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Wor ki ng toget her for continued success

A Kadir Jasin

TO SAY that we are spoilt for choice in the selection of people to |ead us
may anount to an exercise in self-deception. But we are |luckier than the
citizens of many post-colonial nations. W are blessed with enough capabl e
people to lead us, and a system that has withstood the test of tine.

It may not be a perfect system but it works. Its success is even nore
comrendabl e when we take into account the nmulti-ethnic and multi-religious
nature of our society.

We see around us instances of multi-racial and multi-religious countries
being torn apart. Even honpbgeneous societies are not always free of
strife. Qur success has a lot to do with the way we choose our |eaders and
the great neasure of tol erance anong our people.

Any worries that we may have over the ongoing transition from Datuk Seri
Dr Mahathir Mhanmad to Datuk Seri Abdull ah Ahmad Badawi coul d be caused by
the lack of understanding of history or the refusal to accept history as a
vi abl e indicator.

Most of all, the worry is caused by the fact that we have grown used to
living safely and confortably under Dr Mahathir's |eadership for over 22
years.

As the man hinself has repeatedly said, a whole generation of Ml aysians
have grown up not knowi ng anyone else but hinself as Prinme Mnister.

What nost peopl e have forgotten or have failed to realise is the fact
that there was as much apprehension, if not uncertainty, when Dr Mhathir
became Prime Mnister in 1981.

But through the conbination of personality, intellect and political
savvy, he has been able to |lead the country successfully through the best
and worst of tinmes.

He will be nissed.

Who will be Deputy Prinme Mnister?

UNDERSTANDABLY, there is nothing much that can be done to stop people
from specul ati ng and maki ng remarks about the post-Mhathir era.

The coffee shops, restaurants and cigar clubs will be full of such talk
until Abdullah settles down in the job as Dr Mahathir's successor.

Among the hottest topics is who Abdullah will appoint as his deputy.
WIl it be Defence Mnister Datuk Seri Mhaned Najib Tun Abdul Razak or
Donestic Trade and Consunmer Affairs Mnister Tan Sri Mihyiddin Yassin? O,
as sone have been venturing to suggest, International Trade and I ndustry
M nister Datuk Seri Rafidah Aziz and Mnister in the Prime Mnister's
Department Datuk Seri Dr Rais Yatim Wy not?

It does not always follow that the npst senior Umo vice president ends
up being appointed Deputy Prinme Mnister. Dr Mihathir hinself was not the
nost senior vice president when the late Tun Hussein Onn made him Deputy
Prime Mnister in 1976.

He was not even the npbst senior Cabinet Mnister, having been nade
Education Mnister only in 1974. Takdir (fate) has a role too.

It was said that his choice as Deputy Prime Mnister had been deternmn ned
ahead of Tun Hussein's ascension and when Tun Abdul Razak was still alive.
Tun Razak, it has been said, had indicated to Tun Hussein that he favoured
Dr Mahathir as the future Deputy Prinme M nister.

Tun Hussein, on his part, did the sane for Tan Sri Misa Hitam when the
latter was challenged for the post of Umo Deputy President by Tengku
Razal ei gh Hanzah in 1981. Tun Hussein was seen by the del egates as



favouring Musa when, in his last presidential address to the Umo
assenbly, he alluded to the inportance of education.

Musa, who was then Education Mnister, prevailed over the stronger and
nore charismati c Tengku Razal ei gh. The Kel antan Prince was then Finance
M ni ster and had been vice president since 1974. He was said to be nore
influential than Dr Mahathir and Musa in the Tun Hussein Cabinet.

Musa was never a vice president. The other vice president then was Tun
Abdul CGhafar Baba. He resigned from the Cabinet, some say in protest, when
Dr Mahat hir was made Deputy Prime Mnister.

But when Musa resigned in 1986, citing irreconcilable differences with
Dr Mahathir, Tun Ghafar was appointed to replace him

| npeccabl e backgrounds

THE PROBLEM for Abdullah, if any, is the fact that both Najib and
Muhyi ddi n are capabl e, |ikeabl e and experi enced.

Najib entered politics in 1976 when, at the age of 23, he won his late
father's seat, Pekan, uncontested in a by-election.

In 1977, this scribe interviewed himat his family hone in Jalan Eaton
off Jalan Tun Razak. He spoke about walking in his father's shadow and of
his desire to be his own man sone day.

Since then, he has been the Deputy Mnister of Energy,

Tel ecommuni cati ons and Post, Education and Fi nance; Pahang Menteri Besar;
and Mnister of Culture, Youth and Sports, Education and Defence. He was
Umo Youth Chief and has been vice president of the party since 1993.

Abdul I ah, on his part, served Tun Razak as principal assistant secretary
to the powerful National Operation Council (NOC), which was effectively
the governnment of the country following the May 13, 1969 racial riots. Tun
Razak was its chairman.

It was during this period that Abdullah's profile as a dynam c young
civil servant and future politician started to be noticed.

After a stint as Director-General of the Mnistry of Culture, Youth and
Sports, and Deputy Secretary-Ceneral of the sanme mnistry, he plunged into
active politics by contesting the 1978 general elections in Kepala Batas.

He was Deputy Mnister of Federal Territory for less than a year when he
was made Mnister in the Prine Mnister's Departnent in July 1981 by Dr
Mahat hi r .

He noved up the | adder rapidly to |lead the Education and Defence
M nistries before being dropped from the Cabinet in 1987 follow ng the
failed “Team B' challenge against Dr Mihathir. Abdullah was a nenber of
that team

When nost of the team nmenbers left Umo to join Tengku Razaleigh in the
now defunct Parti Melayu Semangat 46, he stayed on.

When he won the Umo (Baru) vice president post in 1990 and was made
Foreign Affairs Mnister the following year, this scribe asked Dr Mhathir
why he brought Abdullah back to the Cabinet. He replied, "Because Umo
menbers want him'

So, we can say that Tun Razak and Tun Hussein (who were related by
marriage) and nost of all Dr Mhathir played a major role in devel oping
and nurturing Abdullah's political career.

O course, we have to acknow edge that, above all, Abdullah cones froma
wel | -known political and religious famly.

H's late grandfather was a great I|slam c scholar and an astute supporter
of Umo. His father was also an Islanmic scholar and a State Assenbl yman
from 1959 to 1977.

Abdul | ah hinself graduated in Islamc Studies from University Ml aya.

Carrying on the “supporting' tradition

MUHYI DDI N, the son of a religious teacher, entered politics in the early
seventies after a stint in the Johor civil service.



He won the Pagoh parlianmentary seat in the 1978 elections and in 1981
was nade Parlianmentary Secretary to the Mnistry of Foreign Affairs. In
the following year, he was pronoted to the post of Deputy M nister of
Federal Territory and in 1984 was transferred to the Trade and |ndustry
M nistry.

He becane Menteri Besar of Johor after the 1986 general elections and
remai ned until 1995. After the 1995 general elections, he was transferred
to the Centre as Youth and Sports M nister.

He went on to nmake a nane for hinmself by being the key official in the
successful hosting of the Commonwealth Ganes in 1998. He becane Donestic
Trade and Consumer Affairs Mnister in 1999.

Abdul lah's dilemma, if any, is not about who to choose as his deputy but
how to maintain the stability of the party and governnent after the
appoi ntnent is nade.

In the broader sense, it does not really matter which of the two
Abdul | ah picks as his deputy. One is as suitable as the other.

What matters, however, is the ability of the key players to accept his
decision and live up to their repeated pledges that they will respect his
deci si on and support whoever he chooses.

Time to toughen up

THE nost inmportant thing is to ensure that Abdullah has the support to
continue the major policies and programmes adopted before and during Dr
Mahathir's tinme and formulate his own policies and programes.

At the risk of being repetitive and running foul of propriety, this
scribe would Iike to appeal to Abdullah to renmain who he is, albeit with
some minor tweaking here and there.

We know the “Pak Lah' in himwuld like to continue to be nice to
everybody. By all neans do so. But it has to be borne in mnd that while
Pak Lah likes to be nice to everybody because that is his nature, not
everybody that he is nice to may appreciate his gesture. They may even
take advantage of his friendliness.

For instance, he may not want to stop people fromconming to his office
or his residence without prior notice or appointnment, or junp into his car
when the door remmins open a tat too long or tell themthat the tine
allocated to themis over.

But this could lead to some unscrupul ous people thinking that they can

be cincai with Pak Lah. Soon, his office and his residence will |ook like
a wakil rakyat service centre.

He will also start noticing that nore and nore people want to see him
of f and wel come hi m hone.

Personally, | think it is a waste of tine and nbney - not to nention a

security risk - when several ninisters attend the sane function
si mul taneously just because the Prine Mnister or Deputy Prine Mnister is
present.

It would serve all of us better if we showed respect to our |eaders by
being in our offices generating wealth for the country.

If fewer people waited for themat airports and hotel |obbies when they
come and go, they could go about doing their things faster.

Very often, mnisters are held up at airports by these proposal -carrying
busi nessmen and curry-favouring politicians, resulting in thousands of
rakyat being kept waiting in the hot sun for hours before a function can
begi n.

Pardon this scribe for saying that keeping people waiting, especially
those with appointnments or invitations, is not very nice. Let us end this
budaya nenghantar dan nenunggu and the gate-crashing.

In politics, being nice does not always pay. So, maybe we shoul d not
insist on Pak Lah continuing to be "M N ce'. Instead, we should help him



continue being "M Cean'. To be "M Cdean', he has to be tough.

Thus, it is heartening to hear him giving stern warnings about
corruption and other forns of abuse by civil servants. But targeting civil
servants alone is not enough. So is nmaking threats and generating
headl i nes. The governnent has to be tough.

Sel f-exami nation is good. Maybe the political systemitself is equally
at fault. Maybe we have given the rich and powerful so nuch | eeway that
sonme segnments of the people think that they are being alienated.
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