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A political paradise for rivals

Shansul Akmar
| NDERA Kayangan, a constituency in Kangar, is a msnonmer. Heavenly, is
what the nanme represents. But what is heavenly is relative.

A journalist friend covering the upconing by-election in Indera Kayangan
has cast aspersions on sone of the participating politicians. He has been
i nsi nuating that some of themare spending nore tinme in Pekan Siam the
Thai border town just 30 minutes drive from Kangar, instead of
canpai gni ng.

Pekan Siamis indeed heaven on earth for nen seeking pl easures of the
flesh, apart from being a shoppi ng paradi se for cheap goods, imtation or
genui ne.

VWhet her his clains are justified or he is tal king nore about hinself,
only God knows.

But for the past couple of weeks Indera Kayangan has been, and will be
for the next two weeks, a political paradise for sone but hell for others.
It is paradise for those who never nmade it to the State assenblies or

Parliament to show off their oratory skills.

For Assenbl ynen or Menmbers of Parlianent, this is their opportunity to
i ndul ge in a nonol ogue wi thout having to contend with interruptions from
counterparts seeking explanations or making rebuttals.

It is also an opportunity for budding politicians to prove their worth,
fromorgani sational ability and loyalty to political intrigues.

For the ordinary apolitical youths, it is an opportunity to earn sone
extra income fromputting up posters, building polling booths and
providing transport on voting day.

At the other extrene, |Indera Kayangan will be inundated with information
whi ch, chances are, will contain nore lies than truth, nore destructive
criticisnms than constructive ones and nore character assassinations than
pronotion of role nodels.

There will al so be those taking the opportunity to "sw ndle" sone of the
political allocations, conduct ceramah wi th blaring | oudspeakers and
disturb the tranquility of the night and pollute the air by converging on
the small constituency with all manner of transportation

Al in all, fromthe day Barisan Nasional Assenbl ynan Dat uk Khor Liang
Tee died on Dec 19 |ast year until the voters fromthe constituency choose
his replacement on Jan 19, |ndera Kayangan will have the opportunity to
deci de whether it can truly be heavenly, politically at |east, or provide
a hellish experience.

VWile journalists covering the election canpaign will come across
| ocal i sed issues apart from hearing national-level politicians provide the
bi gger picture, critics, analysts and observers outside the constituency
wi Il be assessing the by-election froma different perspective.

For starters, the Indera Kayangan by-election is the first test for the
MCA since the 1999 general election which it was supposed to have fared
very well conpared with its other partners, especially Umo.

Since 1999, there have been four by-elections, starting w th Sanggang,
Tel uk Kemang, Lunas and Li kas.

Sanggang was an Umo battle and retaining it boosted sone of the party's
dent ed ego.

Tel uk Kemang was contested by the MC and though it won, signs were
there that the multi-racial co-operation in BN was not that solid.

A nunber of Malay voters gave their votes to the Malay candi date put up



by Parti Keadil an Nasi onal

The Chinese voters there, too, showed that the support they gave the BN
during the general election was not permanent, and the by-election saw
their votes not as solid as in the general election

Lunas conpl eted what was pursued in Tel uk Kemang. The M C s candi date
fell to the conbi ned Mal ay- Chi nese power -pl ay.

The Mal ays, taken up by the accusations that the previous Assenbl yman
the late Dr Joe Fernandez, was pronoting Christianity anong Ml ay
yout hs and that the offered replacenment, S. Anthonysany, was no different,
were swayed towards Keadilan's Saifuddin Nasution |snail

The Chinese, too, reduced their affection for the BN over the conflict
bet ween the Governnent and the Chinese group Suqgiu, as well as the burning
i ssue of the Vision Schools which was perceived to be an attenpt to take
over Chinese-type school s.

Ant honysamy was ungraci ously snubbed and M C president Datuk Seri S.
Sany Vellu had to eat hunble pie and ignore his pledge to build a house
and stay in Lunas if the party lost in the by-election

Li kas is another story altogether as Sabah politics is too fluid to
rel ate to peninsular politics.

But much water has flowed under the bridge since Lunas.

The Sept 11 attacks on the United States by terrorists changed the
wor |l d, and Mal aysi a was not spared.

The DAP, 11 days after the tragedy, pulled out fromthe Qpposition
Front, stating that its presence was untenable since Pas was stil
insisting on the setting up of an Islamic State.

Just about a nmonth later, Opposition party Parti Bersatu Sabah deci ded
to apply to rejoin BN

During the sane period, Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad
decl ared that Ml aysia was already an Islamc nation

Al these actually put the BN in good stead to face any by-election and
even the general election, a view shared by DAP strongman LimKit Siang
who even suggested that Dr Mahathir may take advantage of the nood to cal
for an early national poll.

But - and there is always a "but” no matter how cal m and peaceful things
are - the MCA, which had enjoyed a good run in the 1999 general election
that continued through 2000, becanme mired in internal bickering.

Since |l ast year its donestic squabbles have cut deep fromtop to bottom

Factions have appeared - Team A and Team B - remni ni scent of Umo's
bitter experience of 1987 which took al nbost 10 years to resol ve.

Agai nst this backdrop of vitriolic msgivings within, the efficacy of
the MCA as the representative of Chinese interests in the big BN famly is
being put to the test.

If prior to this, in the other by-elections, its strength was not
directly gauged, then this tinme around, not only will its prowess be on
the scorecard but also the support it can secure from supporters of the
ot her conponent parties.

It is contesting in a seat where the Chinese voters share al nost a
simlar standing with the Ml ays.

If it can secure quite a solid support fromthe Chinese, then its
partners, Umo and MC, need only to provide about half of the Ml ay and
Indian votes to retain the seat confortably.

Unl i ke Lunas, where Keadilan fielded a Malay candidate to capitalise on
the feelings of the mgjority Malay voters and banked on di sgruntled
Chinese to win the seat, it is taking on the MCA in |Indera Kayangan by
fielding a Chinese candi date.

Here the BN i ndependence fornula of "race-based" co-operation is being
tested for its efficacy as well as its relevance in the present-day



political intrigues.

The co-operation can only be effective if the Malay and Indian voters,
general ly menbers of Umo and the MC, are prepared to extend their
support to the MCA

Wthout their votes, no matter how solid the MCA may be, it can find the
goi ng tough. More so nowwith its donmestic squabbles and internal rift.

The thinking is actually very sinple.

If Umo and the MC feel that the MCA had not been true to their
candi dates in the other by-elections, then they may do a nunber on the MCA
i n I ndera Kayangan.

However, if the MCA had proven its worth as a partner in the coalition,
then there is no reason for it to fear any setback

Wth that, it has only to concentrate on the Chinese el ectorate.

Keadi | an, assisted by Pas, realises that it cannot do a Lunas in Indera
Kayangan, hence the decision to field a Chinese candi date.

Its calculation is sinple - it feels that the Malay support tilts inits
favour and all it needs to do is to get some 30 to 40 per cent of the
Chi nese votes.

And to do that it has to have a Chinese candidate as the seat is
traditionally a seat for a representative fromthat comunity.

VWhile it could take the risk of ignoring the Indians in Lunas and Tel uk
Kemang as the communities there represented nerely sone 30 per cent of the
total voters, it cannot do so with the Chinese in Indera Kayangan as they
formnore than 40 per cent of the constituents.

The bottomline is that while racial co-operation is of essence for the
contendi ng parties to secure the seat, each conmunity's confort zone
cannot be affected.

And as each party woos the different race groups they will seize the
opportunity to contradi ct one another over the issues raised.

Pas can be expected to play up its Islanmic credentials and Umo's | ack
of them when canpai gning for the Ml ay votes.

VWhen going to the Chinese and ot her non-Mislimvoters, canpaigners can
be expected to liken Pas to the Taliban, its extrem st tendencies and
i nsi stence on setting up an Islamc State a la Iran or Afghanistan

As the days of campaigning draw to a close, bread and butter issues are
likely to be the staple diet. Prom ses of a better life for the voters can
be expected to flow freely fromthe opponent parties.

The nmore ruthless may even resort to threats and political bribery, in
what ever form apart from spreading lies and malicious runours. In short,
as polling day dawns, anything goes for the canpaigners to ensure victory.

But to the ruthless and unethi cal canpaigners, the voters should say
that they accept the fact that |Indera Kayangan is no paradise.

But they rmust not forget to tell the culprits this: "Go to hell with
your lies, threats and bribes."
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