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US nust accept reality on Anwar

Abdul | ah Ahnmad

MALAYSI AN pol i ci es which project a nodernist-Islam c perspective have
often clashed with the United States because the Anericans see such
policies as both consequential and catalytic, beyond intrinsic bilatera
rel ations.

Qur independent foreign policy, | hasten to add, nust not be perceived
as anti-American; it is not. On the contrary, KL-Washington relations are
viewed as of top-rate inportance, alongside our relations wth Asean,

Chi na, Japan, the Commonwealth, Islanic nations and the European Union.

In fact, | personally view the KL-Wshi ngton interaction as very crucia
because it is central to our future devel opnment and wel |l -being. | do not
want to see any deterioration in the relationship, if | can help it.

Rhetoric aside, | do hope a neeting between Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Dr

Mahat hi r Mohamad and President George W Bush will take place when they
are both in Shanghai for the Apec conference in Cctober.

Regardi ng the Opposition's, in particul ar Keadilan's, supposedly pre-
destined victory in future elections, without taking into account the
conpl ex and dangerous racial and religious politics, it is sinplisticto
suggest, and not a very subtle slamat the disliked Dr Mahathir and the 14
coalition parties he | eads.

Do you know what determni nes the success or failure of governments?
Harold Macmillan, a former British prine mnister was reported to have
said, "Events, dear boy, events".

The Umo-I| ed Barisan National (before 1974 the Alliance) has won (wth
two-thirds najority) all general elections since 1955. First it was
because of the fight for Merdeka but after independence it was the
coalition governnent's econom c performance. Perhaps the Barisan Nationa
governnent's achi evenent is not as spectacul ar as Singapore's or Pudong-
Shanghai's but it is pretty good, and notably, even if | say so, better
than the rest of Asean's.

However the new voters - estimated to be 2.5 nillion plus another
quarter of a mllion, perhaps nore of security forces veterans - cannot be
expected to renmenber all that.

Di pl omacy - sonetines firm often not but always frank though not
necessarily graceful - is enployed to manage our international relations
to secure and advance Ml aysi an political, econom c and security
interests, and to enhance the standing of the nation while sinultaneously
guardi ng our independence and sovereignty.

| f we have appeared assertive, and even pugnacious at tines, it is
because we do not want to encourage attenpts to i npose on us, as it were,
a "conditional sovereignty". W resent any power, superpower or regional
dictating its policies to us, nor do we tolerate blatant interference in
our donestic politics.

Smal | though we are, Malaysia is not and has never been a client state
of any power.

The US finds it quite useful to put us and often devel opi ng nati ons on
t he def ensive by naking human rights a najor issue. In our case, it
injects the gaoling of Datuk Seri Anwar |brahiminto the bargain

I will not be altogether surprised if Washi ngton provi des nore support
to various Ml aysian opposition groups including all types of non-
governnental organi sations engaged in trying to discredit and ultimately
topple the Governnment. It does seemthese peopl e have becone too inpatient



to wait for the next polls.

They worked very hard during the 1999 general election, but not enough
to swing the results. | know t hey have been pl anni ng and wor ki ng hard
since then to make their frustrati on and di scontent heard and felt via
periodi c street denonstrations.

| recall with pleasure that Mal aysia (Malaya until 1963) and the US have
had | ong-standi ng good rel ati ons. W want to enhance the rel ationship as
i ndicated to the Anerican anbassador here, Lynn Pascoe, by no | ess than Dr
Mahat hir hinmsel f |ast week. A simlar desire was conveyed to US Secretary
of State Colin Powell personally recently.

W did have problens with the dinton Adm nistration which is gone, so
| et us begin afresh with the Bush Adm nistration a relationship for nutua
benefit.

After all, Malaysia is the 12th largest inporter of US products (over
RMA3 billion), nmore than the conbined i nports of Anerican goods by India,
| ndonesi a and Russia. Anerican direct investnment (FD) in Ml aysia
totalled US$5 billion (RML9 billion) between 1995 and 2000.

I can go on with the nunerous good reasons that progressively can
enhance bilateral relations. There are now not |ess than 7,000 Ml aysi an
students pursui ng higher education in the US (many nore before the 1997
econom ¢ neltdown and the Asian financial crisis). An estimted 105, 000
Mal aysi ans have graduated from Ameri can universities and col |l eges and,
unli ke other foreign students, the majority returned hone and are playing
useful and influential roles in whatever they undert ake.

The rel ati ons between the American and Mal aysi an def ence and security
fraternity are cl ose and burgeoni ng.

It appears fromwhat | heard here and in Washington that the matter of
Anwar is the stunmbling block for inproving and enhancing the bilatera
rel ations.

The US, whether it likes or not, nust acquiesce to the de facto as well
as the de jure reality of the Anwar case, otherwi se it questions and
contests (which seenmingly it does) the Mal aysi an Governnment's rationality.
The i ssue of sovereignty bul ks consistently large in our national
sensibilities and considerations, especially in dealing with the US which
is seen as always keen to inpose its will on small nations.

O course, KL-Washington could continue to mantain status quo: practica
and functional ties with each other while Anwar, whom nost Ml aysi ans see
as a "gol den boy" of Washington, remains an intractable problem

A Mal aysi an di plomat told nme: "dinton made human rights a core of the
US foreign policy and as a result Anwar's case becane a prickly subject,
but nowit is President George W Bush. It remains to be seen whether (the
case will) continue tobe touchy. The Anwar issue is being kept alive by
hi s supporters in Washington via the Free Anwar Canpaign."

She added, "Anwar's supporters in Malaysia and in the US are creating
the i npression that Anwar has the overwhel mi ng support of Mal aysians. They
want the US to apply sanctions agai nst Ml aysi a".

I f Washi ngton believes its enbassy assessnment, the Cl A and a host of
other intelligence reports on Malaysia - that the Opposition will win the
next general election - | should think it need not do nuch except wait for
the election to take place and then live happily ever after, politically
speaki ng.

The 11th general election is three years away, and in politics even a
week is along tine. In between, things may not end up being so easy.
Events, as Macm |l an said, have a way of intruding into cal cul ati ons.

I ndeed, | believe events will and nust intrude into KL's political
cal culations as well as that of Washington's.
The nmajority of Ml aysians want good relations with all countries and



even nore so with the sol e superpower. | do also believe that Ml aysians
not only understand but appreciate their governnent's resentnent of
foreign interferences in our donestic politics, and that's putting it

mildly.
I do know that sone foreign powers have been conducting thensel ves on
the prem se that the OQpposition will win the next general election. | do

hope they nust al so know that all kinds of other things could happen
before 2004, so please don't count your chickens.

Dr Mahathir is not inpervious to criticism Believe me. However, he has
zero tolerance for foreign interference or with those Ml aysi ans who
collude with foreign powers. But events may yet speak with a | ouder voice.

Dr Mahathir has been in office for 27 years (20 of themas PM and he
has gone through, especially since 1997, nuch spite and vicious criticism
but he seens none the worse for it.

He has faced a barrage of crises, one after another, but he has
survived, conbining his political talent, internal confusion and
contradictions with his unique personality characteristics and
i di osyncratic qualities.

The cerebral qualities and his outspoken and conbative nature have
brought himan international standing, but it has not necessarily al ways
served Mal aysia well. Dr Mahathir has of fended sone capitals, but speaking
as he does for Ml aysia he has done nuch to create.

Washi ngton is making an unrealistic demand if Anwar's release or retria
is linked to better relations. You already know .... Dr Mahathir's
response.

The linkage is not palatable. It is tantanount to a command for us to
surrender our sovereignty, independence, self-esteemand respect at
Washington's altar. Sorry, it is utterly unacceptable.

( END)
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