10/ 11/ 1999
PM ski ps CHOGM fuel s snhap el ection specul ation

Lokman Mansor

PRI ME M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad has cancelled his trip to
South Africa to attend the Commonweal th Heads of Governnent Meeting
(CHOGV), fuelling specul ati on of a snap el ecti on.

Foreign M nister Datuk Seri Syed Ham d Al bar told Bernama |ate
yesterday he was i nforned of Dr Mahathir's decision just hours before both
of them were schedul ed to depart for Johannesburg.

He said he was not told the reasons for the cancellation but added that
"normally if he (Dr Mahathir) decides not to attend inportant conferences,
(it means) there are pressing matters to attend to at home".

"He has ski pped the Commopnweal th summit before and so had ot her
Comonweal th | eaders. This is not unusual," the mnister said, declining
to comment on intense speculation that the Prinme Mnister would call a
snap general el ection.

Syed Hamid will represent the Prime Mnister at the sunmt. Dr Mahathir
was to speak on the opening day after the wel com ng address by South
African President Thabo Moeki .

Earlier in the day, Syed Hami d said Mal aysia was throwing its support
behi nd M Farooq Sobhan, the Special Envoy of Bangl adeshi Prine M nister
Shei kh Hasi na Waj ed, as a candidate to be the new Commonweal th secretary-
gener al

He said Mal aysia believes it is time for the Cormonwealth to have an

Asi an secretary-general.

"It is the turn for soneone fromAsia to be secretary-general. Farooq
Sobhan was formerly secretary-general of Bangl adesh's Foreign Mnistry and
was al so Hi gh Conmmi ssioner to Mal aysia. He has enough experience for the
job," he said.

Syed Hami d was speaking at a press conference in Kuala Lunpur after a

cl osed-door dial ogue on Malaysia's foreign policy and the Comobnweal t h
wi th U usan Mal aysi a's nmagazi ne di vi si on.

Conmonweal th secretary-general Chief Enmeka Anyaoku's term ends next
April. The election of the new secretary-general is one of the itens on
t he agenda of the Novenber 12-15 (CHOGV) in Durban, South Africa.

So far the contenders for the post are Farooq and New Zeal and Forei gn

M ni ster Don McKi nnon. The Commobnweal t h has never had an Asian secretary-
general inits 50-year history.

This year's CHOGM i s t hened " Peopl e- Centred Devel opnment: The Chal | enge
of G obalisation” and will be preceded by a neeting of the Comonweal th
M nisterial Action Goup, which will report to the | eaders their
reconmendat i ons regardi ng Paki stan's nenbership

Paki st an was suspended fromthe Conmonweal th after a military coup on
Cct ober 12.

Syed Hami d said other issues to be raised include currency specul ation,
debt crisis nanagenent, the Commronweal th's perspective on the world
econony, restructuring of the international financial architecture, and
the Wrld Trade Organi sation.

Political issues, nmeanwhile, include Pakistan, the Wst Asia peace
process and conflicts in Africa.

"W will also discuss the conprehensive test ban treaty, the drive

agai nst anti-personnel |andm nes, and human rights,"” he said.

Asked about the possibility of independent East Tinor joining the
Associ ati on of Sout h-East Asian Nations (Asean), the minister said it is



still too early to consider the matter.
"The inportant thing nowis to restore normalcy and stability in East
Ti mor...you cannot be tal ki ng about Asean nenbership until a proper state
and government is established,” he said, adding that ultimtely, "they
must want to beconme part of Asean".
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