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Umo shoul d tenper unavoi dabl e contest at divisions with wi sdom

Ahmad A. Talib

FOR about one nont h begi nning Feb 12, Umo nenbers throughout the country
wi Il be | ooking for new grassroot |eaders. Fromthat date to March 15,
they will be electing office bearers who will run the party's 16, 639
branches while fromMarch 12 to March 29, they will be electing officers
who wi |l manage the 165 branches in the country.

O the two, the election at the divisional level is far nore exciting
and inmportant. Divisional election is held every three years, which is
followed by the el ection of nenbers to the Suprene Council, the party's
hi ghest ranki ng body, the foll ow ng year.

To date, Umo headquarters headcount showed a nmenbership strength of
about 2.6 mllion. O the country's popul ation of about 10 million Ml ays,
this means that one in every five Malays is an Umo nenber. The percentage
is definitely higher after discounting children and ot her non-eligibles.

This nmeans that as a political machinery, Umo, as the major conponent
of the ruling coalition, commands respect and attention. Hence, the
excitenent surroundi ng the divisional elections in the whole country.

The excitement is not only confined to those directly or indirectly
i nvol ved. In any Umo el ection, who wins and who the contestants are
attract equal attention and scrutiny. And this year's election is no
exception.

One elenent in this year's election is the party president's view on the
matter. Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad told Umo nenbers to avoid contest
for the divisional chairman's post, wherever possible. Elaborating, he
stressed that this was an advice which he felt should be adhered to,
addi ng that he woul d be disappointed if the advice is not heeded.

This has led to nunerous interpretations fromanong the rank and file,
and especially nore so anpng i ncunbents and aspirants. Along with the
interpretations come criticisnms, claimng that the advi ce smacks of an
undenocratic tw st.

Bef ore Umo nenbers start accusing their | eaders of pronoting
undenocratic practices, they should take a breather and anal yse the
president's statenent carefully and deeply, drawing fromthe party's
experience in such matters. Dr Mahathir woul d not have come out with such
an advice if he had not given nuch thought to it in the first place.

The advice is not a blanket intimation. It only applies to the top post
at the divisional |evel, nmeaning contests are not discouraged for the
ot her posts. Therefore, to suggest that Umo is pronoting an undenoctratic
culture internms of electing its office bearers is not accurate.

And as if to underline the party's denbcratic traditions despite the
advice, two of the three Umo divisions in Perlis seenmed certain to see
contests for the top post. If they stick to their declared intentions, and
seem agai nst the "don't contest" advice, the two divisions appeared set to
go against it.

In the two divisions, several personalities have nmade known their
intention to contest. In the Kangar division, forner Deputy Honme M nister
Dat uk Radzi Shei kh Ahnad said he would be nmaking a bid for the top post,
where he is now deputy chief. The incunbent is Tan Sri Dr Abdul Ham d
Pawant eh, who was Menteri Besar from 1986 to 1995, who decl ared that he
woul d defend his post.

In the Padang Besar division, three contenders have energed - incunbent
Dat uk Aznmi Khalid, who is Deputy Housi ng and Local Governnent M nister



deputy division chairman and State Assenbly Speaker Datuk Bahari Tai b, and
busi nessman Van Nor di n Mur ad.

It remains to be seen whether there woul d be contests in the other
divisions. Contests in Umo is not new. Also not newis the spirit of
mesyuwar ah (consensus) which has been one of the party's hall marks since
its foundi ng days over 50 years ago.

This spirit of mesyuwarah has served the party well and the increased
i nfl uence of denocracy |ent further credence that Umo is a progressive
party. On the flip side, the party's adoption of denocratic principles
have al ways been tenpered with a dose of Mal aysi an-styl e pre-cont est
consul tations.

Umo' s adherance to denocratic principles, however, has not been
trouble-free. In the 1987 contest for the party's top posts, the party was
split down the mddle, leading to it being declared unlawful by the Kual a
Lurmpur Hi gh Court, forcing it to be de-registered.

It has since been reconstituted but not before a splinter party, in the
formof Semangat 46, |ater renaned Parti Mel ayu Senmangat 46, being forned
It, too, was subsequently dissolved and a big portion of its |eaders and
menbers returning to the Umo fold.

It is also a fact that some wounds take a long tine to heal after the
contest, especially at the divisional level. In fact, it is no secret that
sonme divisions renmain split and a free for all contest at such level wll
create nore factions, thus undermning the party's overall unity.

Perhaps, it is this that pronpted Dr Mahathir to conme out with the
"don't contest" advice. Mdre than anything el se, he wants to see a solid
and fully united Umo to | ead the country towards the next millenium not
a party bogged by divisive politicking right down to the grassroots.

Umo need not feel defensive about the advice as it has proven its
adherance to denocratic principles time and again. Its nenbers, sone of
whom are aspiring to nove up the | adder through the el ection process,
shoul d know t hat by now. There are ot her ways where they can gain
prom nence and catch the presidential eye in the hope that they be given
bi gger responsibilities and rewards, such as that of becom ng a Yang
Ber hor nat .

In the absence of a contest, it is interesting to see how the divisions
deal with ineffective leaders inits mdst. Wuld they give up their hold
willingly, paving the way for a snmooth transfer of power and | eadership
Wil e pronoting the idea of a contest-free election, the president did
not, however, say that incunbents cannot give up their chairnmanship.

But if they choose to do so, then a contest-free transfer of |eadership
is desirable. Gven today's stakes in the political gane, not many are
prepared to surrender their grip; but by the sanme argunent, many seened
prepared to go all out to bid for a place.

Contest or no-contest, the divisional election is another test of Umo's
maturity, especially whether its traditional judicious tenpering of the
denocratic process can still steer the party towards consolidation. In
vi ew of next year's contest for suprenme council posts, consolidation is
what the party needs npbst, not divisive grassroot problens which can
undermne its credibility.

( END)
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