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Bat amsumi t hel ps warml ndonesi a, Mal aysia rel ations

Ravi Nambi ar
THE tal ki ng poi nt was not the outcone of the Mahathir-Habibie sunmmit in
Bat am | ast Thursday but the fact that the two | eaders nmet at all.

It was only the second time that the Indonesian President has nmet Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir since his elavation in May | ast year.

They first net in Kual a Lunpur during the Apec M nisterial neeting.

So, the | eaders' sunmit stirred a great deal of interest, with about 100
journalists converging at the sceni c Nongsa Point Marina in Batamto cover
the hal f-day event.

Habi bi e had apparently asked for the meeting earlier this month to
di scuss "econom c, cultural and political" matters.

But the venue and timng of the sunmt raised eyebrows.

For one thing, it was al so in Batamthat Habi bie net the daughter of
sacked Deputy Prime M nister Datuk Sri Anwar | brahi msix nonths ago,
ruffling feathers in Kual a Lunpur and resulting in a cool ness in bilateral
rel ations.

I ndeed, sone claimthis was al so the underlyi ng reason why Ml aysi a
eventually withdrewits US$1 billion (RMB.8 billion) econonic aid package
prom sed to I ndonesi a.

But the I ndonesian |l eader is trying in earnest not to allowthis to sour
relations with Mal aysia, and nore so with Dr Mahathir, whomhe referred to
as "my senior partner" in Batam

Thi s perhaps expl ai ns why, despite being in the thick of the I ndonesian
el ecti ons and canpai gn frenzy at honme by new presi dential hopeful s such as
Megawat i Sukarnoputri, Am en Rais and Abdul rahman Wahi d, Habi bie sawit
fit to have a neeting with Dr Mahathir.

The timng of the sunmit further gives credence to the notion that the
President is deternmined to strengthen ties w th Ml aysi a.

This was further mani fested by the fact that he had assenbl ed a hi gh-
power ed m ni sterial teamconprising, anong ot hers, Econoni cs, Fi nance and
Industry M nister G nandj ar Kartasasm ta, Foreign M nister Ali Al atas,
Arnmed Forces Chief General Wranto, Industry and Trade M ni ster Rahadi
Ranel an and State Secretary Mul adi, for the sunmt.

Habi bi e not only enbraced Dr Mahat hir upon his arrival at the Hang Nadi m
Bat am Ai rport but al so accorded the Prime M nister a warmand traditional
wel corme.

He al so went out of the way to accord the Prine M nister the honour due
to a senior statesman, telling journalists at their joint Press conference
after the summit that it was only right and proper that Dr Mahat hir spoke
first as he was "nore senior".

When his turn to speak canme, Habi bie started off by saying that he was
very happy and honoured to neet Dr Mahathir and to knowthat he was in
good heal th.

"This is the nost inmportant thing," he said, referring to Dr Mahathir's
recent hospitalisation in Kuala Lunpur for a lung infection.

When the forei gn Press asked Habi bie to el aborate i n English on what was
di scussed during their neeting, Habi bi e agai n gave the spotlight to Dr
Mahat hir, saying "the Prinme Mnister's English is better than mne".

Sinple courtesies |like these went a |l ong way i n endeari ng Habi bie to Dr
Mahat hi r and hi s del egati on, which i ncluded Forei gn M ni ster Datuk Syed
Ham d Al bar and Trade and I ndustry M nister Datuk Seri Rafidah Aziz.

Acknow edgi ng the conplinents, Dr Mahathir told the Press conference



t hat the neeting had brought the two | eaders "cl oser together"”, enabling
themto better understand the econonic and political problens besieging
the two countri es.

Al though he referred to the I ndonesian el ection in his opening remarks,
the Prime M nister was careful not to endorse openly any particular party
or candidate in the polls.

I nstead, he delivered a general nessage, urging I ndonesi ans to choose a
government that woul d continue to spur growth and devel opnent.

"I ampersonally confident that the polls woul d be conducted well and
that the peopl e of I ndonesia, with their strong sense of nationalism" he
sai d, "woul d choose a governnent that woul d bring themnmuch benefit."

Thi s was good enough for Habi bie, who obviously stands to gain nuch
political mleage fromneeting Dr Mahathir.

More i mportantly, the summit gave hi mthe chance to correct whatever
ill-feelings he m ght have generated i n Mal aysi a over his support for
Anwar .

"Mal aysi a and | ndonesi a share the same | anguage and race, and we even
share sinilar physical characteristics," the | ndonesi an | eader sai d. "That
makes us very conpatible, which neans that it will be easy to work
t oget her."

There was no j oi nt communi que after the sunmmit. Neither did the two
si des announce any concrete political initiatives.

Both | eaders only of fered hope for greater co-operation.

But journalists covering the event in Batamwent hone sure of one thing
- Habi bi e knows who his friends are. And Dr Mahathir and Mal aysia are top
on his list.
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