10/ 11/ 1997
A cl ear nmessage for CGovernnent despite Sungai Bakap win

A. Kat hirasen

SPEAKI NG on Saturday ni ght after the Barisan Nasional retai ned the Sunga
Bakap State seat albeit with a reduced majority in the by-election, Chief
M nister Tan Sri Dr Koh Tsu Koon agreed that "there is definitely a
message in the results"” for the Government.

That the BN won came as no surprise. Sungai Bakap has traditionally been
a safe BN seat and a Cerakan stronghold. O the 16,589 voters 7,957 are
Mal ays, 5,904, Chinese and 2,727, |ndian.

Malay majority areas always come through for the BN and al t hough at the
start of the canpaign period sone people in the BN were tal ki ng about a
50: 50 chance, nobst predicted a win but with a reduced nmajority.

However, the BN had not anticipated a magjority of only 1,440, a drop of
3,887 votes conpared to the 5,327 vote majority the coalition received in
the 1995 general election

Newconer Lai Chew Hock, 32, polled 5,010 votes agai nst DAP candi date's
Goh Kheng Huat's 3,570. Independent Abu Harith Ahmad who fought under the
unbrel |l a synbol received a surprising 1,758 votes. Anot her independent,

K. Ganesh, who withdrew in favour of the BN on Tuesday, | ost his deposit
after getting 26 votes. There were 230 spoilt votes.

The turnout of 10,594 or 63.87 per cent was |ower than the 71.91 per
cent voter turnout in the 1995 general election. However, by-elections
usual Iy draw fewer voters

In the 1995 general election, the BN s Qoi Theng Bok secured a 5, 327
majority over the DAP's Abdul Razak Abdul Hamid in a straight fight. The
by-el ection was caused by Qoi's death in a road acci dent on Sept 23.

Goh was the first to enter the main counting centre at the Jawi nulti-
pur pose hall acconpani ed by |local party | eaders on Saturday night. La
arrived a little later wearing a garland and acconpani ed by Koh. By then
the unofficial results had been announced and Lai had been garl anded by
supporters outside the centre.

Koh's count enance showed he was none too pleased with the result
al t hough Lai, who seens to perpetually wear a smle, was happy.

The BN had only received 47 per cent of the vote. Gven the fact that
Sungai Bakap has al ways been considered a safe seat and a Gerakan
stronghol d, there clearly was sonet hi ng wrong.

Goh and DAP Penang | eader Teoh Tei k Huat said they had achi eved what
they set out to do - a reduced majority for the BNto showthat "it should
not become arrogant".

Koh admtted that he would have preferred a bigger nmajority but accepted
the voters's deci sion.

Asked if the reduced majority showed a general dissatisfaction with the
BN Government, Koh said: "I would not venture to say that there is a
general dissatisfaction. However, there definitely is a nessage.

"The BN will viewthe result seriously and analyse it to ascertain our
weaknesses and shortconings so that the BN can further inprove its service
to the people and bring about greater devel opnent and a better
per f or mance. "

Koh said nore than 2,000 voters in the | ast general election had stayed
away and Abu Harith had snatched 1, 758 votes to give the BN the reduced
maj ority.

The BN had been fighting to ensure a high najority. No one worked harder
t han Koh who was in the constituency every day during the canpai gn peri od.



He sonetinmes slept at the Jawi I nn so that he could attend ceranmah at
ni ght and wake up early to canpaign

H s strategy of getting State BN conponent party |eaders to follow him
on his ceramah to stage a show of unity served himwell.

When it was clear that Abu Harith, 40, a forner Parti Melayu Semangat 46
State youth | eader was having an inpact on Malay voters, Ummo bi g-guns
were called into play.

Umo deputy president and Deputy Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Anwar
| brahim vice presidents Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad Badawi and Dat uk Seri
Naj i b Tun Razak and suprene council nenbers Datuk Mohaned Rahmat and Dat uk
Must apa Mohanmed were involved in a frenzy canpai gni ng.

O hers who canpai gned were Deputy Transport M nister Datuk Ali Rustam
and Umo Youth deputy chief Datuk H shammuddi n Tun Hussein and former
Federal M nister and ex-S46 head Tengku Tan Sri Razal ei gh Hanzah.

Anwar even went to the extent of saying that those who voted for Abu
Harith were traitors to the Mal ay race.

There is no doubt that the presence of these Umo stalwarts hel ped
attract the Malay vote for the BN

However, the sizeable 1,758 votes garnered by Abu Harith has shown Ummo
was unable to break into a certain section of Malay voters, nmany of whom
are Pas synpathisers. Abu Harith al so appealed to |l ocal sensitivities when
he said Sungai Bakap, being a Malay najority area, should have a Ml ay
representative

Umo went all out to defeat Abu Harith but the results show he still has
a core of supporters who are dissatisfied not only with the BN, but al so
wi th Umo.

There is still talk that Abu Harith and sonme of his supporters were
deni ed Umo nenbershi p even though the agreenment during the di sbandi ng of
S46 was that all S46 nmenbers woul d be accepted into Umo. This was
probably Abu Harith's way of showi ng his displeasure with Umo.

Al t hough the DAP proudly clains that it has achieved its goal of
whittling down the BN majority, credit should really go to Abu Harith. The
DAP only increased its nunber of votes by 276 conpared to the 3,294 votes
Abdul Razak received in 1995.

In three Chinese majority areas, the DAP received high scores and in a
coupl e of Malay majority areas votes for the BN al nost equal |l ed those
received by the DAP and and Abu Harith.

In one Indian majority area, the DAP did well, underscoring the fact
that Indians in the constituency, and the State, are not overly happy with
t he Governnent.

The withdrawl of Ganesh fromthe race in favour of the BN, after the
Governnent agreed to expedite the construction of the Jawi Tam | schoo
whi ch had been razed by fire two years ago and its prom se to hel p provide
funds for three tenples, greatly hel ped the BN

The reduction of the increase in the annual driving licence fee from
RM60 to RMBO and talk of a review of the highway toll rates also favoured
the BN. Anot her factor was the renewed popularity of Prine M nister Datuk
Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad following a dip in his popularity when the
currency crunch cane.

Teoh said the BN had canpai gned that a vote for the BN was a vote to
strengthen Prine M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohanmad and t he BN
pr ogr anmes.

Therefore, he said, the reduced najority was "clearly a vote of no
confidence in Dr Mahathir."

He added: "The reduced majority of the BN should serve as a md-term
revi ew of the BN Governnent's achi evenents since 1995.

Former DAP Assenbl yman and active | eader Phee Boon Poh observed: "In



ni ne days, the Governnent tarred 38 roads, cleared drains so that floods
woul d be alleviated, took steps to rebuild the Tam | school which had been
forgotten all this while and prom sed ot her neasures to overcone | ocal

pr obl ens.

"It can deliver. But does it take a by-election and 2 1/2 years to
deliver. Wiy can't it do things faster for the people? W are happy that
as a result of the by-election and our fight, the people have benefited.
That is what we wanted."

And Koh is taking all this very seriously. There is little doubt that he
wi Il tackle head on the sore spots to prepare for the next general
el ection. For, if the dissatisfaction is not tackled, this safe seat nay
be safe no | onger.
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