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Doi ng a rebalancing act at the expense of nultilateral relations
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HOMRD: Feeling snmug JOHN Howard who cane into office seven years ago was
| ooked upon as a foreign policy novice. This past week he has been
strutting the international stage crowi ng vindication of his "rebal ancing”
of Australia's external relations.

The Prine M nister came home fromthe |eaders' summt of the Asia-
Paci fi c Economi c Co-operation forum well satisfied with his achievenents
in Bangkok at nultilateral regional and bilateral |evels.

To crown the week, "the world conmes to Canberra", as one conmmentator put
it, as Canberra played host to US President George W Bush and Chi nese
President Hu Jintao

In not so many words, Howard woul d have cause to be snug about what he
had insisted fromthe start: that Australian policy ought never to be one
of having to choose between the West (now principally US) and the East
(Australia's i mredi ate nei ghbour hood).

O as Howard has oft said, that policy ought ever to have to conme down
to a "choice between history and geography".

In the overlapping State visits of Bush and Hu, Howard coul d present
Australia as inherent broker of fraternal Sino-US relations, in all its
synmbolismif not in substance, in the absence of a tripartite gettogether

More broadly, Howard could synmbolically offer Australia as a neeting
ground of East-West 1|inks.

Bangkok affirnmed Howard's faith in the value of Apec to Australia - in
mul til ateral atnospherics and bil ateral outcones

The signing of the bilateral free trade agreenent (FTA) with Thail and
boosted clains that present policies gave the lie to assertions that the
weight of relations with the US was hurting friendships in the region.

It follows a simlar agreenent with Singapore, and work towards FTAs
with Japan and China, given ongoing frustrations with Wrld Trade
Organi sati on processes.

Meetings on the sidelines with other Apec |eaders added weight to the
regi onal bal anci ng goal

As much as Bangkok was notable for what Howard nanaged to achieve, it
could be noted for what he declined to be drawn into getting involved in.
Which is to be goaded into a confrontation with Prine Mnister Datuk Seri
Dr Mahat hir Mdhamad.

The Opposition Labor Party had chal |l enged Howard to confront Dr Mahathir
over what has been represented as his anti-Senmitic renmarks at the |eaders
sunmit of the Organisation of Islamc Conference in Putrajaya

Howard, pressed by listeners on tal kback radio before he left for
Bangkok, had progressively turned up the volume on his initial riposte to
et Dr Mahathir's remarks "through to the (w cket) keeper”, while making
light of Bush's elevation of Australia' s status from deputy sheriff to
sheriff.

Howard took the sane stance in Bangkok. "It's better that | let him(Dr
Mahat hir) recede gently into retirenment," he told journalists.

Pressed about his views on Dr Mahathir's career, all he would say was "
don't intend to give any kind of political valedictory about him | don't
intend to talk about him Full stop.”

In Australian eyes, relations between Australia and Ml aysia have sunk
to new lows. Public opinion is overwhelmngly critical of Dr Mhathir's
"inflammatory” remarks in a time of terrorinduced fear and insecurity.



Yet there are those who wonder if the thrust of Dr Mahathir's address
m ght have been nisrepresented.

"I don't think I have ever seen nore conpelling and daming proof of
bias than the wi despread mnisrepresentation of Dr Mhathir's speech...
whi ch was done by extracting a few words out of context," one reader wote
inaletter to the editor.

"What he actually did was point to Jews' achievenents in the world, then
call on Muslims to abandon violence and enulate them- and that was called
anti-Semitism"

Wote another: "lInstead of branding Dr Mahathir a racist, the nedia
m ght ask him ~Wy?'"

He m ght be mad, or racist, or both, but he has first-hand know edge of
the attenpt by world financiers, Jewish or not, to conpletely destroy the
Mal aysi an econony.

"The full story did not get a run at the tine, and Dr Mahathir is just
maki ng sure that it does before he quits."

Yet a third: "Dr Mahathir, many Australians would readily agree with
you; this is not anti-Semtism- it's sinply a political fact."

Among the politicians and media commentators, "good riddance" is the
popul ar sentinent, with nost harbouring the hope that Dr Mahathir's
successor would be nore tenperate, in rhetoric at least, if not in
substance. That Ml aysia would chair the O C over the next three years
appears to have been missed in all that furore.

In Canberra, the Bush and Hu double act ranged from tragi-conedy and
farce to solid substance. If Bush had noted Howard wi ncing over his
el evation of Australia to sheriff status, he didn't appear to take nuch
noti ce.

In his address to a rare joint sitting of Parlianent, he urged Australia
to take a leadership role in the AsiaPacific region and accept a
responsibility to maintain the peace.

In a speech alnbst wholly devoted to security, he thanked Australians
for Australia's military conmitnent in the war in Iraq. Not all
Australians wanted to hear that.

Sone Labor MPs wore peace doves on their lapels and refused to give Bush
the obligatory standing ovation.

G eens senators heckled Bush during his address, protesting against the
incarceration w thout charge of two Australian citizens alleged to have
been involved with al-Qaeda in the war in Afghanistan.

In the public gallery were the wife and son of one of the two detained
Australians, in Parlianment as guests of the senators. Tragi conedy
descended to farce as Bush started to |eave. As one lighthearted
conmentary put it, "the day nmight have started as a high-security event
staged with US military precision, but nothing could stop it in the end
from degenerating into a classic Aussie w ngding".

As pictures on the front pages showed, Howard "was eventually forced to
throw hinmself, like a human shield, between his honoured visitor... and
mar audi ng Greens senators as they tried to accost the US President”.

"Certain manoeuvres were per-formed that owed nore to World Cup rugby
(now taking place in Australia) than House of Representatives practice."

Hu foll owed Bush the next day, the first non-Anmerican to address a joint
sitting of the Australian Parlianment. He was spared the theatrics, wth
the Greens senators barred from being present after their protest of the
previ ous day.

The senators had pl edged to meke thensel ves heard on human rights in
China, and China's treatnent of Tibetan nationals.

Pl easantries apart, Howard, Hu and fellow mnisters signed a series of
trade and econonic agreenents. These included a A$30 billion (RWS5



billion) agreement to sell liquefied natural gas to China - the biggest
single export deal in Australian history.

The centrepi ece was an overarching trade and econonic franmework that
Trade Mnister Mark Vaile conpared with Australia's contribution fromthe
1950s to supply the resources Japan needed to becone the econoni c power
that it has grown to be.

Wiile Howard may lay claimto having "rebal anced" Australia's
i nternational relationships, there are those who take issue with that.

Former chief diplomat Ri chard Wholcott is one who feels the Howard
Government has "overcorrected" its foreign policy stance, pursuing close
ties with the US at the expense of nultilateral relations with the Asia-
Paci fic region.

Whol cott is a fornmer secretary of the Departnent of Foreign Affairs and
Trade. Speaking at the National Institute for Asia and the Pacific in
Canberra, he said that while the Bush and Hu visits were significant, they
did not nmean the CGovernment had found the right balance.
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