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Mass participation the key to revival of Umo

Shamsul Aknar

AT the rate things are going, it is probably tinme Umo consi ders changi ng
t he termcawangan (branches), its | owest | evel of organi sationa

hi erarchy, to akar (roots).

In many ways, the term"branches" is a misnoner to the functionaries of
this level of the party.

In fact, due to the mi snonmer, the branches have acted true to the
nmoni ker and this had contributed further to the elitismof Umo.

Sai d an avid observer of Umo politics:

"The party is indeed like a tree, expected to provide for those who had
grown it and nurtured it.

"I'n the case of Umo, it was planted and nurtured by the Ml ays.

"Any tree without strong and healthy roots will sooner or |ater
col | apse. "

Soundi ng phi | osophi cal but sinplified, it means that Umo needs to
strengthen its grassroots if it wants to renmain rel evant.

Witing to Uusan Ml aysia on Thursday, an Umo nmenber from Sunga
Si put, Suhainm Saidin, revealed howdifficult it is to be a party nenber
especially if one were considered a threat to the | eadership at the branch
and divi sional |evels.

"Cenerally, an application to be a menber will be submtted to the
branch which in turnwill forward it to the division.

"It is at this (branch) stage when applications are bl ocked."

This is where the root of the problemlies.

The branches, instead of being the conduit to channel grassroots support
to the party, decide to act like a top level arbiter

In short, the branches are acting true to their nane - positioned at the
top of the tree and | ooki ng down on the roots.

When t he branches thensel ves deci de to assune the hatchet job and this
is carried further by sone divisions and the suprenme council, what el se
can the party be other than ending up being elitist.

The probl em of cantas-nmencantas (bl ocking and renoval of nenbers) had
been brought up and di scussed at the suprene council.

Last week, party president Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad had urged
those who have difficulties joining the party at the grassroots |level to
submt their applications direct to headquarters.

How nmuch this nove will be effective is one thing but the damage done by
this practice i s sonething which has made Umo' s mass appeal sonewhat
| ackl ustre.

Forner Deputy Transport M nister Datuk Dr | brahi mSaad concurred, saying
that the party is a mass novenent which relies on nass support and renains
relevant if it has nass appeal

He poi nted out two aspects that made Umo | ook | ess of a mass novenent.

"First isthe difficulty tojointhe party. Secondly, due to so nany
rul es and conditi ons i nposed, especially inits election process, nost
nmenbers feel they are left out.

"To ny mind, what Umo should do is to open up the party and allow as
many people to joinit and the only requirenment is for themto pay the
t oken nenbership fee

"Then, allowthemto feel that being nenbers they have the right to
participate directly in the voting process of the party | eadership,
sonet hing akin to the presidential electioninthe United States."



Umo Lenmbah Pantai division menber Ni k Ahnad Aznmi N k Daud, who shares
sim |l ar views, believes restrictions in canpai gning and candi dacy had | ed
to unhealthy practices in the party.

" Prohi biting canpai gni ng has | ed to nenbers conspiring w thin closed
doors thus creating a clique systemwithin the party," he said.

"The requi rement that candidates will only be eligible to contest after
securing a certain nunber of nom nations has given rise to abuse. There
have been accusati ons by certain quarters that their nom nati ons were
bl ocked. "

Umo vi ce-president Tan Sri Muhyi ddi n Yassi n was one of those affected
during the run-up to the party elections in May. He was then struggling to
secur e enough nom nations when he spoke up.

Ironically, heis today headi ng the Umo conmm ttee studyi ng anendnment s
tothe party constitution and other rules, includingthe requirenment for
nom nat i ons.

Soneone qui pped that it is apt to have Mihyi ddi n headi ng the conm ttee
as he shoul d know what's best as he had gone through it and al nbst ended
up being put out to pasture.

On his part, Miuhyiddin has pronmi sed that the exercise of conpiling
proposal s on anendi ng the constitution will be a process of "fromtop to
bottomand fromthe bottomto top".

"I'f he can manage that, then it is not the amendnments that wl|
strengthen the party. Rather, it is the process of all ow ng the grassroots
to give their feedback and views to the top | eadership that is
conforting," said an Umo nenber from Shah Al am

No doubt, all the debates and i deas bei ng bounced around seens to be
maki ng Umo a nore denocratic party with wi der nass partici pation.

Yet there is another lingering matter about Umo, the one that concerns
a perceptionthat it is a party that di scourages open criticisns from
menbers.

In fact, the perception that exi sts anong t he general public is that
party nenbers of all levels are expected to quietly accept any deci si ons
made by the Suprene Council.

"There seens to be paranoi a anong certain | eaders in situati ons when
some nenbers deci de to question or di sagree wi th deci si ons made by the
Suprene Council .

"Sonetines it is not so much the | eadership. In many i nstances, it is
t he hangers-on who attenpt to poison the mnds of the | eadershi p.

"Otherwi se, they are | abel |l ed as bei ng supporters of sacked (Deputy
President Datuk Seri) Anwar |Ibrahim" said a party insider.

| brahi mwho used to be closely associated with Anwar had this to say:

"It isquite true that such a perception prevails. Everyti ne sonmeone
Iike me or others, who were quite close to Anwar before, open our nouth,
certain quarters are quick to attack us and accuse us of trying to further
Anwar's agenda or conspiring to bring about the downfall of the present
| eader shi p.

"To nmy mind, the fact that we chose to remain in Umo proves that we are
loyal tothe party and if there are any critici sns made agai nst certain
policies or programes, it is definitely giving an opinion to either
i nprove the policy or what we think is best for Umo."

Such paranoi a i s not a new phenonenon in Umo. A simlar occurrence
prevail ed after the contest between Dr Mahat hir and Tengku Razal ei gh
Hanzah for the presidency in 1987.

Wi | e Tengku Razal ei gh went on to set up Semangat 46, sone of his
supporters chose toremainin Umo. And every tine they criticised certain
nmoves by the top | eadership, there woul d be sonme quarters who woul d accuse
themof attenpting to pursue Tengku Razal ei gh's interests.



O course, it would be naive to believe that there are no such attenpts
but surely, the party | eadership would be able to judge the nerit of the
criticisms, and not who made themor to whomthey are or were aligned to.

When such forces attenpt to nmuzzl e those who were associated with
certain | eaders who are out of the party, these nenbers end up going to
t he opposition.

"It is not so nuch that these menbers want to join the opposition but
they merely want a platformto be able to air their criticisnms against the
party," said a party insider.

"Even right now, the criticisns of some fornmer Umo nmenbers who are in
t he opposition touch on the way the party is being run and not onits
policies or programres.

"To ny m nd, why should these former nmenbers care about how Umo is
bei ng managed as t hey had j oi ned anot her party. They shoul d be concer ned
about the new party they had joi ned."

It nmakes sense. After all, being able to express views and nake
criticisnms are another formof nmass participation.

But there is this positive thought at the back of the mind if one were
to assess these views forwarded by all these Umo nmenbers.

The fact that they are clear about what they want and how t hey want
things done in the party are reflections that Umo had not been that
unsuccessful .

Intheir own right, these nmenbers are its creation and the fact that
they want to share their views about the party shoul d provi de sone confort
to the | eadership.

After all, the | eaders too, at one tine, were part of the grassroots.

Yes, the roots that ensure the top does not crunble.

( END)
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