28 MAR 2002
Dr Mahat hir - Ar af at
M SI A CONDEMNS | SRAEL' S EFFORT TO UNDERM NE ARAFAT

SHAH ALAM March 28 (Bernama) -- Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad t oday
criticised any effort by Israel to undermnine the authority of Pal estinian
Presi dent Yasser Arafat whomit clains to be responsible for the suicide
attacks in the West Bank.

He said: "We regret the idea of undermning Arafat. (If) you do, then
he cannot control his people who will go around bl asting t hensel ves i nsi de
I sraeli supermarkets."”

"How do you expect himto control (his people) when you do not even
recogni se or respect his authority," the prine minister told reporters
after |l aunchi ng cranes nmade by Fevel | e Favco Cranes (M Sdn Bhd, here.

He was asked to comment on the increasing violence in the Wst Bank
where in the | atest attack, a suicide bonber killed 16 I sraelis and wounded
140 others in a hotel restaurant in Netanya yesterday.

The | sl am ¢ group, Hanmas, has cl ai med responsibility for the attack but
I srael blames Arafat for not fully using his authority to act agai nst the
mlitants.

Araf at had decided to skip this week's Arab Summit in Beirut rather
than submt to the Israeli terms, which did not guarantee he woul d be
allowed to return hone.

Dr Mahat hir said: "Never has a head of government been prevented from
| eaving his country."

Meanwhi | e, Dr Mahathir was al so asked to coment on the dispute in the
MCA over the eligibility of 261 new branches to take part in party polls.

"W have to see why they (the 261 branches) cannot participate," he
sai d.

The prinme mnister added, however, that the matter was best resol ved by
MCA itsel f.

He said the internal problens of any political party should ideally be
resol ved by the party itself, not the government or court.

The MCA el ection steering comittee has rejected MCA yout h chi ef Dat uk
Ong Tee Kiat's clains that the 261 party branches cannot take part in
el ections on the ground that they were set up only this year.

Commi t ee chai rman Datuk Seri Dr Ting Chew Peh said yesterday that all
t he new branches were properly constituted and approved by the MCA central
committee before Dec 31 | ast year.
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