26/ 12/ 2002

I can't wait until the world stops before | get off'

HE was in a good nmood. You could tell because when his visitors jokingly
offered to serenade himto mark his birthday, which had taken place a few
days before, Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad threw up his
hands in nmock horror and | ooked ready to bolt for the door

I nstead, he energed fromhis Finance Mnistry office, dressed inpeccably
in a slate grey suit, white shirt and a tie the colour of an electric sea.
For some, however, the "Mahathir" nanetag he al ways wears on his jacket
strikes a tiny, odd note: why nane the nost well-known face in the
country?

In the waning months of his admnistration, Dr Mahathir's already
exhausting pace has only picked up, with his schedule cramred with up to
five functions in a single night.

But in person, he does not seemlike a man in a hurry. As he fiel ded
gquestions fromthe New Straits Tines and Berita Harian teans for 90
m nut es, speaki ng about everything fromhis relationships with the four
deputies he's had, to the failures of the national education system Dr
Mahat hir was del i berate and enphatic, always making sure that his audi ence
under st ood his point.

He kept his famed pugnaci ousness in check during the interview - his
conbati veness can be daunting, even for the nost hardened reporters - but
there was plenty of wit, self-deprecation, exasperation, weariness,
frankness and m schief on display.

Dr Mahathir is not a physically expansive man, though he ducked his head
nmonentarily when asked a personal question, and his hands canme alive when
the subject was one that raised his interest ...or his ire.

VWhen he renoved his glasses in the final 10 mi nutes, for a nonent he
| ooked vul nerable without them a strange inpression for a nman who
has played such an influential role in our lives for the |last 22 years.

VWhat ultimately cane through in this face-to-face encounter and what
television often fails to pick up - was an overwhel m ng sense of his
sincerity. Dr Mahathir has sonetinmes been a controversial |eader, but for
all his gifts and faults, it's clear that he has been ruled primarily by
hi s passion to see Mal aysi a succeed beyond her dreans.

Bel ow, excerpts fromthe interview

QIf you were to wite a postscript to "The Malay D | enma", what woul d
you say? Whuld you like to el aborate on your Harvard Busi ness O ub address
two nont hs ago?

There is still a dilemma. Now, we know what we want but we are not doing
the right things. Before, the dilema was to get a piece of the cake, even
if it made ot hers unhappy. Today there is no unhappi ness. The Chi nese
would I'ike to see the Mal ays have their share, but the Ml ays are not
doi ng the right things.

They want the easy way out. For exanple, a person who has no know edge
about contracts at all, will ask for a contract sinply because he wants to
sell it. Easy noney, with no work to be done. Sonetines, of course,
somebody gives themthe noney to buy shares and they di spose of them W
try to increase their portion of the econony, but if they keep on selling,
we will never achieve it.

The CGovernnment has done the right thing, but the response from Malays is
not right.

Q Some say that Umo, in wanting to outdo Pas, has tried to up the ante



by becom ng nore "Islamc" than Pas. |Is this a fair assessnment? How woul d
you differentiate the Islamthat Umo stands for fromthat of Pas?

| don't think that we are out to conpete with Pas, we are just trying to
correct Pas. They have the wong interpretation of Islam and it's our
duty to show the correct one.

Q W understand that you are reading and | earning nore about I|slam
VWhat aspect of the religion are you looking at? WIIl you be conpetent
enough to be an i man?

To be an imamis sinple, it is just a matter of learning. If you can
learn to be a Prime Mnister, then you can learn to be an imam It's a
matter of being able to recite the verses. | have nmenori sed many verses, |
can quote them although | don't nake it a point to quote verses when
make speeches, | would rather give the translation

But it is true that I want to know nore about |slam because | feel that
people are exploiting it for their own purposes. W need to be able to
answer themcorrectly, not just say that they are wong, but to tell them
why it is wong, and whether it's in accordance with the teachings.

Mostly, | go straight to the Quran. |I read in English and Malay. | try
to find different translators to make a conparison, and | find that it is
i nportant to have sonebody who is inpartial

Q You have nentioned that the national education system has devi ated
fromits main objectives. Howis this so? And why were corrective neasures
not taken earlier?

The idea was to set up a school systemthat would cater to all races in
Mal aysia. But we find that the people who run the school s have ot her
i deas. For exanple, when we provide for pupil's own | anguage, they try to
deny the right of the Chinese and Indians to learn their own | anguages,
and they don't make an effort to provide the necessary teachers.

They have also tried to introduce Islamc practices into the schoo
systemto the extent that non-Mislins have becone alienated.

For exanple, in the past, we had no problenms with girls wearing skirts
and boys wearing shorts, especially for ganmes. Now boys are forbidden from
wearing shorts, even for games, and even games are di scouraged

These are individual interpretations of what Islamis all about, and
eventual ly of course, this puts off the non-Mal ays and they go back to
their own schools.

On the other hand, the Ml ays thensel ves reject the national schools
because they say it's not Islamc enough, and they want to go to an
I sl ami ¢ school

They choose Islamc schools that are really badly staffed with people
who are not qualified. They do not learn religion, they learn politics,
the politics of a certain party. That is why al nost everyone who goes to a
sekol ah aganma rakyat conmes out hating the Governnment, sinply because that
is what is taught in the school

They say this Government is not Islamc, and they can make up anything
about how the Governnment is not Islamc

Q Are you worried that a young generation of Malays is grow ng up
out side of the mainstreamand that we will not have enough Mal ays for the
pr of essi onal sector?

W have enough Mal ays who have the capacity to absorb know edge. But if
you take sone of themout, there will be fewer Ml ays and this neans we
are going to | ose out.

You can't conplain |ater when you find that other comunities are way
ahead and we are far behind. This is our choice.

W have provided the neans, but you refuse, you object to the neans. W\
have good national schools, but you spoil the national schools and then
you reject them You say that they are not |slam c enough. W are going to



stop this.

Those who teach the religion nust |ove other Mislins. They should regard
other Muslinms as brothers. That is a basic teaching of |slam

Q But do you have tinme to do this in the next 10 nonths?

We can plan, and | think we can do quite a |lot. Pak Lah (Deputy Prine
M nister Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahmad Badawi) is with me on this.

Q Who anong your deputies, past and present, worked best with you or
for you?

I lost nmy first deputy because he disagreed with nme, ny second deputy
was | ost because sonebody el se had the anbition to take his place, and
then | had ny third deputy whom| was all prepared to hand over to in
1998. Actually ny plan was to step down after the Conmonweal th Ganes. |
t hought that was the peak of ny achi evenents.

Unfortunately, as you know, we had the econonmic crisis, and | found that
nmy deputy was not able to handle it. So | said | nust stay on, and then
canme this problem about ny deputy. But | think up to now, Pak Lah is
doi ng fine.

Q In terns of the line of succession, is everything in place for the
period after October? Are you happy with the people who are next in line,
and we are not tal ki ng about Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahnad Badawi but those
who will come after himand Najib, etc?

| think the lineup is there. I"'mquite sure Umo will be quite
intelligent in choosing their |eaders. Umo has al ways shown that.
I won't change ny mnd, says PM | think the lineup is there. I'mquite

sure Umo will be quite intelligent in choosing their |eaders. Umo has
al ways shown that.

Q The appoi ntnent of Datuk Jamaludin Jarjis as Finance Mnister 11
surprised many. There are obviously nore senior people in the Cabinet as
well as in the party. Wiat made you pick hin®

A: 1've watched hi mrunning Tenaga, | think he did a good job. He
under st ands busi ness, understands the engineering part. He is qualified,
and the business experience is useful in his position now as Finance
M nister. Anyway, | amstill the first Mnister so |l can still watch him

Q We know that some people want you to continue beyond Cctober because
of the uncertainties facing the country now. Do you think that woul d nmake
you change your nmind about stepping down?

A: I will not change ny mind. | have made up ny mind and I will step
down. If I amrequired to do sonmething, certainly not as a Prinme Mnister

Q So what was the overriding enmotion you felt the day you nade the
stunni ng announcenent to resign? It seemed rather abrupt

A It was not abrupt. It's been on nmy mind since 1998 that | should step
down. It's a question of timng. | keep things to nyself. | never even
talked to nmy wife about it. | did talk to one or two nmnisters and their
reaction was "no no no no..." so | thought it was best not to say anything
and to nmake a public announcenent in such a way that there was no way |
could retract ...without losing credibility.

Q But was it sadness, relief, anger, frustration...?

A In a way of course it was sadness because there is so nmuch nore to
do. On the other hand, | nust not think of nyself as indispensable. |
al ways tell nyself that one day you are going to drop dead, and when you
drop dead, sonmebody else is going to succeed you. That will be bad because
they are not prepared.

Q Did you expect the kind of drama that cane out of the whole thing?

A: No | didn't expect it. My worry was that | mght not be able to say
it without breaking down, because you know nme ...|'ve been enptional at
times. So | was trying to control nyself. But you know, the reaction..

Q &oing back to the crisis, how nuch of the nmeasures instituted at the



time came directly fromyou?

My deputy then was the M nister of Finance. He was very nmuch inclined to
follow the M. He was instituting | M- nmeasures without the IM~. | told
himat the rate he was goi ng, the Government woul d have no noney to pay
wages.

The country was headi ng for bankruptcy.

There was no busi ness. The Governnent could not collect taxes. He was
raising interest rates. The nunber of non-performng | oans was al so
i ncreasi ng.

Finally, I came up with the idea of currency controls. He was a nenber
of the NEAC (National Econom c Action Council) sub-comittee and he
agreed. There was no dispute there.

I knew that in the final anaylsis, nmy views would prevail because
reason things out. | had to point out to the sub-conmmttee why it was
wong to follow the I M

The conmittee nenbers posed 32 objections. | denolished every single one
of them Finally he and others supported ne.

| thought deeply about it. | tried to understand currency trading.

The only person who had experience trading in currencies was Tan Sri Nor
Mohamed Yakcop.

He was in charge of our trading in London. At one tine, we were novi ng
billions of dollars. There was a wite-up agai nst Bank Negara indulging in
currency tradi ng. Then, we |ost noney.

But to ne, the inportant thing was, he knew about such things. |
was in Buenos Aires but | asked himto conme over inmediately.

Gradual ly | began to understand how currency is traded. | had this idea
t hat people were carrying bags of noney across the border. Nothing like
t hat happens. The noney is here all the tine. Only ownershi p changes. Qur
currency is valueless in other countries.

Once | saw that, | was able to convince the NEAC subcommi ttee.

Q What do you think is the nost inportant challenge facing the econony
fromnext year and are you happy with the progress we are naking?

If there is no war in lraqgq, | think we are set to recover.

QIf thereis a war in Ilrag, how badly will it affect our econony?
Peopl e are already tal king about a recession in the US

Not as bad as it would have been had we not changed direction

Today, our highest level of trade is with Asean. Qur trade wth China
and the Mddle East is also growing. The percentage of trade with the US
is reducing. This is inmportant. | think the US will face a | ot of
difficulties in the next few years even if they do not go to war with
I raqg.

There are nore bankruptcies in US. Huge conpanies, |ike the second
bi ggest i nsurance conpany, are going bankrupt. United Airlines is
bankrupt. The comnpani es which are not bankrupt are not doing well.

The hotel industry, the travel and service industries are suffering.

If you read today, nore people are beggi ng.

Unenpl oynment figures may even be higher than what's been reported. So |
don't think the US can recover so soon

I think they will go to war in Iraq. If they can find an excuse, they
will. They are bent on having this war.

Q What factors will pronpt Malaysia to review the ringgit peg?

A: There may be sone deliberate attenpts to underm ne our econony. But
if we study the situation carefully, we can overcone all at-tenpts to
under m ne our economny. The ringgit peg has done us a |lot of good and the
world has to admt this. Even the | M- has admtted this - excepting sone
| ocal s who read textbook solutions and still say that this is not good.
Tell me why this is not good.



Q Theoretically you can keep the peg for a very, very long tine.

A: As long as we're conpetitive and our productivity is good, we can
mai ntain a stable currency and exchange rate. The only problemis that it
is now stable only against the US dollar. It is not stable against other
currencies. That is why we are thinking about the gold dinar. Gold, as |
have nentioned nmany tinmes, has an intrinsic value. It is not a piece of
paper, so it cannot fluctuate too nmuch. So if you peg your currency to
gold, then you have a better reference point.

Even [ unps of gold that people don't do anything with still have an
intrinsic value. | carry this noney everywhere (reached for his wallet and
brought out a bank note) to illustrate that paper noney is just useless.
Have a look at it ...tell nme what is the figure. Yugoslav dinar 500
billion - one piece of paper. It was worth 12 cents (US) when it was first
issued. Now it is worth nothing. But can you imagine if that figure is
printed on gol d?

Q What about the possibility of pegging the ringgit to a basket of
currenci es?

A: People can still deval ue and reval ue your currency. W pegged our
ringgit to a basket of currencies at 2.5 to one US dollar. That did not
prevent Soros fromselling our currency at a rate below that. Wat hurt ne
was that he never had any noney. It was a transaction anong thensel ves
(the currency traders). "I amgoing to sell you one billion ringgit, how
much are you going to pay?" And then they sell down and the noney is
bought and delivered. But buying and delivering doesn't nmean physica
delivery. It's just a matter of changi ng the nanmes of owners.

Q In one of your trips to the Caribbean and South America at the height
of the financial crisis, there was one reporter froman international news
agency who followed you and kept asking questions, provoking answers from
you whi ch woul d bring down the value of ringgit. Howdid it feel when the
ringgit cane down every tine you tal ked?

A It felt very bad of course and | was very angry. But | was not going
to be cowed or be afraid of saying what | wanted to say, just because they

had this capacity to bring down our econony. | took a risk.

Q You nust be happy now that Soros has been fined?

A: Yes, he is a nenace to the whole world. | can never forgive him
t hough he now says that what | did was right. | can never forgive him

because he created msery for 40 mllion people. They were al ready poor

and he nmade them poorer. He nade noney, gave a few cents for charity and
he was called a great philanthropist. You stole noney. Robin Hood stole

money fromthe rich to give to the poor. That's fine. Soros stole noney

fromthe poor, took it all for hinmself and then gave a few cents to poor
people. That's not a philanthropist. That's not even a Robin Hood.

Q Countries in the region, especially our closest neighbours, are
pushi ng up defence spendi ng. What about us? Wuld this be a priority in
t he comi ng years?

No, | don't think we should spend too much on defence. But we nust have
defence capabilities. Malaysia is a big country and we can defend
ourselves. A smaller country may have troubl e doing so

Q The Muslimworld is still in disarray. The problens plaguing the OC
are evidence enough of our failure to come together. What will it take for
Muslinms to unite?

Go back to the true religion. If only they adhere to the teachings of
I slam we would not have problens. They say they can quote the Quran but
what they do is sonething el se.

Q Are you witing or planning to wite your menoirs?

A I'mwiting a little because I think my experience will be useful for
ot her peopl e.



Q WIIl you head a super think-tank after retirenment?

A: No, no, no. | have no plans for this. | have to rest a little. Then
will respond to the situation. Although | plan things, largely I respond
to situations.

Q Where will your permanent home be after retirement.

A1 will stay in KL I think. I can't go back to Alor Star - nost of ny
friends are no longer around. | |ove Kedah. That was where | was born. But
when | go back there sonmetinmes | feel |like a stranger. The people | know
are no | onger there.

Q You don't appear to be brand-conscious. In fact, sone of your
subordi nates seemto be nore show with their Rolex watches and | uxury
cars. Do you hope to be regarded as a rol e-npodel for noderate dressing?

A: Whet her people follow nme or not is a different matter. To me things
like wearing a Rolex are insignificant. The inportant thing is to keep
time, not to see or be seen with the Rol ex. Sonme people wear a watch but
have a poor sense of tine and punctuality, so what's the use of having a
Rol ex?

Q Your father was a headnmaster. But of all your siblings, you were the
one to becone a doctor, and now you are the PM Wiy was there this vast
gap between what you and they achieved?

A: One of ny brothers went to the agriculture school in Serdang, now the
uni versity of course. He was trained as an agriculture officer. In those
days we couldn't call himan agriculture officer, but an agriculture
assistant. You could only becone an officer if you were white.

Anot her brother topped the class but he was born in Johor and brought up
i n Kedah. Johor didn't accept himas Johorean, so he couldn't get a
schol arshi p or anything. And Kedah al so said that he was not a Kedah man
as he was born in Johor. So in the end he becane a cooperative audit clerk
- very low pay. He had sone training in KL but the question was one of
opportunity.

VWhen it cane to ny tine, | wanted to study |aw but instead got a
schol arship to study nedicine. | was |ucky because at that tine, there was
some opportunity, scholarship and all that.

So | was fortunate. But I'msure that if they had had the same kind of
opportunities that we see a ot of young people enjoying now, they would
have done very wel .

My father was one of the rare birds who actually ran fromhone to go to
school because in those days, Muslimparents didn't like their children to
go to school as schools were run by Christian brothers. But he wanted to
study so he went to school on his own. He didn't becone a Christian. As a
result, he was well educated for a Muslimin those days. Kedah wanted to
start an English school. He was asked to start the school and was the
founder and headmaster of the Governnment English school, which is today
the Sultan Abdul Ham d Col | ege.

Q Datuk Seri, are you happy with what you have achi eved with Putrajaya?

A Yes. | think it was the right nove (to build Putrajaya). W need an
identity. Kuala Lunpur has given us an identity. It started as a m ning
town. But there has to be something that is totally the Ml aysia of after-
| ndependence.

W need it anyway. We need this city. Kuala Lunmpur has becone too
congested. And just inmagine 20-30 years fromnow, Kuala Lunpur is going to
be very, very congested. It is a very small piece of land. It has to
overflow into Selangor. And we will | ose control once it is outside (the
Federal Territory of) Kuala Lunmpur. W already have problenms commuting. If
one officer wants to see another officer, it takes hours to cross town. So
we have to nove sonewhere, we have to have a proper capital, a place for
adm nistration ...and this is it. And | think it has turned out very well.



Q Datuk Seri, 10 nmonths before you stepped into power, the UK raised
interest rates, the world was headi ng towards recession and there was war
between Iran and Iraq. Now you are about 10 nonths away from handi ng over

power ...it seens |ike sone things have changed a |l ot, and sone things
never change.

A Wll, | can't wait until the world stops before | get off. The world
will go on, life will go on. There will be new problens and new sol uti ons.

So these are not excuses for you not to step down. You are not the only
person who can sol ve probl ens.

| expect a lot of change. The rate of change is now nuch faster too. But
people will have to adjust to rapid changes. Change is sonething that is
al ways going to be there and people nmust adjust. Running Ml aysia 20 years
ago was not the same as running Malaysia today. If I don't change,
cannot handl e the situation

Q Do the Malays not want to change or do they not know how to?

A: They want to change but they have a |ot of detractors who keep
telling themthis is not worthwhile, this is useless, we have a better way
and all that, but who don't show any better way.

I"mafraid that they are very easily distracted. It's a kind of
escapi sm You cannot tackle a problem you change. | know of one civil
servant - smartly dressed, powerful. And then he retired and went into
busi ness. He didn't get the co-operation of government officers.

So what did he do? He grew a beard and becane an itinerant preacher
That is escapi sm

Q Do you think it is because of too nmuch denocracy? Are peopl e abusing
it?

A: Not too much denocracy. Just that people don't understand how
denocraci es operate. Mst devel oped countries have got only two parties,
at the nost three. W have so nany parties and the basis of our ideol ogy
is not ideol ogy as such, but race.

By and | arge people here do not understand how to nmake denocraci es worKk.
But we're not as bad as sone other countries, | nust admt. W have
handled it very well. That's why we still survive, we still prosper
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