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DEFENCE SECRETARY COHEN S ASI AN TRIP IS ON AGAI N

By: Sal ny Hashi m

WASHI NGTON, Jan 9 (Bernama) -- United States Defence Secretary WIIliam
Cohen's on-off trip to Asia is on again beginning Saturday with a
fast-paced 12-day tour of seven nations, including Malaysia, to assure them
that the US woul d stand by themduring these difficult and uncertain
peri od.

Cohen's trip was originally schedul ed for Nov 12-23 | ast year, but
post poned because of the "crisis" with Iraq which earlier refused to all ow
US officials in the United Nations teaminvolved in the search for weapons
of mass destruction in that country.

Dr Kurt Canpbell, deputy assistant secretary of defence for East Asian
and Pacific Affairs, said here Thursday that the defence secretary's trip
to Mal aysi a, |Indonesia, Singapore, Thail and, China, Japan and South Korea
denonstrat ed Washington's conmmitnent in Asia in "good tinmes as well as in
these difficult and uncertain tines."

He reiterated the US position that it "is deeply engaged and committed
not just now, but in the future."

Cohen will engage in security dialogues with | eaders and counterparts
of countries he will visit, and sign in Beijing the recently-concl uded
mlitary maritime agreenent. He will be acconpani ed by senior officials
fromthe Wiite House, Treasury and the State Departnent.

The maritime agreenent essentially sets out guidelines on howthe US
and China will interact when their navies cone in proximty with one
another in international waters.

In a background briefing on the trip, a senior US defence departnent
official said Cohen will make Kual a Lunmpur his first stop where he is
schedul ed to neet Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad and his
deputy, Datuk Seri Anwar |brahim Discussions will centre on defence and
security issues as well as the critical economic situation in Asia.

During his two-day visit to Kuala Lunmpur from Monday, he will
participate in the Pacific D alogue, a charter group of key statesnmen from
the Asia and Pacific rim to talk about issues of mutual concern both in
the Asia and Pacific region

Cohen will depart for Jakarta on Tuesday where he will have
consul tations and nmeetings with his |Indonesian counterpart and a private
meeting with President Suharto.

On the critical economc situation in Indonesia followi ng the plunge on
the rupiah in the past few days, the official said the US was confi dent
that the | ndonesi an gover nnent woul d "denonstrate domestic restraint" to
prevent social unrest.

"The npst inportant point is to assure Indonesia that we're a partner;
that we are with Indonesia both economically, politically and
strategically, and that we have our differences and our difficulties. But
the USis committed to having a solid and stable relationship with the
government of |ndonesia," the senior official said.

In Singapore, Cohen will deliver a keynote address at the opening of a
new strategic studies institute, and then on to Thailand where he will call
on the king and engage i n defence and security discussions with his
counterpart.

Hs trip to Southeast Asia, fromthe security perspective, is to
increase "our ability to train ... to look at joint endeavours, both in the
humanitarian and military realm and to exchange views on strategic



perceptions. Those are all the things that we think are very inportant,"
the official said.

Asked if the financial crisis in the region had resulted in the
cancel l ati on of defence orders, the official answered in the negative, but
added that countries affected had requested for a dial ogue on the options
avai |l abl e such as long-term paynents to ensure a strong and stabl e defence
relationship with the region.

"The US will do what it can to assist. (US defence firms) know t hat
those conpani es who stand firmwi th countries during difficult tinmes are
remenbered when times are not difficult " he said.

Several of the countries in Asia have in the last two or three years
set out on very anbitious nodernisation plans, both in ternms of procuring
sophi sticated aircraft, surface conbatants and ot her weapon systens.

"I think we, wherever possible, want to work with those countries, both
as a government and al so to encourage the US private industry to work with
these countries to cone up with financial and other arrangenents that are
suitable, that neet their needs," the official said.

He added that the US standing as a steady and reliable partner and
suppl i er of defence equi pnent and techol ogy was critical for the USto
maintain its position as an Asia Pacific player.

In Japan, the defence secretary is expected to intitial a US-Japanese
agreement on how to nmake the defence guidelines a reality, and continue
di scussions on the reduction of US facilities in Ckinawa.

In South Korea, Cohen will neet the new president for the first tine
and to assure that country that the US would stand by themthrough this
difficult period. --BERNAVA
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