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Not easy for Ling to extricate hinself fromquagnmire he created

Fi ona Yong

TRANSPORT M ni ster and MCA president Datuk Seri Dr Ling Liong Sik's
announcenent | ast Monday to resign his Cabinet post has left nore
questions than answers.

H s decision to take two weeks' |eave "to think things over"” after his
seem ngly firmstatenment that he wanted to relinquish the post will fuel
specul ation as to the true reason for his action

Seasoned MCA watchers said it was the "suddenness"” of his decision, the
reason and the timng of the announcenent that have becone a hot topic of
conversati on.

An insider said the party was scheduled to have its Central Comittee
nmeeting on Saturday.

Last Monday's neeting was convened in a hurry. Menbers were told by
tel ephone to attend a neeting to discuss matters pertaining to accounts.
They were not told that it was an energency neeting.

It thus took nenbers of the party's Presidential Council and the Centra
Conmittee by conplete surprise when Dr Ling infornmed the neeting that now
was the right time for himto retire after having served as a Cabi net
M nister for a long tine.

OGstensibly, Dr Ling's quit decision is linked to the so-called party
squabbl e arising froma prom se made by Dr Ling in 1998 to deputy
president Datuk LimAh Lek that Deputy M nister Datuk Chan Kong Choy woul d
be recomended for the first avail abl e Cabi net post.

It woul d al so appear that the MCA' s perceived dissatisfaction over
i nadequat e Cabi net representation is also part of the reason

Dr Ling has been quoted as having told the party that his | eaving the
gover nnent post woul d resol ve the party squabble over the | ack of one
Cabi net seat.

But as a veteran MCA watcher pointed out, if one bothers to exam ne the
reason given by Dr Ling for his action and the circunstances of the
situation, the two do not quite gel

Party-wi se, MCA's position is not at stake. Things are going well for
the party. Dr Ling is the | ongest serving president of the party and his
position is well entrenched. There is no indication whatsoever that he
cannot handl e any of the party's problens that have surfaced.

Criticisnms that have been levelled at himof |ate, notably that he did
not fulfil his promse to his deputy, are quite normal in any party, said
a grass roots | eader.

"As party chief, he has to nake certain decisions, popular or otherw se.
But given tinme and expl anations, no party problemis insurnmountable.”

In fact, Dr Ling has been reported several tines as having said that the
party problenms could be resolved internally w thout fuss.

I ndeed, Dr Ling, credited for having brought stability to the MCA, has
shown his astuteness in his long tenure in tackling thorny party issues,

i ncluding wardi ng off a major challenge by his deputy Datuk Lee KimSai to
wrest control of the | eadership in 1990.

Thus, the Ling-Limtiff is seen as a stormin a tea-cup and unlikely to
rock the MCA boat.

Dr Ling hinself strove to play down the rift with his deputy as seen hy
t heir handshake with broad smiles in a show of camaraderie in the recent
Sel angor MCA convention which was prom nently reported by the Chinese
papers.



Last week, Dr Ling said he and Limare good friends and the occasi ona
tensi on between | eaders in a party is not abnornal

These events serve to give credence to the speculation that the party
squabbl e is not the cause of his decision to resign his governnent post.

Dr Ling, in fact, put paid to nore debate on the issue of non-pronotion
of Chan at the party's Presidential Council sonme three weeks ago.

In response to Lims accusation that he broke the pledge nmade to him Dr
Ling said he could not fulfil the prom se as he was unable to do so in
view of the change in the placing of Chan in the vice-presidency |ine-up
followi ng | ast year's party el ection.

He asserted that he could not possibly allow Chan to take precedence
over Datuk Seri Ong Ka Ting who enjoys third pl acing.

An MCA veteran | eader, conversant with the party constitution, hastened
to point out that while Dr Ling's response to Li mappeared reasonabl e, he
could still fulfil his promse to Limif he had wanted to by all owi ng Chan
to replace Limas deputy president through a Central Conmmittee el ection.

Lim forner Human Resources Mnister, who is anxious to retain the slot
for Pahang on his retirenment, would easily make way for Chan after the
party polls.

Li kewi se, Ong coul d have been appoi nted secretary-general of the party.

Bot h Chan and Ong woul d be recommended for ministerial posts by party
tradition.

If Dr Ling had chosen this way out, he would have resolved the matter
seam essly as he could then fulfil the pact he nade with Limand at the
same tinme pronote Ong, who is viewed as his protege.

The party chief nust have his own reason for not taking that |ine of
action, said a keen party observer. "It is too bad that Chan is not
pronoted. It appears that both he and Limhave to live with it for they
are not in a position of strength in the party."

Summred up the observer: "G ven Ling' s unassail able position in the party
and that party election is only due in another two years, his announcenent
to give up his Cabinet post to resolve the party squabble is unconvinci ng.

"Moreover, in offering the governnment post to Chan, he knows or ought to
know t hat such an offer can never be accepted by Chan or anyone el se at
t he expense of the president having to sacrifice hinmself."

Chan hinself has terned it a preposterous proposition, saying that he
was "shocked to hear of Ling's resignation and his nanme nentioned as
successor".

As for the so-called MCA clanour for nore Cabinet posts, party | eaders
viewit as a non-issue for Dr Ling hinself was quoted as having said | ast
Decenber soon after the general election that the party woul d not seek
nmore Government posts. It was quite happy with the status quo.

Last week, Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad, when
responding to a question as to whether Dr Ling' s resignation was |linked to
the party not being given additional positions in the Governnent, he said
the MCA did not make such a demand in the first place.

It is increasingly clear that whatever the outcone of Dr Ling's decision
after his fortnight's | eave, he would be in a quandary.

He has becone the target of rife speculation judging by the many pages
devoted to his news in the vernacul ar papers.

The situation is viewed as being aggravated by his many statenments after
his quit announcenent.

H s declaration that he would serve the full termas president until
2002 is seen as conplicating the situation for the party shoul d he deci de
to relinquish his Cabinet post.

Al t hough there had been occasions in the past when the party chief was
not in the Cabinet, they were not hol ding the post because of speci al



reasons.

Dr Ling's presistent repudiation of the runmours |inking his intended
resignation with his son, Hee Leong' s all eged busi ness problens, is
unlikely to quell specul ation given the close rel ationship between him (Dr
Ling) and fugitive busi nessman Dat uk Soh Chee Wen before their fall-out in
1998.

Soh is on the Securities Commission's wanted list for allegedly
defraudi ng Orega Securities Sdn Bhd. He is still at |arge and specul ati on
is rife about his return and arrest.

The cl ose rel ati onship between Dr Ling and Soh and the latter's business
connections with the party | eader's el dest son is open know edge,
especially to the MCA rank-and-file.

According to insiders, at the height of their relationship, party
nmenbers rai sed eyebrows seeing the neteoric rise of Soh in the party
hi erarchy as he was given key posts in the Presidential Council and the
Central Conmittee.

They were just as amazed over the sudden fall-out of the two.

Many a Chi nese | eader and MCA watcher feel that should Dr Ling decide to
continue as Mnister, it would not be credible for himto use the appea
fromthe party and others for himto stay as grounds for nmaking a U-turn.

This is because in Chinese culture, such an appeal is often a face-
giving perfunctory courtesy gesture to give a gracious exit for a | eader
who has offered to step down.

Backtracki ng after dropping a bonbshell froma position of strength with
no sign of any threat on the horizon certainly denands a nore convi nci ng
reason to counter irresistible public perception that there is nore to it
than neets the eye

On the other hand, if Dr Ling chooses to | eave w thout further
expl anation, there is bound to be even nore speculation as to the rea
reason for taking such a drastic action

At the end of the day, whichever way he decides, it would not be easy
for himto get out of the quagnmire he has created for hinself w thout
controversy.

Meanwhi | e, MCA supporters and the Chi nese community are keenly awaiting
events to unfold and the nystery to unravel itself.
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