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Revi vi ng yesterday' s man

By Brendan Pereira

I S Tengku Razal ei gh Hanzah still a force in Umo? No, say younger | eaders
such as Dat uk Johari Baharomand Dat uk Nur Jazl an Mohaned. Why then is his
name resurrected each tinme an Umo el ection is nenti oned? BRENDAN PEREI RA
anal yses.

THERE are two things certainin life: dying and paying taxes. In
Mal aysi a, add anot her one: Tengku Razal ei gh Hanzah's nanme wil|l be
resurrected every tine the word "el ection” is nentioned.

It happened four years ago in the run-up to the Umo el ecti ons. Agai nst
t he backdrop of the ruling party's dismal el ectoral perfornmance in 1999
and t he econom ¢ hangover fromthe currency crisis, there was a push from
sone of Razal ei gh's di ehard supporters to get himto challenge for either
t he Number One or Two position in the party, occupied then by Tun Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad and Dat uk Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad Badawi .

The personabl e prince i ssued a statenent early in the canpai gn sayi ng
that if the rank-and-file wanted himto serve, he could not turn his back
on them

Hi s supporters tal ked about the "snowbal | effect", where one division
woul d break ranks and noninate himfor a top party post | eading others to
throw of f the shackles and foll ow suit.

It did not happen.

Al though they tried in sonme divisions to get a nom nation for him
agai nst Abdul | ah, they were overwhel nmi ngly outvot ed.

In the end, Tengku Razal ei gh only obt ai ned one nom nation for president
and two for deputy president. The nom nati ons cane fromthe Tanah Merah
di vi si on, headed by his | oyal i st Dat uk Hashi mSafin, and Pasir Mas, headed
by renegade Razal ei gh | oyalist Datuk I brahimAli, who has since been
expelled for life fromthe party for contesting against it as an
i ndependent in the recent March el ections.

Today, even Hashi msays that people |ike Abdul | ah's style of | eadership
and adm ni strati on and t hat Razal ei gh shoul d gi ve bot h Abdul | ah and hi s
deputy Datuk Seri Najib Razak a chance to prove their nettle.

In 2000, Tengku Razal ei gh al so recei ved 16 nom nations to contest one of
the vice-president's positions - but he needed 17 to qualify. Finally, he
was appoi nted a supreme counci| menber by Dr Mahathir.

Four years on, talk of himgoing for a top party position has revived.
The only difference is that in 2000, he was reticent about his politica
anbi tions.

Today, he is fuelling speculation with his own statenents.

Here is one of them "If there are those who feel that | can still serve
and contribute to the party, why not? If there are nomnations, | wll
of fer nyself for a post that suits ne."

This statenent is being interpreted by sone quarters as a "go-ahead-and-
nom nat e-ne" signal to the 191 divisions that have started neeting this
week.

He only says that he is willing to be nomnated for "top positions" in
Umo. But his refusal to nane the position he is interested is being
interpreted as a sign that he wants to contest the Nunber One or Two post.

It is common knowl edge in Umo circles that Tengku Razal ei gh feel s that
t he Unmmo Suprene Council was wrong i n suggesting that Abdullah and his
deputy Naji b be returned unopposed as party president and deputy
presi dent.



Wat chi ng and di gesting all these nuggets fromthe sidelines are Umo
grassroots | eaders - many of whomwi |l formthe el ectoral college that
votes in Septenber's party polls.

They bel i eve that Tengku Razal ei gh is going to have a tough tinme
convincing divisions to give himeven a snmall fraction of the 58
nom nati ons needed to chal |l enge Abdul I ah for the top position. Wy?

BECAUSE the party is on the upsw ng.

Abdul I ah has just | ed the Barisan Nasional to its nost inpressive
el ectoral performance in history. The ruling coalition controls 90 per
cent of Parliament, has wrested control of Terengganu and has emerged as a
serious chal l enger to Pas in Kelantan after years of being an al so-ran

Dat uk Johari Baharom MP for Kubang Pasu, said: "After many years,
peopl e have started to respect and believe in Umo agai n. Mst of the
party nenbers on the ground |ike this feeling.

"Nobody is going to upset this position."

During the branch el ections i n Kedah, there appeared to be unani nous
support for Abdul | ah and Najib, he noted.

BECAUSE there is a general feeling that Tengku Razal eigh's time has come
and gone.

The | ast tinme he was in governnent was 17 years ago, and the |last tine
he was an influential political player was in 1987.

Dat uk Nur Jazl an Mbhamed, MP for Pulai, put it this way: "There is a new
generation of Umo players in positions of influence in the divisions. In
their eyes, Ku Li is nothing nore than an Umo el der statesnman."

Nur Jazl an did not think that any of the 26 divisions in Johor woul d
nom nate the prince for any of the senior positions in the party. "It
woul d take a brave or foolish person to propose his nane because the
di vision menbers will not accept it. In 2000, there was a | ot of anger
because of howwell Pas did in the election and frustration at the
| eadership, yet he could not nount a chall enge.”

Umo nenbers |ive and breathe real politik. Only | eaders who can gi ve
themsonething tangible matter to them They have little time for
nost al gi a.

BECAUSE t he power brokers in Umo politics are firmy behind the top
| eader shi p.

Najib net all the Umo state |iasion chiefs recently and they pl edged
their support to Abdullah and Najib. Al of thempl edged full support for
Abdul I ah' s | eadershi p at | ast year's Umo assenbly, the party's hi ghest
deci si on- maki ng body, and before all 2,000-plus Umo del egates.

Today, when Abdull ah returned froma trip to Saudi Arabia, alnost all of
them led by Najib, were there to show support for him

As far as they are conerned, the Iine of succession has been | ai d down
and they will not uproot it.

BECAUSE t he economnry i s going well.

This i s what | eading international investnment bank Credit Lyonnais SA' s
chi ef econom st, once acritic of Malaysia's economnic policies, says in
his |latest report:

"There is plenty of evidence to support the viewthe Prime Mnister's
policy is reviving the Mal aysi an econony. The property nmarket is
i mprovi ng, Mal aysi an consuners are spendi ng and at | ast, private sector
i nvest ment appears to be turning the corner.

"Qur forecast for donestic demand growh this year, at 7.8 per cent,
pl aces Malaysiainthe top five perfornmers inthe region. There is plenty
of steamleft in that particular engine. At |ast, |ooking very good."

G ven thi s backdrop, why i s Tengku Razal ei gh Hanzah of feri ng hi nsel f?

Because he i s being persuaded and pressured fromvarious quarters, he
sai d.



It is unclear who these people are, but it is an open secret that sone
di sgruntl ed party nenbers are | ess t han enanoured of Abdul |l ah's push for a
nore transparent style of governnent.

They hark back for the days of negotiated tenders and t he conveyor belt
of projects.

They woul d prefer it if the new adm ni stration eased up on corruption
and put all this talk about inproving the systemon the backburner.

What they want is a return to the "good ol d days".

They are al so wounded and hurting after bei ng sidelined before and after
t he general election in March.

Sitting confortably in coffee-houses, they talk and plot. They want to
stri ke back at the | eadership.

One of themsaid bluntly: "W would |like to send a nessage to the
| eadership that they should |listen to Umo nenbers before deciding on
policy."

Dat uk Zanbry Abdul Kadir, assenbl yman for Pangkor, knows all about these
peopl e. He says that they al ways show up during el ections. They | ove the
specul ati on of contests and the "perks" that come withit.

"The “gurkhas' and supporters are the ones who are al ways agitating and
asking their bosses to contest. They basically want soneone to fight their
battle."

But very fewof themare willing to match the tal k on nom nation day.

Why?

Because |i ke nbst Umo nenbers, they only back wi nners. That's what
happened i n 2000 and that is what is on the cards this tinme around too.
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