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Qpposition coalition yet to get down to brass tacks

Jocel i ne Tan

DATUK Rozali Isohak's tel ephone in his Kota Baru hone rings al nost non-
stop these days or, to be specific, ever since Tengku Razal ei gh Hanzah was
appoi nted Kel antan Umo chi ef nore than a week ago.

"Everyone wants to see "Ku Li' (the abbrevi ated reference to Tengku
Razal eigh) ... they want to know when he will be in Kota Baru, what he's
doi ng, where he's going," says this am able and trusted loyalist to the
Kel antan pri nce.

And when Tengku Razal ei gh nade his first trip back to Kel antan foll ow ng
hi s appoi ntment, a nassive crowd waited at the airport to give hima
rousi ng wel cone.

As more than a few Umo figures present at the airport were to observe,
there were among the crowd a | arge nunmber of Umo faces who had not been
glinmpsed at Umo functions in years.

"We call himthe new CPO ... chief political officer, lah! I am not
exaggerating but there's a new nood in the air here. You can feel the
excitenent," says Rozali

O hers even claimthat Ku Li's appointment has had an el ectrifying
ef fect on Kel ant anese.

However, what's clear even at this early stage is that Tengku
Razal ei gh's new prominence in Umo is likely to change the politica
equation in Kelantan to one in which Pas and Umo will fight out the
coming polls on a nore or |ess equal footing.

O, to put it nmore bluntly, Kelantan will be [ess of a "gone case" for
t he Bari san Nasi onal .

Pas | eaders in Kelantan are worried although they would be loath to
admit it. Kelantan is their showase State and speakers at al npbst every
Pas ceramah rarely fail to point to the Kel antan Governnent as proof of
their ability to rule.

Besi des, being in power in at |east one State in the country gives them
i mense | everage in the table tal k now taking place anmong t he opposition
parties over the all-inportant issue of seats allocation and their joint
mani f est o.

In that sense, their grip on Kelantan is crucial to their politica
survi val

A large nunber of Pas | eaders actually believe that this general
election will nean glory in the Malay crescent States as well as provide
themthe foot in the door to areas out of their traditional rural-Mlay
stronghol ds.

It explains, to a large extent, why the top | eadership is prepared to
even drop any nention of the Islanmic State fromthe joint nanifesto that
the four opposition allies - Pas, DAP, Keadilan and PRM - are still poring
over.

Two technical comittees were set up - one to draw up the joint
mani f est o (headed by the new PRM vi ce-president Rustam A. Sani) and the
other to discuss the allocation of seats anong the parties (headed by Pas
central conmittee nenber Dat uk Hi shamudi n Yahya).

The draft manifesto - said to be largely the effort of Rustam- is
apparently ready and has been sent out to the different parties for
conment and feedback.

Those who have seen it find it an "inpressive" docunment touching on a
variety of aspects and spelling out broad goals and ideals w thout



mentioning the Islamic State or even the contentious issue of whether the
coalition intends to topple the BN Governnent or sinply deny the BN its
two-thirds majority.

The parties have al so decided that there will not be any common synbol ;
they intend to stick to their existing |ogos.

"We are working well at the level of the technical conmttees,
Hatta Raml i, a menber of the Pas central committee.

DAP chairman Dr Chen Man Hnis alittle nore frank: "There are quite a
nunber of difficulties. Let's just say we are inching along."

The | eaders of the four opposition parties have al so got their act
together with joint statenents after an earlier period of contradicting
each ot her over issues |like which party the Prinme M nistership would go
to, or whether they intended to formthe next Governnent or dent the BN s
two-thirds majority.

says Dr

But that does not nmean that all is well beneath the surface. The DAP is
still in a dilemm of sorts about being seen in a coalition that involves
Pas - Islamc State or no Islamc State.

For a while it was toying with what was known as the "three-plus-one
fornula", that is Pas, Keadilan and PRMin one pact while DAP renmins a
friendly ally.

Says a national DAP figure: "It's tough going on the ground for us
especially with all that talk about going for power ... and the ground
cannot accept co-operating with Pas. That al one (co-operation with Pas)
scares them"

DAP's problemlies in the way the Chinese appear to be taking a
conservative and cauti ous approach.

The general Chinese sentinent is not so much for the BNas it is for
mai ntai ni ng the status quo. However, Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad' s
coming China visit will have a definite inmpact on the comunity here

Overall, the Chinese remain highly suspicious of the religious politics
of Pas.

For decades Pas has bothered little with the non-Mislin non- Ml ay nor
has it bothered to venture beyond exclusively Malay issues. As such it can
hardly expect an open-arm wel cone just because it has suddenly begun to
articul ate broader issues.

And dropping the Islamc State issue fromthe joint manifesto will not
make a real difference to how non-Mislins perceive the party, particularly
since Pas | eaders from Datuk Fadzil Noor to Datuk N k Abdul Aziz N k Mat
have declared that it will remain the party's eternal goal.

As for Keadilan, it is still too new and indefinite for themto relate
to.

"The problemis, businessnen and ol der Chi nese still see the Anwar issue
as a power struggle between Dr Mahathir and his former deputy. So their
attitude is, better not to get involved," says Tang Ah Chai, Youth head of
t he Sel angor Chinese Assenbly Hall, a body that carries some clout in
shapi ng the opi nion of the Chi nese community.

Tang was approached to join Keadilan to which he is frankly synpathetic.
But he declined for reasons of his own although his precedessor at SCAH
was anmong the 42 Chinese who joined the party at a special cerenony | ast
nont h.

Those famliar with Pas say that just because deci sions have been agreed
to at neetings does not guarantee that Pas | eaders will not change their
m nds when they take the decision back to their grassroots.

Pas | eaders are very sensitive to the views and demands of their
supporters in the kanpung because their influence in the party is not
dependent on patronage but on support fromthe ground.

For instance, although a nunber of Pas |eaders were keen to allow non-



Muslinms to contest under their banner this general election, the idea has
run up against stiff resistance on the ground, hence, the cooling of words
on the subject.

Li kewi se, the proposal not to nention the Islanic State in the joint
mani festo has yet to be tested out on the party grassroots.

Pas co-operation with this nmany other parties is remarkable for this is
the first time it has stepped so far outside that exclusive Islamc circle
of politics since the era of Tan Sri Mhaned Asri Mida, a forner Pas
president and Menteri Besar of Kelantan who |ater crossed over to Umo.

This is also the first time that Pas and DAP have actually sat at the
same table for face-to-face negotiations. In fact, DAP politicians say
they were surprised to learn how politically savvy their Pas counterparts
wer e.

The ultimate test of how well these four parties will gell together wll
probably be nost visible when negotiations really get going on who gets
how many seats and where

Al ready sone think that Keadilan's demand for 60 parlianentary seats is
a bit over the top given that it came into the picture only a few nonths
ago but DAP's Ronnie Liu thinks the nunber is not unreasonable given the
feelings on the ground.

A possible area of friction may lie in the fact that all four parties
are eyei ng urban-based seats.

Pas is actually the only party in the coalition with a strong rura
network but it is keen to shed its provincial inmage by venturing into
urban seats.

As for the DAP, its strength has traditionally been in the towns and
cities.

Li kewi se, PRM has becone nore urban-based over the years both in terns
of the issues it takes up and the support it enjoys from urban-based
intellectuals and groups. Even the NGOs, which have recently thrown their
support behind PRM are | argely urban-rooted.

Keadilan's interest also lies in urban seats especially in the Kl ang
Vall ey where it is nost confident of support.

Al t hough not publicly articulated, DAP' s cautious attitude has been like
a spoke in the wheel of the larger anbitions of the other parties.

If the other parties seemkeen to adopt the canpai gn strategy of
unseating the BN, it is primarily because they are aware that such a |ine
will appeal to Mal ay voters who, having tasted power, will not settle for
a party whose aimis nerely to forma strong opposition.

Privately, a nunber of opposition figures acknow edge that even to deny
the BNits two-thirds majority woul d be tough enough, what nore westing
control of Parlianent.

Mor eover, Kelantan alone will be a headache by itself for Pas.
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