19/ 11/ 1997

Mal ott makes a bold stand

MR JOHN R Malott, the US anbassador to Mal aysia, made a politically
cour ageous stand when he went on record to say that it had been

i nappropriate for congressmen in Washington to demand the resignation of
Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad. The anbassador nade this
statenent al nost immediately after his return froma two-week European
tour. He obviously wi shed to waste no tinme in trying to undo whatever
damage had been inflicted upon US-Mal aysia relations. In the Ml aysi an
medi a, his statenment on Monday was overshadowed only by reports of the
support expressed by French President Jacques Chirac for Dr Mahathir's
proposal to regulate currency trading and defy a US threat of sanctions
upon a Mal aysi an- French-Russi an venture in Ilran's oil and gas sector.
Chirac however, is the head of his state; Malott and his future, as he
admtted, are determ ned by many others, including the 34 nenbers of the
US Congress whose wath he may have incurred with his bold statenent.

Those who have followed his progress as the US anbassador to Ml aysi a
will not have been totally surprised by Malott's actions. Wen he was a
new face on the Kual a Lunpur Enbassy Row two years ago, Malott al nost
instantly sent ripples through the diplomatic world by replying through
the nedia to statenents issued by several nministers on matters concerning
the US. In an interviewwth this newspaper earlier this year, the
anbassador said that he believed in expressing his views frankly. Malott
felt that he woul d not have been doing his job if he had not responded to
the m nisters' comments.

However, Malott nust al so realise that Ml aysi ans had been provoked, by
the 34 US Congressnen's undi pl omatic gesture, into standing up and voi ci ng
their anger. These Ml aysi ans probably felt that they would not have been
good citizens if they did not speak up when their country, or their
| eaders, were unfairly criticised or condemmed, just as good American
citizens would al so stand up for their country. The American or US-
bashing, as Malott described the Ml aysi ans' reaction, at the press
conference on Monday, was an expression of the people's feelings.

Mal aysi ans are not anti-US, just as they are not anti-Jew. And Mal aysi ans
are certainly not going to start branding all Anericans as anti-Mal aysia
or anti-Mhathir just because 34 Congressnen - who probably have no idea
where Kual a Terengganu is (where Dr Mahathir made his statenment about M
George Soros being a Jew and Mal aysia being a Muslimcountry) - thought
they mght gain political mleage by asking Dr Mahathir to quit.

The US is one of Malaysia's |largest trading partners and a mmj or source
of foreign direct investnment. As Dr Mahathir said, Ml aysia does not w sh
to sever ties with the US and there is no reason to begin thinking about
the possibility. Still, some tension has been created and should not be
al lowed to deepen. Malott knows Mal aysia and its people pretty well and he
shoul d convey a clear nessage to the 34 congressnen that there certainly
is no anti-Jewi sh sentinent in this country. Ml aysians nay not be happy
wi th devel opnents in the West Asian peace process, but that does not make
themviolently inclined towards the party resisting the process or the
party brokering it. Certainly, no menber of the Ml aysian Parlianent has
ever called for anyone in Washington to step down.

Mal ott shoul d keep the politicians in Washi ngton informed since they
obvi ously have the wong i mage of Mal aysi a. Perhaps these congressnen
shoul d spend a few days in Ml aysia now that the haze has di ssapeared and



they can see with clarity. The fact that the Governnment accepted the
presence of the Israeli cricket teamat a gane in Ml aysia should have
al so been a clear indication of our tolerance. The problemis not with us:
we are well exposed to the Anerican way of life and thinking and are quite
aware - w thout being judgenental - of its positive and negative sides.
Many Americans know Mal aysia and its people well and they woul d be doing
their countrynen - or rather, Congressnen - a great favour by narrating
t heir experiences.
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