02/ 05/ 2003

Syria to discuss ways to inprove bilateral ties

DAMASCUS, Thurs. - Malaysia and Syria will discuss the Mddle East crisis
and ways to inmprove bilateral ties between Kuala Lunmpur and Danmascus when
Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad nakes an official visit to
the country in August.

Di scussions between Dr Mahathir and Syrian President Bashar al-Assad are
expected to focus on efforts to pronote closer ties for nutual benefit.
Syria is expected to seek Mal aysia's assistance in the econonic, science
and technol ogy and tourism sectors.

Syrian Deputy Foreign Mnister Walid Mialim said his country was
i mpressed and narvelled at the | eadership of Dr Mahathir who has not only
succeeded in devel opi ng Mal aysi a, but al so showed serious concern on the
settlenent of the Mddle East conflict through the Organisation of Islanic
Conference (O C) and the Non-Aligned Mvenent (NAM.

"Syria holds Malaysia in high esteem particularly Dr Mihathir's
| eadership, and hope the two countries, as nenbers of the O C and NAM can
forge stronger bilateral ties.

"Syria wants to tap the benefits from Malaysia's success in the
econoni c, technol ogy and tourism sectors.

"The econonic agenda is inportant to pronobte exchange of visits hy
busi nessnen from the two countries.

"The visits will mark the beginning of closer bilateral ties between
Kual a Lunpur and Damascus,” he told the Joint Media Team Mal aysia at his
of fice yesterday.

Mal aysi an Anmbassador to Syria Datuk Abdullah Sani Omar was al so present.

Walid said Dr Mahathir and Bashar are expected to engage in talks on the
occupation and post-war situation in Irag, Arab-lsraeli issues and the
Pal estine conflict.

On the support of Islamic and Arabic countries for Syria's proposal to
the UN to ban weapons of nass destruction in the Mddle-East, he said
Syria nooted the idea on behalf of the Arab countries

Apart from the Arab League and NAM Mal aysia's Permanent Representative
to the UN al so supported Syria's proposal

The US, which agreed with the proposal, however, said the tine was not
right until a conprehensive settlenent was reached on the Arab-Israel
conflict. Walid said the proposal would ensure the beginning to the
settlenment of the conflict and provide confidence and stability in the
M ddl e- East .

Asked whether the US was honest in its support, he said: "It's a
difficult question to answer, but whether the US has good intentions or
bad, we've not seen its sincerity towards the problens in the Arab world
in the past decades.

"VWhat we see is that the US is nmore inclined to Israel

"Neverthel ess, we hope the US will look at the problens in this region
obj ectively."

Walid was al so asked on the possibility of the US inposing trade
sanctions on Syria follow ng accusations that Danmascus had chemi cal
weapons and harboured lraqgi |eaders loyal to deposed President Saddam
Hussei n.

He said the sanctions, if inposed, would not have a serious inmpact on
Syria's econony as it did not receive any aid fromthe US and Anerican
conpani es also do not have any business interests in Syria, including in



the petrol eum sector. - JMIM
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