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SPECULATI ON ENDS, SABAH GOES TO POLLS AGAI N

By: Azman U ang and Jackson Sawat an

KOTA KI NABALU, Feb 22 (Bernamm) -- Incessant specul ati ons since |ast
year on the state election canme to an end today, with Sabah at the doorstep
of yet another crucial election in what is seen as a prelude to the genera
el ection which nust be held next year.

The el ection heat gai ned steamabruptly with today' s announcenent of
the state assenbly's dissolution by Chief Mnister Tan Sri Bernard Donpok.

Wth this, Sabah's political arena, which never saw a dull nonent in
its history, is opened to political parties to | aunch their canpaigns to
win the hearts and m nds of the nore than 726,000 voters.

The El ection Conmm ssion will announce the nom nation and polling dates
tomorrow but political circles here have specul ated March 12 and 13 as the
nmost |ikely dates for polling.

The stage has been set for the sane if not a nore "dramatic" el ection
as conpared to the previous polls in this state which has seen nore changes
of governnent than other states.

As a conparison, its nei ghbour Sarawak has had only four chief
m nisters since its independence in 1963 but Sabah had seen 10 in the sane
peri od.

Though the dissol uti on was announced only today, the election fever had
been long felt with political parties gearing up with early preparations
for the 48 seats up for grabs.

What makes the Sabah election tick is its sheer unpredictability with
past records showi ng even parties that had been just formed toppling the
nor e establ i shed ones.

Not to mention the dramatic events that followed in previous el ections,
the Ii ke of which only Sabah coul d provi de the stage.

And the stage is set for political parties, having drawn their battle
i nes nont hs ahead of the dissolution, to settle old scores especially with
events followi ng the previous 1994 polls still quite fresh in the m nds of
vot ers.

In a dramatic tw st of events, the Kadazandusun-based Parti Bersatu
Sabah (PBS) that had then ruled the state for nine years and which scraped
through a bitterly-fought election with a one-seat mgjority, was toppled
when nost of its el ected assenbl ynmen crossed over to the Bari san Nasi ona
(BN) component parties.

Al t hough as usual a good m x of BN parties, PBS, the new y-revived
Parti Bersekutu and some "nosquito” entities are joining the fray, the 1999
election is all but certain to be the battle ground between the BN and PBS
with Bersekutu reportedly comng frombehind to give the big two a run for
t hei r noney.

Ber sekut u, now headed by former Chief Mnister Datuk Harris Salleh, who
at 68 i s nmaking perhaps his last deternined bid for a political coneback,
is hoping for a "third-tine | ucky" syndrone.

In 1976, it was Harris, then |l eading his barely one-year-old Parti
Berjaya, that toppled the Usno-1ed governnment of nine years.

H story was repeated in a even nore dramatic fashion nine years | ater
when the Harris governnent was swept aside by PBS, which was set up by its
presi dent Datuk Joseph Pairin Kitingan only three weeks earlier.

On paper, the BN holds a distinct edge over its rivals and this tine,
the ruling coalition is going to the people with a proud track record of
having created political stability through strong federal-state ties, an



essential recipe for economic prosperity of this state of about two nillion
peopl e.

Predi cting the outcone of the comng polls is bound to be intense not
only in Sabah but perhaps nation-w de, including reportedly anong punters
and betting syndi cates.

But it is going to be nore than a mathemati cal exercise, against the
backdrop that BN, PBS and Bersekutu have all expressed confidence of
winning by a two-third nmajority.

Curiously, Sabah has seen quite frequent |andslides lately along its
hi ghways, cutting off for days vital road comruni cati on between towns and
rural settlenents.

The big question now at this quite early stage of the drama i s which
party anong the BN, PBS and perhaps Bersekutu is heading for a | andslide
victory, if any.

Tan Sri Peter Lo, Sabah's first Chinese Chief Mnister way back in the
m d-1960's, had said that for the BN, there was little doubt that Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad, could prove to be the w nning
card, "when all the chips are down".

And Dr Mahathir hinself is nore than bullish.

" There is no question about it, we are going to wn,
over the weekend.

- - BERNAMA
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