29/ 07/ 1997
Dr M Barisan a smart partnership

Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad

PARTNERSHI PS are a common feature of human society. W accept partners in
every field of activity; in politics, in business, in ganes, in social
activities, and of course in life when we marry, set up hone and rai se
famlies. Generally partners benefit in ways which individual s cannot.

But the benefits are often not equally shared, one partner benefiting
nmore than the other. The idea of smart partnership is to nmaxinm se and
bal ance the benefits for both and for all, even if the contribution
towards the partnership may not be equal .

At the last LID, | spoke of the smart partnership between the Ml aysi an
Governnent and the Mal aysi an private sector under the concept of Ml aysian
Inc. | lanented then that we were nmissing a third partner, the workers
union. | amglad to report that the uni ons have agreed to cone on board.
amsure that the resultant partnership between the three parties will be
even smarter, and will certainly benefit the nation as well as the
partners.

But this year | would like to talk about snmart partnership in politics.
Smart partnership between the public, the private and the union sectors is
only possible if each entity is coherent and effective.

In a denocracy where Governnents have to be elected, it is not always
that the Governnment i.e. the public sector is effective enough to be a
contributing partner. And it won't be effective if the el ected Governnent
itself is not an exanple of smart partnership either within the Governnent
party or if there is a coalition Government as we have in Ml aysi a,
between the parties in the coalition.

A denocratic Government is a partnership. Oherwise it will be an
autocratic Government or an anarchy. If the responsibility for governing
is to be denocratic, then the elected representatives, nore so the
Cabi net, nust be a formof partnership. There will have to be a | eader to
set the direction. He can be the first anpbng equal s. He nust have
sufficient authority. But he nmust never forget that he is a partner. Al one
he cannot acconplish nuch but in partnership, in smart partnership, he
will become very effective and he will be a true | eader.

We recogni se this need for sharing in Ml aysia where sharing, fair and
equi tabl e sharing, is even nore crucial because ours is a nulti-racial,

mul ti-lingual, multi-cultural and nulti-religions nation. Fair and
equitable, it nust be enphasised, is not about absolutely equal sharing.
Absol utely equal sharing is inpractical, is often unjust and negates human

potential. Fair and equitable sharing nust relate to the situations, the
contributions and the roles played by the partners. The idea that merit

al one deci ded apportionnent of the benefits is contrary to fairness and

equitability. Other factors nust be taken into consideration.

Mal aysi a has been ruled by practically the sane political party since
i ndependence. This is not because the people are given no choice. |ndeed
ot her parties have been elected to form Governnments in several States and
certainly many opposition nmenbers have won seats in Parlianent and have
exercised their full rights as Parlianentarians at every el ection.

But it is the people's choice, freely exercised, to re-elect the sane
party to govern the country. Wiy should a nulti-racial popul ation el ect
the sane party to govern at every el ection? The answer lies in the smart
partnershi p between races and parties within the National Front, the
successor to the Alliance Party which won i ndependence for Ml aysia (then



Mal aya) .

There are in Malaysia three najor racial groups - the indigenous peopl e,
the Chinese and the Indians. O the indigenous peoples, the Ml ays make up
the overwhelming magjority. In fact Mal ays make up about 54 per cent of the
total population. Initially, the percentage was even hi gher because under
the pre-independent constitution the majority of non-Mal ays were not
citizens and were not eligible to vote. But the Mal ays entered into a pact
with the Chinese and the Indians in order to open up citizenship of the
country. As a result the Malay majority was reduced to just above 50 per
cent.

Havi ng accepted nore Chinese and Indians as citizens, the Ml ays as
represented by the United Mal ays National Organisation (Umo), forned a
political alliance with the biggest Chinese and Indian parties, the
Mal aysi an Chi nese Associ ati on and the Mal aysi an | ndi an Congr ess.

Under colonial rule the races were kept separated so that the rura
areas were peopl ed al nost exclusively by Ml ays, the urban areas mainly by
Chi nese and the rubber plantations by Indians. Thus when constituencies
were delineated, they tended to have predom nance of one race or the
ot her.

Because racial prejudices were strong, candi dates nust conme fromthe
majority race in the constituency.

Thus in Malay-majority constituencies the contest woul d be excl usively
bet ween Mal ay candi dat es, between Chi nese candi dates i n Chi nese
constituencies.

Since there is no constituency with an Indian majority, strictly
speaki ng the I ndians have no constituency in which to contest. The result
of having the contestants fromthe majority ethnic group was to split up
their votes frequently al nost equally between the two or nore candi dates.
In such a situation the votes fromthe mnority group would often be the
deciding votes. And indeed in many instances it is the ethnic mnority
whi ch determ nes the results.

The Alliance Party partnership took advantage of this by ensuring the
support of the majority group. Fielding a Malay candidate in a Ml ay
maj ority constituency, the Alliance ensured Chinese and | ndi an support by
undertaking to give the Umo Mal ay votes to the Chinese or Indian
candi dates in the constituenci es where the Mal ays make up the mnority
group. It was a quid pro quo arrangenent which worked well. Only in the
constituencies where the mnority race is too small to have an inpact wll
the majority race be able to determ ne the outcone of the election.

O herwi se the mnorities would decide the result.

As has been pointed out there is no constituency in which the Indians
make up nore than 50 per cent. But the Alliance fielded Indian candi dates
in constituencies with margi nal Malay nmajority where Mal ay support was
actually a trade-off for |Indian support for Mal ay candi dates in Ml ay
constituenci es.

Truly the partnership in the Alliance party was a snmart partnership in
whi ch the strengths and weaknesses of the different ethnic group were put
to good use. As a result, the minority Indians who make up only 10 per
cent of Ml aysia's popul ati on were guaranteed representation in the State
Assenblies, the Parlianent and the Cabi net.

Later when the Alliance Party was enlarged in order to give places for
the smaller ethnic parties, the sanme strategy was nmai ntai ned. The Nationa
Front Party, successor to the Alliance Party, actually has 14 parties,
largely ethnic parties as nmenbers of the coalition

Here it nust be stressed that this is not a post election coalition put
t oget her because no party has obtained a majority of the seats. The
Al'liance Party and the National Front Party are pre-election coalitions,



functioning alnost like a single party, with none of the conponent parties
contesting agai nst each other in any constituency.

To add to the sense of security anong the nenbers of the coalition, the
bi ggest nenber, the United Mal ays National Organisation, actually avoid
domi nation of the coalition by never fielding enough candi dates to forma
Governnent on its own.

Thus, although the majority of the constituencies at any one time were
Mal ay- domi nat ed, the Umo contested in | ess than 50 per cent of the total
nunber of constituencies. This assured the other conponent parties of the
Nati onal Front that even if the Umo won all the seats contested, it would

still need the other parties to forma Governnent.
Today Umo has expanded to Sabah and the total nunber of seats allocated
to the enlarged Umo is nore than half. Still the other partners do not

doubt that Umo would al ways work with themin a coalition Governnent
rather than try to forma 100 per cent Umo Government when it wins a
majority of seats.

In the Alliance Party and in the National Front, Umo has al ways been
the dom nant party. As the biggest party in the coalition, its |eadership
has al ways been accepted. This | eadership role is real and neani ngful. The
| eader of the Umo is accepted as the | eader of the coalition and is the
sol e candidate for the post of Prine Mnister. This is however a trade-
off, for the Umo undertaking never to rule on its own, and to heed the
views and the aspirations of the other partners and the ethnic groups they
represent.

Menbership of the National Front by such a | arge nunber of parties is
truly smart. A coalition of two parties where neither is strong enough to
formthe Government is unstable. The defection of either will bring down
the Governnent. The smaller party in fact w elds nuch nore power than is
justified by its size. This is because it knows that its exit fromthe
coalition would bring down the Governnent. It is really a case of the tai
waggi ng the dog. In such a situation the will of the majority party and
its supporters would be frustrated.

In the National Front there are today 14 parties, with Umo formng the
core. The najority for the coalition is |arge, exceeding two-thirds of the
seats in Parlianment. Should any of the snaller parties decide to | eave the
coalition, the Government woul d not be toppled. This deters the mnority
parties fromleaving the Governnent, since doing that would result in them
becom ng t he opposition.

O course if all the mnority parties decide to | eave the coalition
toget her, the Governnent could fall. But the problemof chosing a | eader
for these small parties to work together would usually be very difficult.
Leaving the coalition may bring about the downfall of the dom nant party
unl ess of course the dom nant party decides to forma coalition with the
opposition. Alternatively, all the minority parties can join the
opposition in order to deprive Umo of the right to forma Governnment. But
this will nean accepting the opposition as the | eader. Besides the
opposition in Ml aysia is nmade up of several parties, giving rise to the
probl em of choosing a | eader fromanong them

All in all, defection by any or all the mnority parties would result in
no gain for the mnority parties.

O course if the dom nant party decides to | eave the nmulti-party
coalition it will not have sufficient seats to formthe Governnent. If it
teans up with any of the opposition it is likely to be held to ransom by
its partner on whomit rnust depend in order to stay in power. Cearly even
for the dom nant party, defection fromthe coalition is not attractive. It
will lose its pre-emnent position and will becone a | ess effective senior
partner if it forms a newcoalition with the opposition party or parties.



Since a pre-election coalition functions nore like a single party than a
coalition, why should not the parties dissolve thenselves and forma
single party instead? If they do this, the smaller parties could | ose
their influence altogether. This is because in a single party the voice of
the majority would al ways prevail and the mnorities, divided as they are
by ethnicity and other factors, as are found in Malaysia, would be totally
i gnored or becone quite irrel evant.

In the National Front coalition the high council of the Front gives
equal representation to all parties, big and snall. Decisions are usually
by consensus, thus ensuring that the views of the smaller parties are
heard and taken into consideration. A coalition is therefore much nore
denocratic for the minorities than a single party representing all the
different interests and mnorities.

In a single party it is possible for the magjority to be fromone ethnic
group and deci sions may represent the views of this najority group al one,
ignoring the interest of the mnority groups. This will not be heal thy and
will lead to minority groups |leaving the party. It is to ensure that
everyone has a say in the running of the group that a coalition of parties
is preferred over a single nulti-ethnic party.

Still a coalition will only work if the snaller parties are willing to
consider the interest of the biggest parties as nmuch as the latter is
required to be considerate of the interest of the smaller parties.

Smart partnership is about sharing fairly and equitably. Not al
partnerships are snmart. A partnership of unequals in which decisionis
entirely based on nmajorities is not a smart partnership. In such a
partnership the mnority really has no say and may not gain even a
proportionate share of the returns, whatever they may be.

The conflict between nations of today is due to forced partnership
bet ween them which is not snmart. The big powers take al nost everything for
t hensel ves and deny the snaller nations a fair share of power or
resposibility or returns in whatever form The World Trade Organisation is
a case in point. Watever conpetitive advantage the devel opi ng countries
may have is considered as unfair and illegitimte.

Thus | ow | abour costs, natural resources and stable Governnments are al
consi dered as wong or inproper or unacceptable. But the conpetitive
advant age of the powerful nations are all considered as legitimate, fair
and proper. It is regarded as fair and proper for the powerful
corporations and banks of the devel oped nations to conpete with the puny
i ndustri es and banks of the poor devel oping countries. The poor countries
must open up their markets to the rich because the rich are prepared to
open up their markets to the poor. That the poor countries have no
products to sell to the rich, nor banks nor industries to take advantage
of the markets of the rich is considered as irrelevant. Wat is inportant
of fer.

And that of course is interpreted by the rich and the powerful as being
fair. If the poor cannot avail thenselves of the offer, than is just too
bad. It is the gesture that counts, not the actual result.

By no stretch of the inmaginati on can one consider such a partnership
between the rich and the poor as a smart, nutually profitable partnership.

| amsorry to be so crude but when | explained to a visiting group from
a rich country why Ml aysi a cannot open its financial narket to them now,
t here was grudgi ng acknowl edgenent foll owed by a request to hurry up

Smart partnershi ps between nations nust take into consideration the
relative strength and weakness of the partners. It actually pays to give a
handi cap to the poorer partners, as for exanple through the Generalised
System of Preference (GSP), for by so doing you will be hastening the
process of their graduation to non-GSP status. And of course when they



graduat e they woul d have achi eved a certain degree of devel opnent which
wi Il make them a good market for the rich.

The coalition in the National Front represents a smart partnership
because consideration is given not sinply according to who is stronger or
who is bigger. It is based on fair sharing, so that even the small and the
weak wi Il get sonething.

Strictly speaking the Indians who nmake up just about 10 per cent of the
total popul ation and dom nate none of the constituencies should get no
seat at all. But they have al ways been allocated constituencies and
menber ship of the cabinet as well as at |ower level. So do the other snal
menbers in the 14-party coalition

Smart partnership is for long-termresults. Partnershi ps which are based
on i medi ate sharing of the spoils cannot be considered as smart. Such
partnerships are likely to result in dissatisfaction once the i mediate
benefits wear off as they are bound to wear off.

It is part of human nature never to be permanently satisfied.

G at ef ul ness and a sense of obligation wears off very fast. That is why

t he gai ns and success of trade unions for exanple are never | asting.

Al nmost as soon as negotiation or strikes succeeded, there will be new
denmands. Leaders of unions in particular have to continuously present new
demands or else they will |ose the support of their nmenbers. If no new
demands are bei ng nade, then the whole union will becone quite irrel evant.
Certainly the leaders will find no justification for their |eadership.

The rel ati on between workers unions and the enployers is certainly not
one of a smart partnership. It is because of this that despite the
trenendous success achi eved by trade unions in the West in terns of
workers rights and benefits there has never been any pernanent
satisfaction on the part of workers and their unions. Trade di sputes have
becone a permanent feature in these societies.

In fact despite the successes of the trade unions in the west, the
wor kf orce has never been well-off. The current hi gh unenpl oynent rate in
t he devel oped countries can be attributed directly to the absence of smart
partnershi p between workers and enpl oyers. Even the better wages and perks
received by the workers as a result of industrial action have becone quite
meani ngl ess, sinply because much of the gain is eroded by higher Iiving
costs, taxes and statutory contributions for the workers' own old age and
nmedi cal wel fare.

The hi gher costs due to higher | abour costs have rendered the products
of the devel oped countries unconpetitive. They now have to resort to
pressures agai nst the poor countries in order to sustain the high
standards of living for their workers. And as we have noted, this is not
the smart thing for themto do.

Politics is an essential elenment in human society. Politics really neans
conferring authority on sonmeone or sone group to maintain | aw and order
for the well-being of society. Through the ages human society has tried to
devel op a political systemwhich woul d confer the power w thout too much
ri sk of abuse. But none of the systens devel oped has resulted in a snart
part nership between those in authority and those who have to subnit to
authority.

During the period of colonial rule there was no smart partnership
Mal aysi ans as a col oni sed peopl e sinply accepted what ever was deci ded by
those in authority. Naively we believed that a denpbcratic systemwoul d
result in a smart partnership between the people and those they put in
authority. But denocracy does not deliver sinply because the systemis
capabl e of delivering. Wthin the Governnment and between the CGover nnent
and the people, the sharing can be very unfair and far frombeing snart.

There is really no snart systemof politics which is so smart that it



will deliver irrespective of who applies the system Wen | speak of smart
partnership in Ml aysian politics | amnot trying to inply that that is
the only way politics should be managed. Nor do | think that our systemis
perfect and shoul d therefore be used by everyone. | amsinply saying that
our way of applying denocracy has resulted in a smart partnership and that
inturn has contributed to Malaysia's stability and what ever economic
growth it has achieved.

W in Malaysia are great believers in sharing informtion and exchangi ng
i deas. What we have devised for ourselves is not all due to origina
thinking. Much of it is due to observing what others do and adapting the
met hods of others to our own needs and situation

For us learning fromothers has worked. | do hope that there is
sonet hing in what we do here which may be of interest to the participants
at this dialogue. | amalso | ooking forward to hearing about what you have
been doing in the hope that we can |earn fromyou and your experience.

A dialogue is not a soliloquy. It involves exchanges of views, ideas and
experience. The LIDis not a talk shop. It is a process in educating
ourselves. W all have responsibilities and we all want to di scharge our
responsibilities well. This dial ogue can help us in doing what is expected
of wus.

| hope we will all follow up on this dialogue with action and | hope we
can help nonitor each other's action. Hopefully we, our countries and our
peoples, will nmake tangi ble gains fromour sojourn in this resort islands
of many | egends.

It is with pleasure that | declare open this Langkawi | nternational
Di al ogue 1997 and wi sh you a fruitful dial ogue.

( END)
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