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THE usual | y nundane news of appointments in governnent departnents created
political ripples of sorts | ast week when it was reported that two

Mal aysi an Chi nese will be appointed as the Prime Mnister's advisors.

It is said that the duo - a newspaper editor and a lawer - will daily
brief Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad on reports in the Chinese newspapers.
And if the grapevine is anything to go by, one of themw Il also
periodically update Dr Mahathir on sentinments of the English-educated
Chi nese while the other, the Chinese-educat ed.

The | ast Ml aysi an Chi nese whoma Prinme M nister had such direct access
to was probably Datuk M chael Chen who served as Tun Abdul Razak's
Parliamentary secretary.

It appears that Dr Mahathir wants to go one step ahead of the weekly
Cabi net neetings and regul ar di scussions with Chinese conmunity | eaders to
get a better understanding of the second-largest ethnic group in Ml aysia.

After all, Barisan Nasional relied to a | arge extent on the Chinese
votes during the 1999 general election following the split anong the
Mal ays. A slight swing in the Chinese votes can spell the downfall of nore
BN "saf e seats” or even several States, in addition to the current Pas-I|ed
Kel ant an and Ter engganu

For exanple, a 121-vote swing in the Pekan Parlianmentary constituency in
Pahang can be anat hema to Umo vi ce-president Datuk Seri Mhd Najib Abdu
Razak's political career. The Defence Mnister, who is also a forner Prine
M nister's son, polled only a 241-mgjority during the 1999 general
el ecti on.

And then there is BN s defeat in the Lunas by-election in which the
Chi nese were said to have delivered the death blow Only four of the 10
Chinese mgjority locations in Lunas voted for BN, conpared to all during
the 1999 general election

H storically, the threat of the Chinese votes swi nging in favour of the
Opposition is real

During the last major split involving the Mal ays, which saw the
formati on of Semangat 46 in 1987, the Chi nese-based DAP won 20
Parliamentary seats and al nost took control of Penang during the 1990
general el ection.

It was one of the DAP' s best performance ever, having co-operated with
Semangat 46 under the Gagasan Rakyat coalition.

MCA was then still reeling fromthe aftermath of its Tan Koon Swan- Dat uk
Neo Yee Pan crisis, the deposit-taking co-operatives scandal and
confronted with a host of Chinese education and cultural issues. Asinmlar
pattern i s devel opi ng now. The newl y-forned Parti Keadil an Nasional has
robbed Umo of a substantial Ml ay base.

MCA now is facing a | eadership crisis, with issues |like the relocation
of SJK (C) Damansara, the non-Bum putera quota for admi ssion into public
uni versities and the Vision School proposal further eroding its support
fromthe Chinese. Under the self-styled Alternative Front, Keadilan, Pas,
DAP and Parti Rakyat Ml aysia are building on their growi ng influence to
capture nore seats in the next general election, scheduled in 2004.

"G ven the swing of Malay votes fromthe BN in the | ast genera
el ection, the Chinese votes are becom ng nore and nore crucial for the
coalition," said Universiti Kebangsaan Ml aysia political scientist Prof
Dr P. Ramasany.



The Chinese fear of Pas' Islamc extrem smhas to sonme degree been
diluted with the presence of DAP in the Opposition coalition.

Pas | eaders who once | abelled Umo as "infidels" for co-operating with
non- Musl i ms, have al so shed their flow ng robe-and-turban i mage. Now, nany
are proficient in English, wear designer suits and sone were even seen
shaki ng hands wi th Chi nese pork-sellers in the run-up to the Lunas and
Tel uk Kemang by- el ecti ons.

At a tinme of eroding Miuslimsupport, Umo is also facing pressure to
adopt a nore Islamc outlook - a nmove which could alienate the Chinese who
delivered many seats for Umo during the 1999 polls. Previously, the
spectre of Pas' Islamc State was so frightening that sone Chinese
dissatisfied with the Government would still vote for BN, whomthey
consi dered the | esser of the two banes.

If Umo chooses to re-create a nore Islamc i mage, the Chinese would be
indifferent as to whether Pas or BN is in power.

As it is, one of the major concerns of the Chinese over the Opposition,
over which Pas wi el ds considerable influence, is whether there will be an
over zeal ous pursuit of Islamic principles.

Raci al j okes poke fun at how drinking and ganbling are synonynous with
Chi nese the world over, although for the najority of Ml aysian Chinese, it
is nothing | ess than a vice.

"Sone of Pas' policies |ike the ban on al cohol and cultural shows did
not go down well with the Chinese," said DAP national vice-chairman Lim
Guan Eng.

The Chinese who control a large stake in the corporate sector will also
have to consider the effects of voting in a coalition which has no track
record in nmanagi ng the econony. As for fears that the BN may sway too nuch
to win the support of the Muslimelectorate, a journalist noted that Ummo
will always be a few steps behind Pas in the inplenmentation of Islamc
princi pl es.

"It is too early to say how the Chinese will vote in the next genera
election. It is usually two nonths before the el ection that natters nost,
not several years," Ramasany pointed out.

As the Opposition boasts that the Lunas by-election result is the
har bi nger of BN s downfall conme 2004, sone say BN s defeat was the
el ectorate's way of telling the Government to buck up.

It does not nmean that the Chinese would throw their support behind the
| oose coalition of Cpposition parties in the next general election.

That the Chinese votes are crucial for the BN and the Qpposition nowis
a foregone concl usi on.

Consi der the | atest devel opnent on Sunday when Dr Mahat hir announced
that Chi nese nenmbers of Sabah's Parti Angkatan Keadil an Rakyat (Akar) wl|
be able to join Umo foll owi ng Akar's dissol ution

Whil e the BN governnment can tal k about buil di ng Chi nese school s,
cul tural devel opnent programes and financial assistance, the Opposition
will have a harder tine to allay fears anong the Chi nese about the Islanic
state. Still, the DAP can pull out of the coalition to detach itself from
Pas' stigmm, just as Sarawak DAP has done, in anticipation of the State
el ection.

MCA on its part, needs to keep its house in order and not |let the
current feud between president Datuk Seri Dr Ling Liong Sik and deputy
president Datuk LimAh Lek affect its performance in the next genera
election. In this respect, the possibility of BN intervening in MCA' s
affairs cannot be ruled out if rivalry in the party gets out of hand.

During the MCA crisis in the md-1980s, acting president Neo was renpved
as Housing and Local Government Mnister - a death knell for his politica
career.



The "invisible hand" has not noved into MCA yet but if BN | eaders
perceive MCA's |latest internal crisis as a stunbling block in w nning
Chi nese support, an intervention is possible.

BN and the Opposition will be trying hard to court the Chinese, whose
votes can alter the country's political |andscape during the next polls.
The ball is nowin the Chinese electorate's court, and the little crosses
they draw on the ballot papers nmust at the end of the day, benefit
everyone, regardl ess of race, creed or religion.
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