18/ 06/ 1999
At nosphere at assenbly pregnant with antici pation of “surprise

Rashi d Yusof

SURPRI SE! Pendi ng Dat uk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohanmad' s presidential address at
t he Umo general assenbly this norning, the air had been pregnant with
anticipation.

Not in the | ast few years, at |east, that a speech by Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad had stirred such i ncessant specul ati on and boundl ess
ent husi asmlong before it actually took pl ace.

"What is the surprise? Howw |l it figure on the Richter Scale in terns
of the intensity of the shock?"

These questions | eapt above the din, any which way one turned at the
Putra World Trade Centre.

An official said he could hardly wal k a few paces at the PWC wi t hout
bei ng st opped by those anxious to find out what it was all about.

Wll, inthe first place, will there be a surprise at all? Dr Mahathir
was asked at a Press conference on Wdnesday.

O has there been sone m sunderstanding in the way the Prine M nister
was reported as saying | ast week that he woul d have a surprise in his
speech at the Assenbly?

The reply by Dr Mahathir neither doused the excitenent, nor shed any

l'ight.
Typically, the Prime Mnister said: "Just wait ... if | tell youit
won't be a surprise ... a no-announcenent would al so be a surprise.”

At the sanme time, reasons are unknown why sone observers feel the
surprise (if at all there will be one, or two, or nore), will conme in the
speech whi ch normal Iy goes beyond the one- hour - mark

And, why not during the course of the Assenbly? And based on past
experiences, the Prine Mnister rarely veers fromthe prepared texts.

Just what is in store then? "The president nust have sonmething in his
bag," said party secretary-general Tan Sri Mhd Khalil Yaakob, who did not
attenpt to unravel the nystery, beyond saying it was good to have such a
hype.

Tan Sri Sul ai man Ni nam Shah, the permanent chairman, on his part was a
bel i ever that there would be a surprise. But what is it? "l would not
know, " he said.

Let's |l ook at the possibilities. To begin with, nany have agreed on
sonet hi ng which Dr Mahathir is not going to do - announce the genera
el ection dates at the Assenbly. "It is just not the proper platformand
occasion," said a del egate

To get to the bottomof this, nany were yesterday studying the recent
speeches and renar ks nade by the Prine Mnister.

They found this - before the sel ective exchange rate controls were
announced on Sept 2, Dr Mahathir actually sai d he woul d announce sone
shocki ng measures

Therefore, the surprise factor has to be there, many were telling each
ot her yesterday. As the exchange rates were unthinkable, thenwll this
surprise be simlarly radical and unprecedent ed?

Also, will the Prine Mnister again be articulating on reasons behind
t he unfavour abl e nunber of new nmenbershi p fromanong t he prof essional s, as
t he case when he briefed del egat es on Wdnesday?

Sone suggest ed t hat gi ven such a backdrop, the Umo president m ght well
speak of the need to effect some "structural adjustments” withinthe
party, like introducing newfaces anpbng professionals as candi dates in the



com ng general election.

After all, the issue of getting the right candidates is said to be key
this tine.

O will he be discussing an entirely different subject this tinme?

Li ke t he runour ed appoi nt ment of Tengku Razal ei gh Hanzah as Kel ant an
Umo chief ? Quite a nunber of del egates were convinced t here woul d be an
announcenent to this effect. Yet, does it constitute a surprise after all,
sone were asking in the corridors.

WIIl the further rel ease of nanes of those who had benefited from
privatised contracts cone as a surprise then?

To better understand what is in store, observers were dissecting the
contents of Dr Mahathir's briefing at Wednesday' s presidential briefing.

Many coul d not figure out a particul ar reference on the Ml ays'
inclination to get bored (bosan) over sonething whichis old to the extent
t hat past deeds woul d be obscured.

Was the Prime Mnister referring to the party, which is a recurring
t herme?

In any case, observers said it would be unlikely that the Prime M nister
was actually referring to hinself. It was al so unlikely his speech woul d
contain references as to when he woul d step down as observers said this
woul d af fect party norale at atine everybody was focussi ng on t he general
el ection.

Is this going to be a speech full of surprises or a speech whichis
essentially "different" fromprevi ous ones, whi ch woul d make t he j our ney
honme for del egates replete with questions?

The poser will soon be answered. The best bet is to put aside attenpts
at punditry, and take the safest option - just wait for Dr Mahathir's
speech today.
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