YDNEY, Sat. — Australian
grime Minister Paul Keating
came under mounting pressure
today to swallow his pride and
help mend Australia’s frayed re-
lationship with Malaysia amid
fears the row could develop into
a full-blown diplomatic crisis. |

The onus to end the row,
which threatens billions of dol-
lars worth of business for Aus-
tralia, fell back on Keating late
yesterday when Prime _Mlmglt‘er

‘Datuk Seri

mad rejected a written peace of-
feri'ng?by the Australian leader.
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The blunt-speaking Keatipg',S

who sparked the tiff by referring
to Dr Mahathir as’a “recalci-
trant” for not attending the Seat-
tle Asia-Pacific Economic Co-op-
eration (Apec) regional trade
summit last month, was silent

oday.

Busi he is due to appear on a
national television programme
tomorrow and is expected to ad-
dress the issue.

A Foreign Affairs spokesman . -

said the Government was analys-
ing Dr Mahathir’s comments on

Keating’s letter. He said, howev-

comment on repol 2al
ing might delay a proposed visit
to Malaysia next month.

Foreign Minister Datuk Abdul-
lah Ahmad Badawi had said yes-
terday that Keating had delayed
the visit, giving no reasons. The
decision was, however, made be-
fore the row brokeout.

“Whether such a visit will take
place i future will depexllﬁls on

Relations on the brink of crisis, says paper
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latlons between Mahathir
and Keating,” he said.

The Australian natlonal
newspaper said today that
Australla’s relations with
Malaysia were on the brink
of crisis, which could even
see Australia reduce its in-
volvement in the Five-Pow-
er Deferice Arrangement, a
key regional defence group.

“Those close to him sa
that Keating has been furi -
ous at the way the crisis has
unwound over the past 11
days,” The Australian's for-
eign editor, Greg Sheridan,
wrote,

“He was incandescent
with rage when he saw

statements attributed to
Malﬂﬁsian Defence Minister
Datuk Seri Najib Tun Ra-
zak, which appeared to sug-
gest that Australian defence
contractors bidding to build
atrol boats and frigates for
alaysia could be disadvan-
taged because of the row.”
ustralian engineering
grousp Transfield has bid for
a US$2 billion (about RMS
billion) contract to build 30
naval patrol boats for Ma-
laysia. .
Australian opposition
leader John Hewson told re-
rters that Foreign Minis-
er Gareth Evans, now in
Papua New Guinea, should
g;) to Kuala Lumpur imme-
ately to try to heal the

relationship and that Keat-
ing should speak directly to
Mahathir,

Hewson said relations be-
tween the two countries had
worsened despite Keamﬁ's
attempt to mollif}' Dr Ma-
hathir wit ‘carefully
crafted” letter.

“Iurge the Prime Minister
to get Senator Evans to go
and talk to his counterpart
in Malaysia,” Hewson told
reporters.

‘These things must be
dor’x,e as a matter of urgen-

Keating did not offer a
formal apology in his letter
to Dr Mahathir, as demand-
ed by sections of the Malay-
slan Government, but as-

sured Dr Mahathir he had
not intended to cause of-
fence, )

Dr Mahathir had said that
while he did not expect an
apology, the letter was not
conclliatory. The text of the
letter has not been revealed
by either Canberra or Kuala

Lumpur,

Australia will get its first
chance to deal with the is-
sue on a personal ministeri-
al level tomorrow when
Australlan Trade Minister
Peter Cook addresses the
opening session of the Pacif-
ic Rim Business Collabora-
tion Symposium in Kuala

Lum%qur.
Dr Mahathir will open the
symposium.

Cook will also meet Ma-
laysian Trade and Indust
Minister Datuk Seri Rafid:
Aziz and Abdullah (Foreign

inister).

He will also meet mem-
bers of Kuala Lumpur's |
Australian business com-
munity, many of whom are
concerned the row is gett
out of control and coul
threaten trade.

Two-way trade between
Malagsia and Australia was
worth Australian $2.4 bil-
lion (about RM4 billion) in.
the year to June.

Australian Defence Minis-
ter Robert Ray will visit Ma-
laysia later in the week as
{)art of a defence industry

rade mission. — Reuter
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