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Far-reaching effects
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THE 1:1 draw between the Barisan Nasional (BN) and Pas in two simultaneous
by-el ections in Kedah two weeks ago can easily be regarded as the turning
point in the rivalry between the two donmi nant parties since the 1999
general el ection.

Al t hough there had been six by-elections since then, the two parties mnet
only once - in the Sanggang state by-election in Pahang nore than two
years ago, in which BN novice Redzwan Harun decisively defeated Pas
heavywei ght Dat uk H shanuddi n Yahya.

The outcone of the Pendang Parliamentary and Anak Bukit state by-
el ecti ons woul d have far-reachi ng consequences on the continuing rivalry
between the two parties.

The BN s success in recapturing Pendang and drastically cutting the
support for Pas in Anak Bukit should, anong other things, dispel the
wi despread belief that Pas is unstoppable in Kedah after wi nning 12 out of
36 state seats and eight out of 15 Parlianmentary seats in the 1999 genera
el ection.

The doomsayers scored additional points when the Pas-backed Keadil an
candi date won the Lunas state by-election, also in Kedah, in Novenber
2000. Wth that victory, Pas becane even nore convinced that the conquest
of Kedah was only a matter of tine.

Thus, the loss of Pendang on July 18 was a devastating blowto its
confidence. Until that fateful day, retaining the coveted Pendang seat
was, to Pas | eaders, a foregone concl usion

It was unthinkable, at least to themand their fanatical followers, that
Pendang, which was won in 1999 by Pas President Datuk Mohd Fadzil M Noor
with a confortable majority, would be so quickly lost. Until his death on
June 23, Fadzil was also the State Assenbl yman for Anak Bukit.

Pas was confident that the synpathy generated by Fadzil's death was
enough to see the party through. Even Umo - the BN s dom nant partner -
did not dismss such a possibility judging fromthe massive 50, 000 turnout
at Fadzil's funeral

So confident were they of victory that they nom nated novices to stand
in both places and, in the process, ignored the fact that neither of them
are fromthe ul ama faction.

In fact, both are, by Pas's own definition, secul ar-educated - Mhanad
Hayati O hman, who stood in Pendang, is a nedical doctor and Am ruddin
Hanzah (Anak Bukit), an engi neer.

This led to sone disgruntl enent anmong nmenbers of the ulama group and the
conservatives who felt that Fadzil's |egacy as a prom nent ul ama was bei ng
i gnored. Both Pendang and Anak Bukit are the centres of pondok religious
school s.

Thus for the BN, despite the razor-thin majority, the victory in Pendang
was understandably sweet. Its veteran candi date Datuk O hman Abdul won
with a majority of 283 out of 45,367 valid votes cast.

VWi | e Kual a Lunpur - based anal ysts and commentators would like to |ink
the outcone of the by-elections to the larger issues - the aftermath of
the Sept 11 attacks on the US, the war on terrorism the Prine Mnister's
resi gnati on and the econony - the battle for Pendang and Anak Bukit was
far nmore straightforward.

It was the replay of old rivalry and aninpbsity - the struggle between
the liberal Islamc forces in Umo and the conservatives in Pas. The



latter had, in recent years, been greatly radicalised by the grow ng
fanatici smof the party.

Then there is the local factor - the fact that Pendang has al ways been
the battle ground for the control of the Malay m nds invol vi ng heavywei ght
pl ayers. It is a place where giants were nade and unnade

To date, three party presidents trace their political roots to Pendang -
Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhanmad, the [ate Yusuf Rawa and Fadzil.

The young Dr Mahathir - referred to by Pas as ~Doktor Umo' - nade his
el ecti on debut in Pendang (then known as Kota Star Selatan) in 1964. He
easily defeated the Pas candi date, Mhd Shaari Shukor, and established a
yet unbroken record of nustering the highest majority in the history of
the constituency in a straight fight involving Umo and Pas. He beat his
rival with a 20.4 per cent margin.

In the follow ng general election (1969), when the Pas ul ama decreed
that Umo supporters were kafir (infidels) because they cooperated wth
the non-Muslinms, Dr Mahathir |ost the seat to the Penang-born Yusuf who
went on to beconme Pas President in the early eighties.

To add insult to injury, Dr Mahathir's private nmedical practice suffered
when Pas supporters started to shy away from his Maha Klini k because they
were told by their | eaders that he would adm nister to them deadly
i nj ections.

Fadzil, Yusuf's successor, won the seat in the | ast general election
with a majority of 2,939, defeating O hnan. He failed to unseat O hman in
his first attenpt in 1990

The BN s success in reclaimng the seat could lead to the erosion of
support for Pas in other areas. This could spell trouble for the party in
the run-up to the next general election which may be as early as next
year.

If the BN could recapture Pendang, which gave Pas the highest majority
anong the eight Parlianentary seats it won in Kedah in the | ast genera
el ection, the chances of it turning the tables on Pas in other areas could
not be worse.

Even in Anak Bukit, the BN had successfully reduced Pas' nmajority from
1,840 in the last general election to just 508. The support for BN, on the
ot her hand, increased dramatically. It is a widely held belief that the BN
could have won the seat had its machinery been as efficient as in Pendang.

The victory in Pendang and the rising support in Anak Bukit suggest that
Pas is not as strong as it is made out to be. It nade an inpressive inroad
in 1999 because the BN, in particular Umo, was weak.

The party was affected by the sacking of its Deputy President and Deputy
Prime Mnister, Datuk Seri Anwar |Ibrahim a year earlier. This was
aggravated by petty squabbles and rivalries at the state and divi siona
| evel s, as was the case with Kedah and Pendang.

Wth Pas being pushed to a corner by the inconsistencies inits policies
and pronouncements, in particular on the Islamc punishment code (hudud),
and by the antics of some of its |eaders - including saying that even
Al l ah swears - Ummo stands a better chance of reaching out to the nore
noder at e Pas supporters.

The bi ggest noral e-booster for the BN this tine around was the success
it had penetrating the hardcore Pas areas with the help of canpaigners and
canvassers fromoutside the state. For the nore fanatical Pas supporters,
seeing a BN flag flying in their villages is enough to put themin anok
node, resulting, in sone cases, in violent confrontations.

Thus, the Pendang and Anak Bukit by-el ections were | ess about denocratic
ideals and the |oftier issues but nore of raw nerves and endurance. It was
about Umo and Pas settling old scores. Keadilan and Parti Rakyat, the two
remaining allies of Pas, were hardly visible.



And while the non-Mal ay votes played a pivotal role in BN s victory, the
slimmajority was nmade possible only by the success of the BN in reaching
out to the fence-sitters and first-tinme voters.

In the end, well over 80 per cent of the voters cane out to exercise
their right in peace, thus sealing the victory for denocracy.
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