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HOMRD TO VI SI T MALAYSI A NEXT MONTH

By: Neville D Cruz

MELBOURNE, Jan 19 (Bernamm) -- Australian Prime Mnister John Howard
t oday announced that he will make an official visit to Malaysia fromFeb 22
to 24.

Howard |inked the timng of the trip to the Asian economc crisis
whi ch, al though having an inpact on Malaysia, it has not had to foll ow
I ndonesi a, Thailand and South Korea in requesting assistance fromthe
I nternati onal Monetary Fund.

"Gven the difficulties of our friends and nei ghbours in the region
this is not atime to reduce our association with the countries in the
region," he said today.

"Rather it's atine to extend a hel ping hand, to denonstrate as we did
inrelation to the assistance we gave for Thailand and for I|Indonesia and
al so for Korea the fact that Australia is a good regi onal nei ghbour

"And nost inportantly we are strong enough and economi cally powerful
enough to give assistance to these countries.”

Howard, who is |anguishing in opinion polls despite a |andslide victory
over Paul Keating about two years, is looking forward to nmeeting Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad i n Kual a Lunmpur.

Howard's slide in popularity began when he refused to take |Independent
MP Paul i ne Hanson to task for her provocative views on Asian mgration and
Abori gi ne wel fare.

H s | eadership credentials have been questioned several tinmes on a
range of issues and there are serious doubts anong political comrentators
of his ability to win the next election due sone tine in the second half of
this year.

This is Howard's first visit to Mal aysia since becomng Prime Mnister
about two years ago.

Al t hough Howard nade restoring Australia's fragile relationship with
Mal aysi a one of his governnent's foreign policy priorities, analysts say
there has been little evidence of any inprovenent since his election

They point out that Ml aysia continues to block Australia's attenpt to
join the ASEM groupi ng |inking East Asia and the European Union

Howard and Dr Mahathir net briefly in Brisbane in March 1996 when the
Mal aysi an Prime M nister stopped over on his way home froma visit to New
Zeal and. -- BERNAMA
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