22/ 03/ 2004

Resoundi ng “yes' for Abdullah

EACH ti ne Mal aysi a enbraces a newPrine Mnister, it has never failedto
show heart and a renewed faith initself. A burst of national fell ow
feeling lifts the el ection nunbers to di zzyi ng hei ghts.

Shortly after the Federation came into being, the electorate in 1964
gave Tengku Abdul Rahman Putra 89 of 104 seats in Parliament. In 1974, the
country bestowed nearly nine of every 10 seats at stake to Tun Abdul Razak
Hussein. Tun Hussein Onn won only five seats fewer fromthe sanme total of
154 in 1978. Four years | ater, Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohamad earned 132 seats or
86 per cent of the Dewan Rakyat for his nandate to govern on the platform
of Bersih, Cekap, Anmanah.

And so it was for Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahmad Badawi. As a test of his
popul arity, the Prinme M nister-el ect could have carried the 2004 genera
el ecti on on charmal one. But yesterday's vote was nore than a referendum
on personality. Abdullah had fixed an agenda and spelt it out in a Barisan
Nasi onal mani festo that was not just an exercise in public relations. The
catch phrase "Excell ence, ory, Distinction" marks the arrival of not
just a new | eader, but a newera. W now have a Prine M ni ster who has
been chosen | ess for who he is than for what he has set out to do.

Central to Abdull ah's reformprograme was a nore fundanmental question
Vot ers were asked to deci de on the kind of state and soci ety they want
Mal aysi a to be, to choose between progressive | sl amand radi cal theocracy.

The answer depended on BN doi ng better thanit did in 1999 by w nning
nore than two-thirds of the parlianmentary seats and nore than 56.5 per
cent of the popular vote. It also had to nmake sizable inroads in the
"crescent States" of Kelantan and Terengganu, and hold on to Kedah and
Perlis.

That turned out to be a nbdest aim Ummo not only sent Datuk Seri Abdu
Hadi Awang back to his redoubt of Rusila in Terengganu but nay have won
the glittering prize of Datuk Nk Aziz Nik Mat's Kel antan. The BN
| andsl i de, however, is not merely redenption for Umo and the BN. It is
again avictory for the comon sense and pragmati smof the people. Since
1955, the el ectorate has consistently rejected the politics of extrem sm
in favour of moderation - even when their enmptions threatened to overwhel m
their reason, as it did in 1969 and 1999.

Overall, the mandate for the country's next Government was tallied
wi t hout fuss and bother. But there were glitches that nmust count heavily
agai nst the El ecti on Commi ssi on, whose efficient conduct of the pollsis a
mai nstay of the country's denocracy.

The 11t h general election, widely forecast to spring only tepid
surprises, has pulled a fewbig ones on us. The mi nor, but nonethel ess
serious, blots on the vote caused by the EC s m shaps shoul d not affect
the sinple fact that the peopl e have spoken

Unexpect edl y, the Opposition added spice to the broad-based staple on
whi ch Mal aysia wants to be nourished. Qur Prime M nisters have
hi storically brought with themreconciliation, change and a suspensi on of
di vi sion and di scord. Yesterday, Abdullah was accorded a resoundi ng
aut horisation to deliver a Governnent worthy of its people.
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