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by Lawrence Bartlett ‘power in the United States, terror-

ism  is seen as the main threat to
world neace. and Malavsia is in the
manuf&uring  mainstream.

he  wou ld  qu i t ,  a l t hough  no t  immedi-
a te lv  as  he  had  p lanned .  He  would

Within  days  i t  was  conf i rmed that

KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia  began
a countdown to the end of an era this
year when Asia’s longest-serving
elected leader ,  Pr ime Minis ter  Datuk
Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad, sur-
pr i sed  the  na t ion  by  announc ing  tha t
he will step down in October next
year  af ter  22 years  in  power

Since 1981, the government has
been something of a one-man show,
with  Mahathir’s  s tamp of  approval
vi ta l  to  everyth ing,  f rom the  running
of the economy to cleanliness in pub-
lic toilets, and for some his depar-
ture  was unimaginable .

s tay  on to  hos t  the  summits  here  of
the Non-Aligned Movement in
February and the Organisation of
the Islamic Conference in October.

being lazy,  while Abdullah is quieter,
and a team player

and prepared  to  chide  the  Malays  for

Analysts say Abdullah is unlikely
to change any of Mahathir’s busi-
ness policies.

Once the initial shock had worn
off  and the  nat ion had been assured
there  would  be  a  smooth  t rans i t ion
of  power,  the  markets  set t led down
and people began to take stock of
Mahath i r ’ s  anoin ted  successor .

Abdul lah ,  62 ,  i s  o f ten  ca l led  “Mr
Nice Guy”,  but  he  faces  a  huge task
in  conv inc ing  the  na t ion  tha t  he  can
s t ep  in to  Maha th i r ’ s  shoes .

He has pledged to continue his
mentor’s policies, but there is no
doubt the style will be different.

Mahathir is outspoken, well-
known for  h is  cr i t ic isms of  the  West

His foreign policy is likely to
focus  on  enhanc ing  po l i t i ca l  t i es  and
t rade  wi th  Sou theas t  As ian  na t ions ,
the United States and Japan, and it is
possible he will be less critical of
Aust ra l ia .

In terna l  Secur i ty  Act .
Abdullah, who is currently also

home minis ter ,  has  in  the past  year
approved the  de tent ion  of  scores  of
al leged Musl im mil i tants ,  many sus-
pected of being members of Jemaah
Islamiyah, accused of the Bali bomb
blast in October.

When Mahathir became prime
minister on July 16, 1981, Ronald
Reagan was a  rookie  pres ident  of  the
United States, the Cold War dominat-
ed global politics and Malaysia was a
s leepy Southeas t  Asian  backwater
with a commodities-based economy

He hands over to Deputy Prime
Minister Datuk Seri Abdullah
Ahmad Badawi at a time when the
son of Reagan’s successor holds

This was demonstrated by the
bizarre  nature of  his  unexpected res-
ignat ion speech a t  the  Umno general
assembly in June.

T h e  76-year-old  premier  was
mobbed by protes t ing  cabinet  minis -
ters before he could finish, burst into
tears ,  hus t led  in to  a  back room and
took off  the next  day on a  European
holiday, leaving a stunned nation
wonder ing  wha t  was  go ing  on .

Mahathir has regularly spurned
Aust ra l ia ’s  a t tempts  to  be  accepted
as “Asian” in political forums, and
recent ly  chided Pr ime Minis ter  John
Howard  for  ac t ing  as  “deputy  sher -
iff” to the United States.

On human rights issues, for
which  Mahathi r  was  regular ly  criti-
cised, analysts see little chance of
Abdul lah  do ing  away  wi th  the  ha ted

Apart from the terrorist threat,
Abdul lah’s  major  po l i t i ca l  cha l lenge
will come from the opposition PAS, a
hardline  Musl im group which  wants
to  tu rn  mul t i cu l tu ra l  Malays ia  in to  a
theocrat ic  Is lamic s tate .

Abdullah has strong religious cre-
dentials, having majored in Islamic
studies at Universiti Malaya, but this
is  unl ikely  to  make much impress ion
on the country’s more militant
Musl ims  as  long  as  he  upholds  the
secular  na ture  of  the  cons t i tu t ion .  -
A F P
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