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Umo can | ook forward with optim smbut not overconfi dence

Ai non Mohd

THI NGS are | ooki ng good for Ummo especially party president Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad as he savours sone conforting devel opnents in the party
and country as the year cones to an end.

Wthin the party, npost political observers conclude that Dr Mahathir's
grip on Umo is firm

Dr Mahathir's relationship with his deputy Datuk Seri Abdul |l ah Ahnmad
Badawi has never been better.

Si nce Abdul | ah or Pak Lah, as he is popularly known, becane the deputy
president, there has been | ess tal k about factionalismor canps in the
party whi ch was so apparent when Datuk Seri Anwar |brahimwas in the seat.

Pak Lah, a veteran who has had his share of disappointnments in his
political career, has settled in well as deputy to Dr Mahathir.

"There is no intense politicking |like before as there are no different
canps in the party. No nore tal k about who's in whose canp or so-and-so
belongs to this | eader's canp or vice-versa.

"A power struggle between the two top | eaders can precipitate infighting
at many |l evels of Umo and nobody wants to have that now. The fact that
there is only one canp in Umo under the president has indirectly
strengt hened the party," said an anal yst.

The party's Youth wing is slowy but surely gaining the support of the
younger generation and so is Puteri Umo whi ch has progressed nmuch since
its formation.

And of course, Wanita Umo is united under its chief Datuk Seri Rafidah
Azi z.

The DAP pullout fromthe Barisan Alternatif due to Pas' agenda is al so
seen as a positive sign for the BN. Adding to the occasion is the i mm nent
return of Parti Bersatu Sabah to the Barisan Nasional fold, after 11 years
out of the coalition.

At the sane tine, Pas may | ose sone of its synpathisers who feel that
the party has taken themfor a ride as it has yet to cone up with its
I slam c state concept after being challenged by Dr Mahathir.

Al these add up to a good year for Dr Mahathir, one which debunks the
specul ati on of observers who said Umo, which boasts about 2.5 nillion
menbers, is losing its influence anong Ml ays.

Abroad, Dr Mahathir has earned respect as an articulate and fiery
spokesman for devel oping countries and now for Islamc countries.

Foreign M nister Datuk Seri Syed Ham d Al bar said Dr Mahathir's foreign
policies have inproved his i mage and provi ded a noral e boost for the
peopl e.

"Moderation is the order of the day. Followi ng the Sept 11 incident, the
peopl e have sonehow real i sed that ideol ogical or religious fundanentalism
and extremismin any formhas no place in society," said vice-president
Tan Sri Muhyi ddi n Yassin

Dr Mahat hir, said Mihyiddin, has gai ned nuch ground on this issue. The
peopl e now realise there is no other mature party than Umo. The The
party's noderate stance in its policies and struggles have put it in good
st ead.

Wth these newfound strengths, has Umo regai ned sone of the glory it
| ost?

Political analysts said Umo may | ook strong now but it is not out of
t he woods just yet.



There is talk in Umo circles that sonme States are facing interna
probl ens especially in the north where Pas is maki ng i nroads.

In Kedah, for instance, it is said that Umo nenbers suffer so nmuch from
the "Pas phobia" to the extent they squirmwhen they see anything in
green.

It is obvious fromthe previous election results that there was a
decline in support for Umo, although the BN did well by taking three-
quarters of the seats in Parlianent.

Umo vi ce-president Tan Sri Muihammad Muhamrad Tai b was qui ck to point
out that a |lot has changed since 1999.

"Then, there were so many i ssues whi ch sonehow pull ed down the party.
But not anynore. The party is nore united.”

"The opposition front has been enmbroiled in crisis after crisis, mny
unresol ved. Rifts have appeared between the opposition parties."

Anot her Umo | eader said the party's biggest problemis not necessarily
Pas but fromwi thin Umo itself as there are still |eaders who fight anong
t hemsel ves.

Si pitang MP Dat uk Yusof Yaakob said this does not bode well for the
future as internal bickering and differences anong sone | eaders and
menbers woul d surely provide anmunition for the opposition

"I"'mnot saying that the | eadership has not done anything. It has, but
can do better. It will take time before results can be felt."

Umo is scheduled to hold its election in 2003. Al though many Umo
menbers hate to admt it, overzeal ous canpai gni ng by nenbers during party
el ections has always led to disunity.

Candi dates vying for party posts particularly those holding positions in
the Governnent, have al ways been busy canpai gni ng and negl ecting offici al
duti es.

There have been cases where Umo nenbers worked with opposition party
menbers to bring about the downfall of their rivals in a general election.

Umo | eaders should realise that this is not the way to get posts.

A contest for posts could be devastating and the party | eadership shoul d
not all ow such turbul ence to erupt.

Tanmbun di vi si on head Datuk Ahmad Husni Hanadzl ah said Umo shoul d not
take things for granted.

"What happened to the plan to go down to the grassroots to explain
various matters to the people personally and directly? They nust not
forget that efforts to bring | eaders closer to the grassroots wll
definitely consolidate the party.”

In fact, Ahnmad Husni said, the supreme council's plan to hold neetings
in the States has al so been scrapped, not that it nade nuch difference as
nmost of the supreme council menbers preferred to stick to their own
cliques rather than neeting the grassroots.

Has there been any positive change in Umo in the |ast two years? Has
Umo done enough to keep in touch with the grassroots?

Has there been an increase in the nunber of Ml ays supporting the party
since the last el ection?

These questions beg answers.

A division chief criticised a Menteri Besar, saying it was difficult to
seek a neeting with himand it took al nost a week before he could get an
appoi nt ment .

"I discovered that it is hard to neet them | cannot understand why when
| just want themto endorse my son's schol arshi p programe. "

By now, MP for Kinabatangan Dat uk Bung Mokhtar Radin said Umo | eaders
must renenber that voters are getting wise to the tactics of candi dates
and representatives visiting themonly during an el ection.

Umo, Ahnmad Husni said, nust remenber that Pas is nobilising whatever



machinery it has to |l aunch an assault agai nst the BN

A close aide to Pak Lah said both Dr Mahathir and his deputy have
visited al npst all States.

He added that this woul d sonehow show t he peopl e that the | eadership now
was nore on the ground to look into their needs and aspirations.

But anot her Umo | eader was quick to point out that the party's | osses
to Pas in the | ast general election was not because Pas was strong.

"They won because Umo was not united. Take Kel antan and Terengganu
There are so many factions there, even the people are confused. During the
| ast el ection, Umo nenbers in the two States were split.”

The year 2002, which is the Year of the Horse according to the Chinese
cal endar, is expected to be better conpared with the past two years in
terms of political stability and econom c grow h.

Perhaps, the first litnus test for Umo will be the comi ng by-el ection
i n I ndera Kayangan.

The result of the by-election is crucial for it will send an early
signal to Umo whet her the people are rallying behind it or otherw se.
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