28/ 04/ 2000
Dr M W are willing to talk with kidnappers (HL)

Zubai dah Abu Bakar; Sharanjit Singh

ALOR STAR, Thurs. - Malaysia is willing to negotiate with the gunmen who
ki dnapped 21 people from Pul au Si padan | ast Sunday, Prime M nister Datuk
Seri Dr Mahat hir Mphamad sai d.

He said the Governnment was willing to do anything to secure the rel ease
of the hostages.

Dr Mahathir, who was on a one-day visit to Kedah, said this to reporters
at the Sultan Abdul Halimairport before returning to Kuala Lunmpur this
af t er noon.

They were abducted in a Sunday night raid by six arned nen in two boats
and were seen headed towards Phili ppi ne waters.

"W are ready to negotiate ... if we can free the hostages, we will do
anything. We will not |eave out any options," the Prime M nister said.

On the Government's stand in dealing with terrorists, Dr Mahathir said:
"W try to negotiate ... we even negotiated with the Japanese Red Arny
(guerillas) previously."

Asked if the Governnent would entertain demands made by the terrorists,
including reports that they wanted RMLO nmillion to free the hostages, Dr
Mahat hi r sai d:

"I don't know about that, it's just speculation."

Asked if the Governnent was prepared to give in to such a demand if the
reports were true, the Prime M nister said:

"W are not preparing anything, it is just all speculation so far."

Dr Mahathir said he was al so not aware of Mislim M ndanao Governor Nur
Msuari's efforts to help secure the rel ease of the hostages.

He al so disnissed reports the kidnappers were willing to rel ease
Mal aysi an host ages as mere specul ati on.

On reports of a rescue m ssion being planned, Dr Mahathir said it was
bei ng handl ed by the Philippines as the hostages were believed to be held
in that country.

However, he said the Mal aysian authorities, including police, navy and
air force were also nonitoring the situation and were on full alert.

Asked i f the Governnent woul d accept foreign countries sending troops to
handl e the situation, Dr Mahathir said the decision should be made by the
Phi | i ppi nes as the hostages were being held there.

Meanwhi | e, Bernama reports from Manila that M ndanao Governor Nur
M suari said today he woul d exert his best efforts for the speedy rel ease
of the 21 hostages hel d captive by ki dnappers in Sulu province.

"I intend to use nmy old repertoire of tactics and strategies in dealing
with this hostage situation. | want to proceed froma position of strength
psychol ogically and even nmilitarily," he told a news conference, here.

The ki dnappers, reportedly belonging to the extrenm st Abu Sayyaf group,
had demanded RMLO million in exchange for the freedom of the hostages,
many of themforeign tourists.

M suari warned that he would nobilise his "Bangsa Moro Arny" to put a
stop to ki dnappi ngs.

He heads the Moro National Liberation Front which had seal ed a peace
pact with the Government in 1996 to end its separatist war in southern
Phi | i ppi nes.

"I will not tolerate any kidnap for ransom | don't want society to fal
victimto ki dnappi ng or becone hostages," M suari said.

He said that as President Joseph Estrada's special negotiator, "I would



do ny level best to expedite the rel ease of the hostages.”

He said that in an administrative order, President Estrada gave hima
"general and conprehensive" mandate to deal with the hostage takers.

M suari said Estrada had also instructed the Armed Forces of the
Phi | i ppi nes and the Philippine National Police to cooperate with himto
ensure the welfare and safety of the hostages.

He said the Lebanese Governnent, through the Organisation of Islanc
Conference (O C), had al so requested the Philippines that he be appointed
negoti ator for the rel ease of the hostages, one of whomis a Lebanese
womran.

M suari, a separatist |eader turned bureaucrat, has had a good track
record in negotiating the safe rel ease of kidnap victins in M ndanao.

He was responsible for the release of two Spanish nuns and two CGer nan
national s abducted in separate incidents several years ago.

According to Msuari, he was also involved in several negotiations
abroad that also led to the safe rel ease of hostages.
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