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REMEMBER how as ki ds you couldn't wait to be all grown up? Then, when you
did get there, tine seened to fly so fast that you' d often be left pining
for the good ol' days of call ow youth? New Sel angor Menteri Besar Mohanad
Khir Toyo certainly has youth on his side, but he cannot afford to slide
into such reverie. At only 35 years of age, he finds hinself at the top of
the state adm nistrative pile. Looking down, he sees the onerous task -
adm ni strative as well as political - of getting the state's devel opnent
pl ans back on track.

By now, we all know the manner of his elevation. The job of state chief
executive canme his way |i ke the proverbial bulan jatuh ke riba - a nobst
apt Mal ay saying to describe unexpected good fortune comi ng one's way
wi thout solicitation. After several days of uncertainty, follow ng the
shock resignation of the previous Menteri Besar Datuk Abu Hassan Orar, the
appoi ntrent of one so youthful, a personality heretofore so anonynobus and
a quantity so unknown, cane as nuch as a surprise to all of the state's
citizenry as a shocki ng bonbshell to nmany aspirants to this high office

Hardly had he the chance to enjoy any sort of honeynoon when the DAP
| aunched its naiden attack, which resulted in the first police report
bei ng | odged agai nst the "greenhorn'. Addressing his Ml ay constituency on
the demand for the institution of nore rights for the non-Malay community
by the Sugiu pressure group, Mhamad Khir let fly by saying he was ready
to mandi darah (bathe in blood) to defend Malay rights. Such bl ood-
curdling “fly-off-the-handle' rhetoric may go down well w th hot-bl ooded
ultra-nationalists, but it is hardly the type of |anguage that cut fue
fromfanning the fires of racial intolerance

Mohamad Khir's rise to the "MBdoml is the classic case of poor-kid-made-
good. The passport out of his early wetched exi stence was educati on. He
was born and rai sed in Sekinchan, an area not exactly in the sane
prosperous | eague as Petaling Jaya, Danansara Utama or Bangsar. The Ml ay
community there is largely of Javanese extraction, deeply religious, but
whose children were nostly raised quite bereft of material conforts. It
takes a very tenaci ous individual to overcone such odds to rise above
their station and succeed in life. Mhamad Khir is one such gemto have
been unearthed fromall that grit.

As a kid, he renenbers having to walk five kiloneters to school daily.
One nenory that sticks clearly in his mnd is of having to cobbl e together
enough nmoney to pay for his university entrance fees of RVMB50. He did this
by seeki ng donations fromthe | ocal nbosque. He studied dentistry from 1986
to 1989 at Universiti Mal aya.

Youth can have its advantages. Mal aysian politics has had its fair share
of precocious young nen (always the mal e of the species) being elevated to
hi gh office. Datuk Dr Rais Yati mbecane Negeri Senbilan Menteri Besar at
the sane age of 35. He was succeeded by Tan Sri |sa Samad in 1982, who was
then 33 years old. |In neighbouring Mel aka, Tan Sri Rahi m Thanby Chi k hel d
office for 12 years, having reached the coveted position at a tender age
of 32. The ol dest of the 30-sonething brigade was Tan Sri Mihyi ddin
Yassi n, who becane Johor Menteri Besar at 39.

Youth was al so no handicap for high office at national |level. Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad hi nsel f set the tone when within a
year of becoming Prime Mnister in 1981, he el evated Shahrir Samad as a
full mnister. Shahrir then was a nmere 27-year-old. The then fresh-faced



Datuk Seri Najib Tun Razak, also 27, becane Pahang Menteri Besar and
Muhyi ddi n, at 38, was made deputy minister.

I ncongruously, it is Mohanad Khir's lack of political “credential' that
is the biggest asset he brings to the job. Indeed, he was not in the |ist
of 11 nanmes proposed as prospective Menteri Besar subnitted to the Prine
M ni ster for consideration as soon as the search for a replacenent for Abu
Hassan was | aunched. He cones into the job with a clean slate, as it were.
Whet her he has skeletons waiting to tunble out of the closet remains to be
seen.

True to form the Opposition in the Sel angor State Assenmbly are not
wi | dly enthusiastic about Mohamad Khir's appoi ntment. Sungai Besar
assenbl yman Sal | ehen Mukhyi of PAS feels his youth will be exploited by
nmore seni or Umo nen, especially those who felt slighted at havi ng been
“passed over' for the "MBship'. "His lack of adm nistrative experience
will be exploited by people with intinmate know edge of the whol e process,’
says Sall ehen. PAS is also relishing the prospects of internal squabbling
within Umo which they feel is inevitable, considering there is an arny of
“disgruntled politicos spoiling for the chance to install their man in
t he hot seat.

Hul u Kl ang assenbl ynan Mohamad Azmin Ali of Parti Keadil an Nasi ona
(Keadi | an) does not envy the daunting task faced by his young adversary.
He bel i eves Mohamad Khir will have his work cut out to win back support
for Umo fromanong the state's Islamc constituents. He believes Mhanad
Khir is very much a greenhorn who has to rely on plenty of guidance from
nmore seasoned party hands. Therein lies roomfor political machinations
and he expects Mhamad Khir to be fully tested by his own supporters
t hroughout his tenure as Menteri Besar.

Kl ang assenbl yman Teng Chang Khi m of the DAP descri bes t he appoi nt nent
of Mohamad Khir as at once a boon as well as a bane for Umo. "It is a
bol d deci sion on one hand but carries with it risks,' he says. He says
there nay be problens if the nore senior Umo politicians in the state
adm ni stration give | ess than whol ehearted support to the young Menteri
Besar. By way of illustration, Teng pointed out that follow ng Mhamad
Khir's bernmandi darah gaffe, it was only the state Umo youth that cane
out with a defence while the nore senior politicians hardly raised a
whi nper of support. °| doubt Mohamad Khir can attract young and idealistic
voters fromthe rural areas as this bloc of voters are quite solid in
support of PAS,' Teng says.

One political observer, however, believes youth is such a red herring in
any di scussi on about the nerits or otherw se of Ml aysian politicians.
“The situation, no doubt, will easily be addressed when one ruler or the
other, in his generosity, awards a "Datukship” to the Menteri Besar. Wat
ot her sweetly cunning elevation in seniority can there be?" he observes
wyly.

(END)



	The long road ahead (NST 16/09/2000)

