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PM s | eave generates nuch interest

A. Kadir Jasin

| F i ndeed Mal aysi ans big and small, mighty and hunble, are half as sincere
in expressing gratitude to Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad as they appear
to be, they shoul d accept his explanation for his inpending two-nonth

| eave and the reason for appointing Datuk Seri Anwar |brahimas acting
Prime Mnister.

Speaking to the Press upon his return froma three-nation official tour
of Africa on Thursday, the Prime Mnister said he was taking extended
| eave to rest and to put his thoughts on paper

He said with the country enjoying stability, the time was ripe for him
to go on long | eave which he had not enjoyed since beconing Prine
M ni ster. Responding to the Press, he said the | eave had nothing to do
with his health.

In the past decade, many Ml aysi ans, regardl ess of whether they are on
t he side of the Governnent, against it or neutral, have openly
acknow edged Dr Mahathir's success in transform ng the country to what it
i s today.

This point is pertinent in understanding the changing attitude of the
peopl e towards the Prinme M nister as he approaches the 16th anniversary of
hi s | eadershi p next nonth.

It is recalled that just over a decade ago, not an insignificant nunber
of Mal aysians had called for his ouster, blam ng himfor the 1985/ 86
econom ¢ recession which, for the first tine, saw the country recording a
negative grow h.

H s opponents in and outside Umo said only his ouster would revive the
econony and save the country. Even his closest allies were either
deserting himor were having second thoughts about his ability to govern
A l esser nortal woul d have succunbed and given up

But proving yet again that he thrived on chall enges, Dr Mahathir
subjected the political elite to a shock treatnment. He brought into the
Cabi net a political unknown - Tun Dai m Zai nuddin - as Fi nance M ni ster and
I'i beralised the econony.

Dai m s appoi ntmrent and Anwar's nmeteoric rise in Umo and the Governnent
caused consi derabl e resentment anong the entrenched interest groups in the
party, which manifested itself in the opposition to Dr Mahathir's
| eadership in the 1987 Umo el ection.

H s cal cul ated risk-taking worked. Froma m nus one per cent growth in
1985, the econony recovered speedily to 1.2 per cent in 1986, 5.3 per cent
in 1987 and thereafter in excess of eight per cent annually.

Today, very few Ml aysi ans, including the very sane peopl e who want ed
hi m out over a decade ago, would dare to think of |iving wi thout him
These include the very sane people who partied on the evening of the 1987
Umo el ection, confident that he woul d be defeated by Tengku Razal ei gh
Hanzah for the post of Ummo president.

He won narrow y and as circunstances woul d have it, anpbng the biggest
beneficiaries of his pragmati c econom c policy were several businessnen,
nmost |y non-Buni put eras, who had gathered with Tengku Razal eigh in
anticipation of his victory.

It is for these and other rel ated reasons since he became Prine M nister
that talk of his going on |ong | eave has generated so much interest.
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