15/ 12/ 1998
Umo neeting still | eaves open question of who will be deputy

Rashi d Yusof

HAVI NG anended the party constitution, this thing lurking at the back of
the mi nds of Umo del egates at Sunday's extraordi nary general neeting
woul d not budge: curiosity over the vacant Nunmber Two post has not been
deflated. In fact, it could have been hei ght ened.

Wth the business of the day being relatively | owkey (such neeting is
not expected to provide firewirks, said a Wanita del egate) the "Nunmber Two
poser” was wafting about at PWC s Dewan Merdeka, the venue of the EGV

In the absence of any announcenent, and speakers largely did not discuss
the subject, the speech by party president Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohanad
was di ssected for clues: thus setting off another readi ng-between-the-line
frenzy.

Active political minds went into acti on when Dr Mahat hir said:

"Remenber, in politics, there are no permanent friends, there are no
per manent foes."

Many were swiftly asking whether that was a veil ed reference to Tengku
Razal ei gh Hanzah who with vice presidents Datuk Seri Najib Tun Razak and
Dat uk Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad Badawi, are being touted as the frontrunners for
t he post.

However, there is evidently no benchmark for accuracy in the art of
seeing things with a third eye, especially when many had faltered in the
past when reading the Iikely noves of the Prinme M nister

On this particular remark by Dr Mahathir, an aide to a suprene counci
menber, for instance, was of the opinion that anybody could interpret
things to weigh in their favour.

O hers seemto think that if clues are being sought, then statenments by
the Prime Mnister over the past few nonths on the subject nust be seen in
totality.

However, the head of a Kedah division saw the "no permanent friend and
foes" reference as an advice in general terns.

"It is not just about enem es becoming friends. Friendship too can take
a different twist," he said. He alluded to the rel ationship between Dr
Mahat hir and Datuk Seri Anwar |brahimto enphasise his argunent.

Al ternatively, the "friends, foes" remark could al so be seen the way Dr
Nori dah I brahim head of the Wangsa Maju Wanita Division, views it - which
was sinply "the president was obviously stating a fact."

That is why, said Datuk Junus Wahi d, head of Tanjung Malimdivision, the
underlying tone in the speech of the party president was vintage Dr
Mahat hi r.

"He |ikes the people to think ... it is subject to interpretations,"”
sai d Junus.

Beyond t he question of who will be Deputy Prinme Mnister, party
el ections and even the actual constitutional amendnents, the speech is
bei ng seen as the party president putting forth a substantive argunent on
unity, a credible party and how the party is nore inportant than
i ndi vi di dual s.

The unity theme m ght have been ommi present in past najor party speeches
of the Prine Mnister, but sone observers believed it had again risen to
the top of the agenda follow ng Anwar's expul sion fromthe party.

To sone, |ike head of Serenban division Datuk Ishak Isnail, the unity
question was linked to the factor of Anwar's influence. "But it is true
that the question of unity is inportant,"” said |shak.



Dr Mahathir made repeated references in his speech to the inportance of
Umo being united and credi ble, saying: "What | want to stress here is the
fact that it is inportant to have a united and credible Umo. If Umo is
weak, it will certainly be weak when there is disunity, and the politica
stability and a Governnent which is credible and with power will not exist
in the country.”

A journalist who has been covering Umo general assenblies since Dr
Mahat hir became party president, said in the past few assenblies the Prine
M ni ster while not neglecting unity, had been enphasi sing ot her issues
I'i ke nmoney politics.

"Unity may not be exciting, but he articulated it well,"” she said.

To acting Umo Youth head Dat uk Hi shammuddi n Tun Hussei n, beyond the
tal k concerning the Nunber Two post, the well-being of the party and the
i ssue of unity were paranount.

Still, as del egates journeyed home on Sunday, the specul ati on over the
Nunmber Two post renains alive.

Sonme observers see the inpendi ng Sabah State el ections which nust be
hel d by March as a key to the question. As Anwar did in the 1994 Sabah
el ections, they felt that a party figure has to | ead the hustings in
Sabah, and that task is not for Dr Mahathir who has ot her pressing things
to attend to.

"If both vice-presidents are assigned to the task, there is this
question of having a single, cohesive approach," said an observer.

In this light, a Kedah del egate - probably keeping alive the possibility
of the Number Two post being filled before the June party elections - said
Dr Mahathir coul d not have been expected in the first place to nanme his
deputy at PWIC on Sunday.

"That is not his style when it conmes to maj or announcenents. \Wat he
normal |y does is to issue a brief statenent,"” said the del egate.

Dr Mahat hir, nonethel ess, al nbst caused a stir on Sunday when after
concl udi ng the wi ndi ng-up speech, he said that he still had sonething el se
to say.

But suspense was shortlived when he wi shed everyone a safe journey hone.
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