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however, has been on convincing voters in Batu Sapi of their potential national power, 
appealing to the risk-taking that is part and parcel of this frontier town.  
 
It is thus no surprise that PKR leader Anwar Ibrahim has planted himself here for four 
days. He prioritised this contest over a meeting with the US Secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton, as it is clear that gains here for Pakatan and PKR point directly to the future of 
the party in Sabah and nationally. If PKR manages to beat the odds or even come close, 
it is a new national picture. 
 
In many ways, this contest revisits the dynamic in the months after March 2008 when 
Sabah became the battleground for national power and Pakatan fell flat on its September 
16 takeover. 
 
It still is critical nationally and this is why Batu Sapi is so important. This message of 
shaping the national direction has only started to sink in, and appears not quite as 
strong as it was in Sibu. It is a challenge to change the orientation of voters from 'East' 
to 'West' Malaysia. 
 
Race to the finish 
 
Whether the young, proud or stable buffalo will win remains uncertain. What will be 
important will be not just who is victorious, but the margin and ranking of different 
contenders. The respective positions will shape how these political actors will have to 
work together at both the state and national levels. 
 
A close result will create a new terrain. At the same time, a large victory will profoundly 
shape the future of all concerned. 

DR BRIDGET WELSH is associate professor of political science at Singapore Management 
University. She was in both Batu Sapi and Galas to observe the two by-elections. Welsh 
can be reached atbwelsh@smu.edu.sg. 

 


