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Thorny | eadership transition i ssue

Jocel i ne Tan

"BETTER not to talk ... no gag order, but better not to talk,"” said an MCA
m ni ster when asked about the stornmy waters that this second-ranking
partner of the Barisan Nasional seens to have sailed into | ast week.

He was to repeat his "better not to tal k" phrase about eight nore tines
before signing off - and rather sheepishly too - on his handphone.

Rel uctant as MCA figures nmay be to speak, the heated exchange of words
bet ween MCA president Datuk Seri Dr Ling Liong Sik and his deputy Dat uk
Lim Ah Lek at the recent party central conmittee neeting brought to the
surface a host of grievances that have been simrering since the genera
el ection.

The intensity of the incident stunned the over 30 people at the neeting.
As one of themputs it, "there has never been that kind of atnosphere
bef ore".

It al so seens to have | eft themlargely unsure about howto deal with
the situation although several have tried to brush it off as a "non-
incident" or even as "normal in a party as big as MCA".

An MCA MP insisted the nedia was trying to "nake a nountain out of a
mol ehi | | " but begged not to be quoted, adding: "I pray | will be left out
of all this."

O hers tried to downplay the incident in classic Mlaysian English as
"two brothers fighting al so you want to report".

Incidentally, the Nanyang Siang Pau journalist who had scooped the ot her
papers with his front-page report of the storny neeting was at Parli anent
on Thursday, but could not get a single MCA MP to go on record on the
i ssue.

The CC neeting proceeded normally until |awer Datuk Wng Mok Leong,
one of MCA' s nost respected and senior figures, questioned Dr Ling about
the allocation of government posts in the party.

M dway through Dr Ling's explanation, Limsuddenly turned red in the
face, lost his | egendary cool, and accused the president of obsfucating
the i ssue and goi ng back on a gentl eman's agreenent about who woul d get
whi ch post. An acrinoni ous argument erupted, voices were raised and strong
words uttered.

"It happened just |ike that, pom And it was over in a few mnutes,"”
sai d one of those present.

Dr Ling is adifficult man to provoke and his ability toreinin his
tenper probably saved the situation fromdeteriorating.

And al t hough the neeting ended in a calmalbeit tense nood, the flare-up
basically signalled the end of the unspoken noratoriumon grievances anbng
the rank-and-file over a host of issues.

Party people are at pains to stress that this does not anobunt to a
crisis, nor even a fissure. But the | eadership, they said, would have to
acknow edge and deal with the grouses in order to prevent a split.

The probl em goes back to the general election; the solid Chinese support
for the BN inevitably rai sed expectations anong the MCA grassroots for a
nmore significant role for the party in the new Governnent.

But di sappoi ntnent set in when the party president said the MCA woul d
settle for the status quo in terns of posts - and this in the face of
Gerakan getting an additional parliamentary secretary post.

Said a CC nenber: "It is like a businessnan standing in front of his
shop saying, | don't need any nore custonmers' ... that's how we see it."



Many MCA | eaders were put in a spot and had a hard tinme rationalising
the situation to their supporters. To conpound matters, Gerakan was al so
given an exco seat in Negri Senmbilan as well as the |ocal governnment Exco
post in Selangor which had traditionally gone to the MCA

In that sense, the party's highly-publicised stand-off with Gerakan in
Penang over the Chief Mnister's post - futile as it may have been from
the very start - was a crucial and strategic nove to show the grassroots
that the party did try.

"I can vouch for how hard the president tried in the case of Penang, how
he spoke on a one-to-one basis with the PMand DPM He |l eft no stone
unturned, " says Penang MCA chairman Datuk Dr Sak Cheng Lum

Dr Ling has not been unaware of the ground sentinents and had even
despat ched MCA publicity bureau head Dat uk Wwng See Wah to go round and
expl ai n.

He al so told those close to himthat he did not wish to pressure the
Prime M nister for nore posts and that Umo should be allowed to settle
its problens.

O hers explain the situation as too nany capabl e people and too few
posts.

"I'n that case, he should have consulted the party before deciding not to
ask for nore posts," said anot her CC nenber.

Therein lies another grouse: that the president prefers to consult his
presidential council, and nore so his inner circle, than the CC, the
hi ghest deci si on- maki ng body.

Gven the intensity of the flare-up, it is clear that the Ling-Lim
tensi on had been building up even before the general election and its
roots lie in what sonme in the party call the "succession question"

It is out in the open nowthat Dr Ling's choice as the next No 2 is
vi ce-president Datuk Ong Ka Ting (the Local Governnent and Housi ng
M ni st er) whom he has been groomni ng by way of del egating nore duties and
clout over the years.

Says a Sel angor MCA politician: "It's common know edge that people go to
Ka Ting when they can't get to the president and his word (Ka Ting's) is
like final. It's been happening over a long time and he has becone quite
powerful . "

Ong, who started off as Dr Ling's political secretary in the 1980s, has
al so been building up his powerbase in Perak and Johor, MCA's two
strongest States. Perak is held by his brother Ka Chuan (a State Exco
menber) whereas Ong virtually runs things in Johor for State chairman Dr
Li ng.

Al'l this is not to deny that Ong is one of the npst prom sing
politician-technocrats to energe in recent years - he is bright, diligent,
approachabl e and smart.

The trouble is that the other VP, Datuk Chan Kong Choy, a long-tine
protege of Lim is just as intelligent, conpetent, popular and anbitious.

Chan, considered nore senior than Ong, is thought to have been boxed in
when Ong was all owed to contest the VP post a full term before Chan was
allowed to nmove fromhis Youth | eader post to the VP stage.

And when he did so |ast year, he was deeply disappointed to trail in
| ast anong the four VPs.

H's mentor, Lim was reportedly upset when Chan was not nmade a M nister
and al t hough appointed to the prestigi ous Deputy Finance Mnister post, it
was seen as yet another attenpt to thwart his progress.

The Pahang-based Lim |ike Dr Ling, has his favourites. In fact, his
of t-expressed desire to retire has always been with the tacit
under standi ng that those aligned to himwoul d be taken care of.

For instance, he had pushed hard for his former political secretary Liow



Tiong Lai to contest in Raub and for fell ow Pahang politician and Wanita
chief Datuk Dr Ng Yen Yen to replace Datuk Dr Ting Chew Peh in Gopeng.

When he could not get his way, he reportedly threatened to retire,
somet hi ng he had done several times in the past. But Dr Ling called his
bluff this time and the result was that Liow ended up contesting in
Bentong (the seat vacated by Lim and Dr Ng i n Raub.

"The bottom ine is succession. Politics is like that. There will always
be | eaders who are inpatient about | eaders who have overstayed," says a
Wanita MCA figure

There are many ways to play the gane and this, she says in a worried
tone, "is one way of sending the nessage ... because if things were really
going well, it wouldn't have cone to this sort of head."

O hers say it is less a question of succession than people trying to
position thenselves for the future.

"There is no split but there will be canps and the canps will grow nore
distinct if no action is taken. People will start aligning especially
t hose who feel they have worked hard and not got anything," says anot her
MCA politician

But Ling has shown no sign of going just yet - his inner circle knows
t hat .

Li ke other heads of BN conponent parties, he belongs to the Mahathir era
whose political lives are closely tied up to that of the Umo president.

This despite Dr Ling frequently telling the party | eaders not to
overstay, to make way for younger people, and that positions are |ike
tenmporary occupation |icences which need to be renewed all the tine.

Actually, Dr Ling is only 56 - still youthful for Asian politics. But he
has been president since 1986 which makes this his fifth termand, hence,
a certain inpatience anong the second echel on.

O as the above CC menber put it: "If you stay too | ong, you do not
allow for a snooth transition."

There is no doubt the Ling-Limrelationship has been severely strained.

The fact that Limhas not indicated he will relinquish his No 2 post is
as good as saying: don't count ne out just yet.

Many | eaders are worried stiff. They | oathe the prospect of having to
take sides in the event of a top | evel contest because many of themstil
remenber the bitter fallout fromthe fights in the 1980s.

Says PJ Sel atan MP and parlianentary secretary Donald Lim "The | ast
thing the grassroots want is another party crisis. They want a snooth
transition.”

This is sonething people outside the political party system have al ways
found so difficult to understand. The outside viewis that contest is
denocratic, a healthy formof renewal and shoul d be encouraged.

But those inside are wary because of the period of political instability
that tends to follow big fights. Ml aysian politics is such that the | oser
of ten cannot accept defeat and the w nner insists on taking all

Much of what happens fromhere will depend on how Dr Ling handl es
t hi ngs.

As fornmer party deputy president Datuk Lee Kim Sai told the Chinese
papers: "He tied the knot, he nust nowuntie it."

The naster politician in Dr Ling cannot be underesti mated. But even
master politicians come to crossroads and he is at one such crossroad at
t he nmoment .

"I"'mconfident the president will be able to sort this out," says
| oyal i st Dr Sak.

According to the above Wanita figure, the president nmust now be seen as
assi duously taking in the views of every CC nenber and hold frequent
di al ogues with the rank-and-file.



"And at the end of the day, it's very nuch about satisfying people who
have wor ked hard.

"He nust negotiate for nore for the party, to be seen as having tried
hard."

But the bigger problemahead is how Dr Ling handl es the | eadership
transition because Lims outburst at the CC neeting is a signal that his
supporters are unlikely to take things |ying down from now.

It will take all that Dr Ling has to craft out a conprom se, an approach
he has spouted often in the past and which he will now have to find new
use and neani ng for.
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