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- ONE WISGCI'aCk makmg 1ts
rounds in'Chinese political cir- "«

i

cles is that if there were a

~ shouting match between MCA -
and Gerakan, the latter, de-
~spite being outnumbered four -

- to'onein ierms of membershlp

- size, would win hands down.

The “joke” goes to-show leSt'

~how vocal Gerakan has-been -

- - compared with iis senior com- .

_ponent party in the rulmg :

coalition. -

- Not surpnsmgly MCA | mem— g
bers find more - humxhatmn

than humour in suchjibes.”
"~ However, Gerakan-has been
perceived to be réflecting the

“peaple’s, specifically . the Chi-
- nese, sentiments on issues that

excite them, while MCA’s rela-
tive-silence, .to. quote a Johor

~‘MCAleader, is “deafening”. -

One example is the recent
Khairy Jamaluddin controver- "

' sy. When - the Umno = Youth

vice-head said non-Malay par- -
ties might take advantage of
Umno it the party :were split,
Gerakan president-Datuk Seri
Dr Lim Keng Yaik responded by. -

saying he had: no time for

~ “Jow-class polities”:

By contrast, the response

~ from MCA, save for its Youth

wing, was muted.-
And when the Asian Strate-
gic and Leadership Institute’s

-(Asli)- report -on Bumiputera

corporate equity ownership
became ‘a talking. point, Ger-
akan became
‘gung-ho. .
Breaking with govermnent
protocol, DrLim asked the gov--

<ernment. to -make public its

methodology for calculating
the distribution of shares.
The Energy, Water and Com-

“munications’Minister was not

the only Gerakan leader who

pushedthe envelope of what

govermen?deaders should or
should not §ay:in public:

Party central —committee
memiber Datuk Dr Toh Kin'
Woon said the Asli fallout could
affect acadeinic freedom in the
country. -

And’ what was MCA S" re-.

“sponse? Party leaders fell back
_ on'the all-too-farniliar phrase:

“We " will discuss. ‘issues like

" thesebehind closed doors.”

 Gerakan’sbravadoin the Asli

- controversy may have earned. -

the party points within the -
non-Bumiputera‘community:
However, it d1d not go down

even: 1more-

Jarrm Gerakan
th CA ear
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"Gerakan s frank approach to dealing with controver5|al issues has made MCA uneasy
CHOW KUM HOR Iooks at the partles styles in handlmg touchy sublects.

" well with some of Dr Lim’s col-
leagues in government includ-
ing Prime Minister Datuk Seri
‘Abdullah Ahmad Badawi, who
feltDr Lim’s tone wasa tad sar-
castic.

Ong Kian Ming, a former
" think-tanker linked “to Ger-

akan, said: “In any case, MCA’s
relative silence on this is giving

room to accusations that it is -

not protecting the interests of
non-Malays, specifically - the
Chinese.”

He adds that the pressure on
MCA to speak up is mounting
following Chinese unhappiness

over issues ranging from.the’

economy to some Umno lead-
ers’ tendency to play to the
Malay gallery. -

But the reality is that speak-

ing upis not always the most vi- -

able option, which. explains

MCA’s reserve. Says Rita Sim, -
“'the "deputy chairman of Insti-

tute of Strategic Analysis and
Policy Research, an MCA think-
tank:. “It is just like when the
opposition makes a lot of noise
asking for all sorts of things.

‘The government cannot be

seen to be giving in {o their de-
mands.- The same concept ap-
pliesin BN, " ¢

“We (MCA) do it more quietly.

Atthe end of the day, what mat- .
ters - are - results, not" noise. -
- Sometimes, it is best not to
'speak adds Sim.

- In other words, while thump-
“ing tables to get a message

*across may make one look like
a hero, it might not work, or '

bworse nught aggravate the sit- °

uation.”

At the grassroots MCAisnot’

comfortable with the media at-
tention Gerakan:is getting for

airing issues aﬁ’ectlng the Chi-
. nése community: - - :
< -One Selangor MCA Youth;
" leader says ‘Gerakan-has the .
" "edge of having a soon-to-retire

president, Pr Lith; ;whowill quit
his party post next April, has

‘the latitude to speak: *his mind -
_without: having . to ‘worry -too
much about his political future ;
,orsotheargxunentgoes C
In spite of the uneasiness;
Sim_says the: last thing MCA
wanis is'to engage Gerakan in’

one-upmanship.- “Both parties
are looking at.the bigger pic-

- ture. MCA is just-as concerned
“ghout Malay poverty as it is
- about ' Chinese - poverty’ We

want to work together.”

"Even Gerakan Youth chief
Datuk Mah Siew Keong- con-
curs that-going overboard to
drum up-protest can'be coun-

only place 1o - discuiss-.con=

tentmus 1ssues 1s behind closed'

doors.~

One-such fomm is- the Na-;
" tional “Economic; ‘Consultative

Cotmeil: NECQ), -made ‘up of
representatives from political

* parties and interest groups.

NECC 1 provided input for

* post-1990 economie-strategies
to-replace the New Economic

_Policy. NECC I helped draft the
“country’s - 10-year . economic
blueprint, the National Vision-

Policy, which was launched in

~-2000.

 MCA - central commitiee

' member Datin Paduka Dr Tan
who satin both-

Yee.Kew,”
NECCs, says closed-door meét-
ings are the best way to resolve
contentious issues. ;
“During. ‘meetings; - there
were heated arguments at the
drafting (of the recommenda-
tions) ~stage. We went over

again and again how the sen-
tences should be phrased. We. ’

argued over the selection . of

“words.

< “What we wanted in ‘the end

' Was. COnsensus, one ‘that was

agreeable to all sides. This

could not have taken place i

the’ arguments were  taking

-place in public or through the-

Press,” says Tan, who is now In-

-Press .

b’&&x‘
¥ o

ternatlona] Trade ‘and Indus-

tries * Ministry - parhamentary

secretary.
Although both councils came

to agreement, she says some
‘members were . disappointed
" the government did not imple- -
_ ment aJl the recommendations:’

Despite several calls to set up
the NECC I, the government

has not indicated when it will _

be set up-although MIC presi-
dent Datuk Seri S. Samy Vellu,

in his Deepavah message, said

it was inthe pipeline. .
Still, sometimes it is useful to

raise the volume on issues, es-

pecially non-sensitive ones that
cannot wait - for closed-door
meetlngs to convene.

“Ong Kian Ming says one ex-

ample is" MCA vice-president

. Datuk Ong Tee Keat’s recent

outburst over the alleged mis-

use of a school’s. renovation .

funds..
“You help generate publicity,
hope for action and then draw

- back when the temperature
: ~terpr0duct1ve In a multi-racial -
“.country with' no-shortage of -
racial champions, he-says the -

gets too hot,” he adds.
But where do peliticians

draw the line on when to give
~headline-grabbing soundbites

and when to keep journalists at
arm’s length?
Mah says

there is no

hard-and-fast rule as each is-

sue is unique and timing is also

“important.
However, some " politicians.

have - resorted to- using the
“middle ground”. Ong explains
the modus operandi: First, get

younger leaders (like those

from the Youth wing) to speak
up on issues. ‘

When things get abit too hot, -
senior party leaders step in, -
- clarify to the grassroots, force a

closed-door meeting and hope-

fully reach a settlement all

s1des canagreeon. -

This is hardly a new tactic as’
it has been used by Unno and

MCA,
“A more rational response is

,to approach issues with facts

and logic instead of playlng up
racial sentiments: But in-this
country, it is easier said than
done,” adds Ong: :

It is for this reason that MCA

and Gerakan have to learn to.
_overcome their impulse to call .
Making

conferences.
their way to closed-door meet-
ings can be more frultful
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