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MCA needs to regai n Chi nese support fast

Chow Kum Hor

MCA president Datuk Seri Dr Ling Liong Sik |ooked unusually restless,
drumming his fingers on the table as Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mhanmad
fielded questions fromreporters after the Bari san Nasional suprene
counci | neeting on Wdnesday.

Still, Dr Ling, who is also Transport Mnister, nade tinme for reporters
who had questions for himafter the nmedia conference.

Dr Ling's aides said the Jan 19 | ndera Kayangan by-el ection had taken a
great physical toll on the doctor-turned-politician who could do with a
wel | - deserved rest.

In the by-election, MCA's Qui Ah Lan won with a | andslide 2,592 votes
maj ority against Parti Keadilan Nasional's Khoo Yang Chong.

But rest is the last thing Dr Ling's enemies - fromw thin and outside
the party - are giving him

The |l atest assault cane in the formof accusations that nore Chinese had
voted for Parti Keadilan Nasional in the by-election

The two maj or Chi nese-dom nated voting districts in the Indera Kayangan
constituency are Pekan Lama Kangar with about 85 per cent Chinese voters
and Pekan Baru Kangar (about 71 per cent).

Bot h saw Keadi |l an securing hi gher votes conpared to the 1999 genera
el ection. In Pekan Lama Kangar, Keadilan's votes increased by 40 votes and
i n Pekan Baru Kangar by 68 votes.

One Keadil an | eader went so far as to claimhis party garnered 620
Chi nese votes in the by-election conpared to 152 in 1999.

Even DAP national chairman LimKit Siang described as "ridicul ous”
Keadi l an's so-called prelimnary findings of the voting trend.

Mat hemati cal |y, Keadilan's analysis did not even add up.

However, MCA Pasir Pinji assenbl yman Chan Kam who had asked Dr Ling to
resign |l ast year, issued a nore detailed estimate of the declining Chinese
votes for MCA

But beyond | ndera Kayangan, MCA critics point out that there are nmany
i nstances which indicate the party has | ost sone ground anong the Chinese.

Days before the by-el ection, Chinese conmunity |eaders held a cl osed-
door dialogue with Dr Mahathir to discuss issues relating to the
conmuni ty.

The del egation i ncluded seven representatives fromthe main Chinese
clans in the country as well as |eaders fromthe Federation of Chinese
Associ ations (Hua Zhong) and the Associ ated Chi nese Chanber of Comerce
and | ndustry.

The neeting, unprecedented in history, gave the inpression that the
Chi nese community would rather highlight its plight directly to the Prine
M ni ster rather than through the enbattled MCA

"It is better for us to go to Dr Mahathir directly than through the MCA
We can convey our nessage nore directly,” Hua Zhong president Tan Sri
Chong Chin Shoong sai d when cont act ed.

Chong was part of the delegation which met with the Prime Mnister

Last nmonth, a Wnter Sol stice Festival celebration, held in Bukit Jalil
saw about 15, 000 peopl e attendi ng, including Dr Mahathir as well as key
MCA and Ger akan | eaders.

The do was organi sed under the auspices of businessman Tan Sri Lee Kim
Yew.

"MCA cannot even hold a | arge-scal e Chinese festival celebration, |et



al one attract crowds by the tens of thousands.

"It reflects on the party,” a Team B MCA | eader said.

Di ssident party menbers argued that the appointnment of two Chi nese aides
to Dr Mahathir |ast year was further proof that the Governnent had | ost
trust in MCA in defending the community's interests.

Lawyer Matthias Chang was nmade Dr Mahathir's political secretary and
newspaper editor Cheng Khee Chien as Press secretary. Not since M chael
Chen (now Dat uk) was appoi nted Tun Razak's Parliamentary Secretary had a
Prinme M nister had such a direct access to Chinese advisers.

"I's MCA not doing its job of fighting for the Chinese in the Governnent?

"Or has Dr Mahathir lost faith in the party to help the Chinese?" the
Team B nmenber asked.

The sceptics cannot be blanmed for belittling MCA's role as the so-called
guardi an of Chinese interests in the ruling coalition.

Last May, MCA turned a deaf ear to the protests of the Chinese conmunity
when the party went ahead and took over Chinese dailies Nanyang Si ang Pau
and Chi na Press.

In handling the relocation of SJK (C) Damansara and Vi sion School
i ssues, the party also took a beating fromthe Opposition.

Even t he high-1evel discussions between Umo Youth and Suqgiu on the
|atter's appeals, purportedly for the benefit of the non-Ml ays, was not
medi at ed by MCA | eaders.

The nmedi ators were Gerakan | eaders, including its deputy president Datuk
Kerk Choo Ti ng.

The internal MCA | eadership tussle in the party did not help.

The Team A-Team B split - arguably the worst in history - only nmade it
nmore difficult for MCA to concentrate on the community's concerns.

But not all are sceptical over MCA's role in safeguarding the Chinese
community's interests. Chen, now Dewan Negara president, questioned how
the Qpposition arrived at the conclusion that the Chinese votes in Indera
Kayangan had gone down for BN

"The voting is supposed to be secret anyway. | don't think nore Chinese
voted for the Qpposition,"” said Chen, a former MCA deputy president, who
spent two days canpai gning in Indera Kayangan.

Granted the outcone in Indera Kayangan is by no neans representative of
the Chinese electorate's sentinents nati onw de.

Besi des, by-elections, based on experience, generally tend to favour the
Qpposition - especially if no change of governnent is necessary - whatever
t he outcone of the polls.

As for the neeting betwen Dr Mahathir and the Chinese community | eaders,
Chen said: "These peopl e have shown support for the Prime Mnister. |
think they don't draw a distinction between support for Dr Mahathir and
support for MCA. The party is also part of the ruling coalition."

Hua Zhong's Chong conceded that Chi nese-based non-gover nnent al

organi sations still had to turn to MCA and Cerakan for support and
assi stance.
"They are in the Governnment. We still need them" he said.

Wth the fear of Islamic extremsmfollow ng the Sept 11 tragedy working
in BN s favour, the Chinese now will be nore cautious before venting their
anger at the CGovernnent by voting for the Pas-led Opposition front.

"You think the Chinese voters will vote in Pas |eaders? The Chinese w ||
continue supporting MCA, " a MCA Mnister said.

A Sel angor MCA branch chai rman however expressed reservation.

The DAP, he pointed out, had left the Qpposition coalition due to
di sagreenment with Pas over the Islamc State issue.

This | eaves the DAP as the best party to absorb, in ternms of votes,
what ever frustration the Chinese would have with the MCA



"In future, it can be a case of the people voting for BN but not MCA "
said the branch chairman.

The DAP, after all, is usually MCA's opponent in urban Chi nese seats
during general elections.

Al said and done, there is no way to conclusively determ ne how nmuch
support the Chinese electorate has for the MCA until the next general
el ection, due in 2004, altough there were predictions there could be a
snap poll.

The inter-play of MCA's track record and the Chinese electorate's fears
of Islam c fundanentalismas mani fested by the Qoposition front, would
determ ne the party's showing in the polls.

Still, it remains to be seen how far MCA will succeed in the next
general election to prove its critics wong.
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