22/ 05/ 2001
Opening up Umo to Akar's Chi nese nenbers shows Sabah's peculiar politics

Nur ai na A. Samad

AT this very nmonment, many Umo nenbers nust be freaking out at the
announcenent by party president Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad that Umo
was opening its doors to the Chinese nenbers fromthe di sbanded Parti
Angkat an Keadi | an Rakyat (Akar) in Sabah.

They are | ashing out because they are thinking about the inplications of
havi ng Chi nese nenbers in Umo, a party for the Ml ays.

Al 't hough this is understandable, they should hold their horses and
understand that it is just that - Sabah Umo is accepting fornmer Akar
menbers i ncl udi ng t he Chi nese.

Umo may in the future open its doors to all Chinese in Sabah. In fact,
the tine nay conme when Umo will be opened to the Chinese in the peninsula
as well. But the tine certainly is not now And Dr Mhathir and everyone
knows this.

As Dr Mahathir said on Sunday, Sabah is a special case. Umo has been
flexible in Sabah to accombdat e the Bum puteras who conprise Mislins and
non- Musl i ns ever since the party decided to expand to this East Ml aysian
St at e.

It really is not a big deal. In 1991, the United Sabah Nati onal
Organi sati on headed by the | ate Tun Datu Mustapha, was di ssolved and its
menbers, anong whom were Chi nese, joined Unmo.

It is not surprising that many Umo nenbers are not receiving this
announcenent positively despite the fact that Dr Mahathir has nade it
clear that the decision is confined to Sabah Umo.

Many probably are | ooking too nmuch into this decision and thinking about
what Umo will look Iike in the future.

Certainly, Dr Mahathir who is the Prime M nister and Bari san Nasi ona
chairman nust explain this to Umo nenbers sinply because they deserve to
know what this is all about.

They forget that in Sabah, practical decisions have to be nmade because
Sabah has many peculiarities that have nmade possi bl e the inpossible.

The fact that some Umo nenbers have called on Dr Mahathir to "pronptly"
expl ain shows that there are many questions they want answered.

Nevert hel ess, Umo nenbers shoul d accept this decision positively
because it is relevant to Sabah's politics.

I f Sabah Umo can accept non-Misli m Bum put eras and non-Bumi putera
Muslinms, then there is very little reason that it should not accept the
Chi nese nenbers in Akar.

Dr Mahathir has pointed out that there are not nany (forner Akar)

Chi nese nmenbers so the decision is purely practical considering that Akar
nmenbers have joined Umo en bl oc and have been accept ed.

Moreover, nmany in the peninsula are not aware of how different the
Chi nese in Sabah are. Most speak Bahasa Malaysia as if it is their nother
tongue and there are many inter-marri ages anong t he Chi nese and
Bumi put er as.

In the case of Akar, its nenbers are predoninantly Buni putera
(Kadazandusun), so it would only be natural for the few Chinese nenbers to
join their conpatriots in Umo.

To show that it was not unusual, Dr Mahathir drew attention to the
Mal aysian Thais in Umo in some areas in the peninsula.

Surely, looking at the issue in a broader perspective, it |ooks |ike
Umo has to start sonmewhere in efforts towards nation-buil ding and



creating a Bangsa Malaysia. It is a step in the right direction.

It shows Umo's openness and is a sign that Umo is broad-ni nded. And
Sabah is the best place to start, given its peculiarities in ternms of
Sabah Umo' s unconventi onal conposition.

Umo | eaders and menbers shoul d not go overboard in attenpting to
rationalise Dr Mahathir's intention sinply because there is no need to.

They shoul d have confidence in his decision. It is unlikely that Umo
will open its nmenbership to the Chinese anytine in the near future because
that woul d be a radical decision that would be detrinmental to the party.

There is no reason for such a decision. It is not sonething that the
party | eadership would do as a matter of course, at its whimand fancy.

For now, Ummo nenbers shoul d rest easy. They do not have to worry about
seeing their bel oved Umo besi eged by the Chinese.

After all, Dr Mahathir did say that such a situation when Umo woul d be
open to all Chinese would only exi st when "people are not too consci ous
about their race".

"At that stage, it is possible," he said. Right now, it is not. It is
only a political process taking place in Sabah
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