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The powerful faceless civil servants

Abdul | ah Ahnmad

ITIS said that the civil service of any nation is the nost influential of
all state institutions, w elding hidden power. This is certainly true of
the British Gvil Service and | believe it is also the case with the

Mal aysian G vil Service (now known as the Admi nistrative and Di pl omatic
Cvil Service).

It is, like the British Cvil Service, "the permanent governnent" of
Mal aya or Mal aysia. Politicians should read various books on British civil
servants by Peter Hennessy and see true situation conedies of the "Yes
M nister" and "Yes Prine Mnister" BBC tel evision series. The Chief
Secretary to the Governnent, who is also the Cabinet Secretary, is an all-
powerful civil servant. He can, via his officers, speed up or hinder any
i mpl ement ati on of government deci sions.

Field Marshal Tun Gerald Tenpler, the man who reversed the tide of war
agai nst the Mal ayan Communi st Party and set Mal aya on the road to Merdeka,
had this to say about an expatriate Chief Secretary of Ml aya, who had
been described by his peers as the nost brilliant man in the service
(Malayan Civil Service). Tenpler said, "I've tried to i nduce him without
giving himan actual order, to ease hinself out of the Chief Secretary's
chair and do his packing, but he still hangs around, talking intermni nably.
| personally could never have stood himas Chief Secretary inspite of his
know edge".

Tenpl er found Sir Vincent Del Tufo a bore and conpl ai ned about himto
the Col onial Secretary, Oiver Lyttleton, and congratul ated hinsel f when
Del Tufo was replaced (with full honours) by Sir David Wat herston, the
Secretary of Defence.

| have personally known all the Ml aysi an Chi ef Secretaries since
| ndependence, some very well, having worked very closely with them when
was hol di ng vari ous posts in the Prinme Mnister's office (1963-1976). They
were a m xed bunch. Two or three were remarkabl e.

Tan Sri Abdul HalimAli, the tenth Chief Secretary, a contenporary of
mne, rightly said the General Orders (Conduct and Discipline) 1993
prohibit civil service officers in key positions in nanagenent and
prof essi onal groups fromtaking part in active politics. The ruling is
still in effect, and he has categorically stated that it was not a good
thing to all ow senior civil servants to be involved in politics. |
entirely agree with Halim The Umo Ceneral Assenbly |ast week anended its
constitution to enable senior civil servants to join Umo.

A lesson in history, | believe, is not out of order. Umo was founded on
11 May, 1946 essentially by Malay civil servants, teachers, and
politically conscious Malays united in a new nationalismto oppose the
British decision to turn Malaya into a British col ony.

Umo founding President, Datuk Sir Onn Jaafar, was a Johor civil
servant. In 1949, the Ml ayan Chi nese Associ ation was founded by Datuk Sir
Tan Cheng Lock to counterbal ance Umo with the obvious bl essing of the
British and also to help fight the Mal ayan Conmuni st Party.

Fifty four years on, things have drastically changed and are changi ng.
The Mal ays are now dangerously divided as evident by the 1999 genera
election results. Lunas will be yet another manifestation. It has been
suggested that Tun Razak, had he lived, would have been able to keep PAS
within the Barisan Nasional (BN).

PAS was ki cked out of BN by Tun Razak's successor, Datuk Hussein Onn in



1977.

Tunku Abdul Rahman Putra, Tun Razak, Datuk Hussein Onn and Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad have all been in the civil service. Tunku (Legal), Razak
(MCS), Hussein (Malay Adm nistrative Service) and Dr Mahathir (Medica
Servi ce).

In Australia, civil servants are allowed to becone nenbers of politica
parties and many do. But we are a developing country and | believe it is
i ncunbent that our civil service remains non-political and neutral.

Any civil servant who wants to go into politics should resign. A
political civil service has greater capacity to do nore harmthan an
apolitical one which is already denoralised and worki ng under stress and
consi der abl e apat hy.

I have spoken to many friends in the civil service who say they do not
like to do things and be cursed (undeservedly) by the public or foreign
investors. They would prefer that they curse at someone else. | al so know
that some civil servants like to undermi ne decisions they disagree wth,
and not a few put all sorts of obstacles to delay things for personal,
political or, as they claim "in the national interest."

Al this occurs when the General Orders (Conducts and Discipline 1963)
are in force. Imagine what the civil service will degenerate to if the
General Orders were further dininished.

Cvil servants should stick to being good public servants and neither be
"Tuan" nor politicians. | nust caution the new Umo | eaders, especially
the anbi ti ous and i nexperienced ones, that once virtually all Ml ay civil
servants were Umo supporters or synpathisers.

There was no need for the party to canvass them Their support was
aut onati c.

Wiy is it no | onger so? That should be their nmain concern.

Hali mstated and | can tell you this, that once senior officers are
al l oned to becone nenbers of political parties, don't be shocked that if
not a feww Il opt for opposition parties.

There is no guarantee they will automatically join the ruling party.
Sone Umo | eaders want the CGeneral Orders rel axed because they wongly
believe, as in many ot her instances, that "thinking Mal ays" al ways believe
and foll ow them How wrong they have been and continue to be.

The Ml aysi an Administrative and Diplomatic Service is the ol dest,
bi ggest and | think the costliest and nost influential of all governnent
institutions w el ding conceal ed power.

| had to deal with this powerful group intimtely for fourteen years and
| wat ched successive Chief Secretaries and Permanent Secretaries (now
Secretaries-CGeneral), largely facel ess, who fornmed and nmake up the hidden
el enment of the governnent before and after Merdeka.

| have observed how successi ve governnents have failed to shrink its
size, tame or tighten their grip on this powerful group.

Before the General Orders and other rules are relaxed or withdrawn, do
ponder about the future. W nust conduct a no hol ds barred and objective
inquiry and act upon its findings on how we came to be where we are now.

There are two choices before us: First, as John Adans said 226 years
ago, the happi ness of the people is the sole end of the governnent, so
their consent is the only foundation of it. The second is that the
Gover nnent shoul d be very effective in controlling its opponents.

( END)
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