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AT one of Ramadan's breaking of fast gatherings |ast nonth, the Prine
M ni ster jokingly asked the editor of a major Malay newspaper whom he
t hought shoul d be renoved fromthe Cabinet.

Dat uk Seri Dr Mhathir Mohanmad sai d since the newspaper had specul at ed
that he woul d reshuffle the Cabinet, he felt conpelled to ask the question
so as not to disappoint its editor.

The enbarrassed editor did not say who the Prine Mnister should drop,
but insisted sonme changes were needed. He went on to repeat the statenent
in his Sunday colum two days | ater.

The editor nust be savouring the noment now that the Prinme M nister has
officially confirnmed he woul d be reshuffling the Cabinet.

Speaking to the Press on his returmfroma five-day visit to Myanmar on
Tuesday, Dr Mahathir said a Cabinet reshuffle was i nm nent but he needed
time to deliberate on the natter

He expl ai ned he had to think carefully before maki ng changes, adding
that this was not sonmething that should be carried out hastily.

Al though the Prine M nister said a deliberation was necessary, the Press
did not say with whom he woul d be deliberating.

Strictly speaking, the Prinme Mnister does not have to deliberate the
matter with anybody. The appointnment to the Cabinet is his prerogative. So
is the renmoval of any nenber.

Despite allegations that he did not listen to counsel, the truth is
quite the opposite. He is an extrenely good |istener and on a nunber of
i nstances he listened a bit too much to others than his own heart.

This was clearly the case in the good old days of the 2Min the early
eighties. Remenber the tine when Mahathir equals to Musa and Misa equal s
to Mahathir? The 2Mcould be the creation of the nedia but a I ot of people
believed it.

Then Tan Sri Musa Htamwas Dr Mahathir's powerful deputy. To Musa's
credit, many of his proteges and political allies were nade M nisters,
Menteris Besar, Deputy Mnisters and Parlianentary Secretari es.

H s Cabi net was Musa's Cabinet until he started to bring in fresh faces,
i ncluding Datuk Seri Anwar |Ibrahim and [ater Tun Dai m Zai nuddin, into his
inner circle.

This was repeated in the md-nineties when Anwar was hi s deputy. Being
Fi nance M nister, Anwar was even nore influential than Musa as Deputy
Prime Mnister. Menbers of his so-called "Team Wawasan” were appointed to
senior posts in the States and at the centre.

One thing that Musa and Anwar had in comopn was that they had the Prine
M nister's ears.

A FEWyears after he nearly lost to the Tengku Razal ei gh- Musa chal | enge
in 1987 Umo el ection, | asked Dr Mahathir privately why he brought back a
certain senior Umo politician to the Cabinet despite the fact that the
man opposed himin the contest.

He said he had to bring himback because Umo wanted him The man had
earlier reclained his seat in the Umo suprene council after being in the
political wlderness for sone years.

The person in question is current Deputy Prinme M nister Datuk Seri
Abdul | ah Ahnmad Badawi . It was a blend of fate and political w sdomthat
Abdul l ah is today Dr Mahathir's deputy. He is not only a royal party nman
but al so a good person. He is perhaps the true ul ama.



But this does not nean that the Prime Mnister's hands are tied. The
del egat es' choi ce does not necessarily translate into a Cabinet job or a
Menteri Besar's post.

Surely del egates to the party's general assenbly who voted in a nmaverick
Ii ke Johor's Datuk Shahrir Abdul Samad neither expect nor want himto be
made a M nister.

The sane principle applies to a nunber of other |eaders elected to the
supreme council. They were el ected not for the purpose of enhancing their
chances of being made M nisters or Menteris Besar. They were elected to
serve the party and to provide the check and bal ance.

There were tal ks during |last year's supreme council election of the need
for the party to control the Government instead of the Governnent
controlling the party.

Such an ideal could only materialise if a sufficient nunber of suprene
council menbers renmin outside the Governnent.

As the case was with the appoi ntnment of the new Sel angor Menteri Besar,
Dat uk Dr Mohd Khir Toyo, sone nonths ago, the Prine M nister could coop
younger | eaders into the Cabinet. O he could even bring in outsiders.

It will be a tremendous boost to Umo's inmage and to the norale of its
young nenbers and supporters if posts of Deputy M nisters and
Parliamentary Secretaries are filled with young | eaders of both sexes.

The Prime M nister should be allowed to exercise his prerogative freely
and to appoint people who are qualified, credible and capabl e. Umo and
its Barisan Nasional partners have to prove to the people that the
coalition is capable of rejuvenating itself.

This is not about the future of a handful of individuals. And it is not
about the bad-nmout hing of Umo | eadership by a handful of mavericks and
louts. It is about the credibility and effectiveness of the Governnent. It
i s about the future.

MJCH have been said in the newspapers and on tel evision about the danmage
to the environnent and the hardship to the peopl e caused by the
construction of toll highways and other infrastructure projects.

Tonnes of soil and construction debris are washed into the waterways
each time it rains heavily - which is a daily occurrence in the Kl ang
Val | ey where nmuch of these activities are taking place - causing siltation
and fl oods.

Thousands of residents, nostly the poor living on riverbanks and in | ow
lying areas, are driven out of their homes al nbst every other day by flash
floods and nud fl ows.

For the luckless nmotorists and commuters, not a day (or night) passes
wi t hout their passage being arbitrary closed by the cl uel ess Bangl adeshi
wor kers, who are today the lords and nasters of the construction sites.

It seens that the welfare of notorists, commuters and the public in
general does not feature in the mnds of the people responsible for
devel opi ng these projects - fromthe concession holders to the contractors
and t he supervi si ng agenci es.

Their uncaring and irresponsible attitude is a classic exanple of the
I ack of transparency and accountability which is bringing the Governnent
bad nane.

It is bad enough that the Governnment is hated for approving tol
hi ghways. The irresponsible attitude of concession holders and their
contractors is not making things easier for the Governnent.

Actual ly, the people do not m nd paying tolls and other charges if the
concessi on holders are responsi ble and the services provided are
satisfactory. By right, they should be questioning the overl appi ng charges
that they have to pay |like duties on the purchase of notor vehicles, road
tax and hi ghway tolls.



Take, for exanple, the North-South Expressway. After the initial protest
inthe early years of its operation, the users are generally pleased with
its standard and the supporting services it provides |ike energency
assi stance, lay-byes, food stalls and clean toilets.

Still there are glitches. During the recent Hari Raya rush, the hi ghway
operator, Projek Lebuhraya Utara-Selatan (PLUS), did an injustice to its
Smart Tag hol ders, who pre-paid to use the hi ghway by opening the Smart
Tag | anes to everyone el se.

This scribe was anong the victins. To the clueless toll operators and
jaga, it was a smart nove but for Smart Tag holders it constituted a
breach of contract by PLUS. | wonder if the top brass of PLUS used the
hi ghway during such a rush or they took advantage of the subsidi sed
domestic travel with MAS

Incidentally, on the day that this scribe was short-changed by PLUS, the
ot her user who was al so caught at the |Ipoh and Penang toll plazas was the
out goi ng executive chairman of MAS, Tan Sri Tajudin Rami. He was driving
back to Kedah for the Hari Raya. By then he was no | onger the owner of
MAS.

BUT the public are also to be blaned. They do not conplain enough. If
they do, it is nore likely through the media. But the nedia al one cannot
change this bad habit.

The concession holders and their contractors rmust be nore responsibl e
and responsive to the welfare of the people.

Here we are not tal king about two-ringgit conpani es bel onging to sone
cowherds or roadside traders. W are not tal ki ng about gi ant conpani es
bel ongi ng to sone of the nobst well-known busi nessnmen - the Datuk and Tan
Sri - and corporations in the country.

There are nmany wel | - known conpani es and corporations involved in major
contruction projects in and around Kual a Lunpur.

Sadly, nobst of them do not even bother to put up signboards to apol ogi se
to the public for the i nconveni ence caused by their projects. One needs
only to travel along the Federal H ghway next to the Md Valley Mega Ml
to realise this.

Sadly too, our consuners' associations seemto be caught in the fish
price syndrone when the future burden on consunmers will conme from services
like transportation, electritcity, water, tel ephone, waste disposal,
hi ghway toll and parki ng charges.

So much for our caring society, corporate governance, transparency and
accountability. W may have first world projects and conpani es, but their
services are very nmuch the Third World. This is because our nentality is
still very much a Third Wrld nmentality. The tidak apa nmentality.

DAWN t he cel | ul ar phone users who take their sets to nosques and ot her
prayer pl aces.

Even at Prinme Mnister's tarawi h prayer during |last nonth's Ranmadan, one
such phone rang i ncessantly.

The owner shoul d have the sense to discontinue his sunat prayer and
swi tched off the phone instead of allowing it to ring repeatedly and
di sturb the congregation.

A simlar event at Defence Mnister Datuk Seri Najib Tun Razak's house
and |later at Tun Daim s surau. |t happened at the National Msque al npbst
every week during Friday prayers.

| amsure the followers of other faiths had the sanme unpl easant
experience with these thoughtl ess cel | phone users.

I am not suggesting that the damation of hell should be the puni shnent
for them Purgatory is a bit too nuch. But they nmust be made to suffer the
enbar rassment .

Mosques, surau and other prayer houses should display "switch off



handphone" signs prom nantly.

The fact that they disturb you during players and at public functions
does not nmean that our cellular tel ephone services are efficient. They may
expandi ng but their quality is deteriorating.

What is the regul ator doing about it?

( END)
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