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Mahat hir-Australia
MAHATHIR S VISIT A COUP FOR NEW GOVERNMENT, SAYS AUSS| E PRESS

By: Neville D Cruz

MELBOURNE, March 15 (Bernama) -- Moyst broadsheet newspapers displ ayed
the news of Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathi s Mohamed' s stopover visit
to Australia on March 29 on their front pages today.

Nearly all newspapers throughout the country said the planned visit by
the Mal aysi an | eader was a di pl omatic coup for the new y-el ected Australian
Prime M nister John Howar d.

Former Foreign Affairs Mnister Gareth Evans wel conmed the visit as an
excel l ent opportunity for the government to nake personal contacts with Dr
Mahat hir and build on the visit to Kuala Lunmpur in January by former Prine
M ni st er Paul Keati ng.

Witing in "The Australia," the paper's foreign affairs witer Don
Greenl ess said that by accepting Howard's invitation to visit Australia on
his way back from New Zeal and, Dr Mahathir had "delivered a boost to the
(Howard) Governent's attenpts to build links with Asia."

Greenl ess noted that Howard had "secretly di spatched a special envoy
(forner Foreign Affairs Departnment head Ri chard Wol cott) to Kual a Lunpur
to i ssue the personal invitation to Dr Mahathir."

In the sane newspaper, its foreign affairs expert G eg Sheridan said Dr
Mahathir's decision to visit Australia briefly represented a significant
di pl omati c breakt hrough for the new Australian Governent and indicated that
it would be able to deal effectively with Asia so long as it handl ed itself
intelligently.

He said: "The visit marks a particul ar success for the new Foreign
M ni st er Al exander Downer. Having criticised the Labour Governent for
m smanagi ng t he Mal aysi an rel ati onship, he (Downer) took the view that the
change of governent offered an opportunity to inprove it substantially.

"Downer al so believes that the previous governnent's policy of
trenchant opposition to Mal aysia's proposed East Asia Economi ¢ Caucus
(EAEC) was ill-advi sed.

"He plans to reverse that position, presumably, during Dr Mahathir's
visit."

In "The Age" newspaper, its former Southeast Asia correspondent Linday
Mur doch, who is now based in Canberra, said "the new governent has won the
acceptance” of Dr Mahathir.

Saying that Dr Mahathir had repeatedly bl ocked Australia's regional
anbi tions, Murdoch noted that Dr Mahat hir had previously refused to visit
Australia al though he made a formal visit in 1984 to open the new Hi gh
Commi ssi on buil di ng i n Canberra.

The Financial Review s East Asia specialist Mchael Dwer said Dr
Mahathir's visit "signals a new conciliatory approach to relations with
Mal aysia, and will be used by the government in a bid to ensure Australia
had a place at the critical 1998 Asia-Europe Sunmit."

Australia's opposition to EAEC which did not include countries |ike
Australia and the United States al so strained the rel ationship, he added.

Dwer said: "It now appears that the new coalition governent (of
Howard) will take a nuch softer line on the EAEC

"Australia's inital opposition to the EAEC was | argely due to concerns
that its devel opnent woul d not be conducive to a continued role for the
United States in the East Asia region.

"But those concerns have now | argely been overcone by the enmergence of
APEC as a vi abl e regi onal organisation which includes the US."



Australia now was likely to use its new support for EAEC to try to
convince Malaysia to overturn its veto on Australia's attendance at future
Asi a- Europe summits, he added. -- BERNANA
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