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Demandi ng work awai ts Naji b when the "~honeynoon' is over

Kal i mul I ah Hassan

DATUK Seri Najib Razak wal ked i n several mnutes | ate, deliberately, for
his first Cabinet neeting as Deputy Prime M nister | ast Wednesday.
Anxious, full of trepidation, he did not know what to expect.

But when all the Cabinet nmenbers started thunping the table on seeing
him- a sign of endorsement - only then did he relax and slip into the
unfam liar chair on the right of Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad
Badaw .

Speaking in an interviewat his honme two nights after his appoi nt nment,
Najib, casually dressed in a red T-shirt with visitors still stream ng
into his house to congratul ate him seened confident in his newjob.

But on the norning of Jan 7, he woke up to see scream ng banner
headl i nes i n all newspapers specul ati ng that he woul d be the next Deputy
Prime Mnister. Najib had been given his appointnent letter at 5.45 the
previ ous eveni ng by Abdul | ah, but the official announcenent was only out
that afternoon at 1. 30.

Najib said that when he arrived for the Cabi net neeting the next
nmorni ng, "1 wondered whet her | should go into the neeting and sit on the
Prime Mnister's right because that is where the deputy sits. O would the
ot her Cabi net nenbers who had not been infornmed yet think that | was too
presunpt uous? | already knew but they did not."

So, he waited in the corridor and then went into the washroomto kil l
tinme.

"I felt that | nust walk in later after the PMhad informed the Cabinet.
So | waited in the washroom nervously, gave a few minutes, and then
wal ked i nto the Cabi net room

"When all the ministers present started thunping on the table, I knew
that Pak Lah had inforned themand that | could then take ny seat on his
right," he | aughed, recalling that nonent. "That is how!l was i ntroduced
as Deputy Prine Mnister."

It came as arelief to Najib that the announcenent was finally
made; that after nonths of anxiety, he had been procl ai ned as the
successor to Abdul | ah.

As the npbst senior Umo vice-president, Najib was al ways consi dered the
front runner for the job.

But after Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohamad announced his retirenent in June 2002,
and publicly decl ared that Abdul I ah woul d succeed him it did not take
I ong for the potent Umo rumour mll to start churning out the "what if"
scenari os.

| f Abdul | ah takes over, who woul d be his deputy? If it's not Najib,
would it be Tan Sri Miuhyiddin Yassin? If it was neither, would it be Dat uk
Seri Rafidah Aziz or Datuk Seri Dr Rais Yatin®?

Sone of the specul ation was really wild and, understandably, Najib was
uncertain.

Wil e many felt he was the clear front runner because of his seniority
as vice-president, the theorists pointed out that it had never been an
Umo tradition to appoint the nost senior vice-president as Deputy Prine
M ni ster.

Dr Mahathir was the third vice-presi dent when he was chosen by the late
Tun Hussein Onn to be his deputy. Tun Ghafar Baba was al so not the top
vi ce-presi dent when he was chosen as Deputy Prine M nister after Tan Sri
Misa Hitam s resignation in 1986.



And Abdul | ah hinsel f was the second vice-presi dent when Dr Mahathir
pi cked himas No 2.

But right fromearly on, Abdullah's closest aides had indicated to Najib
that he was the preferred choice. Wiy then was he so unsure?

"I never take things for granted. It was never really like it was fait
acconpli, although | feel confortable in Pak Lah's conpany. | knowthat in
our political system it is only when the Prime M nister nakes the
announcement are you sure," he said.

He i kened his situation to that of a postdated cheque.

"You won't know whether there is cash until the cheque gets cashed," he
j oked.

Al'l he hoped for, he said, was that Abdullah would feel confident in
sel ecting himas deputy.

When Abdul | ah tol d hi mof his appoi ntment on the evening of Jan 6, only
then did Najib feel that the post-dated cheque was cashable. Najib was
called into see the Prime Mnister at 5.45pmand was given his
appointent letter.

At the next day's Cabi net neeting, after Najib took his rightful seat,
Abdul I ah announced t he ot her changes in the Cabi net, and al so asked
everyone to give their fullest co-operation to Najib.

A senior minister said that towards the end of the neeting, an enoti onal
Najib told Abdul | ah:

"I will always rem nd nyself that | amnunber two to you. | hope that
over time, | can convince you that you made the right choice."

Asked whether he really said that, Najib |aughed again. "Yes, sonething
like that."

He expl ai ned that he was touched by Abdul | ah's confi dence i n appoi nting
hi mas deputy and what he said at the neeting was instinctive and cane
"fromny heart".

"At the end of the neeting, | felt | had to respond. | said it fromthe
bottom of ny heart."

Naj i b has gone the extra mile inrecent days in publicly reiterating
what he sai d during the Cabi net neeting, pledging his loyalty to Abdull ah
and prom sing to work hard to ensure the success of the national agenda.

And the hard work will cone.

Abdul I ah has kept a puni shing pace since he took of fice, traversing the
country and al so making the traditional courtesy calls on other Asean
heads of Governnment. Barely two days after he was appoi nted Deputy Prinme
M ni ster, the Umo supreme council told Najib to assune the duties of Umo
deputy president and by extension, chair the weekly party nanagenent
comittee nmeetings.

He will also chair several Cabinet committees - Abdull ah was chairman of
nore than a dozen Cabi net conm ttees when he was deputy - in addition to
wor ki ng wi th Abdul | ah in strategising for the general el ection which nust
be hel d before year's end but specul ated to be rmuch earlier, possibly in
the second quarter of the year.

In ameeting with senior editors in Novenber, Abdullah said that his
deputy woul d be traversing the country to hel p hi mgear up for the general
el ection.

As Defence M nister and Umo vice-president, Najib's duties were
lighter. But fromnow, he will be doing nore and nore. The queue of
visitors to his home and office will get | onger and | onger and hi s ai des
will be swanped with phone calls and requests to neet the boss.

Soon, the congratul atory bouquets lined up all over the hallway and in
sitting roons will start towilt and the real tough work will begin.

"I look forward toit. W want Mal aysia to be on the world map. | will
work hard to achi eve the nati onal agenda set by the Prime M nister," he



pl edged.
At 50, Najib has the energy. And his supporters believe he al so has the
determi nation and single-nmi ndedness to fulfil his prom se.
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