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Umo el ections shaping up to be the political event of the year
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EVERYONE' S wat ching. And many will also be asking - will the May Ummo

el ections see a split in the party acknow edged as the mainstay in the
ruling Barisan Nasional ?

Among the wat chers, sone will have direct access to what is going on,

and will be directly involved in the el ection process.

After the Nov 29 general election, all eyes will now be on the party

el ections. Starting | ast Thursday, Umo divi sions begin their genera
meeting as a run-up to the annual assenbly.

These neetings are just as inportant because del egates to the May

el ection will be chosen here.

The May assenbly has the added excitenment of the election of office
bearers serving the suprenme council. The 40-menber council is the highest
deci si on-nmaki ng body in the party, where policies are made. Soneti nes,
political careers can either take off or take a dip.

Even wi t hout an el ection, the assenbly has al ways been cl osely foll owed
by those within and outside Umo. There is al ways sone form of excitenent
or other. This year's assenbly will probably see passionate debates on

i ssues affecting the party, particularly its performance in the | ast
general el ection.

Umo | ost some high-profile seats in that el ection and many nenbers

woul d want to share their thoughts on this at the assenbly. Questions wll
be raised as to how and why Jeli, Parit, Besut, Setiu, Cukai and Sik were
|l ost to the Opposition.

Besi des a forumwhere they can let off steamand speak their mnd, the
assenbly will also be a good opportunity for the party | eaders to do sone
talent spotting and pick new ideas which nmerit inplenentation. But the
main itemon the agenda will, of course, be the election and t he debates.
But no matter how heated the debates, the focus of attention will stil

be the el ection of office-bearers. Many will agree that this will probably
be the year's main event in the donestic political calendar. Well before
the assenbly proper, the excitenent is already being felt.

To date, nine candi dates have al ready declared their intention to bid

for the three vice presidential seats up for election. There are five VP
seats al together, but one each is reserved for the Youth and Wanita w ngs.
Down the line, 25 suprenme council seats are offered, and there's a total
of 55 aspirants al ready.

The supreme council at its nmeeting on Jan 4 had issued an advi sory which
has stirred sone debate anpbng nenbers. The council had advi sed nenbers
that the top two posts in the party not be contested, on the grounds that
a contest would split the party. This, many argued, should be avoi ded.

The advi ce woul d nean that Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad shoul d

continue to serve as party president and Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahnad Badaw ,
a vice president carrying out the duties of deputy president, be noni nated
to fill the vacancy. Abdullah, fondly referred to as Pak Lah, has given a
good account of hinself when carrying out the duties of the nunber two and
shoul d be allowed to carry on unchal l enged. Hi s appoi nt nent as Deputy
Prime M nister and Hone M ni ster suggests a growi ng confidence in his
abilities.

Whi |l e sone continue to debate the pros and cons of the advice, the
spotlight in recent weeks fell on Tengku Razal ei gh Hanzah, the chairman of
Umo's |liaison conmmttee in Kelantan. In fact, ever since his return to



the Umo fold, Ku Li, as he is fondly referred to, has sel domnot gai ned
fromsome kind of attention or other.
Sone people seemto believe that if there's going to be a challenge for
either one of the top two posts, the chall enger woul d be the Kel ant an
prince. Call it what you may, Tengku Razal ei gh has consi derable charmin
attracting people, even when results of the |ast general election where he
failed to win back Kel antan suggest ot herw se.
It isinteresting to note that Datuk Dr Rais Yatim now Mnister in the
Prime Mnister's Departnent and one-tinme deputy president of Parti Ml ayu
Semangat 46 whi ch Tengku Razal eigh fornmed after he left Umo in 1988, had
some comments to nmake on the possibility of a contest for the two top
posts.
Rais said Umo could ill-afford a contest |like the one in 1987 when
Tengku Razal ei gh took on Dr Mahathir in a “go for broke' battle. As it
turned out, Dr Mahathir prevailed by 43 votes, forcing Ku Li to challenge
t he decision in court.
The court declared Umo illegal, only to resune its activities soon
after, mnus Tengku Razal ei gh who noved on to form Semangat 46. Senangat
46 failed to gain ground and is now buried in the history books of
Mal aysi an politics as a splinter group which served a few but not the
nati on.
Even a Japanese newspaper had shown interest in Tengku Razal ei gh's yes-
or-no decision, forcing the latter to issue a denial on Thursday. The
Japanese newspaper ran a report which quoted Tengku Razal ei gh as sayi ng
that he woul d free Datuk Seri Anwar |brahimif he became Prime M nister.
(Anwar, former Deputy Prine Mnister and deputy president of Umo, is in
jail after the High Court found himaguilty of corrupt practice).
Tengku Razal ei gh had on Feb 12 i ssued another denial through his aide,
Ahmad Shabery Chik. He said that a witten statenment suggesting that he
was prepared to be nominated to contest the presidential post was not
i ssued by him But even this failed to stop political observers and
students of political science fromscrutinising every nove nmade by the
prince.
One can only assume that Tengku Razal ei gh was still wei ghing the pros
and cons of that supreme council advice. The |l onger he takes to openly
declare his intention the nore it would fuel speculation that he is
actual ly planning and plotting a high-risk battle that may trigger a split
even before the election is held.
It is inevitable that a top-gun contest woul d cause party nenbers to
take sides. Many are arguing that at a time when Umo should be repairing
and bringing its house to order after a bruising general election, a
contest for the top posts would yield nore harmthan good. This, then, is
the issue before the 165 divisions as they neet to nom nate candi dates to
determ ne the party hierarchy.
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