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By: Mkhtar Hussain

BEI RUT, June 18 (Bernanm) -- Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Moharmed | eft for London today after a successful three-day official visit
to Lebanon to boost economic ties between Ml aysia and the west Asia
nati on.

Dr Mahathir's neeting with his Lebanese counterpart Rafic Hariri
resulted with both governnments agreeing to work out three trade-rel ated
agreenents to build confidence anpbng investors fromthe two countri es.

The agreements, expected to be signed this year, are the Avoi dance of
Doubl e Taxation, Pronotion and Protection of Investments and the Bil ateral
Paynment Agreenent.

During a dialogue with the business comunity over dinner hosted by the
Lebanese Chanmber of Commerce and Industry last night, Dr Mhathir convinced
anxi ous Lebanese busi nessmen why they should invest in Ml aysia to nmake the
nost of the incentives, anobng others.

He explained to themthat Malaysia's political stability and the cl ose
rapport between the governnent and the private sector were the "secrets" of
the country's robust econom c achi evenent.

Dr Mahathir said another "secret" was the "business-friendl y" Ml aysian
gover nment .

Even he and his ninisters were accessible to businessmen, Dr Mhathir
told the Lebanese busi nessnen.

"Soneti mes when businessnmen face problens, we will bring up the natter
direct to the Cabinet to find ways to solve it," he said.

He said Mal aysia's nmenbership of ASEAN did not refrain the country from
seeking trading partners in other parts of the world.

Asean presently groups seven countries in Southeast Asia -- Brunei,

I ndonesi a, Ml aysia, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Vi etnham

Three nore inconing nenbers, Canbodia, Laos and Myanmar are schedul ed
to join the grouping in July naking it an Asean-10.

Dr Mahathir said devel oping countries should work together to protect
their interests and avoid a situation of "a giant overwhelmng a mdget",
particularly in the so-called borderless trading.

"Mal aysia is not against the idea of having open markets. But in order
to have fair conpetition, the players nmust be of the sane size," he said.

Dr Mahathir was acconpanied by his wife Datin Seri Dr Siti Hasmah Mhd
Ali and a 100-strong official and busi ness del egati on.

During his last day here, Dr Mahathir toured the ancient city of
Bybl os, 37km north of here, where historical monunments are the main tourist
attractions.

Dr Mahathir's visit to Lebanon,a country with a unique blend of Eastern
and Western cultures, was given promninent coverage by the local nedia which
descri bed Malaysia as "a rising econom c power in Asia".

Dr Mahathir also had an exclusive interview with the Lebanese top
tel evi sion network, Future TV.

Wiile here, the Prine Mnister also witnessed the signing of an
agreenent between Proton Berhad and the Ml aysi an Lebanese Tradi ng House
Ltd for the distribution of Proton's cars in Lebanon.

Meanwhil e Premier Equity, a consortium of five sharehol ders, entered
into a sale agreement with Solidere, the Lebanese Company for the
Devel opment and Reconstruction of Beirut Central District, for the purchase
of a parcel of prine land situated at minet El Hosn here.



Premi er Equity had proposed to develop a five star hotel/service
apartnment suites on the land, a project estimated to cost US$65 nillion

Speaking to reporters, Malaysia Airlines chairman and chief executive
officer Tan Sri Tajudin Ranmli predicted that Lebanon woul d soon re-energe
as West Asia's |leading comrercial hub

"We' Il be left behind if we don't seize the opportunities for joint
ventures with the Lebanese now, " he said.

During a visit to Beirut nore than a year ago, he hinself had
reservations then about Lebanon's potentials.

But he was anmzed this time around by the rapid devel opnent in and
around Beirut which he said reflected the citizens' conmtnent to
rebuilding the city long ravaged by civil wars and factional fightings.

Taj udin said Ml aysi an busi nessmen should use Beirut as a gateway for
their products bound for the region especially Syria and Iraq

On the insecurity of investnment in Lebanon, especially as the southern
part of the country was subject to threats of Israeli mlitary presence,
Tajudin said Ml aysian busi nessmen should be cal culative and should not be
hasty to back out.

He proposed two approaches to investing, one in groups and the other
individually with Israeli partners so as to ensure safeguards for their
interests against eventualities arising in southern Lebanon.

"By taking this approach does not nmean we condone atrocities commtted
there, but such business collaborations do exist in Lebanon and even Egypt
for that matter," he said.

Tajudin said Malaysia Airlines was contenplating nmaki ng Beirut the base
for its north Sahara operations. -- BERNAMA
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