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Revi ving Malaysia-US ties

Abdul | ah Ahnad
| T SEEMS rat her appropriate that | should revi ew Ml aysi an- Aneri can
relations fromthe perspective of a sonetine dipl omat.

In the soon-to-be 45 years since the rel ationship began on August 31
1957, there have been only two inmportant factors which have nade a
consi derabl e i npact on Mal aysi an attitudes towards Americans.

First, their support prior to the Indonesian Confrontation and during
and after the unfortunate event, which hastened the demi se of Sukarno's
presi dency, earned the Americans our gratitude.

Secondly, Vice-President Al CGore's rude remarks at the Asia-Pacific
Econoni ¢ Cooperation (Apec) dinner held by Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhanad
on Novenber 16 1998

The incident dismayed us and resulted in the cooling of relations wth
the Ainton Administration

| wote 17 years ago in ny book Tunku Abdul Rahman and Mal aysia's
Foreign Policy, 1963-1970 that the rel ati ons between Mal aysia and the US
were always am cabl e, adding that "the rel ati ons became cordial and warm
especi ally during the Johnson presidency (1963-1969)".

"President Lyndon Bai nes Johnson visited Malaysia in 1967, and becane
the first Anerican President ever to visit the country." Hitherto, he
remai ns the only one.

Ri chard N xon visited us when he was out of office. Later this year
Bill dinton will cone here.

Johnson told me he wanted to honour Mal aysians by visiting us - for
havi ng successfully battled mlitant conmmuni sm which was w nning the war
against the US mlitary mght in Vietnam

The rel ati onship has been wholly marked by the preponderance of goodw ||
and cordiality until A CGore's blunder as a result of bad advice by the
Ameri can Enbassy. Al this is behind us. W nust nove forward.

Dr Mahathir's official working visit to Washi ngton next week marks a new
mlestone in bilateral relations, a clear shift in their priorities
prompted by realpolitik. Dr Mahathir, freed of politicking in his 15-party
coalition and by a weakened Qpposition, wants to strengthen ties with
Mal aysi a's | argest trading partner.

The Bush Adm nistration wants to enlarge its friendship with the
noderate Muslimworld amd nounting criticismof American policy in the
Arab world, which is losing allies, friends and potential partners in the
Islamc world. I'mquite sure Anerican policymakers know the distinction
between allies and potential friends or partners, who will be very
critical for Washington's coalition against terrorism

The Prime Mnister's journey takes place at a tinme when his popularity
at home is soaring, and his dom nation of Umo and the Barisan Nasional is
undi sput ed.

On the international level, his various positions and the rel ease of Suu
Kyi (brokered by the PMs special adviser and al so UN Special Envoy to
Myanmar, Tan Sri Razali Ismail) have further boosted Dr Mahathir's
st andi ng.

Razali paid tribute to the PMfor his contribution to the happy event,
for Dr Mwas much involved in the matter as everyone in KL knows. Dr
Mahat hir is a happy man i ndeed.

The US in 1941 needed a Grand Alliance agai nst the Fasci smof GCermany,
Italy and Japan, just as the Septenber 11 attacks on the Wrld Trade



Center and the Pentagon created the global coalition against terror. Can
Washi ngton sustain this?

A new "concert of powers" - big and small - will be necessary to
mai ntai n peace and keep the terrorists at bay.
If | were advising the Anericans, | should tell themnot to wangle too

much over details. Gve and take: Wn sone and | ose sone.

In the early years of |ndependence, the relationship with Geat Britain
was the central tradition of Ml aysian diplomacy. It was enbarrassingly
unambi guous. We made a grievous m stake, for we shouldn't have becone
dependent or expected favours fromit. W ought to have becone nore self-
reliant. Tun Razak and Dr Mahathir reoriented Ml aysian foreign policy.

W& put greater enphasis on our relationship with Washi ngton, Beijing and
the then Soviet Union. At the best of tines - in the Ei ghties and early-
Ni neties - there were about 40,000 Ml aysi an students in the US.

Though we now may have only about 8,000 (only 778 are government -
sponsored), education remains one of the strong pillars (besides security
and defence cooperation, and trade) of the Ml aysi an- Aneri can
rel ati onshi p.

Dr Mahathir's politically correct response to the Septenber 11 attacks
and his arrest of Islamc mlitants (long before the Septenber 11
i nci dents) have bolstered his political standing anmong the non-Mislins and
t he noderate Mal ays. He appears to have regai ned m ddl e-Malaysia. Al this
has not gone unnoticed by Washington's power-elite and the European Union,
and our nei ghbours. For sure, at least for now, Dr Mahathir has excoriated
Pas' |slam c extrem sm

Mal aysi a has, | believe, conme out of recession. At present, our
bilateral trade is healthy - could be better, of course - worth a total of
US$29.6 billion (RML12.48 billion), with exports valued at US$17.8 billion
and inports US$11.8 billion - US$6 billion in KL's favour.

The March trade surplus rose due largely to recovery in orders fromthe
US. Malaysia is the US 11th largest trading partner, and its 17th | argest
export market. The US exports nore to us than it does to Russia, India,
and | ndonesi a conbi ned!

The Americans continue to be our biggest source of foreign direct
investment (FDI) - US$2.9 billion until Cctober 1 last year.

| expect Dr Mahathir's visit will spur positive business sentinent for
nmut ual benefit.

| shall not tal k about what Dr Mahathir and Bush will raise during their
second face-to-face nmeeting. | shall give ny views and assessnent after
their neeting.

One thing I know for certain - the two and a half hours or nore of
nmeeti ngs between Dr Mhat hir and Bush, Vice-President D ck Cheney and
Nati onal Security Adviser Condol eeza Rice, all at the Wite House, wll
usher in a new phase of political and economic realismin Ml aysia-US
rel ations.

The US can count on Malaysia for nore than just fighting terrorismin
return for a better understandi ng of our domestic and foreign policies and
nore inportantly the recognition of who we are in the Islamc world and
anong t he devel opi ng countries.

Dr Mahathir will be chairman of NAM (Non- Aligned Movenent) and O C
(Organi sation of Islamc Conference) beginning next year. As chairman, Dr
Mahathir will be the interlocutor for both organi sations. Washi ngton
cannot ignore the spokesman of these novenents, nor would it want to.

H s international position notw thstanding, Dr Mahathir will |ead the
ruling coalition in the next general election.

For the next five years, whatever Washington thinks (and this is getting
progressively positive) of Dr Mahathir, he is the epitome of a successful



noderate Muslim | eader who, for nearly 21 years, has been managi ng a
multi-religious, multi-lingual and multi-cultural Ml aysia which is
i ncredi bly prosperous and stabl e.

It is even nore striking because Ml aysi ans have attai ned what they have
today through regul ar el ections.

Washi ngt on shoul d not have any |ingering doubts about us - we shall be
friends of all and eneny of none except those who want to destroy us. Dr
Mahat hir is one Mislimleader who does not wink or nod at Islamc
extrem sm Ummo has fought and won thus far a | ong war agai nst Pas' highly
conservative brand of |slam

Mal aysi an- Arerican relations are at a buoyant |evel as Dr Mahathir and
Bush prepare for their neeting. They nmust focus on what unites rather than
what di vi des us.

If one | ooks hard enough, one will find that whether the eneny was
Htler, Conmunism or Islamc extrem sm a successful working relationship
depends on mutual esteem and non-interference in each other's donestic
affairs, and not on one nation being far nore powerful than the other

Anci ent wi sdom says even the mighty nust sonetines tread carefully |est
it undermnes nmulti-lateral support for the wi der and crucial battle
agai nst the terrorist nenace.

Let's go back to the goodwi Il days of the Johnson- Tunku-Tun Razak
part ner ship.

( END)
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