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PARTI Bersatu Sabah's (PBS) inpending re-entry into the Barisan Nasi ona
(BN) coalition has triggered specul ati on on the next state elections. The
el ections are not due until 2004 but nmany are predicting the Sabah State
Assenbly wi Il be dissolved in March 2003 when the two-year term of Sabah
Chi ef M nister Datuk Chong Kah Ki at ends.

The conmon |ink between PBS inpending re-entry and specul ati on on the
Sabah state el ections boils down to the unique rotation system of
appoi nting the Chief Mnister. The system although strengthening the
Sabah BN, has ruffled feathers anong the domi nant parties in Sabah.

Once PBS does indeed get back into the BN fold, nmany feel the
significance of the rotation systemw || dimnish as there will no | onger
be any credible opposition in the state. The fight will be anbng BN
conponent parties, just like the present situation in Sarawak.

An Umo division head says that w thout an opposition, the rotation
systemserves little purpose. "Maybe the BN will revert back to the
traditional fornmula where the | eader of the party that wins the npbst seats
will beconme the chief minister,' he says.

An aide to Chong does not rule out the possibility of the Libera
Denocratic Party (LDP) president continuing as chief mnister until the
next elections. "That will resolve the sensitive issue of rotating the
chief ministership,' he says.

The rotation systemwas a well thought out forrmula introduced in the
Sabah BN mani festo during the 1994 state el ections. The systemessentially
all ows for power sharing between the various conmponent parties, no matter
how many seats they have in the 48-nmenber assenbly.

Under the system representatives fromthe Bum putera/ Ml ay,

Kadazan/ Dusun and Chi nese comunities will be appointed chief mnister for
a two-year term In rmany ways, the rotation systemcontributed to breaking
PBS' political stranglehold in the state.

The power sharing formula was a vital cog in BN s convincing triunph in
the 1999 el ections. Powered by Umo, the coalition won 31 out of the 48
seats. Umo won all 24 seats it contested.

It was a far cry fromits showing in the dramatic 1994 el ecti ons. Then,
PBS edged BN by 25 seats to 23 to rule the state. But a stream of
defections a few weeks | ater paved the way for BNto formthe governnent.

Since BN cane to power, the rotation systemhas been the cornerstone of
its ability to keep the multi-party coalition intact. In the bitter
hi story of Sabah politics, defections are conmon. But BN has rul ed since
1994 wit hout any nmj or departures. However, by the sheer weight of its 24
seats, the pressure is on the Sabah Umo | eaders to press for the
abrogation of the rotation system PBS, which is the dom nant Kadazandusun
party in the state, has also stated its dislike for the rotation system
many tinmes.

There have been instances where the changeover in the chief ninistership
has been tense. Chong took over from Datuk Osu Sukam who is fromUmmo, in
March this year. It is believed that the passing of the baton was effected
only after sonme diplomatic nedi ati on by Dat uk Abdul Aziz Sansuddin, the
deputy Education Mnister who is known to be a trusted ai de of Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad. An earlier changeover in the
chief ministership fromDatuk Mdhd Salleh Tun Said Keruak to Datuk Yong
Teck Lee in 1996 was al so cl ouded with uncertainty as some Umo | eaders in



the state wanted the rotation system scrapped.

However, Dr Mahathir has said repeatedly that any change in the rotation
system nust be deci ded and agreed upon by all conponent parties. Based on
the stance of Umo and PBS, the possibility of the rotation system being
scraped is nowreal. But before that, PBS has to gain re-adnission into
BN, a nove that has ruffled feathers anong sone conponents party | eaders.

Though nmost conponent parties in the Sabah BN have publicly supported
the PBS nove to rejoin BN, it is evident that a nunber of themare
privately uneasy as it will mean each of them having | ess seats in the
next state el ections.

PBS vice president Dr Yee Mbh Chai is aware that the party's proposition
torejoin BNis stirring sone “uneasiness'. "It is a matter that we wll
look into if our application to re-join the BNis settled,' he tells
Mal aysi an Business. "W are taking one step at a tine.'

The Sabah BN now is made up of mainly Umo, two Kadazandusun-based
parties and two parties representing the Chinese community. Behind the
scenes, top party officials are | ooking at nmergers within the conponent
parties to take place next year.

The aide to Chong does not discount the possibility of the two Chi nese-
based parties - LDP and Sabah Progressive Party (SAPP) - merging. The
Kadazan-based parties in BN are Parti Bersatu Rakyat Sabah (PBRS) |ed by
Tan Sri Joseph Kurup, and Tan Sri Bernard Donpok's United Pasok Monobgun
Kadazandusun ( Upko).

Bot h PBRS and Upko are actually made up of former supporters of PBS.
Hence, a nerger between all three cannot be rul ed out although PBS
portrays itself as a nultiracial party.

A merger anong the Kadazandusun parties is vital as it will end up
havi ng the second bi ggest voice in the state assenbly after Umo, a
strength that could prove useful during the redelineation exercise to be
hel d next year. At present, of the 48 seats, there are 24 Mislim
Bum putera mpjority seats and 15 Kadazandusun seats while the rest are
m xed areas or have a |l arge popul ati on of Chinese voters.

Specul ation is rife that one of the push factors for PBS to re-join BN
is for the Kadazandusun conmunity to have sonme say in the redelineation
exerci se next year. Wat PBS fears nost, say critics, is a further erosion
in the nunber of Kadazandusun mejority seats.

“If they are not within the BN, the nunber of Kadazandusun nmjority
seats will be less,' says an Ummo | eader.

Yee di spels such a notion. “The decision to rejoin BN was purely in the
interest of the people ... we have enphasised on that fact,' he
stresses. |If PBSis admtted to BN, the role of PBSis still to work in
the interest of people no matter what the other considerations are.'

After 11 years, the notion of PBS rejoining the BN coalition is not a
distant dream Pairin is already 61 and he knows that for Kadazandusuns to
continue to be a force to be reckoned with, PBS has to fight fromwthin
the coalition.

Tun Moharmed Fuad Stephens, a forner Kadazandusun | eader, dissol ved Upko
in 1967 and joi ned Usno then, to be in the mainstream| eadership. Fuad
subsequently went on to | ead Berjaya which rul ed Sabah for nine years
until 1985.

PBS rul ed Sabah for nine years until 1994. A nmulti-party coalition of BN
has been headi ng Sabah for the past seven years. \Wether anot her change
happens in two years tine or not is left to be seen.

But when PBS is re-admitted into the BN coalition, the | andscape in the
wild, wild political world of the Land Bel ow The Wnd wi ||l change. The
rotati on systemmay come under increasing pressure to be scrapped and
smal l er parties may be forced to nerge.



The devel opnents in Sabah points to a new forrmula in the bag for
continued rule BN
( END)
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