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A Stunning, Sudden Fall for Najib Razak, Malaysia’s ‘Man of Steal’

By Hannah Beech, Richard C. Paddock and Alexandra Stevenson
May 15, 2018 

KUALA LUMPUR, Malaysia — Just a few months ago, the political machine led by Najib Razak, the gilded prime minister of 
Malaysia, appeared so indestructible that a multibillion-dollar corruption scandal seemed unlikely to derail it. The end came so
quickly, so completely, that even his opponents were shocked.

For nearly a decade, Mr. Najib, 64, had unfettered control of his nation’s courts and coffers. His party had thrived by unfailingly 
delivering huge cash handouts at election time. The media was at his disposal; journalists he didn’t like, he shut down. Political 
foes were shoved into prison.
The pampered son of a prime minister and nephew of another, Mr. Najib enjoyed the friendship of President Trump, who after 
playing golf with him in 2014 gave him a photo inscribed, “To my favorite prime minister.” Last year, Mr. Trump hosted Mr. 
Najib at the White House, even as the United States Department of Justice accused him of taking Malaysian state money.
But his authority suddenly evaporated in the early hours after Malaysia’s national elections on May 9 delivered a commanding 
majority to the opposition, now led by the political titan who had once lifted Mr. Najib to power: the 92-year-old Mahathir 
Mohamad.
The opposition was fractious, and remains so, but it was galvanized by a single purpose: to deliver the ouster of Mr. Najib to an 
electorate furious at his excesses and emboldened by social media even as news outlets were being muzzled.

Now, Mr. Najib is suddenly vulnerable to criminal charges at home, as well as a reinvigorated effort by the Justice Department as
it pursues billions of dollars missing from 1Malaysia Development Berhad, the country’s state investment fund supervised by Mr.
Najib for years.
The details released from that investigation in the past three years painted a lurid picture of a Malaysian leader and his family 
members and friends living high on diverted public money.
Prosecutors say that hundreds of millions of dollars from the fund appeared in Mr. Najib’s personal account and was spent on 
luxury items including a 22-carat pink diamond necklace, worth $27.3 million, for his wife. In all some $7.5 billion was stolen 
from the fund, prosecutors say, and spent on paintings by Monet, Van Gogh and Warhol and others worth more than $200 
million; on luxury real estate in the United States; and even on a megayacht for a family friend, Jho Low, who 
reveled in his Hollywood connections.
Those accusations, and others, became grist for social media outrage in Malaysia, frequently on private WhatsApp groups, but it 
seemed Mr. Najib still underestimated how much he was losing: a public that still valued some semblance of moderation, his 
once unbreakable Malay power base, even family members.
Mr. Najib’s stepdaughter, Azrene Ahmad, took to Instagram on Friday with an emotional condemnation of him and her 
mother, Rosmah Mansor, who had become widely known here for piling up designer labels, garlands of jewelry and a 
multimillion-dollar handbag collection that more than rivaled the shoe fetish of Imelda Marcos, the former first lady of the 
Philippines.

“Today marks the end of a day of tyranny that many have prayed for,” Ms. Azrene wrote, describing how she had “witnessed 
many trespasses, deals and handshakes these two made for the benefit of power and to fuel their appetite for greed.”
“The numerous offshore accounts opened to launder money out of the country for their personal spending,” she continued, 
cataloging her accusations against them. “The steel safes full of jewels, precious stones and cash amassed. Being made a cash 
mule.”
Mr. Najib’s brother, Nazir Razak, joined in, implicitly casting his brother’s ouster as a chance for progress. “Malaysia needs 
major recalibration, but all attempts under the old order failed,” he wrote on social media. “Now you can!”

Even the state-linked news media, which had spent years writing slavish articles describing Mr. Najib’s wisdom and Ms. 
Rosmah’s charitable ventures, dropped the multiple honorifics that once preceded his name.
By Saturday, a travel blacklist foiled Mr. Najib’s attempt to leave for Indonesia with his wife.
Mr. Mahathir, who was sworn in as prime minister on Thursday, has called Mr. Najib a thief and said he must face the 
consequences of his actions. “High or low, all are subject to the law,” Mr. Mahathir said Sunday at a news conference.
“This totally changes everything,” said Ren McEachern, a former supervisory special agent with the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation who specialized in international corruption. “Now that he’s out of office, there could be an appetite for criminal 
charges.”
Further, Mr. Najib’s removal from office is bringing new vigor to efforts by the Justice Department to pursue him, according to 
a person with direct knowledge of the investigation but who is not authorized to speak publicly. The department declined to 
comment on the case for this article.

After his defeat, Mr. Najib posted a Twitter message that was at least partly contrite. “I apologize for any shortcomings and 
mistakes,” he wrote, even as he maintained that “the best interests of Malaysia and its people will always be my first priority.”
But the saga of Najib Razak is one of astonishing insatiability and unaccountability. And it is a tale of a political party — the 
United Malays National Organization, which Mr. Najib led — that teethed on graft and patronage and collapsed under the weight
of its own immoderation.
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“For a long time, elites across the region have enjoyed a culture of impunity,” said Donald Greenlees, an authority on Southeast 
Asia at Australian National University. “There is no doubt that the decades of mostly one-party rule, the capture of state 
institutions, particularly the judiciary, and the taming of the media led Najib to believe he was untouchable.”
Mr. Najib’s downfall was a vanishingly rare event in a region where democracy has retreated in recent years. In Malaysia, as in 
other places across Southeast Asia, elections had been deployed only to legitimize those in power. Yet without a single shot fired 
or a threat of a coup uttered, Mr. Najib was toppled.
“The day I left home I left you a warning,” Ms. Azrene, his stepdaughter, wrote on Instagram. “There will come a reckoning when
the people will punish you for your trespasses on them. There will come a day when God will punish you for your trespasses, the 
very people you swore to protect.”

The Flawed Heir

Mr. Najib’s pedigree was impeccable, and from an early age seemed destined to take the helm at the United Malays National 
Organization, which counts the betterment of the country’s ethnic Malay majority as its founding mission.
Educated at elite British schools, he acquired a posh English accent and a fondness for fine tailoring. Unlike his onetime 
mentor, Mr. Mahathir, he did not have an instant rapport with the rural Malay Muslim base, and early in his political career he 
struggled to speak Malay.

Still, the legacies of Mr. Najib’s father, who was the second prime minister of Malaysia, and his uncle, who was the country’s 
third, helped make up for his lack of grass-roots appeal. In interviews, Mr. Najib was smooth, gracious and somewhat distant.
“Najib grew up thinking that leading the country was his birthright,” said Rafizi Ramli, a top strategist for the opposition that 
ousted Mr. Najib and the National Front coalition. “He doesn’t realize that you have to earn the people’s trust and maintain the 
people’s trust. He is completely removed from Malaysia, the real Malaysia.”
But his reputation was tarnished years before he became prime minister in 2009.

In 2006, when Mr. Najib was deputy prime minister, the Mongolian mistress of one of his advisers, Abdul Razak Baginda, was 
killed, blown up by military-grade explosives. Two of Mr. Najib’s bodyguards were eventually convicted in her murder.
French investigators are still examining whether Mr. Najib, during his time as defense minister, might have personally profited 
from around $130 million in kickbacks related to a transaction for French submarines. Before she was killed, the Mongolian 
woman, Altantuya Shaariibuu, claimed she was owed half a million dollars for brokering that deal.
The biggest scandal of all exploded in 2015 when opposition politicians and muckraking journalists questioned what had 
happened to billions of dollars that had disappeared from 1Malaysia Development Berhad, the country’s state investment fund.
Mr. Najib oversaw the fund, known as 1MDB, and unveiled it in 2009 as a surefire way to bring further prosperity to Malaysians 
through smart foreign investments and development projects.
In 2016, the United States Department of Justice dropped a bombshell: A person it referred to as Malaysian Official 1 had 
siphoned $731 million from 1MDB. Officials privately confirmed that Mr. Najib was Malaysian Official 1.

The Justice Department’s accusations continued: In total, more than $4.5 billion in 1MDB funds was laundered through 
American banks, enriching Mr. Najib, his family and friends, prosecutors said.
It said $250 million went for a megayacht, complete with a helicopter pad and movie theater, built for Jho Low, a financier 
friend of Mr. Najib’s stepson, Riza Aziz. Mr. Low is accused of being central to the plot, and federal prosecutors said he 
used 1MDB funds to buy the actor Leonardo DiCaprio a $3.2 million Picasso painting for his birthday. The Australian model 
Miranda Kerr received $8 million in jewelry. (Both have since returned the gifts.)
Mr. Najib explained that $681 million deposited in his personal bank account was a gift from a Saudi patron. In 2015, after 
Malaysia’s attorney general gathered evidence of Mr. Najib’s involvement in 1MDB and seemed poised to press charges, Mr. 
Najib fired him. Subsequent Malaysian government investigations cleared Mr. Najib of any wrongdoing.
Malaysians were accustomed to a certain amount of grease in the country’s political system, but the extravagant sums linked to 
the 1MDB scandal shocked the public. United States federal prosecutors called the money-laundering scheme “massive, brazen 
and blatant.”
Mr. Najib moved to shut down critical news reports, or to spin it in the state media outlets. But he could not block everything.
News outlets including The Sarawak Report blog and the Malaysia-based newspaper The Edge joined The Wall Street 
Journal at the lead of the race to expose each detail. (The Edge was shut down at one point for three months, and The 
Sarawak Report website is still blocked in Malaysia.)
The Malaysian political establishment wondered how the son of a famously ascetic prime minister had grown so venal and 
careless. “If you want to steal this kind of money, why would you put it in your own account?” said James Chin, a Malaysian 
who is the director of the Asia Institute at the University of Tasmania. “It shows such arrogance.” 

Blame the Wife

As the public grew angrier about the excesses, Ms. Rosmah became a frequent target of ire.
Her habit of taking chartered shopping expeditions to Europe and Australia, presumably at the expense of Malaysian taxpayers, 
became social-media fodder. Her Hermès Birkin handbag collection, one broker said, was worth at least $10 million.
“Rightly or wrongly, Rosmah was vilified as the major partner in the corruption and scandals associated with the prime 
minister,” said Lim Teck Ghee, a public policy analyst in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia’s capital.
In 2015, when Mr. Najib’s and Ms. Rosmah’s daughter married the nephew of President Nursultan Nazarbayev of Kazakhstan, 
guests were astonished by their lavish wedding celebrations. Mr. Mahathir, who attended one party, recalled seeing soldiers 
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lugging at least 17 trunks loaded with luxury gifts for the guests. “I had never seen that even at royal weddings,” he said in an 
interview with The New York Times in 2016.
Fazley Yaakob, the husband of Mr. Najib’s stepdaughter, offered another story, which he recounted on Instagram after Mr. Najib 
lost the election. Before the two were married, Mr. Fazley wrote, Ms. Rosmah hired a witch doctor to assess the suitability of the 
union. The witch doctor warned against the marriage because Mr. Fazley, unlike others, would be able to resist Ms. Rosmah’s 
supernatural powers.

The pair married anyway. “All hell broke loose right after,” wrote Mr. Fazley, without detailing exactly what happened.

Mr. Najib was called the “Man of Steal” by Zulkiflee Anwar Ulhaque, one of Malaysia’s top cartoonists, who caricatured Ms. 
Rosmah with a giant diamond ring on her plump finger. Mr. Najib’s reaction was unforgiving. Mr. Zulkiflee, who is known by the
pen name Zunar, was charged with nine counts of sedition and still could face up to 43 years in prison.
Election Day on May 9, Mr. Zulkiflee said, was “the happiest moment of my life,” and he hopes the charges will now be dropped.
During the campaign, Mr. Mahathir, who said he came out of retirement two years ago to join the opposition because he was so 
shocked by the cloud of corruption around Mr. Najib, succeeded in harnessing public angst over the rising cost of living to 
financial scandals linked to the prime minister. One that particularly resonated with rural Malays, some of whom ended up 
casting swing votes in favor of the opposition, was a farm subsidy program that, by some accounts, was missing around $750 
million. Mr. Najib oversaw that program.
Those defections proved critical, though there was no assurance that Mr. Mahathir could still command his old popularity.
“1MDB was a key factor in the election result,” said Mr. Lim, the public policy analyst. “The long-running scandal became 
indelibly associated with the endemic high-level corruption in the country.”

Failed Containment

Yet even as public outrage intensified, Mr. Najib seemed curiously removed from reality. In omnipresent campaign billboards, he
hogged the limelight, his grin and upturned hands evoking less a statesman than a salesman. Malaysian voters were supposed to 
acquiesce to whatever deal he had on offer.
Mr. Mahathir said he had a falling out with Mr. Najib because of his protégé’s insistence that “cash is king,” both in politics and 
governance.
Under Mr. Najib’s leadership, the party ensured victory in 2013 by passing out hundreds of millions of dollars to party leaders 
to give to voters, according to his own aides.
The strategy was similar for 2018, analysts said, and Mr. Najib had predicted that the governing coalition would do even better in
this month’s elections than it had in 2013, before the 1MDB scandal broke out.
On the eve of campaigning, Mr. Najib’s information minister, Salleh Said Keruak, bragged that the United Malays National 
Organization, or UMNO, would win easily, and that the party had access to a trove of government data on Malaysian voters. “We 
have it all at our fingertips,” he said.
Mr. Salleh wasn’t the only one to miscalculate. Local polling agencies predicted the elections would go to the National Front 
coalition, which is dominated by UMNO. Across the country, public flag displays supporting the National Front vastly 
outnumbered those of the opposition Alliance of Hope.
Still, there were murmurings of discontent. In a first, Malaysia’s navy chief reminded his sailors that the vote was secret so they 
should choose freely.
And though Mr. Trump met with Mr. Najib at the White House last September, the effort by a former top Republican operative, 
Elliott Broidy, to get them together again for golf failed, despite Mr. Broidy’s assurance to the White House chief of staff in a 
leaked email that he knew Mr. Najib well. Mr. Najib didn’t even get a customary photo op during the visit.

In the final months of the campaign, Mr. Najib fell back on tried-and-true money politics. The day before the election, he 
promised that Malaysians 26 and younger would not have to pay income tax if his coalition prevailed. Earlier, he offered 
significant pay hikes to civil servants, who are mostly ethnically Malay rather than from Malaysia’s Chinese or Indian minorities.

“That has always been his style: When faced with difficulties, throw goodies at them,” said Oh Ei Sun, a Kuala Lumpur-based 
analyst and former political secretary to Mr. Najib.
Other tactics were more iron-fisted. Shortly before campaigning began, Mr. Najib’s party pushed through a so-called fake news 
law that was the first in the world to use Mr. Trump’s catchphrase as it criminalized publishing or circulating misleading 
information. The law, critics feared, could land anyone who criticized Mr. Najib in prison for up to six years. His government also
designed a broad gerrymandering scheme that diminished the impact of minorities who were unlikely to vote for him.
None of these efforts, hard or soft, worked. “The Najib brand is toxic,” said Mr. Chin of the University of Tasmania. “There was 
no way he could run away from this.”
On Sunday, Mr. Najib and Ms. Rosmah were still holed up in their mansion in Kuala Lumpur. A bodyguard at their home, who 
asked not to be identified in the press out of fear of reprisals, said that the stream of cronies who once knocked at their door had 
stopped. Even their housekeeper, he said, had deserted them.
Hannah Beech and Richard C. Paddock reported from Kuala Lumpur, and Alexandra Stevenson from Hong Kong. 
Sharon Tan and Austin Ramzy contributed reporting from Kuala Lumpur, and David D. Kirkpatrick from London.
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The Week That Malaysian Leader Najib's World Fell Apart

May 15th, 2018.  By:  Tom Westbrook & A. Ananthalakshmi

KUALA LUMPUR (Reuters) - As results poured in from polling stations around Malaysia on the night of May 9, with one parliamentary seat
after another falling to the opposition, a stunned Prime Minister Najib Razak stared defeat in the face. 

There was no hiding the fact: the Najib-led Barisan Nasional coalition that had run Malaysia for the six decades since its independence from 
Britain, had lost the election.

Voter anger over a goods and services tax, as well as allegations of corruption that had swirled for years around Najib’s 
government, and the apparently lavish lifestyle of his wife, had finally taken its toll.

A consultant who was in Najib’s office as the reality of the defeat sank in said the prime minister was stunned. “When he 
knew that the numbers were not on his side, Najib broke down,” he said.

Explaining Najib’s shock on election night, one political strategist with ties to the now-defeated government said it was not 
unusual for him to be out of the loop when there were unwelcome developments.

“Najib lives in a bubble,” he said. His advisers “don’t accept others’ views,” he added. “They don’t listen to bad news.”

Najib’s remove, and the disarray in his camp during the campaign and the election, was pieced together from interviews with
about a dozen political operatives and members of the ruling coalition and the opposition.

TRUMP’S FAVORITE PRIME MINISTER

The electoral defeat was a humiliating turn for Najib, who had ruled for almost a decade and had projected himself as a 
statesman who enjoyed a warm relationship with Chinese President Xi Jinping, and played golf with U.S. presidents. Donald 
Trump showered him with praise during a White House visit last year, and according to local media once gave Najib a 
photograph of them together inscribed with the words: “To my favorite prime minister.”

Dubbed ‘The Survivor’ on the cover of a magazine before the election, Najib, 64, had for three years weathered a scandal 
over the billions of dollars that went missing from the state fund 1Malaysia Development Berhad (1MDB). He consistently 
denied wrongdoing in connection with 1MDB.

Najib went into the poll confident of victory, according to the interviews with politicians and party officials. But his week 
went off-script quickly and - despite frantic efforts - he failed to pull it back.

Reuters was unable to reach Najib or any close aides for comment.

An official who worked on Najib’s campaign said his camp had been sure of victory several days before the vote.

That confidence sagged as election day loomed with mounting evidence that momentum was with the opposition.

The political strategist said that two cabinet ministers were so unnerved that they stopped country-wide campaigning to 
concentrate on defending their own parliamentary seats.

Despite growing evidence of huge turnouts at opposition rallies, the ruling coalition remained confident of victory, even if 
with a weaker mandate, banking on its traditional Malay vote base.

Ten hours before polling stations opened, Najib went on national television and made voters a trio of promises.



If they returned him to power, he said, his government would scrap income tax for the young, declare two extra public 
holidays and make toll roads free for a few days during the Islamic festival of Eid.

“It was desperation,” said the campaign official.

Opinion polls showed that voters were angry over living costs after the introduction of the goods and services tax, but they 
were also disgusted by the allegations of corruption surrounding Najib.

“It was conflated with so many other things - with higher costs of living, with inflation, with the goods and services tax,” 
said Khairy Jamaluddin, the youth and sports minister in Najib’s government, explaining the public discontent. “But at the 
root of it was scandal.”

A senior official in one of the opposition parties said that Barisan Nasional had been wrong to count on votes from the 
country’s majority ethnic Malays on the basis of the affirmative-action policies that benefit them.

That shortcoming was underlined by the large crowds turning out for rallies for the opposition’s Mahathir Mohamad, the 92-
year-old former prime minister, in predominantly Malay areas that had long been bastions of support for the ruling coalition.

“Sometimes on the ground, we were telling ourselves this is too good to be true,” said one leader of Mahathir’s Pakatan 
Harapan, or Alliance of Hope.

On election day, opposition party officials said they were sure of victory by early evening thanks to results that their 
representatives at polling stations had passed on.

The mood was jubilant in the opposition camp as it became clear its candidates had beaten leading Barisan Nasional 
politicians and made significant gains across the country.

By midnight, Mahathir felt confident enough to declare victory.

Najib did not concede, however, apparently having recovered his composure as the night went on.

Khairy visited Najib at his house that night and said the prime minister was “calm” and “poised”, but that the people around 
him were “stunned, shocked and somber”.

When the Election Commission eventually announced the result, hundreds of jubilant Mahathir supporters waved flags and 
cheered in central Kuala Lumpur.

The next day, Mahathir, who was once Najib’s mentor and later his bitter adversary, was sworn in as prime minister.

Mahathir’s challenges for the multi-ethnic nation are substantial: how to keep together an alliance made up of former foes, 
and implement populist measures and reforms without disrupting economic growth - even as he has promised to cede power 
to Anwar Ibrahim, the opposition leader jailed by Najib.

Mahathir’s immediate attention appeared to focus on Najib. During the election campaign, Mahathir had vowed to hold 
Najib to account for his alleged role in the disappearance of billions of dollars from a government fund.

As he assumed power last week, he said that those who had broken the law would be punished.



Meanwhile, Najib’s estranged step-daughter, Azrene Ahmad, took to social media to hail “the end of an era of tyranny”.

ANGER AT THE AIRPORT

With Mahathir in power, speculation swirled about Najib’s future. Would Mahathir have him arrested? Would Najib try to 
leave the country?

On the Saturday after the election, an angry crowd gathered outside a small airport near Kuala Lumpur. Online, another 
30,000 people tuned into a Facebook live event, streaming from the airfield entrance.

A report had leaked that Najib and his wife, Rosmah Mansor, were going to try to leave Malaysia aboard a private plane.

“Stop them running away!” said one watcher of the Facebook Live event.

Amid the commotion at the airport, Najib announced on social media that he would indeed be leaving, to take a holiday 
overseas. But he and his wife never showed up at the airport.

What Najib hadn’t realized then was that, just minutes before his announcement, the Immigration Department had issued a 
statement that Najib and Rosmah were barred from leaving the country – a final humiliation for the former prime minister.

Later that day, a somber Najib appeared at a news conference that appeared to signal the end of his political career.

Struggling to get a microphone to work, he put on a brave face as he announced that he was resigning as leader of both his 
political party, the United Malays National Organisation (UMNO), and Barisan Nasional.

“Anyone who is the leader and failed, it is the responsibility of that person to accept defeat. With an open heart, I accept it,” 
he said.

‘COLLECTIVE DENIAL’

Looking back at the evening of the election, Khairy, the Barisan Nasional lawmaker, discounted speculation that Najib had 
been hoping to find some way out of his predicament. Once the results had sunk in, Najib’s priority had been figuring out 
how to achieve an orderly transition, he said.

“There were a lot of concerns that he was going to declare martial law, emergency rule, not hand over power,” Khairy 
said. “Those were never ever options that were even discussed, thought or entertained in any way. It was just about accepting
it and how we would concede.”

Now, without Najib at the helm, the priority for the former ruling coalition was figuring out how to become the opposition 
for the first time, Khairy said.

“We were in a state of collective denial,” he said, adding that the coalition had misunderstood the anger of the 
population. “We were too drunk on our own Kool-Aid, and this is a sobering lesson for us which we’ll remember for the rest 
of our lives.”

Additional reporting by Liz Lee and John Chalmers; Writing by John Chalmers; Editing by Philip 
McClellan
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