22/ 02/ 1998
Howard puts off visit because of lraqi crisis

Rashi d Yusof; Sarban Singh

KUALA LUMPUR, Sat. - Australian Prime Mnister John Howard, who was due
tomorrowfor his first official visit to Mal aysia, has postponed the trip
because of the situation in Iraq.

Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad sai d Howard phoned him
this nmorning to informhimof this.

"He said he has to remain in Australia to nake a decision (of Australian
participationinthe GQulf) if thereis a need," Dr Mahathir said at the
Kongsi Raya gat hering organi sed by the Prine M nister's Departnent.

Dr Mahat hir did not raise Mal aysia's oppositiontothe nilitary option
during his tel ephone conversati on wi th Howar d.

At a Press conference later, Australian H gh Conm ssi oner Bob Cotton
di stributed copies of atranscript of Howard's comments i n Sydney on why
he had to postpone his visit.

"The nmai n reason for Howard not comng is that he believes he needs to
be in Australia during this com ng week in case he needs to make deci sions
on behal f of the Australian Governnent and the people with reference to
Irag," he said.

Cotton said he, thus, had to announce with "a great deal of
di sappoi nt nent" that Howard had deci ded to defer his visit to Ml aysi a.

He added that in their tel ephone conversation earlier, both Dr Mahathir
and Howar d agreed under the circunstances it woul d be appropriate for the
visit to be postponed.

"The ot her nessage is that Howard was keen to conme to convey his
confidence in Malaysia's ability to successfully find its way through the
current econonic difficulties," Cotton said.

He sai d the Australian Government had al so established | ong standi ng
ties with Mal aysi a and Howard's visit was al so to strengthen it.

"The decision to postpone the visit had been a very difficult one for M
Howard, but it was inportant for himthe be in Australia if crucial
deci si ons needed to be nmade concerning Australian troops inthe Gulf," he
sai d.

Cotton al so took the opportunity to convey his own di sappoi ntment over
t he post ponenent of Howard's visit.

"I want to take this opportunity to express nmy appreciation for all the
har dwor k t hat the Mal aysi an of ficials have put through this programe,” he
sai d, adding that he regretted the inconveni ences caused.

He sai d sonme maj or events schedul ed during Howard' s visit, particularly
t he Mal aysi an Austral i an Foundati on function and a | unch hosted by the

Mal aysi an Austral i an Busi ness Council, where Howard was expected to nmake a
maj or speech on Mal aysi a-Australia trade rel ations, investment and
comercial Iinks, would now have to be deferred.

"We hope to reschedul e the visit to another time. It has certainly been
post poned and not cancelled."

Fromthe transcript released in Australia, both Dr Mahathir and Howard
agreed that officials should get down to work on newdates for the visit.

Anong t he i ssues to have been di scussed bet ween Dr Mahat hir and Howard
were on bilateral rel ations.

Cotton said Howard's decision to postpone the visit was "absolutely no
i ndi cation" that the USwas prepared to launch nmilitary strike agai nst
Iraq.

"W hope to reach a peaceful resolution."”



He said Canberra hoped UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan's visit to
Baghdad woul d succeed.
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