06 JUN 1996
Sabah- Amendnent s (Speci al Report)
SABAH SHOANS THE WAY TO MORE TRANSPARENT GOVT

By: Azman U ang

KUALA LUMPUR, June 6 (Bernama) -- Datuk Sall eh Said Keruak, who stepped
down as Sabah Chief Mnister 10 days ago, had never been confortable with
the fact that the post is too powerful.

He once confided to friends that he was al ways reni ndi ng hinmself not to
| et the powers go to his head.

"This post is open to abuse because it is too powerful. You can't fee
it until you get here,” he told this witer |ast year.

It is Salleh's belief that curtailing those powers would be one of the
nost effective ways for himto deliver his pronmse to the Prime M nister of
establishing a "real and open" governnent in Sabah, which had suffered
years of econom ¢ sl owdown due to political instability.

Bef ore the Barisan Nasional (BN) took over fromthe Parti Bersatu Sabah
gover nment whi ch col | apsed soon after the 1994 state election, it was
common for political party supporters to build personality cults around
their | eaders and chief ninisters.

This side of Sabah politics gave rise to the politics of patronage, or
|l ocally known as tinber politics, arising fromthe absol ute powers the
Chief Mnister has to grant favours |ike timber concessions to whoever he
want s.

In short, the Chief Mnister can nake a person a mllionaire by the
stroke of his pen

Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanad cited this exanpl e when
he announced | ate | ast year that amendnments woul d be nmade to the state
constitution to transfer sone of the powers of the Chief Mnister in
forestry, land and mning nmatters to the state Cabi net.

G ven Salleh's own strong feelings about the need to trimthe excessive
powers, it is likely that he suggested the anmendnents.

This can be gauged fromthe Prinme Mnister's assertion that there are
no plans yet to simlarly curtail the powers of the chief executives of
ot her states, which, according to sone noted | ocal constitutional |awers,
are basically as form dable as those of Sabah's in the three matters.

Dr Mahathir had, in his visits to Sabah since the BN took over the
helm underlined the inportance for the state | eadership not to | et Sabah
slip back to the "bad ol d days" of nepotism cronyismand tinber politics.

Yong said yesterday that curtailing the powers of the Chief Mnister
was necessary for the sake of good governance and, |ike Salleh, agreed that
the powers as they stand now are excessi ve.

The anmendnents, expected to be passed by the State Legi slative Assenbly
at its two-day sitting fromJune 17, will nean that the Chief Mnister can
no | onger grant timnber concessions and |licences for related i ndustries on
hi s own accord.

Only the state Cabinet will have such powers.

The Chief Mnister, who nowis the only authority to order the
alienation of state land, will also transfer this power to his Cabinet.

He nust al so obtain the approval of the Cabinet before alienating state
| and for mning purposes. Now he does not have to.

The al nost absol ute powers which the Chief Mnister now exerci ses over
t he Sabah Foundati on, considered as one of Sabah's cash cows, will also go.

Wth these anmendnents, Sabah is showing the way to a nore transparent,
real and accountabl e governnment, a trend which Salleh hinself initiated and
whi ch Yong is now foll ow ng through.



To allay public fears that the proposed changes woul d erode state
rights, Yong has decided to nmake the bills on the anmendments public before
tabling themin the assenbly. This is al so unprecedent ed.

Sabah newspapers have started publishing in [ayman's | anguage the
i mportant aspects of the bills with RTMto follow suit over the next few
days through tal k shows and ot her programes.

Briefings will also be conducted for politicians, conmmunity | eaders and
governnent officers this weekend ahead of the assenbly sitting.

As Yong puts it: "Once we explain and the peopl e understand the
anmendrments, they will see that their fears are unfounded. The anendnents
will in the long run benefit the people of Sabah thensel ves." -- BERNAMA
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