05/ 06/ 2003
No room for apathy in fledgling denpcracies
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IT can now be said with a degree of certainty that the next general
election will be held after Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhanmad retires as
prime minister in Cctober.

The | ast general election was held in Novermber 1999 and the present
Parliament has a long way to go before the expiry of its five-year term
Being a parlianmentary denocracy, however, the prine mnister of the day
can call for a snap election at any tinme before the expiry of the
Parliamentary term

Si nce | ndependence, changes in the prinme mnistership have always
occurred in md-stream

The succeeding PM has always given hinself tine to consolidate his
political position before calling a general election so that he is
returned to power on his own nerit and electoral support.

We have been fortunate that we have always had a snooth changeover of
governnent at the Federal |evel

On every previous occasion, the deputy prine mnister of the day
traditionally has taken over from the outgoing prinme mnister in an Umo
predet erm ned successi on of power.

Be that as it nmay, on all counts the next general election is a |ong way
off but political parties have already sounded the battle cry as if the
el ection is just around the corner

Political tactics are the reason for this fervour. It all began when
Umo decided to postpone its triennial party election due this year to
after the general election so that its party nenbers stand united for the
forthcomi ng el ection.

I ndeed, the recent changes in the MCA |eadership is also in preparation
for the next election. After nore than three years of internal party
factionalism and strife, the MCA has finally settled its |eadership crisis
with the resignations of Datuk Dr Seri Ling Liong Sik as party president
and Datuk Seri Lim Ah Lek as deputy president.

The nost effective nethod of determining party |eadership is by holding
party elections at all |evels.

Credit nust be given to the MC which held its triennial elections
recently and can justifiably claimto be a truly denocratic political
party. Its candidates for the general election are thus assured of party
support with anple tinme to prepare for the general election.

Umo has called upon its Penmuda and Puteri wings to concentrate on
recruiting new nenbers to strengthen the party follow ng

There can be no doubt that every political party needs a constant
i nfusion of new blood if the party is to remain relevant.

It is, however, a source of grave concern when it is revealed that 1.6
mllion eligible voters in the 21-30 age group have not regi stered as
voters.

As it is, voter turnout percentage wi se at every election is decreasing
Coi ncidentally, this is a worl dwi de phenonenon of the established
denocraci es due to public apathy of politicians and politics. But we are a
fledgling parlianmentary denocracy.

The question arises if we have reached the point that the younger
generation is just not interested in politics.

Earlier generations in many countries have fought hard for the right to
vote. Even today, citizens in several countries have yet to be given the



right to vote. Al that needs to be done here is to register at the
nearest post office in order to exercise the right to vote.

When there is a situation of apathy in politics and outright neglect of
not performng the civic responsibilities of citizenship in a denocracy,
it calls for an exanination of the causes.

Are the youth of today only interested in making noney and having a good
time? O is our education systemto blane for this lack of civic
m ndedness?

University students who are eligible to vote are told to keep out of
partisan politics and to concentrate on their studies until they graduate.

This ruling is not particularly objectionable because it can easily |ead
to too active participation in partisan politics on canpus at the expense
of schol arshi p.

Uni versity students, however, who are frequently rem nded that they are
the future leaders of the country should be exposed to politics as part of
general know edge and university education by at least listening to and
di scussing openly with |eaders of the political parties to enable themto
form an i ndependent opi ni on and understandi ng of Ml aysian politics.
Denocracy has to be nurtured and cannot be expected to bl ossom overnight.

There is nmuch nore at stake in the next general election than neets the
eye.
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