26/ 06/ 2002
Change and continuity

Abdul | ah Ahnad

THE conpari son between Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mohanad and Dat uk Seri
Abdul | ah Ahmad Badawi is a natural one, but is not entirely fair to
either. Both men are distinguished politicians. One is a strong

personal ity who dom nates everything, the other is mld but can be firm
Ask Datuk Seri Dr Lim Keng Yai k and Datuk Seri Dr Ling Liong Sik and they
will confirmthat on matters of principle, Abdullah is no pushover.

Nobody had any inkling of the PMs decision to resign. On Thursday, |
had tea with himat the VIP | ounge (behind the stage of the Dewan Merdeka,
PWC) and he was in a jovial mpod. He congratul ated ne for sonething - a
rarity. Wth the PM if he didn't say anything, one knew he was happy w th
one. If he congratul ated or thanked you, it was an exception, a job really
wel | done.

The "timetabl e" for a snooth succession has been fair. If anyone
perceives Dr Mahathir as a "lanme duck”, as is the normin a phased
withdrawal, it's wise not to think that - in any event, he is not an
ordi nary man

On Saturday, | didn't go to the Umo general assenbly at PWC for two
reasons: to watch the Korean-Spani sh football duel - | won a bottle of
"syrup" fromnmy sports editor, Lazarus Rokk - and to wite ny weekly
colums for the New Sunday Tinmes and Berita M nggu. | had thought he was
resigning as Mnister of Finance until | heard "a short, sharp shock of
brutal reality" as mnmy coll eague Rehman Rashid descri bed what Dr Mahat hir
had done.

| received calls from Australia, Thailand, Italy, Hong Kong, London and

fromlocals. | believe | explained to them what had happened as | saw it.
They nmust have been either inpressed or found nme shall ow because none
called back. 1'd like to think I was convinci ng.

On Monday, | was invited to a breakfast nmeeting with Abdullah at his
official residence in Putrajaya. My conversation with himwas a w de-
rangi ng one, which started with him alone, then we were joined by his
cl osest advisor. Abdullah, to his credit, doesn't overestinmate nor
under esti mat e anyone.

| attended yesterday's medi a conference. Abdullah got a good reception
None of the Umo senior politicians had demurred. Wth the succession
settled, it was right that if Abdullah was going to take over, he should
have a decent period to act as PM And this too was agreed.

Al being well, after 22 years and three nmonths Malaysia will have its
fifth Prime Mnister. Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir has agreed to | eave office in
Cct ober next year to nmake way for Abdullah. It was only after strenuous
appeal s that he relented, agreeing to stay on a while | onger. He had
sincerely wanted to go right away.

The Umo Suprene Council has unani mously supported the tinmetable for a
snooth transition, as has the Barisan Nasional Supreme Council. The
Cabinet will endorse it today. Wien he returns, Dr Mahathir will fulfill
all his engagenents before taking a two-nonth breather. Abdullah will then
be acting PMin the real sense of the word.

Abdul l ah is nmy contenporary. He was one of the able young civil servants
around Tun Razak when | was the latter's political secretary. Abdullah and
| were together in the crucial period when Tun Razak nmoved up from Deputy
Prime Mnister to Prinme Mnister.

Dr Mahathir has made the right choice to relinquish the country's



| eadership to Abdul |l ah who has a good perspective of the social and
political history of Ml aysia, having worked with Tun Razak during the
days of the National QOperations Council and thereafter

A capable officer, he left the civil service for politics at the behest
of a senior politician and has served, in various capacities, Tun Hussein
Onn and Dr Mahathir, culmnating in his appointnment as deputy president in
1999, after Datuk Seri Anwar |brahinms ouster

I must now admit that | was wong. To err is, after all, human, and
was all too human for having confused ny earnest desire for the good of
Umo and ny country with the folly of predicting the future, particularly
in politics. | had thought, and said so repeatedly, that the Prine
M nister would die in office.

But | make no apologies. As with all great statesnen, Dr Mahathir's work
i s never done. He has grown so nuch larger than life and created a | egacy
so nonumental that no one could have presuned his nantle.

Mal aysi a needs a firmhand at the wheel, and it was nore than a confort
to have Dr Mahathir in the driver's seat. No other Prinme Mnister has |ed
us through as many crises as he, and left us the better for it.

Abdul | ah can be counted on to hold his own, especially since his
sel ection has been endorsed by the five party vice-presidents, Datuk Seri
Naji b Razak, Tan Sri Muhammad Muhanmad Tai b, Tan Sri Mihyi ddi n Yassin,
Datuk Seri Rafidah Aziz and Datuk H shamuddi n Hussei n.

Dr Mahathir has spared us, for perhaps too long, of the worry of finding
a successor. He has said many tinmes that he will one day have to step
down. But | never took himvery seriously.

Li ke many, many Mal aysians, | worried about what would cone after him
and what woul d conme after his successor

I worried about party politicking, about the ruthlessness of power-
hungry second-liners in filling a vacuum about the sudden absence of a
beacon of unity that had held the country together for 21 years. But the
day had to come. And Dr Mahat hir deserves ny utnost respect for denying us
the luxury of postponing the inevitable.

Now, the nettle of a post-Mahathir era nust be grasped. Ummo has al ways
been able to effect stable | eadership transitions, in spite of the ups and
downs.

| have lived through all of them from Datuk Onn Jaafar's fall from
grace to Tunku Abdul Rahman's resignation a year after the May 13 riots,
to Tun Razak's untinely dem se and the tumultuous era of his successor
Tun Hussein Onn. Only the Tunku, Hussein and Dr Mahathir have been able to
orchestrate an orderly changing of the guard, and they chose well.

Dr Mahathir would have articul ated a careful plan and bade a neasured
farewell at the Umo general assenbly in the weekend had he been all owed
to finish his speech

A page was never read; he was cut short by the enotional outburst from
the floor and nobbed by Suprene Council nenbers. But we nust put the
m sconceptions, specul ati ons and | oose tal k aroused by the suddenness of
hi s deci si on behi nd us.

Dr Mahathir has | aid out a phased withdrawal fromhis positions in the
party and Government to ease in a new slate of |eaders. | congratul ate
Abdul | ah for his eventual accession as Umo president, Barisan Nasiona
chairman and Prinme Mnister, and wish himwell.

He wi Il have his hardest job when the tinme conmes to pick his deputy.
Perhaps it will be all right if hierarchy is scrupul ously adhered to
There should be no rush. He should cross the bridge in Cctober next year
Anyway, many things will have to be considered then

The conpl ete changeover will take about 16 nonths. A gradual handover of
power will be critical, for the future, as bright as it appears today, is



far from assured

Umo faces the big test of the by-elections in the Pendang parlianentary
seat and Anak Bukit State seat, vacated by the death of the Pas president
and Opposition | eader Datuk Fadzil Noor, next nonth or so and the even
bi gger one of the general election in less than two years.

In both, Dr Mahathir's presence will be sorely needed. It is still too
soon for himto take a back seat, too soon to forget the 1999 el ection
results. Don't forget that the renewed confidence that has accrued over
the | ast year had been predicated on Dr Mahathir's conti nued hel msnanship

(and the accuracy, until l|ast Saturday, of mny forecast).
A week is along time in politics, a year an eternity. Anything can
happen to spoil the best laid plans. It is still too early for the

Qopposition, particularly Pas, to rejoice; too early for any pretender
anong Umo's big guns to let their anbitions get the better of them

VWhen asked why he wanted (badly) to becone President, John F. Kennedy
(JFK) replied, "Because that's where the power is!"

And here, it's the PM

Abdul | ah, like Dr Mahathir, is not easily carried away by power. In the
case of both - indeed anyone with awesonme power - the neasure of the man
as Pittacus said, "is what he does with power."

( END)



