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Sabah parties all ready to nove into el ecti on node

Jocel i ne Tan
DATUK Shafie Apdal is the Menber of Parlianment for Senporna, a coasta
constituency on the far-flung eastern corner of Sabah

It is as far away fromthe capital Kota Kinabalu - the political hotspot
wher e nmost Sabah politicians live and carry on their business of politics
- as you could get.

Even then, Shafie's visits back to this renote constituency of about
35,000 voters have for the | ast few nonths been net with the inevitable
qgquery: "Wien is (State) el ections going to be?"

H s constituents usually refuse to take an "I don't know' for an answer;
heis, after all, Parlianentary Secretary to the Infornmation M nistry and
a menber of the Umo suprene council, so he has to know.

"Sonetines | feel they are nore eager than politicians," says Shafi e.

Thi s economics graduate had his first taste of politics in 1991 when his
uncl e Tan Sri Sakaran Dandai, former Chief Mnister and current Sabah Yang
di - Pertua Negeri, took himon as his political secretary. Four years
| ater, he contested the general el ection and ronped honme with t he bi ggest
majority in the State.

And although it is largely the State Assenbl ynen whose adrenalinis
rushing, the anticipation over the approaching polls has not |eft Shafie
unaf f ect ed.

Li ke ot her Sabah politicians, he had | ooked eagerly to Prinme M nister
Dat uk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad' s | atest visit for further hints.

"The posters and banners are ready, the ceramah programes drawn up
even the list of speakers ... just waiting for the word "Go!'," says
Shafie.

Even the chi ef opposition in the State sounds nore than ready.

"We' ve been waiting for it since 1994," says Parti Bersatu Sabah deputy
president Dr Maximus Ongkili.

Yet, Shafie probably speaks for the rest of his State counterparts when
he adds: "W are ready but we're not so keen for it to take place right
now. "

Ri ght now neans the tight space of about three weeks before the Muslim
fasting nonth begins; there is a general reluctance to run a political
canpai gn during the Ranmadan al t hough it has been done before.

Besi des, as Sabah writer Datuk Joseph Leong puts it: "They've waited
nore than a year for it to happen, what's a nonth nore?"

Holding it off alittle nore would, for one, allow Tan Sri Bernard
Donpok, the Kadazandusun Chi ef M nister since March this year, just that
little nore tine to nake the desired inpact.

Besi des, the weat her has not been what one woul d descri be as canpai gn-
friendly: daily rains, gales and overcast skies.

Even Parti Bersatu Rakyat Sabah (PBRS), headed by Deputy Chief M nister
Dat uk Joseph Kurup, had to postpone its annual assenbly this weekend as a
result of poor weather.

But even if the politicians are psychologically tuned to hitting the
canpaign trail next rather than this year, the political talk and
specul ati on go on wi thout stop

Al nost every official event is seen as sone formof canpai gni ng and t hat
i ncl udes the centenni al cel ebrations for Beaufort on the west coast and
the two-day cultural fest anbng the Lundai yuh, a group native to Sipitang.

Donmpok was present at both events. In fact, this former PBS | eader who



left to formParti Denokrati k Sabah (PDS) after the 1994 polls, has told
the State Barisan Nasional to be prepared for the elections "as if it is
going to be held tonorrow

The coming pol I's bear urgent inplications for Donpok and a host of ot her
politicians and their political parties.

As the Kadazandusun conponent of BN, Donpok's party has to prove that it
can make a dent in the Kadazandusun support that normally sails whol esal e
to PBS. It is a tough responsibility that may end or prolong his own
political future

Umo politicians on their part are anxious to prove that the party,
whi ch made its entry in Sabah politics only in 1990, is here to stay.

More i nportant, they want to prove that they can lead the BNto victory
wi t hout havi ng to depend on what i s known | ocal |y as "kat ak assenbl ynen"
that is cross-overs fromother parties

It would be terribly enbarrassing for the peopl e of Sabah, humiliating
even, if disputing parties have to again canp outside the Istanato wait
to be sworn in as Chief Mnister.

PBS, on the other hand, is out to prove it is the one representing the
Kadazandusuns. After all, PBS president Datuk Seri Joseph Pairin Kitingan
is not only their political |eader, but as huguan siou, is also their
cul tural |eader.

Sone PBS | eaders al so see the coming el ections as an opportunity to
settle old scores, especially with those whomthey feel betrayed the party
by crossing over to the BN

Thus, many of its | eaders go around telling supporters: "Don't forget,
yah?" while reninding the BNthat it does not have nuch time left to
fulfil the prom ses made during the | ast el ections.

PBS is so confident in certain areas that Ongkili jokes: "Even if we put
a buffalo there, it will win."

But many ordi nary Kadazandusuns are in a dil enma. They are attracted to
PBS but at the same time, do not want to be left out of the mainstream
devel oprment which i s what may happen i f PBS continues to stay in the
opposi tion.

Shafi e had broached t he subject of PBS rejoining the BNshortly after
the last State el ections.

He had then told Ongkili (they were school mates i n Sabah Col | ege) as
well as Pairin: "If youwant to join, do it now because you don't get
married after you have children. Not nice [ah."

Shafie al so insists that the political culture of Sabah has changed
somewhat since the coming of Umo.

"I think Umo has brought greater stability to Sabah and the peopl e
appreci ate that," he says.

H s col | eague, MP and State Assenbl yman Dat uk Sal | eh Sai d, says Umo has
al so brought a sense of Federal commitnent to Sabah

"Prom ses of devel opnent al one are i nsufficient. People want you to show
real commtnent, they |ike | eaders they can see anytine ... they like to
be able to call you on your handphone," says Sal |l eh

O the 48 Assenbly seats, Umo and PBS are said to be equally confident
of ronping hone in at | east 16 constituencies each - areas that are
respectively Bum putera-Mislimmajority and Kadazandusun-nmajority.

Both the BN and PBS have a fair chance in another 16 seats where the
popul ation is nmore m xed.

"I think we are | ooking at a very sinple majority for whoever wns,"
says a Sabah journalist.

But the wi nning side will be bol stered by an additional six appointed
Assenbl ymen. An earlier proposal to anend the State Constitutionto do
away with the appointnment systemhas quietly died off.



Incidentally, the thornin Umo's side is not PBS but Bersekutu, the
party now headed by former Chief Mnister Datuk Harris Salleh

Ber sekut u does not have any real clout to win seats, but it has the
damaging ability to split the Bum putera-Miuslimvote in areas where both
the BN and PBS have an even chance

PBS is aware of howthis may work to its favour and has astutely
refrained fromattacking Harris or Bersekutu.

But says Shafie: "Harris used to be a big boat, but now, he's just a
smal | sanpan. The Sabah political scenario has changed a | ot since he was
t he bi g man around here. People are nore aware, nore educated ... they can
make conpari sons. "

He is al so confident that 70 per cent of the Bum putera-Mslimvote will
go to Ummo.

However, Bersekutu's grand el ection-oriented prom ses such as allocating
RMBOO per annumto every adult Sabahan have attracted the people's
attention. It has al so gone around in certain areas to "register" people
for this hand-out schene.

"Most people knowit's easier said than done but it makes great
propaganda, | suppose," says Leong.

Al ocal journalist who has been followi ng Harris' coneback wi th great
i nterest says: "What he prom ses now, he shoul d have done when he was in
power. Why prom se what you did not do when you could do it?"

Anot her factor to | ook out for is the Chinese vote. The Chi nese who nake
up 22 per cent of the popul ation are often the nbst shrewd and secretive
about their political preferences.

They are regarded as the ki ng-nakers because they have no fixed loyalty
and their votes go to the party whomthey think can serve their particul ar
i nterest.

This State elections will also have to face what is known as the Anwar
| brahi missue. Anwar played a key part in pulling together Sabah Umo,
particularly during the 1994 el ecti ons.

Sone of themliked himfor the sinple reason that he renenbered their
nanes and joked with them"even t hough we are orang bi asa".

But Shafie insists that "peopl e here are pragmati c about politics and
politicians" and, besides, the "survival instinct is very strong".

Al ready, BN politicians are wondering who will replace Anwar as the
Federal clout this general election. O hers who were seen as "Anwar's
boys" nowtell people they are actually "cl oser to Tun Dai m(Zai nuddi n)".

The ot her worry anong nmany politicians is where the candy will cone
from Funds are in short supply everywhere and i n Sabah you need | ots and
lots of it to run a canpaign. In that sense, Pairin may not need to
conpl ai n agai n of noney being "thrown fromhelicopters and distributedin
cof f eeshops”.

But Sabah politicians claimthe majority of voters have al ready nade up
their mnds. Only a portion - figures range from20 to 30 per cent - are
still undeci ded about who they will cast their votes for

If that is the case, the sweat and tears (and noney) that will flow
during the el ection canpaign will be largely ai ned at wooi ng this snal |
group of fence-sitters. Strange, but true - that's Sabah politics for you.

( END)
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