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KUALA LUVPUR, Nov 14 (Bernamm) -- Notw t hstandi ng an "under devel oped”
political relations between Australia and Mal aysi a, outgoi ng Australian
H gh Commi ssi oner Peter Varghese has expressed confidence of a rosy
long-termbil ateral ties between the two countri es.

Canberra and Kual a Lumpur fromtine to tinme would di sagree on certain
i ssues but this, he said, was not necessarily sonething that "we should
worry about".

"I think the thing that will keep the relationship noving forward is
the fact that it serves both our interests.

"The key thing is we each recogni se that where we have shared
interests, we build on themand where we have differences, we try to ensure
that they don't get in the way," he told Bernana in a farewel|l interview
her e.

Var ghese, who will return to Australia at the end of this nmonth after a
three-year stint in Mlaysia, was responding to questions surrounding the
prickly relations between the two countries, especially at the | eadership
| evel

When asked whet her being "vocal" in expressing differing viewpoints on
the part of both sides had sonething to do with this, Varghese said that
just like Australians, Ml aysians too shared the trait of speaking out
t hei r m nds.

"I think that is a good thing, a healthy thing and it is nuch better to
have a frank dialogue than it is to have a dial ogue which is so diplomatic
that it means nothing," said the envoy who will take up the post of Deputy
Secretary at the Departnent of Foreign Affairs and Trade on Dec 2.

Saying that he would like to see nore progress nade in the politica
domai n of bilateral relations, Varghese pointed out that the increase in
two-way mnisterial visits paved the way for a substantial politica
di al ogue between the two countries.

Kual a Lunpur-Canberra ties are marked wi th unpl easant epi sodes
i ncludi ng the one when former Australian Prinme Mnister Paul Keating
famously called his Ml aysi an counterpart Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mhamad a
"recalcitrant".

Al so, the treatnment of the Ml aysian | eader by the Australian press has
Il ong been an irritant in bilateral |inks.

In addition, Australia's bid to have sunmt talks with Asean does not
go down well with some countries in the region given travel alerts for
Sout h- East Asia i ssued by Canberra and ot her western governments in the
wake of the deadly Cct 12 bonmb blasts in Bali which killed nearly 200
peopl e, including Australi ans.

Varghese said that Australia understood the concerns expressed by a
nunber of countries in the regi on over the inpact of travel advisories on
tourism a big income earner for nost of them

"It is not sonmething that we dismss. But at the end of the day, |
think our responsibility as a governnent is to ensure the safety and
security of our citizens.... W are not saying to people don't go to
Mal aysia or to other countries in South-East Asia.

"I think each traveller will have to nmake his own judgnent. And there
are certainly Australians who continue to travel to Malaysia, there's no
question about that," said the Kenyan-born hi gh comi ssi oner whose parents
hail ed fromKerala in southern India.



Var ghese, who cane to Australia as an eight-year old, said that at
present, the travel advisory on Ml aysia stands but prom sed that Australia
woul d keep it under cl ose review.

"W do consistently review our travel advisories. They are not set in
concrete. W change themregularly and we'll continue to keep our travel
advi sory on Ml aysi a under very close review. As our assessnent change, so
will our travel advisory," he said.

Asked on whet her the high comm ssion had received any conplaints from
Australian tourists or those working in Mal aysia regarding their safety,
Varghese said: "No, | amnot aware of any Australian tourists who have
approached us."

In addition, the diplomat said he personally felt safe living and
wor ki ng i n Kual a Lunpur.

Turning to the seenmingly "harsh" treatnment neted out by the Australian
press agai nst Mal aysia, Varghese said that the Australian nedia "is quite
robust to everyone."

"I'f you ask the Australian government about the Australian nedia,
you'll get a long list of conplaints about the way which they portray
gover nment pol i ci es.

"I't's just that it's part of our political culture to have a very
robust, if | could put it that way, nedia," he said.

Admitting that this sonmetines created conplications for Canberra in
terns of its bilateral relations with countries in the region, Varghese
said that it was his governnent's intention to encourage the Australian
medi a to be bal anced and accurate in its reporting.

To better understand each other, the envoy disclosed that a nmedi a
exchange programe allow ng journalists fromAustralia to cone here and
vice-versa is in the pipeline and is scheduled to start in the first
quarter of 2003.

Providing an overview of bilateral relations, he said that Ml aysia and
Australia had managed to build up a very strong base in a nunber of key
areas |ike education, defence and trade.

Var ghese said that he was very inpressed with Ml aysia's economnic
achi evenents and the ability of the governnent to manage conplicated
political, religious and social issues.

"I think Mal aysia has a very well-earned reputation for social and
political stability -- sonmething which a nulti-cultural country like
Australia obviously takes a very close interest,"” he said.

On a nore personal note, the high comm ssioner fondly recalled a road
trip he took around Peninsul ar Malaysia with his wife and then 16-year-old
son the first year he cane to this country.

"That was really an eye-opening event for nme, an opportunity to see
Mal aysi a outsi de of Kuala Lumpur, to see rural Ml aysia, the kanmpungs
(villages). | really enjoyed that," he said.

Var ghese has this advice to his successor, James Wse, who will cone to
Kual a Lunpur in January: "Go out and see a bit of Mal aysia beyond KL. And
work on the positives."

The hi gh commi ssioner-designate is currently the Undersecretary for
Sout h Pacific, Mddle East and Africa.
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