01/ 11/ 2003
Running a gauntlet of ice

Deborah Loh

DURING his tenure as Prime Mnister Tun Dr Mhathir Mhanmad often darted
from one country to another, forging relations with |eaders, establishing
trade ties and gaining first-hand informati on about the nations he

vi si ted.

And he did not confine hinmself to the beaten track. One of the |east
expected of his visits was to Antarctica |last year, where conditions were
not known to be kind for the then 77-year-old.

No ot her head of governnent has been known to have visited the Wite
Continent while still in office. And he wasn't even seasick! according to
New Straits Times Goup Editor-in-Chief Tan Sri Abdul | ah Ahnad, one of the
60 select Malaysians who acconpanied the Prine Mnister.

Dubbed Ml aysia's |eading salesnan, Dr Mahathir has travelled widely,
providing information about Ml aysia as much as he absorbed know edge
about the places he visited.

The insights he gained from his travels abroad have influenced many of
his decisions for Ml aysia.

But who would have thought it worth a prine mnister's tinme to visit a
pl ace as renpte and desol ate as Antarctica?

Ni nety-eight per cent of the continent is pernmafrost, with an ice
covering that averages 3,000 netres in thickness.

Tenperatures are well below freezing and winds with speeds of 160 km per
hour rage across the surface.

Antarctica is a virtual no-man's |land, with no government, no |aw and
enforcenent, no trade, no foreign policy. What bilateral ties were there
for a prinme mnister to speak of in a continent that has no indigenous
popul ati on?

But those things were never the point in this particular instance. Dr
Mahat hir's week-1ong expedition enbodied the values and cultures he has
spoken about nunerous tinmes and wants Ml aysians to internalise.

These are lifelong learning, thirst for know edge, even of things alien
to Malaysia, pursuit of science and technology, big dreans, tireless
effort and the guts to make it all happen.

Dr Mahathir nade Antarctica another object |esson for Ml aysians - al ong
with clinbing Mount Everest, sailing solo around the globe and nore
recently, swi nmming across the English Channel - that no frontier was out
of our | eague.

Dr Mahathir knows that if he w shes Mal aysians to be at the frontlines,
he first has to be there hinself, physically.

So on Feb 6, 2002, the Prime Mnister, his wife Tun Dr Siti Hasnmah Mhd
Ali, and the delegation of Cabinet mnisters, governnent officials,
scientists and corporate | eaders, set sail for the frozen continent on the
Russi an ice-breaker Kapitan Dranitsyn.

The del egation included three Cabinet nenbers - Datuk Seri Najib Tun
Razak (Defence), Datuk Seri Law H eng Ding (Science, Technol ogy and
Environnment), Datuk Seri Syed Hamid Al bar (Foreign) - and national solo
sai |l or Datuk Azhar Mansor.

Leavi ng Ushuai a, Argentina, they endured the turbulent seas of the Drake
Passage, where many of the passengers had to endure the agonies of
seasi ckness and 10-netre-hi gh waves. A few Ml aysi ans were even flung out
of their cabins during the rough passage, including a Cabinet Mnister.

This was the first test of resolve and Dr Mahathir proved his nettle in



surviving the adverse conditions, said another mnister who was
i nterviewed about the trip.

After two days of rough sailing, the expedition anchored off the
Antarctic Peninsula from where they were ferried ashore by zodi ac boats
fromthe Dranitsyn and taken for trips to explore the breath-taking
| andscape of ice floes, icebergs, caves and cliffs.

Dr Mahathir and Dr Siti Hasmah recorded the sights and their inpressions
on the personal videocans they had taken along. This footage was |ater
used in a docunentary, narrated by Dr Mhathir hinmself, that was broadcast
on Astro's Discovery channel earlier this year.

Perhaps tired from the exertion, many in the Ml aysian del egati on opted
for nore relaxing activities when they got back on board the icebreaker,
but Dr Mahathir without fail attended each of the thricedaily scientific
| ectures on Antarctica. Even the cold could not congeal the thirst for
i nformati on.

Freezing Antarctica is a hotbhed for scientific investigation in
nmi crobi ol ogy, marine biodiversity, air pollution, global warning and
geol ogy, to name but a few

Wien he returned to Malaysia, Dr Mahathir expressed the hope that
Mal aysi a woul d some day have its own research station on the continent.

This is a huge chall enge. Enhancing Malaysia's scientific capability for
the task is just one aspect of the matter. If Malaysia intends to enter
bi g-1 eague scientific research and wants to set up a permanent base as
devel oped countries have done, the supporting |ogistics involved would be
nearly the equivalent of starting a small country from scratch.

Heal t hcare, constant food and fuel supply, transport, building,
pl unbi ng, cl eaning and mai ntenance and conmuni cations are the normin
daily life but in remote Antarctica they will spell success or doom for
any endeavour.

Though he is retired, Dr Mahathir will definitely be watching to see if
Mal aysia can rise to the challenges that he has set, one of which is to
send a Mal aysian into space by the year 2005.
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