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Abdul  ah stands firmin US

Carol yn Hong

IT is perhaps inevitable, but Deputy Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Abdullah
Ahmad Badawi 's every nove now is viewed in the light of his succession to
the country's top post next year

H s working visit to the United States | ast week was certainly cast in
this light, and read for clues to his |eadership style, his views on
burni ng gl obal issues and his position in international relations.

The Americans wanted to know t he new Mal aysi an | eadership style that
woul d take root from Cctober next year as bilateral ties had grown closer
foll owi ng Mal aysia's support for the war against terrorism

Abdul | ah | eft no doubt in the mnds of Americans that he greatly val ued
friendly relations with the US and woul d conti nue the nmonent um of
inmproving ties, after a period of cool ness sparked by the then Vice-
President Al CGore's crude support for street denmpnstrators in 1998.

The icy relations thawed after Sept 11 as the Bush adm nistration sought
friends in the noderate Muslimworld. In May, Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hir Mohamad set the wheels in notion when he nade a mil estone visit
to Washi ngton, as guest of President George W Bush

In July, Secretary of State Colin Powell visited Ml aysia.

Abdul | ah told the Anmericans that Ml aysia continued to attach great
i nportance to friendly and stable relations with the US, and supported the
fight against terrorismon all fronts.

I ndeed, he said he chose to make the two-day visit to Washington after
addressing the 57th United Nations CGeneral Assenbly in New York, for the
specific reason of giving a further lift to US-Malaysia rel ations.

The rel ati onship of close cooperation remains strong despite the US
newspapers' continued branding of Malaysia as a state with terrori st
links, and the US Government's regrettable inclusion of Malaysia in the
list of 26 nations requiring extra-stringent visa checks.

The visa del ays were inconvenient to Ml aysian travellers, many of whom
cancel l ed holiday plans to the US, and distressing to students who had to
gi ve up hard-won university places.

Abdul | ah tackl ed the issue of the unfair profiling of Ml aysia and Islam
at neetings with Vice-President Dick Cheney, National Security Adviser
Condol eezza Rice and Honel and Security director Tom Ri dge.

Assurances were forthcom ng, along with unexpectedly i mediate results.
A day after receiving an assurance from Ri dge that the US Governnent had
"substantially reduced"” the visa processing tine for Ml aysian students,
the US Enbassy in Kual a Lunmpur received approval to issue several hundred
Vi sas.

It was good news for at |east 200 Mal aysi an students, all males, who had
al nrost given up hope of getting their visas on tinme to enrol into American
uni versities.

But until Malaysia is taken off the visa watch [ist of 26 nations, drawn
up purely through the profiling of Islamc countries, Mlaysian students
will think twice about applying to US universities in future years.

This was a point noted by Congressman Pete Sessions, a Republican from
Texas, and a co-chair of the Ml aysia-America Friendship Caucus set up in
May to di ssem nate accurate information about Ml aysi a.

He said the delays had al so caused a | ot of concern to American
educational institutions, especially those relying on foreign intake, and
left a dent on the tourismsector as well.



Even as Abdul I ah continued the renewal of Malaysia's friendship with the
US, he nade it a point to stress repeatedly that Ml aysia remained
i ndependent in its views.

"We don't do anything because we are ordered to," he said.

This was nore than evident in Abdullah's strong statenent to the UN
Ceneral Assenbly in New York, and also during a bilateral nmeeting with
Iraqgi Foreign Mnister Naji Sabri on the sidelines of the assenbly.

Mal aysi a was neither on the side of US nor Iraq over the pressing issue
of the day - Anerica's |obby for a new Security Council resolution which
woul d authorise it to use force against Irag to force conpliance with
conmm tnents nmade after the 1991 Gulf War.

Mal aysi a, he said, wanted Iraq to conply with Security Council
resol utions including allowing the return of weapons inspectors, but
warned that a US-1ed preenptive strike wi thout credible evidence could
lead to a clash between the Muslimworld and the West.

And it wanted the nultilateral process and the United Nations to be the
focal point of any action.

In private neetings in Washi ngton, Abdullah reiterated these points and
occasionally quite forcefully too, according to those who were present.

In fact, his neeting with Rice was said to be quite ani mated as she was
adamant in her stand for war against Iraq and di sm ssed concerns about a
possi bl e backlash in the Mislimworld.

H s cl osed-door dialogue with forner top Wiite House officials,
academ cs and busi nessnen, hosted by think tank Heritage Foundation in
Washi ngton DC, was also said to be lively.

Strong views were expressed all round on issues such as Islamin a
nmodern world, the war against terrorism Iraq and the plight of the
Pal esti ni ans, and Abdul | ah was said to have been firmin his replies to
guesti ons.

He told the dial ogue participants that Ml aysia was a progressive and
liberal Islamic nation, and different fromthose which hold a dogmatic and
literalist view of Islam

In a sense, Abdullah is on famliar ground here, with his Islamc
educati onal background and noderate nature, factors which the Far Eastern
Econonmic Review highlighted in a flattering article the week before his
visit, describing himas a "nodel Mislim]leader”

And of course, he was Foreign Mnister for many years.

Abdul | ah cane across as resolute and deterni ned, and his openness was
noted by Congressman G egory Meeks (Denocrat-New York), co-chair of the
Mal aysi a Caucus, who described the US relationship with Ml aysia as one
that is based on truth.

Meeks had, in fact, highlighted in Congress Mal aysia's efforts to fight
terrorism just days after his nmeeting with Abdullah at Capitol Hill

Meeks was speaking at the House International Relations Committee after
Powel I made his Congressional testinony on Iraq.

The tim ng of Abdullah's visit was apt; it was in the week of the Sept
11 anniversary, notw thstanding extrenmely tight security in New York

It gave himthe opportunity to make clear Mal aysia's position on issues
related to terrorism and he did so with conviction
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