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A natural successor

Sai ful Azhar Abdul | ah

IN an interview with the New Sunday Tines in June 2000, 18 nonths after
his appointnment as Deputy Prime Mnister, Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahnad Badawi
was asked if he saw hinself succeeding Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanad.

He replied: "God willing, 1'lIl be there. Who doesn't want to be
pronmoted? | always believe that in life, whether you succeed or not, you
have to work hard to go up.

"Al'l politicians, up to a certain |level, have aspirations. If they say
they don't, they are lying. But not everyone is going to be there at the
t op.

"Datuk Onn (Jaafar) was such a popular |eader who | ed the Ml ays before
i ndependence ... but he left Umo. Then Tengku (Abdul Rahnman) becane the
| eader al though he was no orator |ike Datuk Onn. He spoke the Kedah
di al ect and people used to make fun of it.

"Dr Mahathir was expelled from Umo but he canme back - today he is PM
(Tan Sri) Musa (Hitanm) too, but he came back as DPM (Tun) Hussein Onn was
in Parti Negara with his father but he cane back and becane Prine
M ni ster.

"Tengku Razal ei gh Hanzah |l ed Kelantan to fantastic election results and
in 1987, he was out of everything.

"(Tun) Ghafar (Baba) was already running in his last round when (Datuk
Seri) Anwar (lbrahim came in. He was already VP (vice president) when
Anwar was still running around in Panpers (diapers). And when Anwar becane
DPM everyone said: This nust be the man. Then Pak Lah cane ... that's a
surprise for you."

It's no longer a surprise. Yesterday he becanme the fifth Ml aysian Prine
M ni ster, assunming the highest post in the Governnent - that which Dr
Mahathir's three other deputies had failed to secure.

Harold Wl son, the former British Prime Mnister, once said in the md-
70s: "A week is along time in politics.™

From the day Dr Mahathir shocked Umo del egates at the party's Ceneral
Assenmbly in June 2002 by announcing his retirement, detractors couldn't
halt the rumour mll that Abdullah might end up with the same fate as Dr
Mahat hir's other deputies because the latter m ght change his mnd and
remain in power after Cctober.

El even nonths, they said, was a long tine. Now Abdullah's tenacity and
loyalty to Dr Mahathir has been rewarded, and handsonely too, after 30
years of weathering the trials of politics.

The reason is sinple. A ship can't afford to have nore than one captain.
Not even "second first man", said Misa in an interview with TV3 aired on
Cct 19.

Sai d Abdul |l ah of his role as the DPM shortly after his appointnent: "I
see nyself as no nore than the deputy. | don't del egate nyself the
alternate |leader. A deputy is a deputy. So nany |essons to be |earnt
how Tan Sri Misa conducted hinself, and Ghafar and how Anwar conducted
hi nsel f.

"I thought Anwar was already putting hinself as the other |eader, the
second general in the army and | was strongly adnoni shed and criticised by
his close friends for saying that the arny has only one general."

Abdul I ah comes from a highly respected background. Hi s grandfather
Abdul | ah Fahim whom he relied upon as a guide throughout his life, was a
wel | - known ul ama, and also the first ulama to | eave the U amak Associ ation



for Umo.

Hi s father, Datuk Ahnad Badawi, was Umo's first deputy Youth |eader who
also ran the religious school established by his grandfather. Both his
father and grandfather were born and schooled in Mecca.

Abdul I ah had his schooling at Pernatang Bertam Mal ay School, Daerat ul
Maarif WAt ani ah Reli gi ous Secondary School (afternoon religious classes),
Sekol ah Tinggi Bukit Mertajam and Methodi st Boys School before graduating
with a Bachelor of Arts degree in Islamic Studies from Universiti of
Mal aya in 1964.

After serving as an assistant secretary in the Public Service
Department, he was appointed principal assistant secretary in the National
Security Council in 1969.

In 1971, he was nade director of the Culture, Youth and Sports Mnistry
and the Mnistry's secretary-general in 1974.

His political career began in the sane year when he resigned from
governnment service to enter politics.

His political career received a tremendous boost when he won the Kepal a
Batas parliamentary seat in 1978. He was subsequently appointed
Parlianentary Secretary to the Federal Territory Mnistry before being
appoi nted Deputy Federal Territory Mnister on Sept 15, 1980.

After retaining his seat in the 1982 general election, Abdullah was
appointed Mnister in the Prine Mnister's Departnent until 1984 when he
was nade Education Mnister in a Cabinet reshuffle.

He becane Defence Mnister in February 1986 and Foreign Mnister in 1991
after being dropped from the Cabinet in 1987 when he backed Tengku
Razal ei gh, who had challenged Dr Mihathir in the Umo el ection.

After being elected to the Umo Suprenme Council in 1981, he was el ected
vice president in 1984, 1987, 1990 and 1996. He lost the post in 1993 but
was appointed to the Suprene Council.

Abdul I ah assunmed the responsibilities of Umo deputy president in
February 1999, a few nmonths after Anwar was expelled fromthe party. On
May 11, 2000, he won the post of deputy president uncontested.

H s defeat as party vice-president in 1993 was viewed by his detractors
as the beginning of the end. He remmi ned as Foreign Mnister but it was
not the best post for an anbitious politician.

It is not a Mnistry where patronage could be granted in return for
political support.

OQobviously it was a handicap as it deprived him of precious tinme and
opportunity to neet party nenbers at the grassroots |evel.

He had to spend half the year out of the country on official business,
whi ch neant he spent nore tine away from local politics.

But Abdullah was undeterred. H's tenure as Foreign M nister saw several
sticky issues including the Gulf War, the East Asia Econom c Caucus, the
overl apping clainms on Spratly Islands, Asean and Bosnia Herzegovina, that
required firm and di pl omatic handli ng.

He settled well in his job at Wsma Putra and established hinmself as one
of the nobst respected of Foreign M nisters.

H s imge won the hearts and m nds of the people. He didn't conplain
after his defeat in 1993 although it was no secret that the elections were
i nfl uenced by noney politics.

He still went on doing everything as usual.

"After ny defeat, my friends still came to see nme. | still had visitors,
both at hone and in the office. My friends still called nme to join them
for golf," said Abdullah in an interview

Abdul | ah has al ways mnmi ntai ned that anong his priorities is party unity.
He cenented Dr Mahathir's confidence in himas his successor.
I mredi ately after coming back froma two-nonth |eave in May this year, Dr



Mahat hi r decl ared Abdul | ah was ready for the job.
Now t hat Abdul | ah's era has begun, many wonder what his policies will be
and whether he will be tougher or otherw se conpared with Dr Mahathir. But

it will be an injustice to conpare himw th his predecessor.

Sone say his style of administration will likely be consultative and
approachable, but firmin noral and political courage.

A keen observer noted: "He has a nobre consultative style, a wllingness
and, sone say, too generous a patience in listening to others' views.

"I't will, however, be a serious error to underestimate Abdullah's

ability to say "no' to those with whom he disagrees

"Sone people are already finding that out. His strength is that he is
unli ke sone |eaders now strutting the political stage, uncorrupted by
cyni cismand the divisiveness of personality-based politics.

"More inportantly, he has an idealistic conmtnent to create a new sense
of national interest and purpose.

"Abdul I ah does not lack noral or political courage and is a | eader who
has been tested many tines, including being a "~non-person' at one tine.

"He has never |ost his npderate ways and inpeccable character. He is a
religious man in a real world."

Abdul | ah has been asked nunerous tines about his approach and what he
intends to do after taking over from Dr Mahathir

Some say it was in his speech titled Managi ng Success which he delivered
when addressing the joint opening of Umo Youth, Wanita and Puteri
assenblies in June.

The clearest nessage energed at a forumin Japan in July when he said:
"Let ne nake it very clear that | intend to continue the domestic,
econonmic, political, social, cultural and foreign policies that have been
wel |l established by my Prime Mnister, Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mbhanmad, and
that have been deeply institutionalised by Ml aysia.

"I will continue the econonic policies and conprehensive econom c
relations that are already an institutionalised part of ny country's
standard operating procedure.”

Befitting his inmage as M N ce and O ean, Abdullah also denonstrated
that he woul d take a tough stance against corruption

In June, he instructed the civil servants to act "convincingly and
qui ckly" against the private use of public noney, the cover-up of
wrongdoi ngs or the failure to follow rules and procedures.

He wanted those who betrayed public trust to be severely punished. He
urged them to make their delivery systens transparent and user-friendly,
cut red tape and add checks and bal ances.

And on July 6, when he was Acting Prine Mnister, Abdullah expounded
that he is deternmined to arrest the nal aise anong Mal aysians nmanifested in
poor execution, inept managenent, shoddy nmaintenance and appalling
cust omer service.

He again called on Malaysians to fight corruption and abuse of trust
besi des respecting property and abandoni ng the notion that the Government
owed the people a living to achieve the Vision 2020 concept.

All these are pointing towards one thing. Abdullah will strive to remain
"M dean" and trustworthy. He will be tough but fair.
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