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Blitzing a trail through cyberspace

Rosi han Zain

THE I nternet has often been heral ded as the | ast free space on the face of
this planet. Unl ess soneone figures out a way to pull the power cord out
of the entire systemthat has over 70 m|lion connections, then free
speech will continue to thrive on the Net.

The Establishnent realises this, the Qpposition has nmade good use of it,
and now Umo Suprene Council menber Dat uk Shahrir Abdul Samad is fully
exploring the potentials of taking politics to cyberspace.

Driving around the swanky Desa Sri Hartamas busi ness area in Kual a
Lunmpur, |l argely popul ated by restaurants and cafes, one can hardly niss a
| arge neon si gn which reads: ww. shahrir-umo. com

Though just several nonths old, the website has received over 17, 000
hits. Quite inpressive, seeing that several independently set up Umo
websi tes, have troubl e breaching even the 1,000-hit barrier

So what makes Shahrir's website different fromthe rest of the pack? The
nost probabl e answer: Shahrir hinself.

A party maveri ck known (and often abhorred) for his fiercely i ndependent
vi ews, Shahrir had devel oped his little space on the Wrld Wde Wb as an
extension of his own political psyche, offering forthright anal ysis and
criticismon current issues and party affairs.

"I want to show anot her face of Umo, unlike those seen in other (Umo-
oriented) websites. W (Umo nenbers) can have i ndependent vi ews, " said
Shahrir, who is al so the Johor Baru Umo divi si on head.

Shahrir does not seemto be perturbed by the possibility of anyone
di sagreeing with his views, and i nstead, would | ead us to believe that he
actually | ooks forward to the opportunity of an online di al ogue. Neit her
does he seemto be concerned about the repercussions his views m ght
invite fromthose within and outside Umo

"l have nothing to lose. As | have said many tines before, | have no
anmbi tions for higher office. People find this hard to believe," said
Shahrir, when met at the office of Saske Associ ates Sdn Bhd, the conpany
in Desa Sri Hartamas whi ch manages www. shahrir-ummo. com

I ndeed, we do not doubt Shahrir, 51, for the man has pretty nmuch wal ked
his tal k. Throughout his controversial political career, Shahrir has
proven to have taken a | ess conventional path, and one many woul d deem
ri sky or even politically suicidal

Recently, he incurred heavy criticicmfromsone party | eaders for
remar ks publ i shed i n online newspaper nal aysi aki ni . Shahrir was reported
to have said the main cause of BN s defeat in the Lunas by-el ecti on was
the "character" of Prine M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hi r Mohamad.

Today, one cannot bl ane Shahrir if he is snmug about the fact that he was
successful ly el ected by nenbers into Umo's hi ghest governi ng body despite
his firebrand ways and hi s estrangenent fromthe party between 1987 and
1989.

"Today, the only reason why | amactive in politics, is because | feel |
have not fully repaid ny gratitude to the peopl e who have supported ne,
especially in Johor Baru, for their trust in nme all these years.

"I think my being elected into the Suprene Council is a reflection of
t he nenbers' desire to see an i ndependent voi ce. And everyone | neet tells
me to continue speaking up," said Shahrir, who at 34, was once the
country's youngest MP and M ni ster.

But it is alonely mssionin cyberspace, for he lanents the difficulty



of getting others to contribute to ww. shahrir-umo.com

"Peopl e do not seemto like to wite. | cannot understand this. W can
talk for hours at the stall, discussing politics, but no one really wants
to put their thoughts down in witing.” O course, he says this with a
knowi ng smi | e.

He shrugs at the lack of politicians willing to contribute and says he
wi || wel cone anonynous contributions, provided the articles are well
ar gued.

The effort to establish the website was mainly driven by his concern
t hat seni or Umo nenbers may have | ost the ability to communi cate with the
younger generation who today constitute a |l arge proportion of Internet
deni zens.

"I thought of going to cyberspace to articulate ny views. Maybe | can
contribute sone of nmy experience. | want to show, that in Umo, thereis
nore than just one view, " said Shahrir.

"Umo is like a Parliament, a denpcracy. Denocracy in this sense neans
that you have the right to speak your m nd, responsibly and with facts.
Leave it to the people to judge.

"Those who wish to listen to ne have the right to enter ny website.
Those who don't, well they don't have to enter it. It is denbcracy inits
purest form You have a choice!"

Regarding thereliability of information found on the Internet, Shahrir
has faith that the public can judge for thensel ves.

"You have to be able to differentiate what is opinion and what is fact.
But | believe we are educated enough to differentiate (between the true
and the false)."

The open forumthat the Internet allows is much wel comed by Shahrir, who
bel i eves that such free discussions can be beneficial to the country.

"It is good that we can tal k, but we nmust set aside our enptions, and
not take comments personally. You nust al so read t he reasons behi nd why
conments are made. This is the first lesson | learnt in politics - that |
have to take coments without being enmotional.”

The websi t e has undergone several inprovenents, including a nore
printer-friendly presentation to enable visitors to quickly print selected
articles, while a feature has been added to enabl e easy forwardi ng of
articles to others. Readers' letters sent to the website are pronptly
posted, but with their real names onmitted and known only to him He al so
personally replies any e-mail sent to him

Visitors to the website can hardly nmi ss the prom nent nast head, which
features a portrait of Shahrir, and the tagline Yang Terbai k Di Kal angan
Kita (The Best Anong Us).

Saying that the tagline does not allude to him Shahrir said it was
chosen based on the I sl am ¢ practice of choosing t he nost know edgeabl e
person to | ead a group prayer. This concept, he maintains, enbodies the
essence of politics and Government.

Arncthair or part-tine observers of Mal aysian politics would perhaps find
it worthwhile bookmarki ng ww. shahrir-umo.comin their browser; for
beyond the | egible text, there lies a baroneter fromwhich one can gauge
sonme of the undercurrents affecting the party.

The Best Anbng Us? Well, if it were to apply to the website, for its
commendabl e attenpt at bei ng i ndependent, www. shahrir-umo.comcoul d j ust
possi bly neet the mark.
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