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Leaders' ability to govern put to test with current econom c probl ens

Dat uk Seri Adi b Adam

I WAS asked recently who | thought nost likely to inherit the Prine
Mnister's mantle. | did not dignify the question with an answer. At best,
it is academic; at worst, m schievous.

Rather, it is nore pertinent to ask whether the anoi nted successor is
ready to take on what the incunbent has nmade a heavy responsibility. Heavy
because Prine M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad will | eave a great
| egacy: a nation united, determined to stay on track for a fully devel oped
status by 2020, notw thstanding that we face an econom ¢ sl owdown.

When Dr Mahathir left Anwar in charge of the country for two whol e
nmont hs | ast year, it was obvious that he felt the tine had cone to ease
his deputy into what is the country's npst demandi ng office and ensure a
snoot h succession. Not surprisingly, after the two nonths, cane the
of ficial endorsenent for a job well done.

Quite tinely if you ask ne! Look at the problens | ndonesia is facing,
vis-a-vis the nam ng of President Suharto's successor for purposes of
restoring international confidence in the Indonesian econony.

Not that Anwar woul d have faced the sane reaction as Habi bie. The
international Press has, to date, afforded the forner high regard - one
not normally given to Third World | eaders who are not heads of governnent
and this he has retained throughout the past half year despite regional
econom ¢ convul si ons.

Herein lies the crux of his ability to govern: the econom ¢ convul sions.
By sheer coincidence, the Deputy Prime Mnister is also the Finance
M ni ster - unusually so for Malaysia. And, as if by divine providence, he
is being put to the nost gruelling and arduous test. As Fi nance M nister,
his office is pivotal to the country's recovery.

By all reasonable indicators, he seens to be navigating the econony
towards cal ner waters. O course, it is early days yet but the gradua
return of foreign funds to the stock market is a good onen i ndeed!

In recent remarks, he has nmade it clear that he concurs with the
i nternational econom ¢ conmunity that what the country needs is greater
transparency, the end of cronyismand the inculcation of a "free civil
society.” The last | take to nmean greater denocratic freedons for you and
me. What he resents, according to the newspapers, is the patronising
nat ure of such advice

These, | feel, are sincere statenents froma man whose ethical probity
is grounded in the strength of his faith in Islam a religion that nakes
no apol ogy for its unwavering insistence on justice and fair play, the two
fundanental s that woul d not only guarantee econom ¢ growth but al so soci al
devel opnent.

Anwar, as his track record denonstrates, will not neglect the poor. If
there are instances where actions attributed to himhave not matched his
words, it is his lieutenants who nust bear the blanme of inaptitude. |
bel i eve, too, that his current preoccupation with the econony will further
hone a much-needed skill to ensure our continued econom c prosperity.

Dr Mahathir's decision not to go to the International Monetary Fund with
a begging bowl is wise. It is this wisdomthat has gi ven Anwar the
flexibility to manoeuvre policies such that Ml aysians will not suffer
needl essly. W have all been able to celebrate the festive season
reasonably well albeit alittle |l owkey but it was very becom ng of a
nation prepared for a period of self-inposed austerity.



| amsure, too, that there will be nore pain to conme before any gain can
be achi eved. For instance, the pain of corporate bankruptcies as the
private sector begins paying for its profligacy. The Finance M nister nust
let it happen because keeping themafloat nowis to sink the country's
future. After all, bankruptcy is to capitalismwhat hell is to Islam- an
essential built-in correcting nechanism the former to nake certain the
creation of sound capitalists while the latter fosters the naking of good
Musl i ns.

If grappling with econom c problens of the nagnitude that Ml aysia is
now goi ng through does not give Anwar the necessary credentials for
governance, | do not know what will. This is the tinme for consolidating
our past successes and | aying the groundwork for future ones.

And, once Anwar is Prine Mnister, he will need a Finance M nister of
uni npeachabl e ability. For this, there can be only one tried and tested
menber of the present Cabinet - Rafidah Aziz.

One final observation not in any way neant to hurt or injure, and
neither is it nmeant to be jocular or flippant. In nmy estimation, Dr Van
Azizah, like Dr Siti Hasmah, will do Mal aysia proud. As a professional,
she is a woman of substance. She is personable, friendly, unassum ng and
unpretentious. She will also put the nation in good stead in the Muslim
wor | d.

And, she epitom ses Islamc nodernity by the sinmple act of tying her
headscarf smartly round her neck instead of allowing it to billow and
flutter about her person. This is not only chic and flattering. Mre
importantly, it lends the wearer a briskness and professionalismsuited to
a contenporary person always in the public eye
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