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FUELLED by several factors, including the econom ¢ sl owdown and the so-
call ed Opposition alliance, the 10th general election held on Nov 29 | ast
year was one full of suspense.

The BN s sterling perfornmance at the polls in 1995 was due to the ruling
coalition's proven track record which in part led to an unprecedented
period of econom c growh for the nation.

But when the Thai baht “crashed' in mid-1997 precipitating the contagion
ef fect of capital flight frommarkets throughout the region, the resulting
“Asian econonic crisis' affected Malaysia in nore ways than sone had
anti ci pat ed.

Mal aysi a' s experience with the econom ¢ downturn saw political
af t ershocks. The bandi ng toget her of established Opposition parties such
as Pas and DAP with the snaller Parti Rakyat Ml aysia and the fledgling
Parti Keadilan Nasional resulted in the self-styled and | oose groupi ng
known as Barisan Alternatif

Were they capable of taking on, or at |east nake inroads, into sone, if
not all the targeted constituencies?

On Nov 12, the wait was finally over. Soon after the dissolution of
parlianent, El ection Conmi ssion chairman Datuk Omar Mohd Hashi m announced
that Malaysia's 10th general election would be held in a single day, on
Nov 29

A hectic nine-day canpai gn period ensued. Wile the BN enphasised its
continued stability and its proven ability to pull the country's econony
out of recession ahead of sone other crisis-affected regional econom es,
the Opposition capitalised, anong others, on sone voters' anxieties by
alleging a litany of sins, both past and present, committed by the
Governnent and some of its |eaders.

By the time the final results rolled in during the early hours of Nov
30, it was clear that the people were still with the BN, which was
returned to Governnent with an over two-thirds mgjority, posting a tally
of 141 seats with 44 seats going to the Qpposition

However, the Opposition did achieve some victories. Terengganu fell to
Pas, which also maintained its hold on Kel ant an.

Furthernore, the percentage of Ml ay voter support for the BN in sone
constituencies had | essened consi derably.

Nevert hel ess, BN delivered sparkling performances in sone other State
assenbl i es such as in Johor, Sarawak and Negri Senbilan. BN conponent
parties such as those from Sarawak and the MCA al so did well, wi ping out
the OQpposition in many of the constituencies they contested.

Concerns regarding the less than brilliant perfornmance by Umo in the
polls carried through to the party elections, held over three days from
May 11 to 13.

Questions regarding the required nake-up of the party's | eadership and
of fi ce-bearers dom nated di scussions anmong the party's 2.7 mllion nmenbers
in 165 divisions nationw de.

But | ooking at the eventual results fromthe voting del egates, it was
clear that the grassroots had opted for a delicate bal ance between
continuity and the injection of fresh bl ood.

Dr Mahathir retained his presidency of Umo unopposed, and acting deputy
presi dent Datuk Seri Abdul |l ah Ahmad Badawi al so assuned the party's nunber
two spot unchal | enged.



Wth both positions secure, it was the contest for the three vice-
presi denci es whi ch grabbed the spotlight.

The eventual victors were Datuk Seri Mhd Najib Tun Razak, Tan Sri
Muhammad Muhanmad Tai b and Tan Sri Muhyi ddi n Yassin

Attention then turned once again to the victory of Datuk Seri Rafidah
Aziz for the party's Wanita Umo wi ng. Rafidah won by a slimnmajority over
i ncunbent Datuk Dr Siti Zaharah Sul ai man, reversing her equally narrow
defeat to Siti Zaharah in the previous party el ection.

The antici pati on was by no neans over. Wth a Chief Mnister and two
Menteris Besar losing in the vice-presidential contest - Sabah's Datuk
Seri Osu Sukam Johor's Datuk Abdul Ghani O hman and Negri Senbilan's Tan
Sri Mohd Isa Abdul Samad - expectations centred on whether Dr Mahathir
woul d appoint sone, if not all of theminto the supreme council. The
president is enpowered by the party constitution to appoint another 10
menbers into the party's 25-nenber suprenme council.

It was also interesting to note the victories of sone candi dates who
were seen as unconventional, |ike Johor Baru division chief Datuk Shahrir
Samad, a veteran in the political arena.

Furthernore, no wormen candi dates won a suprene council seat, pronpting
suggestions and requests that Dr Mahat hir appoint several wonen to sit in
t he council.

Three wonen were subsequently appointed into the council by the party
president at the end of June. They were Siti Zaharah, Wanita Exco nenber
Dr Norraesah Mohamad and | awer Azalina Qthman Sai d

The year in passing since Mal aysia | ast cel ebrated the anniversary of
her independence saw not only the country's nmain denpcratic process - the
general election - being held, but also witnessed two State Assenbly by-
el ections, in Sanggang, Pahang, and Tel uk Kemang, Negri Senbil an.

Both by-elections were called resulting fromthe deaths of its
Assenbl ynmen. And whil e the BN subsequently went on to win both seats,
there were several interesting observations arising fromthe results.

The two-cornered fight between BN and Pas in the Sanggang by-el ecti on on
April 1 saw the dogged persistence of the whole BN el ecti on canpai gn
machi nery, whi ch worked around-the-clock to ensure victory.

Wth the Opposition proclaimng that it was on an irreversible path in
maki ng i nroads and further eroding voter support for the Government, the
BN canpai gned by | eavi ng nothing to chance.

The effort paid off. BN candi date Redzwan Harun secured 6, 743 vot es,
def eati ng Dat uk Hi shanuddi n Yahaya of Pas by a majority of 1,963 votes.

Following fromthis victory the BN once again secured a win in the Tel uk
Kemang by-el ection on June 10 when its candidate S. Sot hi nat han won with a
majority of 5,972 votes, defeating Parti Keadilan Nasional's Ruslan Kasim
who secured 18, 528 vot es.

The BN's majority was however reduced conpared to the previous genera
el ection | ast year when BN s S. A Anpal agan won with a 9,942 vote
najority.

Not abl e was how t he Opposition managed to secure nore postal votes than
BN. Keadilan polled 1,743 in postal votes conpared to BN s 1, 625.

The past one year al so saw several nmjor Qpposition parties conducting
their yearly nmeetings am dst speculation that the Barisan Alternatif was
suffering serious setbacks follow ng internal problens facing Keadil an.

Tal k of alleged m sunderstandi ngs between Keadil an vi ce-presi dent Mrina
Yusoff and some nmenbers of the party's top | eadership began to surface
Mari na subsequently resigned as vi ce-president.

At the sane tinme, calls and suggestions were nmade t hat Keadilan mnerge
with PRM ahead of a possible future nerger of all opposition parties
involving the formalisation of Barisan Alternatif into a unified entity



with a common name and | ogo.

The resignati on of Selangor Menteri Besar Datuk Seri Abu Hassan Omar on
Aug 10 drew wi de public attention. He was repl aced by unheral ded Sungai
Panj ang State Assenbl yman Dr Mohd Khir Toyo, who at 35 becane the youngest
to helmthe State.
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