
Servicing 
the -foreign 
service 
A MASSIVE rmruibnent exercise is 
going on in the Foreign Ministry. And 
the target,it seems, are the youngish, 
articulate professionals who can hold 
their own against the best diplomats 
from around the world. 

This has alot to do with the fast- 
changing landscape of world affairs 
and a little with the dying breed of as- 
tute and eloquent personalities 
Malaysia is left with in the foreign 
service. 

A clear indication of this was pro- 
vided by Foreign Minister Datuk Seri 
Syed Hamid Albar when he told jour- 
nalists at the end of a conference of 
the Malaysian Heads of Mission last 
Friday that Wkma Putsa had been 
given the go-ahead to recruit officers 
direct and also to extend, ifit deemed 
fit, the tenure of any high commis- 
sioner or ambassador after he or she 
had reached retirement age. 

So d c a l  is the swt ion  that the 
ministry, it was reported, is allowed 
to fast-track its employee intake 
without having to go throughdxe tan- 
gle of red tape that comes with the 
normal route via the Public Services 
Commission. This is unprecedented 
and clearly reflects the urgency of it 
all. 

It seems there are about 300 va- 
cancies, arising in part out of the 
ministry's expansion created hom 
the repositioning of the foreign ser- 
vice to meet the increasing complex- 
ities d m r H  a&h-s. 

The rapid rise of China and India as 
well as the unrelenting tide of global- 
isation has, to a large extent, got the 
foreign service on the defepsive on 
q'any honk. Hence, the need for that 
special breed of- smart, well-read 
people to do the job. Or at least to help 
out. 

The hunt, it is understogd, is not 
only for aesk officers but especially 
those with the right personalities and 
mind to promote the country's inter- 
ests in the diplomatic circles. 

I see theimportance of this which 
can never and should never be un. 
deresthated. t 

A diplomat, who is now retired, 
once lamented several years ago 
about the fact that Malaysia was faq- 
ing a thinmng breed of diplomats 
who could hold fheir own against 
their peers horn other countries. 

He said there were a few -of the 
younger ones who lacked self-cordi- 
dence to such a degree that they 
would stay away ftom parties and 
cocktail receptiofk that could have 
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given them those precious opportu- 
nities at networking. 

The excuse normally given in such 
cases, he added, was the serving of 
alcohol at  such functions. "But it,is 
just an excuse because everyone 
knows you don't have to if you 
don't want to. It is the establishingof 
contacts that is essential." 

I would like to believe that most 
diplomats are not like that. And that's 
what I have been told by some offi- 
cers in Wisma Putra. But although 
cases like thisis uncommon, even the 
very few ones tend to be discom&ng 
considering that these officers have 
the country's image at stake and 
could even be tasked with holding 
high-level diplomatic negotiations or 
drawing up treaties and diplomatic 
notes. 

That, perhaps, was why ~eputy  
Prime Minister Datuk Seri Najib 
Razak had to ra@e a timely reminder 
at last week's heads of mission con- 
ference. 

He said the country needed diplo- 
mats who could develop excellent 
networking relationships so that na- 
_tionat interests could be easily pro- 
moted. We need diplomats with the 
temperament and skills to achieve 
'?q@erstatus'' within the most intlu- 
enttd circles of the host countries, he 
said. 

And this also explains Wisma Pir- 
tra's big exercise to hire persondities 
with brains. 

Fine. But the question is how much 
are they willing to pay? 


