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It's the best tinme to goto the polls for Abdullah

Har dev Kaur

THE guessing gane i s over. Parlianent has been di ssol ved pavi ng t he way
for the country's 11th general el ection. Inrecent weeks there has been
only one question from Ml aysi ans and foreigners alike - when are the
el ections?

Now t hat the questi on has been answered attention has been shifted to
candi dat es, canpai gns and cont ests.

The party machi nery and workers are all geared up and ready to roll.
Printers have been working overtime, the souvenir makers are busy printing
T-shirts and badges and the parties are burning the m dni ght oil to have
their mani f estoes ready.

The pundits say this is the best tine for Prinme M nister Datuk Seri
Abdul | ah Ahnmad Badawi to go to the polls. They point to the "feel good"
factor and t he support shown by the rakyat for the | eadershi p. The Prine
M ni ster and the country has everything going for it, they argue.

Good gross donestic product (GDP) grow h figures, the buoyant stock
mar ket , i ncreased interest fromforeign fund mangers and entrepreneurs add
tothe "feel good" environment all round. Add to this the rising commodity
prices, including palmoil, which adds to the sniles as it nmeans nore
noney in the pockets of the rural folk.

The stock market, though having eased alittle follow ng the
announcenent, has attracted funds in the run up to the dissol uti on of
Parliament. Anal ysts, econonists and fund nanagers expect the market to
nove side ways in the next few days. "Once the announcenent is out, the
focus will be on the canpai gni ng and no | onger on the market," accordi ng
to Choo Swee Kee, fund manager at KLCS Asset Managemnent.

"Buyi ng has been on expectations, so we see a quiet market until polling
date. Sonme of the blue chips that rallied nmight take a breather on profit-
taking," he said.

The forecast neverthless is that the market woul d gain further ground
followi ng the el ection results as has been the case i n previous el ecti ons.

Bari san Nasi onal which is expected to be returned to power with an
overwhel ming majority will provide the added boost to the market. The
busi ness comunity, both local and foreign, is bullish as it expects the
strong and busi ness friendly policies to continue.

Continuity and predictability are inmportant for businesses and this is
one of the major plus points for Malaysia in attracting foreign direct
i nvestnment and equity funds.

The corporate sector is confident that the business environment will be
made even nore attractive with the nove to enhance transparency, deal with
corruption and further inprove the delivery services with the added stress
on quality education

The president of the Anerican Mal aysi an Chanber of Commerce, Dat uk
Ti mot hy Garl and, expressed confi dence that the Governnent woul d focus on
"corruption and transparency"” after the el ections. The newadm ni stration
will be on a stronger footing, with a larger majority, to deal with these
i ssues.

Ernest Z. Bower, president of the US Asean Busi ness Council, points out
that Abdullah's "early work to fight corruption and consol i date Mal aysia's
amazi ng growt h over the | ast two decades i s i npressive, and sends a strong
positive signal to investors".

The US busi ness community is hopeful that with a strong nandate



Abdul I ah' s admi ni strati on woul d work t owards a Mal aysi a-US Trade and
I nvest ment Franmewor k Agreenent (Tl FA) | eading to the inauguration of free
trade negoti ati ons next year.

The busi ness conmunity is hopeful that the rules and regul ations will be
even nore conducive for business. If the private sector is to be the
engi ne of growth the rules and regul ati ons shoul d facilitate and not
hi nder .

Wth increased conpetition for limted foreign funds, Mal aysi a needs to
provi de the investor and busi nessnen an efficient environment. To maintain
a competitive edge a well qualified, educated and quality workforce is
needed, even nore so in the current electronic and I T era.

Mal aysia's first elections in the newcentury will be different. The
"Badawi factor" is seen as a nmmjor boost that will see the Barisan
Nasi onal through with an overwhel mi ng majority.

The Islamic credentials of the Prime M nister have al so dented the
argunents of the Opposition, nanely Pas. They have no issues. In fact the
Governnent has dealt with or has aired the i ssues that concern the rakyat
- corruption, transparency and delivery of services.

But this does not mean that the Barisan Nasional can afford to be
conpl acent. It has the benefits of incunbency but at the sanme time it al so
faces chal |l anges. Umo, the dom nant party in the coalition, nust regain
ground it lost in the 1999.

Atotal of 219 parlianent seats and 505 state seats are up for grabs.
But undoubtedly the main battle will be in the Malay heartland. The Umo
machi nery will have to use different approaches and tactics in the
Opposition-held States to wi n themback. The Bari san conponent parties
will have to use different tactics to attract voters to their side.

O the 25 nmillion Malaysians, 10 million are eligible to vote and nore
than three mllion are Umo nmenbers. Wth a rel atively young popul ati on,
many of the voters and certainly the first-tine voters have only known one
| eader - Tun Dr Mahat hir Mhanad.

Both the political parties and voters are faced with atotally different
political environment this time. But the timng for the Governnment coul d
not be better.
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