22/ 12/ 1999

Deat h of decorun?

REPREHENSI BLE is too mld a word to describe the behavi our of the
opposition MPs who indulged in “street-brawling' at the first sitting of
the Parliament. Such an action revolts sensibilities.

El ected representatives of all political persuasions should observe
decorum dignity and discipline. Msbehaviour will only weaken, if not
debilitate, the functioning of the Parlianent, the pillar of the country's
denocracy. Raucous parlianmentary sessions, as characterised by name-
calling, slinging matches and wal kouts, will bring disrepute to the Dewan
Rakyat. The House is the place for coherent and meani ngful debates and
exchange of ideas, not to inflanme the baser instincts of politics.

Bei ng obstructive to the hilt and staging a wal kout, as the Opposition
MPs did on Monday, is the antithesis of Parlianentary denocracy.
Qpposition MPs, | ed by Pas president Datuk Fadzil Noor, were unabashedly
intent on reviling the Bari san Nasi onal -1 ed Governnment by speaki ng nob
| anguage in the chanbers of |egislative power. The wal kout is apparently
i ntended as a show of nuscle as the nunber of Cpposition representatives
this time has increased from21 to 45. Unwittingly, they ended up
subverting the parlianentary process and proceedi ngs. And in doi ng so,
they let down the very people who el ected themand they betray their
duties to serve the rakyat. For the Qpposition MPs, these may be glory
days i ndeed.

If they think they should be smrking in their corners, they should
desi st. Beyond the snug satisfaction of scoring a point, or so they think
these MPs have to address thenselves to the question of what role do they
want to play in Parlianent. The role of rebel-rousers or of a check and
bal ance to the ruling body and of feror of constructive criticismand
i deas? They nust renenber that being an el ected representative does not
give thema ticket to engage in their political whinms. As one of the
guardi ans of our denocratic polity, they should Iive up to their inherent
prom se. They nust not |ose sight of the principle that they are
accountable to their constituents and the House, which is the forumfor
bringi ng about changes in the country. Nasty barbs and rhetorics can never
be a substitute for substance.

The di ssenting MPs' protest was over the legality of the first neeting
of the 10th Parlianment. Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad has
expl ained that it was convened | egally since the Yang di - Pertuan Agung had
been properly advised to call for the neeting of the House by the then
caretaker Governnent. If the Opposition MPs are not satisfied, they could
have introduced a notion in the House. That they did not do so shows they
are not at all conversant with Parlianmentary practice and procedures. O
per haps, they deliberately ignore the spirit and code of Parlianentary
conduct. Their disrespect for the Speaker shows their disregard for the
system whi ch they are supposed to uphol d.

Politics is, by right, noble. Alas, the OQpposition MPs's pedestrian
action shows that politics is the last resort of scroundels. Sending
Parliament in a tumult is an intimtion of weakness, not strength. Not
only is disruption of proceedings a waste of taxpayers' noney, it nmay well
lead to a crisis of governability. If MPs are allowed to get away with
denmeani ng denocratic institutions either by their ignorance or wilful
negl ect of their parlianentary duties, we fear nothing will remain
sacrosant again.
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