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A Barlsan Nasional campalgn poster during the recently concluded Johor polls in which the party secured 40 out of 56 state seats. But a closer look at the electoral
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results suggests that BN's victory in the southern Malaysian state is much more precarious than at first glance, says the writer. PHOTO: REUTERS

Lessons ﬁom BN’s win
in Johor for Malaysia’s
next general election

Barisan Nasional’s performance in the state
polls is not as great as it appears. It gained
ground because of a fragmented opposition.

Elvin Ong

For The Straits Times

The Barisan Nasional (BN) wona
landslide victory in the Johor state
assembly election last Saturday. It
secured 40 out of 56 state seats.

supermajority that BN had
targeted prior to the polls.
Analysts cite various factors for
BN’ssuccess. They point to
Malaysia’s former prime minister
Najib Razak’s enthusiastic
campaigning in the last two weeks
that drew significant crowds.
Current Prime Minister Ismail
SabriYaakob’s judicious
governance also drew plaudits.
Othershave alsonotedhow BN’s

i careful campaigning built
: momentum fromitsvictoryin the
: Melakastate election late last year.

Yetacloser lookat the electoral

: results suggests that BN's victory
¢ in]Johoris much more precarious
: thanat first glance. This has clear
¢ implications for Malaysia’s

i opposition manoeuvring and

¢ campaigning in the near future.

This was more than the two-thirds :
: ANALYSING THE RESULTS

i Letus firstlook at seat share.

Recallthat in Malaysia’s

i previousgeneralelection, in 2018,
: BNwononly19 out of 56 state
: seatsin]ohor.

This time around, it managed to

i take 22 seats from the Pakatan

i Harapan (PH)alliance and Parti

¢ Islam Se-Malaysia (PAS), evenasit
¢ lost one seatin Endauto the

Perikatan Nasional (PN) alliance.

Of the 22 seats that BN flipped,

i the partywent past the 50 per cent
¢ markin only six of them. The rest

: were won with less than 50 per

: centof the votes.

In Malaysia’s first-past-the-post

. electoral system, which Singapore
i alsouses, political parties can win
¢ aseatwithonlya plurality of the

i votesinan electoral district with

: multiple candidates. They need

i notsecure more than 50 per cent

: of the votes to wina seat.

What this meansis thatina

i hypothetical scenariowhere all

: thenon-BN parties had not split

¢ the vote share between them, but
i hadinstead campaigned in one

. bigtentaggregating all the

i non-BNvote share inan electoral
¢ district, they would have denied

i BNan outrightvictory.

If one added the six seats won

: witha clear majorityin last week’s
: electionto BN’s19 seatswon

i previously, they make up only 25

: seats — short of amajority needed
¢ toform astate government.

Thisstatistic alone tellsus that

opposition fragmentation was the
: main cause of BN’s victory in the
: southern Malaysian state.

We see the same storyrepeated

 ifwelookat vote shareand not
: seatshare.

Overall, BN’s vote share across

i alldistricts in the latest election

: was43.11per cent, whichis only

i 4.43 per cent more than its vote

. share for the Johor state assembly
i electionin 2018.

Inthe 22 seats that BN flipped,

¢ theincrease in its vote share was

. alsoactually quite small - there

i was only anaverage increase of

¢ 4.38 per cent of BN vote share per
i electoraldistrict.

These smallincreasesin BN vote

i share tellus that we should be
: wary ofany outsized claims of the
i positive effects of the party’s

campaign effectiveness, its social

i mediasavvy, or declarations that
¢ the electorate has turned
i decisively backinto BN’sarms.

Assertions about how the new

¢ youth vote has swung, whether

Lastly, note the gross distortion

: ifwelookatboth seat shareand
: vote share together.

BN’s 43.11per cent vote share

! gaveita71.42 per centseatshare.

This is an artifact of opposition

: fragmentation, as well as the
: problematic drawing of Malaysia’s :
¢ electoralboundaries which,

i according to the Perceptions of
. Electoral Integrity Index, is the
i worstinthe world.

Also, bear in mind that the
turnout inthe election was very
: low - at 54.92 per cent. Seen from
¢ the perspective of BN’s vote share,
: itsvictoryis evenmore fragile - it
i wonits 71.42 per cent seat share
i with only 23.67 per cent of the
i votes ofall eligible registered
: votersin]Johor.

| WHAT HAPPENED TO

5 THEYOUTH VOTE?

i The Johor state election was also

: thefirst time that young

i Malaysians were able to cast their
: ballots following the lowering of

: thevotingage to18last December. :
¢ This meant that the total number :
i ofeligible voters in Johor

: ballooned byaround 42.8 per cent
i fromabout 1.8 millionvotersto

: about2.6 millionvoters.

Muda, anew youth-focused

i opposition partyled by the

: charismatic former minister of

: youth and sports Syed Saddiq

: Abdul Rahman, participatedin

i Malaysia’s elections for the first

: time. Ofthe seven seats that it

: contested, it was able to win only
i one - in Puteri Wangsa -

: contested byits secretary-general
: Amira Aisya. It captured about

i 23.38 per cent of the votes in the
: sevenseats thatit contested.

At first glance, this may seem

like amiserlyreturn for the
: much-touted tsunami effect of
i new youthvoters.

Yet, for asmall, new political

: party contesting in a very limited
i number of seats, itisa

: commendable pay-off.

i Bycontrast, the long-established :
: PASwon just one seat out of the 15
! itcontestedaspart of the PN

¢ alliance, whichis similarto the one :
: seatreturnofDatukSeri Anwar
: Ibrahim’s Parti Keadilan Rakyat
: out of 20 contested. :
Former prime minister Mahathir :
i Mohamad’s new political vehicle,
¢ Pejuang, was unable to win any

: seatsatall. What's more, all of

¢ Pejuang’s 42 candidates lost their
i electoral deposit after failing to

. meet the minimum threshold of

i 12.5 per centvote share in their

: respective electoral districts.

None of Muda’s seven

candidates lost their electoral
: deposits.

Overall, while these results

i suggesta hopeful outlook for

: Muda’s fortunes, the optimism
: shouldbe tempered. Recent :
: political science research suggests :
i that Malaysianyouth, asawhole, :
. arelesslikely tobe politically

i active than older Malaysians.

Far more serious efforts will be

neededto increase overall levels of
: youth political engagementand
i participation.

thereisa clear difference between ;| NEWOPPOSITION

: urbanand ruralvoters, or whether STRATEGIES NEEDED
i the Malay or minority voter has
: changed its mind, should also be

: ¢ Theresults of the Johor state
: treated with caution.

: election suggest there are only two
: ways inwhich the opposition can

: denythe BN victoryina

: nation-wide general election.

First, the anti-BN opposition,

i which contains both the PH and
: PNalliances, has to boost voter
¢ turnout.

Since we know that there are

¢ clearly more non-BN voters than

i BNvoters, more voters turning out
: willmean the anti-BN opposition

i increasingits chances of winning

: seatsacross Malaysia.

Second, and even more

i importantly, the anti-BN

: opposition has to form asingle

: big-tentalliance to make sure

¢ that only one opposition party

: contests in each electoral district
: against BN.

In this manner, the anti-BN

i opposition will maximise its

: chances of winningin each

i electoral district, and its

: associated chances of winning the
i entireelection.

Given the opposition’s current

¢ fragmentation - including the
: manyideologically divided parties

andleaders who donotsee eye to
eyewith each other - forging

i asingle anti-BN alliance islikely
. tobedifficult.

Yet, we know from numerous

: examples from around the world
i thatsuchalliancesare not

: impossible, and that stranger

: thingshave happenedin

: Malaysian politics before.

Indeed, in Malaysia's own

i electoral history, ideologically

: divided opposition alliances have
¢ beenformed -in1999,in2013and
in2018.

In2018, in particular, Tun Dr

Mahathir wasable to teamup with
¢ MrAnwar, his erstwhile rival, to
: defeat BN.

Whoistosay thatanother

alliance with strange bedfellows is
¢ notpossible today?

Foranotheranti-BN alliance to

i beformed, two major
; requirements must be fulfilled.

First, opposition party leaders

i mustrecognise that goingit alone

in electionsis a sure route to failure

¢ andwilllead to the guaranteed
¢ return of BN. The Johor election

result is clear evidence of that.
Second, once opposition party

leaders agree to work together,
: theymustbe able to persuade their

supporters and voters that they

: shouldprioritise BN's defeat,

¢ rather than being dragged down
: bypersonal animosities and

: grievances with each other.

In other words, now duelling

 opposition party supportersand

¢ voters have to “hold their noses”

¢ andre-forge working relationships
i tosupportandvote for the anti-BN
: alliance candidates.

Anything short of these two

: conditions,and BN’svictoryina

¢ future general election is assured.

: Opposition party leaders and their
: supporters can blame no one but

themselvesifit occurs.
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