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Li ng spins a nystery

Jocel i ne Tan
THE political whirlwi nd set off by Datuk Seri Dr Ling Liong Sik's
resignati on on Monday was still spinning even as the week drew to a cl ose.

H s ai des have nore or | ess given up counting the barrage of tel ephone
calls or even the del egati ons which have swanped the Transport Mnistry,
beseeching the MCA president not to resign his mnisterial post.

"So many of them coning and going. How to count?" one of the aides said,
shaki ng hi s head.

Those who know the burly 56-year-old politician well have gone directly
to his house in Damansara Hei ghts where the |ights have been burning til
t he wee hours of the norning.

And, of course, his quit attenpt has hogged the headlines al nost daily
si nce.

The | ast week has al so seen protocol fly out of the seventh wi ndow of Dr
Ling's Mnistry office as sone of these groups arrived at the nmnistry
wi t hout appoi ntments and insisted on seeing their president.

Even the blue-shirted security officer, who had attenpted to stanp sone
senbl ance of order anmong journalists canped out al ong the narrow corri dor
|l eading to the Mnister's room gave up by m d-week and coul d be seen
sl unped at his security post wearing a resigned | ook.

MCA | eaders have been staggered by the scale of the reaction and the
enoti ons invol ved.

"You' d never expect anything like this ... | don't think the president
expected it either," said a senior MCA figure.

The flurry of activity, and the zeal and urgency wi th which convoys of
party faithful as well as journalists crisscrossed the city between the
MCA headquarters in downtown KL and the Transport Mnistry on the
capital's outskirts have to be seen to be believed.

For instance, several journalists fromNST and Berita Harian went in one
car to cover the nmeeting of MCA assenblymen and MPs at W sma MCA on
Tuesday.

The journalists were there barely 20 m nutes before they found
t hensel ves hoppi ng back into their car to follow the convoy of vehicles
bearing the 100-odd wakil rakyat del egati on headed for the Mnistry.

The MPs and assenbl ymen had called short their nmeeting at the
headquarters after one of them pointed out that instead of "wasting tine
here saying why we want Dr Ling to stay, we might as well go and tell him
at his office now

They had nade no appoi ntnent but as one of themrecalled, the group
deci ded they would barge in, and stay put in his office till he gave them
an expl anati on.

There was al so an added urgency to the wakil rakyat nission that Tuesday
af t er noon.

They were very afraid that at the Cabinet neeting the follow ng day, the
Prime M nister would accept Dr Ling's resignation and thus, end their
endeavour to change their president's m nd

The | ook on Penang MCA chairman Dr Sak Cheng Lumis face as he energed
fromthe wakil rakyat nmeeting said it all

The normally am able Dr Sak, university mate and long-tine party
confidant to Dr Ling, was all tensed up and his face was quite gaunt.

"W may be running out of time," were the fewterse words he all owed
hi msel f that afternoon.



The Wanita MCA went a step further when it came to their turn on
Wednesday.

Wanita chief Datuk Dr Ng Yen Yen arrived hone from T Taiwan in the early
hours of Wednesday.

It is doubtful she had a shut-eye of nore than a couple of hours as she
caught up with the [ atest devel opnents, drew up Press statenents and
prepared to chair an energency Wanita central comittee neeting at the
headquarters.

The Wanita del egation didn't spend nuch tinme at the headquarters either.
After barely an hour, the group of nore than 20 wonen left Wsma MCAin a
van and four cars - and with a | arge bouquet of 18 red roses.

"One-eight is yat-putt ... sounds |ike yat-fatt. Means success, you
know " one of them said.

Their first stop: Dr Ling' s residence.

Their aim to ask Datin Ena Ling to intercede with her husband.

The stylish Ena was graci ous but she is an experienced political wife
and her answer was polished to a fault - she thanked them told them her
husband was firmin his decision but that she woul d convey their nessage
to him

Their next stop was, of course, Dr Ling's office and there, the dam
finally burst. Tears flowed for a nunber of themas they appealed to their
president to stay on.

Sai d one of the wonen: "You have to renenber, Wanita gai ned under his
| eadership. He really pushed for a bigger role for us ... 30 per cent
representation in the party.

"For the first tinme, MCA has three Wanita nenbers in the centra
commttee. It was at the expense of the nmen ... he dared defy them™

As far as many of the Wanita people are concerned, he is one of MCA's
nmost progressive presidents.

And how has Dr Ling weathered the stormof activity he set of?

The former nedical officer is notorious for his superb enotional control.

One Wanita figure noted that Dr Ling sat through their neeting with a
"poker-face".

"He was stoic. At nost, he nodded his head but he nust have been noved, "
sai d anot her MCA politician

There is no doubt that the bul k of these del egati ons who beat a path to
their president's office are genuinely concerned and sincere about Dr Ling
stayi ng on.

For instance, Loh Yoon Foo, the Titi Tinggi assenbl yman who had
threatened to resign for not getting an exco post in Perlis after the
general election, told Dr Ling: "You asked nme to stay when | wanted to
| eave. If you can persuade nme to stay back, | hope | can now persuade you
to do the same.”

Al though no one in the party is prepared yet to admt they are staring a
political crisis in the face, the seriousness of the situation and its
implications are beginning to sink in.

One of those inplications has to do with hierarchy, prestige and
influence in the ruling coalition.

The nmai nstream Chi nese community puts nmuch neasure on the fact that Dr
Li ng, as both president and Mnister, is ranked third in the coalition
after the Prime Mnister and the Deputy Prime Mnister in the Barisan
Nasi onal

Sai d a Chi nese busi nessnan from Penang: "The seating arrangenent in
Parliament is very inportant to the Chinese. The synbolismis that he has
the ear of the PM... howto whisper in his ear if you sit four rows
behi nd PM?"

Many party people are also worried about Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir



Mohamad' s remark about havi ng an experienced person as Transport M nister.

Their interpretation of the coment: Deputy Finance M nister Datuk Chan
Kong Choy, whom Dr Ling had pin-pointed for the post, is not considered
seasoned enough.

In that case, sone of themfret, the MCA may even | ose the Transport
M nistry for sonething | ess prestigious.

To the credit of the party rank-and-file, there have been no attacks -
yet - against Chan and his mentor and deputy president Datuk Li mAh Lek.

The two are deened as central to the past few nonths of party argunents
over not gai ning nore government posts after the general el ection.

Both nen are nore or less politically marooned and whatever they may say
or do fromnow, they will continue to | ook bad.

They were anong those who tried hardest to persuade Dr Ling to change
hi s m nd.

To be fair to Chan, he has been a | oyal and obedi ent party subordi nate
to Dr Ling, acquiescing to the latter to the extent of staying put as
Yout h | eader even after he was ready for the vice-president stage.

Strategically speaking, Dr Ling, who is well-versed in the political
phi | osophy underlying Sun Tzu's Art of War, has gai ned two steps ahead by
t aki ng one step backwar ds.

From bei ng perceived as being unable to exercise his clout as | eader of
the secondnost inportant party in the BN, he has now gai ned ground as a
popul ar figure whomthe party rank-and-file are clearly not prepared to

| et go of.
Chan, on the other hand, has no option but to decline the Mnisterial
post - soneone likened it to a "poisoned chalice" - offered by Dr Ling.

But as the dust begins to settle over Dr Ling' s stunning nove, questions
are bei ng asked whether his resignation is a result of internal party
probl ens or connected to the business affairs of his son, Hee Leong.

The anbiguity has to do with varying versions of why Dr Ling stepped
asi de.

When he announced his resignation at Monday's presidential counci
meeting, he inplied it had to do with criticismover his inability to
secure nore governnment posts for the party.

I ndeed, there had been attenpts to resolve the i npasse between Dr Ling
and his party deputy foll owi ng the controversial CC neeting a nonth ago.

Several behind-the-scene neetings took place between the two sides and
during the period, Dr Ling increasingly told those close to himthat it
was “"time to go".

His inner circle probably got wind of his quit nmove the night before the
announcenent. He told five of themgathered at his house that evening he
had infornmed the Prinme Mnister and that Dr Mahat hir had asked himto
think it over.

But events and statenments nade since seemto suggest that Dr Ling may
al so have been concerned about runmpurs surrounding his son's busi ness
affairs.

"Basically, the picture of why he resigned is |less clear than ever.
There seens to be two conflicting accounts," said a CC nenber.

The reason why sone are anxious to distinguish which is the nore
accurate account has to do with gaugi ng whether or not Dr Ling will change
his mind on returning fromhis fortnight of |eave.

"If the reason is party problens, there is a greater |ikelihood of him
retracting his resignation because it's clear he is still wanted," said
t he sane CC menber

O hers say Dr Ling is unlikely to change his m nd and the two weeks'
|l eave is just Dr Mahathir's way of deferring this sensitive decision in
the light of the com ng Tel uk Kemang by- el ecti on.



"He's been under trenendous pressure. | can sense it when | talk to him
He really wanted to go but | didn't think he would do it," said an inner
circle nember.

But said an MCA figure from Terengganu where Dr Ling officiated at the
State covention: "Things will be clearer in two weeks' tine and a lot will
depend on how the grassroots react. If they want Dr Ling to stay, their

voi ce cannot be ignored.”
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