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WASHI NGTON DC: A journalist here is having a tough time selling his story
to his editors. The story - the successful outcone of Prime Mnister Datuk
Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad' s visit to the Wite House at the invitation of
US President George W Bush

It is tough for the journalist as it is a "positive" story. The neetings
wi th various nenbers of the Bush Cabinet went well. The president and
ot her senior menbers of the Bush Administration were willing to listen to
Dr Mahathir and to his ideas and expl anations. In sone instances the views
that the Prime Mnister expressed and articulated were different from
those held by the Bush Admi nistration, but they were given a hearing.

Bush in welconming Dr Mahathir to the Oval Ofice said he "was | ooking
forward to the visit to publicly thank the Prime Mnister for his strong
war against terror ... | want to thank you for your friendship. I want to
t hank you for your | eadership".

Later, in a nessage to those attendi ng the US-Asean Busi ness Counci
di nner, Bush said "As a nodern, noderate and prosperous Mislim state,

Mal aysia is an inmportant exanple to the region and the rest of the world."

This positive devel opnent did not make for "good" copy. It did not have
the ingredients of condemati on of the Ml aysian | eader and his policies.

In fact, sone observers pointed out that the "poor" coverage and col um
inches in the Anerican nedia could be concluded to nean that the outcone
of the visit was a success. If it had been a failure, you can rest assured
t here woul d have been nuch nore wite-ups, anal yses and conmentaries and
certainly many nore col um inches.

Even t he speech at the US-Asean Busi ness Council, which was interrupted
by at |east four applauses and one for which Dr Mahathir received a five-
m nut e standi ng ovati on, was msreported. The reports were out of context
and those who were not at the dinner to hear the Prinme Mnister for
t hensel ves woul d not know the real nessage that was delivered and
i nt ended.

It pronmpted a "friend of Malaysia" to send copies of the speech to a
nunber of editorial boards around the country with a note that they should
read the full text. There is a story in the speech, he said addi ng that
however it is not what has been reported in the nedia.

Then agai n sonme networks, which chose to report on the visit, did so
based on "inpressions” of their journalists in Washington DC. One headline
read "Ml aysian PM attacks West's “inpatience'." |If the speech is read in
its context, Dr Mahathir was certainly not attacking the West but seeking
t hei r understandi ng and patience, which can go a | ong way in understandi ng
of each ot her.

"People tend to respond nore positively to the friendly approach than to
confrontations. Pushed into a corner, even the weakest will fight," he had
sai d.

Bush and his team|istened and appreci ated Mal aysia's views, actions and
nmeasures taken by Malaysia in dealing with terrorismand terrorists. "The
US Government seens to understand the problens we faced in Malaysia," the
Prinme Mnister said.

"It is not as easy as saying nerely we should not abuse certain
provisions of the law. W had to do things that were for the good of the
country but may not sound right, that nmay be terned " abuses of power'."

Unli ke nost reports which continue to say "Since Septenber 11, Mal aysia



has arrested many suspected Islamic mlitants..." Kuala Lunmpur has been
vi gilant and been taking action | ong before the Septenmber 11 attack

Mal aysi a provi ded key intelligence about al-Qaeda activities throughout
Sout h- East Asia, according to FBI director Robert Mieller. This, however,
is not "known" or conveniently ignored in nmedia reports.

Dr Mahathir inpressed upon his host and Bush agreed on the need to
di scuss the root causes of terrorism a hopel essness that |eaves young
peopl e vulnerable to terrorist recruiters. He cautioned that sinply trying
to quash terrorists would be ineffective.

"Whil e we must never excuse them for their counter-productive acts, we
must nevertheless try to defuse their anger and the causes for it," Dr
Mahat hir said. "I amafraid the world is not doing this. Qur viewis that
we nust renove the causes of their bitterness and anger also.” This is in
keeping with Dr Mahathir's nmedical training that calls for a diagnosis and
then the prescription to deal with the ail nment.

"If there's a hopeless future, there may be an opportunity to convert
theminto potential suiciders or potential killers, and that's what |
think we need to tal k about," Bush added.

The two | eaders did not just "tal k" about it but discussed "the need to
tackl e the causes of terrorism... that plagues the whole world, not just
the US," Bush said, adding "W share a deep concern about terror - what
terror means to our respective countries, what it neans to our peoples”.

The two countries signed a joint declaration to counter internationa
terrorismto formalise the cooperation that has already been taking place
bet ween the two countries.

Dr Mahathir's visit, at the invitation of President Bush, has opened up
the "l ocked potential". If last week's showi ng of about 300 corporate
executives was any indication, business interest in Ml aysia remins as
strong with investor confidence in the country high

Mal aysi a has been one of the nore econonically successful countries in
the regi on. Wil e nei ghbouring countries in South-East Asia were adversely
affected by the 1997-1998 financial crisis and the situati on nade worse by
the "remedi es and | MF sol utions", Ml aysia' s econony bounced back faster
and stronger as a result of the unorthodox policies and underlying strong
fundanent al s.

Mal aysia is the US 11th largest trading partner and the 17th | argest

export nmarket. Last year exports to the US accounted for US$17.9 billion
(US$1 = RVB.80) while inports fromthe US to Mal aysia stood at US$11.8
billion. Malaysia is a nmajor destination for Anerican exports as it sells

nore to Mal aysians than it does to Russians, Indians and |Indonesians
conbi ned.

Even as the bilateral relations have been put on the "right track" or
even "on the fast track", there is still a lot of potential that can be
t apped. An observer pointed out that "For Ml aysia, the US has al ways been
i mportant, but 9-11 has nmade the US see that it can learn a ot from
Mal aysia to deal with terrorists”. Wiat has not been said is that there is
a lot nore, beyond terrorism that the US can | earn from Ml aysi a.

VWhile this may be so, an official said Malaysia and its | eadership
suffers from"the sins of omission"” by the nmedia. There is hardly any
positive news. Ml aysians thenselves are "too polite", "too shy" and do
not tell their success story nor their achievenents. Ml aysi ans and the
| eadership are very nuch m sunder st ood

Mal aysi a not only suffers fromthe "sins of om ssion" but also | acks
rapi d response teani that can take the bull by the horns, constantly and
repeatedly nmeet with "People on the HII", media and opi nion nmakers to
spread the basic truth about Malaysia in the US. In short, there is a
critical need for institutional building in DC - where the decisions are

a



made and opi ni ons shaped.
( END)
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