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An ode to the real treasures  
 

Dear all, dear colleagues, dear friends, 
 
I am sorry for being a little late again. 

 

Time management as you know is not my strongest point, but perhaps this letter is late for a good 

reason. Given its somewhat sudden circumstances, there was just a bit much to do in the lead up to 

31st July and just as well that it is delayed by a couple of days as it gave me the chance to absorb the 

extraordinary and most generous send-off that was so heartfelt and spontaneous, the enormous 

amounts of messages that preceded and followed it, and the very thoughtful gifts given. I am 

completely overwhelmed and will remain eternally grateful to all of you. From the bottom of our 

hearts, and on behalf of Kak Mas and the children too, I say thank-you, thank-you and thank-you.  

 

A lot has already been said, but I would be amiss if I leave before saying just a few more things, so 

please bear with me!  

 

First of all, I just wanted to say thanks, again and again, and the overriding feeling I have is one of 

deep gratitude, to have been given a chance to helm Khazanah for as long as I have. 14 years and 2 

months, or 170 months, not a bad innings. A great privilege, of course, but more so, a most heavy 

duty and trust. Every day or at least on my better days, I ask myself whether I could come even 

close to discharging the duty and the trust to its utmost required levels. As many of you who have 

participated know, our annual Khazanah Islamic Finance and Investment Circle (KIFIC) has for the 

last several years been focused1 on the subject of amanah (trust) and justice perfectly encapsulated 

in this verse in the Holy Quran, in Surah An-Nisa 4:58 

 
نِإ لا َّ أَياَهَّا َمكارهما هَا َّ رْلارَاهأَؤات  ا ا إ مَهَنَّ هَا هنِلا هَؤمح اهذاإَِّ ِالِإَّ ذَاَ أَ ح ََ َاَ ذاَرهاا ه هَؤمح اهلار ا رهذاَاَِِّلإهاََ هأَ ح هَؤمح اهْلََا ح َبهأَ ح ِلِ مَهاَرؤَّااإَّ هَؤْلحرَيهَا هناََّّ  ااذَّ ا

 
Verily! Allah commands that you should render back the trusts to those, to whom they are due; and 

that when you judge between men, you judge with justice. Verily, how excellent is the teaching 

which He (Allah) gives you! Truly, Allah is Ever All-Hearer, All-Seer. 

 

In our world as we discharge our mandate at Khazanah, it is at one level about investments and 

cashflows, about allocation of financial resources, deployment of people, assigning roles, refereeing 

disputes, about due diligence and estimating valuation to pay for a company, and about 

measurement of risk, among others. This may well be so, and is technical in nature but these 

decisions big and small are ultimately about putting the right things in the right place at the right 

time – the very definition of what is just and fair in itself. It is ultimately a question of whether we 

have been able to be fair and therefore, as I leave, I ask myself if I have been able to live up to this 

very high bar of absolutely rendering trusts to where it is due and to judge between people with 

justice. The answer is almost always likely to be no, or at least to have fallen short; be it a big 

                                                        
1 We credit and referred to the learned book by Professor Syed Naquib Al-Attas in particular “On Justice and the Nature of 
Man: A commentary on Surah An-Nisa (4):58 and Surah Al-Mu’minun (23):12-14”. InsyaAllah this will be the first book I 
reread in my “retirement” or some say “retyre-ment”  post Khazanah.  
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decision that was later proven to be wrong or a seemingly small word that was unkind and hurt 

someone. For that and more I humbly seek your forgiveness; it was never intended as such.  

 

Secondly, I should take this opportunity to place on record for posterity’s sake what we were able 

to achieve together. As you know, we have three main dimensions of performance – financial, 

strategic and societal - and alhamdullilah, as I review the work over these 14+ years, I believe 

results both tangible and intangible are manifold. These outcomes and achievements are well 

documented in our flagship documents including The Khazanah Annual Review (every January) 

and The Khazanah Report (every May) but perhaps it’s worth highlighting what comes to my 

immediate mind as I take leave;  

 Firstly, in financial terms, the best measure of our investment performance as we know is to 

track the net value of the portfolio in terms of our asset less our liabilities at market or realisable 

value adjusted for movements in dividends and capital, or NWA (Net Worth Adjusted). NWA 

over the period of May 2004 when my journey started through to the last reported and audited 

date of 31st December 2017, alhamdullilah more than trebled from RM33.3bn on 14th May 2004 

to a record close of RM115.6bn on 31st December 2017, an increase of 3.5x, or RM82.3bn and 

translating into a CAGR of 9.6% per annum over that period. And this was achieved with an 

appropriate level of portfolio risk of an asset cover of more than 3x. 

 Secondly, in strategic terms we made a lot of ground over the years – the GLC Transformation 

Program, the development of Iskandar Malaysia, the profitable expansion overseas especially in 

China, India and the Middle East and Turkey, the creation or transformation of many key 

companies from regional champions such as CIMB, Axiata and IHH, to domestic powerhouses 

such as Tenaga, TM, PLUS, MAHB, UEM, building a technology investing platform especially 

in the US and Europe, the support of Islamic Finance, and the development of several catalytic 

sectors, the Bumiputera Economic Empowerment Agenda for which we were the secretariat for 

GLCs, and perhaps most significantly of all, our commitment to talent development and 

education which is arguably the most strategic of all.  

 Thirdly, we developed and practiced the concept of “Building True Value” that became our 

adopted tagline. By this we mean to ultimately ensure that the financial and strategic outcomes 

need to be anchored on delivering true value to society in developing among others human and 

knowledge capital and through the respect and preservation of the environment. In this regard, 

we had built several key institutions including Yayasan Hasanah in Corparate Responsibility, 

Yayasan Khazanah for scholarships, Yayasan Amir for education, Khazanah Research Institute 

for economic policy development, and Think City and the upcoming Taman Tugu Park in terms 

of the development of cities and community and public spaces.  

 

In the spirit of completeness and recording an agenda of areas of future focus and attention, I should 

highlight what I see as the gaps and areas for improvement too. There were companies where we 

have failed or not been able to turn it around completely thus far for various reasons including 

MAS/MAB in particular (notwithstanding that, some progress has been made and ongoing 

implementation of the recovery plan, scheduled to be completed by 2019, insyaAllah) but also 

Silterra, notwithstanding that it has turned modestly profitable. It is also true that some of our core 

GLCs while creating tremendous value in the period of the ten-year transformation program of 

2005-2015 are facing headwinds due to a variety of factors including slower growth prospects and 

digital disruption. For this I point to the Transformation 2.0 program that we had launched in 

January which also includes the digital and innovation program, TIDE, that we can and should 

continue to focus on as our anchor program for value creation. While steady progress has been 

made, we also need to follow through on the development of the catalytic sectors which by their 

nature takes long gestations and much stamina and perseverance. Over the years through various 

strategic divestments, we have been able to seed new local and Bumiputera entrepreneurs, most 

notably the likes of TimeDotCom. More of this can and should be done as we rebalance Malaysia 

Inc. under the new Government.  
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On the subject of financial and investment performance, as I take my leave I would also like to 

clarify on a couple of investment cases that have become somewhat topical in recent days.  

 

First of all, on the investments in UBS through Olivant as has been widely reported. I will leave the 

details of this to our senior colleagues among us who may wish to elaborate further, but as this 

happened during my tenure, some ten years ago, I would also like to clear the air as such in that the 

investment losses while large are not exceptional and in the course of ordinary business as follows;  

 

 First, the losses incurred was RM1.7bn and not RM3bn as widely reported.  

 Second, that at all times proper provisioning and recognition of the losses were made in line 

with accounting and prudential standards with even at one point 97% provisioning made of 

the RM3.6bn total investments. Through diligent recovery work, more than half or 53.5% of 

the value of the investments or RM1.9bn were recovered  

 Third, an internal review by independent board members with inputs from KPMG found that 

the case was clear of wrongdoing and, investment processes and board approvals were 

complied with.  

 Fourth, a significant factor in the losses resulted from the negligence and breach of the 

shareholders agreement by the fund managers, Olivant; a charge that they, through a legal 

process, ultimately admitted to, apologized and assumed responsibility for. A related matter 

to note is that as the matter was a legal case, legally binding confidentiality clauses 

effectively restricted the amount of public disclosure that could be done, notwithstanding 

that, the confidentiality clauses helped with facilitating an orderly recovery process.  

 

Hence, while the losses are indeed large, it was incurred as part and parcel of investment operations 

which are always subjected to investment risks which in this case many SWFs suffered much larger 

losses than we did on investments in global banking stocks. This has also to be viewed and 

evaluated in the context of the overall portfolio performance where more than RM82bn of net gains 

have been achieved over the nine-year period from 2008 to 2017 (RM33.7bn NWA in December 

2008 to RM115.6bn in December 2017). In fact, as I have mentioned in our staff dialogues recently, 

it should be noted that our total gains over the period is roughly RM100bn (with the top ten gainers 

making up some RM92bn), the ten largest losses total up about RM19bn (with MAS/MAB alone at 

RM8.4bn, Silterra at RM5.5bn and Olivant coming in third at RM1.7bn). In investments terms, it 

means our gains has outnumbered our losses by a factor of 5:1. In footballing terms, it’s like 

winning a game 5-1 !  

 

Second, the rather colourful case of Zivame, the online e-commerce purveyor of women’s 

undergarments (read: lingerie!) in India. Of course, this makes for startling headlines and good copy, 

but let’s also look at the fundamentals carefully; in that we also know that India is a market of more 

than billion consumers, half of them women, with rising incomes and even faster rising internet and 

mobile penetration, a male dominated physical retail sector and hence a generally bad retail 

experience for women looking to buy undergarments. We invested some USD19m (RM80m) for a 

22% stake and last December, we decided to prudentially provide in full in our 2017 accounts as a 

conservative measure as we sometimes do for technology investments. Zivame remains a going 

concern and in fact has just had its best ever quarter and we remain quietly confident that we will be 

able over the medium term to recover all or almost all of what we have provided for, insyaAllah. In 

any case, again, as with all our overall investment assessment we need to look at things in 

perspective in that the same risk taking in India for the consumer sector in companies ranging from 

the sale of paints for houses to jewellery, under what we call Project Billion have generated more 

than RM1bn realised and unrealised gains to date. Further, lest we forget that in Alibaba alone, 

another online e-commerce company we have made more than RM6bn gains and in fact, these gains 
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alone are funding a multitude of technology investments including in Zivame. So again, a sense of 

perspective would be helpful in this regard. 

 

As the matter is still topical, I hope this clarifies for your benefit on these two investments and my 

key message is that we all need a proper sense of perspective in that so long as there was no 

wrongdoing or recklessness on the part of these – and other such investments – it is a given that an 

honest and proper investment strategy will always generate some losses. It is in and from these 

losses that arise out of proper risk taking that the winners come from and the correct way to 

evaluate an investment portfolio is, of course, to evaluate the portfolio performance on a risk 

adjusted basis rather than merely individual investment cases.  

 

In closing  

 

And so, in closing, I move on and we look forward. To all of you and to the incoming board and 

Managing Director, I wish the very best of everything. My wish and hope is for the next chapter of 

Khazanah to be better than what I was able to do, soar higher, go further. To deliver ultimately for 

our ultimate shareholders – the 30 million or so Malaysians, and then the millions more who are yet 

to be born.  

 

There is a lot more that I would like to cover, but perhaps its best that I close by sharing three recent 

messages that collectively completes what I need to say;  

 

First, a message I sent to my classmates from MCKK that had inadvertently gone viral, containing 

several key messages of brotherhood and collegiality but also of the need to cleanse our niat 

(intention) and help with the important task of nation building or indeed nation-rebuilding, to close 

ranks and to rally around and support our Prime Minister YAB Tun Dr Mahathir who was kind 

enough to give me an exit meeting on 31st July 2018, making it the last meeting of what would have 

been many thousands of meetings over my 14+ years in office. So here goes, with some minor 

edits:   

 

Salam, thank you very much for all the prayers, kind wishes and support. Alhamdullilah today I 

clocked out after 14 years and 2 months. I don't play cricket well (only had a duck for Idris house), 

but that's 170 months, and now out! Alhamdullilah. I also had a 42 minute meeting w Tun Mahathir 

earlier today, which I am told is quite long. Alhamdullilah, I believe we had a good and respectful 

meeting. He asked me to write to him about how KNB can help Govt reduce debt even after I have 

left and he also asked me what I was going to do next (I said I don't know yet but will have a lot of 

time to think about it). I asked his permission to brief to "clear the air" about the many bad and 

unfair things some groups are saying and I am glad alhamdullilah Tun gave me the space and was 

attentive and I think I registered that. I asked my staff to please support Tun's Govt, in spite of the 

nonsense from some quarters and I said treat the unfair pain as sacrifice even, niatkan, 

perbersihkan our intent and serve with all our hearts and our resources. So, I bid farewell, I pray 

for Khazanah's and the nation's success and I pledge and hope to contribute and be useful in 

whatever way I can, insyaAllah. Segala yang baik dari Allah swt, the shortcomings are mine alone. 

Salam�� 

 

 

Second, the message that all of you sent me, quoting the famous Teddy Roosevelt passage from 

1910 of The Man in the Arena in the most meaningful gift one could get – a hastily produced (in 12 

hours I am told), raw and most beautiful scrap book of pictures and messages from practically all 

450+ of you spanning the period 2004 to 2018. And with this most prominent quote at the front, and 

read by Jiv on your behalf when it was presented to me on the 33rd Floor the other day. It is indeed a 

very apt passage and one of my personal favourites as it defines what really matters: that knowledge 
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and good intent can only really come to life “in the arena” and it is easy for those outside to criticize 

and comment but it is only those in the arena, who try, and fail, and try again, valiantly, until they 

succeed, that truly matters. Khazanah is not just a thinking and a learning organisation; it is most of 

all a doing organisation. A ship is meant to sail, and a ship that docks does not get hurt in storms, 

but it also never reaches its destination. So, my dear friends, remember that what matters is we must 

not be afraid to take action in spite of whatever the critics and detractors outside the arena says, so 

long as we are clear in our intent and purpose and we apply ourselves properly with due care, skill 

and perseverance to make our own luck too, but try we must and hide we must not. Do enjoy and 

embrace the quote:  

 

“It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, or 

where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is 

actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; 

who errs, who comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and 

shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows great enthusiasms, the 

great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end the 

triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring 

greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who neither know 

victory nor defeat.” 

 

And finally, a message, with some appropriate edits, that I shared with our own Senior Leadership 

Team on the day of my departure, 31st July 2018, and it is on this note that I humbly bring to a close 

my tenure of 14 years and 2 months, with deep gratitude and a prayer for your continuing success in 

Khazanah and indeed in your life’s journey;  

 

Thank you once again everyone, it's been an absolute honour and privilege to serve with all of you. 

I am eternally thankful and overwhelmed by the heartfelt send off today. I pray and cheer from afar 

that all of you will be able to traverse the days and months ahead; choppy waters possibly, but with 

a cool head, a pure heart and some fire in the belly I am sure you will. Take care of each other, 

support each other, counsel each other. You can't lose if you do that. InsyaAllah. And that will pass 

too, as it always does. My time came up, 170 months, now out. Build on that, build it better, build it 

stronger, be true, always, and go further. A dear friend forwarded this quote from Sir Thomas 

More: "You may break, you may shatter the vase, if you will, / But the scent of the roses will hang 

round it still." The real Khazanah, as we say, is really in you / and the real treasure is truly within 

us to do special things. Good night, God speed. Wassalam ����❤ 

 

 

Till we meet again,  

Fare Well,  

With much gratitude and affection, 

 

 

 

 

Azman Hj. Mokhtar 

Kajang 

2nd August 2018 

 

 

 


