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A lack-lustre assenbly despite all the right ingredients

Syed Nadzri

THE chorus of remarks fromthe sidelines were al nbst unani mous that this
year's Umo general assenbly which ended in Kuala Lunpur on Sunday woul d
go down as perhaps the dullest in years.

Only the banter by party president Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhanmad at the
end of the three-day assenbly in response to a friendly jibe fromhis
deputy Datuk Seri Anwar |brahi mprovided sone relief.

And the Prine M nister brought the house down when, after taking a
hilarious dig at Anwar, said: "One thing good about being (party)
president is that you have the final say," referring to the conventiona
practice of having the party president as the last to take the rostrum

The otherw se | ack-lustre at nosphere, according to an observer, was a
bit ironic because sone events and circunstances | eading to the annua
gathering had all the right ingredients to |light up the occasion.

Party vice-president Tan Sri Muhammad Muhamad Taib is facing charges in
Australia, the value of the ringgit was at an all-tinme |low | ast week, the
stock market continued to be unstable, some nufti were allegedly brandi ng
ot hers apostates and everyone was still interpreting howthey see the
position and probably future of Umo Youth | eader Datuk Ahmad Zahi d Ham di
as agai nst his deputy Datuk H shamruddi n Hussei n.

Party nmenbers' qui bbl e over Zahi d-H shamuddi n hei ght ened recently when
H shammuddi n was nanmed Deputy M nister of Primary Industries, which sone
bel i eved brought hi mone-up on his chief.

Then there were the all egations agai nst Anwar about his private life
| eading to the Inspector-General of Police's official statenment in Penang
just two days before the assenbly that the allegations were found to be
basel ess.

These are issues which cone within the anbit of at [east two of the main
items in the agenda - debate on religion and the econony. But obviously
t he del egates who spoke were nore confortable with bread-and-butter issues
like the role of State econom c devel opnent corporations and Mara. Or on
Umo's track record in pronoting Islam

An observer from Batu Berendam di vi si on renmarked that the speakers were
probably playing it safe, too safe to tread into deeper waters of mufti,
aurat and religious synbols for fear that this could backfire. After all,
next year is election year at divisional |evel.

The tone of the speeches, unlike in nost assenblies previously, |acked
the depth and substance to spice up the proceedings. And the sonbre nood
was noticed by Dr Mahathir hinself.

In his adjournnent speech on Sunday, the party president acknow edged
that this year's assenbly was not as |ively as the | ast because the
speakers touched nmainly on academ c i ssues. But this is Umo, he added
tongue in cheek. "Kal au tak bol eh hentamtak syok." (There's no fun if you
can't criticise).

He said not many del egates di scussed the role of culture and Islamin
moul di ng character even though he had raised these matters in his policy
speech.

An observer fromBukit Bendera division said the relatively dul
at nosphere could be due to the fact that it canme just after |last year's
party el ections. So the el ement of anti-climx was there, he argued.

"And everyone is tired. Many nenbers are businessnmen bracing for what's
next in the stock market. So their m nd was el sewhere," he added.



Logi cal . Because many are el sewhere physically too. Unlike previously,
this year's assenbly did not seemattract the nunber of observers who
woul d gather around the Putra Wrld Trade Centre foyer and gossip over
cigarettes and coffee. Mssing too were many faniliar faces who like to
hol d court in coffee houses with horror stories about this divisiona
| eader or that supreme council nenber

The Bukit Bendera observer said sone speakers, out of respect for Dr
Mahat hir, were probably hol di ng back what they had really wanted to say
because the party president had, in his briefing to del egates on
Wednesday, told themto maintain a high level of ethics and not to sl ander
one anot her during the neeting.

In the end, Anwar hinself chose to speak on the allegations agai nst him
In his winding up speech, he called for a stop to such sl ander, saying
"sudahl ah" (that's enough) in a cool and conposed tone.

He said there was no need to bring oneself to such a | ow esteem by
t hrowi ng sl anderous al | egati ons agai nst ot hers.

"And at the sanme tine, do not commit this sin and then pretend not to
know anyt hing about it," he added before proceeding with a pantun with a
pi nch of sarcasm

Dari Bentan ke Tanjung Kandi s,

Ramai pengenbara bernmai n pakau,

Lagi berhadapan mul ut nya nani s,

Dal am senbunyi nenanam ranj au

It describes someone who appears friendly outwardly but stabs a friend
in the back.

Most were quite surprised at Anwar's candour on the issue, especially
the part when he nmentioned the kind of support he received fromhis wife
Datin Sri Dr WAn Azizah Wan Isnmail. He said his wife had stood by himwith
the constant reninder that "this is politics".

He said Dr Mahathir had al so repeatedly rem nded himto have a | ot of
pati ence "but when the Prine Mnister, out of anger, said runour nongers
shoul d be shot, it was ny turn to ask himto sabar (be patient)".

Muhamrad' s absence, though conspi cuous, did not draw a single coment
fromthe speakers.

Muhamrad, into his second termas one of three vice-presidents, has been
commtted to stand trial in Brisbane on charges that he tried to take an
equi val ent of A$1.2 million out of Australia without declaring it.

He resigned as Sel angor Menteri Besar on April 14 but has remnai ned as
Umo vi ce- presi dent.

( END)
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