22 JUL 2004
Abdul | ah- Di al ogue
TOP FRENCH THI NK- TANK NOW UNDERSTANDS M SI A MORE DEEPLY

By: Mkhail Raj Abdullah

PARI'S, July 22 (Bernama) -- Atop political and economi c think-
tank in
France has cone away with a deeper understandi ng of Mal aysia on a
w de
range of issues confronting the country and regi on foll owi ng a frank
and
freewheel i ng di al ogue and debate with Prine M ni ster Datuk Ser
Abdul | ah
Ahmad Badawi .

I n what can be described as their highly-receptive stance
t owar ds
Abdul | ah' s vi ewpoi nts and candour, the French Institute of
I nt ernati onal
Rel ations greeted with warnth his forthright expl anati ons on a host
of
i ssues.

On his part, Abdullah, who is on avisit to France, cane through
with
flying col ours.

He conprehensivel y tackl ed such diverse topics as |slamand
secul ari sm
bil ateral issues, fast-grow ng China, Myanmar's | ack of denocratic
ref ormns,

Asean as well as global trade with enphasis on the Wrld Trade
Or gani sati on
(WO .

From | acking a cl ear and deeper know edge of Ml aysia, Asia and
i ssues
affecting both, participants canme away with a better understandi ng
of the
conplexities affecting Islam c and devel opi ng countries in a space
of two
hour s.

What was not abl e was that the 58 partici pants conprised a good
m x of
peopl e fromFrench parlianentarians, to journalists, corporate
captai ns and
intellectuals, all of whomcame to discourse with the new person
| eadi ng
Mal aysi a.

The institute hosts such interactions with heads of state and
governnent and ot her personalities as many as 200 to 300 tinmes a
year.

Al so present was Foreign M nister Datuk Seri Syed Ham d Al bar,

I nternational Trade and I ndustry M nister Datuk Seri Rafidah Aziz
and



Mal aysi an Anbassador to France Dat uk Ham dah Mohamed Yusof f .

The first question was on Islam on the clash of civilisations
bet ween
I sl amand the West, for which Mal aysi a has tread successfully and
careful l'y
with both and wi t hout antagoni si ng any one party.

He said that Mal aysia was a noderate, progressive Islanic
country
practisi ng denocracy and was econoni cal |y active whil e bei ng hone
har noni ously to a si zeabl e non- Musl i mpopul ati on.

He told the French participants at a | uncheon at the Autonobile
Cl ub of
Paris that the country was multi-ethnic, nultireligi ous and
mul ticultura
where "we cel ebrate diversity which gives us the strength, the
noder ati on
and nmutual respect to think about the others."

Despite the diverse background, he said that the governnent had
been
extrenmely successful in power-sharing and that the confort | eve
bet ween
| eaders in the country was very strong and very high

Abdul I ah, who won a strong mandate in the | ast general election
and was
el ect ed unopposed as presi dent of Umo, the dom nant party in the
ruling
Bari san Nasional (BN) coalition, underscored the fact that in al
t hese,
political |eadershipis very inportant.

"We are an Islamic nation at no social costs, there is no new
agenda of
| sl am sati on,
countries which
were torn by civil strife marked by political instability.

The Prine Mnister also stressed the fact that "Ml aysi a does

he sai d in obvious reference to nany Islanic

not
tolerate extrem sm we tal k about justice and equality, something
whi ch
sone Western countries are concerned about as they link it to
terrorism’

The participants al so asked Abdul | ah about secul ari smand he
r esponded
by saying that "it (extrem snm) does not exist in |slambecause | sl am
is a
way of life."

Touchi ng on the problens of Islanmic countries, he said it should
not be
bl amed on | sl ambut rat her on bad | eadershi p and bad politics. "Qurs
is a
showcase of Islamthat is tol erant, nodern and progressive," he said
of
Mal aysi a.



To a question on what he has enphasi sed nost since taking over
as Prine
M nister, Abdullah said it was econom ¢ devel opnent and hunman
capita
devel opnent .

The di scussi ons al so touched on friendship between Ml aysi a and
France,
whi ch he described as i nportant given the very good worKki ng
rel ati onship
between former Prime M nister Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohanmad and French
Pr esi dent
Jacques Chirac.

"I share the vision for stronger bilateral relations between
France and
Mal aysia and there is a |l ot of scope for greater econonic
cooperation," he
sai d.

Abdul I ah i s scheduled to attend a | uncheon with Chirac Thursday.

On Myanmar and the European Union's isolation of the I ndo-
Chi nese
country for its poor track record in denocracy and house arrest of
Opposi ti on denocracy | eader Aung San Suu Kyi, Abdullah said: "W
shoul dn' t
al |l ow t he bigger picture to be | ost and constructive engagenent wth
Myanmar remains Asean's way."

He al so said that Canbodi a, Myanmar and Laos needed capacity-
bui | di ng
and that Asean countries have worked well to keep peace in the
regi on.

As for China, whose fast-grow ng econony nmany countries feared,
t he
Prinme Mnister said Malaysia sawit as an opportunity and not as a
threat.

"China is a chall enge, so we have to be nore conpetitive, be
nor e
hi -tech and be a narket for high-end products and strive to find
ni che
areas for ourselves,” he said.

"China is a good friend of Asean," he said.

As for the WO gl obal talks, he said it was very difficult,
whi ch was
why free trade areas (FTAs) were sprouting up as it "seens to be
easier to
negoti ate on a bilateral basis than on a multilateral basis."
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