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Top marks for the new boss

Zoe Phoon

I T HAS not been easy for Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad Badaw
fromday one. When he took over the driver's seat, it was the first change
inleadershipin 22 years. Analysts said Tun Dr Mahathir Mhanmad' s act was
a tough one to follow

Why? He was one of the | ongest serving and nost dynam c | eaders in the
worl d, a respected statesman, and the founder of Modern Mal aysi a. Sone
even saw Abdul | ah' s position as delicate, citing gaps in his otherw se
i mpr essi ve resume. Peopl e, especially foreigninvestors, wanted to know
where he stood on fundanental policies, because Mal aysia was a nmaj or
trading nation with | inkages in trade and i nvestnents with nany countri es.

Former premers Tun Hussein Onn and Dr Mahathir, too, had their fair
share of doubters, but history has shown that they have contri buted
nmeani ngful Iy to nation buil di ng and econoni ¢ growt h. A seasoned bur eaucr at
with an illustrious career, Abdullah is expected to do | i kew se because he
iswell suited to maintain the political stability that has been key to
Mal aysi a' s phenonenal devel opnent.

Wth vast experience cultivated in portfolios in Honme Affairs, Foreign
Affairs, Defence and Education, he has expertise spanning all facets of
national and i nternati onal i ssues. As Hone M ni ster, for instance, he has
been firmand just in handling crimnal and security matters and vocal in
speaki ng agai nst social ills and religi ous extrem sm

Now, as the country's chief executive, he is well aware of all the
i mportant i ssues and matters concerning all policies. Describing hinself
as the "nunber one public servant of the nation', he says he may institute
policy adjustnents if necessary. For priorities, the nation'sinterests
cone first, not personal glory. The fight agai nst corrupti on has been the
hal | mark of his adninistration. He believes being incorruptibleis the
only way Mal aysia can buildits credibility, inproveits i mage and becone
nore attractive for trade and i nvestnents.

Abdul | ah, 64, was born i n Penang. Hi s grandfather Shei kh Abdul | ah Fahi m
was an ul ama and Quran teacher. H s father, Datuk Ahmad Badawi, was deputy
head of Umo Yout h. Abdul | ah attended a reli gi ous secondary school and
earned a Bachelor of Arts degree in Islanmic Studies fromUniversiti
Mal aya. Hi s fam |y background and educati on has had an i npact on him He
entered politics upon his father's death, being el ected to parlianment in
1978 as menber for Kepal a Batas in Penang. As Deputy Prine Mnister, his
religious val ues showed i n his decisions, views and approach. He liked to
buil d on consensus.

In the early 1980s when he was Mnister in the Prine Mnister's
Departnent, he was responsible for the civil service. The-then new prem er
Dr Mahat hir had i ntroduced the Look East Policy, inculcation of Islamc
values inthe civil service, work i nproverment teans, quality control,
nanet ags and punch cards.

H s coll eagues in the civil service said Abdul I ah had a | ot of ideas on
how to i mprove, nodernise and make things nore efficient. Institute
Tadbi ran AwamNegara (I ntan), a prem er training centre for Ml aysi an
civil servants, and t he Moderni sati on and Managenent Pl anni ng Unit (Manpu)
inthe Prine Mnister's Departnment, becane vehicles to facilitate
i mpl ement ati on of these policies. One-stop bill payment is one of his
i deas. He was al so responsible for initiating and i npl enmenting the
| eader shi p by exanpl e progranme.



To Mal aysi ans, his "work with ne and not for me' paradigmsignifies a
nmore consul tative government. He has a consultative nature. As a student
| eader in the 1960s, he introduced tuition as a core project because he
bel i eved coachi ng and consul ti ng practi ces anong students woul d hel p t hem
i nprove academi cal ly. Wen he became Director-Ceneral of the Youth and
Sports Mnistry inthe early 1970s, he initiated the Youth Consultative
Council as a forumto exercise decision-nmaking. And as Deputy Prine
M ni ster, he introduced the Students Consultative Council.
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