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W11l the grassroots warriors be convinced by president's address?

Rashi d Yusof

SURPRI SED? Not conpl ai ni ng that there was no real surprise were t he nmak
ci ks and ot her nondescri pt grassroot warriors who are a fam liar sight at
Umo general assenblies.

Squatting at the foyer and routinely captured on camera, they woul d be
all ears for Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad who appears on the bi g screen,
cajoling and at tines shocking them as he delivers anot her presidential
addr ess.

As for the del egates, the nedia, and the teem ng crowd (there was a
bi gger turnout this time) the surprise could still be sprung.

"Maybe i n the wi ndi ng up address on Sunday?" said a del egate, may be, to
keep the hope alive.

Nonet hel ess, everyone knew they had just listened to a major politica
speech by Dr Mahathir with the general el ection | oon ng

Even as the speech was being delivered, it quickly became evident that
it would be keenly di ssected afterwards.

When Dr Mahathir adnmitted "I was rather naive" vis-a-vis the role of
Dat uk Seri Anwar | brahim his then No. 2 in a controversial speech by
Dat uk Ahrmad Zahi d Ham di at | ast year's assenbly, a | one voice at the back
shout ed "H dup Mahathir".

The appl ause gai ned nmonentum and frequency, as Dr Mahat hir went deeper
into an i ssue which troubl ed many Mal aysi ans for nonths.

The si gni ficance of the speech against the political backdropis likely
to be gauged fromthe foll owi ng perspectives.

Howwi Il it tilt the balance in the run-up to the polls? WII the Umo
forces becone now poised to fight the el ecti on? Wio was the targeted
audi ence? How bi g was the audi ence? WAs there a surprise el enent?

First, this matter of a surprise. Sone, a few Cabinet Mnisters
i ncluded, saw the extent of Dr Mahathir's explanation on the Anwar | brahi m
i ssue as a surprise.

"Hi s previous explanations on the i ssue | acked depth," said a behi nd-
the-scenes figure who, like nmany others in the party, were evidently
i nspired by the tone of the speech.

The surprise "hype", wittingly perpetuated or otherw se, gave Dr
Mahat hi r a huge audi ence, especially those who foll owed t he speech on
tel evi sion.

"By tonmorrow (Saturday) we will get a clearer picture of the reaction on
the ground,"” said an official.

The profile of the audi ence nust have been i npressively varied -
opposition figures, professionals, commtted and the | ess-enthusiastic
menber s of opposition, stock brokers, university students, Umo nenbers,
civil servants

To party strategi sts, however, the nessage has to npbst inportantly be
conveyed to party nenbers including sections still puzzled by the Anwar
affair; the ubiquituous fence-sitters; non-Umo nenbers traditionally
supporting Barisan Nasi onal; and t he odd di senchant ed supporters of Pas
and ot her opposition parties.

Inthis, astrategist confessed to have been restl ess during those tines
when, he said, the Prime M nister |argely focused on the econoni c recovery
efforts.

"Now t hat the economic crisis is over, the Prime Mnister decided to go
on the offensive," he said. Generally, the assessnent was that Dr Mahathir



had been waiting for the nost appropriate forumto explain the Anwar issue
conprehensi vel y and why there was no conspi racy hat ched.

To Datuk Saad Man, Dr Mahathir's political secretary, over the | ast 16
years, Anwar had built an i npressive network of supporters and adnirers.

Inthe civil service, traditionally a val ued support base, many
benefited frompersonal favours di shed out by Anwar in the various
mnistries he went to. Saad sai d such people could not be faulted from
bei ng rather disturbed by the turn of events.

"For, a fabric woven over 16 years cannot be di smantl ed over ni ght,
Saad.

bservers said wi tnessi ng how he had been singl ed out for scorn, the
Prime Mnister decided to clarify things. "He had to defend hinsel f too,
you know, " sai d a Sel angor del egate.

"He was bei ng denoni sed by sone i ncl udi ng el ements abroad, " said Tan Sri
Abdul I ah Ahmad, the special envoy to the United Nations who was visibly
thrilled by Dr Mahathir's speech, saying: "It was typical Mahathir ... and
he was not being arrogant."

To Dat uk Abdul Ghani O hnman, the Johor Menteri Besar, the opposition had
devi sed a strategy to "destroy" Dr Mahathir in order to defeat Umo.
"Yet," said Ghani,: "It was anply clear the party still supports him(Dr
Mahat hir)."

What is in store for Umo now? If the party has had concerns in run-up
tothe polls, surely the one speech cannot singl ehandedly turn things
around? How about the support of the professional s? And the perceived
strength of the oppositon?

"Umo may not capture Kelantan ... but it will retain the two-thirds
maj ority," said Abdul | ah Ahmad.

( END)
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