
PAKATANHarapanwas still hope-
ful about winning in Sungai
Bakap up until the very last hour
of campaigning, their optimism
likely shored up by the rosy pre-
dictions of two leading think-
tanks.
Thiswas despite the disinterest-
ed mood among the locals and
their visible discontent over cost
of living issues.
An Umno official from a neigh-
bouring state said it was a “die-
sel-driven campaign,” alluding to
the rationalisation of diesel subsi-
dies that has resulted in an
increase in the price of goods.
Things were made worse by
Economy Minister Rafizi Ramli’s
hint of another “surprise” involv-
ingRON95petrolmidway through
the by-election campaign.
What annoyed people was the
playful way he spoke of the “sur-
prise” in an interview with
Bloomberg, as though it was
something to look forward to.
“It backfired. People struggling
with rising prices are told ofmore
hardship to come. How to do
damage control on this type of
news?” said the Umno official.
Perikatan Nasional, although
the incumbent, was not exactly
confident about winning either.
Their candidate Abidin Ismail
or Abang Abidin was more politi-
cally savvy but Pakatan’s Dr
Joohari Ariffin or Cikgu Joohari
had credentials that made him
ideal for the legislative role of an
assemblyman.
Joohari would make a good
candidate just about anywhere,
and he was backed up by govern-
ment machinery that included
campaign workers, dinners, duri-

an parties, and a string of Pakatan
ministers arriving to campaign
for him.
Perikatan was actually unsure
about holding on to the seat
because of the muted mood.
As such, Abidin seemed more
relieved than jubilant when he
emerged victorious with a major-
ity ofmore than 4,000 votes, more
than doubling the previous
majority. And as the campaign
progressed, therewas a sense that
this election was less about aspi-
rational politics than about dis-
like, suspicion, fear and teaching
this or that side a lesson.
Pakatan appealed to the
non-Malays, who make up about
40% of the 39,279 voters, to stop
the green wave, playing on their
fear of PAS’ Islamic agenda.
On the Perikatan side, it was

about asking voters to take their
grievances to the ballot box
It is ironic that Pakatan leaders,
who enjoyed near superstar sta-
tus when they were the
Opposition, seem to have lost
their glow now that they are the
government.
Rafizi was stationed in Sungai
Bakap throughout the final week,
taking to the ceramah stage every
night. He was the only one able to
argue the case for the targeted
diesel subsidy in an objective
way. But Rafizi was a much more
successful opposition figure than
he is a government figure. He has
had to endure attacks since
becoming a minister and has
been lampooned as “Raja For-
mula”. At one ceramah, a woman
could be heard calling out “La-
puji,” a pun on his name, imply-
ing that he was painting a sunny
picture of a gloomy situation.
A few nights before polling day,
Deputy Works Minister Datuk
Seri AhmadMaslan could be seen
spouting pantun on stage to lots
of empty chairs. But that did not
mean that Malays who did not
support PKR were gravitating
towards Perikatan. Some of them
were not inspired to vote.
A Wanita Umno member from
Selangor who returned to spend

the long weekend in her kam-
pung, was taken aback when her
relatives told her they were unde-
cided about whether they would
go out to vote.
When the Malay ground
remained cold after several days
of campaigning, an SOS went out
to Umno to reach out to its mem-
bers. The party has some 5,000
members in Sungai Bakap.
However, many Malay villages,
like Sungai Duri and Sungai
Kechil, are no longer Umno
strongholds.
Umno lost touch with many
seats after Pakatan captured
Penang in 2008. Umno campaign-
ers gave up after going around
Sungai Duri for several days
because it had turned black for
Umno.
Despite being in power for 16
years, Pakatan failed to penetrate
the Malay heartland which has
swung to PAS. It is also unfair to
blame PAS for not bringing devel-
opment to Sungai Bakap, which
has been under PKR since 2008
and only fell to PAS in 2023.
The Chinese vote going by the
narrow margin in certain voting
areas has also softened, and
some have attributed it to unhap-
piness over the 10As and above
ruling for admission into any

matriculation programmes.
To compound things, many
Umnomembers are still reluctant
to support PKR. An aide to an
Umno politician said that a hard-
core Umno member admitted to
him that he voted for Perikatan.
More alarming was the video
clip of an Umno member, clad in
a red shirt that was embroidered
with theUmno logo andhis name,
declaring that he had come over
from nearby Batu Kawan to cam-
paign against Pakatan.
The video, which went viral,
showed him saying that he want-
ed Pakatan to lose so that Umno
could contest the seat in the next
election. He could be courting
disciplinary action from his party.
Pakatan put up a good cam-
paign, and the unity government
has bent over backwards to
appease the Malays.
But it could not hold back the
green wave, which seems to be
gathering strength in the Malay
heartland of Penang.
Perikatan’s improved majority
also means that Umno is still una-
ble to convince itsmembers about
their place in the unity govern-
ment.

The views expressed here are
entirely the writer’s own.
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despite having the resources and a superior candidate in Cikgu Joohari, Pakatan
Harapan could not stop the Malay wave of discontent that carried abang abidin to
victory in the Sungai Bakap by-election.

Green wave is not over yet


