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GENERAL ELECTI ON ANYTI ME NOWP

By: Zul kefli Salleh

KUALA LUMPUR, May 16 (Bernama) -- Wth just about a year left of the
current mandate of Parlianent, the oft-asked question is when will genera
el ection be hel d.

WIIl it be held this year or next year? It is generally expected before
April 2000, the last polls having taken place in April 1995.

On the ground, flags bearing the synbols of political parties, have
sprung up everywhere. The flags are nostly of opposition parties which
apparently do not want to be caught off guard should a snap election is
call ed for.

The hol ding of political ceramahs too have intesified, |leading to bold
predictions that polls will be held anyti me now.

These people feel that the next one or two nonths is the best tine for
Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad to di ssol ve parlianent,
paving the way for fresh polls.

The reasons advanced by them are:

+ The opposition DAP is in disarray following an internal crisis widely
attributed to dissatisfaction with the | eadership of party
secretary-general LimKit Siang. A group of former party stalwarts
i ncluding former Bukit Bintang MP have set up the Ml aysia Denocratic Party
(MDP) ;

+ Parti Keadil an Nasional (Keadilan), led by Datuk Seri Anwar |brahims
wife Datin Seri Dr Wan Azi zah Isnmail, apparently is not organi sed yet and
the party's struggles are unclear. It also has to | ook for suitable
candi dates to contest in a contest where the choice of candi dates has an
i nportant bearing on the outcone.

+ The country's econony is showi ng i nprovenents with a one per cent
growth predicted for this year

+ Anwar, who | aunched the "reformasi " novenent after being expelled
fromUmo in Septenber |ast year, is serving a six-year jail termafter
bei ng convicted on four charges of abusing his power.

+ Umo is in a stable condition because there are no party el ections
this year. The el ections schedul ed for June this year have been postponed
to Decenber next year.

As for those who think election will only be called for next year, they
feel Dr Mahathir will not want the country's econom c recovery process to
be sidetracked by a general election.

Unt oward i ncidents cannot be rul ed out during an election and this wll
af fect the econonic recovery.

Also, it is better for the governnment to seek a new nandate fromthe
peopl e next year after the one year economic growth is known for certain in
the first quarter of next year.

"The governnent's main agenda nowis to restore the country's econony, "
says Prof Datuk Mahadzir Khir of Universiti Malaya's Hi story Departnent.

He does not expect election to be called for this year because the
present government can still function as an effective adm nistration,
especially in tackling econom c probl ens.

Measures drawn up by the National Econom c Action Council (NEAC) Ilike
sel ective capital controls are showing results and the stock market is
gi ving positive signals.

Mahadzir says opposition parties have capitalised on the reaction by
sonme people to the Anwar |brahimissue, to run down on the governnent.



"So Umo as the backbone of BN nust take into account several factors
to maintain the BN s two-thirds mgjority. Umo nust first ensure it's
united," he says.

Mahadzir feels the current BN governnent should be given the
opportunity to table next year's budget in Parlianment to continue with the
econom ¢ recovery efforts. Taditionally, the budget is tabled in Cctober.

The professor thinks the opposition will prefer the election to be held
this year so that it can use the econonm c sl owdown issue to highlight
certain aspects of the adnministration that are said to be failures.

"But they don't let the people know about the external factors that
cause the country's econom c problens,” he adds.

The menber of parliament for Parit Buntar, Abdul Rahman Sul ai man, is
al so of the opinion that election will not take place this year as the
government wants to concentrate on econonic recovery.

"The actual economic growth for this year will be known early next
year. The people will be in a better situation at that tine to assess and
make t heir choice," he says.

Abdul Rahman al so rul es out the possibility of Kedalian having an
i npact on the pattern of voting in the com ng el ection, saying the new
party's platformis still unclear

He is confident that m sconceptions anpong t he peopl e about the Anwar
i ssue can be overcone by Ummo.

Opposition parties recently reached agreenent on the formati on of an
opposition coalition to at |least deny the BN a two-thirds majority and if
possi bil e bring down the ruling coalition.

However, Chazali Mydin, political science |lecturer in Universiti
Kebangsaan Mal aysi a, does not rule out the possibility of an early
el ecti on.

He says econonic indicators |like the stock market are positive and this
may encour age the governnent to hold an el ection.

"If it goes on del aying, we don't know what wi |l happen after
Sept enber, " he says.

Based on past experience, the extent to which the election will affect
the country's econony will depend on the |level of confidence anbng
i nvestors and busi nessnen.

"I'n the 1995 el ection, there were no negative effects on the econony as
busi nessnen and i nvestors were then confifident," he says.

Mal aysi an Mal ay Chanber of Conmerce vice-president (DPMV) Syed Amin Al
Jafri is of the opinion that holding the election noww Il not affect the
economi c recovery.

As the polls get closer, certain groups will continue to take the
opportunity to influence the people by harping on certain i ssues, he says.

"Everybody | oves a winner. I"'mconfident the BNwill win the election
and the voices that have been criticising the governnent will be forced to
agree," he says.
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