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Wly fights but Umo will survive

By Kalinmullah Hassan

MY Chi nese friends often tell ne that fortune seldomstays inafamly for
nmore than three generations. They rattl e off names of businesses built
over the years which were reduced to not hi ngness when passed on to the
third generati on.

It's not entirely true because there are fortunes built in the 1800s,

i ke Sel angor Pewt er (now known as Royal Sel angor) , which are stronger
and bi gger than ever today.

But by and | arge, many of the tycoons of yesteryear would turnin their
graves if they were to see howtheir descendants have whittl ed away t he
riches.

A nore hard-nosed analysis will showthat in the majority of such cases,
it was | ack of succession planning or power struggles and fanm |y di sputes
that led to the destruction of these businesses.

Sone of the nost brilliant of businessnen had the fal se notion that they
woul d |ive forever and kept a tight rein on the controls until a sudden
stroke or illness rendered it too late to orderly pass the wheel to a
conpet ent successor

As it is for businesses, it is with politics.

Mal aysia is not the only country in the world where political infighting
is incessant. But it probably has the distinction of having one of the
| argest nunbers of political parties, if not the world, at least inthis
region.

Hence, if there is no tussle for power in the Ml aysian Chi nese
Associ ation or the Mal aysi an | ndi an Congress or Parti Pesaka Bum putera
Bersatu, then one can certainly rely on good old Umo to provide the
excitenent for political junkies.

Bei ng t he domi nant political party in the country, contests in Umo are
al ways keener, nore exciting and nost cl osel y wat ched.

It is also probably the nost denocratic party in the whole country with
contests keenly fought right fromthe thousands of branches to the 191
divisions and on to the 25 el ected Unmo suprene council posts and the main
positions in the Youth, Wanita and Puteri w ngs.

Such fights are often divisive but Umo has remained intact and firmy
entrenched | argel y because it has had a fairly snoot h handover of power
fromone president to another rather than acrinonious and di vi sive battles
for succession.

None of the six presidents Umo has had since it was formed in 1946 cane
into power through bitter political contest, save maybe Tunku Abdul Rahman
after the party's founder president, Datuk Onn Jaafar, quit in 1951

The | ast two, Tun Hussein Onn and Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohanmad, willingly
relinqui shed power when they felt that they had served their tinme or when
their successors were ready.

Never has any Umo president tried to cling onto power at all costs to
the detrinment of the party. This is one of Umo's greatest strengths.

Today, as Umo enters the second phase of its once-in-three-years
el ection for the suprene council, mermbers are w tnessing jostling,
el bowi ng and pl ai n hard shoving for power at all |evels.

Politicians are probably nore adept at masking their real side than
ot her professionals. What the people see is what politicians want peopl e
to see. But it isin elections - whether it's a fight to rule the country
or the party - that we see t he weaknesses and the strengths that under



normal circunstances stay hi dden behind the political face

Young Hi shanmuddi n Hussei n, the grandson of Datuk Onn and the son of Tun
Hussein, illustrates the qualities of aleader who val ues continuity over
personal triunph.

He may have, in his initial years, been aided by his pedigree as he
clinbed the steps to political stardom But he has proven his nmettle and
is today a leader in his own right.

El evated to t he key post of Education Mnister by Prime M nister Datuk
Seri Abdul I ah Ahrmad Badawi, hinmself a man single-mnded in desire to
prepare the | eaders of tomorrow, H shammuddi n coul d easily have sought one
of the three elected vice-presidential slots and he woul d have had an edge
over nost of the other aspirants.

He has a deputy, Datuk Abdul Aziz Shei kh Fadzir, who is retiring after
reachi ng 40, the maxi numage for Umo Youth. And i f H shamuddi n was | ed
by his anmbition, then he woul d have been remi ss in his duties as he had no
successor to take over his job.

Despite efforts to persuade hi motherw se, including arguments from
Sel angor Menteri Besar Datuk Seri Dr Khir Toyo who hi nsel f wanted a shot
at the Umo Youth presidency if it was vacated, H shamuddi n stood hi s
ground and opted to stay at | east one nore termto prepare an abl e
successor.

H shammuddin is certainly one of the younger | eaders who Abdul | ah and
his deputy, Datuk Seri Najib Razak, are | ooking at to keep the Umo fl ag
flying.

H shammuddi n' s Cabi net col | eague and counterpart i n Wanita Umo, Dat uk
Seri Rafidah Aziz, is one ninister who can hold her own agai nst the best
inthe world. She will lock horns with anyone, her only priority and
obj ective being | ooking after her country's interests.

Spotted by Tun Razak, a visionary | eader with an uncanny ability to
recogni se talent, Rafidah was plucked out of her job as a university
| ecturer to become a political |eader. She becane a m nister at the age of
35 in 1978 and has performed ever since

Yet, it nust have been strange for anyone traci ng her career path to
hear her admoni sh Puteri nenbers, who had passed the 35-year age limt for
menbership in that novenent, for wanting to chall enge Wanita | eaders in
the di vi si on.

She said they were still too young and wanted themto wait three years
bef ore contesting.

The women of today are a different breed fromthose of 30 years ago when
Rafi dah was one of a rare breed of professional, well-qualified Ml ay
worren. Today' s Mal aysi an wonen can conpete wi th men on an equal footing
and are | eaders in many fields.

If a Rafidah of 35 was "ol d" enough to be a minister in the federa
Cabi net, then certainly the Puteri of the newnillenniumare not too young
at 35 to contest posts at that | ower rung of the Umo political hierarchy,
t he di vi si on.

Rafi dah has one of Mal aysia's sharpest mnds and is not prone to making
carel ess statenents. Her concern, probably, was col oured by the fears
expressed to her by Wanita divi sional | eaders who were i nsecure about
their positions.

To Rafidah's credit, she has not sought to publicly push the issue
further.

But Hi shammuddi n and Rafi dah are a different category of | eaders. They
are anong Umo's best, proven and tested.

There are al ready battl es energing at divisional and youth | evel s which
show the uglier side of sone | eaders and woul d-be | eaders, where loyalty
i s seasonal, where friendshipis transitory, where principles are



forfeited and redeened as a matter of consequence, where prudence and
sensibility are cast asi de and where sheer |ust for power becones the only
driving force.

There i s one division where two good friends and busi ness col | eagues are
cl awi ng at each other's throats. Backbiting and assaults on each other's
character have repl aced t he camaraderi e and solidarity of arelationship
built over years. They may never be friends again, even after the dust
settles and the el ections are forgotten.

I n anot her division, aleader, perhaps out of insecurity, perhaps out of
the temporary insanity that grabs sonme during this season, has turned
against his long-time mentor's of fspring. For no sane reason, he has even
guestioned his own nentor's credibility and sincerity. Another
relati onshi p that may never be sal vaged agai n.

There are nore.

One divi sional | eader, for exanpl e, baited an aspiring national |eader
via SMS, about a circul ating poison-pen letter. The aspiring | eader, in
conpl ete confidence, relayed via SVS his inner-npst thoughts on who he
t hought his political enemes circul ating the poison-pen |letter were.

The "trusted" divisional |eader forwarded the SM5 to others, and inner-
nost thoughts were secret no nore. More friendshi ps ruined, nore enem es
created in the season of nmadness.

There are sone | eaders with a reputation for having the nost sinuous of
political principles, swiftly junping ship when their survival is at
stake. One or two are even in high office at state and federal |evels.

But all said and done, the ugly politicianis anmnority. Umo | eaders
have t hensel ves said that in a party of three mllion nmenbers, there wll
be a fewsordid, disgruntled, rmal content, di shonest and unpri nci pl ed
i ngrates.

The fact is that in nore than 60 per cent of the divisions, there were
no maj or fights and what ever changes occurred, it happened in acivilised
and friendly manner. In the large najority of the divisions where there
are contests, challenges are nore friendly than divisive.

That, probably, is why Umo has survived 58 years and will continue to
survi ve. Because the good guys al ways out nunmber the bad ones.

In Umo's case, at |least, the fourth generational change t heory does not
apply.

( END)
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