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Pas will work to counter “fear' factor

By Brendan Pereira; Zubai dah Abu Bakar
VWHAT went wrong? This has been the thene of the no-hol ds-barred sessions
Parti |slamSeMal aysi a (Pas) has been hol ding since its poor showi ng in
the general el ection. Conservative Islamic party officials have net
journalists, non-governnental organi sations, forner civil servants and
I sl am ¢ groups behind cl osed doors to find out why people voted with their
feet.

At sonme of the sessions, harsh words were directed at Pas. Some accused
its | eaders of arrogance; others argued that the party m sread the
political nood of Mal aysia, believing that the "reformasi' npod t hat

provided its unprecedented gains in 1999 was still percolating onthe
ground. Pas vice-president Datuk Mustafa Ali sat through all the post-
nmortemneetings. He said: "I told themthey had to be very frank. It was

free-flow, they could say anyt hing.

The veteran politician, who has contested eight elections, |ost his
parlianmentary and state seats in Terengganu. He sat down wi th Brendan
Pereira and Zubai dah Abu Bakar to tal k about the election and the future.

Q What is the feeling anong Pas | eaders, two nonths after the el ection?

A | think for the majority of Pas | eaders, the election results were
qui te unexpected. W expected that there woul d be sonme | osses, evenin
Kel antan, but not on this scale. So we are getting all this feedback from
various groups to find out the cause of defeat. There were external and
internal natters

Q What were sonme of the external factors that contributed to the poor
showi ng?

A. This was the first election where we canme across so nany
irregularities by the El ection Conmmi ssi on.

The Government's ban on ceramah cut the I'ine of conmuni cation between
Pas, Keadilan and the public at large, the voters. This is one of the main
avenues where we can di ssemni nate what we want to reach out to the people.
We don't have the nedia. The nedi a we have are only Harakah and Berita
Keadi | an. But the general public prefers to listen to ceranahs.

The re-draw ng of boundaries al so was done to our di sadvant age.

The Opposition and BN al so agreed on a Code of Ethics for the genera
el ection. Al along we thought it would be i npl emented but two days before
the election, | discovered that there was no code.

So, we were not contesting this tinme on a level playing field.

Q You contested in eight elections as the Qpposition. So, when you go
into el ections you generally knowthat you are not contesting on a |evel
pl aying field.

A Yes, but not tothis extent. We knowthat the mediais not with us.

Q But sone Opposition politicians argue that the national nedia is not
credi bl e.

A: Not credible only to a certain extent. O course, if we go to the
kanpungs, the NST doesn't reach the peopl e. U usan does play a hand, but
TVis very influential. If a statement has been twi sted and tel ecast on
TV, it is accepted as being the truth.

Q In 1999, the party was able to reduce the effects of the nmedia

A: It's because of the nood of the people and t he Anwar | brahi missue.

At that tine, we had free access to the peopl e through the ceramah. W
coul d ask the people not to believe the nedia too nuch. This tinme we could
not say that.



Q@ On the eve of the elections, Pas was still quite confident of doing
well. Was the party guilty of over-confidence?

A | think there was an el enent of over-confidence.

Q Wiy was that?

A: Because there was indication of strong support in Kel antan,
Terengganu and Kedah. W knew that in sonme other other States there m ght
be sone i ncrease, but we could not make up the ground as we shoul d have in
Kedah, for exanple.

There was no i ndi cati on on the ground that the peopl e were agai nst us.

Q Looking at the results, what happened i n Kel antan was a surprise
because it has been a Pas stronghol d for many years.

A: If you study the political history in Kelantan, if a party rules for
three terns that is considered very | ong. BN took over in 1978 and t hey
lost in 1990. So we have conme to our fourth el ection.

So when you are there for too | ong, people m ght say you have not done
that and not done this.

We had financial constraints in Kel antan. Loans that were supposed to be
given earlier were withheld and only rel eased later. O dinary peopl e want
soci al services to be provided by the Governnment; they do not care whet her
you are Pas or Umo.

Q Was the appeal of the new Prine M nister underestinated?

A | would think so. Personally, | think, Mahathir is a very strong
| eader conpared to Abdullah. | don't think Abdullah is that strongin
character conpared to Mahathir.

So that's why probably sonme might underestimate his ability.

Q Sone people say that Muslimvoters rejected Pas's brand of Islam Do
you agree?

A: | don't think that Ml ays rejected us because of our stand on | sl am
Thi s has been the basis of Pas' struggle right fromthe very begi nni ng.
But the approach i s another thing.

We have not had time to explain to the people at | arge about the Islanic
St at e Docunent .

It is not well understood. So when they don't understand fully, of
course the perceptionis different.

Q Wiat are sone of the party's own weaknesses which |l ed to the poor
showi ng?

A. The machinery. The polling and counting agents were not well
prepared. This was because of the short tinme between nom nati ons and
el ecti on day. W couldn't conduct a series of courses for these people.

Q Did some of the groups you net feel detached fromPas this tine
around?

A It is true. Wen we entered the election in 1999, we had t he NGOs
with us. But in 2004, there was no | onger the attachnment of NGOs to us. So
they felt they have been | eft out. I think we have to accept their
f eedback.

Q@ The el ections suggest that it is not easy for Pas to get the non-
Musli mvote. What is Pas going to do?

A: Based on the feedback we have, there is sone sort of fear anong non-
Musl i ns. They have been under the BNfor a |long ti me and al t hough t hey
m ght not agree with everything the BN does, they are not sure about what
Pas is going to do.

We have to do sonething to convince themthat we are the people to be
trust ed.

Q Pas Federal Territory passed a resol ution asking that non-Mislins
shoul d be made menbers. This i ssue had been discussed i n Pas for nany
years but there seens to be sone resistance fromthe top

A It is a long-standing issue. It was discussed at one tinme, when the



DAP was in the Barisan Alternatif. But at that time we thought the DAP and
Keadi | an coul d get the Chinese vote, so we just kept the idea to one side
for a while. W just abandoned it for a while.

We have to accept the reality that Malaysia is multi-racial and no
single party can rule alone, by itself.

So either you have the support through your allies or you do it al one.
If thisis to be discussed at the muktamar, | will go for it.

Q Is Pas going to adopt a different approach?

A: | think fromnow on, there m ght be changes i n approach. But the
basis of the struggle, whichis Islam w Il remain.

Q@ How different can Pas be?

A: W have to devise a way to overcone the fear factor sonme peopl e have
about us.

Q Is this fear of seeing Pas conme to power?

A Yes.

Q@ You have the ulama class and the professional class. There is the
perception that the ul ama has the final say in the party.

A. W have two levels. Oneis the Majlis Syura U ama and the centra
committee. Inthe CC, there are nore professionals or nenbers with non-
religious backgrounds. Policies are discussed at this level. The U anm
Council only handl es very basic issues |i ke when we want to enter an
el ectoral pact with a non-Muslimparty, whether it is pernissible or not.

It is the CCwhich normally makes deci sions on al nbst all nmjor issues.
The conflict between the so-called ul ama and professionals is not |ike
what peopl e see. Differences of opinion, yes, that | woul d agree. There
are differences to howyou viewcertain things. But finally a decision
has to be made

Q Al things said, Pas still got 15.8 per cent of the votes. Does this

still give Pas the spirit to nove on?
A: Peopl e are asking whether with all these irregularities and
difficulties, do we still have a chance in the denocratic systenf?

This is the biggest victory for BN and they cannot go a ny further. They
must come down. God willing, we will do better next time. | amoptimstic.

Q Pas is still a believer in the denocratic systenf

A. Yes. Everybody is, including the top | eaders. Sonme peopl e have
suggest ed t hat Pas shoul d boycott the el ections. But if Pas boycotts the
el ections and the people do not, then there is no effect at all. It
doesn't serve any purpose

Q What is your political vision?

A: W should strive for a two-party system One is BN, the other BA or
what ever. Because as | said earlier, thereis no way any single party can
rule Mal aysia by itself.

Q What is the advantage of a two-party systenf?

A: People are given a real choice, areal alternative. Right now there
is no alternative. W talk about BA but it is not an alternative in
totality. Peopl e cannot see and don't see that it is aviable alternative
to BN. But it would be easy to have a two-party system

Q Whiat is you sense of the Mal aysi an voter?

A You have different groups of voters, rural, urban, Chinese, they have
different nentalities which you have to understand. Even anpng t he
busi ness circles, they would |i ke to see economni c devel opment. To t hem
probably there is no other party except BN

They won't trust other parties.

Sone voters stick to BNthrough thick and thin. For the Mal ays, they
have the fence-sitters

These are the people who will swing here and there. W | ost because of
t he swi ng back.
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