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Siti Zaharah nmust cool things in Wanita and brace for polls

Jocel i ne Tan
FOR a large part of the last fortnight, Datuk Napsiah Omar's handphone has
trilled al nbst non-stop.

The deputy Wanita Ummo chief has been deluged by tel ephone calls from
people in the party, and especially from Wanita Umo, from all over the
country.

"They want to know what is going on," says Napsiah.

Napsi ah has obviously been doing a great deal of explaining for her
normal Iy well-nodul ated voice has grown a trifle hoarse, and there's even
a hint of exasperation to it because it can't have been much fun repeating
the sane thing to one caller after another.

Many callers wanted information - beyond what they were getting in the
media - and sone, especially State |level Wanita Umo | eaders, were
concerned about what was happeni ng.

Then, there were the merely curious because, despite attenpts by Wanita
Umo | eaders to play down the issue, it is undeniable that a crisis of
sorts has occurred in the novenent, and Umo nenbers bei ng Umo nenbers
make it their business to know

Most of them woul d, by now, be quite well-acquainted with the nitty-
gritty of the events leading to the annulnent of the Wanita exco
reshuffle.

The chronology, it is said, began with party president Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hir Mohamad calling the Wanita exco to a neeting at his Putrajaya
office late one afternoon on July 30.

Suffice to say it was not a tea party sort of neeting, particularly
given that the neeting concluded with the exco being instructed to neet at
| east once a fortnight with Umo secretary-general Tan Sri Mhd Khalil
Yaakob in attendance

Two days later, the novenent's head Datuk Dr Siti Zaharah Sul ai man
announced a reshuffle of her exco, a nove that caught both those pronoted
and denoted by surprise. Mst of them learnt about it fromthe prinetine
news on television that evening.

The next day, a group of 11 exco nenmbers drove out to the Sultan Abdul
Azi z Shah Airport in Subang where they, sonehow, managed to persuade the
Prime Mnister - he had just flown back fromlpoh - to see themfor an
"urgent discussion”, there and then

Presumably, the subject of this "urgent discussion" was the surprise
reshuffle.

That very afternoon, Siti Zaharah received word that Dr Mhat hir wanted
to see her. She arrived at his office with two close aides but,
eventual ly, went in alone with Mhd Khalil sitting in.

At the Umo supreme council meeting the follow ng evening, the Umo
presi dent announced that Siti Zaharah - she was not present, having
submitted a nedical chit citing high blood pressure - had agreed to
reverse her reshuffle decision

And, in between all these startling incidents, canme a tide of words from
a variety of Wanita Umo | eaders.

Some insisted everything was okey-dokey, others alluded to canps in the
noverent, yet others scolded those who tal ked about canps, but al nost
everyone spoke about closing ranks, burying the past and focusing on the
general el ection.

Apparently, the part about focusing on the general election is not



entirely platitude. The wonen are genuinely concerned that the |ack of
concord at the top should not undermine their role during elections.

Wanita Umo nenbers are the naminstay of the very precise door-to-door
canpai gn enployed by Umo at every election and the nen in the party are
often the first to admit it.

"The Wanita role is pivotal. To a large extent, Umo is kept going at
the grass roots by the untiring efforts of the ladies ... that's why
Wanita Umo has to stay strong," says Umo suprenme council nmenber Datuk
Seri Syed Hami d Al bar.

The wonen are the perayu undi (literally translates as "“those appealing
for votes') during general elections and their work, augnented by Kenas
officials and other Umo nenbers, is carried out in three nain stages.

The first involves a reconnai ssance of Ml ay households in their

respective parlianentary constituencies during which they will, anong
ot her things, identify househol ds/voters who are with the BN, and those
who need "special attention" and who will be dealt with by those fanning

out in the second stage.

Thus, by the tinme Parlianment is dissolved the perayu undi, naking their
third and nost exhaustive round, would already have nore than a passing
know edge of Malay voter sentiment in their constituency.

Some constituencies |ike Merbok have conpleted their first round and are
waiting for the handbills - the voter list fromthe El ection Conmi ssion -
before noving onto the second round. I n Wangsa Maju, in the Federa
Territory, the wonen have already covered 26,000 of the 41,000 Ml ay
voters |isted.

"Just imagine the anpbunt of work ahead ... there's no tinme to squabble,”
says the division's Wanita head Dr Noridah Ibrahim

Umo people are also fond of pointing out that high politics and the
Umo grass roots are "inter-related and yet apart” and this could not be
truer than in the case of the wonen's wing. O as another VWanita Ummo
di vision head puts it: "The fight is in Menara Dato Onn ... on the ground
we are okay."

The Wanita grass roots is often the nost stable conponent of the party,
loyal, less prone to leap to conclusions and, as Syed Ham d says, "wlling
to listen with an open heart".

"The wonen work, regardl ess of who the |eader is. Even during (Datuk

Seri) Rafidah's (Aziz) time ... there were people who did not support her
but still worked for the party," says Senator Faridah Abu Hassan, Wanita
head of the Cheras division.

But it remains to be seen whether all these wonmen will put what they say
into practice although sone think the onus to do so rests nore heavily on
Siti Zaharah as the |leader of this 1.2 nillion-strong novenent.

Siti Zaharah, one could say, is suffering the consequences of the high
expectations that cane with her 1996 victory over her predecessor,
Raf i dah.

In challenging Rafi dah, she was effectively saying she could provide a
better |eadership and that is a claimthat she is still trying to live up
to.

But her supporters speak of her back-to-back schedule and the tine she
spends on the ground.

"You should see her programme. She tries to answer invitations from all
over ... the grass roots is very supportive of her," says Noridah who
incidentally, had been slotted to take over as assistant treasurer in the
reshuffle that was not to be.

They point to Gerak Mesra, the Wanita Umo el ection-oriented training
progranmmre whi ch has seen sone 2,000 wonen attending a total of 10 canps.

Says Noridah: "She goes to practically every canp ... and she



participates. You have to appreciate that. There's no doubt she has
perforned very well."

Then there is what they deem her glow ng achi evenent, Asnita (Amanah
Saham Wanita) which issued a 10 per cent dividend on its first year.

Supporters say the problemis not Siti Zaharah but those who could not
accept her | eadership and did not | end her the co-operation she needed

Her detractors say she failed to appreciate the fact that her victory
was a narrow one which neant there was a huge chunk of Rafidah supporters
to win over, or to pujuk, as the Ml ays say. Even the Wanita exco was
quite evenly split between supporters of Rafidah and Siti Zaharah.

"Siti's mstake was that she regarded them as enenmi es rather than
potential supporters,” says a Wanita exco nenber.

To compound matters, she is said to rely mainly on two persons -
executive secretary Zuraidah Musib and her own sister Dr Ruby Sul ai nan.

Not only is Ruby not in the exco, but the pair are perceived as being
less than familiar with what is known as the "Umo tradition", that
unwitten set of custons which is often as inportant as the witten part.

The range of grievances that this group has against her are, frankly,
quite astonishing - fromconplaints about her conduct at neetings to her
| eadership style

Even Asnita fails to inpress this group for they claimthat Wanita Umo
is merely the marketing arm and has no shareholding in the investnment
schene. And when Asnita donated RM20, 000 to the novenent during the |ast
party assenbly, the sane group scoffed at what they thought was a paltry
amount .

O hers are at pains to stress that the current issue is not just about
Siti Zaharah supporters versus Rafidah supporters.

The reason: three of those she had tried to denote - Azizah Samad,

Sari pah Am nah Bee Syed Mhamed and Fatimah Suhaim - used to be her

st aunchest supporters who had slogged to canpaign for her in 1996. Even
her running nmate has not been spared; Napsiah was renoved as head of the
Wani t a managenent six nont hs ago.

Actually, Siti Zaharah is said to have contenplated a reshuffle as early
as March this year, but was advised against it by several of those she
spoke to

And after the whole affair blew up in her face, she had confided to a
Wanita figure that she nerely wanted a "stronger team’ who could work with
her, that her intention was not to punish

Yet another result of the reshuffle has been all sorts of pressure on,
and questions asked of those she had tried to pronote.

"\What ever has happened, ny loyalty is to the party and | eadership. It
has not changed from the nmonent | joined Umo," says one of them Maryani
Mohd Yit.

Meanwhi |l e, Wanita veteran Tan Sri Ai shah Ghani says: "I've spent so nuch
time in Umo and ny advice to everyone is to go on with their duties. They
don't have nuch choice."

Many Wanita Umo figures say they intend to take the advice of their
party president who had, at the July 30 neeting, told themto put their
differences in the freezer and if they wanted to, they could reheat it
after the general election.

And while those around Siti Zaharah keep stressing that she has grass
roots support, it ought to be pointed out that organising and nobilising
the grass roots is not a one-woman job

She will still require the co-operation of other top and m ddle |eve
womren | eaders to get the Wanita machinery into top working order.

Much now depends on Siti Zaharah to create a tenperature which, even if
it is not cool enough to freeze differences, will at |east cool down



feelings and enabl e everyone to get down to work.
( END)
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