06/ 06/ 2004
Al'l eyes on race for Umo vi ce-presidencies

By Zubai dah Abu Bakar
DESPI TE t he strict rul es on canpai gni ng, wites ZUBAl DAH ABU BAKAR, the
scranbl e for posts in Umo seens to have started, notw thstandi ng t he
cl ear sight on keeping a snooth power transition

UMNO seens to be well onits craggy track towards the party el ecti ons,
judging fromthe various i nterpretations and specul ation givento the
copi ous statenments concerning its polls outl ook

Al t hough thi s happens regularly each el ection year, the decision by the
suprene council recently to declare that the president's and deputy
president's posts should not be contested still rai sed many eyebr ows.

G ven the susceptibility of the situation fromthis nonth, when al
branches hold their annual general neetings, to the third week of
Sept enber when the el ection for the key offi ce-bearers takes place, that
staterment fromthe suprene council is being presented with various spins.

The nost frequently asked question is: why nust the suprene counci
reaffirmwhat is already quite clear - that Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahnad
Badawi and Dat uk Seri Naji b Razak woul d be t he obvi ous choices for the top

two posts?
O isthere a possibility that there are others keen to vie for the
posts?

And since nonination for top party posts is the prerogative of the
divisions, isthis adirective or nerely an advice to toe the line?

These are sonme questions lingering in the mnds of many, including
senior party | eaders

Long- servi ng suprene council nenmber Tengku Razal ei gh Hanzah has no
qual ns maki ng public his opinion despite beinginvolvedinthe decision-
maki ng.

"I amnot questioning the decision, for which | ampartly responsible,"
he said.

"The suprene council has the right to make such a decision. But it
shoul d be nmade cl ear that the divisions are not bound by it. The party
constitution says the divisions nom nate candi dates for the two posts. The
suprenme council has no such power."

The Kel antan politician was said to have abstained from"voting" (in
this case either saying yes or no) when the nmatter was put to the vote
after an hour-1ong di scussion.

It was suspected that a fewothers in the council had sone reservations
but did not argue since there was already a majority voice for the
endor senent .

Party maveri ck Datuk Shahrir Abdul Samad, the MP for Johor Baru, and
Mal acca Chief M nister Datuk Mohd Ali Rustam to name a few, were not
willing to be drawn into di scussion.

Sungai Petani division pro-temchief and Deputy Education M ni ster Datuk
Mahadzir Mohd Khir politely wiggles his way out of the issue.

"l woul d rather not say anything. | amjust small personin the party,"”
was his response

But Tanbun division pro-temchi ef Datuk Ahmad Husni Hanadzl ah said it
was crystal clear that the two posts should go to Abdul | ah and Naji b.

"The suprene council had only made its stand. It is sort of an advi ce.
The deci si on shoul d not stop divisions to noninate candi dates of their
choi ce but then agai n why shoul d nenbers question the deci si on?" said
Husni, the Deputy M nister of International Trade and I ndustry.



"There is no need to create unnecessary problens within the party. Umo
is already strong and intact."

Husni, however, does not believe there will be divisions noninating
nanes ot her than Abdul |l ah and Najib for the top two jobs.

"That (the suprene council's decision) reflected the decision of Umo
menbers, " was all Jel ebu pro-temdivision chief and M nister of Culture,
Arts and Heritage Datuk Seri Dr Rais Yatimsaid.

Former Umo secretary-general Tan Sri Khalil Yaakob, who announced the
supreme council's decision through a faxed statenent to the nedi a a day
after it was taken, maintai ned that the council had only wanted to tel
t he division that none of the supreme council nenbers was interested in
the two posts.

"W do not want to see a situation where people go telling the division
that they are canpaigning for so and so to contest for the two posts, when
in fact, no one anmong the suprene council nenbers is interested," he
expl ai ned.

Umo's 191 divisions will hold their meetings fromJuly 8 to 22.

The di vi si onal neetings are significant and will cl osely be nonitored as
it is at these nmeetings that nom nation of candidates to hold office at
the national level will be nade

The divisions will al so decide who will be anpbng the 2, 483 del egat es
that get to attend the 55th Umo general assenbly and subsequently hold
the right to put thelittle crosses on the ballots on Sept 23.

The assenbly is the tine for Abdullah to get the endorsenent to | ead
Umo, the task he had been carrying out with ease since taking over the
hel mfrom Tun Dr Mahat hir Mhanad | ast Oct ober

Having | ed the Barisan Nasional to its biggest mandate at the 11th
general election, his popular commitnent to fight corruption and the
pronotion of |slamHadhari all add up tothe nmerits that will earn himthe
party's presidency.

Since Umo's 191 divisions are expected to nom nate Abdul | ah and Najib
as party president and deputy president when they neet, the main actionis
in the vice-presidential race.

Newconer Datuk Zaid | brahim the MP for Kota Baru and Kota Baru divi sion
pro-temchief, sprang the first surprise, announci ng he was prepared to go
for the post if he got enough nom nations.

Then canme Shahrir with his controversial proposal that mninisters who
fail to win the vice-president's post inthe party el ections should resign
fromthe Cabinet

The idea drew a | ot of discussion, both within and outside Umo. It even
pronmpted TV3 to conduct an SMS pol | to gauge menbers' support for the
i dea.

The verdict - alnost 70 per cent of the respondents are with Shahrir.

The suprene council, of which Shahrir is a menber, however, did not take
the matter seriously.

It was not even di scussed at its neeting on Tuesday. Seni or | eaders,

i ncl udi ng Abdul | ah, said it was Shahrir's personal view.

But i ncunbent Tan Sri Mihyi ddi n Yassin seened to take it personally. The
Agricul ture and Agro-based I ndustries M nister asked why Shahrir confined
his proposal to only contestants eyeing a vice-presidency.

The i ssue does not affect Tan Sri Muhammad Muihamad Tai b, the ot her
vice-president, but he too does not agree with Shahrir, saying the
appoi nt nent of Cabi net menbers is the prerogative of the Prine Mnister

The former Selangor Menteri Besar is Kel ana Jaya division pro-temchi ef
and does not hol d any government post.

What then is the general feeling of Umo's three m|lion nenbers,
especially at the grassroots?



The Iist of possible vice-presidential candidates is increasing by the
day. Besi des Muhyi ddi n and Muhamad, Mohd Ali, Rais, Kota Ti nggi MP and
Forei gn M ni ster Dat uk Syed Hami d Al bar and Federal Territories M nister
Tan Sri |sa Samad have so far confirned they are interested.

There has been tal k that Youth chief and Education M nister Datuk
H shanmuddi n Hussein nmight also join the race.

Aside fromthe race for the vice-presidencies, there is also keen
interest in the suprene council's 25 el ected posts. Many new MPs and state
assenbl ymen are eyeing the seats.

Since June 1, Umo's 19, 232 branches have begun hol di ng t heir neetings
to nom nate | eaders for their divisions.

And fromnow until September, the |argest Ml ay-based party will be the
focus of interest.

WIIl there be nmore surprises?
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