23/ 01/ 2005
The best ideas nust prevail

By Brendan Pereira
PITY that the Prine Mnister's heart-to-heart talk with the country's top
civil servants on Thursday did not reach a w der audi ence.

Some of the home-truths he handed down at the Putrajaya Convention
Centre woul d have offered sonme degree of confort to nmany Ml aysi ans, who
someti mes wonder if the prosperity this country enjoys is due to its
abundant natural wealth or because enough t hought has and is being put
intoits |long-termdevel opnent.

Make no m stake, Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad Badawi 's 90-mi nute session
was not only nmeant for civil servants. It had something for everyone

* For the one million civil servants.

Per haps of all the nuggets of advice he dished out, the nost inportant
was this: that the best ideas nust prevail.

"The suprenmacy of the best ideas nmust be recognised. There is no
protocol when it cones to ideas. It does not nean that we as | eaders
surrender our power or that we are | ess respected," he said.

This may seemli ke a revol utionary concept in the top-down world of
deci sion-making in the public sector.

But guess what? Mal aysia fromthe tinme of Tunku Abdul Rahman has
enbraced the idea of the supremacy of the best ideas.

That was why the Governnent then staffed sone of the key institutions of
the day |ike the Economc Planning Unit with Harvard-trai ned economi sts.
It could have been so easy for Tunku or Tun Abdul Razak to pander to

narrow nationalist demands of the tinme and insist on a Ml aysian-only

appr oach.

But they understood one crucial fact - that great ideas or talent do
not reside within the boundaries of a country. It is everywhere and nust
be tapped.

It is this kind of enlightened thinking which allowed Just Faal and to
give valuable input into the drafting of the Departnent of National Unity
document - the franmework of the New Econom c Policy, Mlaysia' s fanbus
affirmati ve acti on progranmre.

Over the years, other Ml aysian | eaders have al so | eaned heavily on
foreigners. Wien Tun Dr Mahat hir Mhamad was Deputy PMand M nister for
Trade and Industry in the [ate 1970s, Kenichi Chrmae, then a consultant for
McKi nsey & Co, was doing work for the Ml aysi an Gover nnment on
i ndustrialisation

After he took over as PM Dr Mahat hir got advice from Chnae on the
nation's heavy industries.

Even the idea of the Multinmedi a Super Corridor was hatched by the
Japanese aut hor and nanagenment consultant. In 1995, he cane up with an
idea to lift Japan's depression-hit econony out of the rut and to position
the country toward becom ng the nobst technol ogically advanced society in
the worl d.

Chmae proposed that Japan build a wired corridor - called The Corridor
- from Yokohama port to downtown Tokyo. The idea was not followed up in
Japan, but enbraced in Kual a Lunpur.

So this idea of being open to adopting the best ideas - no matter where
or whomthey originate from- is not unheard of in Malaysia. It is part
of the country's tradition

But in a world where conpetitiveness and productivity decide a country's
econom ¢ prosperity, there is a need to reinforce the supremacy of best



i deas concept.

That is why it is heartening to note that a group of Harvard
Uni versity's top brains have been brought in to study the public sector
and suggest ways to re-engineer the civil service.

That is al so why Mal aysi an politicians and deci si on-nakers nust be open
to the possibility of bringing in the best brains fromaround the world
to provide input for the NNnth Mal aysia Pl an.

Only the best ideas and talent nust drive the country's econom c future.
Second best will not do.

* For governnent-I|inked conpanies, civil servants, people in the service
i ndustry, politicians, etc.

Wt hout doubt, one of Abdullah's pet topics is inproving the public
delivery system

On Thursday, he noted that the systemhad i nproved, but was troubl ed

that people were still being sent frompillar to post by civil servants.
"W canot treat the public in this manner. W cannot kick them around
like footballs. W cannot just pass the buck," he said.

He urged civil servants to inagi ne how they would feel if they were
gi ven the runaround.

H s audi ence was the public sector, but his nessage of "stepping into
the other person's shoes" should resonate with many of us.

It could easily apply to the top managenent of Tenaga Nasi onal Ber had.
After two Press conferences, the country is none the w ser why the back-up
systemfailed on Jan 13.

So far, consunmers and the Press have been living off scraps.

Not surprisingly, this absence of information has led to speculation -
fromthe possibility of sabotage to the probability that key conponents in
t he systemwere out dat ed.

Only tinely sharing of informati on and a candi d apprai sal of the
electricity supply systemw Il give consuners a sense of confidence with
TNB, and stop it fromhyperventilating the next time soneone shouts
"Tariff increase".

It's not rocket science. It is the human psyche. W are nore charitable
when ot hers are generous with expl anations and real reasons for failure.
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