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It's a referendum on PM

Brendan Pereira
ITS a referendumon PMIT S a no-brainer.

The coming el ection will be a referendumon Prinme M nister Datuk Seri
Abdul I ah Ahmad Badawi 's first fewnonths in office and the path he has
chosen for Mal aysia. Sure, the quality of candidates will matter, as wll
t he question of howwel | the Barisan Nasi onal machi nery responds to the
bread-and-butter issues on the ground.

But after nom nation day, there will be no mistaking the ruling
coalition's main selling point. Posters of the PMwill flood the
constituenci es and nedi a canpai gns at the national level arelikely to
centre around him his policy initiatives, hisreligious credentials and
his pronmise to preserve one-systemrule for Mislins and non-Mislins.

Al ready sl ogans are being coined around the traits the public associ ates
with the PM trustworthi ness and hope.

A governnent official told the New Straits Tines: "There is little doubt
that the PMs first fewnmonths in office has caught the imagination of
many. He will be the centrepiece of the elections, wthout a doubt.

"W are certain that he can carry the el ections."

Since taking over the top job fromTun Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad on Cct 31,
Abdul | ah has won many admirers with his pledge to purge the systemof its
excesses, encourage transparency i nthe award of governnent contracts,

i mprove the delivery of public services, and his concern for the small
man.

The reservoir of goodwi ||l has continued to build up in recent weeks with
the setting up of a Royal Commi ssion on the police and the arrest and
prosecution of forner Perwaja Steel boss Tan Sri Eric Chia and forner
cabi net m ni ster Kasitah Gaddamfor all eged corruption.

Former m ni ster Datuk Shahrir Samad sai d: "Abdull ah has wal ked into the
roomand opened all the wi ndows. The peopl e are excited about the
possibilities that his administration offers. | believe that nost voters
will viewthe el ection as a referendumon the PM | expect this strategy
to be successful.”

The ruling coalitionis not noving intounfamliar territory by banking
on the popularity of one man to ensure its el ectoral success. In 1995, the
Bari san Nasi onal ronped hone to its best performance since | ndependence on
the back of widespread affection for Dr Mahathir. More significantly, the
former PMalso led the ruling coalitionto a strong showing in his first
el ection as the | eader of Malaysia in 1982.

On the strength of his "Cean, Efficient and Trustworthy" canpai gn and
the feel -good factor surroundi ng the Mahat hir adm nistration, the BN
obt ai ned 60. 54 per cent of the votes. Various surveys by several public
uni versi ties and anecdot al evi dence suggest that the BNwi Il obtain
redenption for its 1999 ni ght mare, where Pas and t he Qpposition carved out
territory previously owned by the ruling coalition.

Even Pas believes that it will not continue to sweep forward. It
predicts that it can hold on to Kel antan and Terengganu but will | ose nore
state seats to Umo in both east coast states. The conservative Islanic
party al so believes that it will win a maxi mumof 23 parlianentary seats,
down fromthe 27 in 1999.

The Opposition says that the shortage of one conbustible issue like the
sacki ng of Datuk Seri Anwar |brahi mand the feel-good factor acconpanyi ng
t he Abdul | ah admini stration may blunt its el ectoral perfornmance.



Still, they believe that the plan to nake the el ection a referendumon
the PM can be exploited.

Pas' election strategy is clear: To paint Abdullah as no different from
ot her Umo | eaders who have gone before him They will contend that his
clean-up of the systemis nerely cosnetic.

The party's backroomboys are busy preparing a canmpaign to snear the PM

Dr Dzul kifli Ahmad, head of the Pas think-tank, said: "There will be no
| et-up against the PMduring the elections. He is also only one man. Qur
argunent is that one man wi Il be changed by the systemand not the ot her
way around.”

Associ at e Prof essor Maznah Mohanmed of Universiti Sains Ml aysi a
di sagr ees.

She says that nost peopl e associ ate the reformhappeni ng i n Umo and t he
admi ni stration with one nman.

"This is the reformthat the peopl e have been waiting for," she adds.

This is the sentiment that those cobbling together Barisan Nasional's
el ection strategy want to m ne.

A governnent official notes that while there is a robust feel-good
factor about the PM there is al so cynicismon the ground on how nmuch
change can be brought about by one person.

"W want to ask the people to enpower the PMso that he can enmpower
Mal aysi ans, " he adds.
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