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Bi g brother MC and | esser | PF woo | ndian voters for BN

Jocel i ne Tan
THEY are rival political parties, their presidents used to detest the
si ght of each ot her and bot h cl ai mequal support anong | ndi an Mal aysi ans.

They are the Ml aysi an I ndi an Congress (M C) and the I ndi an Progressive
Party (IPF).

The fornmer is part of the Barisan Nasional (BN), the latter is outside,
trying to get in, and | ast weekend was yet anot her i nstance when their
rivalry was on full view

The two parties held their annual del egates neetings on the sane weekend
and even as their |eaders fired veiled jibes at each other, they were
pl edgi ng their support to Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad and the BNin the
com ng general election.

As is the done thing for BN conponent parties, the Prime M nister opened
the MCevent to a fanfare of Indian traditional nmusic and dance.

It was an i npressive crowd - 1,300 del egates and 5,000 observers - at an
equal ly i npressive venue - the Merdeka Hall of the Putra World Trade
Centre and M C presi dent Datuk Seri S. Sany Vel |l u was unequi vocal in his
party's support for the BN

"MCw Il sink or swimwith you," he told the Prine Mnister with his
usual flourish.

Not to be outdone, |IPF president Senator M G Pandithan declared at his
party's annual neeting: "Al our nmenbers are 100 per cent behind the PM
and BN."

The | PF neeting took place at the Sel angor Chi nese Assenbly Hall with
del egates smartly turned out intheir trademark red and bl ack outfits, and
weari ng nanme tags bearing pictures of a smling Dr Mahathir.

Thei r guest-of - honour was Umo's Tengku Razal ei gh Hanzah whomt hey
garl anded wi th jasm ne and sandal wood. Pandithan al so presented t he
Kel antan Umo chief with a sash that gushed: Penyel amat Negri Kel antan
(Savi our of Kel antan).

(I'ncidentally, he then proceeded to describe hinself as Penyel amat
Masyar akat I ndi a and | auded Dr Mahat hir as Penyel amat Mal aysi a) .

The pl edges of support fromthese two parties cannot be underesti nated
inthis election.

The Indian vote is rarely courted in the same way as the Chi nese or even
t he Kadazandusun vote. |ndians conprise only 700,000 of the total 10
mllion or so registered voters and have rarely been seen as a ki ng- naker
in an el ection.

But this tinme around, their vote will be very inportant in at | east 50
Parliamentary seats given the unsettled nature of the Mal ay el ectorate.

These seats - Indian votes in these seats conprise between 15 and 20 per
cent of the votes - are largely on the west coast mainly in Sel angor,
Perak, Johor and to a | esser extent Kedah and Penang.

"Ni nety per cent of Indians will support the governnent in one way or
anot her," declares former M C secretary-general Tan Sri G Vadi vel oo.

This is no nere boast. Despite the presence of Indians in parties |ike
the Denocratic Action Party, the Indian vote has traditionally been
consi dered an establishment vote. This is particularly soin the case of
ol der generation Indians.

"They find security in the BN," says an |ndian journalist.

For the the majority of ol der Indians, an established party - faults and
all - is still deenmed nore reliable than the untested entity.



Many M C | eaders would be loath to admit it, but a |l arge nunber of
I ndi ans continue to belong to what one mi ght describe as the di sadvant aged
group and are still in need of even the nost basic of assistance.

"It's sad but people in this situation have | ess choices in politics,"”
says the sane journalist.

Academ ¢ Prof P. Ramasany puts it nore bluntly: "Indians will probably
go for the BNsinply because there is no better alternative especially
with DAP going with Pas."

As for Parti Keadil an Nasional, he says: "Wat can Keadilan do for
Indians? Rightly or wongly, they see it as a party set up for (Datuk
Seri) Anwar | brahimto vent his frustrations agai nst the governnent. BNis
the lesser evil for them"™

The sanme is not necessarily the case for many younger, Indian
prof essi onals who tend to be nore aware and critical. Indian | awers, for
i nstance, have been quite vocal on the Anwar |brahi missue.

The fact that the M C | eadership seens unperturbed by this is largely
because the party's strength has al ways been and continues tolie with
ordi nary, working cl ass | ndi ans.

They formmore than 70 per cent of the Indian comunity and it is this
group whomboth the M C and | PF cl aimto have the support of.

Actually, both M C and | PF cl ai mto have about 500, 000 nenbers each
whi ch, assuming that both clains are true, would nmean that half of the two
mllion Indians in the country are nenbers of either MC and | PF

Very few believe | PF's menbership cl ai mespecially after checks with the
Regi strar of Societies several years ago reveal ed that the party had only
5,000 - and not 500, 000 nenbers - to its nane.

As Sanmy Vellu told reporters at his party's AGM "I can bring a list (of
M C nmenbership) and throwit here for you to see for yourself."

Despite this, Pandithan continues to brandish the hugely inflated figure
wi t hout any enbarrassment what soever, and is fond of reninding all and
sundry of how he had engi neered an I ndi an show of support at Stadi um
Merdeka prior to the 1995 general el ection

He says now. "Numbers are i nportant and | have the nunbers. If PMsays
show ne t he nunbers, |'mprepared to fill Bukit Jalil (stadium) ... no
need to pay people to cone. If | tell them they will cone."

Pandi t han may not have the real stuff when it conmes to nenbership but
his political style (critics slamit as caste politics and demagoguery)
strikes an enoti onal chord that defies definition anong the Tami|l
under cl ass.

BN | eaders knowthis all too well which is why I PF functions are usually
graced by sonme of the biggest names i n Umo.

The | ast | PF Deepaval i open house saw Tun Dai m Zai nuddi n of fi ci ating
whereas the party's recent Youth and Wanita nmeetings were opened by Umo
Yout h chai rman Dat uk H shanmuddi n Hussei n and Wani ta Umo chi ef Dat uk Dr
Siti Zaharah Sul ai man respectively.

And while Umo is courting the | PF vote bank, |PF is banking on Umo's
support for entry into the BN

"W have no problens with Umo. They are synpathetic to us,
Pandi t han.

But supportive as Umo may be towards |PF, its application to the BN has
been bl ackbal | ed by M C under what is known as the BN consensus system -
every coalition nenber has to agree before a party is admtted.

"If a Malay party applies to join BN, Umo woul d have the nai n say.

Li kewi se, M C has the nmain say about |PF," says S. Ganapathy, press aide
to Sany Vel l u.

The attitude of the M C boss these days is that "Pandithan will manage

his party and we wi Il nanage ours"

says



Apparently, Samy Vellu no | onger gets worked-up about Pandit han.

In fact, Samy Vellu even invited Pandithan to the weddi ng of his son,
Vel pari, where the two political foes shook hands Iike old friends.

"W have no grouses as long as he is supporting BN, " says Vadi vel oo.
MC s determination to remain the sole Indian-based party in the BNis
unlikely to shift in the foreseeable future no matter how much | obbyi ng of

Umo politicians by Pandithan.

Pandi t han probably realises that he has gone as far as he can with BN
and Umo. He is, afterall, one of the very few non-BN appointees to the
Dewan Negar a.

It probably explains, too, his conciliatory stance towards Sany Vel | u.

He now al |l udes to the M C president as "ny friend" and explains their
di fferences as "we cannot agree about everything in a denocracy".

And whereas, he had, at one tinme, been vehenent about "nmerging" (read:
rejoining) with the MC, he nowsays cautiously: "W have to tal k about
the terns and conditions".

It can't have escaped Pandithan's notice that a | arge nunber of his
supporters have left for the MC Even at the | ast M C del egat es'
conference, Sany Vel | u approved the formati on of two new branches after a
group of | PF nenbers fromBukit Pel anduk approached hi mabout joining the
party.

| PF may be solid on underclass Tam| sentinents but there is no way it
can tackle with what is seen as a burgeoning problemin the community: the
di spl acenent of former estate workers who have drifted into the towns and
cities in search of jobs and a newlife.

They now formthe new urban poor with an urgent thirst for decent
housi ng and educational facilities. This is nowone of MC s biggest
political headaches for they fear that those who cannot fit into the
social order will float into crinme. Miuch remains to be acconplished for
t he I ndi an communi ty whose progress has been the | east inpressive anong
the three main ethnic groups in the country.

"They are the weakest race," says Ranasany.

Unli ke the Mal ays, they have not benefited extensively fromthe
restructuring policies of the 1970s and 1980s. Thi s has been conpounded by
the limtations of their vernacul ar school systemand their | ocationin
what is considered a sunset industry.

Yet, these very working class nenbers of the I ndian community are the
ones nost likely to give their vote to the ruling party in the hope of a
better life if not for thenselves, then for their children.

They do deserve a better deal.

( END)
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