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No better tine to hold an el ection
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THE new Kel antan Umo chi ef, Tengku Razal ei gh Hanzah, returned to the
State on June 24 wearing his new hat. According to Press reports, he
received a rousing welcone at Sultan Ismail Petra Airport.

A week later, the man who appointed himto the post - Prinme Mnister
Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad - nade an equally interesting visit to a
politically significant place.

He went to Permatang Pauh, the parlianmentary constituency of his former
deputy Datuk Seri Anwar |brahim He too received a warm wel cone.

The inportant speeches at the Umo general assenbly (June 18-20), the
appoi nt rent of Tengku Razal ei gh, the revanp of the Umo headquarters and
the visit to Permatang Pauh - these are not events that will easily escape
public attention.

They strengt hen specul ati on about an early general election. Sone say in
| ess than six nonths; otherw se why shoul d the Governnent space out the
payrment of the RMBOO special bonus to civil servants and pensi oners over
six nonthly instal ments of RMLOO each

And what better tinme to think of an election than when the econony is
recovering and the Kual a Lunpur Stock Exchange Conposite | ndex breaking
t hrough one psychol ogi cal barrier after another.

The better than expected result in the Sabah election in March is
anot her boost. The State-based Opposition, Parti Bersatu Sabah, was
hunmi | iated and the big-tal king Pas | ost deposits in all the six seats it
cont est ed.

The DAP, which has been repeatedly hunbl ed by Sabah voters, abstained
conpletely and the new State party, Parti Bersekutu Sabah, | ost every seat
it contested. And | ast week, its | eader, the former Barisan Nasional Chief
M nister, Datuk Harris Salleh, quit the party.

Havi ng the general election nowor in the immediate future nay enabl e
the BN to tap the favourabl e sentinents of the Sabah voters. Waiting too
long may rob the victory of its shine.

Wth 20 parlianentary seats at stake, Sabah can be both a boon and bane
for the BN. It now holds 12 seats.

Time and resources are in favour of the ruling coalition. The Gover nnent
does not have to call an election until June next year when the term of
the current Parlianent ends.
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BUT nore often than not, it opted for earlier polls. The last election in
1995 was held six nonths ahead of tinme and the one in 1990 was nine

nont hs.

The earliest general election was in 1978. It was called nore than a
year ahead of tinme principally to overcone the probl emcaused by the
sacki ng of Pas fromthe BN

So there is nothing to suggest the Governnent cannot or will not call an
early election this tinme around.

O it may want to wait a while to see how the Opposition coalition
shapes up. The BNis really quite good at gauging the strength of its
opponents and at exploiting their weaknesses.

It has the experience of handling all kinds of opposition electoral
pacts and platforms since 1955, when the first |egislative assenbly
el ection was held under the auspices of the British Col onial Governnent.

The three-party Alliance won 51 of the 52 seats at stake. Pas, then



called Parti |slam Setanah Mel ayu or Pan Mal ayan Islanic Party, won a
solitary seat in Krian, Perak

But the notion that the BN has a nonopoly on the votes is incorrect.
What it has is the support of the majority of the voters. The Opposition
parties, on the other hand, have not been able to put together a credible
alternative because their policies and objectives are often very
different.

This is only to be expected because many of the Qpposition parties
originated as splinters of parties or groups that |ater mnerged.

Pas, for instance, was formed by the extrem st and disgruntled el enents
of Umo and groups aligned to it.

They wanted Umo to adopt an extreme formof |slamand opposed the
growi ng col | aboration with the Chinese and Indians via the then Ml ayan
Chi nese Associ ati on and Mal ayan | ndi an Congress.

Pas was preceded by Parti Negara which was fornmed by Datuk Onn Jaaf ar
when he quit the Umo | eadership in 1951. He left Umo after his proposa
to open the nenbership of the party to non-Mal ays was rejected by the
general assenbly.

Anot her significant splinter party of Umo was Parti Ml ayu Semangat 46
whi ch was forned by Tengku Razal eigh in 1989 and di ssolved in 1996 when he
returned to Umo.

Al t hough Parti Keadilan Nasional is not led by a former Unmo | eader, a
significant nunber of its | eaders and nenbers cone from Umo.

The MCA and M C had their share of splits that resulted in the formation
of new parties. But only Parti GCerakan Rakyat Mal aysia has survived. It is
today a menber of the BN

A study of the voting trends from 1959 suggests that just over half the
el ectorate constantly voted for the BN and its Alliance predecessor. But
what the coalition has been able to do is get enough multi-ethnic voters
to back it in order to secure a two-thirds najority in Parlianent.

In the first post-I1ndependence election in 1959, the Al liance
essentially faced Pas and the Socialist Front. It garnered 51.8 per cent
of the vote and 74 seats in the 104-seat Parliament agai nst Pas' 21.3 per
cent and 13 seats.

The Socialist Front and other smaller parties received 22.1 per cent.
The Soci alists won nine seats and the | poh-based Seeni vasagam br ot hers
Peopl es Progressive Party won four seats. Today the PPP is a BN partner.

In the 1964 election, the year that Dr Mahathir was first el ected MP
the Alliance increased its popular vote to 58.5 per cent by forcing Pas
down to 14.6 per cent but allow ng other parties to win 26.2 per cent.

It increased its parlianentary seats to 89 while cutting down Pas
representation to nine, and two each for the Socialist Front and PPP

But in 1969, everything seemed to have gone wong for the Alliance.
Parliament was enlarged to 144 seats, the econony was not doing well and
nmore Opposition parties joined the fray. The alliance with Sarawak- and
Sabah- based parties was still nascent.

To add to the problem the National Language Policy, which canme into
force in 1967, was wi dely exploited by the newconmer DAP to turn the non-
Mal ays against the Alliance, in particular against the MCA

Pas, on the other hand, accused Umo of not being firmenough on the
i ssue and dermanded a review of the citizenship policy.

A maj or miscalculation on the part of the Governnent was to allow a | ong
canmpaign - up to six weeks.

The result shocked the Alliance. It won only 44.9 per cent of the
popul ar vote and 74 seats in Parlianment. The DAP received 11.9 per cent
and Pas 14.6 per cent. They won 13 and 12 seats, respectively. The
Sar awak- and Sabah-based parties, which were in a |oose coalition with the



Al'liance, won the rest.

What happened after that might be history but it is still fresh in the

menori es of many people who went through it.
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THE trauma of the defeat and the fear of the Malays | osing control of the
country, encouraged the |l ate Tun Abdul Razak Hussein, who succeeded Tunku
Abdul Rahman in 1970, to invite Pas to join the new coalition he was
putting together - the Barisan Nasional.

Hence the 1974 general election saw Pas, Gerakan and the PPP in the
enl arged coalition, leaving only the DAP and Sarawak National Party in
opposition. The BN garnered 60.7 per cent of the vote and 135 seats in the
154-seat Parli anent.

The DAP increased its share of the vote to 18.3 per cent which
translated into nine seats. SNAP won nine and the late (Tan Sri) Dr Tan
Chee Khoon's Pekenas got a solitary seat.

In the 1978 general election, Pas returned to the Qpposition, having
been expelled fromthe coalition at the end of 1977.

It managed to win only five parlianentary seats and 15.5 per cent of the
vote against the BN s 57.2 per cent and 130 seats. The DAP increased its
popul ar vote nmarginally to 19.1 per cent but won 16 seats.

The 1982 general election was Dr Mahathir's first as Prime Mnister and
the BN won 60.5 per cent of the parlianmentary vote and 132 seats. The
support for Pas declined to 14.5 per cent but the DAP's vote rose
marginally to 19.6 per cent. Pas was able to retain its parlianmentary
representation at five but the DAP was reduced to nine. Eight went to
i ndependent candi dat es.

In 1986, the contest was essentially between the BN and DAP
Capitalising on the recession and playing up issues related to the Chinese
| anguage and education, the DAP raised its stake in the enl arged
Parliament to 24 but risked igniting communal hatred. It was the DAP' s
best ever achievenent.

The BN took 148 seats in the 177-seat Parlianment but Pas, unable to take
advant age of either the econom c crisis nor the | anguage i ssue, was
reduced to one.

The 1990 el ecti on was perhaps the best ever for the Opposition. The
split in Umo and the formati on of Semangat 46 gave them a new | eadership
and a sense of direction. Tengku Razal ei gh played a key role in cobbling
toget her a united Cpposition.

The last m nute betrayal by PBS, a BN partner in Sabah, i mediately
deprived the coalition of 14 parlianmentary seats. The final tally gave the
BN 127 seats in the enlarged 180-seat Parlianment. The DAP won 20; PBS, 14;
Semangat 46, eight; and Pas, seven.

Even then the BN s popul ar vote renai ned above 50 per cent - 53.4 per
cent to be exact. The DAP's, however, fell to 17.6 per cent froma high of
21.1 per cent in 1986.

The 1995 el ecti on was dubbed a "Mahat hir show'. Wth the econony
boonmi ng, 65.15 per cent of the vote and 162 parlianentary seats went to
the BN - the highest in history.

The DAP nmanaged to keep only nine seats; PBS, eight; Pas, seven; and
Senmangat 46, si X.

Al t hough the coming election is going to be different due to the
devel oprents in Umo and the econony, it is not sonething the Prine
M nister and the BN is unfamliar wth.

Dr Mahat hir has gone through many crises before, including | osing his
seat to Pas in the 1969 general election, and survived.

While he is not taking the current crises lightly, he is unlikely to
pani ¢ as the Qpposition is hoping.



Furt hernore, the Governnent has the luxury of tinme. But the Prine
M ni ster may not want to push the deadline too close to the expiry of the
current term
He is also not likely to give in to the demand by the Opposition to
prol ong the canpai gn period, which, inreality, is quite imuaterial as all
parties have been canpai gni ng for nonths.
( END)
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