26/ 11/ 1999
Getting the silent majority to vote

Fadzi| GChazal i; Loknman Mansor.

I T HAS al nost cone to be expected that about 30 per cent of registered
voters woul d not exercise their right every five years or so to determ ne
who should run the country.

Lack of awareness is unlikely to be the reason because el ection
canpai gni ng, which can last slightly nore than a week to as |l ong as a
nmont h, has al ways been lively affairs; | oud and col ourful enough soneti nes
to draw attention even of foreign countries.

Banners and | ogos of the political protagonists screamfor attentionin
an open "poster warfare" that sees the streets, |anp posts, bus stands,
shops, trees, and al so vehicles used to the fullest toraise the profiles
of the parties and their candi dates.

Gat herings are held fromone public hall to another, and i n open spaces.
For sone candi dates nore than others, it is an occasion to get close to

t he peopl e they hope to represent.

Still, after nine general elections going on 10, a sizeabl e portion of

t he el ectorate renai ns unnmoved, whet her they feel that their votes would
not matter or they are just not bothered.

Inthe 1959 polls, only 73.3 per cent of registered voters went out to
cast their ballots inthe Parlianentary el ections and 74.3 per cent in the
state seat contests

The pattern has been nmai ntained right up to 1995, where voter turnout

for parlianentary el ections was 71.9 per cent and state el ections 73. 4 per
cent. There were 9.01 million registered voters then

Sabah and Sarawak do not hold their state el ections simultaneously in

t he general el ections. The Federal Territories of Kual a Lunmpur and Labuan
meanwhi | e, have no state | egi sl ative assenbli es.

The i nactive 30 per cent conprises Mal aysi an adul ts who choose not to
exercise their right, have failed to register thensel ves, or are

anbi val ent about whi ch party energes the victor.

Soneti nes, people al so do not vote because they take for granted the
candi dates of their choice will w n anyway.

Early this week, Prime Mnister and Barisan Nasi onal (BN) chairman Dat uk
Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohanmad call ed on the party's el ection machinery to
target this silent majority.

Speaki ng at a gat hering of BN candi dates for the Federal Territory of
Kual a Lunpur consituencies, he said: "Al though these groups usually voted
for the BN, sonetinmes they think that the BNwill win, sothey don't cone
out tovote... W want a bigger majority... we want the silent majority to
conme out and vote".

BN has explained that it needs at |east a two-thirds majority in
Parliament to ensure expeditious devising and i npl ementati on of policies
to further devel op the country, as well as to nmai ntain an environnment of
stability, peace and harnony.

For a devel opi ng country, hard decisions will always have to be nade,

and soneti mes unpopul ar but necessary neasures nust be i ntroduced, likein
t he case of the selective capital controls in Septenmber 1998.

Ri di cul ed and scoffed at initially, these policies have since won

prai ses and even held up as a "crisis managenent" nodel, because of the
anmpl e proof that they work.

Mal aysi a regi stered an 8.1 per cent gross donmestic growh (GDP) growth
inthe third quarter of this year, the highest quarterly economc



expansi on since the start of the regional financial crisis in July 1997.
GDP contracted by 1.3 per cent inthe first quarter but expanded 4.1 per
cent in the follow ng three nonths. Last year, the econony posted a
negative growth of 7.5 per cent. For the whole of 1999, GDP is now
expected to exceed 4.3 per cent, which itself was revised froman earlier
forecast of 1 per cent.
The BN admi ni stration coul d not have even begun to address the
chal | enges of the past two years had it not have the backing of the
maj ority of Mal aysi ans.
The coalition of 14 political parties is confident of securing such a
mandate fromthe people again. It has enjoyed at | east a two-thirds
majority in Parlianent since | ndependence.
While there is every reason to expect it to continue to do so, the BN
itself is not taking things for granted, not |east it knows many nore
challenges lie ahead for the nationin the newm || ennium
For the silent najority, it may be worthwhil e noting that the Novenber
29 polls will be the mllennium s | ast occasion for themto exercise their
el ectoral rights.
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