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No regrets spending |last four years “in prison'

Jeffri Razal
IN early February 1994, Federal Criminal Investigation Department director
Dat uk Zaman Khan was the man in the news.

The crime-buster, who had put many hardcore crimnals behind bars, was
tipped to take over the Prisons Departnent to weed out corruption and
crime thriving behind the cells, and restore public confidence in the
penal system

Whi | e many woul d have grabbed such an appoi ntment, made by no | ess than
Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanad, who is al so Hone M nister,
as another feather to the cap, Zanan wasn't exactly junping with joy.

At about the same tinme, vicious runpurs were being spun that Zaman had
fallen out of favour with the police top brass and that he was to be put
in "cold storage" at the Prisons Departnent.

But it wasn't the runours or the fact that a nove to the Prisons
Department would inevitably cap his clinb up the police hierarchy that
left the man i n despair and desol ate.

"Yes, | was heartbroken and sad when | found out about the posting. But
it had nothing to do with what peopl e thought about ny personal
anbitions," Zaman sai d.

Rat her, he wasn't ready to face the prenature term nation of his career
as a police officer.

"Being a police officer was all that | had wanted to do, ever since
was appoi nted a cadet Assistant Superintendent in 1962.

"I ama policeman and having lived that |ife throughout my adulthood,
felt that prison was not a place for nme. | felt then like a fish out of
wat er here," said Zanman

Speaking at his spacious office at the departnent's headquarters in
Bukit Wra, Kajang, recently, his perspective changed after a neeting with
Dr Mahathir.

Zaman, who will retire on Wdnesday, recalled how Dr Mahathir made it
clear to himon the inportance of continuing the efforts put in by his
predecessor during the neeting they had at the fornmer's office in the
Prime M nister's Departnent.

This was days prior to his transition as Prisons director-general on Feb
2, 1994,

"I't was his way of handling the matter that nade nme agree to the
appoi ntnent, " said Zaman, w thout wanting to el aborate on the details of
the di scussion he had with Dr Mahathir.

Four years down the line, Zaman's mission as entrusted to himby the
Prime M nister was acconplished. Taking over will be Prisons deputy
di rector-general Orar Mohaned Dan.

Wth Orar at the helm the Prisons Departnent is now back on its own
feet, having been under the supervision and control of Zaman, and his
predecessor, former Federal CID director Datuk Yassin Jaafar, who was
seconded to the post in 1990.

Today, Zaman calls his office at the Prisons Departnent his second hone.
In fact, he quips that he has no regrets spending the last four years of
his service behind the prison walls.

In many ways, he has cone to terns with his stay at the prison. He calls
his prison staff "ny large famly", and the prisoners, "nmy dependants".

When he assuned the post, the departnent was still undergoing a nmassive
shake-up after a host of problens, including ranpant prison breakouts,



host age-t aki ng i nci dents and dadah trafficking anong warders.

VWi | e he was consi dered by many as a tough disciplinarian during his
days with the police, he seened to have nell owed wi th age.

"I't was tough trying to adapt to the lifestyle here.

"Although I ama policeman, running a prison is Geek to nme. Luckily, ny
men were very hel pful and they accepted ne despite ny shortcomni ngs," Zaman
sai d.

One of the first things that he did after taking over the departnent was
to visit the correctional facilities.

And it was at the Henry GQurney Boys' School in Teluk Enas, Ml acca, that
he came to realise that prison |life was nore than just being punished for
one's crines.

"When | saw the boys at the school, | told nyself that sone of them can
be rehabilitated. And it dawned upon nme that the responsibility was m ne.

"It was a turning point for ne in nmy career, and | have not | ooked back
since," said Zaman

That personal realisation brought changes in the prison rehabilitation
system not only in terns of programres, but al so the approach.

Zaman sai d al t hough the popul ar belief was that crininals should be
subj ected to the harshest possible punishnent, his view was that the best
way of rehabilitating an innmate was to treat himas a hunan bei ng.

"This is what | have been telling ny nen. Treat the inmates with respect
and of fer hunmane treatnent, and they can be your nobst |oyal prison
occupant s.

"This will also augur well for their rehabilitation process. Al though we
must be firmwi th them we nust never use force or disgrace them" said
Zaman.

In the past three years, Zaman has had a relatively trouble-free
admi ni strati on of the prisons.

But he still regrets that he does not have enough tine to address
several lingering problens, which were already in existence even before he
or Yassin were posted to the departnent.

He was referring to dadah trafficking and addiction in the prisons.

"Despite our continuous efforts to check this problem there are stil
cases being reported. It is not as ranpant as before, but it is stil
happeni ng.

"I can safely say that only 0.2 per cent of the 23,000 inmates is
i nvol ved.

"l have had this dream of w ping out this nenace during my tenure, but
probably, | amtoo idealistic,” said Zaman.

Asked what he considered to be his nost successful project during his
termas Prisons chief, Zaman gave a nodest answer.

"Success is subjective, and it is up to the public to judge ne for ny
efforts.”

When pressed further, Zanman said he was proud to be part of the team
whi ch had i nproved public confidence in the country's correctiona
institution.

"Yassin has done a good job in addressing the problens here. | was | ucky
because my nmen are commtted in their job and this nmade things easier.

"Knowi ng that the departnent | amleaving nowis in better shape than
what it was four years ago, is enough to make ne happy," said Zaman

And as for his plans after retiring, he cracked a sly snmile and said, in
obvious reference to his rotund figure: "Maybe | will go on a diet."
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