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MCA, Gerakan nmake peace as general el ection | oons

Chow Kum Hor

THE sincerity of the MCA and Gerakan i n working together will be tested
yet again in the Chinese heartl and of Penang. Can the two parties help

deliver the votes in Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahnmad Badaw ' s

home State? CHONKUM HOR writes.

PENANG Bagan Jermal assenbl yman Tan Sri Dr Sak Cheng Lum has been very
open about his inpending retirement fromactive politics.

Wiile there is a general reluctance on the part of MCA | eaders to give
up their el ected positions, the Penang MCA advi ser has no qual ns about
telling people that heis calling it quits cone the next polls - whichis
expected to be held soon.

"It is a genuine desire to retire and nake way for the young. | have
spent avery longtine inpolitics. | will help the party and the Barisan
Nasi onal win big in Penang in the next election," says the doctor-turned-
politician.

Dr Sak, having served as Penang executive council nenber for nore than a
decade, was a key figure not only in the MCA but also the State BN, often
thriving in the ever-changing dynam cs of inter-BN party politics.

After the 1999 general election, Dr Sak, then the State MCA chairman,
was instrunental in "head-hunting" two Gerakan assenbl ymen to i ncrease the
MCA' s representationinthe |l egislative assenbly.

This was part of the MCA's bid to win the coveted Penang chi ef
mnistership - which it |ost to Gerakan after the watershed 1969 gener al
el ection.

Wien the BN | eadership deci ded t hat Gerakan, despite having fewer seats,
shoul d keep the State's top executive post, Dr Sak spurned the of fer to be
made a State executive council menber.

After all, having been a central figure in the running of the party, Dr
Sak was tipped to be nade the Chief Mnister had the post returned to the
MCA.

As the next el ection draws near, the focus will be on whether the MCA-
Gerakan rivalry of the post-1999 election will come to the fore.

After all, the prestige of keeping the chief nministershipin the only
State in Malaysia with a Chinese-majority population is too tenpting for
bot h Chi nese-based parti es.

As it is, the balance of power in the | egislative assenbly is tipped
marginally in favour of not Gerakan, but the MCA

MCA won nine seats in the 1999 general election but now has 11 fol | ow ng
t he def ections of Li mBoo Chang (Datuk Keramat) and Li mChi en Aun (Bayan
Lepas).

Ger akan has ei ght assenbl ynen, Umo has 10, and M C, Pas, Keadil an and
DAP, one each.

Fol I owi ng t he El ecti on Conmi ssion's redelineation exercise, there are
seven new State seats and both parties have their eyes on them

As a Gerakan | eader puts it: "There are seven new State seats and we
hope to get eight!"

Ger akan secretary-general Chia Kwang Chye, however, is confident that
despitetalk of theoldrivalry resurfacing, maturity and goodw || woul d
prevail when it comes to allocation of seats.

"As we can see in the past fewnonths, it is possible for both parties
to co-operate, especially with tal ks of a proposed MCA- Gerakan nmerger. W
want to and we can minimse the possibility of sabotage," says Chia, who



is also Parlianmentary Secretary of the Energy, Conmuni cati ons and Post
Mnistry.

Penang MCA chai rman Wing Kam Hoong al so has sinilar views. He says both
parti es have gi ven an undertaking to Prime M nister Datuk Seri Abdul | ah
Ahmad Badawi to work cl osely together.

And so far, the Bayan Baru MP says the parties' joint activities (the
MCA and Gerakan recently organi sed a State-|evel Chinese New Year open
house) showthat all is well in Abdullah's honme State.

O as an MCA central conmittee nenber says: "When both parties have
committed to Pak Lah (Abdul | ah) about unity, nobody wants to spoil it. And
nobody woul d even dare."

Besi des, even if the MCA does wi n nore seats than Gerakan in the general
election, it is unlikely that the chief mnistershipwll gotoit.

In the aftermath of the defection of the two Lins, the then Prine
M ni ster Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohamad, who was al so BN chai rman, had said that
even if Gerakan were to win only one State seat in Penang, the chief
m ni stership would remain with Gerakan.

The then MCA president, Datuk Seri Dr Ling Liong Sik, had no choi ce but
to publicly accept this slap in the face, putting paid to MCA's 30-year
anbi tion of recapturing Penang.

"I'n any case MCA | eaders are resigned to the fact that regard-|ess of
how many seats we get in Penang, it is extremely difficult, if not
i npossible, to get the CMs post. So, the question of sabotage and pl ayi ng
t he nunbers gane does not arise," an MCA central committee nenber says.

But Chi a does not want to appear conplacent. He says it is wong to take
t he post for granted, and that the party's track record i n managi ng the
State is nore inportant.

In fact, Chia says the State BN nachi nery shoul d focus on ensuring a
t hunpi ng victory in Penang and not waste resources on inter-party one-
upmanshi p.

The DAP, the | argest Chi nese-based opposition party, is trying to make a
conmeback in the State.

In the 1990 general el ection, the DAP won 14 seats in the Penang
| egi sl ative assenbly while BN had only 19. Wth three nore seats, the DAP
woul d have wrested control of the State.

Si nce abandoni ng the opposition alliance in Septenber 2001, the DAP had
tried very hard to woo t he Chi nese voters who in the 1999 polls, were
spooked by its alliance with Pas.

"There is always the fear that the DAP may want to elicit synpathy to
garner votes in Penang," says Chia who defeated DAP strongman Li mKit
Siang in the | ast election for the Bukit Bendera parlianentary seat.

In any case, the DAP s gl ory days of the 1980s appear to be behind it as
the party has not thrown up any new, young | eader within its ranks who
coul d capture the imagi nati on of Penang voters.

DAP secretary-general Kerk KimHock recently announced that Li mand
deputy chai rman Karpal Singh were again |listed as candi dates for the
general election, despite having beeninvolvedin elections for nore than
40 years. Both Limand Karpal, intheir 60s, are the DAP's "great hope" in
Penang agai nst rmuch younger professionals and politicians fromthe BN
Many of the BN candi dates were not even born when Li mbecane an MP in
1969.

The DAP' s di sagreenent with Keadil an over seat allocation will also hurt
the party's attenpt to win in Penang.

Even the State Umo is confident that any nisgivi ngs MCA and Ger akan had
about each ot her coul d be sorted out when both face their comopn eneny in
the polls: the Opposition.

"I attend State-level Wanita BN neetings. To me, MCA and Gerakan can



work very well with each other and ot her conponent parties," says Penang
Wani ta Umo head Dat uk Sari pah Am nah.

And it is this sense of goodwill that the BN is banking on to deliver a
convincing victory in Abdull ah's hone State.
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