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COMMENTARY: POST-BUDGET 2021 VOTE 

Kevin Lai and Yanitha Meena Louis 

 

Budget 2021 got through the policy stage on 26th November 2020 after Parliament approved it through 

a voice vote. A total of 13 opposition lawmakers from Parti PEJUANG Tanah Air (PEJUANG) and Parti 

Amanah Negara (AMANAH) stood, in an attempt to force bloc voting, however, since there were fewer 

than the 15 lawmakers needed to force bloc-voting, Budget 2021 successfully got through the first 

stage of voting.  

Seeing that both Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad and Dato' Seri Utama Mukhriz Mahathir expressed their 

immense disappointment at the foiled bloc voting, it is evident that they expected the opposition to 

reject the budget despite the directive from the Yang di-Pertuan Agong. Mukhriz’s tweets indicated that 

“cowardice” and “the lack of resolute” prevented MPs from speaking out and this was indeed a let-

down. PEJUANG’s stance was simple, portray to the rakyat that to the party, nothing less than the most 

“all-encompassing” budget would do, especially in the face of the pandemic. Hence, the rhetoric here 

was to “rebel, but with good cause”. It is clear that Tun Dr Mahathir was convinced that if the budget did 

not pass, it would lead to an automatic indication that the Perikatan Nasional (PN) government did not 

have the confidence of the Members of the Parliament (MP). This would eventually lead to the toppling 

of Tan Sri Muhyiddin Yassin’s government. In fact, Tun Dr Mahathir’s suggestion of a “repeat” of what 

happened in February 2020, where the MPs picked their sides seemed to be the most “logical” where 

the budget could be redrafted to best suit the rakyat. What’s intriguing about this “suggestion” is that 

this is precisely what Tun Dr Mahathir criticised and termed as “backdoor government”. What could 

have changed in 10 months? If this suggested mechanism is triggered, wouldn’t this lead to greater 

instability and confusion among the rakyat?  

As for AMANAH and its 11 MPs who also stood in dissent, it would seem that it was just a case of 

“standing at the wrong place, at the wrong time”, as clarified by Shah Alam MP, Khalid Abdul Samad. 

However, it does seem rather improbable that all AMANAH MPs “didn’t get the memo” while those from 

DAP and PKR were pretty clear on what to do. In fact, Datuk Seri Salahuddin Ayub, Deputy President 

of AMANAH justified this position and reiterated that AMANAH would indeed take a strong stance with 

regard to the budget. So AMANAH does seem to be in a rather precarious situation where it is stuck in 

the middle of the PEJUANG “way” and allegiance to Pakatan Harapan. Whichever way this plays out, 

AMANAH will, nonetheless, come out of this as a party that went against the wishes of the Yang di-

Pertuan Agong and will be answerable to their electorate. Former Health Minister Dzulkefly Ahmad, 

who is also part of AMANAH should have known better, seeing the effects of the pandemic and how 

passing of the budget is crucial for the rakyat. Hence, this stand may be a party stand, considering that 

it may even go against the individual perspectives of the MPs. 

It can be inferred from the “acceptance” of Budget 2021 that Tan Sri Muhyiddin lives to fight another 

day. It is definitely a “win” for him considering the myriad of conjecture around the budget and the 

scores of sceptics that took in the budget with a pinch of salt. What the PN government should aim to 

do is make it a rakyat win instead. With regards to United Malays National Organisation’s (UMNO) 

relationship with the government, there was definitely a fair amount of debate i.e. UMNO refused to be 

side-lined or viewed as submissive to the government just because they decided to support Tan Sri 

Muhyiddin. UMNO MPs were definitely vocal about what they thought were loopholes in the budget, to 
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begin with. This to the point where opposition members (such as Muar MP Syed Saddiq Syed Abdul 

Rahman) had a field day with questioning the relevance of the budget when their own “supporters” 

were against it.  

Former Prime Minister Dato’ Seri Najib Razak made it clear that UMNO MPs would even resort to 

blocking the budget if amendments were not made to initial budget provisions. This resulted in last-

minute policy adjustments such as compromises on loan moratorium extension for lower income 

earners and small business coupled with broader withdrawals of retirement funds.  These amendments 

show that the PN government still considers UMNO a force to be reckoned with and that UMNO makes 

up an important, core part of Tan Sri Muhyiddin’s political clout. The strong, differing opinions of MPs 

within UMNO throughout budget debates also indicated that it may be possible that the party is moving 

towards more democratic means of discussion which could be a reflection of the many small factions 

that are growing within the party.  

Parti Islam Se-Malaysia (PAS) was steadfast and clear with its support for the PN budget. This was 

definitely an expected outcome because even politically, PAS has no reason whatsoever to reject the 

budget. The provisions of the budget were in tune with PAS interests such as the fund directed to 

preserving Islam and Bumiputera interests. Also, it is evident that PAS is still finding its footing and 

biding its time to push aggressively for its own interests, considering that it could only be part of the 

ruling government after the Sheraton move. It can be expected that with the tabling of RUU355, that 

PAS begins to lobby for its interests with more conviction and less inhibition. Thus, the support PAS 

provided will keep their position safe within both coalitions of Barisan Nasional (BN) and PN. However, 

its position would be unstable in the event UMNO in-fighting occurs and they would need to seek 

alliance with Parti Pribumi Bersatu Malaysia (BERSATU) if a snap election occurs.  

The Pakatan Harapan (PH) component parties – Parti Keadilan Rakyat (PKR) and Democratic Action 

Party (DAP) mentioned that they did not vote against Budget 2021 at the second reading level for 

several political reasons. These are: 

1. They feared that the PN government would attack them for going against the King’s advice, this 

is a moral dilemma that they did not wish to get embroiled in 

2. They also feared that the people’s support towards them might get weakened because they 

would be blamed for not releasing public servants’ wages, non-supportive of the B40 

assistance and restricting living allowance for farmers and fishermen. 

DAP will also see Lim Guan Eng finishing his third and final term as secretary-general. Loke Siew Fook, 

DAP organising secretary is seen as a favourite to take over as secretary-general at the party’s next 

central executive committee (CEC) elections. The election of Loke would need him to drive the growth 

of Malay and non-Muslim Bumiputera community support. This is to counter the image that DAP had 

during its stint in federal power where civil services and some sections of the Malay community 

perceived the party as being too straightforward and aggressive. It is no surprise that Lim Guan Eng 

and Lim Kit Siang will sustain their substantial influence in DAP despite not holding any key positions 

within the party. The new secretary-general will attempt to rebrand the party to be more Malaysian. 

Such attempt will attract young, urban Malays and Chinese. While it may be possible that DAP also 

considers Nga Kor Ming or Teresa Kok for the position of secretary-general, both of them have not 

really proven to be “national leaders”, per se. Thus, there will be a possible in-fighting between DAP 
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leaders for the party’s secretary-general position. This election for secretary-general may also affect the 

passing of the budget, if we take into account the stand that will be taken by the new secretary-general 

and the relationship with the opposition coalition and also, government. 

The opposition leader Datuk Seri Anwar Ibrahim, in his instruction to the opposition to let the Budget 

2021 go through the policy stage, reaffirmed his stand as not wanting to be seen as blocking PN’s aid 

and concession to the affected groups. Despite his disagreement on the Budget which includes the 

Finance Minister’s alleged evasion of substantive fundamental issues such as projection and revenue 

of the budget; he stated that the opposition would scrutinise Budget 2021 harder during the committee 

level debate and that the PN government has not completely won yet. Datuk Seri Anwar Ibrahim’s 

decision to instruct the opposition to support the Budget bill indicates that he has not lost his political 

clout despite the recent “subtle” ignominy that had to do with his “convincing and formidable” majority. 

He is still capable of social influence within the opposition bloc, seeing that major party MPs still 

conform to his views and directives. 

Overall, the passing of the Budget 2021 bill at the policy level does not prove unequivocal acceptance 

of the PN government as a whole. The component parties across all coalitions regardless of 

government or opposition held uncertain positions throughout the initial levels of debate. Hence, it can 

be expected that all MPs will be more aggressive, opinionated and thorough at the subsequent 

committee level budget debates. The PN government, and especially the Ministry of Finance must be 

prepared and ready for high level scrutiny and rigorous vetting. 

  


