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Race for posts in Umo hots up

Jocel in Tan

FOR several weeks now, the curving road in front of the Kuala Lunpur hone
of an Umo vi ce-presidential candi date has been parked with cars al npst

ni ghtly.

The vehicles belong nostly to Umo people, often from outside of Kuala
Lunmpur, calling on the Mnister in groups of up to 10 and often |ingering
on till late in the night.

The M ni ster has been receiving streams of such visitors even at his
of fice.

"Morning, afternoon, night ... it's been very, very busy for Datuk,"
says his aide

The way many of these visits unfold is typically Ml ay and Umo.

The M nister, a seasoned Umo | eader, knows nost of his visitors because
of his years as a party |eader, so the atnosphere is always relaxed - a
conbi nation of small talk, jokes and serious party stuff.

The visitors bring himnews about their divisions, and if their
di vi sions have net, they tell himabout the nom nations nade and
resol uti ons passed.

Opi ni ons are exchanged over refreshnents and the M nister usually shares
his views about national and party issues. And since the Sanggang by-
election is on, quite a bit of the conversation has centred on the

canpai gn.
There is no direct campaign pitch. Appeals for support are quite
inmplicit - in the welconme and hospitality the Mnister shows to his

visitors, in his regard for their feedback and in his articul ation of
party matters.

The M nister is fortunate because not all hopefuls for posts in the
party's May el ection enjoy this sort of honage. Sone have had to be nore
creative.

A VP aspirant, with nore tinme on his hands, has taken to "visiting his
Umo friends" (canpaigning has becone a sonmewhat tarnished word in Umo
politics) in several States.

He has been seen at the hunbl e warung in several places up north where
he has shunned hotels for the sinple kanmpung homes of his friends, eating
and praying with them and even taking baths fromthe well in the open-air
bat hroons that still prevail in sonme villages.

The contrasting styles of the VP candi dates are anmusing, to say the
| east.

A VP hopeful, also a Mnister, has relied chiefly on tel ephone calls to
contacts, asking themto "give me a chance" and to put in a good word for
hi m anong those they neet.

There are people who are quite willing to do sonme running around for him
but he has told people he is not interested.

Sone insist he is too much of a purist about the no-canpaign ruling.

O hers say he is too kedekut (parsinonious) about having to spend noney on
transport, food and | odgi ng for those hel pi ng him

What ever the canpai gning style, this weekend sees the bul k of the
remai ni ng divi sional neetings taking place and the nom nations that foll ow
will determine who's in and who's out in the VP race.

Hal f of the 11 nanes nominated so far have crossed the qualifying mark
and several nore will probably crest the bar this weekend.

One nane still closely watched i s Kel antan Umo chi ef Tengku Razal ei gh



Hanzah al t hough he has coll ected only a handful of nom nations so far.

Mor eover, Razal ei gh has denied reports and he does not intend to go for
the top posts even if nom nated.

I nstead, he clained that all he said was what he had been saying al
al ong: he has no plans and that it is up to the grassroots to deci de.

As far as the Umo crowd is concerned, this means the prince is still in
the running - at least, for the VP and suprene council contests since he
seens to have mnissed the boat for the two top posts.

Sone think he is unlikely to accept any VP or suprenme counci
nom nat i ons.

But those who do suggest that if he does, then he would be jostling with
those currently trailing the clear favourites - incunbent VP Datuk Seri
Naji b Tun Razak and Johor Menteri Besar Datuk Abdul Ghani O hman.

It remains to be seen, really, given the common refrain at divisiona
| evel that the nomnations will not reflect the way del egates votes on My
11.

A common tal e anbng t hose canpai gni ng for candi dates is that divisiona
| eaders have told themin all frankness that although they could push
their divisions to nom nate certain candi dates, they coul d not guarantee
that del egates fromtheir divisions would vote in those candi dates.

Still the fact that Najib and Ghani had pulled so far ahead so early on
begs conment.

Najib is not only way ahead but, say his aides, has consistently energed
as as the top nane anong the three VP nom nees picked by one division
after anot her the past weeks.

He seens to have finally put behind himthe dark spots in his politica
career to energe as one of the nore credible figures in the future
scenari o of Ummo.

"Naji b and Ghani have shown real |eadership qualities," says suprene
counci |l incunbent and Deputy Information Mnister Datuk Khalid Yunus.

Bot h def ended and stood by the party during an extrenely chall engi ng
period for Umo, sonething which the true-blue Umo types appreciate.

Party people also adnmired the way Naji b handl ed his di sappoi nt ment at
not bei ng picked as Deputy Prine Mnister |ast year

There are al so other nmore practical factors: his seniority in Umo and
the Governnent, his track performance and his fantastic network especially
anong the Youth wi ng.

"I would be surprised if he doesn't end up with the nost votes as VP,"
says a Mal ay businessnman with cl ose Umo ties.

Najib's aides like to conpare the race to the Fornula 1: taking pole
position is fine but one still have to work at negotiating those dicey
corners ahead.

In that case, Ghani who is a first-tinme contender for VP has done
remarkably well. Hs supporters say it is his track record, first as a
M nister, then as Menteri Besar, his intellect and his unbl em shed i mage.

"Ghani al so stands out because he is the strongest MB candi date," says
Perlis Menteri Besar Datuk Seri Shahi dan Kassim

O hers suggest he was perceived as top-grade VP material after Johor
cane through unscathed in what was a very difficult general election for
Umo.

But if the two top VP posts seemnore or | ess spoken for, the third
slot, as Khalid puts it, "is still w de open".

Contenders Datuk Seri Syed Hamid Al bar and Tan Sri Muihyi ddi n Yassin have
been hanpered by the strength and popularity of Ghani and have had to
canvass for support fromoutside their own State

Menteris Besar Datuk Seri Abu Hassan Orar (Sel angor), Datuk Seri GOsu
Sukam (Sabah) and Tan Sri Mohd |Isa Samad (Negri Senbil an) have done quite



wel | because of their positions as State Ummo chi efs.
Former Sel angor Menteri Besar Tan Sri Muhanmad Muhammad Tai b, despite

bei ng an i ncunbent, is seen to be fighting an uphill battle. Umo is
trying to forge a new inage and future for itself and he does not seemto
fit very well in that scenario.

Al t hough not expected to nmake it, it is said he will not be shamed in
terms of votes.

That the intellectually-inclined and el oquent Mnister in the Prine
M nister's Departnent Datuk Dr Rais Yatimhas not cleared the mark by now
has been a matter of some surprise.

One reason could be the fact that fellow Negri Senbilan | eader Isais
also in the race; the other could be that his Semangat 46 past is still a
few steps behind him

Previous VP races were often dictated by the fact that one of the posts
woul d go to a candidate with i npeccable religious credentials in order to
hold up the Umo side to arch-rival Pas.

In 1986, that candi date was Abdul | ah and before that, Tan Sri Wan
Mokht ar Ahmad of Terengganu. Had Dat uk Paduka Dr Ham d O hnman nmade it in
the national polls, the post woul d have been his.

But the talk nowis that this role would have to be assuned by Pak Lah
who has a religious educational background and cones froma famly of
wel | - known religious schol ars.

A great deal of the intense attention surrounding the VP race has to do
with the fact that party president Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad has
indicated that this will be his last termas Prime Mnister.

Says Khalid: "Delegates are going to think and think again before they
put the "X on the ballot paper. This contest is not about picking M A
and throwi ng out M B but about succession for the post-Mhathir era ..
we're not only choosing party | eaders but the next |eadership of the
country. "

There is also a great deal of talk on the ground about sending a nessage
to the top that Umo has to change with the tines, to reinvent itself,
reconnect with the young generation, in short, to survive.

Deputy Wirks M nister Khal ed Nordin reckons del egates are likely to use
the el ection of the suprene council to send this nmessage to the top
| eader shi p.

"Mbst del egates see this election as an opportunity for the party to
strengthen itself and this can be done through the el ection of office-
bearers who can genuinely serve the party. G herw se, they have only
t hensel ves to bl ane," he says.

In fact, this was rai sed a nunber of tinmes during the closed-door and no
hol ds barred neetings - there were a total of eight altogether - that Dr
Mahat hir had with divisional heads fromvarious States in Putrajaya a
nont h ago.

Dr Mahathir was told very frankly that the next suprene council nust
have a m xture of those hol di ng governnent posts and ordinary party
| eaders.

The suprene council race had over the years seen a grow ng bias for
t hose hol di ng gover nnent posts, the assunption being that they have nore
clout to deliver and perform

M ni sters, Deputy Mnisters and Menteris Besar may find that it is no
| onger that easy to walk into the suprene council

The view has found currency anong the grassroots and Johor Baru division
head Dat uk Shahrir Samad who i s anpong t hose who have crossed the m ni mum
nonmi nati ons bar for the suprene council contest is said to be going
strongly along this |ine.

"People (in Umo) want to see grassroots views eval uated al ongsi de t hat



of the Government. They are al so tal king about a healthy m x of experience
and youth to hel p generate new i deas and to re-energi se Umo," says Bukit
Bi nt ang Wani ta head Maryani ©Mhd Yit.

( END)



	Race for posts in Umno hots up (NST 26/03/2000)

