21 FEB 1998
LEAD Howar d- Cancel
HOMRD PUTS OFF VISIT TO M SIA DUE TO | RAQ Sl TUATI ON

KUALA LUMPUR, Feb 21 (Bernama) -- Australian Prime Mnister John Howard
has cancelled a three-day official visit to Ml aysia begi nning tonorrow due
to the situation in Irag.

Howar d personally inforned his Ml aysian counterpart Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad by tel ephone this nmorning that he had put off the trip.

"He called just now and asked for his trip to be put off.... He said
that there is a problemin Australia pertaining to Australia's involvenent
inthe action in lraq," Dr Mahathir told reporters after attendi ng a Kongsi
Raya cel ebration of the Prime Mnister's Departnment at the Kel ab Bukit
Per dana here today.

"As such, he said he has to renmain in Australia to make whatever
decisions,” Dr Mahathir added.

Howard told a news conference in Sydney that while disappointed, Dr
Mahat hi r under stood the situation.

Howard said he particularly regretted not going to Ml aysia because he
wanted to personally convey the confidence the Australian government felt
in the efforts taken by the Ml aysian governnent to cope with its severe
economic difficulties.

Expandi ng on his decision to cancel his visits to Mal aysia and Papua
New Gui nea, Howard said: "It has become quite obvious to ne that crucial
deci si ons about the possible involvenent of Australian forces in mlitary
action against Irag mght need to be taken during the next week and I woul d
not want the possibility to arise of those deci sions being required during
nmy absence from Australia.”

Asked what kind of decisions would have to be nmade, Howard said the
first would be about whether further peace efforts would be pointless if
the diplomatic mssion of United Nations Secretary General Kofi Annan
fail ed.

"The second coul d be the invol venment of Austrlian forces in mlitary
action,"” said Howard who hopes to reschedule his visit to Malaysia in the
near future.

Australia has conmtted a total force of 250 military personnel to any
United States strike against Irag over President Saddam Hussein's refusal
to allow UN arns inspectors free access to Iraq's arsenals.

Australia has already sent 110 nenbers of its elite Special Air
Services (SAS) corps to Kuwait, along with two Boeing 707s for refuelling
pur poses. The troops have not yet been cleared for active mlitary
engagenent .

Howard was scheduled to arrive tonorrow evening for his first official
visit to Malaysia since he took office in March 1996.

The Australian premier and Dr Mahathir nmet shortly after Howard's
el ecti on when Dr Mahathir nmade a stopover in Australia on his way home from
New Zeal and after attending the Commonweal th Heads of Government Meeti ng.

Dr Mahathir said earlier today that Ml aysia-Australia ties had
i nproved and that he expected better relations between the two countries.

He said anong the areas of cooperation that would be | ooked into were
busi ness and trade as well as Australia' s wish to identify itself nore with
Asi a.

Australian flags heralding Howard's visit have been put up in the
streets of Kuala Lunpur.

A trade m ssion of about 40 Australian business people led by the



Austral i a- Mal aysi a Busi ness Council (AMBC) was al so due to begin a
three-day visit to Mal aysia along with Howard.

AMBC president Paul Mcdintock and executive director Paul Gall agher
were frantically trying to contact m ssion nmenbers to informthemthe visit
has al so been cancel | ed.

AMBC executive director Paul Gallagher is already in the Ml aysian
capital completing arrangenments for the m ssion. About 30 Australian
journalists were also due to fly out with the Prine Mnister.

Mcd i ntock said he was di sappoi nted but understood Howard's decision to
cancel his visit.

"M Howard phoned nme and expressed his regret that the visit was not
goi ng ahead. It's a shame, but we understand the reasons for his decision,"”
Mcd i ntock told Bernama.

"We are hopeful that a visit would be reschedul ed soon because the
| evel of support for the trip by our nmenbers had been very positive and
encour agi ng, " he said. -- BERNAMVA
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