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WO R L D l e a d e r s rarely regret a c h a n c e 
t o p o s e w i t h Barack O b a m a . But i n 

D e c e m b e r M a l a y s i a n v o t e r s r e s p o n d e d 
a n g r i l y t o f o o t a g e o f N a j i b Razak , their 
p r i m e minister , p l a y i n g g o l f w i t h A m e r i -
ca 's pres ident—just a s s e v e r e A o o d s w e r e 
i n u n d a t i n g the c o u n t r y ' s c o a s t a l prov-
inces . A h a s t y tour of the f lood z o n e s , from 
w h i c h m o r e t h a n 2 0 0 , 0 0 0 p e o p l e w e r e 
e v a c u a t e d , w e n t s o m e w a y t o r e p a i r i n g the 
p r i m e m i n i s t e r ' s i m a g e . S o t o o d i d t h e 
n e w s this m o n t h that the f i l t h y f l o o d -
w a t e r s h a d h a n d e d h i m a b o u t of E . coli. 

T h a t a s t o m a c h b u g m i g h t be a pos i t ive 
d e v e l o p m e n t for M r N a j i b s a y s m u c h 
a b o u t his di f f icult ies . S ince l e a d i n g his co-
a l i t ion to a s l i m v i c t o r y in e l e c t i o n s in 2013, 
w i t h less t h a n h a l f the p o p u l a r v o t e , h is ap-
p r o v a l rating h a s d r o p p e d a b o u t ten p o i n t s 
to less t h a n 50%, a c c o r d i n g to the M e r d e k a 
Centre , a pollster. T h a t w o u l d be an en-
c o u r a g i n g f i g u r e for m a n y W e s t e r n politi-
c i a n s b u t looltS p e r i l o u s to a l e a d e r of the 
U n i t e d M a l a y s N a t i o n a l O r g a n i s a t i o n 
( U M N O ) , w h i c h h a s r u l e d M a l a y s i a for al-
m o s t s ix d e c a d e s . Fact ions l o y a l t o M a -
h a t h i r M o h a m a d , a f o r m e r p r i m e m i n i s t e r 
w h o w o n ' t g o a w a y , a c c u s e M r N a j i b o f n o t 
l o o k i n g o u t for U M N O ' S e t h n i c - M a l a y 
M u s l i m m a j o r i t y . R u m o u r s persist that 

Najib: d iminished 

rebe ls are ral ly ing a r o u n d M r N a j i b ' s d e p u -
ty, M u h y i d d i n Yass in . 

T h i s k i n d o f r o u g h a n d t u m b l e i s n o t 
rare in M a l a y s i a ' s r u t h l e s s pol i t i cs . I t l o o k s 
rather like the b r a w l i n g w h i c h e v e n t u a l l y 
t o p p l e d M r N a j i b ' s p r e d e c e s s o r , A b d u l l a h 
A h m a d B a d a w i , i n 2009. But la te ly t w o 
s i n g u l a r d e v e l o p m e n t s h a v e a d d e d t o the 

p r i m e m i n i s t e r ' s p r o b l e m s . T h e f i r s t i s the 
terrible p e r f o r m a n c e of I M D B , a loss-mak-
ing state i n v e s t m e n t f u n d that is s truggi ing 
to s e r v i c e a r o u n d $12 b i i i ion of d e b t a n d 
w h o s e b o a r d o f a d v i s e r s M r N a j i b chairs. 
At the e n d of D e c e m b e r it fa i led to repay a 
$56301 l o a n ; s o m e p e o p i e fear that a cost ly 
bai l -out is on the cards . 

T h e s e c o n d d is t ract ion i s a n u n e x p e c t -
e d verdic t h a n d e d d o w n b y the federa l 
court i n a i o n g - r u n n i n g m u r d e r case. O n 
J a n u a r y I3th t h e court o v e r t u r n e d the ac-
quittai o f t w o p o i i c e m e n w h o w e r e con-
v i c t e d in 2 0 0 9 of m u r d e r i n g a M o n g o l i a n 
w o m a n . Her ki l lers w e r e m e m b e r s o f a p o -
iice unit a s s i g n e d to protect Mr N a j i b , t h e n 
M a i a y s i a ' s d e f e n c e minister , a n d o n e o f 
t h e m h a s f l e d t o Austrai ia , w h i c h m a y de-
cl ine t o extradi te h i m . M r N a j i b h a s a l w a y s 
d e n i e d a n y i n v o l v e m e n t i n the c r i m e , a n d 
there is no e v i d e n c e to t h e contrary. But the 
c a s e is a m a g n e t for conspirac is ts . S o m e 
w o n d e r w h e t h e r M r N a j i b ' s poi i t ica i op-
p o n e n t s e n c o u r a g e d t h e court to d e l i v e r a 
verdic t th^t w o u i d return t h e case t o the 
h e a d l i n e s . 

M r N a j i b ' s p o s i t i o n i s p r o b a b i y s a f e for 
t h e m o m e n t . N o n e o f his r ivals yet c o m -
m a n d s q u i t e e n o u g h s u p p o r t w i t h i n 
U M N O o r a m o n g v o t e r s . H e i s t h r o w i n g 
b o n e s t o his detractors: i n N o v e m b e r h e 
b a c k e d d o w n o n a p r o m i s e t o d o a w a y 
w i t h t h e S e d i t i o n A c t - a n o x i o u s colonia l -
era l a w o n c e n s o r s h i p that i s current ly be-
i n g u s e d t o h a r r y o p p o s i t i o n f i g u r e s — a n d 
p l e d g e d i n s t e a d t o b o l s t e r i t w i t h n e w 
c l a u s e s that w o u l d cr iminaHse s o m e 
s p e e c h aga inst I s l a m a n d o t h e r rei igions. 
C h a l l e n g i n g M r N a j i b this y e a r w o u l d risk 
d o i n g h a r m t o M a l a y s i a ' s i m a g e , s a y s O o i 
Kee B e n g of ISEAS, a think-tank, g i v e n that 
the c o u n t r y i s t h e current c h a i r o f A S E A N , 
the c l u b o f S o u t h - E a s t A s i a n countr ies . 

M u c h w i i i d e p e n d o n t h e e c o n o m y , for 
w h i c h M r N a j i b , w h o i s b o t h p r i m e minis-
ter a n d t i n a n c e minister , i s s e e n as h a v i n g 
ful l respons ib i i i ty . T h o u g h t h e c o u n t r y h a s 
g r a d u a l i y g r o w n iess d e p e n d e n t o n rev-
e n u e s f r o m oil a n d gas, t h e s e still m a k e u p 
a r o u n d 30% o f g o v e r n m e n t i n c o m e . T h e 
c o i i a p s e of oi l p r i c e s h a s ieft a ho le . T h e 
g o v e r n m e n t h a s t a k e n t h e c h a n c e t o s l a s h 
f u e l s u b s i d i e s , a n d o n J a n u a r y 20th i t 
p l e d g e d to k e e p t h e def ic i t fairiy c iose to its 
earl ier target o f 3%. But s p e n d i n g cuts m a y 
u n s e t t l e t h e p u b i i c , w h i c h i s a l r e a d y s w a i -
i o w i n g a n e w t a x for g o o d s a n d s e r v i c e s . 

H a r d l y a n y o n e t h i n k s M r N a j i b stili h a s 
the p o w e r o r the w i l l t o p u s h t h r o u g h the 
big-ticket r e f o r m s h e o n c e c o n s i d e r e d , s u c h 
a s a p l a n t o t o n e d o w n p o s i t i v e d i s c r i m i n a -
t i o n l a w s , w h i c h thrott le g r o w t h b y f a v o u r -
ing the M a l a y m a j o r i t y a t t h e e x p e n s e o f 
e t h n i c C h i n e s e a n d I n d i a n s . But h i s d e f e n -
estrat ion c o u i d w e l l m e a n U M N O v e e r i n g 
e v e n h a r d e r t o t h e r ight o n d i v i s i v e i s s u e s 
s u c h a s I s l a m ' s p i a c e i n society . F e w v o t e r s 
real ly w a n t M a l a y s i a ' s p o l a r i s e d raciai pol-
itics to get a n y m o r e tox ic . • 


