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SABAH S political |andscape is in for another shift, judging fromthe
appoi ntmrent of Datuk Chong Kah Kiat as Chief Mnister (CM, and the
energence of several Umo | eaders in the state Cabinet.

G ven that Chong, the | eader of m nnows Liberal Denocratic Party (LDP)
which has all of two state seats, was never a serious contender for the
chi ef mnistership, the appointnment nust have come as a pl easant surpri se.
Nevert hel ess, he is probably the best candidate to stabilise the various
power bases within the Barisan Nasional (BN) in Sabah at the nonent.

Sources say that incunbent CM Datuk Osu Sukam of Umo was confident the
rotati on systemwoul d be scrapped. The strongest hint for the 52-year-old
| awyer, say aides, was probably the comnment by Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri
Dr Mahat hir Mohanad that the rotation system had brought about a | anme-duck
CM But eventually, the spirit of the BN prevailed, and Dr Mahathir, true
to his style, pulled a surprise by nam ng Chong as the new CM

It is no secret that the majority of menmbers within Umo Sabah are not
in favour of the rotation system It is learnt that in early March, 12 out
of the 20 division | eaders in Sabah, a Youth and a Wanita di vi si on head
had handed a nenmorandumto Dr Mahathir, who is also the Umo president,
expressing their reservations about the rotation system

Al t hough Gsu has been the state Unmo |iaison committee chairman since
Decenber 1996, sources say he has not been able to wield sufficient
influence in the party. A Federal Mnister for 12 years, he was appoi nted
Deputy CMin the Sabah State Cabinet in June 1998, returning to Sabah to
repl ace Dat uk Abdul Chapur Sal |l eh who declined re-appoi ntnment as Deputy CM
when Tan Sri Bernard Donpok took over as CM

After the Umo-powered BN swept to power in the 1999 state el ections,
OGsu was the natural choice for CM Perhaps his best show ng was | eadi ng
the BNto win 17 of the 20 seats during the parlianmentary elections in
Novenber 1999. The convincing victory left the opposition Parti Bersatu
Sabah (PBS) dazzl ed.

But his feat at the BN Il evel was in stark contrast to his influence in
the state Umo, which is basically divided into two main categories -
menbers who were previously aligned to Berjaya and nenbers who di sbanded
Uni ted Sabah Nati onal Organisation (Usno) to join Umo.

Usno' s foundi ng nmenber, the late Tun Datu Miustapha Datu Harun, was the
prime nover in getting Umo to set foot in Sabah. Mistapha, a fatherly
figure to Usno, was the first assenblynman to join Umo in February 1991.
OCsu was anong the group who followed him Wen OGsu was nade CM he was
| ooked upon as Mustapha's repl acenent. Besides Osu, the other old guards
fromUsno are Datuk Karim Ghani and Datuk Seri Panglima Anpong Puyon, the
di vi si on head of Sandakan.

Usno's style of politics, however, is different fromBerjaya's. Datuk
Sal | eh Said Keruak, the former CM | eads the pack of Umo nenbers who had
their political origins in Berjaya. Salleh, a district officer in the
1980s, quit to contest the Usukan state seat under Berjaya. He | ost and
|ater left Berjaya to join PBS.

After the 1990 state el ections, where he | ost the Usukan seat again,

Sal | eh was appoi nted a nom nat ed assenbl yman by PBS. However, he quit the
party a year later to join Umo when the party nade its entry into Sabah.
Besi des Ghapur, Datuk Misa Aman is also linked to Salleh. When Osu was CM
only Musa was in the Cabinet.



Under Chong, however, all three are in the state Cabinet. This explains
why many feel that Chong has a strong teamto back himup despite the fact
that the LDP only has two seats. "One thing | can say for sure is that
Chong has lined up one of the nost experienced Cabinets,' says SAPP' s
Menber of Parlianent for Tawau, Shim Pau Fatt.

The ties between Chong and Salleh go back to their Berjaya days of the
1980s. Chong's appointnent of Tan Sri Joseph Kurup as Deputy CMis al so
seen as a nove to appease the Kadazandusun, in particular, Parti Bersatu
Rakyat Sabah (PBRS).

A few nonths before Gsu's termwas up, six assenblynen fromPBS left to
join PBRS. The nove is said to have strengthened PBRS case for the chief
m ni stership. Before the 1999 state el ecti ons, Donpok, representing the
Kadazandusun, served as CMfor a nere 10 nonths. He lost in the state
el ections to PBS stalwart Datuk C arence Bongkos Mal akun and consequently,
t he Kadazandusun | ost the chief mnistership

But the strong support of the comunity for the BN in the 1999
parlianentary el ections rekindl ed hopes that a Kadazandusun ni ght be nmade
CM However, this was not to be the case. C oser scrutiny sheds sone
Iight.

First, under the rotation systemthus far, after the MislimBunm putera
candi date has served his term the next candidate for the CMs post would
come fromthe Chinese community. In the previous tenure, Datuk Yong Teck
Lee of SAPP took over the chief nministership from Sall eh.

Al so, PBRS nunbers in the Sabah state assenbly are nade up of nenbers
who won under the PBS ticket. This group of assenblynen, |ed by Datuk Dr
Jeffrey Kitingan, did not defect to PBRS i nmedi ately after the state
el ections of 1999. They only nade their nove a few nonths before talk of a
new CM surfaced. "It would seem as though they saw a possi bl e wi ndow of
opportunity and junped into PBRS to nmake use of it. But in the end, it was
Chong who was made CM ' says an Unmo | eader.

True to the political shenani gans of Sabah, Chong did not have a snoboth
passage to the chief ministership. Asuit filed to prevent the Yang
Di pertua Negeri fromswearing Chong in had to be set aside, and Chong,
all egedly, had to garner witten support fromstate assenbl ynen on the eve
of the swearing in cerenpony in an episode which lasted until the wee hours
of the norning.

OGsu' s aides deny that there was an attenpt to scuttle Chong's swearing
in cerenony. They al so deny any involvenent in the |legal suit. Three
busi nessnmen, two fromthe Kota Belud Umo Division, filed the suit.
Incidentally, Salleh, the Deputy CM is also the division head.

Musli Ai, the spokesman for the three, denies allegations that they are
backed by sone influential figure, saying, ~Nobody is backing us. W
rai sed RM3, 000 on our own to file the suit.’

But is this the end of Chong's travails? Hardly. Datuk Janes Ghani, the
| awyer for the three businessnen, confirns that they are continuing
efforts to file a suit on the interpretation of the Sabah Constitution,
pertaining to the appoi ntment of the CM According to the constitution,
the Yang Di Pertua Negeri shall appoint, as CM a nenber of the state
assermbly who is likely to command the confidence of the majority of
menbers in the assenbly. The constitution also states that where a
political party has won the majority seats, the | eader of that party is
likely to command the confidence of the assenbly.

Whet her the suit is successful or not is left to be seen, but the
rotati on systemnooted by Dr Mahathir in 1994 has played a major part in
seeing the BN overcone PBS' hold on the state

Whil e the bigger political parties |ike PBS and Umo may be
di sadvant aged by the rotation system smaller Chinese-based parties, who



were, incidentally, decision nakers of past state elections, favour such a
system because it gives thema brief spell at the helmof the state. And
if the parlianentary el ections of Novenber 1999 are anything to go by,
even the Kadazandusun, who predomi nantly support PBS, are beginning to see
some light in the rotation system

But Sabah is known for its political swings. The rotation systemis
continuing with some nodification. Under the present system the Miuslim
Bum putera candi date alternates wi th non-MislimBuni putera and Chi nese
candi dates. This woul d nean that post-Chong, a candidate fromUmo will be
CM followed by a non-Umo candi date.

But will the rotation systemlast that |ong?

The answer lies two years away in 2003 when the next state elections are
slated to be held. Wiether the nodified rotation systemis acceptable or
not will be clearly known then. Until then, the political |andscape
favours those in the Sabah Cabi net at present.
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