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Sabah- Sal | eh
EX- CM WOOS VOTERS | N BAJAU HEARTLAND

By: Azman U ang

KOTA BELUD, March 10 (Bernama) -- Anyone driving up the new y-conpl et ed
Tuar an- Kot a Bel ud Hi ghway, dubbed Sabah's best, and expecting to see sone
Baj au horsemen in their colourful gear parading flags of political parties
inthis election, is in for a di sappoi ntnent.

It woul d have made a perfect angle for the hordes of journalists and
camer anen who drop by this town with its fanmpus "Cowboys of the East"”

i mage.

" Sorry, you can't see the horsenen everyday. If you want, it can be
arranged, " says Teddy Chin, an aide of former Sabah Chief M nister Datuk
Sal | eh Sai d Keruak, the Barisan Nasional (BN) candi date who i s defending
his Usukan seat at the weekend polls.

Sal | eh, 42, who is going for his second term is up against two much
| esser known aspirants, Saidil Sinoy of Parti Bersatu Sabah (PBS) and Muidry
Nasir of Bersekutu, in a contest many think the BN won't have much probl ens
W nni ng.

Usukan had previously been having such fanous nanes |i ke Tun Datu
Must apha Harun, the father of Sabah's independence, Salleh's own father Tun
Mohd Sai d Keruak and Mustapha's son Datu Hamid as its el ected
representatives. Both Mistapha and Mohd Sai d had served as Chief M nister
and Yang Di pertua Negeri (Head of State).

Baj aus, who are basically Sabah Mal ays, formthe bul k of the people in
this constituency followed by Sul uks, |ranuns and Kadazandusuns.

The latest pride of Kota Belud, adding to its fanmous horsenen and
Sunday tamu or market, is the spanking new RML70 nmillion highway that cuts
travelling tine fromKinabalu by nore nore half to only 45 m nutes.

It takes two hours along the treacherous old 46-km "l ong and w ndi ng
road".

" Wthout Salleh being chief mnister, the people of Kota Belud can't
even dream of having such a beautiful highway," says Awang Samad Sal am who
confesses to being a die-hard Sall eh supporter.

Samad di d not exaggerate. Driving along the highway, one feels Iike
crui sing along the North-South H ghway in Peninsul ar Ml aysia. Wl | al nost.

As usual, Salleh hinself was npdest.

" True | managed to | obby for this highway but thousands of people are
benefiting fromit daily, including opposition |eaders although they keep
denyi ng that the BN governnent has brought about devel oprment in Sabah,”
said Salleh, when net while canpaigning in the Bajau heartland at Kanpung
Kual a Abai, a fishing village nearby.

The BN flags and posters and Salleh and Prime Mnister are so
ubi qui tous that the opposition does not seemto take Usukan seriously.

Samad and Haji Sai k Besar, both traders, think that the BN had made an
excellent choice in retaining Salleh as the candidate, anmid earlier talk
that he mi ght be anpbng those likely to be dropped.

" As far as the people of Usukan are concerned, the first criteria for
our voting preference is the candi date. The party he bel ongs to cones
second. |In other words, had Salleh been dropped, we the voters here cannot
guarantee a BN victory," says Samad.

Sai k, who organi sed a "ceramah" (canpaign talk) for Salleh at his house
told the gathering: " Salleh has been our chief ninister and we are proud
of him By the will of Allah, it's not inpossible that one day he nay even
rise to be our prime nminister. It's not inpossible," he insists.



Salleh, who hails fromhere, is a political science graduate froma
Canadi an university. Once Kota Belud District Oficer, he was chi ef
m nister from1994-1996 under the rotation system

The new hi ghway has obviously I ed to economic spinoffs the Iike of
whi ch the residents of Kota Belud and the surroundi ng areas have not
wi t nessed before.

At | east two nodern housing estates have sprung up al ong the hi ghway as
wel | as individual bungal ow houses and snall growth areas.

The ground- breaki ng cerenony of the highway was officiated by Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad during the 1995 Parliamentary
el ection period and conpleted | ast | ast year.

Atop a hill, an Islamc secondary school is taking shape on an
ei ght - hectare piece of |and belonging to Salleh's fam |y which he donated
to the school |ast year.

At Kota Belud town itself, new shophouses are al so conming up while the
Kota Bel ud District Council will soon nove to a new nodern buil di ng.

This riverine constituency is also the site of the Usukan Port which
for 20 years has been the berthing facility for ships fromJapan to pick up
copper ore fromthe Mamut M ne in Ranau, Ml aysia's only copper mnine, for
smelting in Japan

The Japanese- Mal aysi an joint venture is due to cl ose down soon due to
dwi ndl i ng copper reserves and is expected to be turned into a touri st
centre.

It could nmean | oss of jobs for workers at the port but the nunber is
negl i gi bl e.

According to Saba | mam Raya, a security guard at the port, the mne
managenent had i ssued retrenchnent letters to the workers who are due to be
laid off by June.

During the peak of production, two ships called at the port nonthly
with a cargo of 12,000 tonnes each but nowit is only one shipnment of 5,000
t onnes.

Sal l eh, hinself a Bajau, says the BN canpai gn in Usukan stresses on
none ot her than devel opnment i ssues.

" The new highway is the just beginning of better things to cone for
the Bajau community. Mre such highways will be built in other parts of
Sabah, thanks to funds fromthe federal governnent," he says.
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