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Umo nmenbers shoul d take heed of two inportant messages

Ahmad A. Talib

TWO i nportant nessages were stressed to nmenbers at the ongoi ng Umo

di vi sional annual general neetings - help maintain political stability and
rally behind the Governnent as it tries to revitalise the econony.

Messages simlar to these have been conveyed to the grassroots in
previ ous neetings and in numerous other foruns, but they have added
significance this time around given the econom c problemthe country is
faci ng.

Umo nenmbers shoul d take heed of these nmessages even though attention is
i nevitably focused on several divisions which have defied advice and
instruction fromparty headquarters not to have contests.

Party president and Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad hit
the nail on the head with his comments on Thursday that now was not the
time to push for changes in the party | eadership. Instead, every nenber
shoul d nake efforts to help revitalise the econony their priority.

Dr Mahat hir remnmi nded nenbers that it was now nore crucial than ever for
themto be united and strong so as to be able to thwart any attenpts to
destabilise the country politically and economically.

He said that contests, if and when really necessary, should cone |ater,
when the national econony was back on track. Spending time and noney on
divisional elections at this point may dilute the present attenpt to help
t he econony recover fromthe battering brought about by the ringgit's
depreciation and decline in stock prices.

Dr Mahathir said this to party menbers when he officiated the Kual a
Sel angor AGM Umo' s divi sional neetings are inportant channels of
comuni cati on between the party hierarchy and grassroots.

The party has 165 divisions representing 2.6 nillion nmenbers. The
di vi sions have until March 29 to conclude their business. It is at such
meetings that party | eaders have a captive audience to pass their nessages
to.

O her party leaders are also invited to open sone of these neetings.
They criss-cross the peninsula bringing words of advice and, where
necessary, warnings to those who may cause proceedi ngs to be di srupted.

Party deputy president Datuk Seri Anwar |brahi mwas one of the busiest
| ast week. On Saturday he covered three States - Ml acca (Jasin), Negri
Senbi | an (Kual a Pil ah) and Sel angor (Serdang). The foll owi ng day Anwar
covered four divisions in Perak - Tanjung Malim Lunut, Batu Gaj ah and
Tanbun.

G ven the environnent within which the AGv are being held, words of
wi sdom from seni or party | eaders should hel p cal mnerves and nake for
snmoot h proceedi ngs. But the records al so show that w se words and cauti on
alone are insufficient to curb rising and frayed tenpers.

It is recalled that a few annual neetings at the branch |l evel in recent
weeks saw fights which led to police intervention and arrests - a
relatively new culture Umo can do without. If these fights are not nipped
in the bud, Dr Mahathir and other party |leaders will surely have a tough
"fight" on their hands.

Dr Mahathir's conments deserve scrutiny by party menbers. Many of them
may argue that political stability is seldomin doubt, nuch | ess
disrupted, in recent tines. And they may al so argue that revitalising the
econony is everybody's task, not just theirs.

I f menbers choose to ignore these nessages and i nstead pursue higher



positions in the party, then the threat to party unity beconmes nore real.
Athreat to Umo is also a threat to the Bari san Nasional, and the country
can't afford either.

Everyone, and not just Umo menbers, nmust be nmade to realise that
political stability and econonmic well-being and resilience go hand in hand
always. It would be tinme well spent if nmenbers at their neetings were to
dwell on this matter at |ength and contribute ways and neans to achieve
both targets.

Umo nmenbers woul d al so be wat chi ng how many nore divi si ons woul d have
contests for the top post. Dr Mahathir was not against contests at the
di visional |evel, but others |like himfeared that these would have | ong-
termnegative i npact on the party.

One division which saw contest for the top post was Rasah, in Negri
Senbi | an where Rantau branch head Mohamad bi n Hassan beat the incunbent,
State Legislative Assenbly Speaker Datuk Handan Mohamed.

Anot her was in Kl ang, where businessman Adnan Zakaria beat incunbent
Dat uk Zakaria MI Deris while Hulu Sel angor saw the departure of Tan Sri
Muhanmmad Muhanmmad Tai b as division head. This narked another chapter in
the political career of the former Selangor Menteri Besar who is facing
charges in Australia.

He coul d no | onger defend his position after the supreme council decided
that those facing court cases were barred fromparticipating in party
el ections. It does appear that generally, the no-contest advice and
instruction seemto be well heeded. But it remains to be seen whether the
behi nd-t he-scene | obbyi ng and negoti ati ons woul d yield conproni ses or
pronpt vigorous bids to unseat the incunbents.

In the elections thus far, several suprene council nenbers have retained
their divisional |eadership wthout contest. They include Sel angor Umo
Iiaison chief Datuk Abu Hassan Orar in Kual a Sel angor; Perak liaison chief
Tan Sri Ramli Ngah Talib in Pasir Sal ak; Negri Senbilan chief Tan Sri |sa
Abdul Samad in Tel uk Kemang; Johor chief Datuk Abdul Ghani O hman in Miar
Education M nister Datuk Seri Najib Tun Razak in Pekan and Entrepreneur
Devel opnent M ni ster Datuk Mistapa Mhaned in Jeli.

Aside fromthe isolated contests, all eyes are also on the 31 divisions
whose neetings will be supervised by suprene council nenbers. This
supervi si on was necessary to ensure that no incidents would mar or cause
the proceedi ngs to be di srupted.

I ndeed, the maturity of Umo nenbers is being tested well ahead of next
year's election to the supreme council, where the stakes are higher. The
question is: how many nenbers are mature enough to put the party's (and
the country's) interest above self?
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