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A hot Septenber, SMs, slander and all

By Kalinmullah Hassan

I T"Sthe season of tenporary wacki ness again. Yes, it's Umo el ection
time. The once in three years when the party's nowthree mllion nenbers
begin the process to elect their | eaders, fromthe grassroots to the

hi ghest | evel s.

In many divisions, it appears this will be a bunper year for contests,
reflecting the "new found" openness of the Abdull ah Ahnmad Badawi
adm ni strati on.

It is not that the previous Mahat hir adm nistration barred anyone from
contesting. Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad's rei gn saw sonme of the bi ggest
contests in Umo's history.

The deputy president's post was contested bitterly four out of seven
terns that the former Prime M nister headed Umo. Dr Mahathir hinself was
challenged in a divisive battle that split the party down the mddle in
1987.

But havi ng seen how contests divided the party, Dr Mahathir di scouraged
them especially at the highest | evels. Gven Dr Mahathir's stature and
stinging tongue, nmost Umo nenbers t hought tw ce, naybe thrice, before
throwing their hats into the ring, especially at the top | evel s.

Furt her, the party constitution was changed under Dr Mahathir to ensure
that a candidate could only contest if he received a m ni nrum nunber of
nom nations. In the past, all one had to do was secure two noni nati ons and
of f he was.

The m ni mum nunber of nomi nations to contest the post of president is 30
per cent of the 191 divisions, while for deputy president, it is 20 per
cent, for vice-presidents 10 per cent and supreme council seats five per
cent. This nmeans an aspirant for the presidency needs nom nations fromat
| east 58 divisions, deputy president 39, vice-president 20 and supremnme
council seat 10.

Mandat ory mi ni mumnomni nati ons cancel |l ed out frivol ous challenges from
menbers with bees in their bonnets and all owed only those with at | east
sone ground support to become candi dat es.

The same mi ni rumnom nation rul es apply today and t he supreme counci |
has agai n advocated that there be no contest for the top two posts of
president and deputy president.

Abdul I ah i s deputy president and becane acting president after Dr
Mahat hir retired | ast Cctober. Datuk Seri Naji b Razak, whom Abdul | ah
pi cked as Deputy Prime Mnister, is vice-president. Both are seeking
endorsenent for the top two posts in Septenber.

The only difference this time is that both Abdull ah and Najib
acknow edge openly that al t hough t he suprene council, the party's hi ghest
deci si on- maki ng body, can advi se nenbers, the party's adherence to
denocratic principles w !l not prohibit divisions fromnom nating any
nmenber for any post.

Fol | owi ng that same principle, Abdullah has said he will allow his own
Kepal a Batas division to nom nate anyone nenbers think deserves to be in
t he supreme council.

Al t hough sone feel that this will inmpinge on his neutrality because a
nom nation fromhis divisionwouldseemas an endorserment by him Abdul | ah
bel i eves that Kepal a Batas Umo nmenbers have a right, just |ike other Umo
menbers, to nmake their choice.

Their views may not necessarily be his, he says, thus precludi ng anyone



fromsaying they are "Pak Lah's choi ce" just because Kepal a Bat as
nom nat ed t hem

But the reality is that nost, if not all, aspirants are hoping that
Abdul I ah' s di vi si on nom nates themso that they can parade with that
i nvi si bl e badge that says "the Prine M nister's man"

Even i f they are not nom nated, sone nay say that Abdullah is secretly
backing them No stops will be pulled to get votes. Past el ecti ons have
shown t hat .

There are three reasons, ostensibly, why there could be nore contests
down the line this tine than usual. First, it is the "newdenocratic node
in Umo, the new "openness” that allows aspirants to try their luck

Then, there is the significantly | arge nunber of division heads who are
not el ected but were appointed as pro-temchairnen when parlianentary
constituencies were delineated | ast year. An Unmo di vision foll ows the
constituency delineation. The once-in-10- years delineation exercise sees
exi sting divisions carved up, resulting in the influx of new branches.

Umo | eaders at such affected divisions see this as an opportunity to
nmount a chal | enge on the pro-temchairman, arguing that since the person
was appoi nted, and not el ected, nenbers have a denpcratic right to el ect
whomthey think is best to | ead them

Thirdly, there are many | eaders who were dropped as candi dates in the
general el ection. Those who are division heads nay be chal | enged by the
new Menbers of Parlianent or new assenbl ynen. Those dropped and not
hol di ng the top posts in the division may al so nount chal | enges, | ust
because they are frustrated and angry.

There is a fourth reason, maybe even fifth and sixth. But all these
woul d fall under one category - power.

There will be States where there will be m nimal challenges. Like in
Negri Senbil an where forner top corporate executive Dat uk Mohamred Hassan
t he new Menteri Besar, has used his tact and dipl omacy to avoid divisive
contests. It appears that in seven of the eight divisions, there coul d be
no contest. Even in the eighth division, Jel ebu, headed by m ni ster Datuk
Seri Dr Rais Yatim the challenge may be averted through conprom se.

But that does not appear the case in Kel antan where the the nenbers
al ways relish a good fight. Sabah, too, prom ses a battle royalein quite
a few divisions

In Perlis, there will definitely be contests in two out of the three
di visions - Kangar and Padang Besar - because both division heads,

m ni sters Dat uk Radzi Shei kh Ahmad and Datuk Azmi Khalid, have, in
decisions infrequently seen in Umo, nade known they will not defend their
posts and make way for new bl ood.

Not all aging or elderly Umo | eaders will do that. Their excuse for
clinging on to power? "I can still contribute.”

I n such divisions, perhaps, a contest hol ds nuch nore neani ng.

Then there are al so | eaders |i ke Terengganu Menteri Besar Datuk ldris
Jusoh. Representing the new wave of Umo | eaders, lIdris worked hard and
t ough and wi t h Abdul | ah, t he Terengganu Umo head, backi ng hi m achi eved
what was seen as the inpossible - toppling Pas and its president Datuk
Seri Hadi Awang in the State.

Idris woul d have every right to declare that he wants to contest top
posts in the Umo suprene council

But instead, he has said he will concentrate on strengtheni ng Ter engganu
Umo. He will not canpai gn but rather | et the denpcratic process go on
bef ore he deci des whether or not he will accept a candi dacy.

Again, not all are like Idris.

The contests in the 191 divisions will provi de occasi onal excitenent,
especially where the battl es are between big personalities.



But what nost Umo nmenbers and the country will be | ooking out for would
be to see whet her anyone wi |l have the daring to chall enge Abdul | ah and
Naj i b, and who will get the nost noninations for the three vice-
presidents' slots.

Al t hough one never knows in Umo, it is unfathomabl e that anyone coul d
get nore than a few, let alone 58 nonminations, to qualify to chall enge
Abdul I ah. He has shown his nettle by | eadi ng Umo and t he Bari san Nasi onal
toits best ever victory in the March general el ection.

He won back Terengganu from Pas and came within a whi sker of defeating
the opposition party inits "fortress Kel antan".

The Abdul | ah-1ed Umo sent the other Mal ay opposition party, Keadil an,
tothe cleaners, leaving themw th only one parlianentary seat. H s chosen
deputy, Najib, has supported Abdullah | oyally.

There i s no sane reason for anyone to nount a chal | enge agai nst these
t wo.

In any case, there are no real credible | eaders with stature to be
consi dered serious challengers. It would, in any sense, be a futile
exerci se.

The contest for the vice-presidencies is getting cromded, with nore and
nore | eaders expressing interest. But it's not going to be easy to
di sl odge either of the two i ncunbents who are i mensely popul ar with the
Umo grassroots, Tan Sri Mihyi ddi n Yassin and Tan Sri Muhammad Muhammad
Tai b.

For the third slot, there are already credi ble and tested | eaders
i nterested, people |ike Mal acca Chief Mnister Datuk Ali Rustam
Kel ant an' s Dat uk Must apa Mohaned and Forei gn M ni ster Datuk Seri Syed
Hami d Al bar.

The contest for the Umo Youth deputy head's position will be watched
with keen interest. WIIl Khairy Jamal uddi n, the young son-in-Ilaw of the
Prime Mnister, contest? He i s not sayi ng anyt hing yet, despite pl edges of
support fromseveral state Umo Youth conmittees.

Khairy, 28, an Oxford-trai ned economi st, has gai ned proni nence as a good
negotiator and strategist inthe three years he has been an Umo Youth
executive councillor and senior aide to the Prine M nister.

But it is his youth and his relation to Abdullah that are being held
agai nst himby his detractors.

While tal k and specul ation is rife about the com ng el ections, the
knives are al ready out.

The weapons of an Umo el ection battle - the poison-pen letters, the
newer SMS, the e-mail, the slander at the coffeeshops and warong, the
mal ar key and the hogwash - are already finding targets.

It will get nore intense as Septenber nears.

It is but asmll, albeit significant, mnority in Umo that stirs the
proverbial s**t. This mnority runs over anyone in its path. Umo has
tried to weed out these vile ones but tolittle effect. They have becone a
| oat hed but unavoi dabl e part of Umo politics.

After the results are announced, the winners and | osers will,
predictably, hug and cry, promising to remain united.

It will be a touching monent and even the bystanders will shed a tear or
two. For the next three years, inconceivable as it may sound, Umo will
cl ose ranks and woe befall anyone who tries to pit one agai nst anot her.

Until the next season, that is.

( END)
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