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Naj i b: Some hiccups but let's make NS work

By Rose Ismail; Anita Anandaraj ah

HE j oked about feeling "overwhel med" by the all-female teamfromthe New
Straits Times but Deputy Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Najib Razak was clearly
prepared for the interview Over tea at his Putrajaya office, while a

t hunder st ormraged out si de, he spoke affably, candidly and cal m y about
the rationale for the Nati onal Service progranme, its problens and its
future.

Wth this, ROSE | SMAIL and ANl TA ANANDARAJAH begi n The Sunday | ntervi ew,
an occasional series.

NST: Where is National Service taking us?

Naj i b: National Serviceis an inportant programme. It is the first tine
we are attenpting sonmething like this at the national | evel which covers
significant nunbers (of people).

We are trying to moul d people; to get those fromdifferent races to be
confortabl e doing things with one anot her.

This is the only way they will appreciate each other's aspirations and
sensitivities.

The school systemis a product of political conprom se and does not
all owfor such interaction. N nety per cent of Chinese are in Chinese
school s and 70 per cent of Indians are in Tanm | school s.

Secondly, there is the feeling that a national programre will help build
t he character of younger generations, maki ng themnore disciplined and
resilient.

So, we i nplenmented the programe on a scal e that woul d make a
di fference.

The trainees cone fromall backgrounds - sone of themare role nodels in
school s, prefects, sone cone frommniddle class and well-to-do families.

You al so have those who are poorer, sonme even fromdifficult socio-
economi ¢ backgrounds - broken honmes and nei ghbour hoods with soci al
probl ens. Sonme may be juvenil e delinquents involved i n unhealthy
activities. It is a nmixed bag.

It did occur to us to pick those fromthe school systemwhi ch woul d nean
fewer problens for us. But this was an opportunity to try and make better
peopl e of those fromdifficult or problenmatic backgrounds.

We did anticipate problens - I'"mnot saying it's an excuse for us not to
do anything. W just have to nmanage and cope.

Many of the problens originated frominnocent pranks. We were 18 once.
Obvi ously, quite often they tease one another. Sonetimes it becones
excessive and it leads to fights. W have to take this seriously.

We have decided to take the real problemones out of the canps and put
theminto two special canps so they will not affect others.

NST: When do you start doing this?

Najib: It is already in place. Between 70 and 80 of the trainees are
al ready there and this has eased the probl emsonewhat in the various
canps.

NST: But there is only a week or so before the first batch finish their
three-nmonth training.

Najib: W're not touching the first batch. This is for the second and
third batches

NST: Did you antici pate such probl ens?

Naj i b: There was al ways the fear. There are 85,000 participants in 41
canps, so even if you take a small percentage, the nunbers coul d be big.



O those who cause probl ens nay be few, but enough for the Press to report
on a daily basis.

I"mstill optimstic about this progranmme. Assessnent will be done
t hrough questionnaires that will be sent out to all the participants. The
ones | have net seementhusi asti c about the progranme. Sone have even said
they want to spend a |l onger time at NS. So t he general reaction has been
positive.

NST: You nentioned that 70 to 80 probl emtrai nees have been sent to
separate canps. Were are these canps | ocated?

Najib: There's one in Klang and one in Mrib.

NST: Is there nore mlitary-style training in these canps? And what is
the ratio of trainer to trainee?

Najib: Disciplineis tighter, nore focused. There is al so counsel ling.
The ratio of trainer and trainee is 1 to 2. This nmeans nore attention is
given to them

NST: There are about 6,000 trainees in institutes of higher |earning and
alimted nunber of trainers. Are there plans to hire nore trainers with
mlitary backgrounds?

Najib: We are | ooking at increasing or inproving the quality of the
trainers for future programes. | think we have to keep the people in
uni versities busy.

There are two school s of thought: the first says that after one nmonth of
regi nented training, we should not place themin a pressure cooker when
they goto the universities. W can nake it tougher for them but is this
desi rabl e?

At the sane tine, if they are idle, they end up doing all kinds of
t hi ngs.

The nunbers in universities are | arge because we have to keep costs
down. W are undertaking a national progranmme but the Governnment doesn't
want to spend too nuch noney on it.

NST: Wth sone of the problens that have cropped up, do you think there
shoul d have been nore nilitary training and personnel involved?

Naj i b: Not necessarily. In the first phase of the programme, the
trainers are not mlitary people but there are quite a nunber of fornmer
nmlitary and police people invol ved.

The first batch has been relatively free of troubl e because they come
mai nly fromthe school system The second and third batches involve a
nunber who | eft the school systemsone ti ne ago. There are nechani cs and
wel ders. They are nore i ndependent, so to speak. The probl ens are nostly
coming fromthe second or third batch.

NST: When wi ||l trainees be asked to make an assessnent of the programe?

Najib: This will take place before they | eave. W hope we wi |l get an
obj ecti ve assessment. After that we will consult different groups before
we nmake a decision on the future of this programre.

NST: WII the questionnaire only be given to the young peopl e? What if
trai nees are keen to go on but other groups - parents, NGOs, politicians -
say no. How will you decide?

Najib: | don't think the parents will object. W've had surveys and
consul tations before. And t hey were supportive of the progranme. There are
nmenbers of the Qpposition party who are trying to exploit this, tryingto
make political capital out of it.

That has tended to accentuate sone of the problens and i ssues related to
t he NS progranme.

NST: Woul d you send your daughter to NS after reading all the news
hi ghl i ghted dail y?

Najib: Yes, | would. | think | would still be confident about sending
her. | think it will be useful for a youngster to be exposed to a training



progranmme |i ke this because they are dealing with new chall enges.

NST: Does it give you sl eepless nights?

Naj i b: I' mconcerned, obviously. Once parents release their childrento
such a programme, they are under the care of the Governnment. There is a
nmoral obligation to take care of them That's why when there was the
report of the alleged rape, | was very, very di sturbed.

On the other hand, there are other countries |ike Singapore where NSis
carried out over a two-year period. The early phase was difficult. It
wasn't a walk in the park for thembut they persevered.

They di scovered that their National Serviceis asignificant factor in
nmoul di ng the future generation of Singaporeans. They think their strength
- discipline and conpetitiveness - would not have been achi eved w t hout
it.

| wonder if we are panpering Mal aysi ans too nuch? The Si ngaporeans have
to stomach being inuniformand living in barracks under nore arduous and
risky training. They' ve | ost peopl e, accidents have happened, peopl e have
di ed and so forth. But they never gave up.

NST: Does this nean that you are going to push for this because you
don't want Mal aysi ans to be panpered?

Najib: I'mjust posing the question: Are Mal aysi ans softies? Can they
not cope with a three-nonth training programe?

NST: What do you think?

Najib: | just posed the question (laughs). It does not matter what
think. I'mjust giving an exanpl e that in Singapore the society eventually
accepted it. Now why are we scream ng and yelling when this is just a
t hree- mont h programe?

There are shortcom ngs, but let's take a | ook how we can i nprove. Wy
shoul dn't we be prepared to go t hrough sonmething |i ke this? Wiy can't we
think that we'll cone out better people?

NST: In light of the disciplinary problens faced, are there plans to
make NS conpul sory only for nal es?

Najib: | don't want to be the person to nmake the decision. It nust be a
col l ective decision that goes through the process. In other words, there
wi Il be the questionnaire, consultation w th various groups, and then the
majlis will make its recommendati ons. The Cabinet committee will convene,
and eventual ly the Cabinet will decide.

There are suggestions to not take wonen on board until we have fully
stabilised this programme, separate the wonmen in a different canp,

i ncrease the nunber of wonen trainers.

Al these ideas have been bandi ed about and I think we shoul d | ook at
t hem

NST: It seens that you have been left to carry this baby that was born
prematurely. Do you think the gestation period shoul d have been | onger ?

Naji b: We had over a year to prepare this but until you inpl ement
sonething like this, youreally wouldn't knowhowit is going to turn out.
Even i f you were to del ay for anot her year, woul d you have anti ci pat ed
these things?

Take everything - the good and the bad - and try to i nprove on them as
we go along. | don't think | should be the person to be burdened with
this.

NST: But you are.

Najib: Certainly. That's because every tine thereis a Press conference,
the Press will ask nme. After a while, it forns in people's ninds that "oh
he's the man who' s responsible'. | accept the fact that it is a challenge
for all of us. | didn't make this decision by nyself. It is the entire
Government, especially the Cabi net conmttee that decided on this fornat.
Let's doit together. This is a National Service programe; it is not



Naj i b's progranmre.

| think the Press should help me in this regard. Don't personalise the
whol e i ssue. In any case, | wasn't the one to suggest the NS progranmme to
begin with. It came out of a seminar, and it was conmitted by Tun Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad who was the Prine M nister at that tine. | was chosen to
| ead the programe.

NST: If, after all this effort, we do not find ourselves closer to
national integration, is this a sign that people are not ready to be
shaken out of their boxes?

Najib: It coul d be seen that way. There cannot be any nati ona
integration through schools. And there is no way to change that because it
is apart of our social contract. W cannot and we don't have any
intention to change that given our solem conmitnent. Evenif we try, as
we have with the Sekol ah Wawasan, it was severely criticised by sone as a
political issue.

At the end of the day, if you give up in frustration and say "to hell
withit', you are just saying to the society '| don't care what happens,
let it be. W'll all go our separate ways. Who cares what happens in the
future'

But surely as a responsi bl e Governnment, we cannot take that attitude. W
have to get everybody together as a united, cohesive society. Human assets
are the biggest thing we have for the future of Ml aysi a.

NST: Are there plans to revamp the NS syl | abus?

Najib: After we conplete the first year, the entire programme will be
reevaluated. | don't want to do anything in a hurry. And | don't want any
pi eceneal tinkering.

NST: There have been conplaints fromthe trai nees thensel ves t hat
security at I PTAs is | ax. Sone conme and go as they please without filling
up the necessary forns.

Naj i b: One thing we discovered is that university students are all owed
greater freedomby university authorities.

The latter tend to take the sanme attitude now but they fail to realise
that this is a different programre.

NST: If we had a referendumtonorrow on whet her NS shoul d go on, where
do you think the vote should be?

Najib: I think majority of the people would support the NS

NST: On occasion it seens that NS Trai ni ng Council chai rman Prof essor
Dat uk Ahrmad Fawzi Mohd Basri is saying one thing on one | evel while you
say anot her.

Najib: 1've informed Fawzi that the council was created as an advi sory
body, and it has no authority to nmake decisions; it can only nake
recomendati ons. The recommendati onis made to the minister in charge
under the law, and it isuptothe mnister to decide. In that sense,
what ever Fawzi says cannot be a policy. But sonetimnmes when the Press
cannot get ne, they goto him | think that adds to t he confusion nore
t han anythi ng el se.

NST: What has been the nost frustrating thing about the NSprogranmme so far?

Najib: | thinkit's the reports that focus too rmuch on the incidents of
fights as opposed to the positive things: there are people who are
ent husi asti c about it, having fun, nmaki ng newfriends, newexperiences.

But these viewpoints are not reported. Wat is reported are stol en
cel |l phones, braw s, accusations. Do we really know the facts? If you do
much of such reporting, people will get the inpression that NS has gone
out of control

NST: Have you recei ved feedback fromyour friends whose children are
attendi ng NS?

Najib: | don't know. | don't have that many friends (laughs). | have



conme acr oss many peopl e who say their children are enjoying thensel ves.

Under st andi ng and appreci ati on of the whol e progranme i s necessary. W
have to educate our public as well. It is our duty to tell themthat this
is an inportant progranme for nation-building.

If we want to achi eve Bangsa Mal aysia, this is one of the ways.

O herwise it would be an el usive dream

We tried through the school system but we couldn't doit. W tried
Sekol ah Wawasan, but it felt like a difficult road to take. The NS, for
once, has got the broad base support; that's why we | aunched it.

So let's really make it work, because the future of Mal aysia could
depend on the success of the NS programme - the future not in terns of
existing as a nation, but of clinbing to greater heights especially with
Pak Lah's vision of Cenerlang, Gem |ang and Terbil ang.

It's easy to be a populist |eader. But to try and convi nce peopl e that
sonmething is good for themis a bigger challenge. Initially, it is
difficult but in due course people will appreciate sonething that is done
for their benefit.

( END)
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