17/ 08/ 2003
Dr Mahathir arrives in Syria for two-day official visit

Carol yn Hong

PRIME M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mbhathir Mhamad arrives early today in this
ancient city for a two-day official visit, which covers diverse ground
from busi ness and regi onal concerns, to academi c dial ogues with ulamas and
t hi nk-t anks.

He is the first Malaysian Prime Mnister to visit Syria.

First on the agenda is a neeting with Syrian President Dr Bashar Al -
Assad who succeeded his father Hafez Al -Assad in 2000 at the age of 34,
and is credited for building a nore open society.

Syria, long a socialist state living in political and econonic
isolation, is now |oosening the tight controls, including noving from a
centrally planned econony to free market system

Foreign Mnister Datuk Seri Syed Hamid Al bar said Syria was interested
in Malaysia's experience in building a progressive Islamc nation, and
becomi ng a m ddl e-incone country.

"They want to exchange views on this," he said.

He added that Dr Mahathir and Dr Bashar were al so keen to discuss
regi onal issues |like Palestine and Iraq, which are central to peace in
West Asia and the world.

"They will discuss the Mddle East problens, and the need for a
conprehensive solution that will include Syria," Syed Ham d said.

Syria had lost the Golan Heights to Israel in the 1967 Arab-Israeli War,
and has held occasional peace talks with Israel for its return.

Dr Mahathir will also neet Syrian Prine Mnister Mistapha Mero.

Syed Hami d said both countries had strong political ties since
di plomatic relations were established in 1958, but trade and investnent
| agged behi nd.

Bilateral trade was at US$67.3 million (RWM225.74 nmillion) |last year,
with Ml aysia exporting US$66.3 mllion worth of goods to Syria, and
inmporting only US$1 mllion.

Mal aysia's main exports to Syria are tinber and palmoil, while it
imports mainly cotton and herbal nedicine from the republic.

The 70-nenber del egation includes representatives from 22 corporations
i ncluding Proton, Airod, Petronas and information technology (IT)
conpani es.

IT is of specific interest as Dr Bashar is a strong advocate of conputer
literacy and the Internet.

Dr Mahathir will hold a dialogue with Syrian businessnmen, and al so
address private sector |eaders and think-tank representatives on
Mal aysi @' s experience in devel opnent and nati on- buil di ng.

The Prinme Mnister will open Proton's showoom in Harasta. Last year,
Syria inported 600 Proton Waja and Wra cars, and 100 Perodua scooters.
During the visit, Ml aysia and Syria will sign nine Menoranda of

Under st andi ng including on Science and Technol ogy Co-operation, IT,
education, trade and bil ateral paynents.

Dr Mahathir will also hold a dialogue with ulama and |slam c |eaders,
chaired by fornmer Damascus University professor Mhanmmad Tawfil Al
Buj ai ram .

He will visit the Umayyad Mdsque, one of the npbst sacred sites in the
Muslim world, and hand over a donation of US$10,000 to M nister of Awkaf
Mohamad Zi adah.

The nmosque, located in the heart of the city, was built in the seventh



century, and stands on the site of a former tenmple to the Roman god
Jupiter and Christian Church dedicated to St John the Baptist.

Dr Siti Hasmah has a separate programre, including opening a badni nton
clinic by a Mlaysian coach, visiting the Damascus University, and
attending nmeetings with the First Lady Asma Al - Assad and General Union for
Worren chai rman Sou' ad Bakoor.

Mal aysi a opened its nmission in Syria last year, while Damascus
establ i shed an enbassy in Kuala Lunpur the sane year.

The del egation includes Energy, Commrunications and Miltinmedia Mnister
Dat uk Amar Leo Mdggie, and Science, Technology and Environnent M nister
Dat uk Seri Law Hi eng Ding.

Menteris Besar in the delegation are Datuk Seri Shahi dan Kassim
(Perlis), Datuk Abdul Ghani O hman (Johor) and Datuk Misa Anan (Sabah).

Dr Mahathir and Dr Siti Hasmah | eave for hone on Tuesday night, after a
three-leg African tour which began in Al geria |last Sunday.
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