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By: Arul Rajoo

BANGKOK, Cct 22 (Bernama) -- APEC was not just a gathering of 21
| eaders fromthe Asia-Pacific region for it included the heads of some of
the worl d's nobst powerful nations.

But it was one powerful |eader, Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhanad of
Mal aysi a, who becane the star attraction at this year's Asia-Pacific
Econoni ¢ Co-operation (APEC) informal summit who outshone everybody el se.

Presi dent George Bush, perceived as the world' s nost powerful nan now
with the United States being the sol e superpower, was here; so was
President Viadimr Putin of Russia and China's Hu Jintao, the new president
of the world' s fastest grow ng econony.

Thai Prinme M nister Thaksin Shinawatra was a graci ous host and the
prime nover in ensuring the overwhel m ng success of APEC but all these
personalities failed to i npress the the news-hardened nedia. It was the
"out spoken," "conbative" and "unrepentant" (his |atest "accol ade") Dr
Mahat hir who again stole the nmedia linelight at Bangkok.

Even at the first APEC summit on Bl ake Island near Seattle in 1993, Dr
Mahat hir had al ready made waves -- not for any controversial remarks -- but
oddly, for his absence, and this led then Australian Prine M nister Paul
Keating to | abel hima recalcitrant.

Dr Mahathir and Keating | ater made up, but the gl obal nedia knew only
too well by then that only one of them-- the indomtable Ml aysian | eader
-- was the one who could provide the punch and colour to their news stories
even at drab neetings, or even when Dr Mahathir was conspi cul ously absent
as inferences would be made as to why he chose to absent hinself.

Media filings on APEC did not fail to mention Dr Mahathir as he stood
out in the crowd of |eaders when he voiced out his displeasure over
attenpts to include security isues in APEC and declared that the recent WO
meeting in Cancun was a mnor victory for devel oping countries.

M nus the \Wite House press corps who faithfully recorded what
Presi dent Bush did and said, Dr Mahathir was obviously the nost
sought-after | eader of the international media in Bangkok. The journalists
knew very well that this could be the last tinme they could get sone
guot abl e quotes, as always, fromthe 78-year-old | eader in his capacity as
prime mnister before he retires on Cct 31 after 22 years being at the
hel m

Dr Mahathir, hinself a prolific witer, never fails the media hungry
for his hard-hitting statenments, which may be sonetinmes controversial, and
occasi onal Iy hunorous, for they would help spruce up their news articles.

Not all |eaders have this canny ability, not even George Bush, who is
nore known for his gaffes, as evidenced by his inability to get Myanmar's
Aung San Syu Kyi's nane right.

Dr Mahathir, who is now in Indonesia after the APEC gathering on
Tuesday, will visit Tinor Leste and Papua New Gui nea after this. APEC was
his last international forum before he hands over the reins of power to his
deputy, Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahnad Badaw .

According to Mal aysian secretariat officials at the Peninsula Hotel
here where the Prine Mnister and his entourage had stayed, dozens of calls
were received from nmedi a organi sati ons each day as they wanted to know Dr
Mahat hir's schedul e so that they could be present at his news conferences
or photo opportunities.

"It was not just the Ml aysian press who were | ooking for our PM but



also mpjor TV stations and wire agencies |ike CNN, NHK, AFP, Reuters and
some Japanese newspapers," said one of the officials.

In fact, Japan's premer TV channel, NHK, has been follow ng Dr
Mahat hir for the past two nonths and would continue to do so until his |ast
day in office, including during his visit to the three countries.

Over the past week, he was the prinme newsmaker, not just in Bangkok
but the world over.

Arriving here imediately after the Organisation of Islamc Conference
(AC Summit in Putrajaya, the world's nedia spotlight was on Dr Mahathir
followi ng his O C speech which sparked off a gl obal controversy over his
remarks that "the Jews rule the world by proxy and they got others to fight
and die for them"

Some Western nmedia had distorted his speech and he was perceived as
anti-Senmitic although he al so had harsh for his fellow Muslinms in his AQC
speech.

And to add fuel to the fire, a Wite House spokesman even said US
President Bush had rebuked Dr Mahathir on the sidelines of the APEC
informal | eaders' neeting on Monday. But Dr Mahathir countered that there
was no such rebuke; it was just that Bush had pulled himaside and
expl ai ned "why he made such a strong statenent against nme (Dr Mahathir)" on
the issue.

In referring to Dr Mahathir's O C speech, an aide said,"The Prine
M ni ster knew what he was saying. It was not witten overnight. He started
preparing the speech since June and there were many drafts and the fina
copy was all his.”

And the international press, who had been "hunting" for himsince he
arrived here on Sunday, finally found their "shooting range" when Dr
Mahat hir held a press conference at the Queen Sirikit National Convention
Centre here on Tuesday.

Held right after the customary press conference by the sunmit's
chai rman, Thaksin, and the next host, Ricardo Lagos Escobar, the President
of Chile. the international nedia engaged Dr Mahathir for 45 m nutes.
Rangi ng from Reuters, AFP, Financial Tinmes, The Guardi an, Boston d obe
BBC, The Economi st and nmany nore, they had a field day and posed a tota
24, nostly difficult, questions while about 20 tel evision caneras and
dozens of phot ographers kept "shooting" at him

Questions ranged fromthe Wrld Trade Organi sation, Jews, Myannar,
Datuk Seri Anwar Ibrahim his retirenent plans, his relationship with
"Deputy Sheriff Australia"” and his personal opinion of Bush. As usual, Dr
Mahathir was in his elenent, providing his trademark witty and wily
responses.

A Mal aysian journalist, currently with a foreign wire agency, said he
would really mss Dr Mahathir at international forums when he stepped down
as prime mnister.

"He adds colour to neetings. And certainly he gives good copies for us.
| amproud to be a Ml aysi an because of what he stands for," said the
veteran journalist.

In 10 days' time, Dr Mahathir may not be occupying Mal aysia' hot seat
but he is likely to remain busy.

"He may want to have sonme rest after a tiring public life," said his
ai de.

The ai de added, "He nay not be the prinme mnister anynore but | am sure
he will be kept busy as there are many invitations for himto attend
sem nars, conferences and tal ks al nost every week, locally and al so
overseas."

But for nmost, if not all, nedia practitioners, both international and
local, they will certainly mss the col ourful episodes, run-ins and great



times they had with the one and only Dr Mahathir as prime mnister over the
past 22 years.
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