01/ 11/ 2000
Announcenent of proposed Umo anendments for reforns

Nur ai na Sarmad
UMNO i s, undoubtedly, onits way to refornming itself though the road seens
a |l ong one.

On Monday the Umo Suprene Council decided on several amendnents to the
party constitution. O significance is the proposal to set up Puteri Umo
as a separate entity fromWanita Umo. Another is the proposal to align
the termof office of Umo suprene council nmenbers with that of Dewan
Rakyat nmembers by hol ding the Umo el ections within 12 nmonths after the
general el ection.

After nuch ent husiasmon the need for reformati on of the party, the
announcenent on the proposed anendnents seermed a bit of a | et down.

One is reninded of indications that changes were "radical" and that the
exerci se to amend the constitution was the "nost conprehensive" inits
54-year history.

When Tan Sri Muhyi ddi n Yassin, an Umo vi ce-president appointed to head
the 10-nmenber commttee to study the (party) constitutional anmendments,
began his tour of the country to gain feedback fromthe grassroots, he
must have been overwhel med by what he descri bed as the "consensus" on the
need to re-engineer the party by making it nore effective and attractive
to the younger generation. He said response from Umo nenbers were
positive with the majority wanting to nmake Unmo rel evant to the Mal ays of
t oday.

Muhyi ddi n was echoi ng the sentinents of alarge section of Umo nenbers
and t he Mal ays of the need to plug holes in the constitution which had
all owed the practice of noney politics whichis the root of the probl em of
the party that had rendered it unpopul ar with sone Ml ays.

Therefore, the exercise to gain feedback on what anendnents t he nmenbers
want ed was sinply that - the | eadershi p needed to know what they were.

It was clear that the grassroots wanted enmpower ment. Many were on common
ground in calling for el ections of the party suprene council to be held at
t he divisional |evel and not during the party general assenbly.

One nain reason they wanted this was that the practice of noney politics
coul d be prevent ed.

It would nmean that the nunber of del egates would i ncrease from2,000 to
30,000 as all divisioncomittee menbers were eligible voters. Menbers saw
it as a way to make it harder for candi dates to buy votes.

Thi s proposal seened too drastic and many Umo nenbers whil e
ent husi astic about it still felt that it would be rejected.

They were right. Citing technical and | ogistical problens, Umo
presi dent Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad said it was not possible to have
el ections at the divisional |evel. Besides, he added there was no
guarantee that there woul d be no noney politics if divisions chose the top
| eaders.

The hol ding of the Umo el ections within 12 nonths after the genera
el ection which brings the termof supreme council and nenbers of
Parliament in alignment is new

But according to an Umo nmenber there is already a provision inthe
party constitution that allows for the party elections to be held 18
nont hs after the general election.

So what is the inmpact of hol ding Umo el ections once every four (or a
maxi mumof five) years after the general el ection?

The rationale for this was the need to synchroni se Umo el ections -



supreme council and divisional. It was felt that party elections were held
separately but in close proximty. There were grouses that Umo nenbers
were "politicking too nuch”.

But an Umo divi sional | eader said that hol ding the Umo el ecti on once
in four or five years (according to the termof Parlianment), would only
make the contest keener or worse, nmake the fighting nore intense.

But others see differently saying that this will allow Umo to
concentrate on serving the rakyat and on activities which benefit the
peopl e.

Muhyi ddi n i s probably expecting di sappoi nt ment and possi bly nuch
criticismfromnenbers. Neverthel ess, they can still nake thensel ves heard
as the proposals will be submtted to the 165 di vi sions for feedback and
eval uati on.

A significant developnent in all this is the proposal to set up Puteri
Umo, a subject of much controversy particularly onthe agelimt and
structure.

The proposal to establish Puteri Umo is to attract young wonen to the
party. Details have not been decided except that it will be separate from
Wanita Umo with its | eader becom ng an automati c suprene council nenber.

The ot her proposal s the Umo suprene council has decided to push for are
the setting up of an i ndependent disciplinary board in place of its
di sciplinary committee and t he appoi ntnent of Umo MPs and state
assenbl ynen as ex-officio conmttee nenbers at their respective divisions.

There was al so hope that the suprenme council would agree to the
scrappi ng of the systemof candi dates for the party's top posts having to
secure a nini mumnunber of votes in order to qualify for contest.

When nenbers made this proposal, it was to sinplify the requirenents for
menbers to qualify as candi dates and naki ng the party nore denocratic with
mass partici pation because Umo is a nass party and not elitist.

Thi s systemwas actually established to counter what was felt was the
wi despread practice of noney politics.

Moreover, the party wanted only serious contenders in the el ections.

Conme Nov 18, Umo del egates will gather for the special assenbly to
del i berate on these proposed anendnents.

There are al ready grouses on the ground that the proposal s accepted by
the council will not make much difference to the party.

"Where is the zest and zeal to see real change? To endear the party to
the grassroots, to the Malays, to nake it less elitist, to have nass
participation. Were is the top-down and bottom up approach?

"Have we pl ugged the hol es? Can we make Umo rel evant now?" asked an
Umo memnber .

Still, it would be wong to say that the Umo | eadership is not
listening. The fact that the 10-nenber conmittee Mihyi ddi n headed has
col l ected feedback nati onwi de i s a good begi nni ng.

Clearly, reformng the party is not only through a process of anendi ng
the constitution. Certainly thisis not anendinitself. It is nore than
a starting point to nmaki ng Umo nore denocratic, nore appeal i ng and nore
open.

Structural changes cannot be enough.

A mamot h party like Umo with a 2.7 million menbership i ndeed will need
tinme to nake those radi cal changes. The road i s | ong but Umo can shorten
it. It cannot be any easier but it is a challenge that Umo has no choice
but to take up before it is too |late and before the probl ens becone
i nsur nount abl e.
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