27/ 06/ 2004
Pas eyeing to feed on fallout fromUmo el ections

By Brendan Pereira
ONE of the first icons that pops up when you visit the Harakah website
these days is the one directing readers to Euro 2004 match reports.

In the weeks ahead, the peopl e behind the print version of Pas' offici al
newspaper may hurl decades of convention out the wi ndow and carry features
on lifestyle and tourism

Way this sudden change of editorial policy froma publication that
devoted its ink alnost entirely to politics, religion and a clinica
di ssection of the Barisan Nasional Government's policies?

For no ot her reason than the one that drives nost deci sions i n newsroons
around the world - to give readers what they want and arrest a fall in
sal es.

It is also a sign of the tines.

Pas nmenbers and supporters of the conservative Islamc political party
are suffering froman el ecti on hangover.

Defeat and failure to live up to pre-election predictions of snaring
nore real estate on the political map have tenporarily sapped | eaders and
menbers of their spirit. Regret consunes Pas nenbers t hese days. Days are
I ong and nights restless as they sit in stalls ponderi ng what went wrong.

The last thing they want to read in this dark nmood i s nore anal yses on
the March 21 el ection or nore pointed attacks on the m shandling of the
pol I's by the El ection Conmi ssion. In short, they could do wi thout an
excl usive diet of political news.

What a change fromthe days in 1998 when Harakah grew froma tabl oid
sold in hole-in-the-wall shops to arguably the best-selling newspaper in
the I and, al nost overnight. The fallout fromthe sacki ng of Datuk Seri
Anwar | brahimled to people questioning the official Iine like never
before. Alternative nmedia sprouted |i ke nushroons after rain and t he
bi ggest wi nner was Har akah.

Its sales junped froma80,000 in the pre-Anwar issue days to 366,000 in
1999. Today, it hovers around the respectabl e 160, 000 narKk.

Party officials are not surprised with the downward trend. They note
that attendances at sone party functions have di pped significantly, but
argue that it is to be expected.

Dr Syed Aznan Syed Ahnmed, the former MP for Kual a Terengganu, says: "The
next two years will be a period of consolidation for Pas. W will have to
exam ne our strategies. O course, sone peopl e are denoral i sed because al |
of us worked very hard. But after a while, everyone will recover and we
wi |l start preparing again."

The ami abl e politician was one of the many young prof essi onal s who
joined Pas after the sacki ng of Anwar. These days, he works wi th the
Carter Foundation on its election-nmonitoring team In recent weeks, he has
been to | ndonesi a and Sout h Kor ea.

O her party | eaders have al so been travel i ng abroad, especially London,
to continue building a network wi th Muslimgroups and firmup rel ations
wi th mai nstreampolitical parties overseas.

Says anot her | eader, who prefers anonynity: "We are not standing stil
but we have to go through this process of |ooking at our own weaknesses.
This is unsettling for many."

He notes that Umo al so was in the dol drunms for about three years after
its dismal el ection performance in 1999 and experienced trying tinmes on
its way back up. "Qur goal is to make sure that we don't take as long as



Umo did to finish our soul -searching,” he adds

For many Pas | eaders, the new i nfusion of oxygeninto their [ungs could
conme as early as Septenber after the Umo el ections. Gound reports tell
themthat there are intense battles being fought in all 191 Umo
di vi si ons.

They al so know that ambition and greed for power by certain ruling party
politicians always | ead to acri nony and brui sed egos - fertile ground for
the I'slamc conservative party to exploit.

For exanple in the 1986 el ection, Pas only had one parlianentary seat:
Pengkal an Chepa. It was a bit player until the major battle in 1987,
sparked of f by the chal | enge by Tengku Razal ei gh Hanzah agai nst Dat uk Seri
Dr Mahat hir Mohamad (now Tun) led to the split in Umo and the form ng of
Semangat 46.

Pas took full advantage of the fissures in the Malay community and
increased its representation in Parliament to seven in 1990.

Hi story repeated itself after the 1995 el ecti on when Umo won bi g. Three
years later, Dr Mahathir sacked Anwar and once again the ruling party fel
into an abyss of infighting, and some menbers fornmed Parti Keadil an
Nasi onal

Once again, Pas rode on the split. It perfornmed remarkably well in the
1999 general election, winning 27 parlianentary seats.

Those gai ns were sl ashed down to five parlianmentary seats when it took
on a united Umo in 2004.

Ahmad Lutfi Ot hman, a freel ance journalist, wote recently: "Many peopl e
bel i eve that Umo usually splits after it has done very well in the
general election. Their politicians may feel confortable that thereis no
strong opposition and feel that they can afford to go all out agai nst each
ot her."

Pas believes that history will repeat itself.

It believes that the strain and tension generated in the run-up to the
ruling party's polls in Septenber will giveit aplatformto rebound from
the state of listlessness it finds itself in.

Who can argue with history?
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