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Only one Mahathir in Kedah and t hat nmakes the difference

Abdul Razak Ahmad

Wil e Pas is | ooking at Kedah as a frontline State in the com ng
elections, it still has to contend with its greatest nemesis - the
Mahat hir-factor, wites ABDUL RAZAK AHVAD.

TUN, Dr M Dr Mahathir, or just plain Mahathir? Since his retirenent,
fans of Tun Dr Mahat hir Mhamad have been grappling to find the nost
appropriate way torefer to the former Prine Mnister, who for 22 years
was known to nmany as just "PM.

In his hone State of Kedah, his admirers know hi mas "Che Det". But
whet her one is an admirer of Dr Mahathir or not, he can now be referred to
as "State Barisan Nasional el ection nachi nery advi ser".

Dr Mahat hir can be expected to play an active role in Kedah in the
general el ection.

He wi |l not be a candidate, but will visit divisions and canpaign in a
State that is likely to see the npst intense battl es between Umo and Pas.

W Il his invol venent be a boon or bane to Kedah Umo, whose fortunes
faded considerably in the 1999 general el ection?

Sone believe the fornmer Prime Mnister will strengthen the BN s
machi nery and boost Umo's popularity in Kedah. Dr Mahathir is riding high
due to his acconplishnments as a fornmer national |eader.

But will his presence in the polls cause the Oppositionto focus its
attacks squarely on him reigniting old quarrel s that hel ped Pas make
strong gains in Kedah in 19997

This question was posed to a long-tine friend of Dr Mahathir's, Tan Sri
Azahari Md Taib. An old Umo hand in the State, Azahari, 80, is nowthe
party's Kedah advi ser. He asks ne where ny honmet own i s before answeri ng
t he questi on.

"Kedahans view Dr Mahat hir differently conpared to people |like you," he
says, referring to me as the outsider fromKuala Lunpur.

"Peopl e fromthe Federal Territory, for exanple, nmay see Dr Mahathir as
just a national |eader. W, on the other hand, see hi mas a Kedahan who
i nspires much pride in us.

"To us, Dr Mahathir is |like our father, macam Pak kita. If Pas thinks it
can change this perception here, then they better reconsider.”

Pas vi ce-president Azizan Abdul Razak baul ks at the suggesti on.

The Kedah Pas conmi ssioner, who is likely to beconme Menteri Besar if the
party wins the State in the el ection, brushes aside predictions that Dr
Mahat hir's participationw |l throwa spanner in the works for the party.

"Look, we won 12 of the 36 State seats and ei ght of the 15 parlianmentary
seats in Kedah in 1999, when Dr Mahathir was Prinme M nister.

"And unli ke Kedah Umo, in which there was in-fighting, we spent all the
tinme after 1999 preparing for this election, so do youreally think we'll
fare any worse in the com ng polls, when he's just an advi ser and no
| onger Prine M nister?"

Sone say Pas' confidence in westing Kedah, with or without Dr Mahathir,
is not entirely m splaced.

A forei gn newspaper article, for exanple, quoted "the | atest ground
reports" which indicate that Pas will formthe next State Governnment in
Kedah, as it is supposedly able to win 19 out of the 36 State Assenbly
seats.

But to those who are actually on the ground, the prediction seens at
odds with current realities.



Unli ke the 1999 polls, when Umo faced a host of problens nostly arising
fromthe sacking of Datuk Seri Anwar Ibrahim there is nowa dearth of
i ssues that have the potential to ignite voter sentinent.

Thi s, added with the painfully obvious failings of many Pas
"professional” el ected representatives to service their rural
constituents, has stacked the odds for victory heavily in the BN s favour.

The Opposition party inthe Stateis left mainly withits Islamc state
pl ank, which can be a bit of a hard-sell for Kedah voters.

"Many peopl e mstakenly | unmp Kedah Pas voters with their Kel antan
counterparts, who are known for their abject loyalty to the party andits
| eaders, " notes an Umo di vi sion vice-chief.

"Inthis State, no matter how | oyal Opposition supporters are towards
Pas | eaders like the late fornmer president Datuk Fadzil Mohd Noor - who
was a Kedahan to boot - they pale in conparison to how Kel antan Pas
supporters deify Datuk N k Abdul Aziz Nk Mat.

"Here, issues |ike whether the MP can deliver, are still very inportant.
An Islamic state and the denonisation of Dr Mahathir will not serve as the
be-all and end-all for voters."

Anot her plus point for Kedah Umo is that it is today in nuch better
shape than it was in 1999, when dissatisfaction over the |ine-up of
candi dat es caused sone nenorabl e protests. This led to the party's
el ection machinery grinding to a halt in several areas.

The greater unity in the party nowadays is wi dely touted, but potenti al
problens can still flare up, especially if in-fighting occurs in the
jostle to be selected as el ecti on candi dat es.

"It is a potential problemthat is also on the minds of all other State
Umo | eaders, but we feel that if Dr Mahathir is with us, he can help
sol ve any such probl ens which may arise," says Azahari .

"He will be able to step in and his word will carry special weight
because people respect him"

| ask Azahari whether what he nmeant to say was that Umo nmenbers in
Kedah are afraid of Dr Mahathir.

"It's nore Ii ke howwe view a stern but caring father ...we feel a
m xture of fear and respect,"” he says, and the many contri buti ons which
Kedah Unmmo hopes to receive fromone of the State's nost illustrious sons

begin to carry a bittersweet undertone.

There i s an underlying realisation that Dr Mahathir's retirenent finally
signall ed the end of a gol den era for Kedah Umo, which has produced two
Prime Mnisters.

Sone say his departure, and the squabbling in 1999, which saw nmany
rising stars cast aside by insecure party warlords, |left Kedah Umo with a
shortage of second-tier |eaders.

"Kedah Umo is in transition. W used to have a significant “quota' of
Cabi net M nisters, but many are no | onger around, and the second-Iliners
are not there yet.

"This period of transition carries many uncertainties, which is why
havi ng Dr Mahat hir as State BN el ecti on nachi nery advi ser is inportant.”

For Menteri Besar Datuk Seri Syed Razak Syed Zain, who will be | eading
the BN into what could be the State's toughest election to date, the
presence of Dr Mahathir is nobst wel come.

"He wi || advise us on the strategies to wi n in Kedah, suppl enenting the
current canpai gn machinery. His agreement to hel p out is a gesture which
nmeans a lot to us."

Syed Razak is, however, quick to add that the State el ecti on nachi nery
is not only being bol stered by Dr Mahathir's presence, but al so by support
fromPrine Mnister Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahnad Badawi and Deputy Prinme
M ni ster Datuk Seri Najib Razak, both of whomare expected to visit the



St ate next month.

Per haps not coincidentally, Pas has Iined up several najor events this
month in the State. Wth the political tenperature set torise further, |
ask Azahari nore questions about the former Prime Mnister, whoml| refer
to as "Tun".

He interjects.

"Stop calling himTun. | know many people who carry the title. Call him
Mahat hir, so | know whomyou are referring to.

"There are many Tuns in our country, but to ne and nmany ot her Kedahans,
there is only one Mahathir."
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