25 JUN 2001
Downer - Mahat hi r
DOMER ASKED TO DEFEND AUSTRALI A OVER MAHATH R ATTACK

By: Neville D Cruz

MELBOURNE, June 25 (Bernama) -- The Labour Party Opposition foreign
af fairs spokesman Laurie Brereton said today that Foreign Mnister
Al exander Downer shoul d defend Australia's multicultural record follow ng a
nmocki ng by Mal aysian Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad.

Dr Mahathir said in Kuala Lunpur at the weekend that Australia was a
pl ace that made its Chinese residents |learn to speak nasal -vowel l ed Strine.

But Downer has for the second tinme in |less than a week refused to be
drawn into a slanging match with Dr Mahathir.

"I think the best line we can take on this is just to let this ball fly
through to the (w cket) keeper," Downer told ABC Radi o.

"I don't think there is anything to be gained by us responding to this.

"This is donmestic politics in Malaysia and we certainly don't wish to
interfere with domestic politics there," he said.

Last week, Downer used the same cricket netaphor to decline to respond
to Dr Mahathir's assertion Australia was interfering in Ml aysian donestic
politics through Downer's neeting with PAS | eaders.

Downer al so refused to comment on the Ml aysi an Chi nese Association's
decision to take over two mmjor Chinese-|language newspapers in Ml aysi a.

"I think we will really leave this one al one because we don't want to
get into sonme slanging match with Dr Mahathir, it is not in our national
interests and | amnot setting nyself up as a comentator on everything he
says, " Downer said.

Brereton said today it was not the right response to Dr Mahathir's
slurs on the national character.

"I notice that our foreign mnister said this norning that this was a
bal| best left going through to the keeper," Brereton told ABC Radi o.

"I would chal |l enge that approach. Wen Australia's nulticultural record
is seriously msrepresented, as | believe it has been, | think it
appropriate for our prime mnister and our foreign mnister to speak up on
behal f of Australia.”

Brereton said he was particularly concerned about the attack on
Australia's education systemand on freedom of the press, saying there were
four or five Chinese | anguage dailies published in Sydney every day wi thout
government interference.

"What you need in these circunstances is a dignified response, one
that's quiet, but one that is forthright,"” he said.

"If there's an attack upon Australia, it's appropriate that we shoul d
respond and set the record straight,"” he added.

- - BERNAMA

NDC AU RYN



	DOWNER ASKED TO DEFEND AUSTRALIA OVER MAHATHIR ATTACK (Bernama 25/06/2001)

