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Essential to find the right stewards

Aski ah Adam

MJUCH has been said and witten about Tan Sri Yahaya Ahmad' s fatal

acci dent. Many newspaper columm centinetres were given to reporting the
unfortunate helicopter crash. And there were too the necessary obituaries,
eul ogi es and comments about the man hinself and the i nredi ate i nmpact of

hi s deat h.

Natural |y, praises for the man poured profusely frommany sources, but
there was the odd remark which inferred, albeit obliquely, that w thout
the Prime Mnister's support, he would not be the man with the M das
t ouch.

As an ordinary nmenber of the public, | knewthe late Tan Sri only
t hrough Press reports and of course the grapevine. Therefore | see nyself,
inthis instance, as an inpartial observer of the human condition.

It is ny assunption that when the PM picks an individual out froma
crowded field of hopefuls, all of themof imrense calibre, this particular
person nust be, in the PMs estimation at | east, soneone of exceptiona
ability. Surely we are not expected to believe that the PMs choice is
based on whi mand fancy al one!

In the case of Yahaya, whose nmeteoric rise could not fail to capture the
public's imagination, | presune that the criteria for the PMs decision
was a straightforward matter of his rel evant know edge, proven business
acunen and hi s unequi vocal sharing of the PMs vision for Ml aysia.

For most of us, nyself included, the foresight that has taken the
country to where it is nowwithin a very short space of tinme is pitted
wi th danger. There is, for exanple, the Proton venture. (A nore
appropriate exanple, in this case, one cannot hope to find.) This has
proven to be nothing | ess than an adventure, and a good one at that.

I amsure that nany had doubted the feasibility of this anbitious
project and | for one still do feel that as an average mi ddl e-cl ass
citizen the price for nme has been a little too high. However, apart from
my selfish concern, Proton is arguably the watershed of the country's
entry into devel oped nation status.

Granted that we have ahead of us a | ong and arduous journey but the
Proton venture has given us the mleage we needed in a world of nothing
but econom c challenges. A nation's sinking or swnmng rests on its
ability to neet these challenges well!

Notice, too, that Malaysia is no | onger denigrated as a nock denocracy
sinmply because the PMis unforgiving in his pursuit of success, for
Mal aysi a especially, and the devel oping world in general. It is now al nost
i npossible to find criticismof the PMin the international Press that
once was prone to accusing himof being a dictator. Wy? Because the
fruits of his labour are too real to deny.

Mal aysi a has full enploynment and plays host to the unenpl oyed of our
nei ghbours. Foreign workers cone to this country not because the oil noney
has made Mal aysi ans i ndol ent and i ndul gent. Rather, they are here because
there is just not enough of us to fill jobs that are truly econonmically
producti ve.

My contention then is that anbitions that defy established econom c
t heories pushed the PMto |l ook for the truly gifted - a person who could
go beyond what we who profess to be well-educated see as sacred and
therefore shoul d not be violated. The | ate Yahaya, however, respected the
ability of the human nind and will to push the frontiers of know edge



further and proved that even well-serving theories can be tweaked to all ow
for the success of exceptional endeavours.

For instance, when he, with the PMs bl essings, decided to sal vage Lot us
Group International, the international financial Press |auded it as a
cl ever nanoeuvre to bring Fornula One technology to Mal aysia's car
i ndustry. Proton is now set to enter the high-end car nmarket. Ml aysi ans
were instead needl essly worrying that this nove might be nmore folly than
w sdom

It is such a pity that his untinmely dem se robs the industry of an
i nformed stewardship for the man epitomnm sed one of those rare occasi ons
when convergence of appropriate know edge, vision and business acumen
occurs in one single person

Under st andabl y, therefore, many junped to unfortunate concl usi ons when
there was a slight delay in announcing his successor. (What with the
tradi ng of the counters under Yahaya's group of conpani es bei ng suspended
on the KLSE.) Don't they know that even where corporate ownership
structures are clearly delineated boardroomargunments and fights nake for
del ays?

In Mal aysia privatisation is not a sinple exercise of giving over to the
hi ghest bi dder what is a public enterprise. Here the nove to privatise is
a calculated risk, one which could be unnentionably tragic if things go
wrong. The Governnent wi shes that the undertaking will grow but no | onger
feels that it is appropriate to place this kind of pressure on public
coffers. Hence, private ownership. This places on the government the
burden of a stringent nonitoring function.

Yahaya did not buy out the public but rather the public through its
| eaders have entrusted himwi th nurturing further and taking the
enterprise to greater heights of achievenents. In our privatisation
exerci se therefore our | eaders cannot tol erate any possible failure.

Not unnaturally, then, time was needed to search for the npst suitable
successor to inherit this nassive public trust. A person with an ability
profile closest to the deceased would be the nost preferable. It is not
that there is insufficient Ml ay business talents because we all know t hat
there is a pool, nay, a reservoir of themall over the country.

It is nore because the autonobile industry of the country is already
wel |l established. But it is an industry that exists in a highly
conmpetitive international environment. The wrong stewardship could
actual |y nean disaster for the country and could bring our carefully
nurtured econony to its knees!
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