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KUALA LUMPUR: The sacking of Deputy Prime M nister Datuk Seri Anwar
| brahimby Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad has brought about
one of the nost turbulent periods in Malaysian politics.

To sonme, the unfolding drama is a nmere power struggle between the top
two, marked by illegal street denonstrations in the name of the so-called
ref orm novenment by Anwar's supporters demanding that Dr Mahathir to step
down.

To others, the ouster of Anwar neant that Dr Mahathir has further
consolidated his grip to power, given the solid support of the Umo Suprene
Counci| menbers, party |l eaders at various levels and | eaders of the Barisan
Nasi onal component parties.

To another group, it neant that there is no nore dispute or doubt over
the nation's policies and neasures to overcomnme the econonic and fi nanci al
woes now confronting the country. This group sees the urgency and
si ngl e-m ndedness of Dr Mahathir in reversing the msfortune of the country
in all his nmoves, including the sacking of Anwar, rather than nerely to
cling to power.

However, nost if not all of themwere concerned that the politica
upheaval may introduce the unhealthy culture of using street denonstrations
or nmob rule as a nean to seek changes in politics.

Undeni ably, the political devel opnents in Indonesia had in some way
i nfluenced | ocal politics, particularly after the student denonstrations
ended President Suharto's rule of 32 years rule.

The firing of Anwar fromthe Cabinet on Sept 2 and his expul sion from
Umo a day after, could only add fuel to the tension which climxed wth
his arrest under the Internal Security Act (I1SA) at his residence in
Damansara Hei ghts on Sept 20, after leading an illegal street march with
hundreds of supporters through Merdeka Square.

The subsequent sporadic rallies in support of Anwar's reform novenent
had, in a few instances, turned into riots, forcing the police to take firm
action including the firing of teargas and water cannon to di sperse the
nob- | i ke crowd.

Hundr eds were detai ned and some had been charged in court with severa
of fences in connection with the denonstrations -- all of which seened to
have the desired effect of cooling down the highly-charged atnosphere.

Then came the Anwar's trial on four corruption charges of using his
position to deny allegation of his sexual msconduct on Nov 2. The ongoi ng
trial attracted international interest and received wi de coverage by the
| ocal and foreign nedia, their interest remaining as high as the day he was
sacked from high office

To several aspiring senior Umo | eaders, the renoval of Anwar rekindl ed
their hope to nake a bid for the party's nunber two post as the next step
to the Deputy Prinme M nistershinp.

The | ast nonth of the year also saw Dr Mahat hir under pressure by party
stalwarts to appoint a deputy, though he had initially said that he was
leaving it to the party to elect a new Deputy President in the June party
el ections before filling up the nunmber two post in cabinet.

The appoi ntnent of the deputy prime mnister is the prerogative of the
Prime Mnister and the three possible candi dates usually nentioned are the
two party Vice Presidents, Datuk Seri Najib Tun Razak and Datuk Seri
Abdul | ah Haji Ahmad Badawi, and Umo veteran Tengku Razal ei gh Hanzah, who



had set up the now defunct Parti Melayu Semangat 46 when he fell out with
Dr Mahathir in the |ate 1980s.

Anot her Vice President Tan Sri Mihammad Muhd Taib is currently on | eave
fromparty duties to face his corruption trial. He was freed of the charge
by the court |ast Tuesday.

O late, Dr Mahathir has been saying that he was considering several
people for the Deputy Prime Mnister's post but has yet to decide on the
sui t abl e candi dat e.

I n anot her devel opnent, the speech of the American Vice President, Al
Core, during the Apec Business Summit dinner at the Putra Wrld Trade
Centre (PWC) which supported the reform novenent here, received severe
criticisnms fromvarious comunities in Ml aysia.

To them the CGore's remarks were as rude and an interference with the
donmestic affairs of Ml aysia.

Meanwhil e, in preparation for the party el ecti ons next year, Umo held
a speci al general assenbly on Dec 13, and nmade several anendnents to the
party constitution.

They included the abolition of the 10 bonus votes for the presidential
and deputy presidential candidates fromeach nom nation fromany Umo
division, while the eligbility for those vying for the Supreme Council was
changed.

Eligibility is now based on the percentage of nomi nations and no nore
on nom nations by at |east two divisions as before.

For the candi dacy of President, he nust receive nom nations from at
| east 30 percent of the total nunber of the Umo divisions. Deputy
President, Vice President and Suprene Council nenber candi dates mnust
recei ve 25 percent, 10 percent and five percent, respectively.

The anmendnents al so i ntroduced a new provi si on whereby party nenbers
who contested as i ndependent candi dates or joined the opposition party in
the elections will be sacked fromthe party and shall not be accepted into
the party forever.

In termof the cabinet, five days after the firing of Anwar, who was
al so the Finance Mnister, Dr Mahathir appointed hinself as the First
Fi nance M ni ster, while Enterpreneur Devel opnent M nister Datuk Mistapa
Mohanmed was nanmed the Second Fi nance M nister.

Three nonths earlier, Dr Mahathir re-appointed forner Finance Mnister
Tun Dai m Zai nuddi n back to the Cabinet, holding the Special Function
portfolio.

Prior to this, Daimwho was the Econom c Adviser to the governnent, was
appoi nted as the Executive Director of the National Econom c Action Council
(NEAC), a public-private sector agency formed in Decenber |ast year to help
overconme the economc crisis in the country.

Dai m s appoi nt mrent was announced together with the appoi ntnment of
former Mnister in the Prime Mnister's Departnment, Tan Sri Kasitah Gadam
as Land and Cooperative Devel opment M nister replacing Datuk Osu Haji
Sukam who had resigned and had since been appointed Deputy Chief Mnister
of Sabah.

The return of Gsu to Sabah politics was seen as a nove to get the
Bari san Nasional to face the state el ections, which nust be held by March
next year.

During his visit to Sabah at the end of last nonth, Dr Mahathir said
that the state election was crucial because it would be the baroneter to
the future of the Barisan Nasional in the state.

The current Sabah State Assenmbly will end on March 18 next year and
according to the State Constitution, election can be held within 60 days
fromthe date.

In Sarawak, the nost prevailing political devel opnent was the contest



for the post of Deputy President of Parti Pesaka Bum putera Bersatu (PBB)
t he backbone party of the ruling state coalition. The contest ended with
Sarawak | ndustrial Devel opment M nister Datuk Abang Johari Tun Openg
beati ng i ncunbent Datuk Abang Abu Bakar Mistapha, who is also the Mnister
inthe Prine Mnister's Departnent.

Anot her candi date, Sarawak Agriculture and Food I ndustry M nister Datuk
Adenan Satem who lost in the three-corner fight, was appointed by Chief
M nister Tan Sri Abdul Tai b Mahnud who is al so PBB President, as one of the
two Senior Vice Presidents after the PBB Supreme Council anended the
party's constitution.

Meanwhi | e, on the opposition front, except for the DAP, there was not
much devel opnents in the other parties.

The DAP expelled its Publisity Secretary We Choo Keong and suspended
former National Vice Chariman Liew Ah Kimand forner National Treasurer
Fung Ket Wng for hol ding neetings condeming the party's national and
state | eaders.

Pas, DAP and Parti Rakyat Mal aysia (PRV) al so took the opportunity from
the current political turmoil by formng the Majlis Gerakan Keadil an Rakyat
Mal aysi a (Gerak), which was joined by 15 non-governnental organi sations
(NGCs) and i ndi vi dual s.

Pas President Datuk Haji Fadzil Noor was appoi nted Chairman of Gerak
fornmed to seek justice for the people fromthe governnent.

Besi de participating in Gerak, Pas has also | aunched a nati on-w de
menbership registration drive and clai med that many Umo nenbers had joi ned
the party, while quite a nunber of others were showi ng interest.

Meanwhi |l e, the wife of Anwar, Datin Seri Dr Wan Azizah Ismail, who is
continuing the struggle of her husband, was naned protem president of the
Pert ubuhan Per gerakan Keadilan Sosial (Adil) to fight for social justice in
the country but not as a new political party.

The year 1998 only saw one by-election, at the Arau Parlianentary
constituency, followi ng the death of its MP Kamaruddi n Ahmad on May 25.

In the July 4 by-election, Barisan Nasional experienced a severe bl ow
when its candidate, Ismail Kassim who is also the younger brother Perlis
Menteri Besar Datuk Seri Shahi dan Kassi mand Arau Division Umo Youth Head,
| ost to Pas candi date Haji Hashi m Jasin.

The econonmic crisis and the ouster of Anwar were certainly two events
that took centre stage for the year, and they can be expected to spill over
to the next. -- Bernana
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