
A jarr ing Gerakan 
note in the MCA ear 
Gerakan's frank approach to dealing with controversial issues has made MCA uneasy. 
CHOW KUM HOR looks at the parties' styles in handling touchy subjects. 

O N E w isec rack m a k i n g its 
r ounds in Chinese pol i t ica l c i r -
cles is that if there were a 
shout ing ma t ch between M C A 
and G e r a k a n , the latter, de-
spite be ing ou tnumbered four 
to one in t e rms o f membe r sh ip 
size, wou ld w i n hands down . 

The " j oke " goes to show just 
h o w vocal G e r a k a n has been 
c o m p a r e d w i th its senior c o m -
ponent par ty in the r u l i n g 
coal i t ion. 

Not surpr is ing ly , M C A m e m -
bers f ind more humi l ia t ion 
than h u m o u r in such j ibes. 

However , G e r a k a n has been 
perce ived to be ref lect ing the 
people's, speci f ical ly the Ch i -
nese, sent iments on issues that 
excite them, wh i l e M C A ' s re la -
tive s i lence, to quote a J o h o r 
M C A leader, Ls "dea fen ing" . 

One example is the recent 
K h a i r y J a m a l u d d i n controver-
sy. W h e n the U m n o Youth 
v ice-head said non-Ma lay pa r -
ties might take advantage of 
U m n o i f the par ty were split , 
G e r a k a n pres ident Da tuk Ser i 
D r L im K e n g Ya ik r esponded by 
say ing he h a d no t ime for 
" low-c lass pol i t ics" . 

By contrast, the response 
f r om M C A , save for its Youth 
w i n g , w a s m u t e d . 

A n d w h e n the A s i a n Strate-
gic a n d Leade r sh ip Institute's 
(Asli) r epor t on B u m i p u t e r a 
corporate equity ownersh ip 
became a t a lk ing point, Ge r -
a k a n became even more 
gung-ho. 

B r e a k i n g w i t h government 
protocol , Dr L i m asked the gov-
e r n m e n t t o m a k e pub l i c i t s 
methodology for ca lcu la t ing 
the d is t r ibut ion of shares . 

T h e Energy, Water a n d C o m -
municat ions M in i s t e r w a s not 
the on ly G e r a k a n leader w h o 
pushed the envelope of w h a t 
government leaders shou ld or 
shou ld not say in publ ic . 

P a r t y cen t ra l committee 
m e m b e r Datuk D r Toh K i n 
W o o n sa id the A s l i fal lout cou ld 
affect academic f r eedom in the 
country. 

A n d wha t was M C A ' s r e -
sponse? Par ty l eaders fell back 
on the a l l - too- fami l iar phrase : 
"We w i l l d i s cuss issues l i k e 
these b e h i n d c losed doors." 

Gerakan ' s bravado i n the A s l i 
controversy m a y have e a r n e d 
the pa r t y points w i t h i n the 
non -Bumipu te ra community . 

However , i t d i d not go d o w n 

we l l w i th some o f Dr L im ' s co l -
leagues in government inc lud -
i ng P r i m e Min is t e r Datuk Ser i 
A b d u l l a h A h m a d B a d a w i , w h o 
felt Dr L im ' s tone was a tad s a r -
castic. 

Ong K i a n M i n g , a fo rmer 
th ink- tanker l inked to Ge r -
a k a n , sa id : " In any case, M C A ' s 
re lat ive si lence on this is g iv ing 
r o o m to accusat ions that it is 
not protect ing the interests of 
non-Malays , speci f ical ly the 
Chinese. " 

He adds that the pressure on 
M C A to speak up i s mount ing 
fo l lowing Chinese unhapp iness 
over issues r ang ing f rom the 
economy to some U m n o lead-
e rs ' tendency to play to the 
M a l a y gal lery. 

B u t the real i ty is that speak-
i n g up is not a lways the most vi-
able opt ion, w h i c h expla ins 
M C A ' s reserve . Says R i t a S i m , 
the deputy c h a i r m a n o f Insti-
tute o f Strategic Ana lys i s a n d 
Pol icy Research , a n M C A th ink-
tank: "It i s jus t l ike w h e n the 
opposi t ion makes a lot of noise 
ask ing for a l l so r t s o f things. 
The government cannot be 
seen to be g iv ing in to the i r de-
mands . The same concept ap -
plies i n B N . 

"We (MCA) do i t more quietly. 
At the end of the day, w h a t mat -
ters a re resul ts , not noise. 
Somet imes, it is best not to 
speak, " adds S i m . 

In other words , wh i l e thump-
i n g tables to get a message 
across m a y m a k e one look l ike 
a hero , i t m igh t not wo rk , or 

worse, might aggravate the sit-
uat ion. 

A t the grassroots, M C A is not 
comfortable w i t h the m e d i a at-
tent ion G e r a k a n is gett ing for 
a i r i n g issues affecting the C h i -
nese communi ty . 

One Se langor M C A Youth 
leader says G e r a k a n has the. 
edge of hav ing a soon-to-retire 
president. D r L i m , w h o w i l l quit 
his party post next A p r i l , has 
the lat i tude to speak his m i n d 
w i thou t hay ing to worry too 
m u c h about his pol i t ica l future, 
or so the a rgumentgoes . 

In spite of the uneasiness; 
S i m says the last th ing M C A 
wants is to engage G e r a k a n in 
one-upmansh ip . " B o t h part ies 
are l ook ing at the bigger p ic-
ture . M C A i s j u s t a s concerned 
about Ma lay poverty as i t is 
about Chinese poverty. We 
wan t to work together." 

Even Ge rakan Youth chie f 
Datuk M a h Siew K e o n g con -
curs that going overboard to 
d r u m up protest c a n be c o u n -
terproduct ive . In a mu l t i - r ac i a l 
country w i th no shortage o f 
r ac i a l champions , he says the 
only place to discuss c o n -
tentious issues is beh ind c losed 
doors. 

One s u c h f o r u m is the Na-
t ional Economic Consultat ive 
Counc i l (NECC), made up o f 
representat ives f rom pol i t ical 
part ies a n d interest groups. 

N E C C I prov ided input f o r 
post-1990 economic strategies 
to replace the New Economic 
Policy. N E C C II he lped draft the 
country 's 10-year economic 
b luepr int , the Nat iona l V i s i on 
Policy, w h i c h was l aunched in 
2000 . 

M C A cent ra l committee 
m e m b e r Da t in P a d u k a D r Tan 
Yee Kew, w h o sat in both 
NECCs , says c losed-door meet-
ings are the best way to resolve 
contentious issues. 

" D u r i n g meet ings, there 
were heated arguments at the 
dra f t ing (of the r e c o m m e n d a -
tions) stage. We went over 
aga in a n d aga in how the s e n -
tences shou ld be phrased . We 
argued over the se l ec t ion . of 
words . 

" W h a t we wanted in the end 
was consensus, one that was 
agreeable to a l l sides. Th is 
could not have taken place i f 
the arguments were tak ing 
p lace in pub l i c o r th rough the 
Press," says Tan, w h o is n o w In-

te rnat iona l Trade and Indus-
tr ies M in i s t r y pa r l i amen ta r y 
secretary. 

A l t h o u g h bo th counci ls came 
to agreement , she says some 
members we re d isappointed 
the government d id not imple -
ment a l l the recommendat ions . 

Despite severa l cal ls to set up 
the N E C C HI, the government 
has not indicated w h e n i t w i l l 
be set up a l though MIC presi -
dent Datuk Ser i S. Samy Ve l lu , 
in h is Deepava l i message, sa id 
i t was in the pipel ine. 

St i l l , somet imes it is useful to 
ra ise the vo lume on issues, es-
pecial ly non-sensit ive ones that 
cannot wa i t for c losed-door 
meetings to convene. 

Ong K i a n M i n g says one ex-
amp le i s M C A vice-president 
Datuk Ong Tee Keat 's recent 
outburst over the al leged m i s -
use of a school 's renovat ion 
funds. 

"You help generate publicity, 
hope for act ion a n d then d r a w 
back w h e n the temperature 
gets too hot," he adds. 

But where do pol i t ic ians 
d r a w the l ine on w h e n to give 
head l ine -grabb ing soundbites 
and w h e n to keep j ourna l i s t s at 
a rm ' s length? 

M a h says there is no 
hard-and- fast ru l e as each is -
sue is un ique a n d t im ing is also 
impor tant . 

However , some pol i t ic ians 
have resorted to us ing the 
"midd le g r o u n d ' ' . Ong expla ins 
the modus operandi: F i rs t , get 
younger leaders (like those 
f rom the Youth wing) to speak 
up on issues. 

W h e n t i l ings get a bit too hot, 
senior par ty leaders step i n , 
clari fy to the grassroots, force a 
c losed-door meet ing a n d hope-
fully r each a sett lement a l l 
sides c an agree on . 

Th i s Ls hard ly a new tactic as 
i t has been used by U m n o and 
M C A . 

"A more ra t iona l response i s 
to approach issues w i th facts 
a n d logic instead of p lay ing up 
rac ia l sentiments. But in this 
country, it is easier said than 
done," adds Ong. 

It is for this r eason that M C A 
a n d G e r a k a n have to l e a r n to 
overcome their impulse to ca l l 
Press conferences. M a k i n g 
their way to c losed-door meet-
ings c an be more fruit ful . 
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