29/ 03/ 2002

Don't escal ate war by attacking lIraq, says PM

PUTRAJAYA, Thurs. - Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad war ned
t oday agai nst escalating the war on terrorismto include mlitary strikes
on lraq, saying it would only foster a terror backl ash.

Dr Mahathir spoke four days before Mal aysia hosts nore than 50 ot her
Muslimcountries to discuss terrorismand its causes, the biggest such
conference since the Sept 11 attacks on the United States.

Dr Mahathir, a vital US ally in cracking Osana bin Laden's al - Qaeda
network, told The Associated Press in an exclusive interview that tackling
the root causes of terror - anong themthe Israeli-Palestinian conflict -
had been sidelined in the US mlitary canpaign

But he said that for peace to prevail, Iraq needed to show the world
that it is not planning to attack its nei ghbours.

"I think we should try and use the UN agenci es again," he said.
"Eventually Irag will have to conme around to accepting the need to satisfy
the international community that they are not going to go to war agai nst
anybody and nake use of weapons of mass destruction.”

Dr Mahathir noted that Israel is also armed with such fearsonme weapons
"and it is not fair to single out Iraqg al one"

Washi ngton is increasingly viewed as | aying the groundwork to strike
Iraqg unl ess | eader Saddam Hussein allows UN inspectors to verify that he
i s not devel opi ng chem cal, biological and nucl ear weapons.

Dr Mahathir said that he did not believe the United States - which he
said still risks a prolonged conflict in Afghanistan despite the downfal
of the Taliban - should "spread the war to other places".

"That would only cause a great deal nore anger and that will actually
becone a new cause for terrorism" he said.

Dr Mahathir said it was a mistake that (Pal estinian President) Yasser
Arafat was prevented fromattending an Arab League sunmit in Beirut this
week to discuss a Saudi Arabian plan ained at settling the Israeli-

Pal estinian conflict. Arafat is central to any settlenent, he said.

"Not to give himthe chance to speak his nmnd is not contributing
anything to peace,” Dr Mahathir said. "Underm ning Arafat is one of the
reasons he is not able to control the extrem sts anong the Pal estinians.”

The bl oodshed increased yesterday when a suicide bonber burst into a
hotel in the Israeli town of Netanya during a neal for the Jew sh holiday
of Passover. At least 19 Israelis were killed and nore than 120 wounded.

Mal aysi a hopes that the terrorismdiscussions next week by Foreign
M ni sters of the Organisation of Islamc Conference will lead, ultimtely,
to a broader conference by the UN

A key goal will be to seek a definition of what constitutes terrorism
and a terrorist. Dr Mahathir noted that several respected world | eaders
had at times been branded terrorists by their opponents.

Mal aysi a has arrested 24 people in connection with an alleged pl ot by
extrem sts linked to al-Qaeda to bl ow up the US Enbassy in Singapore.
Their reported goal was to establish an Islamc state across |ndonesi a,
Mal aysi a and t he sout hern Phili ppines.

Among themis Yazid Sufaat, a former Mal aysian arny captain who all owed
two of the Sept 11 hijackers who crashed a plane into the Pentagon to use
his apartnment in 2000.

Yazid is al so accused of aiding Zacarias Mussaoui, a French citizen in
custody in the US. Mussaoui is alleged to have been the so-called 20th



hi j acker who nmissed his plane on Sept 11.

The US Justice Departnent is due to decide tonorrow whet her he shoul d
face the death penalty.

France has protested agai nst the possibility of capital punishnent and
several European countries are reticent about extraditing suspects if they
coul d face execution.

Dr Mahathir said that Malaysia - which puni shes some crinmes by hanging -
woul d not protest extradition on such grounds. But the US has made no
request for anyone in Ml aysi an custody, he said.

"Before we can extradite anybody we have to have full proof that he is
cul pable and that has to be decided in a court of law " Dr Mbhathir said.

Since Sept 11, Washington's perception of Mal aysia as a bastion agai nst
terrorismhas led to inproved rel ati ons.

Mal aysi an and US officials say that arrangenents are being discussed for
Dr Mahathir to visit Washington, possibly in Muy.

Dr Mahathir said it would be up to President Bush to decide if there was
time for themto neet. "I think it is likely if I go to the United States,
I would neet him" he said.

Meanwhi | e, Chok Suat Ling and Azura Abas report from Shah Al amthat Dr
Mahat hir has expressed regret that efforts are being nmade to underm ne
Arafat by not allowing himto | eave Palestinian territories.

"We regret efforts to underm ne Arafat. By doing so, he will not be able
to control his people who will go around bl asting thensel ves inside
I sraeli supernarkets.

"By underm ning him he cannot control his people. How do you expect him
to control when you don't even recogni se or respect his authority?" he
sai d when responding to questions by reporters after |aunching the Favelle
Favco Cranes (M Sdn Bhd and a Ml aysi an-made crane cal |l ed t he Bangau.

Dr Mahathir also criticised steps taken to prevent Arafat from going
abroad. "It has never happened to any government head."

( END)
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