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Strike

Back:

The 12th General Election and After
Long-suffering voters spurned the ruling politicians
and stunned their hacks and flunkeys
by Khoo Boo Teik

‘… sometimes, we
can
see
tree
branches moving
without wind. Does
it really happen or
there’s
[sic]
a
monkey
shaking
them?’
Khairy
Jamaluddin (quoted
in
New
Straits
Times
Times,, August 7,
2006)
‘They swing like
monkeys,
these
voters.’ Shamsul
Amri Baharuddin
(quoted in Angus
Whitley, ‘Malaysian
Voters May Trim
Ruling
Party’s
Power After 50
Y e a r s ’ , Bloomberg
Bloomberg,,
March 8, 2008)
Makkal Sakthi confounded the predictions of the political pundits

Aliran Monthly : Vol.28(2) Page 2

EDITOR'S

NOTE

What a historic watershed general election it was with stunning results! For the first time since 1969,
the ruling coalition was denied its coveted twothirds’ parliamentary majority. A salute to the ordinary people who made this possible.
In our cover story, Khoo Boo Teik looks at how the
people came together to collectively crack the BN’s
supposedly shatter-proof hegemony. Analysing the
transformed political landscape, he discusses some
of the fresh challenges that lie ahead.
Probably the most-watched battle was the Sungai
Siput contest in which Dr Jeyakumar Devaraj sensationally upset the MIC strongman Samy Vellu.
Kumar’s sister, Prema Devaraj, provides an enthralling account of her involvement, alongside the people of Sg Siput, in this amazing campaign. Similarly, Agnes James took part in Sivarasa Rasiah’s
campaign and found herself struck by the sheer diversity of Malaysians who were determined to help
him win the Subang seat.
Can we dare to hope that the era of race-based politics is over with the emergence of voters thinking as
Malaysians, wonders Tommy Thomas, in a wideranging analysis. Taking up this theme, Toh Kin
Woon looks at the possibility of a two-coalition system emerging in the future that would involve more
multiracial parties.
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The

Monkeys

Strike

Back:

The 12th General Election and After
f you’ve read or heard
the tales from the Chinese classic, Xi You Ji
(Journey to the West),
you’d recall that the amazing
cudgel-wielding 72-morph Sun
Wukong, a.k.a. ‘Monkey’, first became famous for ‘creating havoc
in Heaven’.

I

Long loved as an icon of recalcitrance, Monkey swung as he
pleased, shaking the established
order and shaming the hirelings
sent to suppress him.
In the 12th General Election of 8
March 2008, 49 per cent of the voters morphed, as it were, into one
gigantic electoral Monkey and
cracked the Barisan Nasional’s
supposedly shatter-proof hegemony.

No

more

two-thirds

Long-suffering voters spurned the
ruling politicians and stunned
their hacks and flunkeys by handing 82 seats to the alliance of Parti
Keadilan Rakyat, Democratic Action Party and Parti Islam
SeMalaysia, thus breaking the
BN’s two-thirds stranglehold on
Parliament.
Collectively, Pas, PKR and DAP
took control of five states – Kedah,
Kelantan, Penang, Perak, and
Selangor – besides winning ten
out of eleven parliamentary seats
in the Federal Territory of Kuala
Lumpur.
Overnight, PKR stopped being the

Gerakan lost its crown jewel in Penang

one-seat party that the United
Malays National Organisation
had threatened to send into oblivion. Instead, PKR added 30
more to the sole parliamentary
seat held by Datin Seri Dr Wan
Azizah Wan Ismail in 2004.
Nor was Pas beleaguered any
longer with a precarious one-seat
majority in Kelantan. It won 38 out
of 45 state seats in Kelantan and
now governed Kedah, too.
For the first time ever, DAP took
power in Penang by completely
defeating both Gerakan Raykat
Aliran Monthly : Vol.28(2) Page 4

Malaysia and the Malaysian Chinese Association.
In Perak and Selangor, the three
parties formed coalition governments, however untidy their
power-sharing process was (and
however much they still need to
formalise it to avoid being the
playthings of non-electoral
forces).

Caution

v.

confidence

The opposition’s unprecedented
advance brought on a euphoric
daze after virtually all the expert

pected to retain power. But the
four named and un-named pretenders to that position needn’t
have troubled themselves. The
DAP deleted Gerakan from
Penang’s political terrain (and
Tsu Koon became the third of all
three chief ministers, after Tan Sri
Wong Pow Nee in 1969 and Tun
Dr Lim Chong Eu in 1990, to depart office in defeat).

Whose

fear?

Beyond seats and states, there was
a popular disdain for scare-mongering.

Hishamuddin: Do not challenge us

pre-election assessments were
proven wrong, no less with the big
picture than with the local scenes.
Take the magnificent Malaysiakini. Its offer of ten-day free access
caused countless surfers to jam its
site on the evening of 8 March. Yet,
even the redoubtable Steven Gan
had cautioned that 40 seats
would be a realistic advance for
the combined opposition, a figure,
Gan later said, that was ‘not even
close’.
Or take Anwar Ibrahim, seemingly the most foolhardy of the
opposition leaders for urging
BN’s replacement while others
only targeted its two-thirds majority. Anwar thought that PKR
would do well to win 25 seats. In
fact, PKR became the largest opposition party with 31 seats.
In Penang, an ill-concealed intraparty dispute over who should
succeed Koh Tsu Koon as Chief
Minister showed that Gerakan ex-

The mainstream media issued its
usual anti-opposition warnings of
instability, erosion of investor
confidence, Islamic state, and
‘May 13’. Some editors must have
so believed their own propaganda
that they were paralysed by the
Chinese swing, the Hindraf factor, and the late Malay swing. Why
else, for instance, did The Star
Online, late on 8 March, show no
result except BN’s ’10 out of 10’
parliamentary victories?
Outgoing Selangor Mentri Besar
Khir Toyo threatened ‘zero opposition’ only to be ejected from
power. Melaka’s Mohd Ali
Rustam intimidatingly boasted
that Umno could rule on its own
– forever. Now he and his ilk must
rue Umno’s insecure dependence
on the goodwill of the unlikely
power-brokers of Sabah and
Sarawak.

The
of

arrogance
power

When the Malay voters revolted
in 1999, in response to Anwar
Ibrahim’s persecution, many nonMalay voters rejected the Barisan
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Khairy: My bangsa
bangsa,, right or wrong

Alternatif’s call for Reformasi. Instead, they helped to save Tun Dr
Mahathir Mohamad and Umno
and continued to support
Abdullah Badawi in 2004.
Abdullah also recovered the support of Malay voters who badly
wanted a closure of the Anwar
affair.
But four ‘work with me’ years
under Abdullah did not reward
Malay and non-Malay voters with
promised reforms, but with an ‘arrogance of power’, as Tsu Koon,
after some soul-searching, has belatedly admitted.
Of course, it was Umno’s power,
and, of course, it was arrogant.
In ethnic terms, Umno soon reasserted its power. Ketuanan Melayu
was not to be questioned; the New
Economic Policy’s restructuring
would be extended; the so-called
Malay Agenda was timeless.
Hishamuddin Hussein, with his
keris-kissing antics, warned even
Umno’s non-Malay partners, ‘Do
not challenge us!’ Khairy
Jamaluddin flashed his ‘My

A party some had written off
emerged as a symbol of multi-ethnic politics. Whatever its future,
PKR’s leadership of a balanced
Malay-non-Malay opposition has
dragged Parliament from its old
self of being dominated by BN and
opposed by an entirely Malay Pas
and an entirely non-Malay DAP.

Anwar: Urges the voters to replace BN

New

bangsa, right or wrong’ rhetoric
and Umno Youth organised a protest of convenience against a pliant Gerakan in Penang.
In class terms, the power was
flaunted by displays of the increasingly unaccountable corruption of the Umno-related oligarchs
and the greed of new corporate
groups with strong political cables. On the other hand, mass protesters against fuel price increases
and rising inflation were met by
tear gas, water cannons and Red
Helmets.
In cultural terms, the regime’s
claim to moderation, via Islam
Hadhari, rang hollow. It seemed
indifferent to religious disputes
that blurred the jurisdictional
boundaries between the civil and
the Syariah courts, to the invasive
body-snatching actions of religious bureaucrats, and to the insensitivity of Umno-dominated
local governments towards incidents of temple demolition.

ing late and not quite following
the Barisan Alternatif’s 1999
script.
Once, many non-Malay voters
could be persuaded that ‘A vote
for DAP is a vote for PAS’.
This time, many, many more decided that ‘A vote against MCA
and Gerakan and MIC is a vote
against Umno’.
In short, the non-Malay voters
snapped the BN chain at its
weaker links. They showed their
contempt for the timidity of MCA,
Gerakan and MIC, gagged and
impotent Chinese-based and Indian-based component parties.

Reformasi ’ s
retribution

It was unlikely that Malay voters
significantly swung to parties
such as DAP or even PKR. But in
certain ethnically mixed constituencies, a late Malay swing or an
appreciable Malay absenteeism at
the polls compounded BN’s
losses. In Malay-majority constituencies, the old Umno-Pas division
was still evident, leaving the nonMalay swing to exert its impact.

Within that context, the election
result was retribution with a flavour of Reformasi, albeit appear-

The PKR’s present position is an
ironic, almost un-Malaysian, outcome of the ethnic voting patterns.
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landscape

Many observers have likened this
transformation of the political
landscape to a tsunami, a perfect
storm, or a surge of Makkal Sakthi
(People Power) that outdid the
Bersih and Hindraf rallies of late
2007.
The metaphors may be excessive.
A true tsunami, say, would have
swept BN out of office. A perfect
storm would not have bypassed
Sabah and Sarawak.
Yet, obviously, the transformation
raises some urgent questions for
an opposition that has begun to
contemplate national power.
Breaking the two-thirds barrier
was both a symbolic and real
achievement. For some time now,
the ability to amend the Constitution was not the crux of the twothirds issue. Power was, and especially Umno’s unassailable
power within BN.
Without the buffer of a two-thirds
majority, however, BN’s ethnic
power-sharing formula may be in
jeopardy. If Umno insists on taking so many seats, to be able to
rule on its own, it won’t be able to
satisfy the demands of its 13 nonMalay adjuncts.
Actually, MCA and Gerakan had
paid for Umno’s arrogance of

power before, in 1986 and 1990. As
they lick their wounds, MCA,
Gerakan and MIC might stumble
upon a simple truth: Stop playing
‘ Kapitan China’ and ‘Kapitan Keling’
(no insult intended) to Umno’s
‘ Tuan Melayu’, or be irrelevant – as
Gerakan, shorn of its Penang base,
seems already to be so.

Watch out for
old politics
Partly for that reason, Umno will
strive to impose its old ethnic politics upon the PKR-DAP-Pas experiments in new multi-ethnic
politics. We have already seen the
knee-jerk attacks on DAP for allegedly marginalising the Malays
in Penang, on the Perak government for not having enough
Malays in its Exco, and so on.
We’ve seen before these unscrupulous tactics of ethnic assaults
from quarters that claim to be the
champions of national unity.
When Parti Bersatu Sabah, the
original, not the current ersatz
one, ruled Sabah, Umno sanctimoniously questioned if the Muslims
there could be properly accommodated under ‘Christian rule’.
When Pas ruled Kelantan and
Terengganu, MCA, Gerakan and
MIC would ask if the non-Muslims would be denied their rights.
Hence, a host of newly formed
‘Malay action fronts’, sore and
vengeful losers, will waste little
time organising demonstrations,
orchestrating media disinformation and fomenting ‘Malay anxieties’. This manner of interpreting
policies and practices in chauvinistic terms can only be defeated by
a united opposition that can come
to the rescue of all five opposition

Radzi & Rafidah: Dropped from the Cabinet

state governments.
The worst scenario, if the alliance
fails, is for Pas to join Umno in
condemning the DAP-led government in Penang, and for DAP to
join MCA, Gerakan and MIC in
criticising the PAS-led governments of Kedah and Kelantan. In
Perak and Selangor, the coalition
governments can only escape
such externally created problems
by commitment to cooperation
and collective responsibility.

Parliament
and
responsibility
Some encouragement may be derived from the sentiments of the
opposition’s supporters. It’s one
thing to vote ethnic in an
ethnicised political system. It’s
another thing altogether to regard
all things in the stark light of inter-ethnic competition.
At least in the alternative
cyberspace, voters, bloggers and
commentators have admirably
urged PKR, DAP and Pas to keep
their differences to themselves,
but, above all, to keep their alliance intact. Not to do so, the voters know, just as the leaders of
these parties must know, would
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hand back to BN what was painfully gained at the election.
The presence of the largest ever
opposition in Parliament has amplified popular hopes of reforming the political system. To this
end, the opposition representatives must set out to raise the quality of law-making, monitor the Executive and discipline state institutions. To do so, they must themselves be competent in diverse areas, capable of informed debate
and committed to representing
their constituents’ (and not merely
their parties’) interests.
The opposition representatives,
no less than the backbenchers,
should realise that the public sickens at name-calling, trading of
insults and histrionics that debase parliamentary proceeding.
They should learn, from Lim Kit
Siang at his best, and the outstanding opposition figures of the
1960s, that dedicated parliamentary work requires a mix of investigative research, thoughtful arguments and courageous demands.

Economic

management

The new opposition state governments should appreciate that

they’ve taken power at a difficult
juncture. They don’t know yet
how the deepening troubles of the
United States economy will affect
each state’s economy. They
should know that their scope for
economic management will be
limited by national policies and
global market forces.
Even so, the opposition alliance
must plan for employment creation, reasonable rates of growth,
the alleviation of economic difficulties, and so on. Never mind, for
example, that short-term, limitedimpact measures are dismissed as
‘petty populism’ by the New
Straits Times editors. That’s only
the response of hacks who have
fawningly publicised all of BN’s
petty handouts.
For the medium-term, however,
honest administration, competent
planning and effective implementation must be the order of the day
for PKR, DAP and Pas, just as it
was for the original Gerakan
when it captured Penang in 1969.

Renegotiating
federalism
It’s well known that PBS in Sabah,
and Pas in Kelantan and
Terengganu had previously had
to weather Umno’s wrath and the
Federal government’s might.
Today, however, only the insane
would risk impoverishing the national economy by strangling five
opposition states and Kuala
Lumpur which include the rice
bowl, the manufacturing centres,
and the seat of administration of
the nation. Even they would not
thereby alienate the influential
chambers of commerce and industry and sensitive foreign investors.

Mahathir & Mukhriz: Father and son called for Abdullah's resignation

The most hostile might conspire
to inflict on the five states the wang
ehsan punishment that Pas-ruled
Terengganu endured. But it’s politically infeasible to re-enact
what has been discredited and
what people despise, especially in
urban centres that aren’t so dependent on direct federal expenditures.
Foes though they are, the Federal
government and the state governments are compelled to talk to
each other. High on the agenda of
such talks should be a review of
federalism itself, not by any means
an unwelcome prospect.

Planning

and

action

On their part, the new and inexperienced state governments must
realise this much. While resources
are necessary, resourcefulness is
indispensable. It’s reasonable to
ask for learning time; it’s imperative to learn fast. It was fair politics to promise alternatives but it’d
be suicidal politics not to act
quickly, symbolically and meaningfully.
There is enthusiastic talk about
engagement with civil society,
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participatory democracy and the
restoration of local government
elections. All this may help to distinguish the old administrations
from the new, and, where necessary, expose past malpractices in
order to cleanse the administrative machinery.
Above all, PKR and DAP, whose
grassroots structures are underdeveloped, must find ways to root
themselves in society, as Pas managed to in Kelantan during its
years of isolation.
The new governments should
consult a spectrum of social and
economic interests. Yet, they
should not yield to vested interests that reinvent themselves as
the spokespeople of ‘civil society’
now that their links to BN have
been severed. For that matter, there
are NGOs and NGOs, and the
new governments should not
pander to the ‘upper middle class’
character of many visible NGOs.

Unifying

ethos

The true measure of good government will be its attitudes towards
the ‘little folks’ of our society, including the lower working
classes, the poor and the disad-

vantaged, small retailers, hawkers, petty traders, the smallest of
the SMEs, and so on.
In Penang, for example, there’s no
reason to keep beautifying the
charming
Western
RoadMacalister Road-Residential
Road areas. It’d be better economics and urban management to
clean up the inner city, rehabilitate decrepit former rent-controlled houses, and attend to the special needs of deprived neighbourhoods, whether these are Malay,
Chinese, Indian or ‘Other’.
No one expects PKR, DAP and
Pas to resolve overnight the differences in their visions of a better
society. From where, then, might
come common ideological planks
that they can use to build a workable raft of shared policies?
In principle, the broad answer has
to be a non-sectarian social democracy. That can creatively fuse
Anwar’s concept of a caring civil
society, the Parti Rakyat Malaysia’s plebian concerns, the DAP’s
old socialist claims, and Pas’s Islamic welfarism.
Guided by such social democracy
– rather than, say, a neoliberal
meritocracy – PKR, DAP and Pas
can formulate and implement
policies that would most benefit
the non-rich. After all these have
been the staunchest opposition
supporters and these would be
constantly targeted by BN’s petty
blandishments.

Turmoil

in

Umno

There is nothing destabilising
about any of these. Potentially
destabilising, though, is the turmoil that defeat has visited upon

Umno.

challenge Abdullah for the party
presidency.

The Umno leadership’s new spin
is that BN hasn’t lost the election
despite Abdullah’s initial response, ‘We’ve lost, we’ve lost.’ To
Abdullah and his allies, BN holds
a ‘strong majority only eight seats
short of a two-thirds majority’.
That is in fact so.
Nonetheless, the loss of the twothirds majority; the fall in BN’s
popular vote to 51 per cent; the
failure to capture Kelantan; the
defeat in four more states and
Kuala Lumpur; the departure of
several ministers; and the painful
dependence on Sabah and
Sarawak have intensified Umno’s
chronic factionalism.
Much of that factionalism is tied
to the loss of resources, projects
and patronage, a grievous loss
since Umno’s unreformed structures habitually mixed business
with politics.

Another

implosion?

For now Umno’s turmoil can
move in uncoordinated ways.
Political forces once pushed aside
have re-surfaced to challenge
Abdullah whose position is
weaker than in 2006, the year of
his big spat with Mahathir.
Mahathir has called for
Abdullah’s resignation. As if trying to be his father’s son, Mukhriz
Mahathir has sent a letter to
Abdullah in a farcical replay of
Mahathir’s 1969 letter to Tunku
Abdul Rahman.
Tengku Razaleigh Hamzah, who
had twice failed to secure the leadership of Umno, has offered to
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The Malay Rulers have intervened in the appointment of
Menteris Besar in Perlis and
Terengganu. It will certainly be
regarded as a defeat for Abdullah
that both his nominees for Perlis
and Terengganu were rejected
and replaced by others more acceptable to the respective rulers.
The formation of the new Cabinet
was fraught with disgruntlement.
The ambitious Khairy Jama-luddin
simply had to be excluded. But the
excluded Mohd Radzi Sheikh
Ahmad resigned as Umno Secretary-General while Rafidah Aziz’s
departure led to public disagreement with Azalina Othman Said.
These are signs that Umno’s
factionalism will deepen and intensify as contending forces align
and realign themselves for the
party election, now scheduled for
December.
If the past is a good indication,
however, Umno could be heading
towards implosion for a third time
– after the 1987 battle between
Team A and Team B fight, and the
1998 Anwar affair. If that happens, it’d be the sort of political
disorder that arises just as one
system’s dying while another is
struggling to be born.
Whatever happens, those who
helped to create this situation –
necessary but insufficient for lasting transformation – were the
wise and brave voters. No more
risk averse, they decided that
change was better than stasis.
Like it or not, love us or hate us,
we’re all monkeys now. q

ELECTION 2008

The mainstream media’s
election
debacle
Clearly the BN seriously underestimated the alternative media
of netizens
by Wong Kok Keong

Zainuddin: Who are the morons?

Khairy: Who are the monkeys?

Azalina: Who are the cowards?

he winds of change that
blew out of GE2008 appears to indicate a willingness on the part of the
rakyat to take a giant step forward, away from race-based politics. The peaceful political transition so far also signals the end of
politics of fear based on the events
of 13 May 1969. This watershed
election caught the opposition by
surprise and stunned the BN.

It is also an opportunity for mainstream journalists not happy with
media restriction to step up and
demand changes that will help
make them more respected in the
future as professionals interested
in presenting news and views
more objectively and fairly as opposed to acting merely as mouthpieces of the BN government.

gage netizens opposed to them.
Instead, some BN leaders ridiculed, vilified, threatened and
tried to create trouble for netizens.
Information Minister Zainuddin
Maidin referred to them as goblok
(or morons) and Umno youth
leader Khairy Jamuluddin called
them monkeys in the jungle that
needed to be tamed.

Serious
underestimation

Umno also apparently made use
of “cybertroopers”, BN supporters who wrote to blogs inciting
racially incendiary commentaries
in order to get them into trouble
with the law. A couple of days
before nomination day on 24 February, Youth and Sports Minister
Azalina Othman called bloggers

T

As the BN engages in some soul
searching, it would do well for
them to evaluate their media
policy for the country since it is
still in control of the federal government and eight states in the
federation.

So, what went wrong with the BN
and the mainstream media? Quite
clearly the BN seriously underestimated the alternative media of
netizens in cyberspace. They did
not have a proactive policy to enAliran Monthly : Vol.28(2) Page 10

cowards and warned that the BN
government was monitoring them.
All these BN attempts only backfired as netizens grew even more
fed up with the BN’s arrogance.
They became more entrenched or
determined in slamming the BN
or some of their leaders every
chance they got.

minds of many Malaysians. The
BN also overlooked human creativity and the newer technologies
of communication. Malaysians
unhappy with mainstream media
sought out information from the
alternative media and used other
channels to pass it on to others
without access to the internet.

The BN and their mainstream
media were confident of massive
support from the Malaysian hinterland, where internet penetration is still low. But that has
proved to be a shaky idea. While
Trengganu and Pahang still
largely support the BN, Kelantan
continues to elude them, suffering
a bigger loss this time than in
GE2004. And Kedah has fallen to
Pas this time around. The low
internet penetration in Kedah and
Kelantan did not work to the advantage of BN. Some suggested
that many Kelantanese working
in the Klang Valley were exposed
to Pas message online and passed
on the message to friends and relatives back in Kelantan via SMS.
Many who returned to Kelantan
to cast their votes must have also
helped Pas secure a larger win this
time around than in GE2004.

The BN’s underestimation of
cyberspace was based on their
belief that they could still count
on the mainstream media to generate voter support. In their coverage of the run-up leading to polling day on 8 March, the mainstream media, as they had done
in the past, were mainly focused
or positive on BN while they
marginalised or slammed the opposition.

It was rather cynical of the BN to
rely on the lack of internet penetration to win votes in the hinterland. Even the mainstream media were in tacit agreement with
the mentality. It was as though the
BN was happy to win votes from
Malaysians kept in the dark by
being fed only their propaganda
through the mainstream media.
But that has been shown to work
only up to a point.
The BN largely ignored issues
raised by the opposition online,
leaving them unchallenged in the

And so, they omitted coverage of
huge crowds turning up for
ceramah held by DAP candidates
in the Klang Valley and in
Penang, and by Anwar Ibrahim
almost all over Peninsular Malaysia. The crowd size for opposition ceramahs often dwarfed those
for BN coalition parties. The
mainstream media pushed the
idea for the first time that large
turnouts for ceramah did not translate into votes. But was that good
justification for ignoring opposition ceramah?
A few days before polling day, the
mainstream media gave the BN
the full throttle in their criticism
of Anwar. But that appeared to
have backfired. The criticisms did
not stop large crowds from turning up to his ceramahs. As many
who showed up were Malays,
there was speculation of a late
swing of Malay votes for the opposition. All said, mainstream
media coverage could be seen to
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have given BN a false sense of complacency or security.

Election
night
frustration
Public anger or frustration with
the mainstream media probably
peaked on the night of election
returns. Although the mainstream media have a lot more resources and a much larger staff
than Malaysiakini (which reportedly had only 35 staff), their election returns updates online and
on radio and TV moved at a snail’s
pace.
Commenting on reportage of election returns in The Star on 14
March, Wong Chun Wai said “the
alternative
media
(like
Malaysiakini) scored better as it did
not have to worry too much about
accuracy.” He added: “An example was the newsflash on the
purported 14 unopened ballot
boxes in Lembah Pantai (after
Nurul Izzah was declared to have
won over Sharizat), implying
there would be rigging. The report
turned out to be false.”
But then Malaysiakini’s report
about the 14 unopened boxes was
based on information given by a
polling agent. And as soon as the
polling agent made the correction
about half an hour later,
Malaysiakini immediately reported it. The polling agent was
more to blame here than the online
news portal.
The only inaccurate report by
Malaysiakini was when it first reported that MIC deputy president
Palanivel won the Hulu Selangor
parliamentary seat by about 100
votes. It was given at 10:44 p.m.
and was not corrected until 2:22

a.m. that PKR’s Zainal Abidin
Ahmad actually won by 198 votes.
Having only one inaccuracy for
the entire night of updates was
quite a remarkable performance
by Malaysiakini, which was the
first to report on several major
results such as the fall of Penang,
Kedah, Perak and Selangor to the
opposition. To top it off, they
were the first to report on the BN
losing its much coveted twothirds majority in parliament by
nailing down the exact number
of parliamentary seats, 82, going
to the opposition, a number that
held up. The NST and The Star
did not have reports on it until
about two hours later.
Contrary to Wong Chun Wai’s
claim, accuracy did not appear to
be the only reason for the mainstream media’s delay in offering
election returns updates. Consider The Star’s online treatment
of Penang on the one hand and
Perlis and Trengganu on the
other. After the outgoing Chief
Minister Koh Tsu Koon graciously conceded his and the BN’s
loss of Penang to the Opposition,
followed immediately by incoming Chief Minister Lim Guan
Eng’s news conference, the paper’s online update did not have
anything on either.
On the other hand, as soon as the
BN took Perlis and Trengganu by
just a simple majority of one-seat
each, The Star online reported it
right away. Could it be that
Wong’s paper, together with the
other mainstream media, was
more concerned with not upsetting their political paymasters too
much – in the same way they did
not cover large opposition
ceramah in the run-up to polling
day?

Time

for

change

The mainstream media had quite
clearly failed the BN because of
the kind of media policy for the
country that the BN government
has had. By acting largely as their
mouthpiece, or yes-men, the mainstream media ended up only reporting what the BN wanted to
hear, making the ruling coalition
lose touch with the grassroots, the
rakyat.
It is time the BN government and
the mainstream media treated the
rakyat with more maturity and respect. This applies not just to
urbanites but also those in the hinterland, given human creativity
and the availability of new technologies of communication that
are within reach. Challenge bad
ideas with good ideas instead of
banning them or making threats
to people offering those ideas.
When leaders in government use
reason and persuasion to win arguments instead of resorting to
arrogance, emotion and threats of
censorship, it will go a long way
in establishing credible democratic institutions and strengthening their role in creating a peaceful and stable Malaysia.
It is time the BN government
dropped the many laws that have
shackled media freedom and creativity to the point that the mainstream media had not really
served them well while a ridiculous divide between the mainstream media and the alternative
media is created.
Start by getting rid of the ISA,
which has been used for punishing people with different or bad
ideas, because when people and
ideas are suppressed they usually
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end up festering underground.
End laws requiring licensing permits for the media to operate because they only result in politicising the media to serve ruling political interests at the expense of
the rakyat.
On the other hand, have media
regulation to ensure diversity in
media ownership. This is to prevent monopolistic practices that
have the impact of shrinking diversity of viewpoints and, again,
ending up as yes-men for the ruling political party - which is what
Media Prima is doing right now.
Accuracy, objectivity and fairness
are cardinal principles of journalism. If journalists are interested
in upholding them, they must be
willing to report without fear or
favour. And when they do it, they
will help institutionalise the principles, which in turn will encourage others to follow, including
those that might have been reckless with them in cyberspace.
GE 2008 indicates the rakyat are
ready and willing to change, to
move out of the usual race-based
politics of the past half century.
But this is just the beginning as
much needs to be done to make it
a reality. Everyone needs to play
their part.
As the party that still controls
the Federal government and
most of the states in the federation, the BN has a particularly
important role to play. The BN
government needs to unshackle
the media so that ideas about a
new Malaysia can be freely,
fairly and accurately made
available for the new Malaysia
to take root and flower. q
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Potential
departure
race-based
politics

from

The 12th General Election and its implications
by Toh Kin Woon
major political tsunami
occurred on 8 March
2008, when the country
held its 12th General
Election. The Barisan Nasional
was first denied its two-thirds’
majority, which has been set as a
goal to be achieved in every election. Until the recent election, the
BN coalition has always succeeded in attainting this goal in
all elections after 1969. The significance of having a two-thirds’
majority lies in the power it will
have to amend the constitution,
without the necessity to seek opposition support.

A

Next, the BN lost control of four
states -. Kedah, Penang, Perak and
Selangor. It also failed in its attempt to regain power in Kelantan,
where Pas won with a much-increased majority. Equally dismal
was its performance in Kuala
Lumpur, where the opposition
swept 10 out of 11 parliamentary
seats at stake. In all, the BN failed
to win power in two of the richest
states -. Selangor and Penang and the two Malay heartland
states of Kelantan and Kedah.
Support for the BN came mainly
from the rest of the Peninsula,
Sabah and Sarawak.
It is worthwhile to note that the
BN did not win a majority of the

popular vote in Peninsular Malaysia. It obtained only 49 per cent
of the popular vote compared to
51 per cent obtained by the combined Opposition. Only when we
include Sabah and Sarawak did
the BN win a majority. Even then,
at 50.8 per cent compared to 49.2
per cent for the Opposition, it was
a razor-thin majority.

Why the
support

erosion of
for BN?

The poor performance of the BN
in the recent election was reminiscent of that of 1969. In fact, some
claimed that its recent performance was even worse than in 1969.
What accounted for this considerable loss of support for the BN
among all ethnic groups? There
are several factors, almost all of
which are already known.
Rising Costs
The first was the rise in the
cost of living. With nominal
incomes rising at a pace
much less than the rate of inflation actually experienced
by the middle- and lower-income groups, especially the
urban salariat, real standards of living for a significant
proportion of the population
actually fell over the last few
years.
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Growing disparity
This was exacerbated by the
dissatisfaction and discontent
of many ordinary citizens over
the widening gap between
them and the rich. While the
government has done quite
well in reducing the incidence
of absolute poverty, it has not
addressed the issue of relative
poverty seriously. It often
glosses over the issue in many
plan documents by making
only passing reference to it.
Indeed, many of the economic
measures that have been taken
over the years tend to make the
disparity yawn ever wider.
Examples include privatisation of many important services; the change in the taxation
structure by deliberately increasing the share of government revenue from indirect
taxes, which tend to burden the
poor more, while reducing direct taxes, especially income
tax, which tend to make the
rich pay progressively more;
withdrawal or reducing subsidies and unequal distribution of income-yielding assets;
including knowledge.
Rising Crime Rate
The rising crime rate has also
angered many Malaysians.
Many now feel unsafe and in-

secure, especially women and
children.
Tarnished Image of the BN
Perceived widespread corruption, numerous scandals and
the arrogance of those in power
have alienated the BN further
from the voters. By the time the
General Election was held, people were generally angry, disenchanted and frustrated.
Anwar’s charisma
To all these must be added the
charisma of Dato Seri Anwar
Ibrahim, the de facto leader of
the combined Opposition.
Wherever he went, he charmed
thousands with his oratorical
skills. His consistency in calling for the abolition of the New
Economic Policy won a lot of
support from among the nonMalays, without at the same
time alienating the Malays.
Overall, the election machinery of all the opposition parties was run efficiently and
smoothly. While this machinery was operating at full gear
shortly after nomination day,
the BN was still bogged down
with internal feuds over candidacies and positions.

A

two
for

coalition system
the future?

While supporters of the major
component parties, Umno, MCA,
MIC and Gerakan - lament the
considerable erosion of support
for their parties, many others,
however, welcome the outcome of
the election. They see this significant shift in support for the combined opposition parties of PKRDAP-Pas as the possible beginning of a two-party or coalition
system in this country. If this is

indeed the case,
Malaysia
will
henceforth see the
emergence of a
more competitive
political system,
replacing the previous
system
where there was
an overwhelming
concentration of
power in the ruling
BN coalition, in
particular, Umno.

Called for the abolition of the NEP winning over the
non-Malays and without alienating the Malays

But for this to happen, the threeparty opposition alliance must be
further strengthened. Thus far,
their coming together has been
premised largely on ensuring oneto-one contests between any one
of these parties and the BN. But
this won’t suffice, if it is to present
itself as a viable alternative to the
BN in the contest for control of the
Dewan Rakyat, Malaysia’s lower
house of parliament, and hence
the Federal Government, in the
next general election. A closer alliance, based on common political goals and ideals, and preferably using a common symbol, may
be necessary. This may be too
much for the DAP to swallow,
however, especially when the alliance involves Pas. A merger between PKR and DAP may well be
possible.

Departure
race-based

from
politics

More significantly, the outcome of
the 12th General Election also signals a potential departure from
race-based politics and the rise of
multi-racial parties.
Parti
Keadilan Rakyat or PKR did particularly well, with 31 members of
parliament comprising Malays,
Chinese and Indians.
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What was impressive was the
success registered by PKR and
DAP in mixed constituencies, traditionally regarded as BN strongholds. In past elections, Pas and
DAP were relatively strong in predominantly Malay and Chinese
seats respectively. While they retained their ground, significant
inroads were made by DAP and
PKR into the so-called middle
ground. This time around, the BN
performed relatively badly in
these constituencies.
The fact that multiracial parties
such as PKR and to a lesser extent
the DAP could perform well in
constituencies covering the middle ground, suggests that people
from all races now support these
two parties and even Pas. They
are now prepared to accept parties that propound a socio-economic agenda that is not racebased but is based more on needs.
If this is indeed the case, this marks
a refreshing and welcome change
from the past, where electoral success was often based on narrow
ethnic appeals. It is to be hoped
that the ruling BN coalition will
take note of this shift and make
the necessary changes to past policies that run counter to what
seems to be the wishes of all com-

munities for a more non-communal and needs-based approach.

What of Parti
Gerakan?
Strictly, this significant political
change should be welcomed by
parties that profess to be multiracial, including Parti Gerakan
Rakyat Malaysia, long a member
of the ruling BN. For after all,
multiracialism was what was advocated by the founders of the
party. Besides stressing multiracialism, the party’s constitution
that was drafted by the founders
also propounded a social democratic platform.
Since joining the BN in the early
70s, however, the party has increasingly lost its multi-ethnic
character. It is increasingly being
perceived by many outside the
party to be just another Chinesebased party, its Indian membership notwithstanding. Worse, it
has not been consistent in following a truly non-racial Malaysian
line. It often vacillates from the
racial to the non-racial and back.
The electoral pressures coming
from many of the largely Chinese
constituencies it has been asked
to contest, especially in Penang,
and perhaps the limited space for
multiracial parties within the BN,
which is dominated by three major race-based parties, may have
contributed to this Gerakan trend.
In the recent election, the party did
badly. It achieved a lowly 16 per
cent success rate in parliamentary
elections. But more devastating
was the total annihilation of the
party in both state and parliamentary elections in Penang, the party’s power base, where it lost in
all seats contested.

With this major electoral setback,
there is hardly anything to celebrate in this year’s 40th anniversary of the founding of the party.
Instead, this anniversary might be
better devoted to some honest
soul-searching on where the party
has gone wrong. Ways must be
sought to bring the party back to
its glorious past that is best remembered for the party’s doubtless contribution to the economic
development of Penang over
nearly four decades.
Going forward, the party needs to
return to basics as advocated by
the party’s founders. This implies
that the party needs to stay firm
and true to a non-racial approach
that eschews racism. It must continue to adopt a social democratic
agenda for progress in the
economy, politics, education,
health, transportation and housing. Assuming that this is accepted in principle by the leadership and the party at large, it must
next mull over the strategic options that it must follow in order
to realise this basic socio-economic and political party agenda.
To me, there are several possible
options:
• Stay in the BN and have more
of the same, with the party unable to abandon totally its ethnic character. This to me is the
least desirable for it may lead
to the party becoming an irrelevant force.
• Stay but seek reforms from
within. One major reform, and
one which has been earlier
advocated by the party’s youth
chief, is for all component parties to merge to form a truly
multiracial BN. Besides doing
away with racial calls, this
will also avert the seeming lack
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of parity in the relationship
between Umno and the rest. It
was this that has in part cost
the MCA, MIC and Gerakan
dearly in the recent election.
The party must, however, give
itself a certain time span to
pursue this major change.
• Should it fail to achieve the
above within the time span set,
it must then seriously consider
leaving the BN and to independently develop the party as
a serious multiracial social
democratic party. If need be, it
could join forces with other
like-minded parties outside the
BN to forge an even larger multiracial movement for greater
democracy, ethnic equality,
gender parity, and social justice.
Ultimately, of course, it is up to
the leaders and members of the
party to consider these and other
options for the revival for the
party. But reform and change it
must, if it is to remain a force that
can fulfill the ever-rising tide of
expectations of the Malaysian
electorate in a rapidly changing
world. q

Toh Kin Woon was a
former Associate Professor of Economics at the
Universiti Kebangsaan
Malaysia and former
Penang State Executive
Councillor. He is presently Executive Chairman of the Socioeconomic
and Environmental Research Institute (Seri) and
Advisor to the Institute of
Training and Development in Penang.
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On the campaign
with Siva Rasiah

trail

What struck me most was the sheer diversity of Malaysians
determined to help him in his campaign for the Subang seat
by Agnes James
t was a frantic SMS from
my sister, Anne James, to
friends and family to
volunteer at Sivarasa
Rasiah’s campaign centre in
Subang that spurred me into action. I quickly got my leave from
work planned and the plane tickets from Penang to Kuala Lumpur
booked.

I

Anne, as some of you may know,
is married to Subang’s newest
opposition Member of Parliament
who was shuttled from his previous seat of PJ Selatan to a new area
that sadly had minimal volunteer
support.
My stint with Siva – as the family
and friends fondly call him – was
only going to be for four short
days. But from the conversation
with my frazzled sister a day before my arrival, I already had my
work cut out for me.
I’ve never directly worked with
any party during general elections; my brushes with politics
have always been as a journalist
in Penang who held a dispassionate view about any electoral outcome. I’d seen the winds of change
occur in the 1990s and how
Penangites had stuck by the BN

government through thick and
thin – despite the continuous predictions of political swings over
the years.

Political

swing

This time, however, things were
different. I knew it was different
because I felt it within myself. The
time for the political swing was
nigh and everyone who had even
a minuscule ear to the ground
could feel it. Stories on issues ranging from crime rates, corruption
and race relations were exchanged between friends, neighbours, colleagues, family and
gym-mates.
My first day on Siva’s campaign
trail began at 6.30am, and after a
hurried breakfast we rushed out
to the bilik gerakan to meet up with
other volunteers. Totting an idiot-
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friendly camera, I headed out
with the team to Bandar Baru
Sungai Buloh accompanied by
several Pas vehicles carrying their
candidate, Mohd Khairuddin
Othman, who was vying for the
Paya Jaras state seat. I asked about
the vehicles and Siva said that
they were on loan from wellwishers and friends.
The group, which included a
number of Pas women, made a
short stop at a workshop along the
main road where the candidates
gave short speeches after which
we moved into a small shanty
town occupied predominantly by
Indians Malaysians. I was truly
amazed that in the midst of Malaysia’s thriving development,
there are so many who have been
so obviously left behind by the
much-touted developmental
strides made by this nation.

I was also surprised to see that the
houses were pasted with BN
logos but when Siva enquired
about it, we were told that several
people claiming to be from the MIC
came into the area and pasted the
logos on the houses without even
asking the residents permission.
The inhabitants also told us that
they were scared to vote for the
Opposition, and feared reprisal
from the BN. Siva had to really
work hard to convince them that
the ballots were secret. Many
looked doubtful despite his assurances.
We then move further into the area
to greet parents from an Islamic
school who were at the school
gates to pick up their children. It
was interesting to note the
number of people in tudung and
ketayap who recognised Siva. I
didn’t realise that Siva was a hit
with the Malays as well. Many of
them knew him either as a social
activist, as Anwar Ibrahim’s lawyer or as one of the central figures
in the revelation of the V K Lingam
tapes.
After a quick brunch with the volunteers, we then headed back to
campaign headquarters where I
quickly churned out a few stories
ranging from the possible destruction of the Sungai Buloh Forest
Reserve, the crisis in the police,
racial woes and also the privatisation of projects under the BN
government.
By the time I finished, a number of
volunteers had already converged
to either slot pamphlets regarding
Siva, PKR and Anwar into a jacket
or work on placing Siva’s posters
into plastic bags. The task was
mind-numbingly dull – but I
guess someone’s got to do it, and
thank goodness a number of people, primarily from the PJ and

Ampang area turned out to help.
More volunteers, mainly professionals, came to help out after
working hours but I had to abandon them to join Siva on his
night-time campaign trail.

“ Tell your father,
mother,
sister,
b r o t h e r. . . ”
I joined Siva’s entourage at a Buddhist centre in Bukit Rahman
Putra where he was asked to
speak about the police and issues
pertaining to security. It became
increasingly clear that the people
were concerned about the everincreasing crime rate in this country. Siva explained that the authority’s inability to cope was because most of the police resources
were not being channelled into
crime-fighting.
By the time we moved to the next
destination at Taman Desa’s
night market, it was raining heavily. Siva’s volunteers had already
done a wonderful job of handing
out the pamphlets to residents living in the area and also at the pasar
malam. In his speech, Siva outlined PKR’s manifesto and told
the crowd to become the “message-bearers” as the mainstream
media had almost completely
blacked out Opposition news.
“Tell your father, mother, sister,
brother, your colleagues – this is
an important election.
This election will shape the future
of our country. The Opposition
parties have no access to television, newspapers and the radio.
You need to be our voice. Each and
every one of you must turun
padang and bring this message to
everyone you know. We only have
five days left and its time to let
them know that the winds of
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change are occurring right now.
“There is growing momentum to
bring about a big change and its
happening this Saturday. I’ve
seen a clear change in the winds
and we will win this election with
your help,” he said in flawless
Malay.
Siva continued his punishing
campaign trail to other areas that
night including Sungai Pelong,
Damanasara Perdana, Kampung
Kubu Gajah and Kampung
Melayu, after which we returned
to the bilik gerakan at about
1.00am. We reached the office to
find that the daily post-mortem
that was conducted by Siva’s key
personnel, who included the famous Irene Fernandez, had already started. The group also outlined duties, the programme and
requirements for the next day.
By the time the family crawled
back to PJ it was almost 4.00am
and we only had less then three
hours of sleep before another full
day of campaigning began once
again.
One thing that struck me most
during my time volunteering at
the centre was the diversity of
Malaysians who were determined
to help Siva win his campaign for
the Subang seat. They had come
from various racial, religious, intellectual and social backgrounds.
I guess his intelligence, integrity,
and his passionate desire to promote basic human rights for all finally rang loud and true among
fellow Malaysians. q
Agnes James is a corporate
communications manager
with 12 years’ experience as
a journalist.
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HEART TO HEART

"What comes from the lips reaches the ear,
what comes from the heart reaches the heart" - Arab proverb

Sg Siput: The People’s Campaign
“He has defeated the lion, he is our dragon”
by Prema Devaraj
There were moments of exasperation when for instance some polling agents did not turn up
(yarrghh!!!) or got lost (sigh!) or
when food meant for the second
batch of polling agents accidentally went to the pondok panas people instead (oops!). But the day
progressed and soon we waited
to hear from the counting agents.

Excitement mounts as
results trickle in

t’s 4.00am. I stagger to
the window and glare at
the sleeping cockerel
next door in its cage. For
the entire campaign period this
miserable fowl started his day beneath my window when it was
still dark outside. No amount of
reasoning or threatening to call
KFC deterred this feathered foe
from either post or responsibility.
A secret and loyal employee of the
BN? Well, we’ll see who has the
last squawk. If my brother can
take on Samy Vellu, I can handle
sleep deprivation. Bring on polling day.

I

Formidable
logistics
for Polling Day
The Sg Siput parliamentary
constituency covers both
Lintang and Jalong state constituencies which have a total
of 36 polling stations. Ninetyfour polling agents are needed
to cover all the streams (classrooms) per polling station per
shift. The logistics of recruiting, briefing, equipping polling agents and getting them to
their destinations on time was
no easy task for the campaign
team.
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Who could have predicted the
outcome of the day? The results
started to come in via sms from
the counting agents but nothing
was recorded until Borang 14 (official documentation of the vote
count in each stream) was brought
back to the office. Some counting
agents were in tears as they
handed over the forms. They said,
“Doctor is in the lead”, “He is winning”, “He has beaten Samy” and
so on. One told me he was not returning his file as it was proof that
he was part of this historic moment. Other counting agents from
the Lintang polling stations did
not look so sure.
There was just so much excitement with people shouting and
jostling for news. Mobile phones
were ringing incessantly. People
wanted confirmation of victory.
With my voice gone, I could not
speak. I could not hear either. The

crowds outside and inside the office were jubilant. My calculator
gave up at a crucial moment
(***@!!***). The count was so close.
I could not add properly. I could
not think of defeat and yet I dared
not think of victory. A group of us
accompanied the calon to the
Dewan shortly after.

At the
Kumar in

Dewan:
the lead!

At the Dewan, camera lights
flashed endlessly as the calon
walked in. People whispered, “Dr
Kumar, Dr Kumar”. Many were
smiling and giving surreptitious
thumbs-up signs from behind pillars, their folders and under their
coats. The board at the front of the
Dewan showed the calon in the
lead by 2,400 votes. I heard my
mother’s voice in my head “O ye
of little faith!” But, doubts still
remained. Having been through
the last two elections with the
calon and crying my eyes out by a
longkang each time he lost, I was a
little more than cautious. Would
mysterious postal votes or a box
from a polling station we had not
heard of suddenly appear?
“Watch that board. If the figures
change I want to know and I want
to know why,” said the calon.

Palpable
tension
befo r e S P R ’ s
announcement
The results on the board were
truly final. Kumar had actually
won!! The math had been done
but the returning officer (RO) postponed the official announcement.
The speed with which the PSM
team moved was amazing. Rani,
the campaign manager shot out
of her chair proclaiming injustice.
The lawyers produced and quoted

the appropriate sections of the
election laws which clearly stated
that the RO had to announce the
results dengan serta merta. ‘What’s
the problem? Just do your job!”
said the calon. The calon’s supporters got very restless. We all smelt
a rat but whether it would appear
and what form it would take remained to be seen.
The tension was palpable as we
all waited unnecessarily, fidgeting, tired, thirsty and irritable. The
RO hid in various corners in the
front of the Dewan and whispered
into a hand phone and waited for
a mysterious phone call or fax.
The police tried to soothe the situation. It was obvious that if the
tables were turned the announcement would have been made immediately. Finally, after much
pressure, the RO made the announcement close to midnight.
The calon was officially declared
the winner. Up went the clenched
fist. The roar from his supporters
was deafening.

Celebration time “God has watched
ove r h i m ”
I made my way back to the bilik
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gerakan with Rani. She was simply ecstatic. What a joyous moment for Kumar, the PSM team
and their supporters not only in
Sg Siput but all across the country. As we walked towards the bilik
gerakan I saw Kumar on stage with
supporters around him, hundreds
more on the ground listening to
his words. Kumar spoke to them
of the work ahead for the PSM
team and the people of Sg Siput
and how disciplined they had to
be to deliver the promises they had
made. He had been garlanded,
petals of flowers falling off him.
The sounds of music and drumming filled the air. People were
laughing, cheering, hugging each
other and doing little jigs – the
PSM team and supporters, Makkal
Sakthi people, Sg Siput citizens,
people from Ipoh and elsewhere.
At the bilik gerakan entrance, a
group of women, faithful PSM
supporters, people whom I have
come to know through previous
election campaigns and from their
many struggles for justice, stood.
Their faces were so radiant.
We hugged each other in heartfelt
embraces. “We have won,” they
told me in Tamil, “God has

watched over him”, “Your brother
has walloped him nicely”, “He
has defeated the lion, he is our
dragon”. These women were just
incredible.
I laughed and cried at the same
time. My tears mingled with
theirs. There are no words to describe the emotions of those moments. I was simply overwhelmed.

The morning after:
Pinching the ‘dragon’
The phones hadn’t stopped ringing since the night before. I
pinched the ‘dragon’ at breakfast
to make sure that what happened
the night before was for real. He
laughed and left to meet the people. My feathered opponent next
door was silent.(No, I had not
called KFC !) I packed up. My job
was over. It was time to go home
and let the PSM team and Sg Siput
citizens get on with the job at
hand.
As my husband, son and I left Sg
Siput, the sky seemed so very blue
and the Perak hills never looked
more spectacular. On the way back
to Penang, my thoughts went to
the many people of different
faiths, from across the country
who had called us and prayed for
Kumar’s safety and his victory.

Ya, now you can dance! You were
not so sure on Friday!” She smiled
serenely as she always does.
I walked straight into their arms.
No further words were necessary.

Mission

Impossible

PSM’s quest for Sg Siput was a
mission many of us had considered as impossible given the opponent and his machinery. Nevertheless we went into battle.
Many analysts have put the results of the recent general elections down to the people voting
the BN out and not so much as
the people voting the opposition
in.
I think that in Sg Siput the result
was due to a combination of factors including a) enough people
being thoroughly fed up with the
BN candidate for a valid number
of reasons b) the calon being credible, respected and trustworthy c)
PSM’s track record in Sg Siput was
known to the people and d) the
support from the people. Support
came from so many different
groups - Pas, PKR, Makkal Sakthi,
DAP, old Labour veterans (kawan

Victory
dance
in
Penang
When we reached my parent’s
house, I saw them standing in the
porch, waiting for us. I got out of
the car and as I walked towards
them I did a ridiculous victory
dance, complete with the hip
shimy and the shoulder shake.
They started laughing. He said,”
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karib) and many, many ordinary
individuals. Apart from the locals, people came from up north
and down south to spend a day
or two with the campaign. Some
stayed even longer. There was a
mixture of middle-aged folk and
young people. People were generous not only with their time but
also with their financial support.
The commitment and dedication
shown was just amazing.
The campaign itself had a daily
programme of early morning market visits, followed by visits to
breakfast coffee shops right up till
lunch time. In the afternoon, car
convoys headed to more rural areas. We carried out door-to-door
visits in residential areas in the
hot afternoon sun, evening walkabouts in different pasar malam locations, and at least three to four
ceramah each night. Many of us
were lucky to get to bed by 2.00am.
Posters, banners, postcards, Tshirts and VCDs were created and
distributed. They cut, sewed and
hung up flags. Bill boards were
made. Songs were sung and
recorded(see www.youtube.com/
watch?v=45dZZdOV_W8). Read-

ing material on the calon, his promises and analyses of the current
issues facing Malaysians was
distributed in three languages. Recruitment and briefings for polling agents in both Sg Siput and
Ipoh were ongoing.
Reporters came and went. The
calon declared his assets and
signed a contract to ensure the
fulfilment of his promises with 10
representatives including farmers, villagers, urban settlers, youth,
etc. from the community. The campaign was full on for 13 days except for one day mid campaign
when we took a morning off (i.e.,
we got up at 8.00am instead of
6.00am).
And yes, there were challenges
too.
• Deep frustration and antagonism over seat allocations had
to be overcome but people put
aside differences and worked
towards a single objective. To
the credit of all groups involved, PSM, PKR, Pas and
DAP, a united front was
achieved.
• Flags and posters put up were
removed mysteriously in the
middle of the night. Just driving around Sg Siput one
would think that only the BN
candidate was standing for
election. Nevertheless the flag
troupe valiantly persevered.
• The Biro Penerangan Kuala
Kangsar erected a stage less
than 50 feet from the calon’s
bilik gerakan and blasted music nightly with various artists
and dancing girls from day one
of the campaign. Nevertheless,
people gathered at the calon’s
bilik gerakan night after night
despite the migraine-instilling
noise.
• Voters from certain communi-

ties openly asked for money as
campaigners went around.
Where had they learnt this
habit from? We handed out
leaflets instead.
• Sg Siput SPR dithered about
their role, election rules and
regulations. The PSM team
knew the law and the requirements.
• BN propaganda in the media
went overboard but people had
access to alternative media.

A

people’s

victory

Despite everything, everyone involved with the Sg Siput campaign just got on with the work
at hand. There was no financial
remuneration but there were
meals, generously donated and
cooked by caring individuals.
One just had to be there to expe-

rience the tremendous amount
of goodwill and camaraderie
which came from the respect
people had for the calon, his team
and their efforts for the quest at
hand.
The Sg Siput campaign was a
people’s campaign and the victory, a people’s victory, the permanence of which, however,
only time will tell. I hope the
PSM team will be able to further
build on the links they have with
so many groups and committed
individuals. They have the task
of not just seeing to the diverse
needs of the people of Sg Siput
but also of breaking the culture
of money politics in certain communities. My wish for them is
that they continue to do a `Che',
that is be realistic and do the impossible!! q

Rakyat Sungai Siput semua, mari jemput perubahan baru
Kobarkan semangat jua mu, kesaksamaan pasti menunggu
Sudah, cukup lama kita terbelenggu,
Satukan kekuatan buruh tani, perubahan mula sini.
(adapted from Mars Rakyat Miskin Kota, Indonesia)

Hidup Rakyat! Hidup Perjuangan!
Vaalge Paatali! Vallerge Varge Poratum!
Ren Min Wan Sui! Dou Zheng Wan Sui!
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JUDICIARY

Save the judiciary now - Part 2
by Mohd Ali
In a Foreword to the ‘May Day for Justice’ Allahyarrham YAM Tunku Abdul Rahman, the beloved first Prime Minister, wrote:
“The book May Day for Justice tells the most
shocking story in modern legal and judicial history.
Episode after episode in the book shows the spiritual corruption, the cynicism, the moral turpitude, the viciousness and the horrible ruthlessness which attended the exercise of falsely accusing him (Tun Salleh Abas), hastily putting
him before a Tribunal of questionable character
and quickly removing him from office.
I do not know how any honourable government can
stay in office after this book has been published. It
constitutes denunciation which cannot be answered
without confessing to the most dishonourable conduct
in public life.” (emphasis mine)
Justice Tun Mohamed Dzaiddin Abdullah, the recently retired Chief Justice of Malaysia, said as follows in a welcoming address at the Commonwealth
Lawyers Association Conference in KL in March
2003:
“Judges as trustees must give account for their conduct. To be faithful to his Oath (of office) is the test of
integrity as a judge. Implicit in this is that he must
resist any influence or temptation. Indeed, independence is a vital component of a judge’s accountability,
since a judiciary which is not independent, competent
or possessed of integrity would not be able to give any
account of itself.”

Past

commissions

of

inquiries

The Suffian Commision on Salaries for Civil Servants in 1960s took more than two years to submit its
reports. The commission interviewed more than 400

persons.
The Athi Nahappan Commission on Local Authorities produced its report in 1968. At the end of the
Commission’s report is found a list of 315 persons,
NGOs and other organisations who had submitted
their views with written evidence.
The Harun Commission Report on Salaries and
Conditions of Service of Local Government staff was
also given sufficient time and wide terms of references. The Commission took more than two years
to produce its report.
In contrast, the “Lingam tape” Commission is given
only three months and the terms of references are so
restrictive. By 4 February 2007, only 16 persons had
been called to give evidence. The Commission should
be free to invite evidence from members of the public. Many have been refused permission to give evidence.

His

Highness the Sultan of Perak
warns
Judiciary
to regain public confidence

In his address at the opening ceremony of the 14th
Malaysian Law Conference on 29 October 2007,
DYMM Sultan Azlan Shah among others things,
said:
“In matters concerning the judiciary, it is the public
perception of the judiciary that ultimately matters.
A judiciary loses its value and service to the community if there is no public confidence in its decision-making. In this regard, the principal quality a
judiciary must possess is “impartiality”. Lord
Devlin said of “judicial impartiality” that it exists
in two senses - the reality of impartiality and the
appearance of impartiality. He emphasised that the
appearance of impartiality was the more important
of the two.
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Impartiality also means that judges are not only free
from the influence of external forces, but also of one
another. No judge however senior can dictate to his
brethren as to how a decision should be arrived at.”
Judges’ character
With regard to a judge's character he continued,
“It is of the essence of a judge’s character that he
must be a person of unquestionable integrity who
brings an unbiased mind to his task. Like Caesar’s
wife, he should be above suspicion.
It is said that public confidence in the judiciary is
based on four evaluating criteria. They are:
(1) the principle of independence of the judiciary;
(2) the principle of impartiality of adjudication;
(3) the principle of fairness of trial; and
(4) the principle of the integrity of the adjudicator.
How does our judiciary measure today against these
criteria?
Sadly I must acknowledge there has been some disquiet about our judiciary over the past few years
and in the more recent past. In 2004, I had stated
that it grieved me, having been a member of the judiciary, whenever I heard allegations against the judiciary and the erosion of public confidence in the
judiciary. Recently, there have been even more disturbing events relating to the judiciary reported in
the press. We have also witnessed the unprecedented act of a former Court of Appeal judge writing in his post-retirement book of erroneous and
questionable judgments delivered by our higher
courts in a chapter under the heading “When Justice is Not Administered According to Law”. There
are other serious criticisms.
I am driven nostalgically to look back to a time when
our Judiciary was the pride of the region, and our
neighbours spoke admiringly of our legal system.
We were then second to none and the judgments of
our courts were quoted confidently in other common law jurisdictions. As Tun Suffian, a former Lord
President of the then Federal Court, said of the local
judges who took over from the expatriate judges after Merdeka that the transformation was without
“any reduction in standards”.

Judges are called upon to be both independent and
competent. In these days, judges must ever be mindful that the loss of independence can come from
many sources, and not just from the executive. Therefore, judges must piously resist the lure of socialising with business personages and other well connected people. They may discover at their peril that
they have compromised themselves in the cases that
come before them with the unedifying spectacle of
recusal applications.
Nothing destroys more the confidence the general
public, or the business community has in the judiciary than the belief that the judge was biased when
he decided a case, or that the judge would not be
independent where powerful individuals or corporations are the litigants before him. Confidence in
the judiciary may also be eroded where the business community perceives incompetence in decisionmaking. It therefore becomes apparent, that our attempts to establish ourselves as a leading financial
and commercial centre will fail, if we do not have a
competent judiciary to decide on complex commercial disputes. In this regard, it is of utmost importance that the foreign investor has faith in the competence and integrity of our judiciary.
I know that judging is an arduous task calling for a
good mind and a capacity for hard work. The inevitable consequence of incompetence is delayed judgments and backlog in cases leading to all round dissatisfaction.
Only last week, I read in a latest Malaysian law report that a case of medical negligence involving a
death of a lawyer took 23 years to reach the Court of
Appeal. Similarly there have been reports that some
judges have taken years to write their grounds of
judgments involving accused persons who have
been convicted and languishing in death row.
Surely, such a situation cannot be tolerated in any
progressive nation.”
Judges’ quality
DYMM Sultan Azlan Shah also touched on the qualities a judge should possess.
“This deals with a judge’s quality in decision-making. We in Malaysia live in a multi-cultural and
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multi-religious society. Our founding fathers accommodated this diversity into our Constitution that is
reflected in the social contract, and saw this diversity as strength.
Judges in Malaysia must be ever mindful that they
are appointed judges for all Malaysians. They must
be sensitive to the feelings of all parties, irrespective
of race, religion or creed, and be careful not to bring
a predisposed mind to an issue before them that is
capable of being misconstrued by the watching public or segments of them. I am reminded of the proud
accolade of the late Tun Suffian in his Braddel Memorial Lecture in 1982, when speaking of the
Malaysian judiciary to a Singapore audience he
said:
“In a multi-racial and multi religious society like
yours and mine, while we judges cannot help being
Malay or Chinese or Indian; or being Muslim or Buddhist or Hindu or whatever, we strive not to be too
identified with any particular race or religion – so
that nobody reading our judgment with our name deleted could with confidence identity our race or religion, and so that the various communities, especially
minority communities, are assured that we will not
allow their rights to be trampled underfoot.”

cannot assist the administration of justice.
This rule applies not only to litigants but also to
lawyers. It is not just a matter of prudence and good
practice, but fundamentally one of ethics. As is often
said, there are good lawyers and bad lawyers. Whilst
the majority of the lawyers discharge their duties as
officers of the court with professionalism and dedication, there have been cases of some others who
have brought disrepute to the legal profession. There
have been allegations against some lawyers that in
clear dereliction of their responsibilities, they have
either misled the courts, or attempted to choose the
judges or courts for their cases to be heard so as to
obtain a favourable decision in their client’s favour.
This is serious interference with the administration
of justice and the process of the court.”
In a foreword to the Indian Commission of Inquiry
Act 1952, Justice V.R. Krishna Iyer, the eminent Jurist of the Supreme Court of India, wrote:
“The Public Inquiries legislation is becoming an
antiquated impotent and dubious
instrument.
As Lord Scarman attested: it served a great purpose.

Judiciary must regain the public’s confidence
I have found it necessary to speak at some length on
these matters because it is my earnest hope that the
Malaysian judiciary will regain the public’s confidence and it will once again be held in high esteem
as it once was held.
The lawyers
It will also be appropriate for me to say a few words
on lawyers. The administration of justice is not just
the role of the judiciary. I had said previously in
July 1984 on the occasion of a farewell dinner speech
to the Bar Council on leaving office as the Lord President, that there cannot be an independent Judiciary
without an independent Bar. I stated further that
the judiciary cannot function without the legal profession. This symbiosis calls for a proper understanding of the relationship between the Bench and
the Bar. The Bar and its leadership must ensure there
is a high standard of integrity and ethics among its
members. A Bar that is riddled with bad practices

‘In all countries, certainly in those which enjoy
freedom of speech and a free press, moments
occur when allegations and rumours circulate a
nation-wide crisis of confidence in the integrity
of public life or about other matters of vital public importance … the confidence can be effectively restored only by thoroughly investigating
and probing the rumours and allegations so as
to search out and establish the truth… The Rt Hon’ble Sir Cyril Salmon – Tribunals of
Inquiry at p.5’
To fulfil this function the measure now needs
legislative surgery.”
The Malaysian Commission of Enquiries Act 1950
was originally adopted from a British law that has
already been repealed and replaced by a new Act
known as the Tribunals and Inquiries Act 1992 (UK).
Malaysia must update our law as it is 57 years old
and it is a colonial piece of legislation. q
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tion authorities in this country
would want to upgrade and establish Rela as an acceptable security force to deal with undocumented migrants and refugees.
Although Rela is entrusted with
the role of immigration enforcement, it has apparently failed to
attain the standards of a proper
security force similar to those required of the Royal Malaysian
Police or any of the armed forces
in this country.

A record of Aliran's stand on current affairs.

Re l a ’ s
behaviour
does not inspire
confidence
A group of Burmese Zomi refugees
was raided by Rela and Sepang
Municipal Council enforcers on
21 January 2008 (NST, 24
Jan.2008). According to a Zomi
spokesperson, about 34 enforcement personnel allegedly “rushed
into” the Zomi refugee camp in
Putrajaya and torched it, severely
diminishing the supplies of basic
necessities on which the Zomi
refugees depended for survival.
The Zomi spokesperson said,
“Clothes, food and every single
thing became ash in a few minutes.” Having lost a large portion
of their possessions, including six
of their 20 shelters (NST, 24 Jan
2008), the Zomi refugees were left
destitute. According to the spokesperson, none of the refugees was
arrested, but this was the third
time the Zomi refugees had been
raided by Rela. The torching of the
Zomi village remains a mystery as
neither Rela nor the Sepang
Munucipal authorities have

claimed responsibility for it.
Another Rela raid took place on
23 January on another Zomi refugee camp in Putrajaya. According
to the spokesperson, none of the
150 Zomi could speak Bahasa
Malaysia, so they could not make
any understandable appeal to the
Rela personnel. Twenty six members of this community were detained, including a mother with a
four-month old baby. Rela personnel were alleged to have confiscated “whatever they wished”.
Aliran views raids of refugee
camps to harass refugees as unnecessary even if no obvious acts
of violence are reported to have
been committed, as in this case.
The act of deliberately causing
poverty and destitution is itself a
human rights violation. In the
words of Mahatma Gandhi, “Poverty is the worst form of violence.”
These kinds of actions do little to
inspire any confidence in Rela as
a legitimate or proper security
force. It is ironic that the Home
Affairs Ministry and the Immigra-
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Yet, Rela is treated as an elite force
despite their track record of thuggish behaviour resulting in serious human rights violations.
Over the past few years, many instances of Rela’s hooliganism, brutality and criminal behaviour
have been reported in the mainstream, international and alternative media. Not only migrants and
refugees have suffered from the
vigilante actions and hooliganism
of Rela personnel, Malaysians too
have witnessed their gangsterism.
Such misconduct and abuse of
power raises serious questions
over the wisdom of recent government proposals to make Rela another government department putting it in charge of security in

Mahatma Gandhi: Poverty is the
worst form of violence.

immigration detention camps
(IDCs) – and legitimising it
through legislation. Even before
this is formalised, putting Rela in
charge of IDC security has already
been done - despite their lack of
experience and proper training in
such work, as clearly seen in the
raids carried out.
The anticipated Rela Bill to be tabled in Parliament in the near future is shrouded in secrecy. According to a reliable source, the
provisions of the Bill are classified secret under the Official Secrets Act.
We ask the government why any
law to be legislated for the public
good should be kept secret?

treated as criminals.
Malaysia’s police force including
the Special Branch already have
a mandate to fight crime, maintain
law and order and monitor internal security in the country. Aliran
contends that Rela is a redundant
body, especially in the absence of
any real national emergency. We
support the call of the Bar Council of Malaysia, Suara Rakyat Malaysia (Suaram) and other civil
society groups for the abolition of
Rela.
Aliran Executive Committee.
29 January 2008

Sad

outburst
Chandra

by

Neither civil society nor members
of the public have been consulted
on the Rela Bill. There has been
no careful thinking or weighing
of the pros and cons of legalising
Rela. No referendum on the feasibility of Rela as a security force
has been held prior to the creation
of this Bill. Is the Bill also going to
be passed without adequate notice and open debate?

Many people have been calling up
the Aliran office to express their
outrage about Dr Chandra
Muzaffar’s critical comments of
Anwar Ibrahim and the PKR
which have been given widespread coverage in the mainstream media. These people have
enquired about Aliran’s views on
the matter, since Chandra was referred to as the founder of Aliran.

Aliran urges the government to
publish the Rela Bill for public
scrutiny. This would be a step towards democracy, transparency
and good governance. In the current run-up to the general elections, these principles seem to
have been forgotten. Instead, Rela
is being imposed on the public
through the back door.

In this regard, we wish to clarify
that Chandra has not been an active member since 1991, when he
stepped down as president and
later went on to establish JUST.

Further, in disagreement with the
Director of Immigration Enforcement, Ishak Haji Mohamad,
Aliran stresses unequivocally
that undocumented migrants and
refugees are not a threat to national
security. They should not be

More importantly, we wish to state
that Aliran does not share
Chandra’s recent remarks vis-àvis Anwar Ibrahim and PKR. Neither do we share his views that
the BN despite its flaws is a better
choice. Indeed, we are rather perturbed by his apparently emotional outburst.
In contrast to Chandra’s position,
Aliran calls upon fellow
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Malaysians to vote in a stronger
Opposition. It is important to deny
the Barisan Nasional a two-thirds
majority which has allowed them
to amend the Constitution at will
and ride roughshod over dissenting views. A stronger Opposition
will help to consolidate Malaysia’s fledging democracy. Too often, we have sacrificed democracy
to pursue development – and that
too, a model of development
which has concentrated wealth in
the hands of a minority.
To reiterate, Aliran stands for sustainable people-centred development and democracy for all. We
have asserted this position in the
latest two issues of Aliran Monthly,
which have focused on the 2008
elections.
Chandra’s remarks as reported in
the mainstream media appear to
emphasise that Anwar Ibrahim is
not a leader who can be trusted.
Apparently, money politics is also
prevalent in the PKR. If this is true,
it is cause for concern because the
implications are that the money
politics disease has spread from
the BN to the PKR! From our
knowledge, money politics is indeed widespread within the ruling BN parties. It is odd, therefore,
that Chandra should be so concerned about the problem of
money politics in PKR per se. At
the same time, he has not said
much of late about the money politics which has always been associated with the BN.
Chandra also has highlighted the
supposedly racial scare tactics
used by PKR during the Lunas byelection. For us, such dirty tricks
have been resorted to by all parties especially the BN. Again, all
forms of racial baiting by all parties should be condemned.

The most disturbing aspect of this
episode is how Dr Chandra
Muzaffar has wittingly or unwittingly lent himself to be a part of
the BN propaganda machine. It is
sad that a prominent intellectual
and long-time activist of his
standing has such a blinkered
view of the issue at hand. We wonder why he did not make these
alleged goings-on public earlier
and follow up on them conclusively given his public stance on
integrity and accountability. Why
only now?
P Ramakrishnan, President
Francis Loh, Hon Secretary
Mustafa K Anuar, Asst Hon Sec
Anil Netto, Hon Treasurer
On behalf of the
Aliran Executive Committee
5 March 2008

EC’s decision on
indelible
ink
destroys
confidence
in election process
Aliran is deeply shocked and disturbed by the Election Commission’s (EC) decision on Monday,
3 March – i.e. four days before
polling – not to use indelible ink
to mark the fingers of voters immediately after they have cast
their votes.
For months now, the EC has been
saying that it was going to introduce the indelible ink marking to
enhance the integrity of the polling process so that no one can vote
more than once. And for months
now, the various political parties,
civil society and the electorate
have looked forward to this new
system as a key strategy to enhance confidence among all that
each voter will only be allowed to

cast a single vote in this election.
Now, at the eleventh hour, the EC
shockingly makes an inexcusable
and unconscionable U-turn that
destroys all confidence in the way
they are managing the whole electoral process. Instead of ensuring
credibility, their actions have only
created suspicion and outright
distrust. The public perception of
the EC’s supposed impartiality is
now in tatters. Indeed, the EC is
now perceived as little more than
an extension of the Barisan
Nasional, a perception that is inimical to the conduct of free and
fair elections as many fear that the
EC is “colluding with the BN to
allow cheating in the elections”.
Already there is talk that massive
fraud will be a feature in this election. The talk is further fuelled by
the EC’s completely irresponsible
actions giving credence to such a
possibility.
Aliran also regards the reasons
advanced by the EC Chairperson
– that the EC is cancelling the use
of indelible ink for reasons of ‘public order and security’ - as utterly
preposterous. Where is the evidence that ‘public order and security’ is in jeopardy?
According to the Inspector-General of Police, “four people had
lodged reports – two in Perlis and
one each in Kelantan and Kedah
– claiming that certain individuals had smuggled in the ink from
neighbouring countries to be used
on polling day.” These reports
were apparently lodged between
16 February and 21 February. The
first report, it must be noted, was
made 16 days before it was disclosed to the public on 3 March.
In other words, the police had 11-
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16 days to investigate the allegations. Did they unearth such a
plot? Was any ink of substantial
quantity confiscated?
As it stands at this moment, these
are only allegations without a
shred of evidence to support the
EC’s decision not to use the indelible ink to prevent fraudulent voting.
The whole argument for calling
off the use of the indelible ink
sounds ridiculous as it appears
that the decision was made on an
assumption without any supporting evidence.
As if the whole episode wasn’t
ludicrous enough, the AttorneyGeneral had to come on board to
add to the absurdity of the decision. According to this learned
personage, “We just cannot go
against the constitution. Initially
the government also supported
the use of the ink if this could further convince the people of a free
and fair election. We thought we
could just introduce it without realising it requires amendments to
the law.”
Aliran finds it difficult to believe
that the EC and the Attorney-General’s Chambers had completely
overlooked this requirement. Isn’t
it a basic requirement? But they
remembered to amend the constitution to extend the service of the
EC’s Chairman for another year!
If the EC had been sincere and serious in the first place, then they
would have left no stone unturned
to ensure that the voting would
be free and fair.
Aliran Executive Committee
6 March 2008

Letters must not exceed 250
words and must include the
writer's name and address.
Pseudonyms may be used. Send
letters or emails to Editor (see
page 3 for address details).
Views expressed need not reflect
those of Aliran. If e-mailing,
include message in the e-mail
body itself.

What

now?

I’m pleasantly surprised at the
huge wins scored by the opposition in the 12th General Elections.
Many opposition leaders and
members had waited a long time
for this day. They believed in their
cause and persevered. They
dared to hope. If only Tunku and
Dr Tan Chee Khoon were alive to
witness this historic victory.
The BN juggernaut has ground to
a rude halt. It now needs extensive repairs. Experts will analyse
this phenomenon. Dirty tactics
have also caused a backlash. BN
leaders had betrayed the people’s
trust. They can only blame themselves for this debacle. The keris
waving show backfired. Many
bravely said ‘enough is enough’.
Enticement of more goodies have
come to nought. It is BN’s heartless attitude and insensivity, the
lavish and oppressive ways, a reluctance to honour promises coupled with a weak leadership that
caused their downfall.

Some TV commentators seem to
suggest that the cause of this massive defeat was due to the Chinese
betrayal. This is absolutely unfair. Yes there was a swing away
from BN. The Indians too had
deserted them. But the crucial factor was the Anwar card. He is a
master tactician and supreme
strategist. The large group of his
dormant supporters still in
UMNO showed their hand.
UMNO concentrated too much on
Kelantan and to their peril had
failed to listen to the whispers on
the ground, underestimating the
Anwar barbs. Alas MCA and MIC
suffered the brunt.
I wish to remind PAS, PKR and
DAP leaders not to repeat the
faults of UMNO and their coalition. They must be transparent
and avoid cronyism. If there is a
mistake made, admit it. No more
denial mode or cover up! In their
euphoria the winners must not
seek vengeance. You must start
to honour your promises. Please,
no more discrimination.

pitfalls and BN sabotage.
BN will scheme to divide the parties and create (almost) insurmountable odds to teach these
naughty states a lesson. They will
squeeze and deny them federal
funds.
Aliran must impress the newlyelected opposition state governments on the need to work towards:
•
•
•
•

good and efficient governance
fairness
openness
discharging their responsibilities without fear or favour,
without squabbling or infighting
• insist that there must be a single minded purpose to serve all
We hope Aliran will continue to
point out abuses of any errant
government.
Sipisi

The day of the dog
You won not because you were
very clever or offered a better alternative. The winning factor was
that the BN itself was a source of
discontent. This time around the
people with courage decided not
to be fooled. However you should
not gloat over your success, because you have yet to prove your
worth.
Aliran can play a pivotal role. The
BN had always viewed Aliran as
a nuisance at best. Educate the
leaders regarding accountability.
Teach them to uphold the rule of
law. Give ideas so that all can
benefit from projects; show how
to utilise resources to optimum
effect. Warn them to be wary of
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It is not for nothing that a dog is
called man’s best friend. Our best
friend has given the English language many expressions and idioms which serve us well, especially at a time like this.
When Mahathir was called the
topdog in Malaysia by a foreign
journalist, there were howls of
protest from his UMNO faithful.
The reason? The offending journalist, it was claimed, was very
disrespectful to a great Muslim
leader, given the fact that dogs are
haram to Muslims.
During election time the Barisan
Rakyat hammered the running

dogs – those bootlickers, favour
seekers, contract and wealth hunters – in the BN who gave blind
support to the party, which later
was to cause a tsunami. The BN
was very sure that the BR were
clear underdogs in the election
and allowed them to bark, convinced that they had no bite.
However, the BR convinced the
electorate that the country under
BN’s inefficient, corrupt and unjust government was going to the
dogs.

and integrity, professing accountability and transparency in government, have removed or destroyed incriminating dog-eared
files etc to save their skin.

But the clueless clods, led ably by
Minister of Misinformation, Zam,
believed their own lies late into
election night. On election night
it was a dog-gone conclusion that
BN was going to take a bashing.
The BR taking five states proved
that every dog has its day.

The 12th general election has
come and gone. For those who
have won will have good reasons
to celebrate but for those who suffered the crushing defeat at the
polls will retreat to lick their
wounds and not to mention it
could be their last exit for most of
them.

When BN found itself in the opposition, the proverbial ‘dog’
gained respectability. UMNO
chaps proudly announced that
they would be watchdogs in the
five states!
True to form, there was a dog fight
in two BN states – Perlis and
Trengganu. It was really a classic
case of dog eat dog!
The problems in UMNO are escalating day by day. Though many
are professing their undying loyalty and support for the PM, obviously they are sharpening (not
kissing) the keris for the proverbial night of the long knives in politics. The dogs of war have been
unleashed and they are baying for
blood at the feet of the embattled
PM.
The BN political barbarians, masquerading as men and women of
impeccable character, honesty

From Kingdom we went to
Broomdom. We have now arrived
at Dogdom.
Observer

BN reaps
what it sows

It is almost incredible to see
UMNO and its component parties
within the BN facing such a disastrous defeat that equally baffled
even the voters. Apparently the
BN being blinded by the lust for
power eventually led to its own
downfall.
In fact there was already a clear
signal to BN at least more than
half a year ago that things were
not moving in its favour. Most BN
leaders particularly UMNO were
too complacent, over-confident
and arrogant to read the writing
on the wall. Their intelligence
network was unreliable and when
the D-Day came they were no
match against the power of the
voters who have good reasons to
be angry with the government.
Eventually UMNO and its component parties like MCA, MIC and
PPP were swept away by the voter’s tide that proved even more
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disastrous than the tsunami.
The BN was not sensitive to the
feelings and grievances of the people. They may have ears to hear
but I doubt if they have good ears
to listen. The rumblings that began at Batu Buruk in Trengganu,
followed by the demonstrations
and protests by BERSIH, lawyer’s
group and HINDRAF in Kuala
Lumpur were snuffed out by highhanded tactics adopted by the
government with the help of police brute force. All these unpleasant incidents happened because
the people were unhappy. The
government was not patient or
sympathetic towards the feelings
of the rakyat. They chose to detain the “trouble-makers” under
ISA hoping to force them into submission. The government must remember that “you can imprison a
man’s body but not his mind”.
So this acid test came when the
rakyat went to the polls on 8
March 2008 that broke the camel’s back. They realised that with
their strength and cooperation it
finally sealed the fate of Goliath.
The BN leaders easily forgot that
the voters are the people who prop
them up and if they do not perform they have the rakyat to
reckon with that could bring them
down. This reminds me of the
French Revolution that put an end
to the corrupt regime of King Louis
XVI which ended with him facing the guillotine.
Many thorny issues were raised
but sad to say that the BN government was not quick enough to
solve them or preferred to turn a
deaf ear. Rising costs of fuel, essential commodities, tolls, corruption and abuses of power in high
places like the “Lingam” tape

were enough reasons for voters to
vent their anger against the government.

stant citizens with blue ICs to ensure Muslim domination in those
two states.

It is hoped that opposition parties
that have taken over states like
Selangor, Perak, Kedah, Penang
and Kelantan will perform well as
a just and clean government by
honouring their manifesto or else
will face the wrath of the rakyat
again.

When local council elections were
suspended, mainly because
UMNO feared that town and city
councils would fall into the hands
of urban Chinese, the MCA kept
its mouth shut. When the Election Commission mutilated the
rural-urban weightage through
unfair delineation of constituencies which resulted in only 25 constituencies with Chinese majority
out of 222, the MCA remained
dumb.

The defeat of the BN in a number
of states should be a wake-up call
for them and if they are determined to make a come-back it is
time for BN to reinvent itself otherwise BN will no longer become
relevant. It is hoped that defeated
BN candidates will not be appointed as Senators. They do not
deserve such reward.
Tunku Yusuf Jewa
Kota Baru

Shut Up,
Ka
Chuan
In the last fifty years the Constitution was amended 600 times. The
MCA connived and colluded
with UMNO to rob Malaysians of
the most precious provisions
guaranteeing a secular democracy.
The MCA was a party to kill the
growth of a harmonious multiethnic, multi-religious and multicultural nation. The MCA glibly
talked about the so-called Social
Contract when it had ceased to
exist. For example, the MCA never
pursued the denial of citizenship
to thousands of stateless Chinese,
born and bred here, while thousands upon thousands of Indonesian and Filipino Muslims in
Sabah and Sarawak became in-

The MCA was a party to the promulgation of draconian laws like
the ISA, OSA, the Printing Presses
Act, the Universities and University and Colleges Act, which
robbed Malaysians of their freedom, civil liberties and human
rights. The MCA was stuck in the
rut of ethnic politics and when
Abdullah sabotaged the formation of an Inter-faith Commission,
the MCA remained dumb, as always, to maintain BN unity.
MCA failed to fight racism and
discrimination which resulted in
valuable Chinese brain drain.
In 1988 a half-past-six PM
amended the Constitution yet
again to facilitate Sharia Law.
Then he proclaimed, erroneously,
that Malaysia is an Islamic State.
There was not a whimper of protest from the MCA.
The MCA has always given the
impression that there were effective mechanisms within the BN
for consultation and consensus
building. If it were true, what was
the necessity for the MCA ministers, together with non-Malay
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ministers, to send a memorandum
to the PM? When UMNO walloped you, MCA ministers apologised for their misdeed and withdrew the memorandum.
Now you have the audacity to
criticise the DAP for merely coming to an electoral understanding
for the elections. You have
shamelessly called upon the DAP
to apologise to the Perak Chinese
for misleading them! MCA’s sins
against the Chinese, whose rights
and interests you promised to protect, are much much more serious.
MCA’s bluffology, lies, deceit and
deception of the Chinese community lasted over 50 years. The
litany of sins committed by the
MCA, led by your brother, you
and your cohort of political opportunists, finally caught up with
you on 8 March.
Ka Chuan and the political opportunists in MCA have plenty of
practice genuflecting before almighty UMNO. So repent, go on
your bended knees, kiss the feet of
the Chinese community and seek
their forgiveness for betraying
them.
If you and the MCA continue in
your evil ways, I suggest that you
buy sackcloth in readiness for
MCA’s funeral at the next elections.
Tota

Hang

down your
Khairy

head,

Khairy behaves as if he would
have risen to the post of UMNO
Youth Deputy President on his
own steam even if he was not the
son-in-law of the PM. He also be-

Khairy

lieves that he amassed his wealth
on his own capabilities — unaided by nepotism. He denies influence-peddling to get contracts
and business opportunities for
himself through proxies.
He sounded noble when he said
that he had no aspirations to be
Deputy Minister or Minister as
long as his father-in-law remained
PM. Had your dear father-in-law
won a two-thirds majorty in Parliament, today you will be walking the corridors of power. The
truth is it would have been suicidal for the PM to have appointed
him to the Cabinet. Obviously the
PM thought that even a currency
smuggler was a safer bet.
Quite some time ago Khairy wrote
an article in the NST on civic virtue. Reading him was like listening to a paedophile priest at the
pulpit raving and ranting about
the joys of celibacy! Even if the
PM has not realised it, Khairy was
a contributory factor to the tsunami that hit the Barisan and
UMNO.
You claimed that you do not want

to be in the Cabinet
because you want to
fight the Opposition.
If you can’t even take
on the great Raja Petra
who has hammered
you constantly, how
can a coward like you
stand up against 82
roaring lions, who
measure for measure
are better politicians
and nationalists than
you? Anyway, you
were elected to serve
your constituency
and contribute positively to building an
efficient, corruption-free, nepotism-free, cronynism-free nation.
Obviously, you feel you are unequal to the task and choose to be
a gasbag from the wounded rear
in Parliament. If you know what
is good for you, put your tail between your legs and shut your face
in Parliament.
Khairy, when I think of you, a refrain from an old 1960s song, Tom
Dooley, comes to mind ... “Poor
boy you are going to die.”

Roman Emperor to become a
Christian.
Madras became
Chennai; Bombay became
Mumbai;
Burma
became
Myanmar and its new capital
Yangon was formerly Rangoon;
Peking became Beijing.
The reason I am suggesting a
change of name for Kuala Lumpur
is that there is too much lumpur
(mud) in kuala (river mouth). This
has led to too much mud-slinging
in Parliament. Outside Parliament the Rakyat has to endure
constant inter-party as well as intra-party mud-slinging. Currently, the nation is treated to an
obnoxious festival of mud-slinging by UMNO members.
The mud not only attracts mudwasps but also political buffaloes
because ‘buffaloes’ in the
mudpool wield great power. Even
decent citizens, be they politicians, lawyers, justices, businessman, social scientists, social analysts, trade unionists etc plunge
into the mud for personal gain and
promote their personal agenda.
They ultimately expire to be on the
gravy train.

Diehard

Kuala Lumpur —
change the name
The winds of change are blowing
across the country and I think the
time has arrived to change the
name of our federal capital —
Kuala Lumpur.
After all, history contains many
examples of not only cities changing their name but also countries
to keep up with the times. Istanbul began as Byzantium before
becoming Constantinople, named
in honour of Constantine the first
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Let us rename our beloved capital
Rakyatjaya, a very attractive and
inspiring name, very much in line
with People Power leading to People Success.
This year, 2008, is International
Year of Sanitation. Cleaning up
the ‘mud’ in our capital, literally
and metaphorically, will be very
much in order. The destruction of
official state files and documents
by outgoing Barisan chaps in KL
makes mental sanitation all the
more imperative.
Pro Change

ELECTION 2008 : CROSSING THE RUBICON Continued from page 40
democracy, 140 seats would provide a safe, comfortable and workable majority. But since 1957, successive leaders of the Alliance and
Barisan Nasional have placed
such great emphasis on securing
and maintaining a two-thirds’
majority in Parliament that the
only measure of success is not
forming a simple majority government like elsewhere, but one enjoying a two-thirds’ majority.
Thus, by Barisan Nasional’s own
yardstick, the results were a calamity. Because of its psychological dimension, the failure to secure the requisite two-thirds’ majority demanded by and of all
Barisan Nasional governments
has meant that Prime Minister
Abdullah Badawi begins his second administration on the defensive.
A deeper analysis of the results
will indicate that out of the 165
seats in the Federal Parliament
that were at stake in Peninsular
Malaysia, Barisan Nasional only
won 85 while the three opposition
parties won 80 seats. In the peninsula, the Barisan Nasional
only secured 48.7 per cent of the
popular vote, while the opposition secured 51.3 per cent.
It may not be totally accurate to
state that only 5 out of the 11 states
in Malaya are controlled by the
opposition, what happened in
Kuala Lumpur must also be taken
into account. Kuala Lumpur after all is the commercial capital of
the nation: the jewel in the crown.
The opposition won 10 out of the
11 Parliamentary seats in Kuala
Lumpur, with Zulhasnan Rafique

winning the sole Barisan
Nasional seat in Setiawangsa,
and being immediately rewarded
with the Cabinet post of Minister
of Federal Territories. All in,
497,741 votes were cast for the 11
seats in Kuala Lumpur. Barisan
Nasional only secured 188,875
votes (that is, 37.9 per cent) while
the opposition secured 308,377
votes (62 per cent).
Barisan Nasional’s share of the
popular vote was also substantially reduced in Kedah (46.4 per
cent), Penang (40 per cent), Perak
(46.2 per cent) and Selangor (43
per cent). The opposition had to
rely on voter support which transcended race, religion, gender and
age in order to gain such substantial increases in the front-line
states of the peninsula at the expense of Barisan Nasional.
What is even more striking is that
in 30 Parliamentary seats, Barisan
Nasional won by small majorities,
ranging from 51 votes in Sarikei,
Sarawak to 3070 votes in Stampin,
also in Sarawak. The 30 seats that
saved Barisan Nasional only gave
it a combined majority of 56, 822
votes. Bearing in mind that to
form a simple majority government, only 112 out of 222 seats are
required, the opposition parties
having already won 82 seats, by
coincidence needed a further 30
seats to govern the nation, and in
these 30 seats Barisan Nasional’s
majority only totalled a mere
56,822 votes. Thus, the closeness
of this historic general election
turned on a mere 56,822 votes!
Twenty two of these truly marginal seats are found in the peninsula and the other eight in East
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Malaysia. Out of the 22 seats in
Malaya, nine are in Perak and
three in Penang.
These statistics conclusively establish that Malaysia entered into
uncharted waters in the wake of
its 12th General Election. Past
patterns of voting were not followed. First, the swing was so
great that thousands of Malays
voted for the DAP and thousands
of Chinese and Indians voted for
Pas. PKR, a non-racial party, is
the greatest beneficiary. From a
one-seat party, it was propelled
into the largest opposition party
and the second largest national
party, after Umno, winning 31
parliamentary seats with 18.4 per
cent of the popular vote. Secondly,
the practice of voters, particularly
among the Chinese community, of
supporting opposition candidates
for parliamentary seats and
Barisan Nasional candidates for
state seats ceased, Instead, they
now supported opposition candidates for both parliamentary and
state seats in very large numbers.

The

BN’s

Common

debacle
causes

The causes for Barisan Nasional’s
poor showing have popularly
been mentioned to include “bread
and butter” issues such as its mismanagement of the economy, particularly its ineffectiveness in
dealing with inflation and the rising cost of living. Its mismanagement of law and order, which has
seen unprecedented crime rates
and the clear failure of government institutions such as the police and the law enforcement agen-

cies to cope, has also been cited as
a major factor.
Then there are the hugely unpopular policies of the third level of
government, local government
councils, which have approved
excessive development without
any concern for the environment,
the accrued rights of adjacent
land-owners and in wholesale
disregard of overall planning
laws. The small and medium businessmen, invariably Chinese, often faced insurmountable difficulties in “doing business” and
“making money”.
The typical Indian Malaysian
voter suffered from a marginalised
and discriminated complex.
Anwar Ibrahim’s sustained campaign after his release from imprisonment in 2004 persuaded
sufficient Malays that the NEP did
not assist them, but instead only
benefited a small coterie of Malay
entrepreneurs enjoying close links
with Umno. All these factors
doubtless weakened Barisan
Nasional.

Fed up with Umno’s
dominance
In my opinion, however, the most
important reason why 51.3 per
cent of the popular vote was cast
for the opposition in West Malaysia, enabling it to capture 80 seats
in Parliament was the repugnance
of these voters towards the hubris
displayed by Umno after holding
continuous and unbroken power
since 1955, that is, for 53 years. In
this sense, Malaysia is not unique.
The PRI in Mexico, the LDP in Japan and the Congress Party in
India all suffered similar fates after lengthy uninterrupted power.
Power not only corrupts, it also

breeds arrogance.
However genial Prime Minister
Abdullah may appear, the perception was that he was powerless to
stop the aggressive postures of the
Umno power-brokers, whether
when they took extreme, insensitive actions like unsheathing and
kissing the keris or when making
racist remarks without concern for
the sensitivities of the minority
races. Such inflammatory behaviour was not replicated by Pas and
PKR leaders who, in contrast, appeared tolerant. The decimation of
MCA, MIC and Gerakan was punishment by its traditional supporters because these parties had
failed to stand-up to Umno’s
dominance of the Barisan
Nasional.
From its establishment in 1952 to
contest the Municipal Elections of
Kuala Lumpur, the Alliance was
never a partnership of equals.
Umno has always been the dominant party. But during the early
decades of independence, the
myth was perpetuated that the
MCA and the MIC enjoyed some
degree of power; its leaders certainly had the ear of Tunku Abdul
Rahman, Tun Razak and Tun
Ismail. Even after the May riots of
1969, the non-Malay parties were
represented on the NOC, and
agreed to the establishment of the
NEP.
But in recent years Umno’s dominance was so extensive that none
of the other 13 component parties
in Barisan Nasional have been
able to contradict or soften its strident tones on ethnic and religious
issues. Thus, eve of election
threats by Barisan Nasional leaders that if non-Malay voters rejected the MCA, the MIC and

Aliran Monthly : Vol.28(2) Page 34

Gerakan, the Cabinet would not
contain their representatives did
not have any effect (unlike in past
elections) because the majority of
non-Malay voters had already
determined that having MCA,
MIC and Gerakan representatives
in the Cabinet was of no benefit to
them, and that rejecting such ineffective leaders would produce
no negative practical results.
Indeed, these threats may have
been counter-productive. Hence,
Umno’s pre-eminence not only
injured Umno, which only won 65
parliamentary seats in the peninsula, but also damaged the MCA
(15 seats), the MIC (3 seats),
Gerakan (2 seats) and PPP
(none).Umno leaders were fond of
citing the mandate doctrine, that
is, that having been elected at the
2004 General Election, they could
act as they wish and were not accountable for any government
policy or statement, and the electorate’s only recourse was to reject them at the next General Election. And that is exactly what happened to many of them on 8 March
2008.
Umno’s fundamental tactical error in the months leading up to
the general election was its decision to discount the non-Malay
vote on the premise that a large
majority of Malay voters would
support it. The premise proved
entirely wrong. One cannot understand how Umno failed to take
into account the obvious fact that
Pas and PKR were focused on
wooing Malay voters, who were
thus presented with a stark and
real choice. Umno’s strategic decision of concentrating on securing substantial Malay support at
the expense of alienating nonMalay voters was best exempli-

fied by its treatment of Hindraf
and the Article 11 issue.

Hindraf
and
“Makkal Sakthi!”
In 11 general elections since
Merdeka, the Indian Malaysian
community was proportionately
the greatest supporter of Barisan
Nasional, and was rewarded by
a disproportionate number of parliamentary and state seats. Overnight, however, the Hindraf movement destroyed Indian Malaysian
support for Barisan Nasional. P
Uthayakumar, more than any
other Indian leader, bravely articulated the plight of the
marginalised Indian of Tamil origin (as opposed to the small, but
successful, members of the Sikh,
Malayali and Jaffna communities).
The Tamilian’s sense of hopelessness and powerlessness in a land
of plenty (which attracted 3 to 4
million immigration workers) was
demonstrated by their simplistic
and naïve belief that litigation in
a British court of law would result in the Queen of England paying each of them compensation
for past injustices!
The heavy hand of government in
dealing with the Hindraf march
and the detention of their five leaders under the dreaded Internal
Security Act, 1960 (ISA) completely alienated the Indian community, inspired the Chinese
community who quietly supported Hindraf in their own way
and ironically, from Umno’s perspective, did not drive droves of
Malay voters to Umno as the traditional protector of Malays when
they are threatened. The Malay
electorate was more sophisticated

and more understanding of the
plight of the hardcore poor Tamil
Malaysians. “Makkal Sakhti” or
people’s power, inspired by Cory
Aquino’s movement that toppled
the brutal and corrupt Marcos regime in the mid-1980s was the
rallying cry at all opposition
ceramah.
Umno’s brushing aside of freedom
of religion issues, compounded by
terribly unjust Court decisions,
led to a significant Article 11
movement which galvanised the
Chinese community, always jealous of its educational, cultural
and religious rights. Umno’s insensitive and intolerant position
on religious issues, and MCA and
Gerakan’s inability to stop the
rhetoric
pushed
Chinese
Malaysian voters to the opposition. Longevity in power results
in a belief that one has a divine
right to rule; Umno certainly suffered from this complex, thereby
losing touch with reality and the
wishes of the electorate.

Abdullah’s
kitchen
cabinet
Prime Minister Abdullah Badawi
did not learn the lessons of the
11th General Elections in 2004,
which gave him 119 out of 219
Parliamentary seats and 64 per
cent of the popular vote. Promises were not kept, and the “nice
guy” image was slowly eroded by
what seemed to be drifting, dithering leadership. The areas that
the Prime Minister deserved
praise - the opening up of democratic space for every Malaysian
and the disappearance of the climate of fear associated with
Mahathirism - did not win him
votes. Dr Mahathir’s constant
sniping and Abdullah’s elegant
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P Uthayakumar: bravely articulated
the plight of the marginalised
Indian of Tamil origin

silence damaged Abdullah at the
polls.
Without doubt, the greatest millstone around Abdullah’s neck
was his son-in-law, of Khairy
Chronicles notoriety, who was
blamed, rightly or wrongly, for the
PM’s every action or inaction. In
the short space of four years, he
became the most hated man in
Malaysia, earning epithets like
Rasputin and “budak nakal”. The
expression “kitchen cabinet” literally meant in Malaysia, the
Prime Minister’s son and son-inlaw deciding matters in the father’s kitchen.
The dreaded Fourth Floor was
savagely mauled during ceramah,
to the obvious delight of the cheering crowds. These young, raw, inexperienced advisers established
an impenetrable Berlin wall or
Praetorian Guard around the
Prime Minister, who thus was
deprived of advice from experienced, politically savvy Umno
stalwarts such as Musa Hitam
and Tengku Razaleigh, ironically
leaders of Team B in the 1986-1987
Umno power struggle, and of

which Abdullah was then a senior member.
Despite these factors, Barisan
Nasional may still have obtained
a two-thirds’ majority in Parliament and not lost five states (and
Kuala Lumpur), especially because of past gerrymandering of
the constituencies, which substantially benefited Barisan
Nasional at every election. But
there were two new powerful
forces: Anwar Ibrahim and the
Internet.

Anwar

the

glue

Without doubt, the greatest star of
this General Election was Anwar
Ibrahim, who skilfully galvanised
the frustrations felt by the three
major communities in the Peninsula and brilliantly exploited the
underlying tensions in contemporary society. Additionally, Anwar
acted as the glue that held Pas and
DAP together, ensuring straight
fights between the Barisan
Nasional and the Opposition alliance.
Anwar charmed the Malay heartland into accepting that the NEP
is not the only economic option
open to them, and that its abuses
were all due to Umno’s greed. His
energy recorded heights never
seen in Malaysia at the ceramah
across the nation, which he crisscrossed on numerous occasions
during the 11-day official election
campaign. Rather than engaging
him, Barisan Nasional dealt with
Anwar by two principal methods:
ignoring him and demonising
him, both of which failed miserably. The sustained attack against
Anwar by the mainstream media
on the final days of the campaign
not only failed in its objective: it

backfired and resulted in thousands of undecided voters opting
for the opposition. Anwar’s restrained conduct after the elections marks him as the nation’s
Prime Minister in waiting.

Internet’s
democratising
impact

ceding the internet to the opposition. Because content matters to
the more discerning internet user,
Barisan Nasional’s failure to engage in debate and discussion
proved fatal .

The
Will

Next, the major impact of the
Internet. For decades, Malaysians
were starved of alternative views:
the national newspapers are licensed, owned, controlled and
directed by Barisan Nasional or
by businesses aligned to Barisan
Nasional, while radio and television
are
controlled
by
Angkasapuri. The internet, blogs
and YouTube dramatically revolutionised the availability, accessibility and speed of information,
and the airing of alternative views
and news.
In an instant, news not only became democratic but also egalitarian. Malaysiakini crashed on polling night because it could not handle the traffic. Raja Petra’s Malaysia Today was compulsory reading, and thousands watched opposition
ceramah
through
YouTube.
Jeff Ooi raised
RM113,000 in two weeks from
online donations through his blog
Screenshots. Lim Guan Eng delivered an address to the nation on
the eve of polling through
YouTube.
Even if technology is very much
an urban phenomenon, rural voters were rapidly educated on issues raised on the internet by their
urban relatives, usually their children. The Barisan Nasional’s
principal failure was to rely
wholly on the discredited mainstream media and, by default, con-
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Prospects
Abdullah

survive?

On the morning of 9 March 2008,
barely 12 hours after the results
were announced, Dr Mahathir
called for Abdullah to step down.
This was followed by a letter from
his son, Mukhriz asking for the
Prime Minister’s resignation.
Abdullah’s decision not to refer
Mukhriz’s letter to the Disciplinary Committee of Umno but to
send it to Umno Youth was incomprehensible. Umno Youth did not
take any action against Mukhriz,
although he repeatedly stated that
he stood by the letter. Tunku
Razaleigh then announced his
decision to stand for President of
Umno. The signal is therefore as
a lion wounded at the polls,
Abdullah is vulnerable to attack
from any direction by all and sundry.
Three major decisions awaited
Abdullah in the new administration. First, the formation of the
Cabinet, secondly, Perlis and finally, Trengganu. In all areas, he
displayed the same style of leadership, which was not acceptable
to more than half of the peninsula’s voters. His dropping of BN
Secretary General Radzi and
Wanita Umno chief Rafidah was
unfathomable.
Although Rafidah has had more
than her share of critics over the
years, her technical ability in defending Malaysia’s interests in in-

ternational trade issues is of world
class standard. Her exclusion
was perceived as punishment for
attacking Khairy in her post-election analysis. Radzi’s replacement as Umno Secretary General,
Tengku Adnan (of Lingam tape
notoriety) and the return of
Muhammad Taib (of cash into
Australia notoriety) into the Cabinet and as head of Selangor Umno
are hardly consistent with good
political governance. Although
the appointments of Zaid Ibrahim
and Amirsham Aziz are imaginative, the overall impression of the
new Cabinet was tepid.
The mainstream media focused
on the problems facing the opposition in forming state governments in Perak and Selangor.
What they largely neglected to
inform Malaysians were the
problems faced by Barisan
Nasional in Perlis and
Trengganu. In each of these
states, Barisan Nasional had a
comfortable majority and there
was no question of any opposition asserting an alternative
claim to forming a government.
Instead, it was an intra-Umno dispute in Perlis, which saw the Raja
of Perlis exercising his constitutional right in appointing Isa as
the Menteri Besar, despite
Abdullah’s choice of Shahidan.
The problem is much graver in
Trengganu. Exactly two weeks
after the elections, and in a state
where 24 seats were won by
Umno, with only one candidate
being nominated by Umno (unlike
Perlis), Idris Jusoh had still not yet
been sworn in as Menteri Besar.
Hence, there was a constitutional
crisis in Trengganu, and the mainstream media were absolutely silent for a fortnight.

The discretion of the Sultan of
Trengganu (or the Regency Council) is not absolute when determining whether a state assembly
member is likely to command the
confidence of the majority of the
32-member State Legislature, that
is, 17 members. Since, at the time
of writing, no other assembly
member has claimed that he enjoys the support of 16 other assembly members, Idris must be appointed. Yet, he was not, and the
reasons never publicly disclosed,
which has given rise to speculation and conjecture. Again,
Abdullah’s impotence in breaking
the constitutional impasse damaged him. If I could paraphrase
W.B. Yeats, things fall apart when
the centre cannot hold.
In these circumstances, one questions the medium- to long-term
stability of Abdullah Badawi’s
government. Abdullah must demonstrate firm and decisive leadership in the coming months to
avoid the perception that he is a
hapless, helpless skipper of a boat
(which may result in more support for Tengku Razaleigh) or a
captain of a sinking ship (which
may lead to defection to a Anwarled coalition). In either scenario,
his Prime Ministership is vulnerable.
The Umno General Assembly
was scheduled to be held in August 2008, when elections are supposed to be conducted. It would
be self-serving for Abdullah to
postpone the Assembly. Would
there be a Abdullah and Najib
contest against Tengku Razaleigh
and Muhiyiddin? Any number of
other permutations is equally possible. During the run-up to August, the unseen hand of past
Umno masters, Dr Mahathir and

Aliran Monthly : Vol.28(2) Page 37

Anwar Ibrahim, will be significant.

Opposition
coordination
needed
Having regard to its experience in
ruling Kelantan and Trengganu,
Pas is best placed to govern
Kedah. In Penang, Perak and
Selangor, the three opposition
parties must quickly learn the art
of government: the honeymoon
period of 100 days would pass
before one notices.
The five states should form a Coordinating Council consisting of
the leaders of the three parties, and
major decisions should be made
thereat to ensure consistency and
harmony. The expectation of the
Malaysian public must not be let
down, and, if that means Nik Aziz,
Hadi Awang, Mustapha Ali, Lim
Kit Siang, Lim Guan Eng, Karpal
Singh, Anwar Ibrahim, Wan
Azizah and Sivarasa, among others, having to meet regularly to
give proper and effective leadership to the five states, so be it. Otherwise, the same electorate will
ditch them in 2012/3.
What is critical is honest, open
and decisive government. If the
electorate is impressed, then the
opposition will not only be returned to govern these five states,
but the nation at the federal level.
Although party hopping is not illegal in Malaysia, it is morally reprehensible. Because “money politics” was the principal factor in
past party defections, particularly
Sabah’s PBS in 1994, the
Malaysian electorate will not believe any cross-over is based on
conviction. Instead, both the party
welcoming such parliamentar-

ians or state assembly members
and the individuals concerned
would face credibility issues
which would harm them
electorally in future elections.

Review
contracts
and make Petronas
accountable
It would be unrealistic to consider
the prospects of the federal and
state governments in the coming
years without a brief discussion
of the economy. It is absolutely
indisputable that the Federal government’s inability to control inflation caused it electoral damage.
From time immemorial, Malaya
has enjoyed the distinction of being one of the cheapest countries
in the world; thus, Malaysia often
leads the McDonald table on purchasing power parity. The
Malaysian
ringgit
always
stretched more than any other
currency. This state of affairs
changed for the worse during
Abdullah’s first administration.
The shopping basket became far
more expensive and out of reach
for millions of Malaysians. The
increases in fuel prices was the
culmination, and, at the same
time, the harbinger of the rising
cost of living.
Barisan Nasional leaders always blamed inflation on increasing oil prices which are
beyond the control of any single
nation. There is some justification for that argument. But it
does not tell the whole story. It
must never be forgotten that
Malaysia is a net exporter of petroleum. Probably two thirds of
the oil that Petronas sells is obtained on and offshore. According to oil experts, it costs between US$10-15 to produce a

barrel of oil in Malaysia.
Petronas today sells a barrel at
US$110.
One does not have to be a rocket
scientist to appreciate that
Petronas (along with other oil giants) is making obscene profits in
the present market: indeed, since
the invasion of Iraq in 2003, oil
prices have been on a steady rise.
The oil won and obtained on and
offshore belongs to the whole nation and to its people. It does not
belong to the federal or state government or to Petronas. They are
merely our trustees. But the actual amount of petroleum produced and sold by Petronas is a
great secret. Under the Petroleum
Development Act, 1974 (“PDA”),
Petronas, although a company, is
not required to disclose its accounts to the Companies Commission. Neither does Petronas
produce its detailed accounts to
Parliament or to the Cabinet.
Petronas is merely required to
show its accounts to the Prime
Minister. This is wholly unacceptable.
Accordingly, the PDA must be
immediately amended at the
forthcoming sitting of Parliament, and its accounts must be
publicly disclosed; and not just
its accounts for 2007/8, but also
its accounts from its establishment in 1974. Malaysians are
aware that the income made by
Petronas has in the past been
applied to rescue Bank
Bumuputra after the BMF fiasco
and to build Putrajaya and
KLIA. What is not known is how
its income has been used for
other “national” projects. More
importantly, if the full extent of
Petronas’ prosperity becomes
publicly known in times of real
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hardship for the average
Malaysian, the Government will
have much room to maneuver to
tackle creeping inflation.
Another method available to the
federal government to deal with
rising costs is to review the lopsided independent power plant
(IPP) contracts which are favourable to private companies
to the detriment of Tenaga (and
Malaysians). The Government
can introduce legislation, which
will hopefully receive all-party
support, in the next session of
Parliament to enact an Unfair
Public Contracts Act. Such an
Act will empower the Government to intervene in the public
and national interest by compelling the IPPs to re-negotiate with
Tenaga on fair and equitable
terms. A precedent exists in the
Danaharta Act, 1998 which
gives Danaharta wide powers to
tackle the problems created by
excessive lending by banks,
which, in the main, Danaharta
has successfully carried out. Alternatively, the Government can
impose excess tax on the profits
earned by the IPPs as a result of
their one-sided contracts.
What is not an option is for the
Cabinet to fold its arms and state
that it is powerless to act because
of negative signals to the market
if contracts are re-negotiated.
When contracts are wholly
against the public interest, they
are against public policy and may
be void. These methods are in
addition to the traditional monetary and fiscal tools available to
every Government, which should
be creatively applied to reduce
interest rates and taxes to soften
the pain suffered by ordinary citizens.

Watershed
in
Malaysian
politics
Only time will tell whether the
12th General Election was a oneoff phenomenon or represents the
beginning of the end of race based
political parties. Five years after
its establishment, Onn Jaafar proposed in 1951 that Umno’s membership be open to all the races.
This was roundly criticised and
he resigned, paving the way for
Tunku’s presidency. Does PKR’s
performance in winning 31 Parliamentary States comprising 20
Malays, 7 Chinese and 4 Indians
indicate a change after 57 years?
Are we seeing the start of less communal parties in the coming
years? If so, Umno, MCA, Gerakan
and MIC would face major problems in attracting non-communal
support or, indeed, even communal support. Taking MIC as an
example: only Samy Vellu believes
that the majority of Indian
Malaysians still support him and
his party. The MIC is so discredited among the Indians, that it will
take more than new leaders, directions and policies before it can
regain its traditional support. The
substantial Chinese support for
PAS and Malay support for DAP
were unparalleled. Whether it will
be replicated in future elections
would require crystal ball gazing.
Abdullah is the sixth Umno president. Four of his predecessors were
disillusioned with the Umno they
left behind, and Onn Jaafar,
Tunku and Hussein Onn left the
party. Only Tun Razak remained
loyal to Umno, but he died in office. Hence, criticism of Umno is
nothing novel: the issue is
whether it is sufficiently nimble
and flexible to respond to new

challenges and adjust to changing times. Can we dare to hope
that the racial Rubicon in Malaysia has been crossed, with the
emergence of voters thinking as
Malaysians?
At the minimum, the 2008 Election represents a watershed in
Malaysian politics. The climate
of fear evaporated and May 13th
was not relevant. For Malaysians
who aspire for a true two-party
system alternating in power,
there is hope in the future. Ma-
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laysia will hopefully join the
ranks of mature and functioning
democracies in Asia such as India and Japan when a Barisan
Nasional government will be replaced by a Barisan Rakyat government, which in turn will be
replaced by a Barisan Nasional
in successive general elections.
Dare we hope! q

Tommy Thomas is a lawyer and political observer.

ELECTION 2008

Election
Crossing

2008:
the rubicon

Can we dare to hope that the era of race-based politics is over
with the emergence of voters thinking as Malaysians?
by Tommy Thomas

They defied the rain and defiantly stood their ground for democracy

ongratulations to the
voters and citizens of
Malaysia! To the voters,
for their unprecedented
and bold step in rejecting racist
politics of an unimaginable scale
and magnitude. To the citizens,
for the calm and measured manner in which the results were accepted, despite continuous provocation and propaganda of the vernacular mainstream media.

C

Tribute is also due to Prime Minister Abdullah Badawi in graciously accepting the will of the
electorate, and for resisting the

temptation to resort to emergencytype authoritarian rule. Was May
13, 1969 banished from the national consciousness, and forever
passed into historical oblivion?
It is proposed to consider in the
first part, the results of the 12th
General Elections held on 8 March
2008 and the reasons for the worst
ever performance by Barisan
Nasional, and in the second part,
the prospects for the second
Abdullah Badawi administration. I am not sufficiently familiar
with the political situation in
Sabah and Sarawak: hence, my
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comments will be largely confined
to West Malaysia.

Stunning

results

What is known to all is that for
the first time in 50 years of independence, the Barisan Nasional
lost its two-thirds’ majority in the
Federal Parliament, winning 140
out of 222 seats, that Pas retained
control of Kelantan and four more
states fell to the opposition.
In any system of parliamentary

Continued on page 33

