07/ 05/ 1998
Appoi nt mrent of Sabah's next CM may yet see a surprise

Ashraf Abdul I ah

PRI ME M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mohamad's visit to Sabah today is
eagerly awaited by the people as the two-year termof Chief Mnister Datuk
Yong Teck Lee ends on May 27.

Dr Mahathir is schedul ed to neet Barisan Nasional conponent party
| eaders at 2.30pmand i s expected to discuss the appoi ntnment of the new
Chief Mnister before holding a Press conference at 5pm

Somre expect the Prinme Mnister to announce the next Chief Mnister at
the Press conference.

Under the third phase of the two-year rotation system agreed upon by
State and Federal |eaders, a non-MislimBuniputera is expected to take
over as the 11th Chief Mnister.

The rotation systemwas inpl enented when BN took over the State
adm nistration in March 1994.

It is unique in that the Chief Mnister will be chosen for a two-year
peri od each fromanong Musli m Bum put eras, Chinese and non-Mislim
Bumi put er as.

In contention for Chief Mnistership are two prom nent |eaders - the
Deputy Chief M nister Datuk Joseph Kurup, who is president of Parti
Ber sat u Rakyat Sabah, and Sabah Touri sm and Envi ronment M nister Tan Sri
Ber nar d Donpok who heads Parti Denokrati k Sabah.

Al nost everyone in Sabah believes that the pronise nade in 1994 will be
fulfilled and a non-MislimBum putera will be appointed.

The specul ati ons becane nore intense after both | eaders met Dr Mahat hir
separately | ast week.

Al t hough Sabah politicians do not conpletely rule out the possibility of
a third candidate, they believe that either Kurup or Donpok, the two nost
seni or personalities of Kadazandusun origin, would be made Chief Mnister.

"W don't think Dr Mahathir will make any surprise announcenent,” said a
cl ose observer of Sabah politics.

He argues that the candi date should not only command the support of the
maj ority but should al so be capable enough to | ead the BN into the next
State el ection, which will be held by April next year when the current
termof the State Assenbly expires.

He will have to ensure that the BN retains power. O herw se, the party

wWill loseits credibility and he will |ose one year of his two-year term
as Chief Mnister.
"Bot h Kurup and Donpok have good support fromconstituents. | cannot

t hi nk of anot her candi date from anbng non- Musl i m Bum put eras who has as
much support as these two," the observer said.

During his last visit to Sabah on Feb 19 and 20, Dr Mahathir said the
next Chief Mnister would be of Kadazandusun origin but not necessarily
the current Deputy Chief Mnister.

Currently, there are three Deputy Chief Mnisters representing the three
mai n communi ties. They are Datuk Abdul Ghapur Salleh (Muislim Bum putera),
Kurup (non-MuslimBum putera) and Dat uk Tham Nyi p Shen ( Chi nese).

Yong was a Deputy Chief Mnister before he replaced Datuk Salleh Said as
Chief Mnister when the former's termended in 1996.

Dr Mahathir said Yong's appoi ntnent was not necessarily a precedent for
Deputy Chief Mnisters to be automatically nmade Chief Mnister.

When Tan Sri Sakaran Dandai (now Tun) was appoi nted the Yang di - Pertua
of Sabah, it was quite obvious then that Datuk Salleh, who was Deputy



Chief Mnister woul d be nade Chief Mnister. Specul ations were | ess and
restricted to sone Umo nenbers in Sabah.

Probably the nost testing period was during the transition of power from
Salleh to Yong in 1996, with some Umo nmenbers calling for the rotation
systemto be di sconti nued.

But Dr Mahathir, insisting that the election prom se nust be fulfilled,
appoi nted Yong as Chief Mnister, thus ensuring a snooth transition.

Sone say that Kurup, as a senior menber of the Governnent, has an edge
over Donpok al though PBRS has nerely two seats in the State Assenbly -

i ncludi ng Kurup's.

The PDS headed by Donpok, on the other hand, has 11 seats in the State
Assenbly and is the second biggest party in the State.

If seen fromthe contributions nmade to the Kadazandusun community, then
Donpok has t he edge over Kurup because the forner, it is said, has brought
nor e devel opnent to the PDS constituenci es than ever before.

But Kurup has al ways been a nobderate | eader and a strong advocate of
consultative politics. Even as the then secretary-general of Parti Bersatu
Sabah, an opposition party which governed Sabah, Kurup had distanced
hinmsel f fromthe anti-Federal sentinment which was used as an el ection too
by its | eaders.

As D-day draws cl oser, even the length of the two neetings which Dr
Mahat hir hel d with Kurup and Donpok is bei ng consi dered.

Sources say that Dr Mahathir nmet Donpok for 40 minutes while his neeting
with Kurup lasted 20 m nutes.

It is said that it takes |onger to consol e soneone than to break a piece
of good news.

The specul ati ons have centred on Kurup and Donpok, with everyone giving
little thought about the possibility of another candi date bei ng chosen.

Wiile all eyes are on Kurup and Donpok, one should also not rul e out
this possibility.

Little did anyone inagi ne that Datuk Abu Hassan Omar, then a Cabi net
M ni ster, woul d be nade Sel angor Menteri Besar, a nove which forced two
by-el ecti ons.

W1l Dr Mahathir spring another surprise?
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