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Puteri with a m ssion

Dazman Manan

THE past few days have been hectic for Azalina O hnman Said since Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mbhamad announced her appoi ntnent as the
first Puteri Umo chief [ast Saturday.

In fact, this interview was del ayed and interrupted several timnes.

Her small and sinple office overl ooking Pusat Bandar Danmansara is decked
with a big congratul atory bouquet of purple and pink flowers brought in by
her secretary Haryani who earlier on whispered, "She hates flowers and
t hey have never stopped coming since that (inportant) day."

"I really don't know what to do with them" says Azalina, putting aside
the fragrant bl ossons, which apparently cane from Si ngapore.

In this new position the | awer and appoi nted nenber of the Umo suprene
council now sees herself in the business of selling and marketing.

“I''mplanning a strategy where 1'd go out there, market a product, sel
it and scout for potential talents.

"The one thing I learnt during formal or informal neetings with people
since ny appointnent is the fact that if you want people to care for you,
you have to care for them" she says.

Azal i na adds that to encourage young worren to join Puteri Umo and to
care for the continuity of Umo, she would give Puteri Umo nenbers every
right to see where the party is going in years to cone.

"It is not going to be a unilateral but a bilateral relationship because
politics is about the art of people and when you join politics you can't
say you join because of position."

Her first assignment would be to call for a nmeeting with her pro-team
conmi ttee menbers.

"First, | have to get to know them and find out what the scenario is
like in their constituencies. To nme, this is like the birth of a new baby
girl. | have to start everything fromthe ground | evel."

Speaking at her office in the legal firmwhere she is a partner, the 37-
year-ol d says she has been getting many calls fromyoung wonen wanting to
join Puteri Umo.

"It's really amazing and their voices tell ne that they are young and
know edgabl e. They're not the typical politician types. They are a group
of young wonen who want to contribute and | can feel it is going to be
exciting," she expl ains.

Azal i na stresses that those who wish to join Puteri Umo shoul d not
expect anything out of it. Instead, aspiring nenbers nust have the drive
and spirit to contribute towards the betternment of wonen such as in
educati on and heal t h.

"I'd rather have quality supporters than a huge nunber of followers who
don't function.

"Puteri Umo is about politics with conscience. Its nenbers are part of
the people. Puteri does not direct the people, it's the other way around,"”
she says, adding that she's thinking of the theme Generasi Wanita Prihatin
for Puteri Umo.

To encourage young wonen to participate in politics, she says, won't be
difficult if everybody starts with a spirit of a united Umo. However, she
says if along the way people think there is a different kind of Umo, then
it is going to be hard.

"I feel that if you steer towards understandi ng the needs of your target
group with accountability, transparency and good governance then people



will be interested to join you.

"Voters and Mal aysian citizens are highly intelligent. So many of us are
capabl e of thinking but sonetinmes, people dismss politics because of fear
of the unknown.™"

She is optimistic that there are many potential |eaders anong young

worren. "I1'd like to groomthemas | know there are many out there. W
don't see them because of the culture we've created. Now, with Puteri
Umo, | want to forma culture that is nore friendly, open and

under st andi ng. "

Azal i na notes that Puteri Ummo does not discrimnate. "You nake the
choi ce of what you want to be. There isn't going to be a dress code, no
do's and don'ts and no inpossi bl e expectati ons.

"It will cater to young wonen (in their 20s) - the generation of
gl obal i sati on and the k-econony."

They are young wonen who are nothers, daughters or future wi ves who can
be the catal ysts of change and agents of nation buil ding.

"l have been using these words again and again as | have been trying to
make peopl e understand that young wonen can nake a difference. There's no
denyi ng that they formthe biggest nunber in universities as well as at
seni or - managenent |evels of public and private sectors.”

Some may think Azalina aspires to be a political animl, wanting
sonet hing out of the position but the feisty wonan stresses that she is
trying to create an entity that is the opposite of that.

"I want to see changes and | want to be a part of thembut | can't do it
if there is politicking for positions, hidden agendas, divide-and-rule
type of | eadership, ecetera

"I can inmagi ne the shock | cause with nmy views. People often ask ne
"Aren't you afraid?.' But if everybody thinks that way what is going to
happen to wonen?"

She says woren are jointly responsible for the systemtoday and t hat
worren, regardl ess of political parties or philosophies, should unite.

"You cannot expect only women's groups to speak out agai nst sexua
harassnent or domestic violence while you sit and conplain. W have to ask
oursel ves what we want and nake that change

"W have political organisations discrimnating agai nst wonmen or
refusing to address wonen's i ssues. They are around you and you allow t hem
to enhance their political thinking and philosophy. In the end, you are
the one who's the victim This, | don't understand."”

Azal i na now hol ds a new key to a new door and she wants all wonen to
assi st her in making a change for thensel ves and their daughters.

"There have been many doors opened for wonen lately but I have a new
one. | don't know where the door is but |I know the key is there."

According to her, Puteri Umo is separate fromWnita Umo and it does
not intend to conpete but to conpl enent and support.

Wiile there are many wonen's i ssues she i s passionate about and | ooki ng
forward to chanpi on and uphol d, Azalina is nost bothered by one that
concerns religion.

"What is nobst sad is that when religion is so beautiful and Islamis
deenmed as the way of life, it is still abused by some quarters in
society."

* The witer can be contacted at dazman@st p. com ny
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