25/ 12/ 1999

A duty to serve the public

THE silent majority within the el ectorate has decided it can no | onger
keep qui et and | ook the other way when el ected representatives fail to
show up for Dewan Rakyat proceedings. In no uncertain terns, it has issued
an ultimatumfor themnot only to turn up, but to speak up or be booted
out of office when their termends.

Kudos to the public for being so forthright in expressing disgust and
exasperation with those Menbers of Parlianment who consistently play hookey
when sessions are in progress. The truants would be foolish to | augh off
t hi s unanbi guous nessage fromthe vox populi, with its clear concern over
both the silence and absence of their representatives in Parlianent. They
no | onger face the unsophisticated el ectorate of the past.

Vot ers took their denpcratic duty seriously enough to nake a caref ul
choice in last month's general election. That many wakil rakyat won their
seats with slimngajorities should be an indication of voter maturity and
under st andi ng of the power of the ballot. Their expectations are higher
now, and their ability to act decisively should not be underestimted. MPs
who renege on commitment will find fewin a forgiving nood when t he next
el ection date rolls around.

Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad is equally blunt about the
future - or lack of it - of MPs whose attendance record and quality of
debat e does not conme up to scratch. Mdre than anyone el se, he has read
public opinion and gauged present voter sentiment with pinpoint accuracy.
Hence, his warning that MPs will be closely nonitored and called to
account for every trick of the trade they enploy to make the nost of their
posi tion.

The wakil rakyat is not sent to Parlianent to nake up the nunbers for
either the ruling coalition or the opposition front. Neither is election a
ticket to claimthe trappings of office w thout reciprocal attention to
duty and an obligation to serve the public. If the exalted social status
of MPs inhibits their ability to enpathise with the grassroots, they
t hensel ves shoul d put an end to the kowmowing practised in their
presence.

Suggestions for disciplinary action agai nst absentee MPs by their own
political parties are worthy of consideration. Every voter who is advised
to "vote the party, not the (wo)man", is entitled to know that ineffective
menbers will be hauled up. This is a sinple matter of collective
responsibility for the individual's negligence.

For a start, every party should set up a bureau to receive feedback or
conpl ai nts about the performance of its MPs. Investigations and findi ngs
shoul d be nade public, as should periodic progress reports on the work of
MPs on behal f of each constituency. The quality of service provided, and
accessibility and visibility of MPs shoul d be anong the features tracked.

MPs cannot afford to vani sh as soon as the votes have been counted in
their favour, leaving constituents feeling mani pul ated and cheated. Wile
some have yet torealise it, MPs nake a social contract with constituents
by pledging their services inreturn for a termas elected representati ve.

Public confidence in the electoral process - and therefore trust in
denocracy as an institution - relies heavily upon this contract being
fulfilled. Anything less results in scepticismthat is difficult to
eradi cate. When that happens, everyone | oses.
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