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Difficult task of making decision on Umo No 2 post

Jocel i ne Tan
THE adj our nnent sine die of the Dewan Rakyat on Thursday was greeted with
more than a little relief by a |large nunber of Umo MPs.

It was obvious the MPs had nore than just Bills and debate on their mnd
for every opportunity found themclustered in earnest discussion in the
| obby, the canteen and the cosy government backbenchers' | ounge.

The reason for their preoccupation: news that the Prime M nister m ght
appoi nt a deputy after all

Talk has it that the nmagjority of Menteris Besar/State Umo |iai son
chairmen were of the viewthat a Deputy Prinme Mnister ought to be
appoi nted soon and this had been conveyed to the Prine Mnister in a
neeting two weeks ago.

Thi s devel opnent is a departure froman earlier decision to | eave the
post vacant until a deputy president is elected at next year's Umo
el ections.

By | ast Monday, the day of the Umo suprene council neeting, discussions
about the post nade vacant by the sacking of Datuk Seri Anwar | brahi m had
reached such a pitch that sonme even t hought "the announcenent" woul d be
made that night.

O course, there was no such announcenent and the end of the neeting saw
Umo president Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad nmerely confirm ng that the
subj ect was rai sed but declining to el aborate.

In fact, the matter was not even on the agenda; it cropped up only when
the suprene council was discussing the general political situation.

But it is no secret by now that the suprenme council has given Dr
Mahat hir the nandate to deci de whether or not to appoint a Deputy Prinme
M nister as well as who to appoint.

"No conditions. It's all up to PM" says a supreme council menber.

There is a strong possibility that the Prime Mnister may - again -
deci de agai nst any appoi ntnent for now and defer the decision till next
year's party el ecti ons.

But that has not danpened the undercurrent of excitenent not only in
Umo but also circles outside Umo.

The party, says Umo Youth committee | eader Abdul Aziz Shei kh Fadzir
has never been w thout "a clear successor in sight."

"For so long, we had the idea that after Dr Mahathir, cones Anwar and

after him (Datuk Seri) Najib (Razak). Then, suddenly ... this. Yes, you
could say we are not used to not having a No 2," he says.
The main reasons for filling the post have been well-articul ated: a

deputy can assist the Prine Mnister in these chall enging econonic and
political tines and, perhaps nore i nportant, provide the sense of
certainty so crucial to political stability.

Says Perlis Menteri Besar Datuk Seri Shahi dan Kassim "It's pretty m xed
feelings on the ground. Some feel it's urgent to have a DPM now, others
say wait till June, that it's a very inportant decision which is best |eft
to the del egates."

Shahi dan hi nsel f favours an early decision "for the sake of the country
and party."

Umo | eaders are al so concerned about the | oom ng Sabah el ecti ons and
they think a Deputy Prinme Mnister could play a big role there.

There is al so a psychol ogical side to the issue - the vacant No 2 post
is a painful rem nder of the controversial sacking and filling it could



hel p refocus attention on the new man.

But the downside to this is that whoever is picked as the next Deputy
Prime will inmmediately assune an unfair advantage in the w del y-expected
contest next year.

The choi ce has narrowed down to three serious candi dates - vice-
presidents Datuk Seri Abdull ah Ahnad Badawi and Datuk Seri Naji b Razak and
one-tinme Finance M nister Tengku Razal ei gh Hanzah.

Tun Dai m Zai nuddin (he told an Umo col | eague: "lI'mnot interested and
the subject is closed; the nonment the economny recovers, it's bye-bye") and
Datuk Seri Rafidah Aziz (she's resigned to the fact that Umo is "not
ready for a woman PM') figure only as fringe candi dat es.

None of the three main figures have actually said that they are, to
borrow one of the nmpbst ingenious phrases in local politics, "offering
t hemsel ves. "

But as the saying goes, action often speaks | ouder than words and there
are few doubts that the trio are very, very interested

Besi des, their aides are |l ess reticent about doing the tal king and have
no conpunction airing the nerits of their man. Each canp of aides claim
their man is the better choice.

Both Najib and Abdul | ah, being within the party hierarchy, have a
definite edge over Tengku Razal ei gh, and nore so nowwith the possibility
of the Prine Mnister nmaki ng an early appoi ntnment.

Says Merbok Umo Wanita chief Rosnah Majid: "Most people don't see the
PM appoi nti ng soneone fromoutside the hierarchy, that is, if you want to
go by party tradition. But you never know with PM"

The "tradition" referred to by Rosnah is the 1976 episode in Umo's
hi story. Tun Razak had just passed away, Tun Hussein Onn had succeeded him
as Prime Mnister and runmours were rife that the latter was considering
Ghazali Shafie as his deputy.

But the three vice-presidents then - Tun Ghafar Baba, Tengku Razal ei gh
and Dr Mahathir - took it upon thensel ves to press Hussein to take his
pick fromw thin the party hierachy.

Hussei n's eventual decision was hailed as adhering to tradition although
not strictly so. Dr Mahathir, his choice, was the nost junior of the three
and had previously been expelled fromthe party for criticising Tunku
Abdul Rahnan.

In fact, he admtted the day he nmade the announcement that he "did not
expect 100 per cent approval” and as though to underscore that, Ghafar
qui t the Cabinet.

Dr Mahathir hinself |ooked to the vice-presidents for a No 2 - he chose
Ghafar - when Tan Sri Musa Hi tam wal ked out on him

But as Rosnah pointed out, you can never quite tell with Dr Mahathir, so
Tengku Razal ei gh's chances in the event of an early appoi ntment cannot be
entirely discounted

Sone say these are unusual tinmes and unusual tines call for unusua
deci si ons. Besides, the ground sentinment at the nonent seens to be for
Tengku Razal ei gh.

Says a KL Wanita Umo politician: "It's Razaleigh ... seven out of 10
people (in the party) | talk to."

The ot her reason is that Tengku Razal ei gh has turned out to be a nore
confortabl e choice anong fornmer supporters of Datuk Seri Anwar |brahi m

For instance, Sabah Ummo which invited himto talk on the econony gave
hi man exceptionally warmreception.

Oficially, the Kelantan prince "has not decided." But it is known that
a | arge nunber of Umo politicians, branch | eaders, division heads and
waki |l rakyat - some of whom he has not seen in years - have been beating a
path to his Langgak Gol f residence-cumoffice, asking himto "offer



yoursel f."

Those for the prince argue the nost crucial issues now are the economc
situation and state of the party.

They argue that econom c recovery underpins the survival of the ruling
party, that was why Dr Mahathir pulled Dai mback fromretirenent into the
Cabi net; so why not Tengku Razal ei gh as wel|.

But whether the Prine M nister appoints sonmeone now or |ater, the
| obbyi ng and canpai gni ng has al ready begun in anticipation of next year's
contest.

"It"'s really quite intense,"” says a mnisterial aide.

And that has got many Umo figures worried. They dread the idea of a
fight for that means they will have to declare their choice and take
si des.

"It's okay if our man wins but what if he doesn't? Finish for us, man!"
says a di vi si on head.

"Whoever takes over nmust be able to unite the party but the contest for
the post may itself cause splits," was the ironical observation of Dr
Ahmad Atory Hussain, an Umo nmenber and acadenic

The party is in a vulnerable state, as Umo | eaders will privately
acknow edge and the last thing needed is a divisive fight.

The |ikelihood of it being a big fight is there. Umo nenbers won't only
be choosing a successor but they could very well be el ecting the next
Prime M nister because whoever fills the vacancy nust be ready to run the
country in a very short tine.

Tengku Razaleigh is said to be reluctant to see a contest: he probably
does not want to be accused of causing another split.

There is also the potential awkwardness of Tengku Razl ei gh who was Tun
Razak's bl ue-eyed boy, facing off Najib, Tun Razak's el dest son.

"But my hunch is there will be no contest ... nmaybe a conprom se," says
t he head of a | ocal think-tank.
But the biggest irony still remains the nonopoly of viewpoint that Ummo

menbers enjoy over a process fromwhich will eventually energe the Prine
M ni ster of all Ml aysi ans.

Says a Malay lawer: "If only all Ml aysians had a say ... | think the
quality of the man would be better if he had to tailor hinself to the
aspirations and sentinments of all Ml aysians."

But since that is not to be the case, he suggests that Umo del egates
seriously consider the kind of social and political |andscape they are
| ooking for in a post-Mhathir Ml aysia.

"Dr Mahathir did very well. He gave us a Ml aysian identity, put the
physical things in place and equi pped us for the next step forward. Now we
must grapple with the chall enges of the intangi bl es of devel opnent.

Whoever takes over nust be prepared to bring in a new political process, a
new soci al contract," says the | awer.

Umo, in that sense, does not only enjoy the privilege of choosing the
country's Prine Mnister but with it also comes a terrible responsibility.

( END)
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