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It's anyone's guess when Dr Mwill call for election

Jocel i ne Tan

AS early as a week and a half ago, after the weekly Cabi net neeting, a
M ni ster fromSabah began qui etly cancelling all his appointnents for
Cct ober and Novenber

He t hen spoke to his secretary about preparing flyers and posters and
t he next day, he flewback to his constituency and was not seen in Kual a
Lumpur again until the next Cabinet neeting | ast Wednesday.

Apparently, Cabinet nenbers had been told that the general election
mght - and that's still a mghty "mght" at this point - take place in
Novenber .

It was not any sort of formal directive or announcenent, but nore in the
nature of notice to prepare for the possibility of Novenber polls. But it
set the adrenalin flow ng.

By | ast Monday, the news had circul ated sufficiently for the Kual a
Lunmpur St ock Exchange Conposite Index to | eap a breat htaki ng 27 points.
For sone, it was the quasi-official announcenent they had been seeking
foll owi ng mont hs of guesswork.

But the Prime Mnister returned fromhis | atest overseas trip as non-
committal as ever, telling reporters waiting for himat the airport in an
al nost nonchal ant manner: "l don't know whether | will hold an el ection or
not. | have not nade up (ny nind)."

In fact, Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad has kept everyone, from
Qpposition figures to his own Cabinet M nisters, guessing tinme and agai n
about the polls date.

(See acconpanying story.)

"Everybody was | ooking for hints fromhi mwhen he was overseas ..
reporters and, even privately, people tried to ask. But nobody could pin
himdown to it," says Foreign M nister Datuk Seri Syed Hami d Al bar who had
travelled with the Prine Mnister to New York.

An editor who covered the Prinme Mnister in New York was hopeful for
some polls hints. But, all he could get out of the Prine Mnister was a
cryptic "any time is a good tinme".

What's evident so far is that the | atest round of specul ati on seens nore
a result of key Barisan Nasional figures comng to the conclusion that
Novenber is a suitable nonth rather than fromany sort of clear-cut signa
fromthe Prine Mnister.

The chi ef reasons they offer for the Novenber date: Datuk Seri Anwar
I brahim s High Court trial should be over by then; the arsenic issue has
been satisfactorily resol ved; the economy is on the road to recovery, and
BN parti es have been wor ki ng hard on the ground and are ready for action.

BN | eaders may not be aware of this, but the Qpposition parties are of
the vi ew that Novenber is just as fine a nonth for them

Their reasons are al nost dianetrically, andironically, opposite to that
of the BN: feelings will run high again - and to their advantage - over
the court deci sion which they have | ong predicted; their supporters do not
accept the nmedical results of the arsenic case; the econony has not
recovered sufficiently; the Opposition parties have been canpai gni ng hard
and were ready nonths ago.

There are al ways two sides to a coin, as they say.

At the same time, there are also politicians - fromboth sides of the
political divide - who prefer polls later rather than now.

"Let the Opposition continue to trip over thenselves," says Lenbah



Pantai MP Datuk Shahrizat Jalil.

O hers prefer a stronger growh figure to canpai gn on and a | onger and
nmore i npressive bull run than what's evi dent now.

"Sonmething in the region of 900 to 1,000 points ... that would really
bring on an el ection nood, " says an MCA figure.

On the other hand, DAP politician Ronnie Liu says that if polls are held
next year, the nore than one mllion or so newvoters will be eligible to
vote and Opposition parties are confident of getting those votes.

But all these pros and cons of early or late election are very much
conj ecture, assunption and specul ati on. As seasoned politicianswll tell
you, things can change dramatically once electionis called and
canpai gni ng begi ns i n earnest.

But it has not deterred politicians fromnaking the nost specific of
predictions.

"Nov 14 ... that's when election will be held," a national MCA figure
says confidently.

The thi nki ng anong a nunber of MCA politicians is that the PMis |ikely
t o announce the dissol ution of Parlianment between Oct 24 (BN s 25th
anni versary cel ebrations) and Cct 28 (a day before the Budget is schedul ed
to be tabled in Parlianent).

The BN anni versary bash will be a big noral e-boosting event for the
ruling coalition and an excell ent starting point for canpai gni ng.

"We intend to fill Bukit Jalil ... a show of force you know, that we
mean busi ness. And we'll be picking up steamfromthere," says an aide to
a Mnister.

But any announcenent to be nade, they say, is likely to be before the
Budget because few, including Opposition |eader LimKit Siang, expect
Parlianent to di sband nmi dway t hrough t he Budget sessi on.

"There is nothing in the Constitution to prevent this, just that it has
not happened before," he says.

The 1990 general election came within an inch of such a scenario. Notice
had been i ssued for Parlianent to convene for the Budget session but polls
were call ed before Parlianent could sit.

"Say what you |ike, but the Budget is a trunp card that every i ncunbent
woul d want to use," says think-tank head Razak Bagi nda.

But DAP's Liminsists it al so neans a waste of expenditure and tinme (the
Budget woul d have to be retabl ed after the polls) and, besides, the Budget
is not the BN s sol e neans of announci ng goodi es for the el ectorate.

Opposition figures also claimthe BNis trying to avoid the fiery debate
that is expected during the | ong Budget sessi on during whi ch Cpposition
MPs i ntend to poke holes in the nedical findings of the Anwar-and-arsenic
i ssue.

BN MPs decl are they are also itching to denolish the arsenic issue for
what they think it is - a concocted political lie.

Assum ng t he Novenber theory hol ds, the argunent goes that Parliament
will be dissolvedinthe third week of Cctober, the El ection Conni ssion
will issue a wit of election for nomi nation to take place by early
Novenber and polling by m d-Novenber.

School prenises, Novenber advocates point out, will be avail abl e bet ween
Nov 6 and Nov 21.

The long, year-end school holidays, they add, begin on Oct 20 but the
prem ses (venues for polling) will only be fully avail abl e between Nov 6
and 21. (PMR examinationis on fromNov 1 to Nov 5 and SPM STPM
exanmi nations fromNov 22 till Dec 12).

Most politicians, especially the incunbents, aren't taking any chances,
hence the accel erated pace of preparation

"Peopl e in high of fi ce have deci ded not to go anywhere i n Novenber, even



inlate Cctober," says Razak

M ni sters have to get perm ssion fromthe Cabi net to go abroad whereas
| eave for Deputy Mnisters and Parlianentary Secretaries have been frozen

Sone think that the fact that the Prime Mnister returned fromabroad a
day earlier than expected al so means sonet hi ng.

MCA peopl e say their president gave the word for "full nobilisationin
the party" at the | ast presidential neeting and party figures are rushing
to conduct final election workshops.

"W are inthe final lap, | think," says Kota Setar MP Dat uk Chor Chee
Heung.

Maps are already up on the fifth fl oor of the MCA headquarters whi ch has
been converted into an operations centre.

"The date is not inmportant. The thing is to be ready,
Razak MP Datuk Tan Chai Ho.

Mbst Ummo operations centres are ready and caterers are al ready naki ng
enquiries to supply neals and snacks for el ection workers who man such
centres all over the country.

I n Kel antan, sone Umo peopl e who plan to canpai gn for Jeli MP Dat uk
Must apa Mohanmed have even booked the TNB chalets in Jeli so that they wll
have a place to stay if elections are called.

And yesterday afternoon, M C president Datuk Seri S. Sany Vel lu briefed
a huge contingent of division heads at the party's headquarters. Party
officials say the briefing was al so to activate the party el ection
machi nery.

"As of now, all indications point to Novenber, but everything still goes
back to PM" says an Umo politician.

And that may explain why Pas vice-president Mistafa Ali seens | eery
about naking any nore predictions; Mistafa had been adamant that the
el ection woul d take place in Septenber.

"I"'mnot going to guess any nore. Dr Mahathir is very evasive. Sonetines
he says it's a good tinme, then in New York, he says to wait till Anwar's
case is over," says Mist af a.

The Opposition canp al so has its own trunp card.

Parti Keadilan Nasional is planning to put up Anwar as a candi date and
Anwar's | awyers are said to be | ooking at the | egal side of this.

The BN si de reckons that how Dr Mahathir decides will depend to a | arge
extent on the reports by those attendi ng the supreme council meeting
yest er day nor ni ng.

Suprene counci| nenbers were assigned to oversee the el ecti on nmachinery
of five Umo divisions each. All the election dry runs were conpl et ed
recently and the feedback will give the party president a better overview
of the ground situation

Meanwhile, it's still pretty nuch a case of trying to second-guess the
Prime Mnister.

says Bandar Tun

( END)
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