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Students play vital role in shaping the nation

Lokman Mansor; Fadzil Ghazal

BACK on Septenmber 9 1999, when Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhamad held a

di al ogue in Bangi with some 4,000 students from the country's 11 public
and four private universities, not everyone was |istening.

In the back rows of the hall, sone students had dozed off, others were
engaged in idle chatter anongst thenselves, while a few boys were getting
acquainted with the girls seated in front of them

This illustrates one flaw in the generalisation that all university
students are concerned with current affairs in the country.

But there are some anobng the youth who genuinely feel they have a vita
role to play in shaping the nation

This desire to "do sonething” is manifested in many ways.

Those aged above 21 register to vote or becone nenbers or volunteers of
political parties. The younger ones become student |eaders, and from this
pl atform hope to have their voices heard.

After the sacking of Datuk Seri Anwar |brahim the voices grew | ouder

and increasingly anti-governnent. Several students were arrested and |ater
expel led for participating in street denobnstrations.

The CGovernnent clained the Qpposition was responsible for inciting the
students, and nade an effort to neet with university students to explain
and discuss current affairs.

"The current generation is markedly different from previous ones. Young
Mal aysi ans don't feel that they should be "grateful" to the CGovernnent for
the prosperity it has brought about. They feel that this should after all
be the natural duty of any Government," Mal aysian Strategi c Research
Centre executive director Abdul Razak Bagi nda says.

Witing in the upconm ng Novenber 25 issue of the Far Eastern Economc
Revi ew, he said the youth also do not nuch appreciate the Governnent's
efforts on their behal f.

“I't will be interesting to see if the attitudinal change anong younger
voters will have an inpact in polling behaviour," Abdul Razak said.
According to the Statistics Departnment, Ml aysians aged 15-24 and 25-44
account for about 19 per cent and 29 per cent respectively of the total
popul ati on.

That could be a sizeabl e nunber of voters.

The political parties apparently believe the youth will have sone

i mpact, and are introduci ng new younger faces to contest in the Novenber
29 general election.

Dr Mahathir, speaking over Radio Alor Star on Saturday said the Barisan

Nasi onal line-up was carefully selected to ensure an injection of new
i deas. He said although many senior politicians who were not chosen were
still capable and energetic, "we must be willing to sacrifice".

On average, about 35 per cent of the candidates in the general election
are "youthful" faces aged below 40. Umo Youth alone, has 26 candi dates
contesting in parlianentary and state seats. This will inject a fresh
group of politicians for the next mllennium and at the sanme tine
targetting the younger voters.

"However, it nust be realised that the nunber of such voters isn't yet
substantial; the real inpact nay not come until subsequent elections. Yet
that does not nean that there isn't an urgent need for a nore frank
exchange of views between the young and the Covernnent," he said, adding
that it is not enough for the Governnent to try to aim an el ectoral



platformat this constituency. It needs to engage them in dial ogue to
understand their concerns.

"It is critical that these voters aren't alienated or disenfranchised

The future lies with them

One possi bl e avenue for such dialogue is the proposed National Student's
Consul tative Council, announced by Deputy Prime M nister Datuk Seri
Abdul | ah Ahmad Badawi on COctober 16, a little over a week after pacifying
students who denonstrated at Universiti Ml aya.

Abdul  ah had said the council will function as a forum where university
students can air grievances and engage in constructive dialogue with the
Government. Representatives from public and private universities will be
invited to sit on the council.

For the monent, however, it appears that political infighting anong
student organi sations thensel ves has delayed the formati on and functioning
of the proposed council. There are student organisations that support the
proposal and others than oppose it, and both claimto speak for al
students.

Anot her faction has gone so far as to |launch what they called "10

El ecti on Demands by National Students", calling on the people to elect a
new governnment and reject the old in the general election.

The students will need to resolve their internal differences first, and
perhaps gain a little maturity in the process. That way, their particular
group will be able to speak with one voice, and be better heard
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