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Keng Yai k shows he is in charge but racial mx a thorny issue

A. Kat hiresan

AFTER | ast year's Gerakan national del egates conference, which was marked
by internecine strife leading to a challenge for the presidency, sone had
predicted that the scars woul d not heal.

O hers had said the party was headed towards a rift in its ranks.

This year's conference, which was opened by Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hir Mohanmad at W sma PGRM on Sat ur day, showed ot herw se.

It gave the inpression that Gerakan nmenbers are sensibl e and disciplined
and that Datuk Seri Dr LimKeng Yaik will continue to command the Bari san
Nasi onal conponent for sone tine yet.

The chal | enge nount ed by Joseph Chong for the presidency is now a cl osed
chapter.

Del egates showed maturity in their debates with nmany of them speaking in
Bahasa Mal aysi a. The speeches of those who spoke in Chinese dialects were
transl ated i medi atel y.

Many denonstrated | anguage prowess and sone even were ganme to speak in
Bahasa Mal aysi a even though they were not as fluent.

It showed the Chinese in the party were beginning to feel at hone
debating in Bahasa Mal aysia. The spirit of acceptance was present.

One reason for the greater discipline and better perfornmance nust surely
be the fact that this year's conference was opened to the Press.

In fact, Dr Limhinself, in winding up the debate on the presidentia
address, remarked that the decision to open the proceedings to the Press
had proven beneficial.

O course, the del egates had been told what to expect and that under no
circunmstances should they tarnish the inage of the party. They were given
gui del i nes on behavi our

The debate was domi nated by the problens of privatisation: specifically
rising toll and utility charges.

The other major topic was the defeat of the Gerakan candi date to the DAP
inthe Teluk Intan parlianentary by-election on May 17.

The del egates al so touched on the manner in which sone | ocal government
of ficials handl ed sensitive i ssues such as religious festivals and
functions. This was also cited as a cause of the by-election defeat.

Alnmost all the participants were unhappy with the direction the
privatisation process was taking as they felt it was burdening the people.

The tone was set by Dr Limhinself when, in his presidential address, he
touched on the | essons to be learnt fromthe defeat.

A major reason for the defeat, he said was "what many perceive to be
rising costs caused, in part, by price increases by privatised entities."

Fromthen on there was no stopping the delegates. It was not only
debated in the hall but also during coffee breaks. Sone said there was no
significant inprovenment in the services provided by several of these
conpani es.

Clearly they were frustrated and the conference proved the right avenue
for voicing this.

In this, the party has managed to feel the pul se of the people: there is
a general feeling of dissatisfaction over the increasing charges.

It is significant that on top of the Iist of resolutions was the one
calling on the Government "not to allow liberal increases in prices for
servi ces charged by erstwhile public, now privatised, entities."

The resol ution urged the Governnment to set targets for productivity



i ncreases by these conpanies; audit their perfornance to ensure every
effort was made to achi eve these targets and that shortfalls between rea
and targeted productivity were not used as an excuse to raise prices.

Dr LimMs ability to conmand his audience with his wit, gesticulations
and | oud voi ce was not matched by any other |eader of the party. And he
made sure his nessage, in sinple Bahasa Ml aysi a, got through.

A thorn in the side of the |eadership - the party's lack of a
mul tiracial | ook despite its avowed multiracial principles - was al so
debat ed.

There are only two non-Chinese in the central conmmttee and both are
I ndi ans - Rhina Bhar (Wanita wi ng deputy president) and Dr S.

Vi j ayar at nam

The fact remains that Gerakan has failed to attract nore non-Chi nese and
no matter how hi gh-sounding its philosophy, it cannot escape bei ng
| abel | ed a Chi nese party.

And the few I ndians occupying posts will continue to be regarded as
"mere wi ndow dr essers".

When the party started, it had forni dabl e Malay and | ndian | eaders.
Today there are hardly any.

Del egat e John Fernandez of Negri Senbilan put it nicely when he said:
"Qur Constitution states that the Gerakan is nultiracial but people are
saying that it is a Chinese party with Indian wi ndow dressing. W used to
have a bit nore col our in our |eadership.”

Dr Limnmade fun of the issue, saying that colour could al ways be added
Looki ng at Wanita | eader Dat uk Kee Phai k Cheen, he suggested that she dye
her hair in several colours and then told a Sikh participant to wear a
colourful turban at the next conference.

It didn't go down well with those who felt that Dr Lim nore than the
younger | eaders, should have known better than to treat the issue lightly.

"He should realise that for sone people, the fact that the Gerakan, with
an overwhel m ngly | arge Chinese base, calls itself a multiracial party is
a joke," said one.

The Gerakan does have a serious inage problemand the sooner Dr Limand
the | eadership address it, rather than crack jokes about it, the better
for the party.

Until then, neither Dr Limnor any other Gerakan | eader shoul d take
of fence if people see the Gerakan as "anot her Chinese party."”

( END)
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