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SPLI T SEEN I N VOTI NG TRENDS AMONG SABAH CHI NESE

By: Eddy Lok

KOTA KI NABALU, Feb 23 (Bernamm) -- The Chinese are in the minority in
Sabah but their votes are crucial deciders in this politically
unpredi ctabl e and vol atil e state.

They have a history of sw tching support between Mislim based and
Kadazandusun parties in a state marked by traditional rivalries between the
Musl i ms and non- Musl i m Bum puteras for political control.

This had often led to federal involvenment which provided the cal m ng
ef fect that Sabah needs.

It is said that the Chinese are no | onger kingnakers. Today, their role
of decider and their political strength have been diluted by the
redel i neati on of the electoral boundaries by the Election Commi ssion, with
Muslinms nowin the mpgjority in 27 of the 48-seat Legislative Assenbly,
Kadazandusuns predom nant in 13 seats, Chinese in seven seats and a
constituency which is m xed.

For the 142,801 Chi nese who have voting rights in the current ninth
Sabah el ection, it is unclear who they would rally behind this tinme. There
are about 313, 300 Chi nese in Sabah, concentrated largely in urban areas.

The Sabah Chi nese, 80 per cent of whom do not depend on the governnent
for their livelihood, are either in business like retailing or in the
private sector, and they have no qual ns about not giving their votes to the
BN at the state |l evel as past el ections had shown, anal ysts say.

Despite this, the community is generally supportive of the federa
| eadershi p and the governnent of the day.

O her Chi nese have sonmething to do with the governnment such as
undertaki ng contract works and being in the government itself.

Their votes are bei ng wooed by the nine-party Sabah Bari san Nasi ona
(BN), which is offering itself for re-election, and the opposition Parti
Bersat u Sabah (PBS) | ed by Datuk Joseph Pairin Kitingan and Bersekutu
headed by Datuk Harris Salleh, both former chief ninisters, who once
enj oyed good Chi nese support for about nine years, each.

In the State BN al one, there are four Chinese-based parties conpeting
for Chinese support. They are the Sabah Progressive Party (SAPP), Libera
Denocratic Party (LDP) and Peni nsul a- based MCA and Ger akan.

At stake has al ways been their political Iife and econom c interests.
The present-day economic difficulties have rai sed even nmuch nore concern
In the present scenario, it is still unclear how the Chinese will vote,

according to a forner Chinese | eader and ex-Berjaya Cabi net M nister Datuk
Li m Guan Si ng.

"But, with the state of the econony and current business climte, we
can expect a split in Chinese votes, especially with so nany parties
conpeting for their support,” Lim now a | awyer and watching the politica
devel opnents fromthe sidelines, told Bernama

There are 726,690 regi stered voters in Sabah.

In the past, the Chinese could help to decide who gets to enjoy
political power or formthe governnent at the end of an el ecti on when
nei t her the Kadazandusun-based party or the Muslimdom nant party could
garner enough support to do it on their own. Both have on a nunber of
occasi ons obtai ned an equal nunber of seats.

' The Chinese want to have good governance ... So far, they have
benefited fromthe trickl ed-down ef fects of government neasures to revive
the econony and it is really up to the BN to convince themthey have done



better and could continue to do a better job," said the Institute for
Devel opnent Studi es executive-director Dr Mohd Yaakub Haji Johari

To him the Chinese are | ooking at what the various parties in the fray
have in store for themin this econonmically-difficult time and the nore
rational anong themwoul d be risk-adverse, especially when Sabah has been
able to withstand the downturn nuch better.

Sabah chal ked up a growth of 2.5 per cent last year and this is
expected to increase by another one per cent this year

This coming polls will be Sabah's ninth election ever since it obtained
I ndependence fromBritain and joined Mal aysia in 1963 and practised
parlianmentary denocracy.

On record, the voting trend has been the Muslins voting en bloc on one
si de, the Kadazandusuns on anot her side - and both usually got about an
equal nunber of seats which on their own they were unabl e to obtain power
or formthe governnent.

This was where the Chinese cane into the picture in the past - which
ever side they swing too, that side would be in power.

In 1976, when Berjaya toppled the Misli mbased Usno, the [atter nanaged
toretain 16 seats. In the 1985 el ection, when Berjaya was itself toppled
by the then infant Kadazandusun-based PBS, Usno al so won in 16 areas, again
showi ng Muslims going en bloc to a Muslimparty.

The sane voting trend was seen in 1994 when Miuslimvotes were largely
given to Unmo which took the place of the deregistered Usno.

In 1985, the blane was put on the Chinese voters for helping to throw
out the once-powerful Berjaya-led BN state governnent when they swung to
Kadazandusun Paramount Chief Pairin and his new y-fornmed Kadazandusun-based
PBS.

Yet, anong urban-educated Chinese, there will definitely be some who
may not vote at all, apparently discouraged by the political culture of
| ocal politicians who tend to switch canps, especially after they have been
el ect ed.

" The Chinese will turn to those who could get the econony going ..
they have to chart a new future under the circunstances,"” said Chin Chen
Fui, the treasurer-general of Bersekutu which has unveil ed a nunber of
econom ¢ pl ans.

" The Chinese are no | onger deciders or kingnmakers ... they could vote
thensel ves into a position where they are out of the gane if they are not
careful ... they will be better off in a multi-racial party as they can
still hope to hold high positions in the government,"” said Chin.

In the past, Chinese had al so backed Chinese parties |ike the Sabah
Chi nese Party which is the first established Chinese party in Sabah.

It started off as the Sabah United Party whi ch was Chi nese-based,
hoping to take in others like what the late Dato Onn Jaafar had tried to do
for Umo during his | eadership such as by opening it to non- Ml ays.

But for Sabah United Party, it planned to open up to non-Chi nese only
to shelve the idea as the late Tun Fuad Stephens in the early |1960s was
banki ng on a racial party Upko and Tun Datu Mistapha Harun anot her which
was based on racial and religious Iines, Usno.

The Chi nese, whose nunbers are far | ess, as conpared to sone states
| i ke Perak, Penang or Sarawak, have a history of being divided when it
comes to giving their political support except for the 1976 and 1981 state
polls in which they di splayed massi ve support for the Muslimled Berjaya.

Just like in 1994 when the Chinese were divided, the 1999 situation
will be the sane. Chinese voters will be taking a hard | ook at bread and
butter issues nore than being enotional such as on State rights, race and
religion," said journalist Mhd Fauzi Patel.

According to Sabah's first Chinese Chief Mnister Tan Sri Peter Lo, the



Sabah Chinese had traditionally voted for the BN, starting with its
forerunner - the Alliance.

" Al the Chinese want is good governance. What else is on their mnds,
I don't know..." remarked Lo.

The CEO of one of the 12 public-listed conpanies in Sabah is confident
the majority of the Chinese will vote for the BN because of business
consi derations and political stability.

Political stability which in Sabah's context neans friendly ties with
the Federal Governnent and it is needless to say is highly essential after
what was seen and experienced during the PBS era which was mar ked by | egal
chal | enges and a spate of disturbances.

Chi nese business | eaders have yet to openly display their support for
the BN but Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad had been warniy
received by the community during his |ast week's visit to Sabah.
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