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Troubl ed tines no nore

Kal i mul I ah Hassan

THE 1999 el ection issues are no nore. The once-chunmmy rel ati onshi p bet ween
Keadi | an and Pas has begun to turn sour. People are | ooking to Datuk Seri
Abdul | ah Ahmad Badawi for | eadership, wites KALI MULLAH HASSAN

THOSE were the angry tinmes. Those were the irrational tinmes. Friends
turned their backs on friends.

The pul pit becane a platformto articul ate rancour and the streets
became a pl ayhouse for rowdy, at times violent, protest.

But 1998 has passed. As has 1999. These are cal ner times today.

"Reformasi" is no | onger a buzzword. The Saturday denpnstrati ons that
used to shut down the heart of Kual a Lunpur have ceased.

Reni nders of those troubled times remain in the griny political graffiti
on public walls and the back | anes of Bangsar. The bl ack-eye i nage stil
surfaces, although rarely, and to nost Ml aysi ans, just as that bl ack eye
heal ed, so have the scars of that divisive period.

It is against this setting that Parliament was di ssol ved yesterday. It
isinthese nore tranquil tines that Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahnad Badaw
seeks his first nandate as | eader of Mal aysi a.

Inthe last fewyears, and in particular in the recent weeks of rising
el ection tenperatures, many of the principal actors of the post-Anwar and
financial crisis period have either faded away or crossed t he chasmand
returned to the Umo fold.

Dr Chandra Muzaffar, | awer Zai nur Zakaria, Ruslan Kassim Hanafiah Man
and the many nid-1evel Keadilan officials who were the organi sers of
rallies and protests, and the voice of the party to the outside world,
have hung up their boots.

Many now sit on the other side of that divide.

The ordinary citizens who expressed their di spl easure at the ball ot
boxes in 1999 and for that brief monment revelled in the garb of rebels now
see their Malaysia in another |ight.

The Alternative Front was, at best, a bargai n-basenment inmitation of the
coalitionit intended to replace. Barely nonths after the 1999 el ecti ons,
t he Denocratic Action Party parted acrinoniously with Parti |slam unable
to accept the theocratic reginme's push for its brand of an Islamc state.

Not too long after, the DAP becane estranged fromKeadil an, accusing the
party of trying to inpose its will on them

Even the once-chummy rel ati onshi p bet ween Keadi | an and Pas began to turn
alittle sour, with both parties squabbling over seats and sharing. The
man who had hel d the threads together between the two parties, Pas
presi dent Datuk Fadzil Noor, a close friend and conrade of Anwar |brahim
di ed two years ago and was succeeded by Dat uk Hadi Awang.

Unl i ke Fadzil, Hadi shares little conmpnality with Anwar or his cause,
and the once highly publicised get-togethers of the two parties' |eaders
becane | ess and | ess frequent.

As the countdown to the polls nears, barely days are |l eft for a cohesive
opposition front to be hamrered out and for the frenzy of 1999 to be
revived. But even the npbst optimstic of Keadil an supporters, or for that
matter, Pas and the DAP, realise that this is not about to happen even in
the near future, nmuch | ess within the next three weeks.

Where there were one-to-one battles in al nost every parlianmentary and
state constituency in 1999, Abdullah's Barisan Nasional will once again
see the coalition w nning several seats uncontested on noni nati on day.



And where the Cpposition has continued to splinter into nore and nore
unnendabl e pi eces, the BN has strengt hened, com ng toget her day by day
into a nore cohesive force than the dazed creature it seemed to have been
in 1999.

The coalition's two maj or Chinese parties, MCA and Gerakan, shook the
proverbi al hand of friendship in public and subtly underm ned each ot her
in the |ast elections.

Today, for the first tinme in their history, they have held joi nt Chinese
New Year and unity gatherings and will be canpai gni ng toget her. MCA has
had a | eadershi p change, fromDatuk Seri Dr Ling Liong Sik to Datuk Seri
Ong Ka Ti ng.

The baggage that existed between Ling and Gerakan president Datuk Seri
Dr LimKeng Yaik is not present in the Ong-Limrelationship.

Parti Bersatu Sabah, whi ch opposed the BNin 1999, rejoined the ruling
coalition two years ago and i s enj oyi ng the homecom ng by bei ng one of the
staunchest allies of Umo in the Sabah Governrent.

The economny has recovered and i s surgi ng. G owth exceeded expectations
| ast year and is poised to do even better in 2004. Umo has had a snooth
transition fromTun Dr Mahat hir Mohamad to Abdul | ah and all the
predi ctions of uncertainty have di ssipated in the four nonths of the new
prem er ship.

Yes, there are problenms, too, inthe BN. Umo is facing an uphill battle
to regain ground i n Kel antan, but even Pas acknow edges that the BN wil |l
not do worse than in 1999. There are still those in Kel antan Umo who

woul d rather let the party sink because their egos have been brui sed.

But then, it was the infighting which saw Umo | ose to Pas in Kel antan
in 1990. So what's new?

If anything, with the injection of new bl ood t hrough professionals such
as Dat uk Awang Adek Hussin, Datuk Zaid | brahi mand the |ikeabl e Dat uk
Must apa Mohaned, and mi nus the i ssues of 1999, Kel antan Umo stands a nore
t han decent chance of | ooseni ng Pas' strangl ehold on the State.

Li kewi se i n Terengganu, where after tasting |ife as underdogs, State
Umo chi eftai ns have | aboured to regai n voter confidence. They arein a
stronger position today, with a great chance to wi n many nore seats, both
at the state and parlianentary |evel.

I n Kedah, the divisiveness that cane fromthe abrupt | eadershi p change
fromTan Sri Osman Aroff to Tan Sri Sanusi Junid in the mid-1990s
mani fested itself in 1999. Wakened further by the i ssues of 1999, Kedah
Umo suffered reeling setbacks, managing to hold on to their majority by
the skin of their teeth

There will be new and nore acceptabl e faces in Kedah this el ection

The BN has strengthened. It can only do better than in 1999. Al things
bei ng equal, the worst-case scenario for it would be to retain its status
quo. But in the | ast four nonths, the opposition parties have realised
that thereis anewstormblowing intheir direction and they have little
recourse for shelter.

Abdul | ah conf ounded sceptics and anal ysts with his policy initiatives
and his different style and approach. Mich as the majority of Ml aysi ans
| oved Dr Mahat hir, as seen by the open denonstration of affection as his
termdrewto an end, Abdullah has touched hearts in a different way.

There have been no personal attacks on any opposition | eader nor
abrasi ve confrontation with any group

Abdul | ah has addressed the festering i ssue of graft with high-profile
prosecutions; re-introduced alittle nore faith in the police through his
appoi ntrent of the new I nspector-General of Police and his deputy; is
trying toinprove public delivery systens, cutting red tape and i ncreasi ng
efficiency inthe public sector; applying prudent fiscal managenent by



cancel ling high-cost projects; boosting the agricultural sector to create
nore sources of wealth; re-building relations with other countries; and
nmost of all, doingit with asmle on his face, a clear consci ence and no
mal i ce.

Maybe many of the policies have yet to bear fruit. Maybe some will
falter along the way only to be re-invented. Maybe many things. But at
this juncture, the Ml aysian public is by-and-1arge enanoured of the new
Prime M nister, who has renai ned t he sane decent M N ce CQuy through 35
years of public service.

The angry tinmes seemto have passed. The fresh breeze that Abdul | ah has
br ought has nmade hi mthe BN s best weapon. And all things now not being
equal for the Opposition, thereis no question, really, of whether the BN
Wil winits two-thirds majority. The question is by how much nore.
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