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D- DAY FOR MALAYSI ANS AS POLLS EXClI TEMENT HOTS UP

By: Azman U ang

KUALA LUMPUR, Nov 28 (Bernama) -- After nine days of gruelling
canpai gn, the fate of the ruling Barisan Nasional (BN) coalition and the
opposition front now lies in the hands of alnost half of Malaysia's
popul ati on who will decide tonmorrow their government to take the country
into new century.

Sonme 17,000 polling stations will open by 8 amin mainl and Mal aysi a and
half an hour earlier in the states of Sabah and Sarawak and all indications
point to a higher turnout of voters this time anmong the 9.6 mllion
el ectorate, fired up by the battle-lines drawmn between the BN and the
opposi tion.

The BN, in power throughout the 42 years of the country's independence,
canpai gned on the feel-good agenda of continuity and unity on the back of a
strong econom c recovery and telling Ml aysians not to ganble their future
by voting an untested opposition with contrasting policies.

But for the first tine in the nation's history, the opposition parties
have managed to bury their differences under an el ectoral pact, calling
t hensel ves Barisan Alternatif, culmnating in a one-to-one fight with the
BN in nost of the 192 parlianentary seats up for grabs. The BN won one seat
uncont ested on nom nation day on Nov 20.

The opposition front, on the other hand, has been wooing the people to
vote for change, and with sonme factions anmong them basking in their own
confidence that this is their best chance ever to come to power on their
own accord.

The 10t h general election has produced a nmedia blitz the like of which
was unseen before, with the BN going on the offensive with a daily
bonbardnent in the mai nstream newspapers and television, mainly to ridicule
t he opposition policies and their | eaders.

The opposition, not to be outdone and outwitted, retaliated mainly
t hrough flyers and Harakah, the nmass-circul ation party newspaper of Parti
| sl am SeMal aysi a (Pas), whose sales hit an all-tinme high

Har akah Editor Zulkifli Sulong was quoted as saying that the
twi ce-weekly newspaper's circul ati on reached 340, 000 during the canpaign
period, making it the largest anong all newspapers in the country.

And what is equally interesting is the canpaign going on via the
Internet, being used to the maxi mumto get the nessage across, especially
by the opposition Parti Keadil an Nasional which has parked itself on
cyber-space long before the election was called with dozens on websites in
support of sacked deputy prime mnister Datuk Seri Anwar | brahi m

Anwar, the opposition front's candidate for prine mnister if it wns
the election, did not contest as he is serving a six-year jail sentence for
abuse of power, but he has managed to send from behind bars
wi del y-distributed hand-written appeals to voters to end the BN's grip on
power .

This election is also getting massive coverage fromthe internationa
media, with virtually all agreeing with Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad's prediction of the BN retaining a two-thirds mgjority in
parliament.

During the canpaign, the international nedia, especially the television
net wor ks, have been focusing on Anwar's wife, Datin Seri Dr Wan Azi zah
Ismail, who is picking up her husband's struggle by standing as candi date
in the Permatang Pauh constituency in Northern Ml aysia, the seat Anwar won



in four previous elections.

G ven the expected synpathy votes for Anwar, the battle here is a close
call, so nuch so that Dr Mahathir had to canpaign in the constituency
yesterday in a last-mnute bid to tip the scale for the BN candi date
Anwar' s chil dhood friend Datuk Dr |brahi m Saad.

This time around, Dr Mahathir is putting what many see as his nost
physi cal |y puni shing canpaign in criss-crossing the country, sometines
going to three states in a single day, making countless speeches and
shaki ng hands wi th thousands.

Leading the BN in his fifth general election in the 18 years he has
been prem er, he told voters in Permatang Pauh, a Malay heartland, that it
was Anwar, whom he sacked on Sept 2 |ast year, who had brought about his
own downfall by being norally unfit.

Caimng that this was done by PAS, he said: "They have shifted sone of
my voters to other constituencies because they thought that they cannot wn
here. "

Dr Mahathir said the opposition had taken their voters to
constituencies which were marginal to win the seats there.

The prime mnister said he was concerned with the irregularities in the
el ectoral rolls because one should not depend on such a thing to win the
el ection.

Asked by a foreign journalist whether he could provide evidence to the
press, Dr Mahathir said: "W are not bound to supply to you. W will report
to the Election Conm ssion when we have the facts but it takes tine to
report to the comm ssion because the conm ssion does not want people to be
pl ayi ng around.”

Later when asked by the sane journalist whether the Datuk Seri Anwar
| brahi missue had damaged his (Dr Mahathir's) popularity, Dr Mahathir said:
"I won't answer such a stupid question.”

The focus of the election is also on Kelantan, the sole state not ruled
by the BN, which this time is waging an all-out battle to west the state
from Pas.

But Pas has said it is certain not only to retain Kelantan but wll
pul | "some surprises” in Terengganu, the oil-rich state which the party has
| ong cherished to capture w thout much success.

Pas | eaders are confident this is the party's best chance ever to wn
Ter engganu and even perform above-expectation in Kedah and Perlis, al
northern states that are virtually the country's Mal ay belt.

Mont hs before he called the snap election, Dr Mahathir hinself had said
it would be the dirtiest in the nation's history primarily because of lies
and the hate-canpai gn of the opposition

Anot her opposition |eader, LimKit Siang, a man who sel dom agrees with
the prime mnister on nost policy matters, concurs with himtoday when he
al so called the campaign the dirtiest ever since independence.

"Shrill incendiary and chilling statanments by Dr Mahathir and ot her
| eaders of the BN were wantonly aired to send a nessage of fear and
hatred,"” said the DAP secretary-general in a statement.

But on the eve of polling, New Sunday Tinmes witer Jocelyn Tan perhaps
best suns up the nmood of the country when she says: " When canpai gni ng ends
at mdni ght today, Ml aysians will be nore than ready to choose their
government for the next five years".
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