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The question is who you vote for - not who you want

Abdul | ah Ahmad

KUALA Lunpur throbs with life, it is not acity of fear, and the ruling
party is dismaying the opponents: it islively and roaring. It put the
OQpposition in despair by winning the Sanggang by-election, and it wll
help the MCw n the Tel uk Kemang parlianmentary by-election. Umo is
"reform ng" itself although by designit receives no publicity because it
isinconflict with the popul ar stereotype.

Umo el ections will be held on Wednesday for Wanita and Penuda and f or
the three vice presidents and 25 Suprene Council seats the day after.
Not hi ng new or exciting you might think, except that the w nners of
Thursday's vice presidential poll will be the next |eaders after Datuk
Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad and Dat uk Seri Abdul | ah Ahrmmad Badawi .

Al | can say is we shoul d not set our expectations too high. However,
there will be openness in the debate, and there will be accountability;
key el ements at an Umo Ceneral Assenbly.

There is not much in the way of change that can be expected on the
Wanita front unless Wanita Umo realises that its | eadership as
constituted is disunited and too nmuch time has been | ost due to infighting
inthe last three years.

What Wanita Umo needs is true wonen | eaders who are in tune with the
needs of energi ng Mal aysi an wonen and cour ageous enough to chal | enge
i njustices when they see them They nust be, if possible, original and
creative and who think of high office as sinply a neans to do good and not
an end initself. Datuk Seri Rafidah Aziz is an ol d horse, but a hard
wor ki ng one, while Datuk Dr Siti Zaharah Sul ai man, though she created an
upset three years ago by beating Rafidah, is afilly. Both Rafidah and
Zaharah can be utterly callous sonetines. But the nmost inportant thingis
result, and Rafi dah does performwell in the Mnistry of International
Trade and I ndustry. Rafidah is expected to regain the | eadership of the
Wani ta wi ng of Umo al though Zaharah is fighting hard to deny her that.
The tudung (head scarf) has becone a bi g i ssue between Zaharah and Rafi dah
- tothe detrinment of their ability and potential. Zaharah now wears the
t udung!

As Dat uk Hi shanuddi n Tun Hussei n has won the Youth | eader's post
uncontested, attention has turned to the race for the nunber two spot
bet ween a busi nessman and an actuari st - Datuk Abdul Aziz Shei k Fadzir, a
nouveau riche and Zein Isma I snai |l of Kluang, Johor. Both were "bani shed"
overseas by Hi shanuddin in the run-up to Wednesday' s el ecti on. Runmours
have it that Zein went on unrah (mnor pilgrimge) while Aziz went to
Mecca but via Bol |l ywood. This Bol | ywood busi ness may be the work of Aziz's
opponents.

Si nce Dr Mahat hir and Abdul | ah have won t he presi dency and deputy
presi dency uncontested, attention has turned to the three vice presidents'
posts. O the nine candidates - the favourites, it appears, are Datuk Seri
Mohd Naji b Razak, an i ncunbent and M ni ster of Defence, and Dat uk Seri
Pangl i ma Osu Sukam Chief Mnister of Sabah, and the state's Umo
chi eftai n who del i vered Sabah during the | ast general el ections. The third
slot, | believe, will go to one of the Menteris Besar contesting -

Sel angor's Datuk Seri Abu Hassan Orar, Johor's Dat uk Abdul Ghani O hman
and Negeri Senbilan's durable state Umo chief, Tan Sri |sa Samad. They,
like Osu, are first tiners.

The ot her candi dates are Forei gn M ni ster Datuk Seri Syed Hami d Al bar,



Mnister inthe Prime Mnister's Departnment, Datuk Dr Rais Yatim Tan Sri
Mihamad Tai b, an incunbent - he won the post when he was Menteri Besar of
Sel angor, and the M nister of Donestic Trade and Consuner Affairs, Tan Sr
Muhyi ddi n Yassin. O these, only Syed Hani d and Rai s have never won in
their previous attenpts. Al nine candi dates are going for broke - all are
runni ng for vice presidential seats only. The six losers will be out of

t he Suprenme Council. The candi date who polls a decent fourth placeis
normal Iy appoi nted to the Council by the president. The presi dent has the
power to appoint the secretary general, treasurer and i nformation chi ef
and 10 ordi nary menbers, bringing the Supreme Council menbers to 45.

If the mpjority of the 2018 del egates at the 54th General Assenbly
consi der geopolitics, |let common sense prevail and heed the "advice" of
the el ders, then the results would be as | expect themto be. The
inclusion of Gsuinthe national |eadershipis perhaps to be wel comed. W
are not mstaken in assum ng that Najib shoul d easily coast to yet anot her
termin Umo's third echelon | eadership

Al'l the nine candidates are the President's Men. The del egates have a
wi de range of candi dates to pick fromon Thursday. Al are credible, even
if not inpressive. To be sure, the del egates have made m st akes before:
Poor perfornance has grounded one who seened | i ke a workhor se,
nm sj udgenent s have hastened a premature retirenment, a third was sacked for
al | eged sexual m sconduct while a tainted and di scredited i ncunbent is
def endi ng hi s post. The del egates shoul d not have a tough time picking the
"three vice heirs". They nmust choose t he t hree best candi dates who in
their opinion are perceived to be suitable to work with the president and
al so to strike a geographi cal balance in which an i nportant state
power house shoul d not feel left out sinply because it is a newterritory.

The clock is ticking at the resi dences of the nine vice presidenti al
candi dat es. The outcone of the elections - which will be cheered by many
and put others in despair - may be the political death-knell for al
political hopes of the six |osers. For sure, for one or two a coneback i s
unli kel y.

The Umo General Assenbly, planned to coincide with its 54th birthday,
is being held at a time when the party is no longer fighting for itslife
following | ast Novenber's general elections. Quite the reverse. The
Opposi tion parties, except for Pas, appear to be on the wane. The econony,
under Tun Dai m s stewardshi p, though not ruddy-cheeked in excell ent
health, is surging ahead, with many anal ysts predicting a bright future.

The question nowis how Umo can neke life better for itself, at |east
inthe three or four years that stand between now and t he next genera
el ections. The answer is sinple: Continuous dial ogue with people of all
the races and i nproving the quality of the party's conversation with the
Bum putera el ectorate and the I T and K-econony generati on.

Now, it appears only Dr Mahat hir and Abdul | ah are goi ng around to neet
the peopl e. More credible Umo m nisters, Menteris Besar and younger
| eaders shoul d go down to the grassroots the way they did during the
Sanggang by-el ection, and | hope, it is repeated during the Tel uk Kemang
parlianentary by-el ection even though M Cis contesting. The Tel uk Kenang
electorate is made up of 52 per cent non-Mal ays and 48 per cent
Bum puteras. BNis expected to be able to defend the seat easily.

If | may say so here, Umo needs to smarten up the way it tal ks and
I istens which neans an effort to explainitself, its programres and goal s
inclearer, and, nore inportantly, |ess defensive | anguage. The best
defence is always to attack. Umo nust start to make sense of its
assertion that it is a progressive and forward-|ooking political force -
sonet hing nore positive and a better alternative than the forces of
Islam c extrem sm



What ever peopl e may say about Dr Mahathir, nmost will agree that heis a
good |istener |ike the physician he was (and is). He is ready to |isten.
Whet her he agrees i s another story. Lesser | eaders shoul d be good
listeners Iike Dr Mahathir. They all should listen to well-meaning
critics, the ones who wi sh Umo and t he Government wel | but w sh t hey
woul d do better in fighting corruption, pronmoting good gover nance and
i mproving the state of our schools and universities. On May 11, Umo
| eaders shoul d remenber their candid friends for as they surely know, they
are the best friends of Umo's Governnent. The party and Gover nment nust
becone nore "critic-friendly".

Denocracy, as understood in the party, neans that the del egates can vote
for whomthey Iike but the tradition is they choose who will be able to
wor k and cooperate with the president, deputy president, the treasurer and
the secretary general. The underlying criterionis their suitability under
the prevailing circunstances since none really outshines the other.
Suitability and realpolitik are going to deternine the el ecti ons: These
al ways do.

Umo el ections tend to be advantageous - not always true as there have
been exceptions - to candi dates who hol d government posts. Dr Mahat hir
twi ce polled the highest votes in the Suprene Council el ecti ons when he
was not in governnent. Syed Nasir |snail becane a vice president beating
Khir Johari, a strong i ncumbent and the M nister of Trade and | ndustry,
during the 1971 Umo el ecti ons. Umo el ecti ons have al ways been
scrupul ously fair and free, and this year's will be even nore so because
it must not only be transparent but al so seen to be so.

| shall not try to take away the punchbow just as the party is really
SWi ngi ng on Thursday eveni ng but | hazard a guess that, all being well,
everything will proceed snmoothly. Al candi dates, including the 63
fighting for the 25 seats on t he Suprene Council, have pl edged on oath
that they will not "practise nmoney politics, corrupt practices or engage
in corrupt practices" - a pronise easy to make but hard to keep. Still,
many sneaky canpai gn practices have occurred - no nore worse than what
usual | y happens during the United Nations Security Council el ections.

Umo, not unlike the New Labour Party in the UK, has influence over
patronage. It remains strong and as great as ever, like that practised by
the ruling parties in Japan, India and the US. Umo has no need to
apol ogi se or anything to be ashanmed of. Al ruling parties everywhere do
that, too, in varying degrees.

On the evening of May 11, | expect a new state | eader to be catapulted
into the national limelight, maki ng hi ma probabl e deputy prinme minister,
even a potential prime mnister, and altering the political |andscape
wi thin a decade.

Al'l too often certain facts are too easily forgotten, in an age when
peopl e conveniently forget history, that Umo has forged unity, maintained
peace and prosperity since | ndependence. Wen we have a systemthat has
served Mal aysi ans so well, we should all, irrespective of race or
political belief, fight hard to protect the system

This, in essence, is the significance of Umo's el ections on Thursday
for all Ml aysians. The Qpposition, in various guises, has tried time and
againtoreplace Umo and its partners and failed each tinme. They will try
again in 2004 or whenever the 11th general el ections is call ed.

Though ahead of tine for years, Ml aysian voters - especially those
voting for the first time - will be well-adviced to remenber the old
linmerick about the young |l ady (the el ectorate) fromRi ga (Ml aysi a)

"Who rode with a snmile on a tiger (the Qpposition);

"They returned fromthe ride with the |ady inside,

"And the snmle on the face of the tiger."



The Oppositionis like the tiger which offers a deadly ride. Ml aysi ans
shoul d t hi nk seriously about their values, priorities and religi ous
har nony.
( END)
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