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Assessi ng Anwar's chances as PM

Jocel i ne Tan
ABQUT a fortnight ago, two political figures found thensel ves seated side-
by-side on a MAS flight to Kota Baru.

One of themwas an Umo Youth politician from Kel antan headi ng back to
his division, the other was a top Parti Keadilan Nasional figure from
Kual a Lunpur on the way to Kelantan for a ceranah.

They were actually quite pleased to find thenselves in each other's
company for they had got along well when both were in Umo.

The Keadi | an chap wanted to know when the Prinme Mnister would call for
general election. H s side, he said, was getting nore and nore worn out by
t he week.

The Umo man told himfrankly that Umo had been on the alert after the
cry-wol f nature of the arsenic-poi soning incident.

Umo had | earnt an inportant | esson fromthe i ssue and that was, Datuk
Seri Anwar Ibrahimwill try anything to sway public sentinment to his
favour.

As the Umo politician put it: "Inmagine the election canpaign is in ful
swi ng and Anwar emrerges fromcourt with “blood' on his face; later, an
i nvestigation establishes that the "blood' is tomato ketchup. By then, it
will be too late for us."

Bot h of them had burst out |aughing at this although the Keadil an
politician later brushed it off as "a wi cked thing to say".

But Umo circles are on the alert against Anwar pulling off another
political stunt. They think the arsenic ruse was targeted as nuch at the
Apec neeting then on in Auckland, as it was at what Anwar thought woul d be
general election in Novenber.

"I don't discount sonething along this |ine during the election,
t hi nk-tank head Razak Bagi nda.

Even the Barisan Alternatif's (the coalition of Pas, Keadilan, DAP and
PRM nomi nation of Anwar as its Prine Mnister is seen as yet another
el ection-oriented stunt.

"I't's pushing himas PMto win votes, just as it has been using himal
these nonths to get popul ar,” says Umo Youth Exco menber Datuk Abdul Aziz
Shei kh Fadzir.

O hers say it's to make the opposition coalition nore palatable to
voters.

"The opposition is definitely Pas-led and that needs to be bal anced by
personalities fromanong non-Pas politicians ... it's got to be a Ml ay
and that's Anwar |brahim" says a Mal ay | awyer.

Opposition figures do not deny that. They say few i ssues have stirred
public opinion the way Anwar's sacking and trial has and that Anwar, from
day one, has been central to the opposition.

"He i s the acknow edged | eader anong the opposition | eaders,
Keadi | an Yout h head Mohd Ezam Mohd Nor.

Mor eover, says Pas vice-president Mustafa Ali, Anwar has the nost
experience in governance anong them having been a M nister, Deputy Prine
M ni ster and even Acting Prinme Mnister.

The Barisan Alternatif's announcerment of Anwar for PMat the tail-end of
the arsenic issue also invited speculation that it was an attenpt at
damage control

But DAP chairnman Dr Chen Man Hin explains it this way: People had been
aski ng who woul d be the | eader of the opposition coalition, whether it
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woul d be someone from Pas or Anwar. And there had al so been | ots of
runours about a power tussle between Pas and Keadil an. Hence the need to
settl e the | eadershi p question.

"Thi ngs have becone nore focused since," says the DAP veteran.

But can Anwar, realistically speaking, beconme Prine Mnister of the
Bari san Alternatif?

First, there is the question of whether Anwar can contest the el ection.

"If he runs, anything is possible after that," says Mhd Ezam

The Federal Constitution allows an MP convicted in a court of lawto
continue as an MP until he has exhausted all avenues of appeal. This was
the case for Kota Mel aka MP Li m Guan Eng and Anwar is being accorded the
sanme treatnent now.

However, Article 46(5) of the Constitution stipulates an i nedi ate
disqualification fromnom nation, election or appointnment to either House
of Parliament even though an appeal nmay be in progress.

But this, as Umo's Datuk Dr Rais Yati mpoints out, has never been
| egal Iy chal | enged al t hough he thinks the prospects "are slimgiven the
constitutional reality"

(There have been two renotel y-connected precedents: DAP MPs Chi an Heng
Kai and Chan Kok Kit contested and won the Batu Gaj ah and Sungei Besi
seats respectively in the 1978 general election while detained under the
Internal Security Act.)

Thus, based on the comon | aw precept that one is presuned i nnocent till
al | avenues of appeal are exhausted, Anwar's |awyers woul d probably try to
test it in court.

The second and nore daunting hurdle for the opposition is, of course, to
win the general election and, based on this point alone, Umo peopl e have
not even bothered to discuss the prospects of Anwar as PM

The BN is suprenely confident of staying in power. The last six nonths
have seen the ruling coalition regain confidence and the question nowis
whet her it can retain the two-thirds majority it has enjoyed since 1974.

Says Abdul Aziz: "I have been talking to a | ot of people. People with
common sense, who want devel opnent, they are not ready to chuck the
Gover nment .

"But at the sanme time, they want nore space to voice their views, a
little nore check and bal ance. They are not happy about certain things,
about one or two people, but they don't want to sacrifice what they have.

Ironically, DAP nenbers share nore or | ess the same view. The question
of Anwar as PMis largely theoretical for a |l arge nunber of them because
they are not even confident of denting the BN s two-thirds majority.

But Malay parties in the Barisan Alternatif are aware of the Ml ay
psychol ogy on politics and power; they know that Ml ays, having
experienced power since |ndependence, are not keen to back parties which
t hey thi nk have no chance of w nning.

Nei t her does the idea of being a strong opposition appeal to them
Hence, the Mal ay segnment anobng the opposition has no choice but to take
the line of toppling the BN

But even assuming that Anwar is allowed to contest the general election
and the Barisan Alternatif forns the next Governnent, there is still a
third hurdle - Anwar's six-year jail sentence beginning fromApril this
year.

Pas' Mustafa says the opposition coalition intends to open a judicial
inquiry into what it maintains is the political conspiracy that led to
Anwar's present predi canment.

"W have agreed anpng oursel ves that whichever party wins the nost seats
will get to be the interimPrime Mnister until Anwar is ready to take
over. For Pas, it will be (Datuk) Fadzil Noor," says Mistafa.
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