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Mal aysi an dream cone true

Kal i mul I ah Hassan

"I F you have the talent and the capacity for hard work, then this country
continues to provide you various avenues to rise to the top. Qur history,
over the last 45 years, is blessed with so many exanpl es of people, from
all races, inall fields, clinbingto the top, in spite of many odds."

When Nor Mohaned Yakcop said this to a roonful of young Mal aysi an
prof essional s fromPronuda at a di al ogue al nost exactly 11 nont hs ago, he
may not have realised that his name woul d be added on to that illustrious
list of Mal aysians who clinbed to the top against all odds.

Born into a poor famly in Butterworth, Penang, in 1947, Nor Mohaned's
father, a petty trader, passed away in 1958 just after the country becane
an i ndependent, sovereign nation. He was the only child and hi s not her
rai sed hi mal one. After conpleting his Form6 in 1968, Nor Mdhamed cane to
the big city, Kuala Lunpur, and | anded a job as a clerk i n Bank Negar a.

His little roomwas a transit point for many of his classmates and
friends, fromequal ly i npoveri shed backgrounds, who woul d | odge wi th hi m
whi | e | ooki ng for jobs or going into university. Hs friends recall that
Nor Mohaned is that rare hunan bei ng who has al ways been col our blind,
counti ng anong hi s buddi es people fromall wal ks of life, religions and
race. They remain very close friends till this day, regularly attending
reuni ons, or funerals, or weddi ngs of their children, or just for teh
tarik at Syafiz in Sri Hartamas on Sunday nornings

On a Bank Negara schol arshi p, Nor Mohamed went through university,
graduating wi th honours wi th an economi cs degree fromthe University of
Mal aya in 1972. Resumi ng work as an officer at the central bank, Nor
Mohanmed rose up the ranks, managi ng to squeeze in an MBA fromthe Catholic
Uni versity of Leuven, Belgium in 1979.

By 1989, he was one of five advisers of the bank, putting himjust a
shot away fromthe deputy governor's job and eventual ly, the Governor's
post. By this tinme, he had shown his uncanny skill at currency trading.
Bank Negara then had one of the nbst aggressive, profit-focused currency
tradi ng programes pursued by a central bank. Inthe |ate 1980s and early
1990s, Bank Negara frequently put billions of US dollars into short-term
currency positions and built a reputation as a savvy, potent player

The policy was endorsed by the mnistry and bank and proved hi ghly
profitable. Then canme the crunch. The central bank took positions on
Eur opean currencies, in particular the sterling, because they gave hi gher
yi el ds as opposed to the US dollar. Further, the belief then was that the
worl d woul d nove away fromthe US dol | ar.

It was fine, until the Maastricht treaty sent European currencies, in
particul ar the sterling, inwhich financier George Soros betted agai nst,
reeling.

Bank Negara suffered billions of ringgit inlosses and then Gover nor
Tan Sri Jaafar Hussein, who took responsibility, and Nor Mohanmed, quit
their jobs. Even at that time, the Asian Wall Street Journal quoted a
currency trader as saying: "lI amworried that |ike Tan Sri Jaafar, Nor
Mohaned is going to just be renenbered for the forex | osses. He's been
very conmitted to devel opi ng Mal aysia's financial system"

Those were the | ean years. A society quick to throw bl amre was
unforgi ving. Nor Mohanmed's crucial role in spear-heading |slamc banking,
the ar-Rahnu (Islam c pawn shop), two-way paynent between Bank Negara and
central banks of South-South nations, the setting up of the Securities



Conmi ssi on and the Rati ng Agency of Mal aysia (RAM were all but forgotten.

He becane nanagi ng di rector of RHB but many, save his real friends,
shunned him Very often, he woul d be seen eating al one at his favourite
nasi kandar shop in Jal an Tuanku Abdul Rahman. But his spirit never
flagged. It was just about this tine that I was i ntroduced to Nor Mhaned.
And frankly, just Iike others who did not know him | had reservati ons.
But it was his demeanour, his humlity, his friendliness and a total
absence of airs that endeared himto ne.

Together with his [oyal friend and cl assmate, Datuk Wong Sul ong, ny
rival editor-in-chief of The Star, we shared many teh tari ks and nasi
kandars over the years and | got to know his own circle of close friends,
teachers, clerks, insurance agents, rem siers, bankers and just plain
ordi nary people, who today, remain his house-call friends.

It was in 1997 - three years after his resignation fromBank Negara and
j ust when the Asian econonmic crisis hit Malaysia - that Nor Mhaned
received a call fromTun Dr Mahat hir Mohamad's of fice, asking himto go to
Argentina to neet the Prinme M nister.

Today, just shortly after being told of his appoi ntmrent by Datuk Seri
Abdul | ah Ahrmmad Badawi, Nor Mbhaned sai d: "That phone call (frombDr
Mahat hir's of fice) was the one defining noment innmy life."

He went to Argentina, nmet Dr Mahathir and spent hours outlining to the
Prinme M nister howthe foreign exchange mar ket works; about short
posi tions and | ong positions; about hedgi ng; about how currencies are
borrowed and sol d, the difference between "bid" and "of fer" and how f unds
can be transferred fromone country to another at the click of a button.

To Dr Mahathir the nmedi cal doctor, such terns were as alien to himas
nmedi cal terms woul d have been to Nor Mohamed. But Dr Mahat hir | earned fast
and hi s dependence on Nor Mhaned for advice grew.

In his book, The Mal aysi an Currency Crisis: Howand Wiy It Happened, Dr
Mahat hir speaks of the circunstances which | ed Nor Mohaned to resign from
Bank Negara in 1994.

"It is indeed a strange twi st of history that this costly experience in
t he forei gn exchange narket provi ded Mal aysia with the know edge and skill
required to i mpl ement the sel ective exchange control regine in order to
frustrate the currency traders and hel p the country's econom c recovery,"
Dr Mahathir says in Chapter 6 of the book.

The current Prime Mnister's office | ooks at the forex | osses as a
col l ective m stake, "an honest error”. "It does not affect the integrity
of the man in any way," a spokesperson for the Prine Mnister's office
sai d.

I ndeed, Nor Mohamed has proven his worth many tines over. He was the
only one who initially believed and supported Dr Mahathir's views on the
sel ecti ve exchange control. He was the one, who at Dr Mahat hir's behest,
studi ed how t o decoupl e Si ngapore's over-the-counter trade through CLOB
(Central Limt Order Book). Ml aysi an shares were bei ng short-sold over
CLOB, wiping out billions in narket cap fromthe KLSE. And it was Nor
Mohaned' s pl an whi ch Dr Mahathir i npl emented to eventual |y stabilise the
KLSE and end tradi ng over CLOB.

| renenmber one breakfast teh tarik where a bl eary-eyed Nor Mhaned sai d
he had recieved a call fromDr Mahathir the previous night, asking himto
gotothe old Sri Perdana in Damansara. It was al nbost 2amand the then
Prime M ni ster wanted Nor Mohaned to explain a chapter in a book dealing
with derivatives trading. After his explanation, Dr Mahathir thanked Nor
Mohamed and bi d hi mgoodni ght. Nor Moharmed had t hen been reappoi nted
Advi ser to Bank Negara and was again in the job he | oved best - public
servant.

Hs wife, Puan Sri Fawzi a Mohd Abu Bakar, recalls clearly those nonths



and years when neither she nor her children saw Nor Mohanmed for nore than
a coupl e of hours a week.

He was out working till the wee hours and back in the office early
bef ore anyone awoke.

But inlate April 2000, Tan Sri Zeti Akhtar Azi z was appoi nted Gover nor,
replacing Tan Sri Ali Abul Hassan, whose contract had expired. Nor Mohamed
al so I eft the bank soon after on expiry of his own contract. That day,
April 23, was probably the worst in his life. He had no job and on the
sane ni ght, his bel oved not her passed away. But barely a few days | ater,
Nor Mohaned again received the call-up for national service when Dr
Mahat hir asked himto rejoin the Governnent as the Prine Mnister's
Economi ¢ Advi ser.

In his role as adviser, Nor Mohamed was entrusted with and credited by
t he donesti c and i nternati onal investnment comunity for remaki ng corporate
Mal aysi a. Nor Mohared was responsi bl e for the successful restructuring of
many strategi c corporations and governnent-|inked compani es such as UEM
Renong, Renong, MRCB, Tabung Haji, Malaysia Airlines, Johor Corp and the
Putra and Star light rail transit systems. He remai ned as advi ser to Dr
Mahat hir' s successor, Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahnmad Badawi , and a nenber of
t he Khazanah Nasi onal Board and menber of the National Economic Action
Counci | executive committee.

And today, as he takes the big step fromcivil servant to Cabi net
menber, a heavi er responsi bility which fewdoubt he will carry out with
t he hi ghest | evel of integrity and responsibility, Nor Mohaned' s advice to
t he young menbers of Promuda will ring true.

He has the talent, he has the capacity for hard work, and this country
that he |l oves so nmuch has allowed himto rise to the top.
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