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Putting Pas on t he defensive

Brendan Pereira
ONE of the nobst hotly-debated questi ons of the conming el ections will be:
What will constitute a good showi ng by the Bari san Nasi onal ?

Even before nomination day, ruling coalition politicians and their
rivals fromacross the political divide agree that the BN s custonary two-
thirds majority in Parlianent is as secure as the vault i n Bank Negar a.

This prediction is anchored on the basis of a cl ean sweep of seats in
Sabah, Sarawak and Johor.

But with a newPrine Mnister in office, a good feeling about his first
few nont hs and an absence of incendiary i ssues for the Qpposition to
stoke, there are expectations that sone of the acreage i n the Mal ay bel t
yielded to the Opposition in 1999 will be regained.

Dat uk Shansul Anri Baharuddin, a political commentator, said: "A good
performance (for the BN) shoul d be neasured in ternms of getting back the
support that flowed to Pas. |If Pas' influence is checked this tine, that
woul d be an unqualified success for the PMand Umo."

Fi ve years ago, Parti |slam SeMl aysi a (Pas) nade sone significant
inroads in Malay-mgjority areas, winning 27 parlianentary seats and 98
State seats, snaring Terengganu and tightening its grip on Kel ant an.

Pas al so dented Umo's claimto be the sol e voice of the Mal ays, w nni ng
27 of the 58 Malay-majority seats. Overall, the ruling party's share of
the votes in Malay-najority areas dropped by 13 per cent conpared with
1995.

The | ast canpaign was a nightmare for Umo politicians. It was dogged by
negati ve vi bes fromthe sacking and jailing of forner deputy prine
m ni ster Datuk Seri Anwar | brahim Today, they expect redenption.

Privately, they tal k about wi nni ng back Terengganu, maki ng Pas sweat in
Kel antan and even hitting t he heady hei ghts of 1995, when nore than 65 per
cent of the el ectorate gave Tun Mahat hi r Mohamad hi s bi ggest nandat e.

But others are nore rooted in reality.

Zulkifli Alwi, an Umo Youth official, believes that some of the | ost
ground must be regai ned bef ore anyone can tal k about the "rehabilitation"
of Umo. In his mnd, closing the gap with Pas i n Terengganu, grabbing a
clutch of seats in Kelantan and preserving the status quo i n Kedah and
Perlis shoul d be considered a success.

"I amconfident that we will w tness a swing back of the Malay vote to
Bari san Nasional ," he says.

Hi s optimsmis anchored on feedback suggesting that the voter groups
that turned their backs on the establishnent in 1999 - teachers, civil
servants and rural folk - are once again a party led by Prine M nister
Abdul | ah Badawi . Record-high palmoil prices are also putting noney into
t he pockets of thousands of snall hol ders.

Pas, say party officials, expects a closer contest than in 1999. House-
t o- house surveys by party nmenbers suggest that the conservative |Islamc
party will retain Kel antan and Terengganu but | ose nore State and
parliamentary seats than five years ago.

Pas believes that 10 State seats in Kelantan and 22 in Terengganu wil |l
be hotly contested. And despite findings of arecent survey comi ssi oned
by The Star, the party is confident of winning 19 State seats in Kedah,
givingit aslimmjority inthe |l egislative assenbly.

Kual a Terengganu MP Dr Syed Azman Syed Ahmad said: "W know t hat Umo
wants towin biginthe Malay States. But we are confident of our



position."

Privately, the bravado is nuted. Pas officials knowthat this el ection
wi Il be about the new PMs vision and a host of bread-and-butter issues,
such as the low price of padi.

They al so understand that the anger that drove many Umo nenbers to vote
for the Opposition or abstain fromvoting in 1999 no | onger exists.

But nore than anything el se, they understand that they are up agai nst a
PMwho is difficult to attack or score points off.

Agai nst this backdrop, no wonder sone ruling coalition nenbers are
dreami ng of a return to the days of 1995, when the BN won 162 of the 192
parlianentary seats and consi gned Pas to the category of al so-rans.

But it would be foolish dream Wy? Because the BNis facing a far
superior Pas than in 1995, because sone of the di scontent unl eashed in
1999 still exists, and because i ntangi bl es such as di scontent over
candi dates can scuttle the best-laid plans.

However, recl ai ning Mal ay votes and putting Pas on t he defensive for the
next five years is within Umo's reach.

That woul d be a good baroneter of an el ectoral show ng.
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