02 NOV 2002
Asean- Mahat hi r
MAHATHI R A MAJOR FORCE | N BUI LDI NG ASEAN, SAYS SEVERI NO

By: Miin Abdul Mjid

PHNOM PENH, Nov 2 (Bernama) -- Asean secretary-general Rodolfo Severino
t oday described Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad as a "major force" in the
regi onal grouping and a | eader with the "backbone" to do the best for
Mal aysi a.

"l have known Dr Mahathir for a long tinme and |I've always held himin
great respect because he has a very clear idea of what is good for his
country and the necessary backbone to carry out the policies that he thinks
are good for his country,™ Severino sai d when net on the sidelines of the
Asean senior officials neeting in the run-up to the 8th Asean Sunmit
begi nni ng here Monday.

The di pl omat was asked to articulate his tribute to Dr Mahathir, who
had announced that he woul d step down as prinme mnister after the
Organisation of Islamc Conference (O C) Sunmit in Kuala Lumpur in Cctober
next year.

Severino said Dr Mahat hir had shown his | eadership quality and done a
"marvel | ous job" in pronpting the unity of the Ml aysi an nati on which has a
mul ti-ethnic popul ation.

Severino, who is serving his final year as the Asean secretary-general,
al so shot down a question froman Australian network reporter that Dr
Mahat hi r had al ways opposed t he expansi on of Asean.

He said Dr Mahat hir had been a prinme nover of Asean's expansi on,

i ncluding in bringing in Canbodia, Laos, Myanmar and Vi et nam

The journalist then asked whet her Dr Mahathir would go along with an
Asean+Australia summt.

Severino sai d the conveni ng of such a neeting had not been deci ded by
Asean.

The Asean Summit here will be followed by the collective Asean+3 sunmit
wi th China, Japan, South Korea as well as separate summit with each of the
countries involved as well as India.

Severino sai d such high-1evel neetings were an indication of the Asean
policy of reaching out to its neighbours, particularly the three East Asi an
countri es.

He al so said that discussions had been going on for years on howto
pronot e Asean trade and i nvest nent |inkages with Australia and New Zeal and.
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