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SABAH S POLI TI CAL "WHEEL OF FORTUNE' GAME

By: Jackson Sawat an

KOTA Kl NABALU, Feb 21 (Bernamm) -- The rotation of the Sabah chi ef
mnister's post can be likened to the popul ar tel evision "Weel of Fortune"
show.

Bot h are about things that rotate.

Wil e the gane show i s about spinning a wheel, the other is about the
rotation of the state's chief executive post anong | eaders of major
conmuni ti es.

As in the popul ar gane show, the rotation systemin Sabah al so
conprises of three "players" fromthe Musli mBum putera, Chinese and
non- Musl i m Bumi putera comuniti es whose | eader will take turns to head the
state governnment for a two-year term each.

But unlike the gane show however, where the players nay need to spin
the wheel many tines in order to get enough clues to find out the answer to
a question, the Sabah rotation systemhas only been rotated four tines --
twice for the MuslimBum putera and one each for the Chinese and the
non- Musl i mBumi put er a.

Al t hough the second round of the systemhas yet to be conpl eted, sone
say nost of the clues as to whether the systemis really good for Sabah or
not, is already noticeable.

Wel | inforned audi ence and Sabah political observers have by now seen
enough clues to nmake their own guess on whether the systemis good or bad,
even wi t hout spinning the wheel further.

The question now is whether the players will still go for that one
final spin, so that nore clues can be obtained, or to read out the answer
right there and then.

Just like in the gane show, another spin can nmean a possi bl e extension
of the system s useful ness. Then again, if the systemwas bad, as cl ai ned
by many of its critics, then an extra spin can al so heighten the risk of
prol ongi ng an unt enabl e system

Assistant Mnister to the Chief Mnister Datuk Abdul Rahimlsmail said:
"The system has posed a | ot of problens for the | ong-termdevel opment of
the state because of the frequent changes at the helmof the state's
admi ni stration.”

The uni que arrangenent was nooted by Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad during the 1994 Sabah state el ections canpai gn period and
was i npl ement ed when the Barisan Nasional (BN) took over the state
governnent on March 17, 1994.

Dr Mahathir said then that it would give all the nmajor communities in
Sabah a chance to head t he governnent.

He was quoted as having said,"This is the first tinme we are giving an
assurance that a Chinese can beconme a Chief Mnister...it mght not be for
long termbut it would be the sanme for the Bum putera.

"So if it is going to be six years (to conplete one round of rotation),
victory must be given to BN at the end of every five years when el ections
are hel d".

The rotation system which saw a rapi d succession of chief mnisters in
the past seven years, was done in the hope of dispelling the feeling of one
et hnic group being victimsed every tine a new governnent is forned.

A former Chief Mnister, who served under the system said the rotation
does have its merits because it frees the state fromwhat he terns as "the
curse of the pendul umsw ng" that occurs when changes took place in the



government every nine or 10 years.

"Everytine the pendul umswi ngs fromone direction to another, it causes
great damage to the opposite side...likew se, everytine there are changes
in the governnent, it created anxiety to certain groups of people,” he
sai d.

The wel | -i ntenti oned arrangenent however has its weaknesses, as pointed
out by Dr Mahathir hinself |ast week. The systemtends to create a series
of | ame- duck chief mnisters.

"The people do not care nmuch with what he does as they are just waiting
for himto be replaced by soneone else,” Dr Mahathir said.

On the other hand, the systemal so causes the rise and fall of a chief
mnister, making himvirtually unenpl oyed after his two-year termends
despite the fact that the government he hel ped set up was still very much
in power.

Now t he question is whether there is a need to continue or to scrap the
systemthat appears to have divided the people of Sabah into at |east three
segnents -- the opposer and defender of the systemas well as those who
will accept whatever decision nade by the Prine Mnister.

In what seens to be the final push for the systemto continue, a
di vi sional | eader of a BN conponent party said if the systemwas to be
scrapped, it should be done appropriately after the next state el ections,
due in early 2004.

"Let us make a full circle of the second round of the system" he said.

The nmood in Sabah now is one of wanting to see the final decision on
the matter being nmade i nmedi ately because all the clues are there and the
only thing that needs to be done nowis to read out the answer.

"Qur stand is the rotation should be scrapped and we have al ready sent
a nenorandumto the Prine Mnister |ast year," Sabah Umo Youth Chief
Tawfi g Abu Bakar Titingan said.

Wth all the pros and cons of the system bei ng adequately debated and
heard time and again, the fate of the systemnowlies in the witten views
and suggestions by Sabah BN conponent |eaders, to be presented to Dr
Mahat hir wi t hin days from now.

The manner in which the rotation is being debated lately is in itself
somet hi ng unprecedented and this could very well signal that a surprise is
in store over the future of the system

Angkat an Keadi | an Rakyat (Akar) President Datuk Pandi kar Amin Milia

said, "Let nme put it this way...if a systemis not effective and won't do
any good to Sabah and the people, then it ought to be changed.™
The future of the rotation systemis still a question mark. But what is

at stake here is Sabah's political stability which is closely linked to
whet her the systemis good or bad.
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