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Al'l eyes on Kit Siang, Karpal show

Chow Kum Hor

A coneback bid by DAP stalwarts LimKit Siang and Karpal Singhis on the
cards in this general election, stirring interest on both sides of the
political fence, wites CHOWNKUM HOR

GERAKAN secr et ary-general Chia Kwang Chye has been shuttling between
Kual a Lumpur, his place of work, and Penang, his political base, nore
often these days.

"I spend a lot nore tinme in Penang now, " says Chia, who is Energy,
Comuni cations and Multinedia Mnistry Parliamentary Secretary. Upper nost
on the mnd of the Bukit Bendera MP is the general election.

Chi a knows that no anpbunt of rhetoric or third-party assistance can beat
t he touch of an MP personally attending to the woes and grouses of his
constituents. Wth the possibility of DAP chairman LimKit Siang and
deputy chai rman Kar pal Singh contesting in Penang, Chia says he has to be
on his toes.

Chi a defeated Limin the 1999 general election by arazorthin mgjority
of 104 votes in what was dubbed the "Battle of the Secretaries-General"
(Limwas then DAP secretary-general).

Kerk Ki m Hock, who replaced Limas secretary-general, recently confirned
that Limand Karpal - both considered synonymous with the party - would be
fiel ded, although he refused to di sclose their constituencies.

Li mwas a foundi ng menber of the DAP. He first contested in the 1969
general election and was Opposition | eader in Parlianent for al nost a
gquarter of a century, from1975 to 1999. Karpal had served as State
Assenbl yman and MP i n Kedah and Penang and positioned hinself as a vocal
orator who is also well-versed in Ml aysi an constitutional |aw.

Kar pal was al so vanqui shed i n the 1999 general el ection, |osing the
state seat of Datuk Keramat and the parlianentary seat of Jel utong, which
he had held for five terns. A coneback bid nowfor Limat 63, and Karpal,
a year older, seens an uphill task to many. But not for them

"Both Limand | still have fire in our bellies. We are only in our early
60s and it is a conplete msconception to relegate both of us to political
retirenment and oblivion," Karpal was reported to have sai d.

But is the DAP, which suffered one of its worst el ectoral defeats in
1999, experiencing a dearth of tal ented young people within the party that
it sinmply cannot do wi thout the agei ng duo?

At a tinme when Barisan Nasional parties |ike Umo, the MCA and Parti
Bansa Dayak Sar awak ar e under goi ng | eader shi p renewal and rej uvenati on,
why are Limand Karpal still soldiering on?

In Umo, Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad Badawi has taken over the party's
helm and withit, the country's prinme mnistership, fromTun Dr Mahathir
Mohanmad | ast October. The MCA al so sawa transition of | eadership with 48-
year-ol d Datuk Seri Ong Ka Ting naned party president |ast Muy.

I ndeed, Limand Karpal, throughout their long political careers, had
incessantly called on BN | eaders |i ke Dr Mahat hir and former MCA president
Datuk Seri Dr Ling Liong Sik to step down. Ironically, the two are now
seen to be clinging on.

"I wonder when people like Kit Siang will keep to their word of wanting
to step down. He has been saying that he wants to quit for sone tine
al ready, " says Housi ng and Local Governnent M nister Ong, who was only 13
when Limcontested in his nmaiden election in 1969.

After the 1995 general election, when the DAP failed inits bidto



capture Penang through its Tanjung Il project, Limtook responsibility
and of fered to resign as DAP secretary-general. But the party centra
executive conm ttee, over which Limhas aniron grip, imediately rejected
t he resignation.

Li mhad al so pl edged not to contest in Penang after three failed
attenpts - in 1986, 1990 and 1995 - to west control of the State. But in
the 1999 general election, he not only reneged on his vow but stood,
unsuccessfully, in two constituencies in Penang (Bukit Bendera and t he
Kebun Bunga state seat).

After the disastrous showing at the polls, Limwas deternmned to quit
his secretary-general's post, which he did, but only to be nade chairman
by the central conmmittee

VWhet her the two resignati ons were genui ne or not, Li mhas since shown no
sign of having entered the last |ap of his political Iife. If anything, he
has, since taking over the DAP chai rmanship, significantly elevated the
stature of the post through his public criticisns and comrents.

The ol d warhorse has reinforced his aura of irreplaceability with a |l ow
tol erance for party dissidents. Inthe late 1990s, fornmer MPs Fung Ket
W ng, Wee Choo Keong and Liew Ah Kim who took part in the KOKS (Knock Qut
Kit Siang/Karpal Singh) canpaign, were purged.

Usi ng their incunbency and party machi nery, Li mand Karpal have over the
years jeal ously guarded their party posts, and by extension, the claimto
contest inthe general election. This, inturn, further entrenched their
| eadership in the DAP

But this protectionist nmentality on the part of Li mand Karpal hanpers
t he i nfusi on of young blood into the DAP, which sone say has | ost nmuch of
the lustre it possessed in the 1980s, when the party was reputed to have
comanded one in five popul ar votes.

Kerk, however, disagrees. The Kota Mel aka MP says "many new faces" woul d
be nomi nated for the general election. "DAPis not sidelining younger
menbers in favour of veterans. W have many young, abl e nmenbers and t hey
will be given an opportunity.™”

Penang- based political scientist Dr Li mHong Hai says political parties
shoul d have a good ni x of young and seasoned | eaders and one shoul d | ook
beyond one or two personalities before junping to conclusions. Even DAP
Bandar Kl ang Assenbl yman Teng Chang Khim a harsh critic of the party

| eader shi p, says the duo's experience was i nval uable not only to the party
but to Mal aysi ans in general.

"l have asked him(Kit Siang) to resign fromhis party post in the past.
Infact, | still maintain that. But | support his candi dacy for the
general election. Few Qpposition | eaders can match hi s experi ence and
under st andi ng of the systemof governance in Ml aysia," says Teng. He says
he will give his full support if Limweretowninthe election andis
nom nated to be Dewan Rakyat Opposition | eader

But can Li mand Karpal regain the "YB" before their nanes?

An MCA | eader says the two veterans' appeal is confined to those who are
intheir 40s and ol der. "The younger voters - and they forma | arge chunk

of the voters in the electoral roll - findit difficult to identify
t hensel ves with Li mand Karpal ," he says.
Still, Gerakan's Chia is not taking the coneback bid of the DAP

stalwarts lightly. "They may tell voters that this is their |ast el ection
and hope to win sone synpat hy votes. They nay even go for broke by only
contesting in parliamentary seats," he says.

Just how well Limand Karpal will fare in their ninth and eighth
el ections respectively (out of the 10 general el ections since
I ndependence) is hard to deternine. The interplay of their personalities,
political ideol ogies and national and | ocal issues will decideif the two



veterans still have what it takes to nake the el ectorate's cut.
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