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A peacemaker role cut out for Dr Mahathir

John Teo

THE presence of Philippine President Joria Arroyo at the Organi sation of
the Islamic Conference (OC) Summit in Putrajaya at the special invitation
of the summt chairman and host, Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad, is of special significance not only to the Philippines but also
Mal aysi a.

The significance of the Philippines is that its President's presence at
the OC Summit lends credibility to its Government in the eyes of its
Muslim m nority popul ati on, some of whom are clanmouring for a separate
Muslim State in the southern Philippine island of M ndanao.

For Mal aysia, the significance is best underscored by our persistent
problens with securing our naritime borders off Sabah which adjoins the
outlyi ng sout hern Philippine islands. No amount of noney and effort wll
make it fool -proof unless the political restiveness in our neighbouring
regi ons is addressed and sol ved.

Mal aysi a clearly also has high stakes in showing to the rest of the
world, in particular the United States, how international terrorism ought
to be tackl ed.

The first step is not to unnecessarily antagonise and alienate politica
rebels with a global snear canpaign labelling themas terrorists, in the
process forgetting that the rebels often have causes with which the | oca
popul ation identifies.

Both the Philippine and US Governments have thankfully resisted this
tenptation as far as the remaining rebels in the Moro Islam c Nationa
Front are concerned, in spite of sone evidence pointing to at | east
conplicity by the MLF in politically-notivated viol ence.

That said, bringing the MLF to the negotiating table with the
Phi | i ppi ne Government, as Malaysia is strenuously trying to do, has not
been easy. The problemis not always with the MLF.

Mani |l a has at times al so been sendi ng sonmewhat confusing signals,
perhaps refl ecting the understandable political situation in the country
overall, especially in the run-up to what | ooks to be a contentious
presidential and congressional election in May 2004.

Unfortunately, M ndanao's festering problens just cannot wait. Dr
Mahat hir, a key regional player behind the scene in trying to get a handle
on this nettlesone issue, retires at the end of the nonth. Perhaps he can
be persuaded by the incom ng Governnent to take on the truly statesman-
like role of "roving anbassador" to help bring about a final peace treaty
for M ndanao?

Manil a al so quite desperately needs at |east the appearance of a peace
process in Mndanao that is noving somewhere. This will help to shore up
President Arroyo as she fights a difficult battle for re-election

The Philippine President is at |east conscious of the fact that M ndanao
currently offers simultaneously a serious political problemas well as an
excel | ent opportunity to once and for all put the country right.

US President George W Bush is naking a stop-over in Manila on his
current Asian swing to highlight the promise of a big carrot for
M ndanao' s devel opnent once peace is attained. Japan and ot her Western
countries have made simlar offers of assistance.

If peace is eventually attained for Mndanao, it will be as nuch a
credit to all the key players - Dr Mahathir, Arroyo and Bush - who will
have shown that whatever the rhetoric on the surface anong them their



constructive engagerment over the M ndanao question has ultinmately borne
fruit.

Once M ndanao is pacified, can the answer to the seeningly
i nsurnount abl e challenge that is Iraq be far behind? It could be a role
truly worthy of Dr Mahathir - and there is nothing the Miusli mworld needs
nore desperately than a hard-charging, result-oriented Miuslim statesnman
ri ght now.
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