
Relations between the United” 
States and Malaysia have been 
bumpy over t.he past few years. 
WONG CHUN WAI, who covered 
the visit of Qatt&..Seri Dr __ 
whir Mohamad lp the White 
House last week, looks into that 
patchy period and tells why the 
stage is now set for better ties. 

\VHlTE House presidential aides 
are sticklers for keeping to sched- 
ule. No one gets a minute more 
than the allotted time when it 
comes to an appointment with Bill 
Clinton. 

Last week, however, it was dif- 
ferent. The American President 
was not just in the mood to talk but 
he was all ears. His visitqr was Da- 
tuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad. 

The informal meeting of the two 
leaders went on for over 80 min- 
utes, including a lo-minute four- 
eyed talk. 

Looking visibly pleased at the 
outcome of the meeting, Dr Ma- 
hathir declared that “as a result of 
this meeting, relations between 
Malaysia and the United States will 
be much easier.” 

He added: “It has been a useful 
discussion on many issues. We 
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Cenibnting the holes 
in l&-Malaysia ties ** -. I ,.l -I 
agreed on most things.” 

It now appears that the stage is 
set for a new -era in US-Malaysia 
relations, which have been patchy 
over the past few years. 

hastily arranged for a locker room 
to be used for the meeting. 

Until today, no one is willing to 
confirm what really transpired but 

Kuala I,umpur, he told the Japa- 
nese how Dr Mahathir had “turned 
up in his native garb” for their 
meeting. 

The outcome of the Clinton-Ma- 
hathir meeting was vastly different 
from another meeting, involving 
another President, a few years 
back. 

In what has been termed as the 
“locker-room disaster” among US 
and Malaysian officials, then Presi- 
dent George Bush reportedly met 
Dr Mahathir at a hurriedly-ar- 
ranged informal meeting. 

Dr Mahathir was then attending 
a convocation in Houston. Bush 
was also present at the function 
and it was decided that the two 
should meet. 

It appeared that US officials 

the result was disastrous. 
The fiasco did not end there. 

Word got back to Dr Mahathir that 
then Secretary of State James Bak- 
er was making undiplomatic re- 
marks against the Prime Minister. 

Understandably upset, Dr Ma- 
hathir tried to find out what had 
irked Baker. To his surprise, he 
found that Baker was running him 
down because of the latter’s dislike 
for the Malay dress. 

Accordine to Dr Mahathir. he 
had turned‘up for a meeting with 
Baker in Kuala Lumpur in his baju 
Meluyu because it was a Friday and 
he wanted to be ready for prayers. 

When Baker reached Tokyo after 

More trouble followed. When Ma- 
laysia mooted the East Asia Eco- 
nomic Caucus, Baker threatened 
South Korea and Japan against 
joining the EAEC. 

To the South Koreans, Baker in- 
voked bitter memories of the Kore- 
an War, saying the Americans had 
“spilled their blood” for the Kore- 
ans. 

At an international conference in 
Singapore, the US lashed out at the 
EAEC again - only this time, it 
was Bush himself. 

Alone the wav. certain US inter- 
est groips rufflkd feathers further 
with protests against the position 
of Malaysian electronics workers 
and palm oil. 

And when industrialist Tan Sri 
Eric Chia was assaulted at Kenne- 
dv Alrnort in New York. relations 
worsetied. Ambassador john Wolf, 
freshly posted to Kuala Lumpur, 
was summoned to Wisma Putra. 

Personality clashes aside, differ- 
ing views between.the US and Ma- 
laysia on numerous other issues did 
not help matters. 

Last year, Dr Mahathir declined 
to attend the Asia-Pacific Econom- 
ic Co-operation (Apec) summit in 
Seattle. 

And when Dr Mahathir visited 
the US again - this time to accom- 
oanv his wife Datuk Seri Dr Siti 
&<mah Ali who was conferred an 
honorary doctorate - officials 
made sure the occasion did not just 
slip by. 

US officials said both sides spent 
months putting the Clinton-Ma- 
hathir meetisg ogether. Every 

Le muscle, including s king the help 
of top businessmen, was utilised. 

Al:d even after sqttmg up the 
meeting, officials were ji!tCry unrli 
the last minute as to whether the 
timing would fit the busy schedules 
of both leaders. 

tinder fire at home for the han- 
dling of his foreign policy. Clinton 
sought Dr Mahathir’s views on Chi- 
na and the region. 

Asia, Dr Mahathir told his host, 
was culturally developed and it was 
essential to allow the natural forces 
to evolve towards the desired ob- 
jectives, whether it is on the basis 
of human rights or democracy. 

Malaysia’s permanent represen- 
tative to the United Nations Tan Sri 
Razali Ismail, who was in the Ma- 
laysian delegation at the meeting, 
said Clinton was “genuinely inter- 
ested in Dr Mahathir’s views and 
his sincerity came t~1-ough.” 

On Clinton’s part. the former Ar- 
kansas governor assured Dr Ma- 
hathir that the US was not out to 
dominate Asia but wanted to pur- 
sue a credible partnership with 
Asian countries - one which he de- 
scribed as “leadership with part- 
nership.” 

Aware of the region’s economic 
and political importance, long-time 
Asian watcher Winston Lord sound- 
ed to the Clinton administration 
last week that Washington “ought 
to be careful in treating Asians, 
who are increasingly conscious and 
proud of their accomplishments.” 

The Assistant Secretary of State 
for East Asia and Pacific Affairs 
advised that negative US rhetoric 
against Asia be toned down and 
that the administration “weigh 
more carefully the costs/benefits 
of taking unilateral action.” 

While complaining that some ad- 
ministration officials had been 
over-zealous in pursuing narrow 
goals without consideration for 
longer-term policy towards the re- 
gion, Lord pointed out that steps 
had been taken to restore ties be- 
tween Malaysia and the US. 

Dr Mahathir and Clinton ao- 
peared to have covered muih 
ground. It will be unrealistic to ex- 
pect overnight changes but the 
right step has been taken. It is now 
for the officials% find ways to ce- 
ment the holes in UE-Malaysia rela- 
tions. 
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