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PMs lively and frank di scussion with our students in UK

Ahmad A Talib
TWO nmeetings with two groups of students in two continents within two
nmonths - that's what Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad did.

| had the good fortune to be present at both: one in Chicago | ast nmonth
and the second i n Manchester, Engl and, on Fri day.

The meetings started with the PMaddressing the cromd, and this was
foll owed by a questi on and answer session. On both occasi ons, the session
turned out to be lively and frank. Sone of our students have grown in
maturity and rai sed i ssues in an articul at e manner.

In Manchester, the PMgave a short address, preferring to hear conments
and take in questions fromthe crowd. There's a sizeabl e student
popul ati on i n the Manchester area, with recent arrivals of sone 30
post-graduate students with their fam |y nenbers.

When he arrived, Dr Mahathir was i mredi ately shown t he stage, where a
Mal aysi an fl ag gave the gathering a distinctly Mal aysian flavour. A
bespectacl ed student in his late 20s or early 30s, Zainal Abidin, acted as
Mast er of Cerenpni es and this was foll owed by wel coning remarks by a girl
in a sarong kebaya, Nurlena Quadra.

Nurl ena is vice president of the Ml aysian Student Society, speaking
confidently and clearly with a trace of an English accent. The | ecture
hal | was slowy being filled as nore students arrived.

The exchanges between the PMand t he students were warmand friendly.
Wien he entered the hall, the students rose and gave hi ma standi ng
ovation. | was told by a coll eague t hat when the PMaddressed anot her
group of students in London about a year ago, the crowd was rather cold
and appear ed ant agoni stic.

Was this due to what the PMreferred to as the politics of hate, a
canpai gn to abuse and sow t he seeds of hatred on the ruling Government and
its | eaders nounted by the OQpposition? Dr Mahat hir made repeated reference
tothis in his key speeches on this working trip to the UK, as he did when
he met US-based students in Chicago | ast nonth.

But i n Manchester and Chi cago, the students |istened attentively and
respectfully. There was an air of expectancy in the crowm but Dr
Mahat hi r* s openi ng remar ks set the tone for the discussions |later. "Wen |
left the country a few days ago, it was in good shape,” he qui pped, and
the students appl auded.

He then gave a run down of the | atest happenings in Governnent,
particularly on the state of the nation's econony. Wil e the Governnent
continues to strengthen the recovery, Dr Mahathir | anented the politicking
that still persists in sone sections of the society, well after the
Novenber general el ection.

The students wanted his views on the oil royalty situation in Ml aysi a,
particularly the paynents to Terengganu, the invol venent of sone students
i n what one nedi cal student at the university referred to as "extrene
politics", the | ast general election which sawthe ruling coalition
returned to power on the strength of Chinese voters and the future of
aeronautical industry in Ml aysia.

The | ast question cane froma student who wanted to know what ki nd of
financial renmuneration could the students hope when they returnto
Mal aysi a. The questi on was asked because t he student sai d worki ng over seas
gave thema superior pay packet, sonethi ng whi ch everyone want ed.

Dr Mahathir's response to this was: "OF course everyone wants a high



sal ary. But you must remenber that such high salaries can only cone froma
devel oped country. At the nmonent, we can't afford it. W can't give out
salaries |ike those being offered in countries |like the US. But if
students |i ke you return honme and serve the country, help to developit,
then I'msure we can pay better salaries.”

What was encouragi ng fromthese dial ogues is the students' willingness
to engage the PMin an open di al ogue. The PMhad shown that he was not
averse to "difficult" questions and that his explanations to the nore
serious questions bore close study and consi derati on.

Sone of the negative news being spread on the country and its | eaders
serves no one, much | ess the student popul ati on who shoul d seek an i nsi ght
into current affairs away fromjust one particular source - unfriendly and
i naccurate websites.
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