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Long wait for both sides is over

Jocel i ne Tan

I T had been a I ong day by the time the special assistant to a M nister
arrived hone at about 9pm Tuesday. Someone was waiting to see himand it
was past 1lpmwhen he finally headed for the shower and to prepare for bed.

That was when the phone rang. It was the M nister asking himto come
over to his house. Five mnutes | ater, the phone rang again; the Mnister
told himit was urgent and to cone i nredi ately.

By then, the mnisterial aide knewthis was not going to be any ordinary
meeti ng and he broke the speed limt getting tothe Mnister's house where
the senior private secretary and several others were al ready waiting.
Soneone was di spatched to fetch the political secretary.

The PM the Mnister told them was |ikely to dissolve Parlianent the
next day.

The M nister had just conme fromthe weddi ng recepti on of the daughter of
Kl ang Ummo di vi si on head Dat uk Zakari a Mohd Der os where t he guest |i st
i ncl uded the who's who of Umo and the conversation that eveni ng had
revol ved around t he prospect of Parlianment bei ng di ssol ved t he next day.

The headl i ne news t hat eveni ng had been the Prinme M nister's sudden
cancel | ation of his attendance at the Commonweal t h Heads of Gover nnment
Meeting and Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad's reason for not going to South
Africa - "urgent matters at honme" - was anal ysed and di ssected by the Umo
guests.

The ot her hint was that the Menteris Besar and Chief M nisters had been
sumoned to Kual a Lunpur for a neeting the next day and a news conference
had been schedul ed t he sane afternoon by the Prinme M nister's office.

In short, up to that very evening, few people could say for sure what
was on Dr Mahathir's mnd.

Most, including the BN people, were already getting used to the idea
that polls woul d be next year because the hei ghtened el ecti on nood about
the time of the Prime Mnister's return fromNew York i n Sept enber had
somewhat evapor at ed.

"PM f ool ed everyone - BN, the opposition, everyone!" says Kel antan Umo
politician Mohd Alwi Che Ahmad.

Qpposition | eader LimKit Siang was said to be fum ng. He was seen
paci ng up and down the long stretch of | obby in Parlianent on Wednesday
nor ni ng, about the time that news cane out that the Prine Mnister had had
an audi ence with the Yang di-Pertuan Agong.

A Mnistry official said he had never seen the DAP | eader in such a
state.

Hours | ater, he dashed of f a Press statenent, | anbasting the dissolution
of Parlianment m d-way through the Budget session as "outrageous" and
"wast ef ul ".

Hi s national organising secretary Kerk Ki mHock used a poker term
popul ar anmong t he Chi nese to describe the surprise - he said Dr Mahathir
had stunned everyone by "pl ayi ng agai nst the | ogic".

"He did it again," says Kerk.

The reaction fromthe political fieldranges fromrippling excitenent to
outright relief nowthat the event they have been waiting for is in sight.

According to Mohd Alwi, the Umo canp is in a "buoyant nood".

"We were ready six nonths ago," adds i ncunmbent Kota Setar MP Dat uk Chor
Chee Heung.

The opposition parties have been goi ng on about Umo being afraid to



face an el ection, but the Umo el ection machinery is actually raringto
take off.

Far frombeing afraid, the Umo side is just as keen as Parti Keadil an
Nasi onal nmenbers to settle the question of mandate at the polls.

"It"'s goingto beinteresting. | think the polls will prove whether
(Datuk Seri) Anwar (Ibrahim has the support he clains to have," says a
t hi nk-tank anal yst.

Those in the opposite canp are frankly relieved the waiting has ended.

"I'n any el ection, there is always the feeling that you need nore tinme
but we are ready to fight it out," says Kerk.

But the canpai gn proper has yet to begin although the Iights in the
string of operations roomns throughout the country have begun burni ng
t hrough the night.

The heat and fury will begin only fromnom nation day after the
candi dat es are known and the battle lines etched in detail.

Infact, fromnowuntil nonination, the incunbents, whether fromthe
ruling coalition or the opposition, are likely to be on tenterhooks
wonder i ng whet her they will be retained or whether they will be nmoved to
anot her constituency or fromState to Parlianent or vice-versa

Even the nost diligent and well-connected of incunbents are not free
fromsuch pre-election jitters

Many of themare keeping a lowprofile, cutting down on functions and
appoi ntrents and even declining to speak to the Press.

A waki | rakyat, when contacted at honme, says she spends her eveni ngs
prayi ng.

This is al so the period when speculationis rife of peopl e being dropped
as candi dates or noved around.

The nanes bei ng tal ked about the | ast few days include a dizzying array
of Menteris Besar and even M nisters. Going by the grapevine, up to seven
Menteris Besar will either be noved to a Federal seat or retired off.

Frankly, apart froma few politicians hol ding key party posts and who
are in a decision-nmaking position about candidates, the rest are nostly in
t he dark about where they are goi ng or whether they will be dropped.

Says an MP specul ated to be rel ocated: "Frankly, | don't know. Nobody
really knows where they are going. There's not been a word."

But basically, there is a discernible feeling anong the Umo rank and
file that sonme wakil rakyat have overstayed, of the need for a good ni x of
experi enced and new faces, of the need for wakil rakyat who reflect a
gl obal outl ook, technocratic finesse and an open nmind to i ssues of the new
generation - environment, good governance, i nformation technol ogy.

Umo, in particular, likes to hold back the contents of the Iist unti
just a few days before nom nation

The reason is not difficult to guess: the quest to becone a wakil rakyat
in Umo is always nmuch nore intense than in other parties and rel easi ng
the list any earlier would only | ead to even nore excessi ve | obbyi ng.

Sorme claimthe Umo list is ready, with perhaps sone fine-tuning going
on. Gthers say it is changing by the mnute as people, especially
i ncunbents nmake appeal s to the powers-that-be.

"Bel i eve me, grown nmen and wonen have shed tears and gone on their knees
to be retained," says an Umo politician.

Potential Umo candi dates have been told that they will be informed on
Monday/ Tuesday. But that has not stopped sone froml obbying just to be on
the safe side

The MCAlist is nore or less finalised and sone candi dates, it is said,
have even been i nf orned.

The MCA process of selection this tinme around is | ess nessy because
party nenbers at the | ast AGMgave their president the nmandate to deci de



on the choi ce of candi dates.

The president, says MCA's Chor, is well-placed to decide because he is
fully aware of the performance of party wakil rakyat.

Apparently, Datuk Seri Dr Ling Liong Sik knows who has been worki ng and
who has not. He is sort of like a political Santa O aus who knows who's
been naughty and who's been good.

The opposition parties have al so been busy.

The day after Parlianment was di ssol ved, their high-1level council
conprising two top | eaders fromeach party hunkered down for final talks
at Datin Seri Dr Wan Azi zah's house. Party | eaders were tight-Ilipped about
what went on.

The educated guess is that they were finalising seat allocation anong
t he four conponent parties alt hough DAP chai rman Dr Chen Man Hi n vaguely
described it as "making preparations for the general el ection”.

There is nuch specul ati on about where key opposition figures wll
contest. Keadil an president Dr Wan Azi zah, it is said, is likely to stand
i n Lembah Pantai while her deputy Dr Chandra Muzaffar is said to be
slotted for Bandar Tun Razak.

But the question on everyone's lips is where Anwar will stand and
whet her his nomination wi |l be all owed. Anwar's candidacy is |likely to be
an i ssue of sone controversy on nom nation day and many expect the party
to bring the matter to the courts if Anwar is disqualified from
contesti ng.

In the meantime, Mal aysians are bracing thensel ves for what promi ses to
be one of the nbst keenly contested polls in Mal aysi an el ectoral history.

And as the above think-tank anal yst points out, many Ml ays regard the
el ection as a referendumon Dr Mahat hir and his government.

Like it or not, the opposition campaign will be driven by what has
happened to Anwar. It has, in the last few nonths, achi eved what it wanted
- driving hone the nessage that certain refornms need to take place inthis
country.

But it has been unable, thus far, to convince the people that the
coalition of Pas, Keadilan, DAP and PRMis best qualified to inplenent
t hese changes.

And it is nowup to the BNto convince the same audi ence that it is nore
qualified for the job.

(END)
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