02/ 01/ 1997
Time to cl ose chapter on noney politics

Har un Hashi m

AS we wel cone the New Year, |let us pause awhile to reflect on the past
year. One of the significant events of 1996 was the Umo CGeneral Assenbly
and in particular the party elections to its suprene council. The event is
significant as whatever happens in Umo is the concern of all Ml aysians
because Umo has been the dom nant political force in the country before
and after Merdeka and will continue to be so for years to cone.

The 1996 party elections was in marked contrast to that of 1993. In the
earlier election, |large suns of noney were spent by the candi dates during
the canpaigning for party posts preceding the general assenbly. The result
was that several candi dates were el ected not because of their service to
the party and the country but because they had nobney to spend.

The Umo president, Dato Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad, canme out strongly
agai nst noney politics and warned del egates that this was an unheal t hy
trend which could spell doomfor the party and the country. So, for the
1996 party elections, strict disciplinary rules were enforced. Roadshows
wer e banned. Even indirect canpai gning was prohibited. Candi dates hol di ng
public office were told not to abuse their official positions to gain
political mleage. A few were even disqualified fromstandi ng.

Political |eaders were to be chosen for their good track record of
service to the party and the country and the potential for doing nore
There was really no need for the politicians to go on a canpaign trail for
party posts. Practically every day in the mass nedia, there is publicity
on the performance of politicians. But for noney politics, the del egates
to the general assenbly are quite capable of exercising their own judgnent
when meki ng their choice of party | eaders.

In the old days, noney politics was unheard of. The late Tun Sardon
Zubir, when he was a mnister, always insisted that the Press should not
cover hi mwhen attendi ng dinners but instead only when he was perform ng
official functions |ike standing under the blazing sun and inspecting the
progress of a road under construction or in the pouring rain and checking
the safety of railway coaches.

Fortunately for all of us, the 1993 el ections proved to be only an
aberration. The 1996 el ection results showed that the del egates had taken
heed of the president's warning. Candi dates who were busi nessnmen and had
stood to advance their commercial interests failed to get el ected. The
apparent popularity of sone politicians in 1993 hit rock bottomin 1996.
The Umo | eadershi p has been restored to normal cy, nore or |ess.

What then of the future? After nore than 50 years of its existence, the
general menbership of Umo is now nore know edgeabl e and better inforned,

i ndeed even constructively critical of party and governnent policies. At
the party elections in 1999, the delegates will be choosing | eaders who
will be taking the country into the 21st century. The question arises:
what type of politicians should we have?

It is beconming increasingly obvious that politics and business is not a
good m x. We have seen how sone people enter politics and then becone
m | lionaires even although they started with practically enpty pockets.
There have al so been successful businessmen who entered politics only to
becone richer. This image of our politicians has to go. This is not to say
that Malaysia Inc. is wong. It is not. The concept is right but the
perception i s sonewhat confused.

The tine has probably arrived when we shoul d seriously consider politics



as a career initself. The country needs tal ented people who are really
dedi cat ed towards serving country and people. They should not enter
politics as a stepping stone to untold riches.

Some countries have overcome this problemby paying their politicians
wel | enough to devote their time, energy and expertise as full-tine career
politicians. Indeed, apart from Cabi net Mnisters and State Exco nmenbers,
even ordinary MPs and State Assenblymen find that if they were to
di scharge the public duties expected of them they do not have tinme for
busi ness or other activities. Wth full-tinme, well-paid |egislators,
Parliament and State Assenblies can sit nore often. Politicians can, of
course, resign any time to enter into business or the professions and nake
money but not when they are politicians holding public office.

Per haps the 1999 Umo el ecti ons should i npose a prequalification that
only MPs and State Assenbl ynen can stand as suprenme council candi dates. W
will then know who are our real politicians and their track record. W
woul d have created politics as a profession and cl osed the chapter on
nmoney politics.
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