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The author believes that the Election Commission is not obliged to hold local elections. (File photo: Malaysian Insight)

First, I agree that, legally speaking, local elections cannot be conducted
through legitimate means. Therefore, the Election Commission is not obligated
to hold local elections. However, in practice, granting the state government the
power to appoint local councillors means that the state government can, in
effect, appoint whomever the local government desires, as happened during
the tenure of Mohammad Nizar as the Perak Menteri Besar. Therefore, it's
really a question of willingness or unwillingness.
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Secondly, the biggest argument against holding local government elections is
the issue of unity. Frankly, this is because most urban residents are Chinese,
and holding local elections would result in local governments in most urban
areas being dominated by Chinese. This is a fact and there is no need to
argue.

My view on this is that in a healthy democracy, one cannot and should not
sidestep the democratic process in the name of identity. Striking a balance
between democracy and unity is important, but democracy should never be
completely neglected for the sake of unity. For example, Kelantan and
Terengganu are homogeneous. We cannot deny homogeneity, nor can we
deny the democratic rights of voters.

Likewise, even if the results of local elections tilt towards the Chinese in urban
local governments and towards the Malays in suburban local governments, so
be it.

However, if any government believes that a balance between different races is
needed within a single local government, why not start with a designated
system if necessary? For example, in Singapore, after several terms without
opposition MPs, they created non-constituency MPs to increase the number of
opposition MPs.

Similar principles apply to the Senate, Sabah State Legislative Assembly,
Terengganu State Legislative Assembly and Pahang State Legislative
Assembly, where minorities can be appointed as members of parliament. This
will achieve a balanced composition of identities in local councils and local
governments.

Of course, in my proposal above, I believe that a phased-out system should be
implemented from the outset. In other words, any future advantages given
based on gender or race should be abolished. Rather than facing opposition
later when we want to eliminate the system of advantages, I recommend
introducing a phased-out system from the outset.

For the first local elections, I propose appointing up to an additional 70% of
local councillors. Of course, the government doesn't have to use all of these
seats unless necessary. For city councils and town halls, the cap is 24,
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converting this to a fixed, elected 24, with a maximum of 16 appointed. With
each subsequent local election, the cap on appointed members will be
reduced by 10% from the initial 70%.

This means that after seven elections with appointed members, there will be
no more appointed members when the eighth local election is held.

In my opinion, a 30-year transition period is reasonable and justifiable. If a 30-
year transition period is planned in advance and the entire social structure
remains unchanged, then that is a problem of the capacity of society and its
leaders. At the same time, society should no longer simply abandon the idea of
local government elections based on identity.

Moreover, as more and more parties transform themselves into pluralistic and
diverse parties, the internal arrangements themselves will ensure a balance in
identity composition.
 

* Liu Zhewei is currently an Assistant Professor in the Department of Political
Science at the International Islamic University. Prior to this, he taught at other
institutions of higher learning. He received his Bachelor's and Master's
degrees in Political Science from the National University of Malaysia and his
PhD in Political Science from the University of Bristol, UK.
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