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Accord with Monash triunphs over political contentions
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THE visit is long in the planning - and in the happening. Days before he
was to fly to Kuala Lunpur, advisers in the Departnent of Prine Mnister
and Cabi net were confident there was nothing in the way of John Howard
goi ng ahead with his first official visit to Ml aysia.

Irag was not on the Australian agenda, even though it was acknow edged
the issue mght well surface in discussions. Australia and Mal aysia are at
pol ar opposites on Irag.

Australia has commtted fighting nmen and | ogistical, adm nistrative and
intelligence-gathering support for a United States-led military strike
against lraq; Malaysia is opposed to the use of arns, and is pursuing a
di pl omati c resol ution.

In the event, the day before Howard was to fly out, he cancelled. Howard
t el ephoned Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanad, saying he had to
be in Australia to nmake the decisions on Iraq.

On the surface, both sides are sangui ne about the cancellation. There is
no nore significance to the decision than the usual hazard of diplomatic
schedul i ng.

(d ashi ng schedul es and donestic commitnments have bugged a Howard visit
since he played host to Dr Mahathir within the nonth of his Liberal-

Nati onal conservative coalition com ng into governnent in March 1996. That
was when Dr Mahathir stopped over briefly in Brisbane, on his return
journey froma visit to New Zeal and.)

Anmong Howard's advisers, there is as much cause for relief as there is
di sappointnent that the visit did not go ahead. The overridi ng senti nent
is that there is no bilateral dinmension to the postponenent of the visit;
no problens to bilateral relations.

The inpetus to visit another day was purely donestic. As Howard said at
the tine: "I don't think it is appropriate for the Prime Mnister of this
country to be out of Australia when decisions are taken that could
directly lead to the invol venent of Australian forces in nmilitary action."”

The view in Canberra is that the response from Mal aysi a has been
neutral, as reflected in Dr Mahat hir's announcenent in Kuala Lunpur of the
cancel l ation. Already, as Robert Cotton, Australia's H gh Conmi ssioner to
Mal aysia, said at the tinme, officials in Malaysia and Australia were
| ooki ng for new dates for a Howard visit.

Which is not to say there is no di sappoi ntment over the cancelled visit.
As much as Howard's m ssion had been to tend a good rel ati onshi p, one eye
had been very much on a denonstration of faith and confidence in the
region, and to reaffirmthe Governnent's "Asia first" policy.

The object was to strengthen Australia's credentials in the region, and
to build goodwill, as well as lend a hand to turn around the econom c
reversal in the region.

There were donmestic inperatives. Increasingly, the realisation is that
the fallout to the Australian econony is going to be much worse than
imagined initially.

The Howard visit had been geared to nurse the confidence of Australian
busi nesses to carry on as usual in Ml aysia. Howard was to be present at
the signing of several commercial agreenents involving Australian and
Mal aysi an i nterests.

Significant anong themwas the invitation to Monash University in
Mel bourne to set up a canmpus in Malaysia. It would be the first foreign



university to be invited to establish a canpus in Ml aysia under the
Private Hi gher Educational Institutions Act.

The Monash protocols went ahead. Education M nister Datuk Seri Najib Tun
Razak presented the letter of invitation to Professor David Robi nson,

Vi ce- Chancel | or of Mnash. Robi nson exchanged | etters of agreenment with
Tan Sri Dr Jeffrey Cheah, the founder of Sunway Col |l ege, the joint-venture
partner wi th Monash.

The Monash venture did not miss nedia attention in Australia. Still,
Howar d' s presence woul d have enhanced public interest. Fromthat
perspective, the cancelled visit was a m ssed opportunity to make the nost
of signals that the economic reversal in the region notw thstanding, co-
operative ventures go on between Ml aysi an and Australian interests.

The relief over Howard's decision to call off the schedul ed visit
centred on concerns over the likely distraction posed by Iraq. The
opposi ng positions Canberra and Kual a Lunpur had on the issue had the
potential to hijack attention frombilateral and regi onal concerns.

I n hindsight, the anxiety may well have been ni spl aced, obviated by the
deal with Iraq brokered by United Nations Secretary-CGeneral Kofi Annan on
the very day Howard was to start his official engagements in Ml aysi a.

But the Annan breakthrough canme a day or two too |ate. Anbng Howard's
advi sers, particularly the econom c boffins fromthe Treasury, prudence
woul d have seenmed a better course at the tine Howard had to nake a
deci sion on the visit.

Among the Treasury advisers, the Howard visit is viewed beyond
Austral i an- Mal aysi an interests. |Indonesia | oons | arge.

The political and social ramfications of the decimation of |ndonesia's
econony are shared interests for Australia and Ml aysi a.

Canberra sees Kual a Lunpur as a valuable conduit to Jakarta. Howard in
Kual a Lunpur woul d have sought to reinforce Canberra's sentinments on
| ndonesi a - expressed both in messages Howard has directly conveyed to
Presi dent Suharto, and in approaches Howard planned to take to the
I nternati onal Monetary Fund on | ndonesia's behal f.

The Canberra viewis that while Australia supports the | M- rescue
package for Indonesia, the | MF has to be sensitive to the need for
political stability in the republic.

Howard clainms for Australia a special understandi ng of |Indonesia
"because of where we are and the way in which the history of (our)
relati onship has evolved". He was planning to | obby the I M- to go easy on
aspects of the financial rescue package, to avert civil unrest.

The potential for spillover of Indonesia's problens is not to be
ignored. Wth close to 200 million people scattered over 13,677 i sl ands,
at the | east the social inpact of mllions of Indonesians turning up on
nei ghbouring shores is not to be underesti mat ed.

There are inplications for regional stability posed by sentinents
agai nst the ethnic Chinese in Indonesia. Such sentinents reflect on the
diaspora in the region. They could put pressure on China to respond.

There is relief that points of difference in the way Australia and
Mal aysia view | raq have subsided, to allow attention to stay focused on
regi onal concerns.

Co- operative endeavours such as that involving Mnash University give
cause for confidence that the maturity of the relationship will ride out
contentions of difference.

Mal aysia's invitation to Monash is seen here as significant to bilatera
relations. As Robinson tells the New Straits Tinmes, it signals the desire
for along-term continuing rel ationship.

"Universities are long-terminstitutions," says Robinson. "(The
invitation to Monash) is an inportant signal of the desire for a shared



future."
( END)
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