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New round of specul ation of early general election

Jocel i ne Tan
BREAKI NG fast with the Prime Mnister in Kelantan has al ways been a pretty
casual affair.

Guests gather under tents erected on a school field where they sit
cross-legged on mats and tuck into trays of food with their fingers.

Last Thursday evening's buka puasa in Machang was no different and the
5, 000- odd guests included al nbst everybody who is sonebody in Kel antan
Umo.

The WIPs were seated on a slightly raised platformand this expl ai ned
why t he absence of Tengku Razal ei gh Hanzah was qui ckly noticed.

The Kel antan prince had a prior appointnment in Kuala Lunpur and had
flown out after the Kelantan Umo |iaison neeting in the afternoon.

According to the dinner talk, it was Tengku Razal eigh's tactful solution
to a rather delicate situation

The Sultan - the Tengku is his uncle - was al so hosting a buka puasa
function at the pal ace and, given the nature of Kelantan politics, it
woul d have been quite inpossible for Tengku Razal eigh to attend one
function w thout appearing to slight the host of the other.

That was one nmmjor topic of conversation that evening. The other was
whet her the Prime M nister would call an early general election.

Yes, a fresh round of speculation - the guessing gane - over prospects
of early polls has begun

The first round had spun off shortly after the econom c neltdown set in.
The argunent then was that Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad woul d seek a
fresh mandate in order to tackle the econonmic crisis, and none were nore
keen than the opposition parties to go to the polls.

The opposition is still very keen and this current round of specul ation
is no less confounding, or as they say in the local slang, "pening kepal a"
or "very headache".

For a start, there is the confidence bubbling fromboth sides of the
political divide.

Pas thinks it has Kelantan in one pocket and Terengganu, Perlis and
Kedah in the other, while the Barisan Nasional is determned to maintain
its sturdy control in Parlianment and the other State Legislative
Assenbl i es.

The DAP, on the other hand, is declaring that the BN s two-thirds
majority will soon be a thing of the past.

Those | ooking for hints and signals of a polls date will no doubt
closely nmonitor the Prine Mnister's countryw de tour which is schedul ed
to kick off next nmonth in Perak.

"It is also a serious bid to regain public confidence in the Governnent
- that, by itself, is a sign of approaching el ections," says fornmer
academ ¢ Ahnmad Shabery Chi k.

There is a single-mndedness about this particular tour in the way Dr
Mahat hir has relinqui shed his Hone and Fi nance portfolios so that he can
concentrate on political matters.

H s ostensible aimon his comng tour is to explain the country's
political and economic situation to the rakyat.

But, as in past tours, it will also be an opportunity to gauge the
ground feeling and to listen to feedback from State BN | eaders.

And based on this feedback, it is said, the Prine Mnister will be in a
better position to decide on a date for the general election.



Those who put nuch neasure to the inpending tour say it points to an
early general election - as early even as in six nonths - because they say
"there's alimt to how many tines PMcan go around the country”.

And this, despite the BN s nmandate hol di ng good until April 22 next year
wi th another 60 days to call for election after Parlianment is dissol ved.

O hers say the date will hinge largely on two factors - the outcone of
the Sabah el ecti ons and t he econony.

"The Sabah elections will have to take place first before we can even
start specul ati ng about the big one,” says Ahnmad Said, a prom nent figure
i n Terengganu Ummo.

El ections in Sabah are rather finger-biting events conpared to the
predi ctabl e outcones of national polls and the nore honest anal ysts say
that at this point in tinme, the election there may go either way - to BN
or Parti Bersatu Sabah.

However, this time around, a BN win in Sabah is nore crucial than ever
for the sort of signals it will send to the rest of country.

"I't's the psychol ogi cal effects we are thinking about," says Wanita Umo
menber Rosnah Mji d.

The popul ar argunent so goes: if BN cones out well in Sabah, then we are
| ooking at an early general election. Oherwise, it could be as late as
even next year

The other key factor is, of course, the econony, particularly when it
cones to the middle-cl ass vote.

Predi cts Senat or Datuk Zai nuddin Maidin: "General election only when
econom ¢ recovery is well in place."

Zam as this former newspaper editor is known by, thinks the signs of
recovery are already there, pointing to the astonishing response to the
House Oanershi p Canpai gn and even the crowds at buka puasa buffet in posh
hot el s.

"Peopl e seem nore confident about spending noney than say a year ago,"
he adds.

Says an MCA politician: "Things are looking up ... recovery plans are in
pl ace, interest rates are very favourable to exporters and wages have not
increased. If only the stock market index will hit 700 ..."

Underlying these two nain issues is the political factor centring around
the Datuk Seri Anwar Ibrahimtrial.

The sense of shock that erupted after the sacking of Anwar as Deputy
Prime Mnister, and particularly after he appeared in court with a bl ack
eye, has sonewhat subsi ded

There are individuals and groups who are still nmad but generally,
feelings have cool ed fromwhite-hot anger to what can best be described as
an undercurrrent of discontent.

And it is this political undercurrent which both DAP and Pas are busy
tappi ng i nto.

"The wi nds of change are very strong,
Ali.

But says DAP MP for Cheras Tan Kok Wai: "It's less a desire for change
than (a desire) for a stronger opposition."”

Must apha was one of those who had earlier on predicted that el ections
woul d be held by the end of |last year. He says now. "Maybe next year."

When the general election will be held will also depend on the politica
situation w thin Umo.

Umo is the backbone of the BN and it is natural that the BN woul d want
to go into battle with its backbone firm and steady.

The top hierarchy of Umo has stayed intact over the Anwar issue but it
is no secret that the niddle tier and the grassroots are still trying to
come to terns with what has happened.

says Pas vice-president Mistapha



In fact, the appointnment of "M N ce Quy" Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahmad
Badawi as Deputy Prinme Mnister - Zam describes himas a "cool ant for
Umo" - is seen as a nove towards resolving the current phase that Umo is
goi ng t hrough.

Zam an avowed Mahathir |oyalist, suggests that this will probably be
the last election |l ed by Dr Mahathir.

"He is sincere about retiring ... | believe him He will push for
econom ¢ recovery and | ead the BN through the elections. But | don't see
himstaying on very long after the next Umo el ection,” says Zam

The opposition is probably quite aware of this and its worry is surely
that Dr Mahathir will give it all he has got.

And that can only nmean one thing - Dr Mahathir will be a nore form dabl e
political opponent than ever before.

But those inclined towards an early general election ought to renenber
that there have only been two snap el ections in Ml aysi an el ectoral
hi story.

The first was in 1978 when Tun Hussein Onn, after succeedi ng Tun Razak
Hussein, went to the polls nore than a year before it was due. The second
was in 1982, shortly after Dr Mahathir took over from Hussein.

The rest took place well after four years, whereas the 1969 and 1974
el ections stretched past five years.

Incidentally, the guessing for the 1995 general election began nore than
a year before it was called and a full 20 nonths before it was due.

The stock exchange, which was then a vibrant indicator of nationa
polls, is no longer as hot this tinme around, says an MCA politician.

I nst ead, he suggests cheekily: "First, |look at Special Branch reports.
Then study I nformation Deparnment reports. Finally, check the feng shui."

And what does the npst erudite feng shui master Lillian Too have to say
to this?

"I don't predict general elections!”

But what Too does - and it is said, does very well too - is work out the

positive and negative periods over a year. Last year, she saw the fall of
a promnent figure; in fact, her cal culations were off by only a day.

Among her cal cul ations for 1999: "The period around Septenber- Cctober

.. it's not going to be a good tine."

Says Penang MCA chairman Datuk Dr Sak Cheng Lum "It's no |onger a
question of trying to make predictions or reading the PMs m nd

"The point is elections are going to take place within the next 16
mont hs. For those who have been working, the question is howto run this
final lap."

Most Umo politicians are also resigned to the fact that they are not
going to get any hints fromDr Mhathir

"We'll find out the same way as everybody - through the nedia," says an
Umo suprene council menber
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