullah's visit "as we
should not lose tinme in charting out a plan of action for the near and
long terns".

On his part, he is prepared to offer any assistance to Ml aysi ans as
"the Chinese enbassy's doors in Kuala Lunpur are always open to
Mal aysi ans".

"My officers and lare ever ready to help with advice and assistance on
busi ness opportunities in China.

"W are willing to work with anyone in enhancing China- Ml aysi a
relations. Tine is ofthe essence as one hasto exploitopportunities as they
emerge. "

Hu's willingness to go the extra mle reflects China's deternmination to
open its doors to the world after centuries of isolation.

It also indicates the extent to which Malaysia's fourth |argest trading
partner is willing to go to take bilateral ties, which will turn 25 next
year, to a new di nensi on.

Little would the 15th century Chinese voyager, Admiral Cheng Ho, have
realised that the links he set out to forge with Ml acca nearly 600 years
ago woul d have bl ossoned to the degree of friendship which China and
Mal aysi a share today.
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