28/ 08/ 1997
Narrow t he i nconme gap to spread out tal ented people

Har un Hashi m

THE Prime Mnister, Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad the ot her day nade a
very significant statement. He said, if you want to be rich do not becone
a politician or a government servant.

These positions he said call for dedication in the service of the
country above considerations of financial rewards.

To illustrate the point he was naking, he said his nonthly salary as
Prime Mnister is RML6, 000 whereas sone heads of corporations under his
mnistry were paid much nore than that. The Prine Mnister's statenent is
in fact reflective of the changes in our social order that have taken
pl ace si nce i ndependence

Bef ore i ndependence governnent servants were considered the elite of
soci ety because of the power and prestige they held in public life.

Seni or officers of the civil service held positions of Chief Mnister,
State Secretary and District O ficer which w el ded consi derable politica
power .

In States with hereditary Rul ers who were soverei gn and exercised
absol ute power, these officials were directly linked to the pal ace. A
official acts were expressed in the nane of the Ruler, hence the Ml ay
word keraj aan for governnent.

In Johor, for exanple, governnent funds were referred to as Duit Raja

Governnent servants then were truly dedi cated. Many were the sons and
grandsons of people who were thensel ves governnent servants. There was
fam ly tradition and honour to uphold.

Added to this was job security and the life-tine pension to | ook forward
to.

I ndeed they enjoyed a lifestyle way above that of nost ordinary people
on their governnent sal aries. Hence corruption was practically unheard of
and the standard of integrity in public |ife was high.

The social order and environnment of the time attracted and retained the
best qualified people in government service.

Busi nessnmen were regarded as belonging to a | ower strata of society.

After independence, there was a perceptible shift of the best people
into politics because political power had now passed fromthe civil
servant to the politician elected by the people.

Many civil servants resigned and entered politics. Indeed all our Prine
M nisters so far were initially in government service.

So al so were a nunber of Cabinet Mnisters until the | ate 1970s.

They carried with themthe same standard of integrity in political life
as they did when in governnment service. In addition they had played an
active part in the fight for i ndependence fromcolonial rule.

They were truly dedicated in the service of the country and the peopl e.
Led by exanple, the public service as a whole was still largely clean and
free fromcorruption.

The next nmmjor shift of the best people began to occur in the aftermath
of the racial riots of May 13, 1969 which gave birth to the New Econom ¢
Pol i cy. Thousands of school -1 eavers were sent abroad to acquire higher
academ ¢ and professional qualifications.

On their return they began their careers in the private sector. Wthin
two decades they had risen to be captains of industry.

The corporate world has attracted the nost brilliant of our university
gr aduat es.



They are not interested in joining governnent service or even entering
politics. In their mndset, governnment servants and politicians are there
to serve their business interests.

They are now the elite of society with their |uxurious hones, cars,
yachts and private jets. It is the era of the rich and the fanobus. THey
recei ve enornous sal aries, fees and al | owances.

In addition, they are not exposed to the regul ated and transparent life
of a government servant or politician who are often bl amed when things go
wr ong and sel dom acknow edged when things are right.

Governnent servants and politicians are not exactly poor. The huge and
wi dening disparity in incomes between the public and private sectors,
especially between people with simlar qualifications in the higher |evels
of both sectors, however is cause for national concern not the |east of
which it creates a fertile ground to sow the seeds of corruption.

There is obvious di senchannment and frustration in the public service.
Many highly qualified civil servants are still in government service only
because they have to serve out their bonded period in governnent under
their schol arship contracts.

They are waiting for the tine to get out even with the | oss of pension
rights. Wth such people, dedication in the service of the country is
furthest fromtheir m nds.

If the present trend continues unabated, we will end up with a nediocre
civil service and puppet politicians by the year 2020.

To be sure the country needs tal ented people in governnent service,
politics and the private sector. Sone sort of bal anced distribution of
tal ented human resource has to be achi eved and nai nt ai ned.

It seens that the only practical way is to narrow the gap in incones
between the public and private sectors. O course this will cost the
t axpayers nore but quality does not conme cheap. It is not too high a price
to pay for a corruption-free public service which we once had because our
governnent servants and Mnisters were the best paid in the region.

It must be renmenbered that w thout dedi cated governnent servants and
politicians, businessnen will not achieve fame and fortune. It is only
fair and just that incomes be equitably distributed.

Dedi cation yes but often times, the spirit is willing but the flesh is
weak!
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