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Polling in the el ectronic age

Syed Nadzri

FUNNY how qui ckly time has slipped away, when you get an SMVS fromyour

col | eague sayi ng somre i nconprehensi ble stuff likevr stll @EC. Wl b L8.
| received that dispatch about 4pmyesterday froma reporter | had

assigned to the El ecti on Conmi ssi on headquarters just after the Prine

M ni st er had announced t he di ssol uti on of Parliament.

Although it took quite a while to figure out that all the reporter
wanted to tell me was that he was still at the EC and that he woul d be
back | ate, at | east the message cane qui ckly and, again in today's jargon
in"real time", whatever that neans.

Wel come to the first general election of the 21st Century. It's ny
seventh as a newsnan, the inaugural one being in 1978 when | excitedly
perfornmed mail -boy duties as a rookie reporter nostly doing sports stories
in The Star.

Back then Parlianment only had 154 seats (nowit's 219), Kel antan had
just recovered froma political stormwhich sawthe bitter end of Pas'
brief marriage to Barisan Nasional, the short-lived Berjasa was born, Tun
Hussein Onn (then a Datuk) was Prime M nister and col our TV cane to
Mal aysi a.

The typewriter was ki ng of the newsroom And since nobil e phones were
unheard of and to be on-line nmeant to be talking on the fixed-line dia
phones, el ection stories and results had to cone the conventional way from
our reporters on the scene. They called into read out their stories and
sonebody on this side, with the phone hel d between the neck and shoul der
woul d type out.

In this age of | aptop conputers, broadband services and satellite TV,
covering the el ection and getting information fromthe political parties
is effortless. Your nobile phone will buzz all the day through with SMS
messages about what's happeni ng, some frompeopl e you don't even know.

Just yesterday the NST reported that Pas party organ Harakah is
provi di ng SM5 news-al erts, while Ml aysiakini has introduced its "news
headl i nes” SMS service. Both services promse to deliver a m ni mum of
between three and five news itens daily to nobile users.

Most of the political parties have their own websites where the | atest
information is posted. The EC, too, has gone online, providing regul ar
updates. Reporters on the ground now rarely have to queue up at the public
phone booth to send their despatches. It's all done in a split second
t hrough cyber space

| was a reporter in Penang when el ections were called in 1982 by Tun Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad, who was the new Prinme M nister then. O course, Penang
was riding on a wave of support for himas he had just pulled off a coup
of sorts by getting Abi mleader Anwar Ibrahimto join Umo and stand in
t he Permat ang Pauh parliamentary constituency.

As in the other States, Barisan Nasional did well in Penang, w nning 25
of the 27 state seats and seven of the nine parlianmentary seats, including
a huge wi n by Anwar in what was consi dered Pas territory i n Seberang Prai

I vividly renenber being assigned to cover the result of the contest for
t he Pengkal an Kota state seat, where MCA stalwart Li mKean Si ew faced DAP
first-tinmer Teoh Teik Huat. | can recall that the situation was very tense
as there was counting and recounti ng past m dni ght at Dewan Sri Pi nang -
until Teoh was decl ared w nner.

But there was even nore excitenent in the 1986 election. | was still in



Penang, Tun Dr Li mChong Eu (then without the Tun) was firmy at the helm
of the State Governnent and Dat uk Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad Badawi was Ummo
I'i ai son chairman.

Parts of Penang seened to be in an anti-establishment nood at that tine.
Many university | ecturers were card-carryi ng nenbers of PSRM and DAP was
gai ni ng strength.

At the height of the el ection canpaign, Li mwould ask Koh Tsu Koon (then
his political secretary and still without a Tan Sri) to call for a Press
conference al nost every day to ward off the DAP assault. And Lims
favourite tagline then was "W wi |l dismantle every pi ece of the unholy
alliance of DAP and Pas".

BN retained control of Penang - but only just, w nning one |ess
parliamentary seat than DAP and | osing 10 seats to the opposition party in
the state assenbly.

But the excitenent had only just begun because the fornmation of the
State Government had to go through the extrene litnus test of BN
solidarity as Umo and Gerakan were | ocked in a battle for dom nance -
until a formul a was eventual |y reached and accepted after the i ntervention
of federal |eaders.

| was transferred south to Mal acca just weeks before the 1990 el ection
and was told to shadow Tun Ghafar Baba, who was Deputy Prinme M nister,
during the canpai gn.

Things were a |l ot better thenin terns of |ogistics and conmuni cati on.
The newspaper bureaus were al ready phasing out the typewiters and hopping
on the el ectroni c age. Ghafar made it even easi er because he used t he
sinpl e strai ghtforward approach when dealing with voters and the Press.

He woul d sonetimes grab t he mi crophone and address t he congregati on at
the end of Friday prayers and rattle out "the Governnent is spending
berbillionbillionringgit" stuff. And he woul d repeat that the foll ow ng
Fri day at another nobsque.

Mal acca was, and still is, BNterritory through and through, so the
adrenalin was not flowing as nmuch as it did in Penang, although DAP had
quite a fewvocal elected representatives |ike Li mGuan Eng and Si mTong
H mto provide the spark every now and then - especially agai nst Chief
M nister Tan Sri Rahi m Tanby Chi k.

The next two elections, in 1995 and 1999, nust be still fresh in our
m nds. | went through both, just as | amdoi ng now, at the NST
headquarters in Kual a Lunpur.

This tine around, the TV stations are sure to give a mnute-by-mnute
account of the situation on polling day and | just have to click on the
computer to read what the Prine Mnister had just said when he announced
t he di ssol ution of Parliament.

What ' s happeni ng i n Kedah right now? Wait, |let nme SM5 Razak in Al or
Star. ..
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