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MONZURUL HUQ in Tokyo

OR quite sometime Japan's once powerful ruling 

F party politician Muneo Suzuki was seen by many 
as a symbol of greed that taints politics in Japan. 

His arrest last Wednesday on charges of taking bribe of 
5 million yen from a Hokkaido lumber firm in exchange of 
using his influence on behalf of the company puts an 
end to a long battle between the ruling and opposition 
blocks. The opposition for quite sometime was threaten-
ing to boycott of committee debate on a number of 
important bills submitted by the government. The main 
ruling Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), on the other 
hand, had to give in to the opposition pressure after a 
similar demand was raised from one of the junior part-
ners of the three-party coalition.

Suzuki's fall from grace started with the dubious way 
he treated a non-governmental organization early this 
year when its representatives wanted to participate at 
the international conference on Afghanistan held in 
Tokyo. Suzuki forcibly tried to prevent the participation 
of the organization by using his influence at the foreign 
ministry. But that high-handed initiative miserably back-
fired as the media started questioning the real motive of 
the foreign office behind such questionable decision. 
Suzuki by then must have been puzzled by such a 
dramatic turn of the event, as never before any such 
decision had stirred so much controversy. But one of the 
main reasons for his action drawing so much anger and 
attention was his high-profile feud with the then foreign 
minister, Makiko Tanaka, which eventually revealed 
many other illegal meddling of Suzuki in the affairs of the 
state.

Suzuki was also unlucky in the sense that the timing 

of his scandals being revealed coincided with that of a 
number of other financial scandals by some leading 
politicians. The series of scandals soon followed three 
prominent resignations from the Diet, clearing the way 
of departure from political arena of some influential 
politicians considered until recently to be essential 
players of country's political game.

But Suzuki, despite a number of scandals that associ-
ated him with official wrongdoings, kept on refusing to 
give up his parliamentary seat taking any such responsi-
bility, whereas the party leadership also had shown a 
softer standing towards by allowing him to retain his Diet 
membership and expelling him from the party. Despite 
the expulsion, Suzuki remained a staunch LDP sup-
porter at the Diet and this would have probably contin-
ued if not a new scandal had forced one of the ruling 
coalition parties to press on the LDP leadership for the 
waiver of parliamentary immunity on Suzuki so that 
prosecutors would be able to arrest him on charges of 
corruption.

Diet members in Japan are immune to arrest while 
the legislative body is in session unless the house they 
belong gives permission for their arrest. The immunity 
clause is originally designed to ensure freedom of 
lawmakers' activities in the Diet.

Suzuki was a particular breed of LDP politicians 
known in Japan as Zoku, or tribe, who serve as a conduit 
for passing requests of various business sectors to 
bureaucrats and also accumulating wealth in the form of 
political donations in exchange of providing that essen-
tial service. It was hardly possible to criticize Suzuki for 
such an act, as most of the leading LDP figures are 
doing more or less the same thing in a manner similar to 
that of Suzuki. He was also a champion lobbyist, 

spreading his carefully accumulated wealth among 
members of different LDP factions. That was the reason 
why no one in LDP was willing to take stand against 
Suzuki once his scandals started to come into the light. 
Suzuki was also treading a fine legal line when his aide 
was arrested earlier this year on suspicion of interfering 
in the bid for public contracts that resulted in smaller 
coalition partners to refrain from demanding his resigna-
tion from the Diet in line with the opposition. 

The prosecutors are now looking into details of the 
allegation that Suzuki received bribe from a Hokkaido 
lumber company, which has been subjected to adminis-
trative punishment by the Forestry Agency, in exchange 
of influencing to secure favorable treatment to offset 
company's losses resulting from the penalties. The 
agency punished the company for cutting trees in 
national forests by imposing prohibition on the firm to 
participate in public works projects for seven months. 
Under the offence with which Suzuki is charged, a public 
servant is held criminally responsible for accepting 
money in exchange of favorable treatment regardless of 
any official authority. Many in Japan now believe that the 
case against Suzuki will eventually help investigators to 
find new clues about his involvement in other major 
allegations taken up by the Diet, including the much 
talked about one of his alleged meddling in government-
funded projects on the four Russian-held islands. But 
how far it would help LDP to clear the house of corrupt 
practices of fund raising remains doubtful, more 
because of other development within the party concern-
ing the former foreign minister and Suzuki arch-rival, 
Makiko Tanaka.

LDP has suspended Tanaka's party membership for 
two years for crating obstacle on a party probe into 

allegations of her misuse of salaries of government paid 
aides. Tanaka had out rightly denied any wrongdoing 
and angered her accusers by refusing to cooperate in 
their probe.

The LDP Ethics Committee executives decided that 
her membership would remain suspended for two 
years, a period during which she wouldn't be able to 
attend party convention or participate in party presiden-
tial elections. She is also banned from holding important 
party posts. The former foreign minister is the daughter 
of the late Prime Minister Kakuei Tanaka. She was 
reelected to her third four-year term in the lower house in 
June 2000 and her present term expires in June 2004. 
The suspension makes it unlikely that Tanaka would 
seek a fourth term on LDP ticket or stand in any other 
elections as a party candidate.

The usually outspoken Tanaka remained remarkably 
silent since her punishment was pronounced last week. 
Having effectively been kicked out of the party Tanaka 
now joins the rank of independent lawmakers in the 
Parliament. But the risk remains that she might join the 
opposition or form her own party. In either case it might 
turned out to be a severe blow to Prime Minister 
Koizumi, who is now seen struggling to carry on reform 
initiatives that he promised so much. 

Some analysts suggest that Tanaka's next move, as 
well as those of other key players within and outside the 
LDP would bear close watching for signs of new political 
polarization that might see defectors both from the LDP 
and the opposition joining hands in a bid to take the 
advantage of a confusing situation that has turned 
politics in Japan almost to the level of a soap opera.

PEPE ESCOBAR in Seoul

ALM mornings - and eve-

C nings - finally are back to the 
land of Morning Calm. After an 

extraordinary three weeks that shook 
the world - and not only in soccer terms 
- the Red Devils won't go to the final in 
Yokohama after all: instead, they'll 
settle for still another opportunity to 
party next Saturday in a third-place 
battle ending their formidable World 
Cup campaign. A party is always a 
party, and the millions of red support-
ers who once again took over the 
streets of South Korea are not exactly 
complaining about being upstaged on 
Tuesday in the semi-final by an usually 
boring but nonetheless Mercedes 
Benz-precise German team. 

Quoting sources close to the 
Ministry of Industry, the Munhwa Ilbo 
newspaper said 25 million Koreans - 
more than half the country's popula-
tion - were wearing a red T-shirt on 
Tuesday, June 25, exactly 52 years 
after the beginning of the Korean War. 
North and South are still divided - and 
still technically at war. No one at the 
moment will dare predict what effects 
this extremely successful World Cup 
campaign may have in terms of overall 
Korean unity. The universal consen-
sus is that South Korea is now one. It is 
not so far-fetched to dream that the 
North might catch the fever. 

Anyway, in South Korea a mecha-
nism is already in place to exploit this 
newfound unity as a political commod-
ity. "Hiddink for President" was a 
ubiquitous banner at all of Korea's 
matches. In the event that the Dutch-
man, Korea's national coach, is 
granted rarely given South Korean 
nationality (the whole nation supports 
the move anyway) and ran for presi-
dent, he would obviously win by a 
landslide. 

But of course Guus Hiddink won't 
be a presidential candidate: that honor 
falls on the all-powerful Chung Mon-
joon. South Korea's outstanding 
soccer success developed exactly as 
Chung had planned. He wears, among 
others, many crucial hats: head of the 
Korean Football Association, vice 
president of the world soccer control-
ling body Federation Internationale de 
Football Association (FIFA), president 
of the organizing committee of the 
World Cup, a member of parliament 
and, crucially, the son of the founder of 
the mega-conglomerate Hyundai, a 
key World Cup sponsor. 

Chung is extremely popular 
because Koreans identify him as the 
man who enabled the country defi-
nitely to bury the memories of the 1997 
Asian financial crisis and regain its 
pride - not only by co-staging the World 
Cup with amazing success, but by the 
unexpected and astonishing success 
of the Red Devils themselves, written 
off as virtual no-hopers before the 
tournament. There have been many 
allegations, especially in the Italian 
and Spanish press, that Chung had a 
"hand of god" in the extremely contro-
versial refereeing decisions that 
ultimately contributed to the elimina-
tion of Italy and Spain from the World 
Cup at the hands of the Koreans. 
South Korea may have been a full-
fledged democracy since the end of 
the 1980s, but corruption is still 
endemic, involving politicians, busi-
nessmen and former presidents. FIFA 
president Sepp Blatter, though, has 

dismissed the European allegations 
as pure nonsense.

 
Meanwhile, incumbent President Kim 
Dae-jung, a Nobel Peace Prize winner 
for his efforts at engaging the North 
and a man judged to be absolutely 
incorruptible, had to go on national TV 
only a few days ago to apologize 
publicly for the behavior of his two 
sons, both arrested on corruption 
charges. An embattled Kim is strug-
gling to unveil his plans - after the 
World Cup final in Japan next Sunday - 
to clean up the government in his 
remaining six months in office. 

Diplomatic sources assure Asia 
Times Online that Chung Mon-joon will 
definitely have a go at the presidency 
when Kim steps down at the end of 
2002. At the moment, Chung is making 
all the right noises. He is publicly 
emphasizing a direct link between 
1987, when tens of thousands of 
Koreans were marching in the streets 
to demand the end of the military 
dictatorship, and 2002, when millions 
have been cheering in unison for the 
national team. Chung's team of asso-
ciates are busy rounding up a support 
base. And the independent member of 
parliament has even concocted a 
political organization: the Environment 
Party. 

Chung is the man who ultimately 
hired Guus Hiddink 18 months ago, 
and who defended him when the 
Dutchman introduced a brutal training 
regime to put some steel, and flair, into 
the Korean team. Hiddink is likely to 
return to the Netherlands to coach top-
flight team PSV Eindhoven. But the 
fact is, Hiddink's total soccer will 
continue to be applied to everything in 
South Korea, especially investment. 
The first of what will be an endless 
series of books is already on sale in 
South Korea: CEO Hiddink: Domina-
tion of the Game, which details his 
management philosophy, sets visions 
and goals and applies the whole lot to 
business. 

Korean businessmen are particu-
larly impressed by how Hiddink got rid 
of the notorious "three yon" that per-
meate Korean society: hyolyon, chyon 
and hakyon, meaning the family, local 
and regional, and school connections - 
the equivalent of the Chinese guanxi - 
without which you simply make no 
progress. Hiddink's method also 
bombarded deference to elders - a 
crucial feature of a traditional Confu-
cian society - and promoted the most 
transparent meritocracy. Ergo, no 
corruption like the scandals involving 
President Kim's sons. 

T h e  S a m s u n g  E c o n o m i c s  
Research Center took the Hiddink 
method one step further by outlining 
the Hi-Five theory - which arguably 
contains all the essential elements for 
the success of corporate Korea in the 
21st century as the country positions 
itself to be the leading hub in Northeast 
Asia and the eighth-largest economy 
in the world. Hi-Five stands for hardi-
ness, impartiality, fundamentals, 
innovation and value-sharing and 
expertise. As Hiddink hi-fived the Red 
Devils into footballing fame, Chung 
Mon-joon is dreaming of hi-fiving an 
energized country into lasting prosper-
ity. And why not a rematch against the 
hosts in the 2006 World Cup in Ger-
many? 

Courtesy: Asia Times Online 

SOUTH KOREA

Back to business
(not) as usual 

ANIL NETTO in Penang, Malaysia

T was a weekend that dramatically altered the 

I course of Malaysian politics and which has left the 
country's leadership hanging in the balance. Prime 

Minister Mahathir Mohamad stunned Malaysians on 
Saturday evening when he announced his resignation 
from all party posts in the United Malays National 
Organization (UMNO) after 21 years at the helm, only 
to apparently "retract" his decision an hour later after 
much persuasion.

A Malay-language national daily reported an UMNO 
vice president as saying that Mahathir had only agreed 
to consider a retraction. Others pointed out that the 
retraction was announced by Mahathir's deputy 
Abdullah Badawi, not by the premier. Even if he had 
retracted his quit decision, Mahathir would be returning 
on borrowed time, his days numbered. Before Malay-
sians could digest the news, opposition leader Fadzil 
Noor, the "moderate" leader of the conservative oppo-
sition Pan Malaysian Islamic Party (PAS), passed 
away early on Sunday after failing to regain conscious-
ness following heart bypass surgery two weeks ago. 
He is likely to be succeeded by his hardline deputy, 
Abdul Hadi Awang, the chief minister of the east coast 
state of Terengganu, which is trying to introduce strict 
Islamic Sharia (hudud and qisas) laws.

The implications of these two events will reverber-
ate in Malaysian politics for some time to come. Many 
Malaysians thought they had seen the biggest shock of 
the day when South Korea upset Spain to enter the 
World Cup soccer semi-finals. No one could have 
anticipated what followed next during Mahathir's 
speech to close the annual assembly of his UMNO, 
beamed live on national television on Saturday.

For a while, it looked like more of the same ho-hum 
old stuff  Mahathir cajoling, lecturing, criticizing the 
ethnic Malays for failing to change their mindset of 
dependence and in not adapting themselves to a fast-
changing world. But then at 5.56pm, like a bolt from the 
blue, the 76-year-old strongman, after taking a sip of 
water, announced that he was stepping down as 

UMNO president and chairman of the ruling Barisan 
Nasional (National Front) coalition - and then he broke 
down.

The full impact of the words appeared to hang in the 
air of the packed auditorium for a couple of seconds 
before it slammed down hard on the 2,000-odd dele-
gates. By tradition, the UMNO presidency brings with it 
the premier's post. Top UMNO leaders mobbed him, 
asking "Why, why?" A visibly broken Mahathir 
responded feebly, "I have decided. I have decided - for 
a long time," and then left the auditorium, leaving 
behind him scenes of pandemonium.

An hour later, Deputy Premier Abdullah Badawi (the 
logical successor if it comes to that) announced that 
Mahathir had been persuaded to retract his resigna-
tion, to applause and cries of "Long live Mahathir!" But 
the questions linger.

In the aftermath, Malaysians were divided into two 
camps: those who thought it was all a sandiwara 
(staged drama) and those who felt that Mahathir had 
genuinely wanted to call it a day.

The skeptics noted that Mahathir did not actually 
announce his resignation as prime minister; he broke 
down before he could do so. (Uttering the "r" word was 
always going to be tough for someone who had ruled 
Malaysia with an iron grip for 21 years.) They recalled 
that this was not the first time he had shed tears at an 
UMNO assembly.

And they remembered that the leader of the second-
largest party  the Malaysian Chinese Association - in 
the UMNO-led coalition had pulled off a similar move 
two years ago. In May 2000, Ling Liong Sik, faced with 
a party leadership crisis, emotionally announced his 
resignation as transport minister, headed overseas for 
a break, and was back at work a few weeks later.

The skeptics say that Mahathir, a shrewd politician, 
can only strengthen his hand and quell dissent within 
UMNO's ranks with such quit-retract ploys. They say 
he needs the added popularity boost to ram through 
unpopular measures that are necessary for Malaysia 
to remain economically competitive, even though he 
has an overwhelming majority in parliament.

Those who say that the premier's desire to resign 
was genuine point to the murmurs of discontent within 
UMNO's ranks over some of the measures he had 
initiated. Among the most controversial of these was 
the push for meritocracy and for a wider use of English 
in education. The government had also announced 
that Malay colleges would also be required to reserve 
10 percent of their seats for non-Malays students.

Since the 1970s, many ethnic Malays, who make up 
about half the population, have benefited from affirma-
tive-action policies and special quotas in education, 
business licenses and company share allocations. But 
Mahathir claimed that the Malays had become too 
dependent on the government. This mindset was 
holding back the community from progressing and 
matching the achievements of the non-Malays in 
business and education, he complained. His constant 
haranguing of the Malays did not go down well with all 
and his call for them to stand on their own feet may 
have rankled those accustomed to affirmative action.

Previously, skeptics had accused the premier of 
shedding crocodile tears to win sympathy. But this time 
the man looked broken, shattered, a pale shadow of 
the composed, confident Mahathir of yesteryear. 

Critics argue that it was Mahathir and UMNO that 
contributed to that dependence among the Malays. 
"UMNO is the biggest crutch for the Malays," said one 
analyst pointedly. Mahathir's policy of nurturing a 
coterie of Malay billionaire businessmen appeared to 
fall apart when one by one they raked up huge debts, 
leaving the corporate scene in a shambles. At the 
same time, Mahathir failed to cultivate small and 
medium-scale Malay businesses, alienating many 
among the grassroots poor. His tenure has also seen 
democratic institutions being undermined. The credi-
bility of parliament, the judiciary and the press has 
fallen.

Why does he want to leave at a time when politically, 
his position looks secure after September 11 and the 
economy appears to have recovered? Asia Times 
Online had previously pointed out that the economy 
was not as rosy as made out to be in the mainstream 

media. Although the fundamentals look sound and the 
first quarter showed positive gross domestic product 
(GDP) growth, much of it was due to pump-priming.

There is a limit to the roads and flyovers that can be 
constructed to boost the figures. The reality is that 
foreign direct investment had plummeted and the 
opening of global markets, especially China, pre-
sented as many opportunities as challenges.

Adding to the uncertainty - and the drama - is the 
question of the future of ousted deputy premier Anwar 
Ibrahim, sentenced to jail for 15 years. He has been 
waiting for a Federal Court appeal decision on his 
original conviction for abuse of power for some time, 
and a decision is expected soon. Another 113 Malay-
sians, including half a dozen reformasi supporters, 
remain detained without trial under the harsh Internal 
Security Act.

It was only last month that Mahathir visited US 
President George W Bush at the White House. And in 
another highlight, the premier had a 10-minute private 
conversation with Pope John Paul II in Rome on June 
7. Fifteen days later, from the pinnacle of the interna-
tional recognition he had craved, Mahathir submitted 
his resignation to a shocked nation.

Was it a moment of grace and illumination? There 
comes a time when even the most worldly, hardnosed 
politician, staring at the limits of mortality and the futility 
of unbridled power, may wonder "what's the point of it 
all?" That stark realization may have dawned on 
Mahathir on that fateful Saturday. The next couple of 
days will see events unfolding fast and furiously. If 
Mahathir does return to his desk - he is now back in 
Italy on a sailing vacation - his tenure is likely to be 
brief, to allow for a period of transition. After 21 years of 
Mahathir, for better or for worse, Malaysia will not be 
the same again.

Courtesy: The Asia Times Online

MALAYSIA

Mahathir: Exit stage left

JAPAN

After Suzuki it's now Tanaka facing the tune

CARLOTTA GALL, The New York Times 

F Afghanistan has produced a surprise 

I of late, it is the vocal and fearless entry 
of women into the traditional male 

domain of politics. .With the continuing 
discoveries of Al Qaeda weapons, violent 
clashes between warlords and politics so 
confused that the description byzantine 
barely catches the complexity, it can some-
times seem to outsiders that little progress 
is being made in post-Taliban Afghanistan. 

For women, that is not the case. Just six 
months ago, under the Taliban, they were 
not allowed to leave the house uncovered 
or receive education beyond the age of 8. 
Now they have found their voice - to the joy 
of many and the consternation of some. 
."Afghanistan has come out of a very dark 
and terrible graveyard," said Dr. Nazdama, 
assistant director of the hospital in the town 
of Gardez, southeast of Kabul, and one of 

the Pashtun women who were delegates to 
the grand council, or loya jirga, this month, 
which marked the firm emergence of 
women in Afghan politics. .Nazdama, who 
uses just one name, was one of 200 women 
who joined 1,400 male delegates and used 
the platform to show Afghanistan that 
women want peace, not war; education, not 
guns; construction and jobs, not poverty. 

"The last 9 or 10 days have changed 
things a lot in the whole of Afghanistan," 
said Nazdama, referring to the effect of 
speeches by women that were broadcast 
over national television and radio. ."Six 
months ago you would not have been able 
to stand here and talk," she told a female 
reporter. "Nor could I have done so." 

A group of women delegates berated a 
group of warlords and political leaders as 
they sat in one of the side tents the first 
evening, the women blaming the men for 
causing so much of the suffering and 

destruction of recent years. They fielded a 
female presidential candidate, and a 
woman was elected deputy chairwoman of 
the loya jirga. .Despite their gains, many of 
the women said they felt that the strong 
undertow of resistance to their return to 
public life and pondered how far women 
had to go to win equal rights in their country. 

Dr. Sima Samar, the interim minister of 
women's affairs for the last six months, was 
cautious in predicting rapid change in a 
society in which women have had no voice 
for so long. "We will see the effect in a 
while," she said. "It takes time." .Fatiha 
Serour, a senior adviser on women's issues 
to the United Nations special representa-
tive, Lakhdar Brahimi, said women had to 
coordinate better in order to be effective. 
She hopes that a network of 40 women who 
emerged from the loya jirga as leaders will 
be able to make connections across 
Afghanistan and work on an agenda for 

elections in two years. 
Still, the spectacle of women jostling 

with men for a microphone to make 
speeches from the floor at the loya jirga was 
a stark contrast to the disappearance of 
women from public life for five years under 
the Taliban. .Women also spoke from the 
podium, and some even approached the 
UN press organizers to ask them to trans-
mit more footage of female delegates. 
Samar, one of two female ministers in the 
interim government, was elected deputy 
chairwoman of the loya jirga, beating a 
dozen male candidates in a secret ballot. 

Now, despite facing taunts and even 
implied death threats for her role and her 
outspokenness, she has agreed to head 
the new commission for human rights, a 
post that will bring her up against many of 
the most notorious commanders and 
warlords. "I am used to playing with fire," 
she said. "Somebody has to do it." .In the 

competition for the presidency, the second-
place finish of Massouda Jalal, 35, behind 
Hamid Karzai but ahead of two other men, 
was a genuine surprise. "I think it has 
changed the mentality of people, for 
women not to be so weak, or like second-
class citizens," said Jalal, a pediatrician 
who works for the World Food Program. 

The newfound visibility has come at a 
price. A newspaper published two days 
before the loya jirga began on June 11 
quoted Samar as saying she did not believe 
in Islamic Sharia law - a misquote, she says 
- and called her the Salman Rushdie of 
Afghanistan, intimating she deserved the 
same death threat that the British author 
earned for alleged blasphemy in his work. 
Days after the council ended, she disclosed 
that she had received threatening notes 
from the floor as she presided over the 
proceedings. 

AFGHANISTAN

Chaos, women unite  into a political force
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