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MAHATHI R, FI RMLY | N CONTROL, FI GHTS BACK

By: Azman U ang

KUALA LUMPUR, June 21 (Bernama) -- Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad' s openi ng speech at the annual Umo general assenbly has
al ways been regarded as his "Speech of the Year" and this year was no
different.

It's like the U S. President's State of the Union address that spells
out the nation's agenda for the year

This year it was all the nore a speech Ml aysi ans and Mal aysi an
wat chers ali ke were | ooking forward to because unlike in previous years
when Ml aysi a was enj oyi ng econoni c boom the country is facing its worst
ever econom ¢ downturn caused by the regional currency turnoil

But the three-day general assenbly of the biggest party in the ruling
coalition that ended this evening saw nore than its usual share of
controversial issues on the agenda, coming as it did am d accusati ons by
the party's Youth wing | eader about nepotismand cronyismin the award of
some privatisation projects and a series of articles in international
magazi nes and newspapers calling on Dr Mahathir to step down and hand over
power to his Deputy Datuk Seri Anwar |brahim

Fi ghting back, Dr Mahathir pulled a surprise when yesterday he nade
public a list containing nanmes of a few hundred peopl e awar ded
privatisation contracts. He followed it up today with another |ist
cont ai ni ng nanmes of hundreds of others who benefited from hundreds of
mllions of ringgit worth of special shares offered to Bum puteras by
conpani es listed on the Kuala Lunmpur Stock Exchange.

These unprecedented di scl osures heated up debate in the otherw se
chilly condition inside Putra Wrld Trade Centre's Dewan Merdeka, for many
years now the venue of the nation's biggest political show of the year

In his opening speech on Friday, Dr Mahathir, in his usual conbative
style, turned the table on his foreign critics, saying the regiona
econom c crisis was an attenpt by the West to recol oni se Ml aysi a.

Mal aysi a, he said, like its other Southeast Asian nei ghbours, had
fallen victimto the colonialists who have virtually destroyed the once
Ti ger econom es of the region through globalisation, |iberalisation and

der egul ati on.

The influential Asian Wall Street Journal, for instance, in a report
| ast week, called on the prine mnister to announce during this genera
assenbly itself, his retirenent plans to make way for Anwar.

I ndications that Dr Mahathir would pull a rabbit up his sleeve at the
assenbl y gai ned nonment um when the Umo president sounded out a warning in a
cl osed-door neeting with party | eaders at the national, state and
di vi sional |evels on Wdnesday.

" Dr Mahathir told this nmeeting that if India and Paki stan coul d nmake
nucl ear bonbs, he too has a bonmb which he could explode if necessary," said
a party insider who attended the neeting.

Dr Mahathir, who has on a few occasions told his interviewers that he
regards his position as Umo president as nore inportant than that of the
prime mnister, today took nore than 90 minutes to hit back at his critics.

Speaking in a neasured tone to drive home his counter-attack to the
1, 900-strong del egates, the prine mnister appeared particularly stung by
the criticismof nepotismand cronyi smwhich canme not fromhis Wstern
critics but fromUmo's own Youth wing chief, Datuk Ahmad Zahid Hami di

Zahid at the Youth wi ng's annual assenbly on Thursday, spoke strongly



incalling for an end to the "unfair distribution” of the country's wealth
t hrough the privatisation projects.

Dr Mahathir took Zahid's criticismhead-on, saying it was unfortunate
that it had cone froma senior party nenber, who had chosen to discuss the
matter publicly, and in the process undermning the party's unity and
country's stability, instead of raising it during neetings of the Suprene
Counci | .

He rem nded party nenbers about what happened to | ndonesia where the
i ssue of nepotismand cronyi smcaused social unrest that led to the
downfal |l of President Suharto |ast nonth.

But he said there was nothing to conpare the circunstances prevailing
in Mal aysia and I ndonesia. He said in Indonesia, which Dr Mahathir did not
however identify by name, virtually all privatisation projects were given
to children of the forner president and their cronies.

" The lists which we nmade public showed that hundreds of people
benefited fromthe privatisation and the special issue of special shares in
Mal aysi a.

" So many of them are not even known to nme or to the mnisters. | admt
that nmy children were al so given shares but they did not get nore than
others. Wien we tal k of nepotismand cronyism it nmeans the benefits go
only to a few people close to the | eader of the country but here thousands
of others also benefit,"” he said.

" When the Umo Youth | eader hinself nmakes this kind of accusation
it's like hurling faeces at all of us, including at ne," he said.

Reci pients of the special shares, ranging from hundreds of thousands to
mllions of units, include Dr Mahathir's three sons, the father-in-I|aw of
Deputy Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Anwar |brahim forner deputy prine
m ni sters Tun CGhafar Baba and Tan Sri Misa Hitam and a daughter of
Gover nnent Econom ¢ Advi ser Tun Dai m Zai nuddi n.

Once again, Deputy Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Anwar |brahim had to cone
out with an assurance that it did not cross his mnd to challenge Dr
Mahat hir for the Umo presidency at the party polls schedul ed next year.

He had to do this because Dr Mahathir in his w nding-up speech said
that while he did not doubt Anwar's |oyaty and support to himas party
president and prinme mnister, there were times he was not too sure of this
when statenments attributed to Anwar and articles of this effect were
witten in the foreign nedia.

Anwar admitted today that he had been repeatedly asked by foreign
journalists why he did not dare to go for the party presidency, which
brings with it the post of prinme mnister

" One of themeven told nme that the undercurrents were very strong, and
that I would win the president's post because he said | had 65 per cent of
t he support of Umo menbers. Way should I....to ne the party and nationa
interests are paranount and not my own personal agenda," said Anwar.

An Australian journalist asked Dr Mahathir at a press conference |ater
if the show of support for both himand Anwar neant that he would be
president and prinme mnister for another four years.

He said that this would appear to be so but things could al so change.
"Four year maybe, but at the same tinme | can withdraw at any tinme within
the period. This is a personal decision | haven't yet nade,"” he said.

Dr Mahathir has enmerged from another party general assenbly firmy in
the driver's seat, but it was al so obvious that he was thinking nore about
the nation's No.1 agenda, that of putting the battered econony back on
tracks.

" 1 amworking all the tine, including on Saturdays and Sundays, to try
to overcone our problens. Sometines | can't sleep well |ooking at the
econom c indicators, our falling ringgit and other problens,” he said.



In a way, the just-ended general assenbly was a baptismof fire for
Zahi d.

He did show his nmettle by being outspoken in a party not very tol erant
of open criticism but in some ways, it has backfired on him
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