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Uncharted territory for NGGCs

Vasant hi Ranachandr an
| NTERESTI NG changes are being proposed by the Elections Conmission (EC) to
nmake the next election nore open, transparent and healthy.

Ri ght now, there are ongoi ng di scussions anong the conmi ssion, Barisan
Nasi onal and Opposition representatives to fine-tune the Elections
O fences Act 1954.

And while at it, last week there was a proposal about non-government al
organi sations' (NGOs) participation in the elections. But somehow, NGOCs
have not really responded to the suggestion.

Either way, | believe this issue should spark off sone exciting debate.
Wul d or rather, should activists becone politicians?

Martin Luther King once said, "The best partnership is one with the
Governnment and the NGOs."

So perhaps, this was Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmed' s
real intention when he said that NGO could contest in the general
election if they were registered as political parties.

Perhaps, this is also inline with the Prine Mnister's quest for
excel lence like in education, civil service and his recent economnic
stimulus package. Dr Mahathir may want a conpetitive election so that
there is nmeritocracy in the candi dates as well.

However, the core nessage here is - the Governnent is shifting its
political ground to a higher level. Probably a nove like this is meant to
keep Barisan Nasional conmponent parties on their toes. O even reinforce
the idea that our political |eaders nust perform at the grassroots |evel.

Local ly, since the 1980s NGO have created an autononous public sphere
and have been at the vanguard of reform For instance, Sisters in Islam
Mal aysi an Al DS Council, Hak Manusia Ml aysia, and consuner groups |ike
Consuners Associ ati on of Penang (CAP) have used their research and
experience to educate the public.

Wor | dwi de we have seen the effect of the wonmen's I|iberation novenent,
peace novenents and environmental organisations that have made a change in
the political spectrum

So the best-case scenario will be a governnment that is able to tap the
expertise and energy of the NGOs to alleviate public problens. The Wnen
and Family Devel opnent Mnistry, for instance, has funded several of the
NGO s on-going projects that have a commopn cause as the Governnent. The
partnership has so far proved effective in selective areas.

But to actually register an NGO as a political party will definitely
have its setbacks and nmay not be a feasible idea in the long run.

It will never be easy to register as a party. There are organi sations
that have been waiting for years to be registered. Take Parti Sosialis
Mal aysia, for instance, said one activist.

O hers have even disnmissed this with, Nothing is going to happen.

Why even bother to discuss it?

And to facilitate this doubt, Mnister in the Prine Mnister's
Department Datuk Seri Dr Rais Yatim said that the finetuning of the
definition of political parties in the Registration Act 1996 will be
proposed to the Cabinet before NGOs register as political parties.

There are about 800 NGOs in the country and sone will have an appetite
to join the elections. Wthout finetuning there will be havoc in the
el ections, he said.

But cynics being cynics will find fault in anything. Many have little



confidence in the Governnent or its will to change things. It is easier to
criticise the Governnent and reinforce the belief that they are barred
from politics.

Perhaps the tinme has conme to bury this illusion and take up the
Governnent's invitation, if you could call it that. | believe sonething in
the right direction, however small the consequences, is better than
not hi ng.

A legitimate process has to begin. Perhaps it has even begun.

And nore pertinently, will NGOs want to becone political parties? There
are many drawbacks in this conversion. Firstly, is it really easy to
register as political party?

Secondly, even if the party is registered, people will be sceptical of
the NGOs' intention. Well if they win, it is good for them But if they do
not they may lose credibility. WII they want to take that chance?

Besi des, when the NGO-turned-politician knocks at our door, we wll
wonder, "How can they “voice our rights' and “ask for votes' in the sane
breat h?"Activists are not supposed to be in the pursuit of power. They are
supposed to be selfless in search of a |arger good.

Since NGOs are highly focused on a single issue will they have the
interest to take on the ideol ogical and non-partisan politica
per spective?

And then there is the question of funds. Can NGOs afford to pay for the
cost of canpaigning? Can they print and distribute mllions of posters or
brochures to reach out to the public? WIIl they get prinme time TV slots
and front-page scoops?

Lack of resources, both human and financial, will nake it difficult for
NGOs to conpete neaningfully.

We have seen the worl d-w de success of the Green Party novenent, which
grew out of the grass roots environnental activismin 1960s and which has
mat ured enough to grapple with global trade policies and political reform

However, in spite of the influence and contribution it has not been
successful in elections like in the case of Ralph Nader in the United
St at es.

The success story, especially the recent fallout because of sone
el ection rules, is also noteworthy here.

Final ly, NGO spells non-governnental. W need a politics of governance.
But we al so need sonmeone to personally bring a victim who cannot even
write his name to address a policy issue as soon as the need ari ses.
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