10/ 09/ 1999
Studi es cone first, Mahathir tells varsity students

Lokman Mansor

PRIME M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanad yesterday drove honme the
point to Ml aysian university students that their focus and responsibility
now shoul d be towards their studies, so that they can later contribute to
the country's devel opnent.

Speaking to a packed gathering of nore than 4,000 students from 11

public and four private sector institutions of higher |learning in Bangi
yesterday, he said it is up to the future generation to ensure Ml aysia's
conti nued success and i ndependence.

"I ndependence is neaningless if it does not bring with it changes that
will |ead towards devel opnent.

"That is why we enphasise so nuch on education to help those who are

| eft behind, particularly the Bumiputera and Mal ays," Dr Mhathir said.
The gathering was described as an opportunity for direct contact between
Dr Mahathir and university students, a group that has been lately
perceived to be anti-Governnent. This is partly due to the participation
of some university students in denpbnstrating against the sacking of Datuk
Seri Anwar | brahi m

The nore than two-hour gathering included a cl osed-door question and
answer session between the Prime Mnister and the students.

Speaking at a news conference later, Dr Mahathir said he told the
students that they can follow political devel opments in the country but
should only be active in politics after they have graduated and began
wor Ki ng.

"Only after conpleting their studies should they get involved, directly
or indirectly, in national politics to influence the way the country is
adm ni stered," he said.

Dr Mahathir said other issues raised during the dial ogue included
students' welfare, financial assistance, corruption and the country's
adnmi ni stration of political, economc and social matters.

In his speech earlier, Dr Mihathir said during the recent crisis, there
have been attenpts by outsiders to recolonise the country through economic
means and they al nost succeeded. It is up to the future generation to
ensure this never happens.

"Even sonme foreign | eaders have tried to topple the Governnent, and it
doesn't matter that they cone from the nobst powerful nation, we are not
willing to give in. W are prepared to leave only if the people decide so
in an election," he added.

Dr Mahathir said in the post-Ilndependence years, about 20 per cent of

the Government's budget went to provide education for Mlaysians. It is a
shane, therefore, if these opportunities are not properly utilised

He said this is why, unlike sone Opposition parties, the Barisan

Nasi onal has tried to keep politics out of the universities, so that
students are not distracted fromtheir studies.

Dr Mahathir said the Governnent not only allocated schol arships but also
subsi di sed all students of higher learning institutions.

"This is because the fees Bum putera and non-Bum putera students pay is
only one-tenth of the universities' actual expenses.

Dr Mahathir said he kept hinself away fromuniversities in recent years
because he planned to withdraw from politics and the CGovernment. |nstead
he left it to his potential successor then (Anwar) to get close to all
sectors of society, including students, Umo and state |eaders.



"I planned to step down in 1997. | am already old and was approaching 73

then. But then the country was attacked by currency speculators, | felt

that | needed to postpone ny retirenent,"” he added.

Dr Mahathir explained the Governnent's unorthodox neasures to tackle the

econonmic crisis, and how the nmeasures have now received worl dw de

acknow edgenment for their success.

The Prine Mnister said as a leader he is prepared to listen to conments

and criticisnms nade by all parties. Praises alone can cause del usions that

one cannot make any mi stakes, when actually it nay be harnful to

t hensel ves, the country and peopl e.

Meanwhi | e, asked if nore dialogues with students will be held, Dr

Mahat hir said there is a need to fill the gap between the information

being fed to the students and what is actually happening in the country.
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