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US- Mal aysia rel ations getting even cl oser

Abdul | ah Ahnad

THI NGS got even better after the Prime Mnister nmet President George W
Bush at the White House yesterday. It seens right that Datuk Seri Dr

Mahat hir Mohamad is in Washi ngton during the fullness of spring, a tinme of
greater exuberance than any other season

No meeting has excited Mal aysi ans nore than this.

If there is one thing that | amlearning on this trip, it's this: nmake
friends, many pals. Dr Mahathir has and is making many friends in the
American capital which will surprise his detractors and the Qpposition

Confidence can build nmountains. What nmakes this trip so different is
that it conprises few people, unlike his other overseas trips.

| believe Dr Mahathir and Bush have achi eved a degree of success, as far
as could be perceived. Ml aysia's support for a two-state solution in
whi ch both Pal estine and Israel will have the right to exist and Dr
Mahat hir's condemation of terrorismare viewed positively by the Bush
Admi ni stration as well as the Republican and Denocratic |egislators on
Capitol Hill.

That notwi t hstandi ng, Dr Mahathir will continue to speak his mnd on
evol ving i ssues and unsettled ongoing international problenms. If | may
add, we do want qui ck progress towards endi ng the Pal estinian-1srael
conflict - the longer it lasts, the nore dangerous it is, not only to the
region but to the world.

Israel’'s ruling Likud Party has passed an emergency resol ution never to
all ow the establishment of a Palestinian State, making peace efforts there
more difficult, a nove which will enrage the Arab world and perhaps
di sappoi nt the Americans too.

W all know neither Prime Mnister Ariel Sharon nor his rival, former PM
Benyanm n Net anyahu, has any affection for an i ndependent Pal estinian state
but each was forced by Washi ngton and the exigencies of politics and
di pl omacy to accept the concept.

Net anyahu cl early, when he gave weak support for the Osl o peace process,
and Sharon explicitly when he said several tinmes he would support
Pal esti ni an nati onhood, albeit on very restrictive terns.

Dr Mahathir has cone here with the noblest zeal to pronote the best
interests of Ml aysia and the unmah. He has been and i s expressing our
views and that of the Muslins on many matters w th candour and
consi derable skill.

If he has failed, he can say he has honestly done his best because it's
never easy to influence an Anerican president even though he knows that as
long as the US naintains its bias in favour of Israel, it will be
difficult for Arab countries, and even other Islamc nations such as us to
nove towards the mddle ground.

If OCsama bin Laden is alive he is gaining new recruits in the Mddle
East because Likud's assertions, the recent Israeli incursions and an
American attack on Irag would only further destabilise the region

The Bush posture on foreign policy, on Israel in particular, is based on
a narrower definition of American national interest and a clear ordering
of priorities: fighting terror and prosecuting the Bush Doctrine - either
you are with us or against us. Since US foreign policy is still in flux,
listening to Dr Mahathir's world-view, reflecting noderate Misli m opinion,
shoul d hel p Bush as he ponders his next nove in the Mddle East.

The neeting should establish a new nonentum for an invigorating



rel ati onshi p founded on mutual understanding and respect for each other's
sovereignty and esteem It has, | believe, inproved attitudes and ties in
both directions.

Besi des us, the Bush Adm nistration is al so showing a sudden interest in
I ndonesia, the world' s largest Miuslimnation, which practises noderate
Islamin general, but whose secular traditions are being threatened of
| ate by emergi ng extrem st groups.

A joint declaration on cooperation to conbat international terrorismwas
initialled, which should be able to neet the challenges of terrorism no
| onger encunbered, as it were, by the absence of an understanding.

Nati ons must prevail over, not succunb to, the growi ng and el usive
menace. We have done the right thing (and | ong before the Sept 11 attacks)
by condeming all fornms of terrorismby mlitant groups as well as States
on civilians, regardless of justification

This declaration, which is salutary, nust have the broad-based support
of nost nations to be workable since they are all vulnerable to terrorism

Dr Mahathir has charted a new path and opened doors. Sonething has been
best owed upon Ml aysi a for having dared enough to be oursel ves!

There is justifiable pride that the Wite House, the Pentagon, the
Treasury, State Departnent and senators and congressnmen have got a fresh
view of us and we of the Americans.

The rol e now devol ving upon Dr Mahathir is extrenely inmportant, if
ar duous.

H's energy, in his triple capacities - as PMcum M nister of Finance,
Chai rman of the Non-Aligned Myvenent (NAM and the Organisation of Islamc
Conference (O C) - shall pervade near and far. He will advocate neasures
and take any action which in his judgnment would aid in securing the
triunph of Mal aysi an di pl omacy.

This is one precedent his successors will wish they can follow But that
monent will be a while yet. Meanwhile, Dr Mahathir will be busy as the
arnmour - bearer of nodern Islam which he wears with the nost singular
unsel fi shness regardl ess of his political popularity.

The Prime Mnister will enhance the struggle, his personal crusade, to
integrate Islamc values with denocratic ideas, defining a nodern aspect
of enlightened Mal ay- Musl i m experience and the pursuit of happiness.

( END)
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