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By: Sal ny Hashi m

WASHI NGTON, May 10 (Bernama) -- It is ironic that the tragic events of
Sept 11 coul d have "t hawed" the seemingly "cold" relations between the
United States and Mal aysi a.

The sharp verbal sparring between Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir
Mohamad and top-1level officials in the Cinton adm nistration over the
arrest and jailing of Anwar Ibrahim human rights, Ml aysia's justice
system and its handling of the financial crisis, has died dow, although
Dr Mahathir is likely to continue to speak his mind in the near future and
draw sone di sconfort in the Bush adm ni stration.

Mal aysi a's fight against extremismstarted | ong before Sept 11 | ast
year with the arrests of nenbers of the Al Ma' unah accused of attenpting to
overt hrow t he Yang di-Pertuan Agong through viol ent neans, and the
detention of 62 nmenbers of Kunpulan MIlitan Ml aysia (KMM under the
Internal Security Act.

The arrests of Al Ma' unah and KMM nenbers were initially regarded by
many i n Washi ngton as another attenpt by Dr Mahathir to quash the
opposition, but the scepticismwas sonewhat nuted after Septenber.

"Mal aysia's notives at first were thought to be donestic politics.
Since then (Sept 11), Mal aysia has proven to be an actual friend," Dana
Dillon, a senior Southeast Asian analyst at the conservative Heritage
Foundati on here tol d Bernana.

The surprise attacks on the Wrld Trade Centre in New York and on the
Pent agon i n Washi ngton by nmenbers of Al -Qaeda | ast year has jolted Anerica
to action and opened its eyes to the danger of terrorismand extrenism

Dillon said that the United States was | ooking for a partner in
Sout heast Asia and in the Islamic world in its fight against terrorism
"Mal aysia fits in that, working together in | aw enforcenment and di pl omacy."

He pointed out that the US had put a ot of hope in Indonesia --
because it is a big country with a big Mislimpopul ation, "but Indonesia is
a bi g di sappoi nt ment".

| ndonesi an Presi dent Megawati Sukarnoputri was one of the first
Sout heast Asian | eaders invited to the Wiite House to discuss with
Presi dent George W Bush i mediately after the attacks, but many in
Washi ngton remai n di sappointed with the |ack of progress by the Indonesian
governnent in rounding up terrorist suspects.

Prof Datuk Dr Zakaria Ahmad, Tun Razak Chair of Southeast Asian Studies
at Chio University, Athens, said that the official nmeeting between Dr
Mahat hir and Bush on May 14 at the Wiite House woul d open Washi ngton's eyes
and minds to a different voice on Islam the war on terrorism and the West
Asian crisis fromthe perspective of a progressive Misliml eader.

"There are sone who regard Dr Mahathir as a genius, a visionary
-- but the problemis that he is way ahead of everybody, and often
m sunder st ood, " he added.

Meanwhi | e, Mal aysi an Prof Datuk Dr Osman Bakar, of Georgetown
Uni versity here, said Dr Mahathir's visit to the Wite House is backed by
two naj or achievenents in the fight against terrorism "First, his
| eadership in putting together a regional treaty on counter-terrori smhas
borne fruit, and second is the O C (Organisation of |slamc Conference)

m nisterial neeting on terrorismhe hosted in KL."

"Al though his definition of terrorismwas not accepted at the neeting,

at | east he succeeded in gathering a najority of Muslimcountries to



address the issues."

Since Sept 11, the Muslimworld was without a strong voice to address
the issue of terrorism Through the O C neeting in KL, he appears to have
taken the leading role in articulating the issue fromthe viewoint of a
Musl i m | eader, Osnan sai d.

He coul d i npress upon Bush that his interest in fighting terrorismwas
not limted to the region alone, but he was al so interested in the gl oba
di mensi on of the problem especially in the Muslimworld, the Georget own
prof essor added.

In an interview, Janes A Kelly, Assistant Secretary of State for East
Asia and Pacific Affairs, said that the two | eaders would |ikely have an
"honest tal k" about the West Asian crisis, "which is not an area of
particul ar agreenment between the two".

But, he added, the president was interested to hear the prine
mnister's views because "in the end, we all want the sane thing in the
M ddl e East (West Asia) -- a lasting peace in that very troubled area".

Mal aysi an Panel a Sodhy, visiting professor of history at Georget own
Uni versity here, said that while ties between the two countries were
improving, it could be derailed by an escalation of the conflict in the
occupied territories, and the US war on Iraq loonming in the horizon.

“"Mal aysia will side with the Muslimcountries or whoever is right,
while the USwill strongly back Israel resulting in friction and
pol ari sation," said Sodhy.

Fundanmental | y, she pointed out, relationship between the two countries
remai ned solid with trade, investnent, educational and defence rel ations at
an all-time high.

Def ence M nister Datuk Seri Najib Tun Abdul Razak, who was here | ast
week, described the strong bilateral defence relationship as a "well-kept
secret"”.

In addition to US ship visits, training exercises, and the US-sponsored
mlitary training programme (I MET) that has benefited 1,500 Ml aysi an
def ence personnel, Ml aysia has approved nore US overflights per year since
Sept 11, exchanged intelligence, and actively identified and frozen asets
of terrorists.

The question is what happens after the Washi ngton nmeeting? Now that the
three Asean nations -- Ml aysia, Indonesia and the Philippines -- have
signed a counter-terrorismpact, should Arerica give all the encouragenent
to these nations to deal with terrorismin the region without the necessity
of maintaining US troops in any Asean country?

It would be good for the future of Asean solidarity that the treaty be
al l oned to succeed. The pact shows that Asean is capable of taking the | ead
in conbating terrorismin the region. There are already indications that
ot her Asean nations want to get on board. Asean has matured and can handl e
its own security.
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