13/ 03/ 1999
Qut come of an election thriller will have far-reachi ng consequences

Rashi d Yusof; Joni ston Bangkuai; Jasw nder Kaur

A MODEST roomin Kota Kinabalu will be the focal point tonight for the
outcone of a thriller of an election which will determ ne how durabl e the
next Sabah administration will be and the shape of its political

| andscape.

Wth inplications of the result possibly reaching beyond Sabah shores,
attention will be focused on this roomat the Federal House which is the
El ecti on Conmmi ssion's nerve centre or the central operations room

Ei ght facsim |l e nachi nes and nunerous officials will work the tel ephones
conpiling results for the 48 seats before they are rel eased.

This will come after first, nmen on foot, then officials in 55 four-
wheel -drive vehicles, aboard ei ght helicopters and 47 boats bring out
bal | ot papers fromthe renpte areas to tallying centres as everyone awaits
in anticipation.

Al'though returning officers will announce results at the respective
tallying centres and contestants likely to work out unofficial scores in
advance, the official overall tally will be put up on a scoreboard in this
operations room

Even as the clinmax of nonths of cajoling beckons, the intensity of the
canmpaign (Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanad was in Sabah three
ti mes between Feb 18 and March 11) will swiftly be overtaken by events to
unfol d tonight.

Firstly, there will be a frantic sumgane, and rmuch hinges on how big a
mar gi n the eventual victor secures.

The last el ection did produce a winner, Parti Bersatu Sabah, but it
secured a sinple majority of 25 against 23 for the Barisan Nasional. PBS
president Datuk Seri Joseph Pairin Kitingan waited to be sworn in as Chief
M ni ster for 36 hours at the |Istana gates.

Simlarly, an inconclusive result this tinme, may well spawn a whol e new
epi sode of tw sts and surprises.

Hovering to report on consequences of a deadlock this time will be a big
contingent of foreign journalists.

Am d the changi ng cast of Sabah politics, an uppernost question in the
m nds of many i s whether the absence of an absolute majority will again
produce crossovers or even a coalition.

The wi nner can still appoint six nom nated Assenbl ymen whi ch can al ter
the bal ance but not significantly if the margin of victory is too snall

Besi des dictating the formof the next State Governnent, this election -
held at a tine of econonic crisis but waged wi thout raising the Datuk Seri
Anwar | brahimissue - will have far-reachi ng consequences on politica
parties and their cast.

A resounding victory for the winner, for instance, is sure to inflict
deep wounds on the losers as the fate of the smaller parties and Sabah-
based politicians is dependent on this el ection.

It is clear that nounting anot her coneback will be an arduous task for
Datuk Harris Salleh, the fornmer Chief Mnister, who is now 68, if his
Parti Bersekutu fails.

Even if his party does well, Harris has to overcone anot her ex- Chi ef
M ni ster Datuk Yong Teck Lee, 41, in Likas, a predom nantly Mislim
constituency. Yong won the seat in 1994 with a majority of 2,180 votes.
Then there is the question about Yong hinself if he is to |ose.

At 49, Tan Sri Bernard Donpok who has had four hours of sleep a day for



some time now - says son Carl - has defined his battle in Myog where he
is up agai nst Datuk C arence Bongkos Ml akun as a "do or die" battle.
Donpok said he would quit if he | oses.

Pai rin, Datuk Joseph Kurup (president of a Kadazandusun-Mirut party in
BN), Datuk Pandi kar Amin Mulia (Akar president) and Datuk Chong Kah Ki at
(sole BN candidate fromhis Liberal Denocratic Party) will also endure
hard tinmes if their parties take a beating.

Rel ated to this, has been the exciting trend of the increased nunber of
predi cti ons which cropped up even fromthe tine that not a single ballot
has been cast in this ninth State el ection which attracted a record 199
candi dat es.

By yesterday, after some voters in six constituencies had gone to the
polls, there had been nore projections.

Even as nunbers flew about, it is the voters who decide. Mst of them
will only cast their votes today.

(END)
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