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The Mal aysian trait in Shaukat Aziz

By Syed Nadzri

| F Shaukat Azi z has, as sone peopl e say, nine lives, then he nmust have
been a Mal aysi an at sone point before. That's what he came across as
anyway, when | nmet himin |Islamabad two years ago.

The charismatic Prime M nister-designate of Pakistan, who survived a
harrowi ng assassi nati on attenpt | ast week, was once an expatri ate banker
wor ki ng i n Kual a Lunmpur. But it was not so nuch this that nmade hi mso
Mal aysian-like in nmy eyes. Rather, it was his style, his thinking and,
nmor e t han anything el se, his interest in Mal aysia and Mal aysi an politics.

Azi z, who has been Finance M nister for the past five years, is due to
take over as Prine Mnister fromZzafarullah Janali before the end of the
year. Last Friday, he had just finished addressi ng an el ecti on canpai gn
rally near |slamabad when an expl osives-filled car ploughed through a
security cordon into his sedan. The ensui ng bl ast kill ed seven peopl e and
injured 30 others. But Aziz mracul ously escaped unhurt.

| had the honour of neeting this remarkabl e man during an assi gnment in
Paki stan in June 2002 with the then NSTP group editor-in-chief Tan Sri
Abdul | ah Ahmad. Qur mmin task of intervi ewi ng Presi dent Pervez Miusharr af
over, | joined Abdullah the followi ng day to call on several ministers,
one of whom was Aziz.

Li ke the exquisite briyani we had i n Peshawar a few days | ater, the best
| have ever tasted (even better than i n Penang), the encounter with Aziz
was an eye opener.

Azi z | ooked very distinguished in his designer suit when he cane out to
greet us. And the first thing he said when he | ooked at nme was, "I have
met you sonewhere, haven't |?" But that was nothing conpared to what was
to come deep in the conversation. He spoke |lucidly and asked so nmuch about
Mal aysi an politics.

I ssues relating to the | eadershi p successi on and the preni ership of Tun
Dr Mahat hir Mohamad at that tinme seemed to interest Aziz alot. He knew
nost of the Umo | eaders by nane and was very familiar with the Umo
system

Azi z al so seened to be well-versed with Mal aysi an protocol and forns of
address, oftenreferring to names with their titles, such as Tan Sri this
or Datuk Seri that, which nost foreigners are not inclined to do. And sone
nanes were nmenti oned with rai sed eyebrows or in hushed tones, indicating
great understandi ng of the characters he was tal ki ng about.

Azi z worked for the Citibank G oup nost of his life, which explains his
i mmacul at e Engl i sh, which explains the Areri cani sed- Paki stani tag pi nned
on himby detractors, whichinturn is probably why some Paki st ani s want
hi mdead. But let's | eave Pakistani politics aside.

I found that he | ooked several shades nore refined than nost of his
col | eagues - a technocrat conpetent in econom ¢ managenent, plucked from
the gut of gl obal banking to becone one of Miusharraf's nost trusted
confi dants.

During that neeting, | asked Aziz, whom!| knewso little about then, how
he knew so rmuch about Ml aysian politics. "Of course | do," he replied. "I
was there in KL several years ago and | | oved the place so nuch."

I ndeed. Azi z was based in Mal aysia for three years from 1982 as country
manager for Citibank. H s many ot her international postings for the bank
i ncl uded one in Singapore about 10 years ago and while there, he often
comuted to Kuala Lunpur to rest and rel ax.



It is said that he was once identified as a potential CEO of Citibank by
its fornmer co-chairman, John Reed, and that he was willing to forgo the
conforts of a high-flying corporate position to come honme to Paki stan
surprised many.

"This is national service," he once said.

Aziz is well-known for the many econom c reforns he introduced after
becom ng Finance M nister in 1999 and in nost of his policies, he often
uses Mal aysia as one of the nodel countries.

"I admire the achi evenents nade by Mal aysi a, especially in diversifying
t he econony and t he neasures to i ncrease exports,"” he said.

When Aziz saw us off after the neeting, he said half in jest that the
vi brancy of Mal aysian politics made it interesting to foll owand rem nded
Abdul I ah to keep hi mabreast of devel opnents.

And hardly a week after we canme back fromthe Paki stan assi gnnent, Umo
had one of its nost-renenbered general assenblies. That was when Dr
Mahat hi r dropped t he bonbshel | about steppi ng down.

( END)
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