02/ 04/ 1997

PNG settl enent takes weight off Howard to concentrate on his Beijing
m ssi on

K. C. Boey
UNDER t he cl oud of dramatic events at Australia' s doorstep, there could
not have been a greater weight off John Howard as he left for China | ast
Wednesday.

Sir Julius Chan stepping aside as Prinme Mnister of Papua New Gui nea was
a relief as Howard enbarked on what is seen as the nost inportant overseas
visit of his Prine M nistership.

Mlitary conflict in PNG woul d have been a distraction that woul d test
the mettle on a visit to China of a Prine Mnister seen to be nore at hone
on donestic issues than on foreign relations.

In the event, the outcome on PNG woul d not have been nore encouragi ng.
Canberra got what it w shed for without having to take nmeasures that woul d
have left it open to accusations of interfering in the internal affairs of
PNG

The nercenaries, brought in by the PNG Government to deal with
i ndependence fighters of the Bougainville Revolutionary Arny, have been
expelled, a mlitary solution to the crisis has been averted and the
supremacy of the constitutional process affirned.

For Australia, PNG has been an inherited responsibility since the
admini stration of the territory passed to it as part of the British
enpire's carve-up of German possessions after World War |

The territory, 48kmfromthe Australian coast at the closest point, has
| ooked up to Canberra since, even after independence in 1975.

PNG is the largest recipient of Australian foreign aid, and Australian
devel opment assi stance, anounting to A$320 nmillion (RVM608 million) a year
which is the largest injection of aid funds into PNG
i ndependence fighters of the Bougainville Revolutionary Army Chan's
steppi ng down in favour of a caretaker Governnent restored an atnosphere
of calmto rebuild a relationship that has deteriorated out of a suspicion
of a paternalistic attitude in Canberra towards Port Moresby.

Chan had been a leading critic on this score. Howard will take confort
froman apparent change of heart.

Addr essing the PNG Parlianment on his stepping down, Chan praised
Australia's role in PNG s devel opnment and pl edged to revi ew PNG s
relationship with Australia should he get re-elected in June.

Wth Australia maintaining its standing anong all the contendi ng forces
in PNG this augurs well for Canberra nediating a negotiated settl enent
over Bougainville, where a reported 5,000 |Iives have been | ost over nine
years of fighting.

The immediate dividend is ease of mind for Howard to focus on his
Beijing mission. Howard | eaves Beijing today at the end of a six-day
visit.

The visit, extensive by nost neasures of official visits of State,
reflects the significance attached to the relationship and the
conpl exi ties invol ved.

Bearing on the delicateness of the Howard mission is the interweaving of
strategi c and econonic inperatives governing the rel ationship, and
donmesti c expectations of Howard's defence of human rights.

An assessnent of the gains will take tine.

The trip was initially intended to include Ml aysi a.

That prior engagenents of Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad



rul ed that out would not have been unwel come for Howard.

A visit to Malaysia would have added to the conplexities of an already
extensive mission, at a tinme when the H gh Commr ssion in Kuala Lunmpur is
i n caretaker hands in between a change of Hi gh Conmi ssi oners.

Now, preparations for the visit, expected in the niddl e of the year,
will be one of the imediate responsibilities of the new High
Conmi ssi oner, the career diplomat Bob Cotton, naned to the post |ast week.

The China m ssion marked the start of a year in which Howard will seek
to erase perceptions of himas "a donmestic issues politician in charge of
a CGovernnment that has shown no great facility at foreign relations", as
The Australian newspaper put it in an editorial.

Pencilled into Howard's itinerary is a visit to the United States and
Eur ope.

China as the next stop, via Singapore, after |ndonesia and Japan | ast
Sept ember, puts the order of Canberra's priority in perspective.

A visit before Hong Kong reverts to Chinese rule on July 1 will avoid
t he exacerbation of tension over issues of denocracy and hunman rights that
may ari se.

Howard is conmmitted to a "sensi bl e approach” on human rights.

As he said in Singapore before | eaving for Shanghai, his styleis to
use "the nmet hods of quiet discussion and di al ogue”

Wth regard to Tai wan, Howard woul d have affirnmed Australia' s one-China
policy as he sought to naintain the |egitimcy of the conmerci al
rel ati onshi p.

Bei jing woul d have been assured that Australia's close ties with the
United States was not part of a conspiracy to contain China.

On the contrary, it is in Australia's interest, as it is that of the
rest of the world, to engage Chi na and vi ce-versa.

Howard i ntended that his visit should focus on the comonalities between
Australia and China, working to their mutual benefit.

He carried that through his visit, exulting on areas of nutual interest
in public and keeping differences that he and his hosts agreed to di sagree
in the private domain.

Recognition of the conplenentarity of economic interests is reflected in
Howard' s journey through China's econom ¢ hub, centred on Shanghai, on his
way to Beijing.

In the official delegation are 18 of Australia's top corporate figures,
representing what Howard descri bed as the nost senior and broadly
representative business group to acconpany an Australian Prime Mnister on
an overseas visit.

Austral i an busi ness needs no reninder of China' s potential.

Wth the return of Hong Kong, it would be Australia's second bi ggest
tradi ng partner after Japan

Beyond the wei ght of bilateral trade, the directional shift in global
trade woul d not have been | ost on either China or Australia.

I ncreasing intra-regional trade anong nmenber nations of the European
Uni on and the North Anerican Free Trade Agreenent is showing up in a
decline of Asia's share of global trade, and a sl owdown in Asian trade
growth in 1996.

Econom ¢ commentators in Australia offer this devel opnent as one
justification for the revitalisation of nultilateral processes such as the
Asi a- Paci fi ¢ Econom ¢ Co-operation forum which the Howard adm ni stration
had soft-pedalled in favour of building bilateral rel ations.

Howard hinsel f was taken up with the virtues of regional approaches with
his attendance at the Apec | eaders neeting in Manila in Novenber.

Beijing itself is keen for a role on the world stage. A big part of its
anbition hinges on its nmenbership in the Wrld trade Organisation, as it



seeks to build on its econonic revol ution.

Howard woul d have stressed the nmutuality of interests for Australia and
China in the gl obal context.

The success of his Beijing mission will be nmeasured on the extent to
whi ch he succeeded i n bal ancing Australia's strategi c and economic
interests with domestic expectations in defence of human rights, beyond
the bilateral relationship.

( END)
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