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Opposi tion keeps wishing for things it can't have

Abdul | ah Ahmad

| LIKE elections. | really do. | personally fought three genera

el ections, and was i nvolved, in one way or other, in all others except in
the 1978 and 1982 polls.

In 1978, | was in ny third year at Kamunting, held under the Interna
Security Act (I1SA), and | was reading for ny Master's degree in
international relations at Canbridge in 1982.

We have had 10 general elections, 11 if you include the first genera
el ection two years before i ndependence when the Alliance Party (Barisan
Nasi onal since 1974) won 51 out of 52 seats, its best perfornmance to date,
an all-tinme record which is unlikely ever to be repeat ed.

The extraordinary feat of the Alliance Party against the mght of the
British col onial Governnent's nachi nation and noney viaits | ocal proxies,
Parti Negara (now defunct), in particul ar hastened i ndependence.

There are two sides to every election, but only one top job. In
Putraj aya since | ast year.

Each one of the general election was different. In ny case, the easiest
was in 1974, which was also ny first attenpt.

| scored the highest percentage anpbng the BN candi dates i n Kel ant an
(81.81 per cent voted for ne) foll owed by Datuk Mohd Asri Mida, Pas
president at NilamPuri who obtained 74.53 per cent.

Pas then was in the BN but left it four years later, barely two years
after Tun Razak di ed. Tun Razak had persuaded Pas to be part of the
coalition.

The worst was certainly in 1990; the canpai gn was enotionally fraught;
but the 1995 poll was a revelation. | was the director of operations for
t he Machang parlianentary constituency since | was the Umo | eader, though
not a candidate. | was ny own director of operations in Machang and tw ce
i n Kok Lanas.

The then Deputy Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Anwar | brahi mhad shown a
particul ar interest inthe Machang parlianmentary constituency, perhaps |
shoul d say i n t he Kenuni ng State constituency where an Anwari st, Isnail
Mamat, was contesting. He | ost by 102 votes. He had 4, 657 votes to Pas
Ust az Hassan Mohamad' s 4, 759

Ismail is nowconsidered an ally of Datuk Seri Najib Razak. Anwar did
not al together surprise nme when he called to ask ny appraisal of the
situation. After a week of canpaigning, | told Anwar frankly that none in
Machang (the parlianentary seat with three State seats - Pul ai Chondong,
Banggol Judah and Keruni ng) woul d wi n. He accepted ny judgenent. Still, he
asked nme to do all | could for Isnmil

| believe, then and now, | coul d have done nore and he woul d have won i f
I smai | had been | ess Machi avel |ian. He desperately wanted to win, al beit
on his own terms. So, | obliged him

| also said Umo would not be able to recapture Kel antan from Pas-
Semangat 46 coalition. | was right, and | shall be right again in 2004 or
whenever the election is held.

The Bari san Nasi onal Governnent still has slightly | ess than three years
in office before the next poll is due.

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mhamad can be excused when he
spoke irritably at the OQpposition's suggestion that there m ght be a snap
pol | .

The BN, after the events of Septenber 11 and the defeat of the Taliban



isinreasonably good spirits and nore inportantly, in good stead. There
are detractors, inside and outside the menber parties; several of them
seemlikely to continue being as difficult as possible, but Dr Mahathir's
standi ng as a successful noderate Musliml eader has soared consi derably,
both at home and overseas. This has not hel ped the Opposition. And it
knows it too well.

There i s no undue econom c pressure on the Governnent, as we said in the
NST editorial on Tuesday. All signs indicate that Dr Mahathir continues to
conmand t he support of the majority in the nation.

The worries of the "doubters” about Dr Mahathir's conm t ment agai nst the
mlitant |slam sts have, in sone ways, been eased. There are no
anbiguities onthis score whichis conforting. Mal aysi ans are getting the
nmessage Dr Mahathir wants to despatch. Well, | believe so.

Ther e has been a di scernible sign for the better. The Governnent and
Umo have to catch the tide craftily and swiftly.

W still have nore than 30 nonths before election is due, giving Umo,
in particular, plenty of tinme to naeke preparations. The scale of victory
in 2004 or earlier will depend on what Umo does between now and then, the
external factors notwthstanding.

Next tinme around, Umo-Ied BN nust not just win the poll. | hope it wll
have a stronger nmandate for change with new direction emerging clearly.

The question before the Mal aysi an el ectorate is sinple as it has al ways
been si nce i ndependence: to continue relying on practical matters and
choosi ng whether to take the risk with the Cpposition or to stick with the
conforting security which the BN has al ways del i vered. The BN, under Dr
Mahat hir or Pak Lah (Deputy Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad
Badawi ) personified, will always keep faith with the el ectorate.

An el ection is an inportant denocratic process, not a trifling thing
because you are given a choice to deci de who will determ ne your future,
besi des spendi ng your noney.

Electionis aninteresting tinme, always has been and al ways wi || be.
Snap or otherwise, it is the only time when the nation becones the | and of
prom se: make a nountain out of a nole hill and worse still, when speeches
sound | i ke prom ssory not es!

I know many politicians, one in particular, whose talent for making
pronmises is only surpassed by his talent for not keeping them He has | ost
el ections, and | knowhe will |ose again if Umo picks himagain, sinply
because he is an Umo divisional | eader or sits in the party suprene
counci | .

Let the Opposition clanour for a snap election. It can wish it for an
indefinitely long tine.

Dr Mahathir is riding high. Politics is a profession where great skill
isrequired. In dismssing a possible snap el ection, Dr Mahathir shows he
is wiser than other people. But wi se nmen change their m nds - when they
grow ol der and wi ser.

There's nothing that cures the Qpposition fromw shing things (like the
snap el ection). It keeps on wanting what it can't have. But what elseis
there for it to wish for?

( END)
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