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Del egates show will of their own

Jocel i ne Tan

A VEEK before the Padang Besar Umo division held its annual genera
meeting, the division's commttee held a pre- AGM neeti ng.

M dway t hrough the neeting, division chairman and Rural Devel opnent

M ni ster Datuk Azm Khalid suggested that the comiittee come up with a
reconmended |ist of nominations to be put to the floor the foll ow ng
weekend.

He handed out slips of paper on which conmttee nenbers jotted down

their choice of candidates for posts starting fromthe permanent chairnan,
down to the suprene council. Wen the slips came back, Azm was not
suprised to find that the entire committee had stuck to the suprene
council's advice on the posts of president and deputy president.

The committee al so proposed Datuk Seri Najib Razak, Datuk Abdul Ghan

O hman and Datuk Seri Syed Hanmid Al bar for vice-presidents (in that order)
and 25 nanes for the suprene counci l

The above might sound like "fixing" to nost people, but the point is

that those who eventual ly deci de on the noninations often denonstrate
wills of their own.

And t hat was what happened - to a certain extent, anyway - when the
Padang Besar AGMt ook pl ace | ast Sunday.

There was no di spute over the two top posts because when the nmeeting's
chai rman asked whether there were nom nations apart fromthose for Datuk
Seri Dr Mahat hir Mbhanad and Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahnmad Badawi, a

t hunderous "Tidak!" rose fromthe fl oor, followed by | ong appl ause.

But when it cane to the VPs, the fl oor added three nore noninations to
the conmittee's |ist although when a vote was call ed, the sane three nanes
were returned but in different order - Najib, Syed Ham d and Ghani

Del egates al so topped up the conmittee's preferred nanmes for the suprene
council with another seven nom nations, including Tengku Razal ei gh Hanzah.
The nenbers, says Azm, had observed their chairman's appeal regarding
the no-contest advice, exerted their will on the VP and suprene counci
races, and ignored their Menteri Besar's suggestion to nom nate Razal ei gh
for vice-president.

"Leaders can influence, but ultinmately, nenbers decide," says Azm .

The above scenario is not an isolated one. This co-mngling of views
fromthe top and bottom has been played out in varying versions at other
di visional AGVWs in the past weeks.

At the AGMin an urban division in Selangor recently, three names were
put forward by the divisional |eadership for the vice-presidential race
with a plea that del egates vote in only one nom nee from Sel angor.

But the del egates went ahead to nominate six nanes before voting in

i ncunmbents Najib and both the forner and current Sel angor Menteris Besar
Tan Sri Muhamad Muhanmad Tai b and Datuk Seri Abu Hassan Omar - in that
order.

Sai d one of those present at the neeting: "I thought they would be al

wor ked up about the contests and Umo's political future, but they seened
nmor e concer ned about discussing things |ike banni ng obscene books,
stopping Muslins fromgoing to nightclubs and di scos and how Mal ay wonen
must wear the tudung."

The Padang Terap division in Kedah was wi dely expected to nomninate
Razal ei gh for one of the two top posts. There was a proposal to put himup
for the post of deputy president but to nost people's astoni shnent, it



fl oundered for want of a seconder.

To date, Tanah Merah in Kel antan stands alone in its dual nom nation of
the Kelantan prince for the No. 1 and No. 2 posts.

The di ce, nost say, has been cast although half of the 165 divisions
have yet to neet.

"Tengku Razal ei gh has m ssed the boat," says Mersing division head and
Deputy Human Resources M nister Dr Abdul Latiff Ahnmad.
"Because he didn't say anything, he has | ost everything,
Menteri Besar Datuk Seri Shahi dan Kassim

A former Menteri Besar puts it this way: "The fight begins fromthe

nom nati on stage. If you want to win, you ve got to start fighting from
t he begi nning. By now, you shoul d have garnered enough votes to set the
ball rolling.”

So what happened? |s Razal eigh to blame for not being nore explicit
about his intentions or is there, as sone claim a culture of fear
deterring people fromnom nating hinf

adds Perlis

"Look, there is no fear or coercion. |'ve been going around and neeting
so many people and it's very sinple... this is politics and politicians
will always want to run with the wi nner," says Umo Youth's Abdul Azim

Mohd Zabi di

The power of incunbency is form dable, thus, the challenger has to work
doubly hard to nake it, to convince people he is nore qualified for the
post .

And, given the materialistic trend in politics these days, he has to cut
deals with political warlords who can deliver votes.

Yet, Razaleigh has left it to the grassroots to decide what they w sh of
him This is the way, he says, things were done in the old days and the
glory years of Umo

But these are not the old days. The Mal ays have changed and so has Umo.
Leaders cannot hope to reach out to Umo nenbers if they continue to speak
the ol d | anguage.

The rul es of the ganme have changed and one cannot snub the rules if one
wi shes to stay in the gane.

Razal ei gh's restraint has surprised many, especially those who have
known hi mfrom before.

One of themtold Dr Abdul Latiff: "How come Ku Li is behaving |ike (Tan
Sri) Musa (Hitanm)... talking in that roundabout way. The old Ku Li was
strai ght-tal king and bol d."

There are several possible reasons for his reticence.

One is his reluctance to be seen - again - as the aggressor after the
turnmoil sparked off by his 1987 chall enge of Dr Mahathir, and particularly
since it was Dr Mahathir who opened the door to | et himback into Umo
several years ago

The Umo rank and file cannot hel p but view himas ungrateful, and
overly anbitious, if he comes out too aggressively now.

Then there is the fact that he had not only failed to deliver his hone
State but the Kelantan BN fared even worse in the polls in spite of his
clai mthat 400,000 ex- Semangat 46 peopl e had rejoi ned Umo.

"Tengku Razal eigh is unsure of hinself. That's why he is waiting for the
signal . But a good | eader nust always give the signal," says Dr Abdu
Latiff.

The only thing he had going for himreally is the fact that the

di sgruntl ed segment of Umo sees himas their best bet to correct what
they think is wong with Umo.

But as the results of the divisional neetings continue to filter in, it
appears that this disgruntled group is much snaller, or perhaps not as
ri sk-taking, as sone had i magi ned.



"Ku Li has his support but a new generation has energed within Umo in
the years when he was outside Umo," says Azim
Since their return, Razal ei gh and ot her ex-Semangat 46 | eaders,
including Datuk Dr Rais Yatim have been unable to re-establish the vast
I i nkages that had hel ped themrise through Ummo.
Mor eover, nmuch as Ummo peopl e, including those who knew and admired him
fromthe pre-1987 days, believe he has nuch to contribute to the party,
they somehow find it hard to reconcile thenselves to having himright up
there.
A great deal of it has to do with the years he spent outside Umo and
the things he said about Umo. This is an inportant factor - |oyalty and
continuity in the party - and it is being underscored by the way
nom nations are piling up for Najib whomsone had thought woul d be
hanpered by his narroww n in the general election
"Peopl e want to see stability, howto strengthen the party and unite the
grassroots. At the sane tine they want to send a nessage to the top, that
Umo has to change with the tines.
"But | don't think Malays in Umo want anything too drastic at this
politically difficult point intinme. | personally want to see a snmooth
transition," says forner Umo Youth strongman and Bagan Dat oh di vi si on
chi ef Dat uk Ahmad Zahi d Ham di .
This is sonething peopl e outside of Umo, especially those who subscri be
to the liberal denocratic tradition, find hard to conprehend.
But the |l ast general election has dealt a serious blow to the confidence
and sel f-esteem of Unmo | eaders. Many of them go around saying in al
seriousness that "the future of Umo is at stake"
"It's better to opt for consensus when tinmes are rough," says a Kedah
Youth figure.
"If there's any fear, it's the fear of further weakening the party,"
adds Azmi .
The sane, it is said, applies to the vice-presidential race where forner
VP Tan Sri Muhyi ddin Yassin clains certain aspirants are being bl ocked
from bei ng nom nat ed
Not wi t hst andi ng Muhyi ddin"s rol e during the Wwasan Team epi sode of
1993, the VP contest is very nuch about horse-tradi ng. Candi dates not only
canvass, but negotiate for votes anbng one another and with other power-
br okers.
And it helps if the candidate is a State |iaison chairman because then
he hol ds sway over divisions and party figures in the State and has nore
goods to trade.
Besi des, says an aide to a Mnister, "that's what politics is about...
you try to choke off your opponent".
Candi dates |i ke Mihyiddin, Rais and Syed Hanid find they have | ess
barter clout because even though they are Mnisters, their kingdons rarely
ext end beyond their individual divisions.
Those now trailing Najib nust understand that he has been in a position
of power |onger than any of them and in many capacities - Menteri Besar,
M ni ster, Umo Youth | eader and VP.
The Youth connection has been particularly useful for Najib because the
wi ng often shows the nobst energy in canpaigning
Zahid, for instance, has cone to be seen as sone sort of power-broker
because of his previous Youth clout and nmany candi dates are said to have
approached himfor help
And now that expectation of a contest for the top posts seens to have
fizzled out, the focus will be on the VP race for, as Dr Abdul Latiff puts
it, "del egates equate the VP race to picking the future DPMor PM'.

( END)
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