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O d habits die hard in Sabah's political arena

Jocel i ne Tan

FOR many Sabah politicians, the round of "open house" festivities that
will come with the end of Ramadan and the start of the Lunar New Year are
expected to be nore than just feasting and merry-making this year

The events will quite likely be scrutinised for their politica
i mpl i cations because Sabah politicians claimthat State el ections are on
t he horizon al t hough, technically, the State Governnment still has nore
than a year of its mandate left.

And, as is usual preceding big political happeni ngs, every prom nent
politician's word and deed i s sifted and di ssected for veil ed neani ngs and
possi bl e signi ficance.

It began as early as last Christmas. For instance, Datuk Joseph Pairin
Kitingan's Christmas open house i n Kota Ki nabal u was noted for the | arge
nunber of Ummo politicians who canme a-calling.

"Dat uk Gsu spent nore than an hour at Pairin's house," says a | ocal

Dat uk Osu Sukamis, of course, Sabah Umo liaison chief and Pairin
presi dent of the opposition Parti Bersatu Sabah.

Acconpani ed by a del egati on of | ocal Umo | eaders, Osu spent a convi vi al
hour at Pairin's house but barely half-an-hour each at equival ent
functions hosted by Tan Sri Bernard Donpok and Dat uk Joseph Kurup, |eaders
of the two Kadazandusun conponent parties in the State Government.

The result of the above was rife specul ati on that PBS woul d soon be back
inthe BN fold. However, they are quick to add the qualifier: no way
Pairin will be Chief Mnister.

I ndeed, the post of Chief Mnister has returned as a topic of
conversation.

When Dat uk Yong Teck Lee's termends on May 27, the office will rotate
to a Kadazandusun. Al though the rotation of the Chief M nistership has
| ong ceased to be an issue, it does not nean that all parties are crazy
about the arrangenent.

And that may, perhaps, explain the studi ed enphasis with which forner
Chief Mnister Datuk Sall eh Said says: "The systemhas been i npl enent ed

we will accept whoever our boss (Umo president Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamaed) deci des on."

Thus, the renmai ni ng questi on seens to be: which Kadazandusun | eader ?

It is a toss-up between PBS cross-overs, Kurup and Donpok

Kurup heads the Parti Bersatu Rakyat Sabah and is Deputy Chief M nister
and State Environment and Touri smM nister; Donmpok chairs the Parti
Denokrati k Sabah and is the State Resource and Enterprise M nister

Al t hough PBRS has only two Assenblymen to its nane - as opposed to 13
PDS Assenbl ynen - nost peopl e seemto have their noney on Kurup

The reason: he is already the Deputy Chief Mnister and he was the first
to conme over from PBS

I n many ways, Sabah politics is still very nuch focused on the Chi ef
M nister's post and its perceived worth.

For decades, Sabah's political culture has | argely hinged on the i nmense
powers and i nfluence enj oyed by whoever hol ds the post.

It i s somet hing which Yong has spoken openly about right fromthe start
of his termof office and which he has attenpted to change it through
| egi sl ative anendnment s and admi ni strative style.

Yong, as well as his predecessor Salleh, also had to grapple with the
task of running the nine-conponent party State Government "the BN way".



It has obviously not been easy if events in the past one nonth are any
i ndi cation. Many politicians have yet to be weaned fromthe fornmer way of
getting things done or, for that matter, getting things.

Besi des, many of those nowsitting on the sane side of the fence were,
up to a fewyears ago, bitter political rivals, out to do one anot her in;
but now, they are expected to trust and work wi th one anot her.

"It takes tine ... some of our colleagues, intentionally or
unintentionally, still have the old habits of Sabah politicians,"” says
State BN secretary Dat uk Kari mBuj ang who i s al so Assi stant Fi nance
M ni ster.

Kari mwas probably referring to the rather enbarrassi ng and very public
vol | ey of words between key figures in the coalition.

Earlier this nmonth, State Umo Youth chief Jemakhan Majid had | aunched a
scathing attack on the Chief Mnister over a controversial nulti-mllion
ringgit tinber shares deal involving a State subsidiary and even went to
the extent of asking the latter to resign.

For several weeks, it was |ike the bad ol d days again in Kota Ki nabal u
as coalition partners behaved |i ke opposition foes.

The shares altercati on happened cl ose on the heel s of anot her
controversy: Sabah Umo deputy chai rnman Dat uk Ghapur Salleh's attenpt to
resi gn his Governnent posts of Deputy Chief M nister and Fi nance M ni ster.

Quite interestingly, Jemakhan, a weal t hy busi nessnan whose father was a
prom nent politician under the Berjaya reginme, played a central rolein
both although it was the opposition PBS who started the ball rolling on
the shares issue.

Interpretation of these events was intriguing: a fewsawit as a
realignnment of loyalties in anticipation of the change in Chief Mnister;
many i magined it to be a proxy fight between Sabah Umo's No 1 (Osu Sukam
and No 2 (Ghapur); others went so far as to viewit as political
manoeuvring ahead of the State el ections.

"None of the above," says Karim who insists it is all part of the
teet hing probl ems of a BN partnership.

He is right in a very general sense.

It is no secret that a nunber of Sabah busi nessnmen-politicians had
expected "goodies" inreturn for loyalty to the coalition. Ghapur who is,
after all, Finance M nister, was one of those fromwhomsuch "goodi es”
wer e expect ed.

According to an Umo Youth politician, Ghapur canme under fire during the
| ast State Umo convention for not havi ng done enough to hel p the Ml ays.
"He i s Finance Mnister ... they expected contracts and projects from

him" says the politician.

He was al so said to have grown "too soft"” and "too cl ose" to Yong,
al | egati ons whi ch Li baran MP Akbar khan Abdul r ahman di sm ss as conpl etel y
unfair because "Ghapur and Yong have to work as a teani.

But the last straw for Ghapur cane when Umo Youth criticised the senior
| eader for vacationing inthe United States (an aide cl ai n6 Ghapur was
al ready abr oad when t he Gover nnent directive agai nst hol i dayi ng abroad
came about).

Ghapur, in his 50s and not exactly known for being sweet-tenpered - he
is often |ikened to the other | egendary hot-head Datuk Harris Salleh -
bl ew up, and that was when he decided to call it a day.

"The criticisns hurt him He has put in alot for Umo, he hel ped put
Umo i n Sabah," says Akbarkhan.

Csu's suporters neanwhil e deny that their boss is involved in any way.

Besi des, the Land and Co-operative Devel opment M nister has told people
it is "better to be asmall fishin a big pond (Federal Mnister) than a
big fishin asmll pond (Chief Mnister)."



At the same tine, nore than a few peopl e have noticed that he has, of
| ate, been spending nore tinme in the "small pond" than the "big pond"

The | ast coupl e of years have al so seen the boyi sh-1o00ki ng M ni ster
establish a standi ng anong t he younger Umo set, particularly the Youth
wi ng. Hence, rightly or wongly, he has been associ ated wi th Jemakhan's
actions.

In retrospect, Jenakhan's of fensive appears to have gone agai nst the
grai n because al nost everywhere el se, BN conponent parties are naking it a
point to avoid conflict and confrontation, to concentrate on the econonic

agenda.
Says Umo Yout h executive secretary Saifuddin Nasution: "lIt's okay to
pl ay a watchdog rol e but in a constructive way ... and m ndful of the

overall BN interest."

But if Sabah politicians are still trying to get used to the BN way of
doing things, its popul ace is said to have begun to see the advant ages of
stable ties between the State and Federal Governnents.

"Good t hings have happened i n Sabah under the BN ... schools, hospitals,
devel opnent. Peopl e have been able to get on with their lives," says
Kur up.

Inthe neantinme, it is said that apart frompoliticians and those with
political stakes, the average Sabah peopl e renai ned | argel y unconcer ned
over the political turn of events

"People are quite used to this. Politicians here, they tell you they
will dieinthis party one day and the next day, they're on the ot her
side," says a | ocal

In other words, it seens to be politics as usual, a rather risky state
to be in given State el ections are just round the corner

( END)
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