04/ 07/ 2004
Ball in Aussie court with Abdullah at helm

By K. C. Boey

| F Foreign M nister Al exander Downer is seen to have aced a hole or two in
his round of golf w th Mal aysi an counterpart Datuk Seri Syed Ham d Al bar
hi s deliberations with the broader Associati on of Sout heast Asian Nations
in Jakarta over this week put the drinks at the 19th hol e i n perspecti ve.

The nessage the nedia sent hone of a "post-Mhathir thaw' in rel ations
has been noderated by the realisation that institutions, policies and
broader engagenent matter nore than i ndividuals in relations between
nati ons.

Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohanaed has | eft the national and i nternational stage,
but nuch of the issues of concern to Asean, the Asean Post-Mnisteria
Conference and Asean Regi onal Forum remain.

Over the past 20 years or so, Australians - nore particularly the nmedia
- have reduced the rel ati onshi p between Australia and Mal aysia to one
bet ween i ndi vi dual s.

Wien Downer visited Kual a Lunmpur three weeks ago, Dr Mahathir's absence
| ooned as | arge as his successor Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Badawi. Fromthe tine
Abdul I ah took the reins | ast Cctober, in the popular - nedia - perception
he was framed in ternms of his predecessor

Dr Mahathir for as long as he had been in charge was seen - for entirely
personal reasons - as the obstructionist who | ocked Australia out of the
regi on and Asean.

M ght the change in | eadership herald the opening of the door for
Australia?

The suggestion was put to Downer at his joint news conference with Syed
Ham d in Kual a Lumpur. "l wouldn't always try to reduce things to
personalities,"” Downer responded. Still, personalities matter.

A lecture in Mel bourne on Monday filled two function roons of the Monash
Conference Centre in the city.

The Centre for Mal aysi an Studi es, of the Monash Asia Institute, and the
Asi a Soci ety Austral Asia Centre had col | aborated to present al ecture by
soci al ant hropol ogi st Prof essor Shansul A.B.

Shanmsul is director of the Institute of the Malay World and Civilisation
and the recently established Institute of Gccidental Studies at Universiti
Kebangsaan Mal aysi a.

A frequent conment ator on Mal aysi an current affairs in the | ocal and
i nternational nmedia, he was speaking on the personality of the nmonent in
Mal aysi a.

"Separating Substance fromRhetoric: Malaysia's newPrinme Mnister
Abdul | ah Badawi - early days in office" drew an abundant mi x fromthe
academ ¢ communi ty of Monash University, the business and gover nnent
interests of the Asia Society, and a good nunber of sojourner and
expatriate Mal aysi ans.

Busi ness and the international relations comunity wanted to feel the
pul se of stability of the newadninistration, and the climte for foreign
i nvest nent .

Shansul is optimstic. In Abdullah, he sees a noral, inclusive |eader
who will bring a balance to the conpeting interests in politics and
econom cs, the national and the international, aleader who "sinply has no
interest" in maki ng eneni es of anyone.

I f Tunku Abdul Rahman was the father of independence, Tun Abdul Razak
t he fat her of devel opnent, Dr Mahathir the father of industrialisation and



I T (hand-pi cked by Tun Hussein Onn), history woul d mark Abdul | ah as the
"Popul ar noral | eader”.

And what of this focus on personalities in the Australia-Mlaysia
rel ati onship?

"Institutions cannot articul ate rel ati onshi ps," Shansul rationalises. To
that extent, personalities matter, in the nood and anbi ence t hat
i ndividuals bring to international foruns.

Abdul | ah had served as Foreign Mnister in Dr Mahathir's admi nistration.
He is known to the international conmunity. He brings a positive start to
the Australia-Mlaysia rel ationship.

"The test (for a fresh start) should come fromAustralia," says Shansul .
"It is up to Australia to make the nove."

Mar k Baker, Asia editor of The Sydney Morning Herald ] and The Age in
Mel bourne, travelled with Downer to Kuala Lumpur, and is with himin
Jakarta this week for the Asean Foreign M nisters neeting, and the Post -
M ni sterial Conference and Asean Regi onal Forumto follow.

Baker fears the "policies and style" of the Governnent of Prine M nister
John Howard "remain a potential source of nore friction".

He writes: "The Mal aysi ans are wary of Howard's preoccupation with the
Anerican alliance, and see raci st overtones in his Government's
i mmgration policies, especially in the treatnent of boat people."

International relations specialists Dr Scott Burchill and Prof essor Joe
Cam |l eri echo that anal ysis.

For Professor Marika Vicziany, director of the Monash Asia Institute,

t he new | eadership in Abdullah throws up a challenge for Australia. On
this, Vicziany agrees with Shanmsul. In her closing remarks of thanks to
Shansul , she hoped Australians woul d take up the challenge of the ball in
their court.

( END)
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