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Possi bility of lowvoter turnout worrying | eaders

Brendan Pereira
THERE i s one i ssue that keeps seni or Bari san Nasional | eaders awake at
ni ght these days - the possibility of a lowvoter turnout on March 21.

They believe that if 80 per cent of the 10.3 million Ml aysians head to
the polling booth, Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad Badawi shoul d
get the strong nandate he seeks.

After all, survey after survey conmm ssi oned by newspapers and even the
Opposition show that the PMs raft of neasures to tackle corruption,

i mprove the delivery of services to the public and renmake Mal aysi a has
gone down very well on the ground

Even in wood- panel | ed of fi ces around the capital, where the cynici smof
t he professional class resides, there is a grow ng belief that Abdull ah
deserves the benefit of doubt.

So why | ose sleep?

Because t 0o nuch good news can sonetinmes have the opposite effect.

Many peopl e believe that BNwi ||l swat the OQpposition like flies and win
hands-down. I n sone ruling coalition operations roons around the country,
there is already a celebratory air

In this backdrop, there is concern that the nenber of that nebul ous
group called the silent mgjority nay feel | ess conpelled to | eave his
couch and vote on Sunday. In his mnd, his one vote will have little val ue
inaltering the outcome of the polls.

There is one problemwith this scenario - the election is not a wal k-
over. It never was. As popular as Abdullah is, heis leading the BNinto
battl e agai nst forni dabl e opponents. Pas controls two States and wants to
own | arger swathes of the Malay belt.

The Islam c conservative party is like a virus that nutates, its
politicians are not easily put down or discouraged fromachieving their
goal of setting up an Islamc state.

Any party whose supporters and vol unteers leave their famlies for two
weeks, sleep on mats, eat on the run and work the ground like there is no
tomorrow, is not planning to | ose without a fight.

Be assured that every BN candi date who energes triunphantly on March 21
agai nst Pas will have known that he was in a scrap.

Much is at stake. Abdullah laid it out in Seberang Jaya on Wednesday,
saying that the single nobst inportant issue inthe electionis the
attitude of Muslims toward religion

"Sonetines what Pas is sayingis aninsult tothe intelligence of the
Mal ays but it still appeals tothem This is the single, nost inportant
chal l enge: the mindset of the Mal ays and how they viewlslam"

General |y, Mal aysi ans are consci enti ous voters.

In Tun Dr Mahathir Mohanmad's first election as PMin 1982, about 75 per
cent of the electorate turned out to vote. The BN received 60.54 per cent
of the national vote

Four years later, 69.9 per cent voted, and the coalition received 57 per
cent of the vote

In 1990, 73 per cent voted, giving BN 54 per cent of the vote.

Five years later, 72 per cent turned out to vote. That was the el ection
whi ch gave the BN its best showi ng ever - 65 per cent of the popular vote
went to Dr Mahathir.

The nurber of Mal aysi ans who voted in 1999 dropped to 71 per cent. BN s
share of the vote also fell to 56.5 per cent.



Even before Parlianent was di ssolved, ruling coalition officials
identified getting nore people to vote as a critical task. They hoped to
tap the reservoir of goodwi || and hope t hat Abdul | ah has brought in his
four nmonths in office.

Radi o and tel evision comrercials and direct nmailing canpai gns were
desi gned t o nmake peopl e feel energi sed about casting their vote.

This canpaign is likely to be cranked up in the I ast 48 hours before
el ecti on day. Dat uk Shazi man Abu Mansor, the Tanpi n BN candi date, i s not
| eavi ng anyt hi ng to chance.

He spent yesterday naking sure that his supporters and BN nenbers woul d
use their cars and buses to ferry voters fromtheir honmes to the polling
centres. That is one way of inproving voter turnout.
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