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Big tests ahead for Pak Lah and Najib as the chosen ones

Ahmad A Talib

HAS Dat uk Seri Dr Mhathir Mbhanmad pointed to the next |evel of succession
in the Umo and national hierarchy? Are we about to see yet another snooth
transition of the power baton on the national political |andscape?

He may have done so when he pointed to Datuk Seri Najib Razak as perhaps
the next Deputy Prine Mnister when the incunbent gets pronoted to Prine
Mnister in 16 nonths. Dr Mahathir's first reference to this was when he
met Kubang Pasu di vi sion | eaders on Wdnesday.

The Prime Mnister referred to it again when he went back to neet Ummno
faithfuls in Kubang Pasu where he has been Menber of Parlianment since
1978. Dr Mahat hir al so heads the Kubang Pasu Umo di vi si on.

These remarks triggered fresh debate. Dr Mahathir has al ready indicated
in very clear ternms that his present deputy in Umo and Governnent, Datuk
Seri Abdul | ah Ahrmad Badawi, will succeed hi monce he steps down next year

Havi ng done that, Dr Mahathir then proceeded to indicate his preference
as the next Deputy Prine Mnister. He may not have said it with the same
clarity as he did when he nanmed Abdul | ah as his successor, but not
objecting to Najib's pronotion is as strong an endorsenent as it could be.

These pronouncenents since his return fromhis overseas holidays on
Wednesday have increased the political tenperature, what with the
respective parlianmentary and State by-elections in Pendang and Anak Buki t
in Kedah in [ess than two weeks.

VWiile Dr Mahathir's first reference to Najib as the next Deputy Prine
M ni ster may have nmade nany wonder whether he was serious or otherw se
his second reference is seen to be nore definite and less tentative. It
sounded firnmer and sure.

But, of course, there was a qualifier toit. As Dr Mahathir rightly
poi nted out, the final decision as to who should be the deputy lies
entirely with Abdullah as indeed the choice of Deputy Prime Mnister is
the sole prerogative of the Prime Mnister

Al eyes are now on Abdullah and Najib. Umo's political circle is fully
aware of the relationship between these two favourite sons, thus making
the debate on the issue long and deep. It is no |longer a secret that when
Abdul | ah was nade Deputy Prime Mnister in 1999, Najib, who was the nost
seni or Umo vice-president then, was not very pleased to say the |east.

The com ng together of these two hugely popul ar | eaders, if and when it
takes place, will make many Umo nmenbers happy. Not only would it be seen
as a consolidation effort of the party at the top, it would avoid a
possible split in the nost inportant conponent of the BN

VWhet her or not Umo and the country will see the com ng together of
Abdul | ah and Najib would partly depend on them and their supporters. W
have seen how the political ambition and careers of good | eaders with
bright potential being conprom sed by their own hasty selves and the over-
zeal ousness of their aides, advisers and other behind-the-scene pronoters.

If Abdullah were to pick Najib to be his nunber two in Government, then
he woul d certainly have given sufficient thought to the choice of Umo
del egates when voting in their vice-presidents. Najib is the nost senior
vi ce-president, followed by Tan Sri Mihammad Muhamad Tai b, the fornmer
Sel angor Menteri Besar, and Tan Sri Mihyi ddin Yassin, the Mnister of
Donestic Trade and Consuner Affairs and one tinme Johor Menteri Besar.

Many did not expect Dr Mahathir to even hint, let alone indicate his
qualified preference of Najib as Abdullah's nunber two. Najib hinself said



so, which pronpted the question why?

One can only hazard a guess. Perhaps Dr Mahathir wanted to prepare the
m nds of Umo nenbers and the nation that the question of party and
nati onal hierarchy had al ways been forenost in his mnd. Having set his
date of retirenent, he may want to ensure that the issue of succession be
settled early and effectively.

It may | ook sinmple and straightforward to nmany, but the politica
pl ayers may have their own considerations. Whatever they may be, | know
they will have the interest of the nation at heart.

Abdul | ah seens set to be the next Prine Mnister; Najib too appears to
be heading for the nunmber two post. Only God's executive powers and their
own self-belief stand in the way.
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