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DI SQUIET refl ects the public nood. The Prine M nister, John Howard,
acknow edged the distress in comitting young citizens to conbat. He said
as nmuch i n announcing Australia's decision to send nen and equi pment in
support of a United States-led mlitary strike against Irag.

The gesture is as nuch synbolic as material: 110 Special Air Service
troopers to help in search and rescue, other specialistsinintelligence,
and for nmedi cal and maintenance support, and two aircraft equi pped for
air-to-air refuelling. It adds up to a nmaxi numof 250 personnel

Anong the political |eadership, the issueis one of world security and
the authority of the United Nations. The opposition Labour Party is of one
voice with Howard' s conservative coalitionin Governnent.

There are m sgi vi ngs anpbng sectional interests, but the decisionis
grudgi ngl y accepted as being consistent with Australia's national
obj ectives as a nenber of the international comunity.

The hope - not least by Howard - is for a diplomatic resolution to
Iraq's objectionto UNinspection for weapons of mass destruction.

The timng i s i nconveni ent. Days before Howard arrives in Kual a Lunpur
for a long-deferred visit, the Prine Mnister could do without the
di straction.

Howard arrives on Sunday for a three-day visit |ong deferred by
schedul i ng probl ens both in Canberra and i n Kual a Lunpur. It woul d be his
first official visit to Malaysia, two years after the last visit by an
Australian Prime M nister, when Paul Keating came in January 1996.

And it comes two years after Howard played host to Prine M nister, Datuk
Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad, on a brief stopover in Brisbane.

The visit holds significance at a bilateral and regional |evel, against
a backdrop of a transfornmed economic | andscape that bears on the
conpl exi on of regional relations.

The val ue of the relationship with Ml aysi a assunes broader significance
as nations in the region work towards stemming the ti de of econonic
uncertainty, and nore general |y seek an acconmodati on of their views in
coming toterns with the gl obalised econony.

The probl ens of the regional economy have altered the focus of the
Howard visit. Were the visit to have gone ahead on previously proposed
dat es, the enphasis mght have been different.

The bil ateral rel ationship has endured through the years, characteri sed
by co-operation in the strategic environnent of the regi on, grow ng
bilateral trade and conmerce, and close ties at the popular |evel built
around t he constant fl ow of Ml aysi an students to Australia since the days
of the Col onbo Plan in the 1950s.

Recent rel ati ons have been tested by the force of personalities of the
national |eaders. A Howard visit mght have focused on reinforcing the
repair after the Keating trip in 1996.

One concern might be to further Australia' s aspirationto sit in council
with Asia at the nascent Asia-Europe Meeting (Asenm) |inking East Asia and
t he European Uni on in dial ogue.

The t ransf orned econom c | andscape has altered the priorities. As Howard
gets set for his arrival in Kuala Lunmpur, the enphasis will be | ess on
Australia' s needs, as a denonstrati on of continued faith and confi dence in
the region, and the reaffirmati on of Howard's "Asia first" policy.

Howard wi | | be anxi ous to reaffirmwhat he and his senior nministers have



been eager to denonstrate, that Australia is no fair-weather friend

As he put it in announcing his visit to Malaysia: "It isnot atineto
reduce our associations with countries of that region. Rather it's atine
to extend the hel pi ng hand to denonstrate ... that Australiais a good

regi onal nei ghbour."

Yet he will be m ndful not to cone across as being in any way
patroni sing. Howard has been assiduous in cultivating a viewthat his
Government will not lecture to the region

Howar d accepts that countries inthe region will have differing views
fromthat of Australia. He remains forthright in stating Australia's
posi tion, and accepts no | ess for other national |eaders.

He put it thus in his first official visit abroad as Prine Mnister, to
I ndonesi a: "Li ke every other country in the Asia-Pacific, we bring our own
distinct culture, attitudes and history to the region.

"l do not believe that Australia faces a choi ce between our history and
our geography - between our |inks with European and North Anerican
societies on the one hand, and those with the nations of Asia on the
ot her."

That apart, Howard has adnmiration for the econonic achievenents in the
regi on, Mal aysi a anong them the recent setbacks notw t hst andi ng.

Howar d denponstrated his regard for Malaysia early in his adm ni stration
Wt hin days of his coming into government in March 1996, a special envoy -
the retired senior di plomat Ri chard Whol cott - was sent to Kuala Lunpur.

It had been known Dr Mahat hir was visiting New Zeal and. Wbol cott cane
with the invitation for Dr Mahathir to stop over in Australia on the
latter's journey back fromWelIlington.

New Zeal and's then Prinme M nister, JimBol ger, was the first head of
government to call on Howard in Canberra. Dr Mahathir was the next
nati onal |eader Howard met as Prine M nister

In contrast to the flanboyance of Keating - and Bob Hawke before Keating
- Howard is reserved and nodest in his manner.

Encour agi ng the view of hinmself as the newkid on the bl ock, Howard
deferred to Dr Mahathir's seniority anong the region's | eaders, when t hey
met in Brisbane.

He acknow edged his respect for Mal aysia's econom ¢ performance, and Dr
Mahat hi r* s achi evenent in conpiling that record. He spoke of the regard he
had for Dr Mahat hir's knowl edge of the region. That respect renuains.

The al tered regi onal economnic | andscape will be a central focus of
Howard's visit. It will figure in his tal ks on Monday and Tuesday wi th Dr
Mahat hir and Deputy Prine M nister, Datuk Seri Anwar |brahim

Howard wi Il be candid. As nuch as Mal aysi a and ot her countries in the
regi on have suffered the pain of econom c reversal, Australia is not
i mmune to the downturn in the region

At atime when Australia is never nore economcally integrated in the
region, the reality is sinking in that the i npact of Asia on the
Austral ian econony will be worse than first thought.

Austerity neasures and the general squeeze on credit in Asia are hurting
tourism education and the export of other services and food from
Australia. More worrying i s the prospect of nore general erosion of
busi ness and consuner confidence, threatening to undermine a still robust
donesti c econony.

Howard's visit is as nuch to signal confidence inthe region. Heis
anxi ous that Australian business does not | ose its nerve on the regiona
opportunities.

As an Austrade sem nar in Sydney was keen to i npress on Australian
exporters and i nvestors, there are as nuch opportunities in Asia today as
there are risks.



Canberra is confident Malaysia will cone out of this test of its econony
and return to strong growt h on a nmuch sounder basis.

Canberra does not see Mal aysi a being in need of the sort of assistance
Australia extended to I ndonesi a as part of International Mnetary Fund
initiatives.

Howar d says he will offer support for Malaysia's efforts to adopt
appropriate nmeasures to get its econony back on track.

There are no plans for any major outcomes fromthe visit. The viewfrom
within the Department of Prinme Mnister and Cabinet is of avisit to tend

to a good rel ationship.
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