15/ 05/ 1999
Press persists with a ritual which provides no definitive answer

Rashi d Yusof
A RITUAL resuned yesterday as Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mhamad concl uded the
second-leg of a nationwide tour to explain current political issues.

This is a seasonal but persistent question on the election date that the
Press ask Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad whenever the polls are "thought™
to be near.

The queries are crafted and phrased in roundabout ways, as the
unmi st akabl e reality has | ong dawned on the reporters - there will be no
definitive answer.

Reigniting the ritual queries this time is the political backdrop, the
fact that the polls nust be held by June next year, and the bold
predictions.

A Chinese vernacul ar daily has reportedly declared that the polls would
be call ed next month. The foreign Press has been at it for sone tinme now.

Furthernore, when in Ranau, Sabah yesterday, the Prine Mnister alluded
to the nmagical "coming election" in his speech, only to swiftly add: "Not
that | amcanpaigning for the election prematurely.”

Thus, when the Press assenbled at the hotel he was staying in later in
the day, it was pointed out that his nationw de tour (Dr Mahathir journeys
to Johor next week) would inevitably fuel specul ations about the genera
el ecti on.

"Pl ease shed sone light," was the request.

An expert at dodgi ng these questions and havi ng produced quotes |ike "I
haven't got the inspiration” in the run-up to the 1995 general el ection,
the Prine Mnister said yesterday:

"It will be held by April 2000 ... sonetinme before that. The newspaper
peopl e are very clever. They elininate the days which we cannot hold
el ections.

"They look into the weather, and all that, and they come up with very
accurate predictions. So, | don't have to tell you."

(The previous general election was in April, 1995 but the June 2000
deadline is based on the first post-election Dewan Rakyat sitting)

Asked whet her he was nore prepared now to hold the general election, Dr
Mahat hir said: "I amalways prepared to hold the election.”

To anot her question, he said various factors have to be considered
before a decision is made on when the election would be held, telling the
reporter:

"So, | cannot tell you yet. But | will whisper to you ..." The Sabah-
based reporter duly said "Thank you."

So ends another round of "banter", for nowthat is, as it is sure to
crop up tine and again in future Press conferences.

Bari san Nasi onal secretary-general Datuk Mohaned Rahmat hel d court after
yesterday's Press conference at the Pan Pacific Sutera.

When it was pointed out that since Dr Mahathir's nati onw de tour woul d
take a few nonths to conclude, would the polls be sone tine in Septenber,
Mohaned replied

"No ... after this round of nationwi de tour, there will be anot her
series. There will be one, two, three rounds."”

The truth of the matter is, only the Prime M nister knows but pundits
and anal ysts, whatever these experts are known as, will persist with
specul ati on and prediction

El aborating on some of the pertinent issues, an Ummo Suprene Counci



menber said yesterday: "Sabah does not pose a problem (to the BN). It is
the Peninsula and it concerns the Malay voters."

Al so, nuances will be studied and | eads or perceived hints hunted and
explored to the maxi mum Personalities, meanwhile, will continue to nmake
news.

In this context, Dr Mahathir received various declarations of support
during his visit to Sabah

The organi sers brought out the fanbus Bajau horsenen for the wel com ng
cerenmony. Since the 70 horses are based in Kota Belud, 60kmfrom Kot a
Ki nabal u, they were taken to the State capital in 35 pick-up trucks.

At a thanksgiving gathering on Thursday night, all 20 Umo divisions
roll ed out banners backing Dr Mahat hir.

In Ranau, Tan Sri Kasitah Gaddam a Federal M nister and Ki nabal u Umo
di vi sional head, openly asked the Prime Mnister to stop nmentioni ng about
qui tting.

When asked to comrent, Dr Mahathir said: "I don't want to speak about ny
resignation. On the other hand, other people have got other ideas that |
shoul d resign.

"So, | have to speak sonetines, nmuch though | dislike tal ki ng about ny
future.”

Asked whet her he was inspired by such support, the Prine Mnister said:
"I appreciate it. It makes ny work easier."

( END)
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