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Mal aysi a- US
DR MMHATHIR S VI SIT TO WASHI NGTON TO FORGE CLCSER TI ES

By: E. Sivabal an and S. Ret nanat han

KUALA LUMPUR, May 8 (Bernamm) -- Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad's first
official visit to Washi ngton next week is a major step forward in bilatera
ties between the two countries.

Di plomats said that the prime mnister's nmeeting with President George
W Bush at the Wiite House will likely invigorate relations between
Mal aysi a and the US and m ni mi se m sunder st andi ngs.

US anbassador Marie T.Huhtala, in an interview w th Bernama here today,
said that current US-Mal aysia relations were as strong as in the past.

"Perhaps it is stronger in some years now. W have al ways had a good
rel ationship between the United States and Ml aysi a.

"But, | think relations are particularly close right now And this is
because Mal aysi a has been one of our best partners in the region in the war
against terrorism" she said.

Huhtal a said that the US had al ways regarded Mal aysia as "a friend, as
a very good commercial partner, as a country with whomwe can do busi ness"

"I think it is true to say that since Sept 11, Ml aysia has taken a new
i mportance for the United States," the anbassador said.

This, she said, was due to Malaysia's "excellent cooperation" with the
USin the fight against terrorismwhich was now t he nunber one issue for
Washi ngt on at the nonent.

Huhtal a said that it was very significant that Dr Mahathir was able to
accept Bush's invitation to visit the US, from My 13-16.

"I think the two | eaders have a great deal of inportant issues that
they need to discuss at this point," she said.

She said that the US and Mal aysia share many val ues such as denocracy,
free enterprise and a nmulti-ethnic society.

"We are just delighted to work closely with Ml aysia,"” she said.

Besi des neeting Bush, Dr Mahathir is expected to hold talks with Vice
Presi dent Di ck Cheney, Secretary of State Colin Powell, Defence Secretary
Donal d Runsfel d and US Federal Reserve Board Chairman Al an G eenspan.

Dr Mahathir recently said that he would di scuss the plight of the
Pal esti ni ans wi t h Bush.

D pl omats said the Bush adm nistration woul d have to take what the
prime mnister has to say about the Pal estinians and other world issues
seriously.

"This is because Dr Mahathir is not only the chairnman of the
Organi sation of Islamc Conference but he will also be |eading the
Non- Al i gned Movenent for the next three years," said one dipl omat.

According to a Wiite House spokesnman as reported | ast October, Bush
first communi cated with Dr Mahathir by phone after the Sept 11 incident.

The two | eaders first net in Shanghai, China, at the sidelines of the
Asi a- Paci fi c Econom c Cooperation neeting | ast Cctober.

O her issues likely to dominate the nmeeting between Dr Mahathir and
Bush in Washi ngton include terrorism trade and econonic issues.

Mal aysia is the US 11th largest trading partner and the 17th | argest
export market. Exports to the US accounted for US$17.9 billion while
imports fromthe US to Mal aysia stood at US$11.8 billion

US i nvestents in Ml aysia from 1996- 2000 anounted to US$6 billion
whi |l e that from 2000-2001 was US$2.9 billion.
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