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Excel l ence, clear set of noral values vital in civil service

Fel i x Abi sheganaden

OUR Prine Mnister has done it one nore tinme. He has delivered yet another
inspiring appeal to civil servants to avoid corruption and to ensure
professionalismin the public sector.

Addressing themrecently, Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhanad spoke of the
exciting chall enges and rewardi ng prospects awaiting them

H's remarks clearly call for the devel opnent of the human factor. For
hi gher ethical standards all round. Qualities that can be acquired by
accessing the powers of the mnd, followi ng the dictates of the heart and
not forgetting one's own gut feelings.

The good doctor di agnosed "professionalisn as "giving non-partisan
service" and "not taking sides while dutifully carrying out one's
responsibilities". He cited the Armed Forces - where discipline is spelt
with a capital "D'.

Frankly, had it not been a formal occasion, the Prinme Mnister who is
not known to pull punches would, | believe, have put it this way: "Cone
on, chaps; you cannot expect to do first-class things if you are third-
cl ass persons. "

Unfortunately, there is a great deal of conplacency. Many people | have
tal ked with, including sonme corporate executives, put a lowpriority on
excel l ence in governnment. They appear not to understand the significant
role they can play in achieving this excellence.

Some even question the very concept of excellence in government and in
public service. As one rather brash get-rich-quick operator told ne:
"Thank God for corruption; otherwi se nothing will work." How pathetic.

Actual Iy, the question of civil service reformis an on-going issue
engagi ng the attention of governnments the world over. Sone in the private
sector believe the Governnent should be content with hiring conpetent
people - not the best and nost tal ented people.

A good case, they say, can be nmade that those bright sparks are needed
in the private sector where wealth is produced rather than consumed. They
mai ntain that the Governnent does not need top graduates, admnistrative
offices staffed with MBA hol ders, or policy shops full of the best and
brightest.

One foreign businessman | spoke to is convinced that the Governnent's
goal shoul d not be enpl oyee excell ence, but enpl oyee sufficiency. He is
adamant |y opposed to the concept of excellence in governnent.

"The very idea is terrifying," he says, adding that "inmagine what life
would be like if you had a highly notivated | ncone Tax Departnent, an
aggressi ve Departnment of Environnent, Mnistry of Health and Road
Transport Authority."

"Any day |I'Il go for a government that is disorganised, |ethargic and
lowperfornming. It's the people's best hope for the preservation of
liberty."

Preservation of Liberty?

What liberty would there be had we not had top brains in the Governnent
to inplenent strategies to get us out of the econom c recession w thout
| MF intervention?

What liberty would there be if the public service |acked strategists in
order to pronpte regional peace and security?

Al so, what liberty would there be if we do not have civil servants
capabl e of drawi ng up and i nplenenting blueprints to i nprove the | ot of



t he have-nots?

Mere enpl oyee self-sufficiency in the Governnent will never be enough.
Excel l ence i s essenti al

Then the need to be "non-partisan®. This is a position requiring a high
degree of self-discipline. As we know it, self-discipline neans foll ow ng
one's intellectual conclusions even when enotions are running high. It
means adherence to the principle of doing what is correct rather than the
i nstinctive thing.

Presi dent Charles de Gaulle once said: "I amoften wong in what | do
but barely wong in what | predict.” In other words his intellect usually
gave himthe right insight into what to do. But his enotions or
instinctive desires often rul ed the day.

Unfortunately, for many of us, instinctive desires tend to be oriented
towards i mredi ate gratification which could be detrinmental to our |ong-

t erm progress.

The experts say that self-discipline is a learnt art rather than i nborn
talent. The key is to be convinced of the | ong-term negative consequences
of an action or inaction.

Next, the question of ethics. Firstly, let's ook at three fal se views
of ethics.

First, ethics are not nerely what's enforceable. Those who rely on the
law as their standard forget that | aws change. Laws can be bent, dodged
and mi si nt erpreted.

Besi des, because they are made by i nperfect people, |aws cannot possibly
be perfect in all situations or at all tines.

Merely observing a rule of |aw doesn't necessarily nake one ethical.
Renenber, segregation laws (in the US) were once | egal but nost certainly
obeyi ng themdid not make a person ethical. Mdrre than 90 per cent of the
Fortune 500 conpani es require enpl oyees to subscribe to a code of ethics.

Second, ethics are not always what's expedient. W live in a society
that places a prem um on personal freedom And while this has nmade us the
envy of many, it has made us a society of cheats.

We junp queues; play golf during office hours; don't say a word if
under-charged for groceries; and cheat huge suns of noney off enpl oyers by
arriving late, scooting off early and msusing tine on the job. It's an
endl ess |i st.

Wy do we do this? Because the odds of getting away with themare so
good. That's why ethics are not nerely what's enforceabl e.

Third, ethics are not always what's excusable. The ability to justify a
wong or to rationalise a deed after it's been done does not nake it
et hi cal .

The sad fact today is that nothing seens to be wong any nore. In this
age of situational ethics we have chosen not to change our ways but to
cone up with alternative nanes for w ong.

What used to be wong (when | was a teenager and got wal |l oped for by ny
dad) is not really wong today, but "stupid'. This nmeans you can be
excused for doing sonething unethical because you did a "dunb thing".

Next, if an action is legally perm ssible, then it nust be norally
accept abl e, and perhaps, even good.

Thirdly, what's wong is not really wong anynore but "sick". Wong
deeds are done not intentionally, but because the culprit is not well!

What's wong is not really wong any nore ... "But only to be expected".
This means an act can be justified because of mitigating circunstances.
Having listed three fal se concepts of ethics, | would Iike to state the

lay person's definition of the word. It is sinply this: "Ethics is the
moral strength to do what we knowis right and not to do what we knowis
wr ong! "



Agai n the human factor comes very much to the fore. Wat each and
everyone of us - whether in or out of the Government - needs is a clear
set of values that deternine our day to day behavi our. W need to know
what we believe in, in order to understand why we should do things in a
certain way.

Somebody once said: "Wat you believe is right. What you believe is
wong. What you believe is good. Wat you believe is evil." W need to
know what we believe in, in order to avoid basing our actions on whins or
enotions - or short-termgratification.

Yet, another dinmension to the debate on ethics is the nunber of tinmes we
have all owed "l ogic" to overrule our gut reaction to people or situations
- nmuch to our regret.

And you know what? | recently |learned that our intestine is lined with
the tissue identical to that which encases our brain. This nmay explain why
our gut also seens to "think and tal k" to us.

Sone tine ago | read in Tinme that Nick Leeson, the rogue trader who
brought down Barings, had earlier been sought by another bank until the
"head- hunter" who neet himsaid in his report: "He | ooks good on paper but
there's sonething about himl don't trust."

Finally, have you ever known sonmeone who practises sonething called
situational ethics? Who changes his ethical standards to fit each new
situation?

This kind of person is not immoral. He is anoral. He doesn't have a
standard of right or wong. Right is sinply in his best interest at any
gi ven nonent .

Situational ethics or anorality doesn't work. It is inperative that we
decide on a clear, concise set of noral values while our intellect is in
control

Then, when that noney is on the table - sorry, under it - we would be
more likely to act in accordance with the noral standards we have deci ded
in advance to live by, aided, of course, by that feeling around the
mdriff.

( END)
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