
Australia to forge ahead with 
bilaE&II Ga& deals 

AUSTRALIA will forge ahead 
with bilateral trade deals with 
its neighbours despite the ob- 
jections of countries like 
Malaysia, who want Canber- 
ra’s East Asia role strictly lim- 
ited, a senior diplomat said 
yesterday. 

Australian High Commis- 
sioner to Malaysia Peter 
Vartrhese brushed off local 
critics’ suggestions such deals 
will offer back-door entry to 
South-East Asia’s planned free 
trade area. 

“We think there’s a role for 
bilateral free trade agree- 
ments,” he said. 

“We adopt a fairly pragmatic 
approach to that. If we can 
achieve trade liberalisation 
faster through a bilateral 
channel than multilaterally, 
then we’ll look at it on its 
merits.” Australia plans such 
deals with Singapore and Thai- 
land, to the irritation of 
Malaysia, whose Prime Min- 
ister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir 
Mohamad has long opposed 
giving Canberra too cosy a re- 
gional role. 

“On that narticular issue 
there is a real difference of 
view. The overall relationship 
between Australia and 
Malaysia works well on a num- 
ber of different levels,” said 
Varghese. 

The dinlomat said Aus- 
tralia’s economic and strategic 
interests in the region meant it 
had something to contribute in 
talks on trade, investment and 
security. 

But not too much, according 
to Kuala Lumpur. 

“Malavsia has a view which 
is much more focused on re- 
stricting those kind of discus- 
sions to East Asian countries,” 
said Varghese. 
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agreed with Australia and New 
Zealand to work on a Closer 
Economic Partnershin (Cen). 

The pact, spurred byAthe 
threat of a global economic 
slowdown and uncertainty af- 
ter September’s attacks on the 
US. fell short of Australia’s am- 
bition for a free trade agree- 
ment. 

The 12 countries said the 
CEP essentiallv a free trade 
deal shorn of tariff-cutting el- 
ements, will be formalised at a 
meeting next year in Brunei. 

Australia side-stepped a 
slanging match with Dr Ma- 
hathir back in June after he 
criticised its treatment of eth- 
nic minorities. 

The long-serving Dr Ma- 
hathir accused Australia, 
along with Britain and the US, 
of forcing Chinese communi- 
ties to learn English, saying 
Malaysia’s ethnic Chinese had 
more rights than those in Aus- 
tralia. 

Testy relations date back to a 
diplomatic row in 1993, when 
former Labor prime minister 
Paul Keating branded Dr Ma- 
hathir as “recalcitrant” for not 
attending the first Asia Pacific 
Economic Cooperation forum 
summit in Seattle. the US. 

But Varghese played down 
that aspect of relations. 

“Whatever political differ- 
ences we have are not reflected 
in the wider relationshin. We 
both have a lot invested hi the 
relationship and we both get a 
lot out of the relationship”. 
The diplomat said total two- 
way trade is worth A$8 billion 
(A$1 = RM1.84) a year, includ- 
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