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ON THE CAMPAIGN TRAIL ... ALREADY

Still a good nine months away, the "MIC's general election is already
starting to hot up, with party President Datuk Seri S Samy Vellu firing the

first salvo in the form of accusing his deputy of waging a 'proxy war
against him. How things shape up from here would be worth noting.

By Habhajan Singh

l HE WARneverended,' says
a leader of the Malaysian

Indian Congress (MIC) on

the less-than-cordial

relationship between the

party's top-two leaders.
Onethingisforsurethough.Inthe MIC,

the party's President, Datuk Seri S Samy
Vellu, and Deputy President, Datuk S
Subramaniam, do not see eye to eye. Both

from the gut-wrenching battle for the
party's presidency in 1989.

The most recent blast came on the
morning of Sept 8, after Samy Vellu had
returned from a trip to India. After
officiating a temple in Puchong, Selangor,
he launched a scathing attack on his
deputy, accusing him of staging a 'proxy
war'. 'He has been waging this silent
campaign all this while through the

owned by his close friend,' SamyVellutold
reporters. Days before that, daily
newspapers, fresh from covering the
bruising Gerakan leadership contest, began
to turn their attention to the MIC.

Intypical Samy Vellustyle, he ended the
press conference with an abrupt'ok-i1ah. I
have to go now. You have spoilt my mood.
I had a very good morning today'.

Well, he can expect a few more 'mood

The election for the party's office bearers
is a good nine months away.

In the now-amended constitution, the
fight for the presidency will be held a couple
of months before the annual assembly.
Hence, Samy Vellu's position is up for grabs
somewhere between February and June
next year.

But aspirants need to clear one hurdle.

Thisis apart from being armed with a heat

blasts. Taking the cue from Umno, MIC has
put in place a minimum threshold system
for anyone vying for the top position. A
contender needs 50 nominations, each
bearing the signature of one proposer and
five seconders, all ot whom mustbebranch

chairmen.

So, to begin with, you need 300 branch
leaders out in the open backing you. With
3,960 branches, one would imagine that
this should not be too much ofa problem.
Well, not if your opponent is the 26-year-
term president himself.

'Who wants to come out clean and say I
support Subra?' asks one branch leader.

Following the 1989 battle for the top
post, say party insiders, Samy Vellu went
on a 'cleansing' spree, closing down
branches supportive of his opponents.

Fear and awe

At work is the fear factor as well as the
awe factor. In private, party leaders readily
admit to Samy Vellu's iron-fisted, no-
nonsense brand ofleadership.

Some see no problems with it in the

. Seasoned

politician who
wields aniron
fist

spoilt' days ahead, although not that soon.

Malaysian Nanban newspaper which was shield to withstand Samy Vellu's verbal = pame of keeping the party united. 'For a
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around as a potential candidate for the vice-presidency. Although we have progressed, we've still been left behind, in relative
I have nothing to say on that at this moment,’ he tells Malaysian  or1y g Ifwe can tackle these two issues, then the other issues will be
Business when met recently.

are silently nursing the wounds obtained

Datuk S Sothinathan, the MIC secretary-general,
has been touted as a party leader in the making.
We get his views.

ancillarytothem.
Excerpts from the interview:

As secretary-general, what would you list as some of your

As secretary-general, you are an integral part of the party contributions to the party and its members?

ATUKS Sothinathan, an understudy of Datuk Seri S Samy Vellu, is seen by machinery. What is the state of the MIC at the moment?
some as a leader in the making.

The MIC Secretary-General seems to be in no hurry though, probablyas a
form of acknowledging the presence of more seasoned partyleaders around
him. Sothinathan only came onto the political scene in 1999 when Works
Minister Samy Vellu handpicked him to be his press secretary.

Tt came out of the blue. I was planning to open up my own law practice when the

What are your main concerns as far as the Indian community is
concerned?

offer came,' he says.
'l had always been on the fringes of the political arena, but little did I expect that I

would be deeplyinvolved in it.’
Sothinathan was no stranger to Samy Vellu. He was the executive secretary of the

Koperasi Pekerja Jaya chaired by the latter.

His rise has been pretty meteoric. His break came in 2000 when he was chosen as a
candidateinthe Teluk Kemangparliamentaryby-election. Hewon, and was soon appointed
asthe NegeriSembilan MIChead and given aseatinthe party'scentral workingcommittee.

Later that year, SamyVellu entrustedhim withthepositionof partysecretary-general,

providing him with an avenue to broaden and deepen his network.
In the run-up to the MIC elections next year, Sothinathan's name is being bandied

Sothinathan.
Samy Vellu

has been my Has the MIC played an effective role within the Barisan Nasional

What are the main concerns dominating the party? Government?
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party like this, you need a firm hand to
maintain discipline and forge ahead in
unison,' says MIC Wanita Chief Senator
Datin Paduka Jaya Partiban, a seasoned
MIC leader who had earlier served as the
women's wing secretary for 13 years.

At the same time, some are also fast to
acknowledge Samy Vellu's strength:
tireless party and community work, and a
willingness to stand up for the community.

'T've always admired him for his hard
work and commitment. I admire his guts,
courage MIC
Secretary-General Datuk S Sothinathan
tells Malaysian Business. In fact, the
Deputy Minister of Natural Resources and

and determination,’

Environment readily admits that Samy
Vellu is his mentor.

From its beginnings as a political party,
Sothinathan says the 600,000 member-
strong MIC has today transformed itself
into a socio-economic and political vehicle
for the community. 'The community
realises the important role played by MIC.
It's a political engine to translate our ideas
and aspirations into action,' he says

In all likelihood, Samy Vellu will sail

Jaya: For a party like this, you need a firm hand to
maintain discipline and forge ahead in unison

through uncontested. The day after Samy
Vellu's 'proxy war' outburst, Subramaniam
took a conciliatory approach instead,
pledging his support to the president.

'T challenged Samy Vellu for the
president's post in 1989 because there was
a difference in opinion," Subramaniam
told reporters. 'I was defeated and I
accepted the defeat. Thereafter, I was

elected as deputy president and we
worked together.'

The word is that Samy Vellu will name
MIC Vice-President Datuk G Palanivel as
the candidate to take on Subramaniam for
the number two post. Sothinathan, his
blue-eyed boy, will then run for the vice
presidency, together with incumbents
Datuk S Veerasingam and Tan Sri K S
Nijhar.

At the third-tier level of the vice-
presidency, other names that have popped
up include Federal Territory MIC
Chairman Datuk V K K Thiagarajan and
Johor MIC Vice-Chairman Datuk S
Krishinasamy. Butit takes much more than
popular support to break through the ranks
and burst into the top leadership.

't does not matter what theybring to the
table. In the end, SamyVellu decides,' says
a party leader.

With some three decades of experience
in political manoeuvering, it will be
interesting to see how Samy Vellu handles
the matter, possibly a prelude to his
succession planning. MIC is certainly
headed for interesting times. mb



