by zamon Ahmad

BARISAN Nasmnal (BN) back-’d

benchers.are like Iovelorn wives, for-

ever pining away for their lord; the -

ministers - like the faithful and
chaste Sakuntala of the Indian love
- classic never once doubting that her

philandering husband would even:

tually return to her. .
Wheh he did return, sakuntala,
‘who had forgiven him long ago,
washed his feet as he stoodon a
tray and dried them with her long
- hair before he stepped into their
house, where all the members of

- -the household were excited as
their mistress paid homage to her
long absent lord or suami.

Thus, the excitement in the
Dewan Rakyat on Monday was pal-
pable. It was not that all the 33

_‘'members of the cabinet, suddenly

realising that they were MPs and .

+fesponsible to Parliament; were in
the House during question time,
Only six were present. But that

was enough to-elicit a profusion of

expressions of gratitude and fealty
from the backbenchers. Most-did
not fail to utter “thanks for answer-
‘ing my question in person”, after a
minister had responded to a query
and before proceeding to follow up
on the answer.

On Tuesday, only two were pre-
sent.None on Wednesday cabinet
day.

on Thursday, only five ministers
were present during question time

but exultant expressions of grati-

nistry’s parhamentary
Komala Devi.

kit Siang called for the four to be

censureddor “collective neglect and
-irresponsibility” because they had

_allegedly failed to. provide. for

Chinese and Tamil primary schools
-tobe buiit under. the 2007 budget
and the Ninth:Malaysia Plan.

- . The backbenchers showed their
disapproval noisily whén Kit Siang
brought in"Hishammuddin’s bran-
dishing of the keris during the recent
Umno assembly and, because of
that; described him as “the most
divisive and polarised education

~ministerin the nation’s history”.

And when he called on
Hishammuddin to resign as educa- )
tion minister, most of the Umno
backbenchers were on their feet
shouting “no way, noway”.

OnWednesday, it was the turn of
MCA MPs to come to the aid of their

president: They were, of course,

helped by other members of the BN
component parties.

in his motion, Tan Kok Wai (DAP—
Cheras) said Ong “makan gaji buta”
(getting paid for doing nothing) for
allowing the-performance and
integrity of the local government to
deteriorate.

with BN dominating the Dewan
Rakyat, the two motions were easi-
ly defeated. Kit Siang and his party
colleague knew they had not a
prayer but they went ahead not
because they hoped to get some
support from some BN MPs - they
knew that was impossible after .
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House moved into the next orderof
business of the day’s sitting, was
indeed an added bonus.

They must have hanged down
their head in shame when later.in

the week hetold them they mustat

" all times be present in the House.

One reason for the rebuke was the

Dewan Rakyat was adjourned early
a fortnight ago for lack of quorum —
an embarrassment since the BN
controls 91% of the seats in the
Dewan Rakyat.
Afurther demonstratlon of their
- affection for theif knights errant was
the passionate defence they put up
when attempts were made to
malign or-hurt them. Thus the flurry
with which they rushed to defend
- Education "Minister Datuk Seri
Hishammuddin Hussein on-Monday
and Housing and Local Government
“Minister Datuk Seri-Ong K& Ting on

Wednesday when attempts.were:
rmade to cut their salaries by RM10.-

The salary-cut motion by
Opposition Leader Lim Kit Siang
against Hishammuddin also includ-
ed his two deputies — Datuk Hon

shortcomings of the government.
But while the backbenchers

often rebuke the ministers — while

they were away, of course —for not

- being present to answer theirques-

tions, they themselves were not
beyond reproach. .

For instance, Women, Famllyand '
Community Development pariia-

“mentary secretary Datuk Paduka

Chew Mei Fun.came fully prepared
to represent her minister to answer
‘question Number One on Nov 8,
only to discover that Datuk Bung
“Moktar-Radin (BN-Kinabatangan)
was not irrthe House to ask the
question.

And on Nov 16, the Dewan
Rakyat passed the estimates for the
Ministry of International Trade and

~Industry without debate because

the backbenchers who were inter-
ested il trade and commerce were
not.in.the House. The capable
deputy minister, Datuk Ahmad Husni
Hanadzlah, who was prepared for a
long debate, was visibly disappoint-
ed as the MPs had gone off for early
lunch.



