21/ 03/ 2004
Agenda is settled, and nowthe wait for endorsenent

Kal i mul I ah Hassan

WLL the results of the general el ection endorse Pak Lah's mission to
reprogranme Mal aysia's “software' for the future? KALI MULLAH HASSAN t r aces
the genesis of the Prime Mnister's extensive agenda.

SHORTLY after he becane Prime Mnister in Cctober | ast year, Datuk Ser
Abdul | ah Ahmad Badawi chaired an Umo suprene council neeting. One of the
topi cs raised was the general el ection.

Sone nenbers of the council expressed strong views, urging himto have
an el ection by April to coincide with the dissolution of the Sabah State
Assenbly on April 12

There were vari ous reasons presented. Sone wanted a si nul t aneous
el ection with Sabah to avoid two canpai gns, to save costs or to enable the
Bari san Nasi onal to have t he advant age because the opposition parties
coul d not spread thensel ves so thin in a nati onwi de el ection

O hers felt that the econonmy was i nprovi ng and popul ar support had ri sen
since 1999, when Umo saw an erosion of Malay votes over the Anwar | brahim
i ssue. The first quarter of 2004 or i medi ately after woul d be best, they
sai d, as Abdul | ah woul d have settled into his newjob by then

Abdul I ah I'i stened but was non-conmittal

He could see the nerits of the argunments, but he felt that if he were to
seek the mandat e as the new | eader of Mal aysia, he had first to tell the
el ectorate what his admi ni stration's agenda woul d be.

Only then could he truly say that he had the people's support for what
he wanted to do for the country. Only then could he, with enmpowernment from
t he people, carry out his plans.

He nmade it clear to his aides right fromthe begi nning that he had no
desire to overhaul the policies of his predecessor Tun Dr Mahathir Mhanad
just for the sake of | eaving his own footprints.

Fromthe day that Dr Mahat hir announced he was going to retire - June
22, 2002 - Abdullah was resolute in stating that the good policies would
remai n because they had benefited the country and the peopl e.

But he was al so unambi guous in stating that he wanted to focus on the
"software" side of Malaysia - changi ng m ndsets, inproving efficiency,
cutting red tape and, nost of all, cracking down on corruption, which he
bel i eved was a root cause of evil and directly related to creating
inefficiency and red tape.

Reduci ng or even eradicating corruption in both private and public
sectors woul d drastically reduce the cost of business, inprove efficiency,
ensure faster inplenentation of projects and ultimtely benefit
Mal aysi ans.

And so he proceeded with his announcenents and directives. He visited
frontline departnments such as Inmigration, told Menteri s Besar and Chi ef
M nisters to overhaul their |and offices, set up a Royal Conm ssion on the
Police, called off the RML4 billion railway doubl e-tracking project to
avoi d worsening the fiscal deficit, and directed the Anti-Corruption
Agency (ACA) to act agai nst both the private and public sectors if they
had enough evi dence

In his first three nonths in office, Abdullah addressed the i ssues that
i ncreasingly concerned a Mal aysi a burgeoni ng on the back of the Mahathir
peri od of grow h.

That took the wind fromthe sails of opposition parties which had worn
out the Anwar issue and were harpi ng on the concerns over corruption, red



t ape, abuse of power and inefficiency.

Wth his agenda stated, his nministers supportive, and his public ratings
up, Abdul | ah then deci ded to seek the nandate he want ed.

The ideas and issues he wanted to address were not a vision that cane to
hi moverni ght after he became Prine Mnister

Abdul I ah' s ai des, such as his fornmer Press secretary Dat uk Kamarul zanan
Zainal , and friends such as Dat uk Mohaned Abi d have many fond stories to
relate of the characteristics that earned himthe "M C ean” tag.

In February 1999, barely a nonth into his job as Deputy Prinme Mnister
Abdul | ah was tasked wi t h headi ng the el ecti on canpai gn in Sabah's State
el ection.

Kamar ul zaman renenbers hi mneeting seni or Sabah journalists. At a no-
hol ds- barred Press conference, he was asked about his vision for the
country.

Hi s answer to that question then and four years | ater was the same. That
he had the sane vision as Dr Mahathir to see Mal aysi a becone a devel oped
nati on by 2020. He was t hen asked whet her he had any personal standpoi nt
that he mi ght want to enl arge upon as the country's second nost powerful
person.

His reply was: "I would like to see an incorruptible and efficient civil
service. | would |like to have an incorruptible public sector. If we can
achi eve that, our country will progress faster."

Kamar ul zaman al so renmenbers t he om nous peri od of nbney politics in Umo
in 1993, when Abdul | ah was fighting to retain his post as party vice-
presi dent.

"A divisional |eader fromSabah called hi mand pl edged support. In
return, he asked for RMLOO, 000 to give to supporters. Pak Lah told him
that even if he had the noney, he would not give it to him"

Kamar ul zaman says Abdul I ah tol d the Sabah | eader, "I cannot give nopney.
I can only contribute ny energy, ny thoughts and ny services for Umo and
for the country."

Abdul I ah 1 ost by a snmall margin in that election but after a cl anpdown
on nmoney politics by Dr Mahathir the foll ow ng year, Abdullah won the post
at the 1996 party el ections.

Abdul I ah' s friend Mohanmed says not many peopl e know that the Prine
M ni ster does not own a house. As a civil servant and | ater as a ninister
in Governnent for 23 years until 1987, all Abdull ah had were two houses -
one in Titiwangsa and anot her in Bangsar.

But after he was dropped fromthe Cabinet in 1987 for opposing Dr
Mahat hir in a power tussle in Umo, he was jobl ess for al nbst four years.
He sold his houses to support his famly and his political activities.

Mohaned recal Il s that those were | onely years and not havi ng any noney,
it was a fewclose friends |ike his classnmate and political secretary, the
| ate Dat uk Haji Abdul Fatah Abdul | ah, and Kamarul zaman, who supported and
hel ped him

Mohanmed has been Abdullah's friend for close to 30 years. He says:
"There are no skeletons in his closet. That is why he can stand tall and
confident when he tal ks agai nst abuse and corrupti on.

"As a person, he has not changed. He is still the same Abdullah | first
nmet. He and Endon (Mahnood) are as close and as | oving as they were then.
He still hugs and greets his friends |ike he did before. That is his
charm

"I just wish Haji Fatah was alive to see his childhood friend today,"
Mohanmed sai d. Fatah, who was al so Abdul l ah's political secretary for nany
years, died just nonths after his friend becane Deputy Prine M nister

Conming froma fam |y of renowned religious | eaders, Abdullah started
fine-tuning his programmes as Ml aysia's | eader soon after Dr Mhathir



told himhe would retire in Cctober 2003

There were nany mi dni ght sessions at his hone with his aides, including
Dr Mahat hir's own advi sers such as Datuk Johari Baharomand ot hers,
i ncl udi ng | eadi ng econom sts and i ntell ectuals, on how to address the
i ssues facing the people.

Drafts were drawn up and redrafted. The ultimate objective, he told his
cl osest aides, was to serve, and their job was to take his views and chart
the initiatives to take the country the next step forward

It was in those gruelling sessions that the blueprint of his roadmap for
the country was drawn up

He has outlined his plans in the | ast four nmonths. The response has been
| argely positive.

Today, he seeks the nandate to carry themout.
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