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Credibility vital to retain public confidence

Har un Hashi m

CREDI BI LI TY of the governnment | eads to public confidence. The Speci al
Functions M ni ster Tun Dai m Zai nuddi n said as nuch in Hong Kong recently
when he spoke of the Government's positive nmeasures to restore investor
confidence in turning around the econony.

During the reginme of President Suharto, there were only three politica
parties in Indonesia. Following the aftermath of the May 13 riots and the
resignation of Suharto, President B.J. Habi bie prom sed several reforns,
one of which was the reformof the political system As a result, 100
political parties have been forned.

I n announci ng that general elections will be held in Indonesia on June 9
next year, the Government said that only eight political parties qualify
to participate in the el ections.

The | ndonesian mnister's statement of the pre-qualification has given
rise to credibility gap of the governments's promi ses of political reform
Perhaps the tinmng of the pre-qualification statement was unfortunate.

To qualify to contest a political party must have nembership support in
nmore than hal f of Indonesia's 27 provinces or nore than one mllion
signatures. In a country with a population of nore than 200 nmillion one
mllion represents only half a per cent.

In many countries, the cut-off for a political party to enter parlianent
is five per cent of the votes cast.

The systemis to allowall political parties to participate and to
disqualify any party with less than five per cent of the votes for |ack of
credi bl e support.

If the pre-qualification had been announced earlier perhaps there would
not be 100 new political parties. In any event, if all 100 politica
parties are allowed to participate the ballot paper would be a very |ong
one i ndeed!

The | ndonesi an Governnent coul d have saved itself the unwel cone
questioning of its credibility if it had established an i ndependent
El ecti on Conmmi ssion not only to conduct the el ections but also the
excl usive power to register political parties desirous of contesting the
el ections.

Havi ng said that we have to | ook at ourselves. Recently Prine Mnister
Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamrad suggested that the reformasi novenent
shoul d register as a political party to contest the forthcom ng genera
el ection.

When asked if such a party would be registered he replied that there
woul d be no obstacles. The question should not have been asked in first
pl ace because it reflects on the credibility of the Governnent.

The point is that it is within the power of the Executive branch of the
Governnent to decide on the fate of political parties.

To be legal, political parties have to be registered with the Registrar
of Societies under the Societies Act of 1966. The registry is a departnent
of the Mnistry of Home Affairs.

True, several political parties are in existence in Ml aysia today.
There is also no limt as to their nunber and they can all participate in
el ections.

The danger is that when an application to register is delayed or refused
or when a registered political party has not conplied with the |aw | eadi ng
to legal action for deregistration or even crimninal prosecution, the



Governnent is accused of suppressing political opposition or worse, that
it is violating human rights.

The Constitution guarantees freedom of association albeit subject to
conpliance with the law. In the context of our social devel opnent, sone
formof regulation is obviously necessary otherwi se all sorts of
organi sations will conme into existence with crimnal objectives as the
real purpose

The Constitution has al so established an i ndependent El ections
Conmi ssi on. For nore than 40 years the Conmi ssion has conducted free and
fair elections.

As political parties are formed to participate in elections, it would
seem obvi ous that political parties would be regi stered and operate under
t he supervision of the Conm ssion.

If the existing powers of the Home Affairs Mnister in respect of
political parties is vested in the Conm ssion, the Governnment woul d
insulate itself fromallegations of abuse of power however unjustified the
al | egations may have been

Parliament could nmake all the necessary provisions with regard to
regi stration, managenent and accountability of political parties to be
adm ni stered by the Conm ssion i ndependent of any interference and
responsibility of the Executive branch of the Governnent.

Credibility is the nost val ued reputation of any governnent to win and
retain public confidence. The Governnent should therefore, as far
possible, strive to insulate itself frompublic scepticism
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