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N’lahathir’s Big Test 
hen he took the reins from ail- assurance- to Mahathir supporters. Run- 
ing predecessor Hussein Onn ning for UMNO’s deputy leadership is 
six years ago, Malaysia’s Prime Deputy Prime Minister Ghafar Baba, who 

Minister Dr. Mahathir Mohamad was has had 74 nominations against 50 for in- 
often described as a “man in a hurry,” an cumbent Musa Hitam, Ghafar’s predeces- 
idealist who wanted to reform Malaysia sor as deputy PM. Some of Mahathir’s 
and its people. “He was the darling of staunchest loyalists claim the prime 
liberals because, unlike his oredecessors, minister’s 66% of the nominations in- 
he had no ties-with the Malay 
aristocracy and wasn’t educated 
in any of the elite institutions in 
Britain,” recalls a Kuala Lumpur 
lawyer. “He snubbed the British 
and the Commonwealth and 
spoke up on Third World 
issues.” In the past three years, 
however, Mahathir has slowed a 
great deal. His administration 
has been bogged down by an 
economic slump and a series of 
high-level financial scandals. 
Soon, Mahathir ‘defends his 
presidency of the United Malays 
National Organisation, domi- 
nant partner in Malaysia’s ruling 
Barisan Nasional coalition. The 
post automalically confers the 
country’s premiership, The event 
will be historic. For th’e first time 
in UMNO’s 41 years, the incum- 
bent faces a serious challenge. 

Mehathir last week: A one-vote win is enough, he says 
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“Fence-sitters and the faint-hearted 
normally show support for the incumbent 
leaders rather than underdog opposition,” 
notes one keen observer of Malaysian 
politics. “The 30% of nominations that 
Razaleigh has are his hardcore supporters 
who are not afraid to show their faces. He 
is bound to have a lot more support than 

that because several of his re- 
cognised strongholds have diplo- 
matically nominated Mahathir.” 
The same is true of Musa, now 
informally allied with former 
arch-foe Razaleigh, whom he has 
beaten twice for the UMNO 
deputy presidency. Indeed, Musa 
is by most reckonings odds-on 
favourite to win the deputy 
leadership comfortably. Ghafar 
explained last week that he was 
running for the post “out of 
respect for the faith that Dr. 

%lahathir has placed in me by 
asking me to be deputy prime 
minister.” 

Mahathir doesn’t have such 
loyalty from all his cabinet. Five 
of the eleven UMNO ministers 
have declared their opposition to 
him. Besides R~aleigh, they are 
Foreign Minister Rais Yatim, De- 
fence Minister Abdullah Badawi, 
Social Welfare Minister Shahrir 
Samad and Minister in the Prince 
M$ims;$r’s Department Ajib 

. Culture, Youth & 
Sports Minister Najib Ratah 
supports them privately and In- 
formation Minister Ahmcd 
Rithauddeen, from Kelantan, re- 
mains neutral. Three deputy 
ministers - Abdul Kadir Sheikh 
Fadzir of the Foreign Ministry, 
Zainal Abidin Zin of Energy, I - . _. 

Telecommunications & Posts and Kadr~ 
Sheikh Ahmad of Primary lndustrics 
- have come out publicly against Maha- 
thir. Several others are keeping their op- 
position private. 

for hlah.uhir. LJMNO. with a paid mem- 
hc.1 bhip ot’ 1.3 million, indulges in hyper- 
a<~~\c grabsroors politics all year round. 
I he parly’s 133 divisions - 132 parliamen- 
tary constituencies on the peninsula and 
one in Labuan island off East Malaysia - 
have elected eleven delegates each to the 
party’s annual general assembly, IO be held 
in Kuala Lumpur on April 24. There, the 
1.463 will join the members of the party’s 
supreme council in electing the party’s 
leadership. Although 88 divisions have 
nominated Mahathir for rhe party’s 
presidency, 37 have nominated Rualeigh. 

Thar majority still provides some re- 

dicate that he could win anything between 
60% and 65070 of the votes. By that 
reckoning, Mahathir’s running mate 
Ghafar could poll 55% of the votes. But 
even Mahathir’s own supporters concede 
that nominations only give a rough idea of 
where the votes are likely to come from. 
Most nominations were made through a 
show of hands in divisional meetings and, 
observers say, in a party as steeped in 
tradition as UMNO and in a country which 
practises the politics of patronage, mem- 
bers are wary of open opposition that 
would invite the wrath of government 
leaders. 

Despite the downturn in Mahathir’s 
fortunes in the last three years, such a for- 
midable challenge to his leadership would 
have been unthinkable even four months 
ago. The premier led the 13-party Barisan 
coalition to a thumping victory in jhe 
general elections last August. UMNO 
thoroughly trounced ita biggest opponent, 
the fundamentalist Parti Islam Sa- 
Malaysia, which won only one of the 177 
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parliamentary seats. UMNO, considered 
protector of Muslim Malays, who form 
just under half the 16 million population. 
was expanding to the East Malaysian state 
of Sabah ostensibly to protect the interests 
of the native communities there. Further- 
more, the massive margin of UMNO’s vic- 
tory in the parliamentary polls had buried 
the bulk of financial scandals and allega- 
tions against Mahathir’s close associates. 

A t that time, too, UMNO deputy 
lradcr Musa Hitam, the only 
politician considered a threat to 

Mahathir, had faded from the headlines. 
Muss, uhose February, 1986, resignation 
from I tie deputy premiership followed 
alleg;~t~,ms that he was trying to topple 
Mahatlur, was telling friends himself in 
private that he didn’t think he would have 
a chance in a contest against Mahathir. 
“Last November, nobody could in his 
wildest imagination think that the PM 
might be in the position that he is in 
today, ” says one political analyst. “Now it 
looks as if he has a tough battle on his 
hands and unless he fights back his op- 
ponents are going to gain momentum in 
the run-up to the elections.” The only 
other challenge to the UMNO leadership 
was in 1978 when Suleiman Palestin took 
on Premier Hussein Onn. An unknown, 
Suleiman had no chance of winning. 

Nowadays, Maharhir is looking h- 
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creasingly like a candidate trying to defend 
his seat rather than a statesman above the 
fray of political squabbling. Earlier, he 
had adopted a low profile, staying away 
from the mudslinging, self-promoting 
routine of local politics. Three weeks ago 
he fired his first salvos by recalling the par- 
ty’s grand traditions of smooth power 
transitions. Last week, he declared that he 
would keep the presidency if 
he won, no matter how small 
the margin. “There are peo- 
ple saying I will resign if I win 
the contest by a 55%-45% or 
51 Q-49% margin,” he told a 
small group of Malaysians 
during a brief trip to Brunei 
(where he had a 15minute 
meeting with Sultan Hassanal 
Bolkiah). But, he went on, 
“even if 1 win by only one 
vote, 1 will continue to hold 
the post .” For the first time 
in the campaign, Mahathir 
alleged that “some coun- 
tries” were “attempting to 
leaders elected” in UMNO. He 

dicapped by being utiable to mention his 
rival by name. “If he attacks Razaleigh 
now, he would be seen to be jumping the 

gun, ” says one political observer. “He has 
to be a statesman as well as worry about 
the vote tally at the end of the day.” 

Razaleigh, according to his sup- 
porters, seems convinced he is only a 
whisker aw’ay from victory. Part of that 

Ghafar: Challenger 

optimism comes from the 
positive feedback new mate 
Musa has been getting in his 
campaign rounds. The 
Razaleigh camp says that the 
support for Musa indicates 
opposition to the Mahathir 
administration, so that all 
they need to do is to harness 
it. Both sides now have a 
complete list of those eligible 
to vote and campaigning has 
shifted to closed-door 
meetings between candidates 
and small groups of delegates. 
Independent analysts say 

get weak 75%-80% of the delegates have already 
named no made up their minds and among them 

countries, but referred to “Zionists” who Mahathir has a slight edge. But if up to 
had opposed Malaysia and its policies. 25% of the total voters are still undecided, 

Analysts say Mahathir’s fighting tone the contest could go either way. “It is 
of recent days and reference to a close vote already looking like a very, very close 
are tell-tale signs that he believes the con- fight,” says one Malay academic who 
test will be a cliffhanger. But, with makes no secret of his dislike for Mahathir 
Hazaleigh yet to declare, the PM is han- but says he isn’t a supporter of Musa or 
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Razaleigh either. “In MaI& politics a close 
fight means half bhe battle is already 
won.” Many Mahathir supporters reckon 
Razaleigh isn’t aiming for outright victory 
but is hoping he can muster enough votes 
to pressure Mahathir to retain him in the 
cabinet and try for the top post again in 
1990. 

he current campaign brings under 
attack for the first time in UMNO’s 
history such sensitive areas as the 

IXI ~urmance of the coalition government, 
111~ leadership style of the prime minister 
and controversial financial dealings of 
several of the prime minister’s close 
tisociates. A key issue is the fledgling 
economy which, after growing at an 
average annual rate of 7.3% between 1973 
and 1984, contracted by 1% in 1985, grew 
by just 1% last year and is expected to 
grow by 1.5% this year. Total external 
debts have increased more than threefold 
from $6 billion in 1981. the vrar Mahathir 
took over, to $20.2 billion iast year. The 
I :.ll’ service I,;ttio i5 now approxhing 
-1 I II ILY lilllT$ the figure ill IYHI. 

~fsil,lrllll ;md his assoii~~lt’~ havl: 
1.~1 ~WLI il~let-~~;~~iontrl recession L~ll~l IOWCi 

, I, ,111o0t~y p~~t’s 1;~ the dowllcurll. 111~ 
111 ,~.)lleiil\, OII the other hand, say 
1 III ~~lli~lldgUllCIlt of the economy in better 
I /II/ s ad over-dependence on foreign 
i :bwing hake contributed. ‘They say 

; ~$;a(, jut tour years ago cm2 of the 
! ~ I ioiiolliic perfol mers in thi rqiun, is 
iI3’ ,., ah 01’ 11~ wor!,I at a time wllcn inter- 
iii, I.)~~al txullolllies ‘UC growing ;LI a much 
: I .I :I late tllarl they were in lhe early 
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1980s. They say his administration’s at- 
titude on foreign borrowing has been 
careless. As evidence, they cite Deputy 
Premier Ghafar’s statement last month 
that “the more we borrow the better”; 
Ghafar’s logic, it seemed, was that bor- 
rowing ‘money to develop the country 

Daim: His role is now a campaign issue 
---- -_ -_- 

would be using other people’s money to 
gain economic progress. 

Another major issue in the campaign 
has been the role of Finance Minister 
Daim Zainuddin. A personal friend of 
Mahathir’s, he rose from small-time pro- 
perty developer to become one of the, 
country’s richest._(ycpons. After criticism 

.. 

from within and outside the government 
that he was using his portfolio to his per- 
sonal advantage, Daim was forced last 
year to sell substantial stakes in seventeen 
corporations. In 1982, he had come out of 
nowhere to take a 51% stake in the Malay- 
sian French Bank, formed after the na- 
tional&&ion of Banque lndosuez in 
France. Mahathir had favoured Daim’s 
bid over. others possibly more suitably, it 
was said. At the time of Daim’s appomt- 
ment to.the finance ministry in 1984, he 
exchanged the bank holding for a 40% 
stake in the ten-times-larger United 
Malayan Banking Corporation, the coun- 
try’s third largest bank in which govern- 
ment corporation Pernas had a similar 
shard. In’ 1985, Daim increased his UMBC 
holding to 51% in a rights issue Pernas was 
toldhot to subscribe to. Late last year, he 
sold out to Pernas at a much higher price. 
“This is probably the biggest r,keleton in 
Mahathir and Daim’s closet,” says a 
senior UMNO leader close to the prime 
minister. “I think it needs explanation.” 

Musa and Razaleigh have also raised 
questions about several top businessmen 
close to Mahathir who have used his name 
to get loans and whose subsequent deals 
collapsed. Among them is lbrahim Moha- 
mcd, the former chairman of Promet, the 
oil-rig, construction and property giant 
that went into receivership last year. 
Others include Abdullah Ang, managing 
director of the failed Malaysian Overseas 
Investment Corporation, a trading house 
that was brainchild of the PM. Ang is cur- 
rently serving a jail term for misappro- 
priating MOIC funds. Mahathir’s suppor- 
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ters say the PM cut himself loose from the 
two men and several others when he real- 
ised that they were using his name. “The 

” f’xr I h;tt these people are either in jail or 
t’lJl!i, ! in 1:ourts i\ proof that Mahalhir is 
11~1 b t ~‘11 I)II protectirlg them,” silqs a 
hl,11,;11 I,il suppor~c~. Tl~r PM, hc S~I>S, ha5 
S~)I t~i~‘ii up his i~nlrge in the past two yca~s. 
“41 I/ ICS~ scandals that you hear about 
arc IMP or three years old. At the time, 
MUU cvas still deputy prime minister and 
K.u ,II,,I,:II gas finance minister. They must 
st,~)c~l~. I equal rc\ponsibility bcc;lusc in 
0111 ,) /cm of government there i:, collcc- 
ti\r ji .,~0rl4bilily.” 

M;lhat hir has also taken the flak from 
ttx ill. I billion Bumiputra h4;daysia 
I.III.III:S uxndal. BMF, the Hongkong sub- 
sitli;iry ot’thr government-controlled Bank 
Bunri\~utra Malaysia, lent money to the 
C;III i;ul group and other companies re- 
la~cd to Carrian chairman George Tan 
with utter disregard for prudent banking 
practices. Observers note. however, that 
BMF hasn’t been a major issue in the cam- 
paign because it also threatens in some 
ways to implicate Razaleigh, a former 
Bank Bumiputra chairman. Another scan- 
dal I hat has hurt Mahathir is the Maminco 
affair. Malaysian company Maminco, in 
an operation personally supervised by 
Maharhir, tried to corner the international 
tin market in London to boost tin prices 
but lost more than $300 million. Further. 

c 1,.11 ,,x,, 16, u!MJw* 
by trying to enter 

Ang: Scandal international mar- 
-_ - ._. __ kets at cut prices. 

both Musa and Razaleigh have critic&d’ 
what they call “prestige projects” like the 
Dayabumi commercial complex built in 

Kuala Lumpw dur- 
ing a property glut, 
the Penang Bridge 
that links Penang 
island with main- 
land peninsula. the 
north-south high- 
way and the Proton 
Saga national ciit 
plant which is strug- 
gling to keep alloat 

Some heavy indus- 
tr) projects have come in for criticism, in- 
c111di11g several new cement plants running 
;1t ,I thud of capacity because of a cement 
&It. 

s 

uch issues, temporarily put in the 
shade by last year’s general election 
triumph, have emerged with the 

challenge to the leadership. The real battle 
will begin on Apr. 12, the day after the 
final day of registration, when the’two 
sides can bring their campaigns into the 
open. Although it may be in keeping with 
Malaysia’s democratic traditions, the 
twelve-day squabbling may leave UMNO, 
protector of Malays, badly bruised and, 
probdbly, split down the middle. 8 
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