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COVER STORY

The

UMNO

Malaise

End Of History And The Last Rebel

by Dr Maznah Mohamad
here are enough supporters and opponents who think that
UMNO, the party is in danger of becoming ‘irrelevant’ to
future Malaysian politics. Yet
some leaders behave as if the
fallout from the ‘Anwar affair’ was a mere ripple, and
UMNO is unsinkable.

T

If UMNO, the nation’s political Titanic, remains
afloat, it does so at a high
price. The wide-spread belief is that a large part of its
membership cowers in fear
of a witch-hunt, chants a
chorus of lies, stays mute in
the face of injustice, compromises principles, scorns

integrity and sidesteps democracy when ‘advised’ by
the Supreme Council to toe
its line.
No

room

for

rebellion

That’s why Tengku Razaleigh Hamzah has had so
much trouble even succeeding at the “nomination
round” for the May UMNO
election. Given this state of affairs, democracy will be further derailed. Soon, UMNO
members will forget the nocontest ruling for UMNO’s
top two posts. No one will
again be interested to know
if and how the UMNO presidency or deputy presidency
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can be challenged.
In one sense, the attention
paid to the likelihood of Ku
Li’s challenge might not even
matter. Things have got so
bad they can hardly get worse
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– unless we miss the most and Islam, coexisting uneas- a remarkable point and may
important point of this latest ily with modernism and irrev- provide it verve for several
episode, which is UMNO’s erence.
more cycles of its political
malaise.
karma.
UMNO has not quite had a
The Malaise will be the overrid- distinct ideology. Instead, it But as the Anwar Ibrahim epiing but hidden agenda of its has successfully manufac- sode and its social, cultural
coming General Assembly. But tured Malayness by claiming and political consequences
this will not be resolved its mission to be defending have shown, UMNO has
through the outcome of its the Malay race, religion and reached the limits of its mofinely ‘orchestrated’ election. nation (membela bangsa, nopoly of Malayness. The
Instead, the results may even agama dan negara). This has party has finally reached a
deepen if not sow the seeds for led many people to believe quandary as to how to keep
the party’s eventual undoing. that UMNO is a Malay chau- on reinventing this Malayvinistic party. But it isn’t so. ness. Proceeding from this
Presently no individual or fac- Openness, good governance point onwards would be the
tion within UMNO can cred- and democracy have never most difficult task facing
ibly mount The Challenge. been UMNO’s primary con- UMNO because cracks in the
Room for rebellion is agoniz- cerns. Still the party is one of party’s life span have already
ingly small while the risk is
chillingly high. Besides, a
Openness, good governance and
change in UMNO leadership
may not lead to party redemocracy have never been UMNO’s
forms. No one knows this betprimary concerns.
ter than the party’s president,
who was once the party’s
fearless rebel but has since Malaysia’s most inclusive es- started to emerge.
become its most intolerant tablishments. A Gujerati Mussteward.
lim, an Arab Malay or a Herein also lies UMNO’s danSabahan Bumiputra can ger of becoming irrelevant. If
Manufacturing
equally become an UMNO UMNO fails to project a fresh
Malayness
member.
definition of Malayness, then
If UMNO is unwell, why
the future belongs to some
doesn’t it tumble quickly? Without being exclusive in its other players. UMNO may be
One reason is that UMNO em- definition of a Malay, UMNO a wealthy party but it will
bodies Malay culture.
manufactured an encom- only be a shell that is unable
passing Malay identity which to house the ‘new’ Malay.
It may sound far-fetched and it successfully used to estabLosing
dynamism,
simplistic to say so, but lish the Malay as ‘first among
immune
to
reforms
UMNO manifests Malayness, equals’ in this nation, to reand the average UMNO distribute wealth through the
member represents the quint- NEP, and to co-opt resurgent Clearly UMNO has lost diessential Malay – gullible, Islamic movements. All of this rection and dynamism. By
weak, indecisive, yet defiant, became the elements that fed the time of the Anwar affair,
ambitious and crafty. In into the project of congealing virtually all credible dissiUMNO’s Malayness, one the Malay quintessence - dents – who might have
finds a fusion of feudalism which the party has done to formed ‘the conscience of the
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party’ – had been flushed out
from the party. Without them,
The Challenge cannot become
a reality.

UMNO’s leading lights play
fast and loose with concepts
of justice, transparency, fairness and democracy. Just
read Razaleigh’s statements
before and after he rejoined
UMNO. Compare Rais
Yatim’s statements today
with his book, Freedom Under
Executive Power, which was
written when he was with
Semangat 46.

this and that noble principle.
But for them, staying aboard
the gravy train of reward and
power is the real thing. Principles can be traded-off or
abandoned without scruple.

As for those leaders who
have been utterly ‘loyal’ to the
party all these years, even less
needs be said.

UMNO has not been spared
the present regime’s emasculation of almost every institution that can promote and
protect civil liberties. Hence,
the inertia of UMNO’s membership is just as effective as
outright repression in keeping
‘people in place’ and guaran-

However, dissatisfied UMNO
members have little ground
for complaint. They didn’t bat
an eyelid when unethical and
undemocratic practices were
rampant during the general
elections. Why should they
now expect their party election to follow standards that UMNO has not been rethey weren’t prepared to up- formed since Razaleigh and
hold earlier?
Rais rejoined the party. Why
does neither of them speak of
Fear, too, explains why noth- UMNO’s deplorable state of
ing radical will happen in governance? Why don’t they
UMNO. People are reluctant re-issue the writings and
to mount challenges not just statements they made years
because they may fail, but be- before re-joining UMNO? Are
cause of what will happen to they no longer interested in
them if they fail. The humili- the ‘justice’ they once fought
ation of Semangat 46 and for? One wonders why the
Razaleigh, and the horrors grassroots are not more conthat befell Anwar are re- fused or disillusioned about
minders that any challenge the party’s actual struggles
against the UMNO leader- given the pendulous swings
ship must be a do-or-die bat- to which principles are subtle.
jected.
There is another reason why
UMNO will remain unchanged, stagnant and unable to reform itself from
within. Some people think
that replacing the present
leadership will lead to reform
and renewal. But that’s practically impossible when

In short, don’t look to UMNO
leaders to lead genuine reform. They may now and
then posture as defenders of

Inertia, the bane
of party life
UMNO is stuck in inertia.
Musa Hitam’s recent speech
in Johore (see page 7) was a
veiled attack on the party’s
leadership and its undemocratic practices. Musa’s
widely publicized speech
caused a stir among UMNO
members
(and
many
Malaysians) but couldn’t initiate a tidal wave for reform.
Those most moved by the substance of Musa’s criticisms
were upset, but not enraged
enough to take up the cudgels for change. UMNO members and Malaysians alike
have learnt to treat criticisms
against the present order like
water off a duck’s back or as
yet another daily offering that
soon evaporates into thin air.

Soon, UMNO members will forget the no-contest ruling for UMNO’s
top two posts. No one will again be interested to know if and how
the UMNO presidency or deputy presidency can be challenged.
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teeing ‘business as usual’.
Malaise
When was the last real rebellion within UMNO?
When Musa Hitam resigned
as deputy prime minister in
1986, he did not revolt. He
simply gave up because he
couldn’t take the heat. Tengku
Razaleigh was no rebel,
merely a contender for the
presidency. And if Anwar
Ibrahim meant to rebel in
1998, his nascent mutiny was
snuffed out even before it had
a chance to erupt.
The bold and defiant Malay
of whom Dr Mahathir was
undoubtedly the last successful one is becoming an unknown
protagonist
in
UMNO. In Malay theatreparlance he would be the apt
personification of the Pemberontak Melayu Terakhir.
When a political party loses
all spirit of ‘defiance’, it also
loses all chances of vibrancy,
reform and renewal. Losing
much Malay support at the
last election should have been
enough of a ‘wake-up’ call for
UMNO to invent a new and
vibrant sense of Malayness.
But it’s not happening.
In UMNO’s 44-year history,
one of its chief strengths was
its ability to co-opt different
strategic Malay constituencies. It first depended on
Malay teachers and religious
leaders. Then it actively em-

braced Malay doctors and the publication of Harakah.
lawyers. After that it brought The template for a future
in radical Islamists.
UMNO has been laid down.
So long as UMNO can
Most recently UMNO took on project itself as the political
board Malay businessmen embodiment of Malayness, it
and locked their class inter- will survive. In this respect,
ests with the party’s interests. PAS already poses an obvious
Consequently, Malay busi- alternative and a serious
nessmen are collectively challenge.
UMNO’s patron and moneyed backbone – but they are But any redefinition of
also the very source of the Malayness may not fall into
party’s social liability.
either UMNO’s or PAS’ version. One hopes that the procHence, whom, after the ess of Malay politicization
Malay businessmen, can may be entering a more comUMNO ride on to evolve as plex but more enlightening
dynamically as it once did?
phase – ironically because of
the crisis which UMNO has
UMNO itself has no satisfac- caused.
tory answer, as can be
judged by the attempts by It remains to be seen
certain UMNO quarters to whether a credible chalrevive their obsolescent for- lenge takes place in the May
mula of calling for ‘Malay UMNO election that can
unity’ as if the Malays are a lead to the party’s renewal.
besieged community. Some If an unreform-ed UMNO
UMNO politicians and a politics continues to domimainstream Malay daily nate Malaysian society, it
newspaper have attacked does not take much to guess
Astro (the cable TV) for hav- what darkness will be in
ing ‘too many’ Chinese and store for the rest of us, who
Tamil foreign channels. But have been bystanders in this
is this anything more than latest round of a charade of
a pathetic admission that an election. We will be betUMNO no longer offers ter off not to wait with
anything more original than bated breath wondering if
a worn-out claim of defend- all hell will break loose in the
i n g ‘ M a l a y n e s s ’ a g a i n s t coming showdown. Instead,
non-existent ‘non-Malay we should wonder if we are
threats’?
not in fact witnessing the
twilight moments of one
Curtains?
chapter of Malay history
It is equally irrelevant to and the dawning of another.
UMNO’s claim on Malayness But pray that the next one
for the government to restrict will be less grim. q
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UMNO POLITICS

What Has
To UMNO?

Happened

Rejuvenate UMNO and change yourself before you are changed
by Tan Sri Musa Hitam
ince my withdrawal
after the election of
the UMNO leadership in 1987, I have refrained
from making any statements
on the political developments in UMNO. Many
have asked if I have really retired or if my silence is in reality a tactic or strategy.

S

By the Grace of God, I
have successfully disciplined myself from returning actively into the
UMNO political arena.
God willing, I will continue to do so; I do not
plan to be active in politics again.
It is difficult to accept
and believe such a stand.
But to me, this is the
stand that is appropriate for
UMNO as long as we wish to
continue practising democracy and wish to represent the
people in the true sense. I believe that as long as many
heads and leaders are ready

or willing to withdraw voluntarily and give way to young
and new talents, we will continue to be supported by the
people as their representative.

full awareness of our responsibility, and for the interest of
the people. If we violate these
principles, we will eventually
lose our mandate. When we
lose our mandate,
there will be disorder
and chaos and finally
we will sink.

Power is indeed perplexing. The more
powerful a person
gets, the more power
he covets. This is especially true in a society
which measures success according to material
attainments;
power is increasingly
used as a tool for material attainment and,
subsequently, material
attainment itself is
used to maintain
Otherwise, our party will in- power or gain more power.
creasingly be divorced from
As a result of the Malays besociety.
ing motivated by material
The power that has been en- advancement, the character
trusted to us all this while is of their leadership and the
meant to be used justly, with style of their politics has
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changed. Whereas the earlier
UMNO leaders were teachers
and the issues that lifted them
up or brought them down
were related to education,
increasingly more businessmen and entrepreneurs have
taken over the leadership.
The issues have also changed
to issues of business licences,
contracts and so on. Questions of irrigation, drains, agriculture, schools and higher
education
have
been
drowned out by issues like
Malay business “opportunities”.

young, old, labourers, the
learned, the rich, the poor worked hard and earnestly
for the opposition parties, no
matter whether it was PAS,
DAP, Parti Rakyat or
KeADILan. Only in Chinesemajority areas were the BN
and UMNO leaders and
workers relaxed. “There’s no
problem here, Tan Sri,” they
told me jovially.
What has happened? What
has happened to UMNO?
UMNO has become a Malay
party that is dependent upon
Chinese support?

During my entire political
career, when I visited every
corner of the country, at any
gathering, I felt confident of
the support of the Malay society for UMNO. On the other
hand, it was difficult to be
certain of Chinese support or
even be sure of their stand.

There’s nothing wrong with
the Chinese supporting
UMNO. That is a good sign.
But in the present political
environment when so many
Malays have deserted UMNO
and support rival parties —
even the DAP — UMNO
members must reflect on and
Now the situation has be conscious of our weakchanged. On polling day dur- nesses, analyse ourselves.
ing the recent general elections, I spent the whole day If the leaders don’t want to
visiting polling stations in the do so and continue to blame
Federal Territory and areas others, it is definitely a bad
around Selangor.
sign - that UMNO will become irrelevant before long.
My experience was extremely
peculiar, one that I had never The Malays have become so
experienced in my entire life. well educated, mature and
In Malay-majority areas, BN bold, bold in taking a stand
leaders and workers looked on all kinds of issues, whether
weary and exhausted as well it is politics, administration,
as pressured.
economy, education, etc. This
is undoubtedly a result of
This was because in a very UMNO’s own efforts. We
open, fearless and unhesitant should face this situation
manner, so many Malays - with pride and determinaAliran Monthly 20(2) Page 8

tion, but also adapt our thinking and action to it.
If we only demand that they
thank us continuously as before, they will regard us as
being behind the times.
So many Malay youths,
when I’m exchanging views
with them on current issues,
complain to me that, “The
trouble with the leadership is
that whenever they try to explain issues to the public,
they seem to insult our intelligence.”
In other words, they are no
longer prepared to accept a
statement wholesale without
thinking critically. We have
lost credibility; their trust in
us has been eroded.
We cannot dodge the issues
they bring up with decadesold arguments. Let me raise
frankly the issues that were
used widely during the last
elections with great deleterious effects on us:
(1)

The

Anwar
Issue

Ibrahim

From the start, we said that
the Anwar Ibrahim issue is
not a big issue. But each time
we hear our leaders speak in
the campaign, Anwar Ibrahim is condemned more
crudely and more frequently,
without any restraint.
To me, Anwar Ibrahim is indeed unimportant. The issue
that was used very effectively

by the opposition parties was
how “cruel” the BN government was in the way it
dragged Anwar to the lowest
pit, and that too when he had
just been idolised as a national
leader.

two attractions that resulted didates from their own party.
in overwhelming acceptance
(4) Condition Inside
of UMNO, especially among
the
Party
the Malays. These were the
concepts of “Clean, Efficient
and
Trustworthy”
and
“Leadership by Example”,
both of which abide by the
To the Malay community, es- teachings of Islam.
pecially those who feel “pity”
for Anwar, “cruelty” and The practices that were de“pity” had become the source manded of UMNO of that
of anti-government argu- time (I still remember how
ments and a whisper cam- excited the UMNO Supreme
paign which had a great Council was over these connegative impact on us.
cepts!), seems to me, to have
been forgotten while we are
(2) The Issue of
still trying to get close to the Since UMNO was established
Corruption,
Cronyism
people. Finally, in the last few on 11 May 1946 in Johor
and
Nepotism
years, the leaders seem em- Bahru, it was a political party
barrassed to even mention that was open, accessible and
No matter what arguments the concepts of “Clean, Effi- represented Malays from all
our leaders use to counter cient and Trustworthy” and segments of society.
accusations of corruption, “Leadership by Example”.
nepotism and cronyism, the
When I was serving the party
perception of many members In my opinion, the perception then, there were no lack of
of society is that it indeed ex- of the people is that PAS, as a members of the Supreme
ists.
party that rules in only one Council, PM, DPM, Ministers
state, practises these concepts and Menteri Besar who were
In politics, what counts is far more than UMNO does. criticised vocally without
image or perception. No mat- By doing so, PAS has been hesitation.
ter how we try and ask that able to prove its credibility
such cases be brought to jus- and project a positive image. In the past decade, UMNO
tice in the courts, reported to
has changed. Its AGMs,
the police or other parties that Don’t UMNO members see whether at the divisional,
are responsible, when the all this? Aren’t UMNO mem- state or national level, have all
people see the extravagant bers who come from the become highly organised and
and wasteful lifestyle of those grassroots, from among the tightly arranged, so tightly
in power and compare it ordinary citizenry, aware of that we have deviated from
against the actual income all these issues? Of course our original purposes.
these people are supposed to they see it, of course they are
get, they cannot accept our aware! I’m sure they see and The speeches and statements
arguments.
are aware. Some see so well are aimed more at attracting
and are so aware that they the interest and attention of
have become frustrated, so those in power. The more
(3)
Religion
much so they quietly and se- powerful the person the
In the early 1980s, there were cretly refuse to vote for can- speech is directed at, the
Aliran Monthly 20(2) Page 9

higher the praise. The level of
tolerance for criticisms and
differences of opinion declines, the more powerful the
leader becomes.

be obstructed with conditions
that are too stringent or be
prohibited from contesting
any position by a decision of
the Supreme Council.

Under such conditions, it is
not surprising to see our party’s meetings increasingly becoming “endorsement” meetings and not meetings to put
forward the laments, criticisms and demands of the
people. Not only that, whoever dares to criticise or give
a different opinion is branded
disloyal and faces all-out condemnation.

In the process of choosing the
top leadership, the widest
opportunity should be given
to anyone who wishes to offer himself. All members
should be given the chance to
record their stand through
the electoral process.

I am sure that no human in
this world is 100% liked or
supported. I don’t believe Dr
Mahathir is supported 100%.
(5) Concept of Loyalty I don’t believe Datuk
Abdullah Badawi is supThe concept of loyalty in our ported by 100% of the memparty has become confused. bers.
Loyalty to the party has become confused with loyalty to What is detrimental when a
individual leaders or those contest is disallowed is that
who hold office. Only those those who face no contest
who shout, “support and will feel “a false sense of
agree” are considered loyal. popularity” and “a false sense
Those who give different or of security” …he will feel that
counter
arguments
are he is so popular and will considelined or branded trouble- tinue to enjoy full support for
makers. This “support and life!
agree” syndrome has killed
the readiness to put forward What is splitting our party is
constructive opinions.
the political culture in UMNO
now - both the winning and
(6)
UMNO
Constitution losing side realise that there
will be attempts to finish off
In the chapter on elections, the loser’s political career. The
my opinion is that every mem- loser will be cursed, conber who wishes to offer him- demned and obstructed not
self for whatever position, only in their political activiwhether it is the President, ties but also to the extent of
Deputy President, Vice Presi- threatening their rice-bowl.
dent or Supreme Council, This fate is not limited to
should be accepted and not those who contest, but also
Aliran Monthly 20(2) Page 10

extends to their supporters.
His job is jeopardised; his
business, his loans, his children’s scholarships are also
threatened. Not surprisingly,
the contests are so intense
and finally divisive. Hatred
continues, animosity continues and purging continues.
Under such conditions, contest within UMNO has truly
become a matter of life and
death.
I can see that the process of
condemnation has already
started via certain newspapers - when there’s mere talk
that Tengku Razaleigh wants
to contest. If this tactic continues in the UMNO elections,
it will definitely backfire.
In my closing speech in 1987,
I asked all the delegates to
“take good care of UMNO”,
but today, my plea is “rejuvenate UMNO” and “change
yourself before you are
changed”. q
Excerpts of the speech
by former UMNO
Deputy President, Tan
Sri Musa Hitam, when
officiating at the annual general meeting
of UMNO branches in
the Johor Bahru division on 19 February
2000.
Source: MalaysiaKini
(Translated by Aliran)

POLITICS

The

Last

Chance?

Although the cards remain stacked against us,
we must not lose our faith. We have many things going for us
by DJ Muzaffar Tate
y now it should be plain
to all those of us for
whom Reformasi is not a
dirty word that the tiger
cannot lose its stripes. In other
words, the old order still prevails
and the Reformasi ideals - of a government which is accountable
and open; of a Parliament whose
members are responsible, dedicated and truly representative of
the nation; and of a legal system
which is impartial and free from
political influence - still remain a
pipe dream. As far as the exercise
of political power is concerned,
there has been no change at all.

B

Sycophantic

Press

Take the media, for example. The
coverage of the news by TV, the
radio and the Press remains as
selective as ever. TV and Radio
still carry on with their brainwashing, reporting the opinions
of ministers as statements of fact,
identifying patriotism with the
ruling party, and toeing the party
line as the hallmark of democracy.
The Press remains as sycophantic as ever to the people in power;
it gives detailed coverage of mundane happenings around the
country but provides the barest
attention to matters of real import

such as the epic trial of a former
deputy prime minister. Opposition publications have been crippled. This magazine has been
plagued with problems, Harakah
has had its issues slashed by 75
per cent, and Detik has disappeared altogether. The Internet is
open to everybody and the powers-to-be have declared that it
shall remain so. But only 5 per
cent of Malaysians surf the
Internet.
Then what about transparency?
Police reports, backed by documentary evidence, have been
lodged about the alleged corruption of leading Cabinet ministers
but no action has yet been taken.
There is the mysterious Hicom
merger which involves the shunting around of a lot of shares
within a magic circle, and the still
greater mystery which passeth all
understanding of the alleged kickbacks in a certain Telecom contract.
Malaysian justice still grinds on
in its wondrous way leaving
many foreign and quite a number
of our own lawyers dumbfounded, but it is no longer highlighted as it was before because
that could cause us to get too ex-
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cited. Better to forget it. In fact,
one would hardly know that it
was grinding away at all without
scrutinising the papers with the
greatest care.

Hardly

Any

Change

All this is since the great general
election of 1999. As far as we who
want change are concerned, there
has been no change at all. Well,
hardly any, because we must not
forget those 680,000 electors who
were not able to exercise their right
to vote in the last election but who
will be able to do so the next time
because the Elections Commission has now succeeded in completing the registration exercise.
Let’s hope that the Commission
will have time to register the next
batch of those eligible to vote in
time for the year 2004.
There are some other marginal
differences as well. There is less
tension in the air because most of
us have grown a little wary of politics. Moreover, the economy appears to be mending, so that at
least some people will be getting
rich again. The media is blander
and less abrasive. BN politicians
have picked up a few Reformasi
terms such as ‘transparency’, ‘ac-

countability’ and ‘serving the people’, etc. which they bandy about
quite freely. And there are signs
that even in the higher echelons
of the senior party in the ruling
coalition there are those who beg
to differ from those at the very top.
But one thing that has not
changed is the prime minister’s
world view and the lessons he
would like us all to learn from it.
Globalisation is dangerous and
must be resisted – which is rather
like the Danish King who ordered
the tide to turn back at his command. The King was merely trying to teach his flattering courtiers
a lesson, but our prime minister is
serious. Yet globalisation is a technological process which, like the
Industrial
Revolution,
is
unstoppable. All that we can do
is to learn how to handle it to our
advantage.
He still warns us about the dangerous world we live in and of the
dangerous foreigners who are out
to get us. We must all unite to prevent that from happening, but he
also keeps on inviting foreigners
into our country to show off their
Formula One racing machines
and to provide expensive advice
on how to manage our financial
affairs – remember those Jewish
consultants?
He continues to demand our gratitude and scolds the Malays for not
showing it by voting against him
– yet if it were not for them, he
would never have got where he is
today in the first place.
Of course, he is the father of national unity and solidarity? Party
must come before the individual?

And the two top individuals who
run the party must not be challenged?

Cannot
Expect
Much
From
UMNO
So really, there haven’t been any
basic changes at all over the past
few months, have there? So where
do we stand? Will we have to wait
for another five years before we
get another chance? Will we be
able to keep to our commitment for
change and remain true to our
values for so long? Have we in
fact had our last chance for reform
and a better Malaysia?
Or is it the other way round? They
say – it is hard to get confirmation
of such things – that the prime
minister has been very busy interviewing people of late, people like
the heads of UMNO divisions
whose support he desperately
needs to have so that he can keep
his job. But one of two recalcitrants – some fairly high up in the
hierarchy – have expressed opposing views. Could this lead to
a split in UMNO and the collapse
of the present regime? A charming thought, perhaps, but do not
count on it. As everyone knows,
the prime minister is a past master in the art of persuading people
to see where their higher interests
lie, and no doubt his interviews
have worked wonders. No, we
cannot expect too much from
UMNO.

Hoping
Something

For
Better

The answer lies with us, the believers in the need for change.
Although the cards remain
Aliran Monthly 20(2) Page 12

stacked against us, we must not
lose our faith. We have many
things going for us. There are, in
the first place, many more of us
than there used to be before, say,
Anwar’s arrest. And as far as it is
possible to judge, most of us have
not had second thoughts and
changed our minds about what is
right and fair and what is not in
the present scheme of things. We
have a stronger Opposition in
Parliament and although the media’s selective coverage does not
give us much of a chance to know
how it is getting on, one thing is
clear - that the Barisan Alternatif
is a real alternative which is working.
Technology – IT – about which the
prime minister himself is very enthusiastic is also surely on our
side – that is, on the side of openness and enlightenment and better mutual understanding. And
above all, we have youth on our
side – young professionals who
belong to a far less cynical and
much more positive world and
who have a much more tolerant
outlook than perhaps people of
the older generation. And beyond
them is the up and coming new
generation of students who have
their own hopes and ideals, and
who want the right to be heard.
So if today, the prospects for
change seem a little gloomy, we
still have the hope of seeing something better. Indeed, it is more
likely that the boot is on the other
foot – that it is the forces of reaction which are now facing their
last chance to survive. But this
can be only at our expense and if
we let them through our own indifference or despondency. q

MEDIA

The

Forbidden

Fruit

Called

Malaysians hungry for alternative views will continue to be drawn
to the popular tabloid despite the latest curbs
by Dr Mustafa K. Anuar
or a variety of reasons,
Harakah, the political organ of PAS, has become
the darling among many
Malaysians over the last few
years. Concerned citizens prefer
the tabloid to the pliant mainstream press for its incisive analyses, lively letters’ column, and a
fair degree of journalistic credibility.

F

The Malaysian government, on
the other hand, wants to curb
Harakah purportedly to maintain
unity in a divided Malay community and to block the Opposition
from allegedly lying, slandering
and smearing the country’s image. So it did not come as a surprise when, on 1 March 2000,
Harakah was slapped with a virtual ban, its frequency of publication slashed from twice a week to
twice a month - a whopping 75
per cent cut.

Spurious

Justification

Government leaders offered two
reasons to justify the revised conditions in Harakah’s newly approved publishing permit. The
first: that the Harakah publisher
had violated the condition of the
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permit restricting its sales to PAS
members only. They argued that
as Harakah was found to have
flouted this ruling on a number of
occasions, the publisher had to be
“gently” punished.
The other reason given was that
Harakah’s frequency had to be cut
to twice per month so that some
sort of “standardisation” could be
achieved by putting Harakah on
par with other less frequently published party organs.
Such reasons should be closely
scrutinised. Political organs such
as Harakah should not be confined
to party members only. In a democracy, a political party should
have the right to propagate its ideology, policies, and programmes
to as many people as possible, irrespective of their political or ideological leanings. Political parties
must have sufficient democratic
space to contest on a level playing field. These parties should be
allowed to freely disseminate their
ideas not only through their respective party organs but also
through other media.
A political party should also have
the right to decide on the fre-

Exacerbating

quency of its newsletter. That
should hinge on important factors
such as the party’s financial capacity, human resources and political priorities. It should not be
fixed by a Home Ministry decree
aimed at “streamlining” political
mouthpieces.
If political organs are only allowed to publish twice a month,
then the country’s mainstream
newspapers such as Utusan Malaysia, New Straits Times, The Star,
Berita Harian, and The Sun must
adhere to this new ruling. This is
because they have, by and large,
been acting more like BN mouthpieces.

Punishing

The

Culprit

So what are the real reasons for
the curbs on Harakah? Well, the
ruling coalition, especially
UMNO, has probably identified
the bilingual tabloid as the main
“culprit” responsible for dwindling popularity of UMNO
amongst the Malay community.
Some in UMNO have even claimed
that PAS, via Harakah, has sown
seeds of disunity among the
Malays.
This kind of warped logic fails to
see the real reasons for Harakah’s
popularity and UMNO’s eroding
support among the Malays. Disenchanted Malays, put off by the
harsh ouster of former deputy
prime minister Anwar Ibrahim,
have found Harakah to be a useful
platform to air their views, frustration, and even helplessness.
There have been strident calls for
justice, fairness, and political reforms across the nation and these
issues have filled the many pages
of Harakah.
It is not only many Malays who
have turned to Harakah to satisfy

Matters

Restricting Harakah will not solve
UMNO’s problems. If anything, it
will only exacerbate matters for
not only UMNO members but also
other Malaysians. The virtual ban
on Harakah means that a platform
for Malaysians to air their legitimate grievances and views has
been almost blocked. Interaction
between the people and government leaders becomes less, and the
gap between the two sides widens dangerously.
their intellectual and political
yearning. Many non-Malays, too,
have found themselves drawn to
the publication - a phenomenon
that certainly has raised eyebrows among BN politicians. A
glance at the political analyses
and readers letters, especially in
Harakah’s English Section, reveals
the rapport that has developed between the publication and its
non-Malay readers. For it is here
that issues and problems associated with the non-Malay community - the very stuff that most of
the mainstream press shy away
from - have been highlighted and
intensely debated. In other words,
Harakah has provided democratic
space for many non-Malays to express themselves as citizens living in a democracy are entitled to.
In many ways, Harakah has given
many Malaysians a taste of what
press freedom is about. That has
contributed to Harakah’s soaring
circulation (at least before the latest curb) and the flagging popularity of the somewhat Jurassic
mainstream press. Some analysts
have speculated that the new ruling was meant to help shore up
the troubled circulation of a
number of affected mainstream
newspapers while curtailing
Harakah’s sales and profits.
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More than that, the legitimate
right of Malaysians to express
themselves, to rationally discuss
issues, and to air dissenting
views in a civilised manner has
been curbed using the archaic
Printing Presses and Publications Act. Seen in this light, the
Act is indeed contemptuous of
the human mind and inimical to
intellectual development in our
society.
This law is a British legacy that
has been steadfastly maintained
and promoted by a self-proclaimed nationalistic government that purports to be a leader
among countries of the South. It
certainly doesn’t ‘jive’ with the
government’s oft-pronounced
goal of bringing Malaysia into
the forefront of the so-called information revolution via the
Multimedia Super Corridor
(MSC) project and Information
Technology, which thrives on
the free-flow of information.
Malaysians will continue to look
for other sources of information
apart from the mainstream media. Despite the curbs – or perhaps because of them - the forbidden fruit that is Harakah will
look even more attractive for
many concerned Malaysians. q

Clampdown

on

Harakah

Prompted by Fear of Eroding Support
pression.
By abusing its authority with puerile and primitive methods to
safeguard its political interest, the
BN government stands naked,
stripped of all its pretences that it
respects democracy and supports
the rule of law. Its justification for
this undemocratic decision
sounds hollow and hypocritical.

t is a crying shame that
the Barisan Nasional
government has to resort
to high-handed tactics to
counter the challenge posed by the
influential opposition publication, Harakah.

I

Harakah has in the last two years
emerged as an effective alternative
voice for the opposition to criticise
questionable government policies.
It is a terrible blow to the freedom
of the press and a blatant denial
of access to information. There is
no justification to reduce the frequency of Harakah’s publication
by 75 per cent.
By severely curtailing the printing
frequency and stringently restricting the circulation of Harakah, the
BN government has finally and
inadvertently conceded defeat that it is no match to counter opposition criticism. Instead of crossing swords armed with truth and
logic, the BN government has
clamped down on freedom of ex-

It is absurd for Deputy Prime Minister Abdullah Badawi, who is
also Home Minister, to state that
‘’the standardisation of the publication period is to give a fair opportunity to other political parties.’’ What kind of logic is this? If
he is all that concerned about giving fair opportunity to other political parties, then where was his
concern for fair-play and a level
playing-field during the last general election campaign? Why
didn’t he speak up when the
mainstream media refused to give
fair coverage to opposition views?
In justifying the restrictions on
Harakah, Abdullah said that
UMNO will also publish its newsletter twice a month. Just because
UMNO cannot match Harakah’s
frequency, it does not mean that
Harakah has to be restricted to conform to UMNO’s inability to publish more often. Is it a matter of
time before we are told that since
other political parties are unable
to publish, Harakah must also
cease publication altogether?
In any case, it is not Abdullah’s
business whether a political party
wishes to publish weekly or daily.
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If a political party has the means
and the resources to publish as
often as it wishes, why should it
be regulated?
Abdullah’s announcement yesterday smacks of political vindictiveness however much he may deny
it by claiming “it is not a political
decision.” Thinking people will be
flabbergasted and will shake their
heads in disbelief; they will certainly not be convinced that his
decision is based on rational or
logical thought. It is instead a decision prompted by fear that
Harakah will further undermine
Malay confidence in UMNO,
which has already suffered a
sharp erosion in support from the
Malay community; it is a selfish
political decision to ensure
UMNO’s survival and the preservation of the ruling elite.
The timing of the announcement is
also questionable: it came on the
day that UMNO divisions began
meeting to nominate candidates for
the UMNO leadership. Is
Abdullah trying to project himself
as a brave and strong leader to boost
his prospects in the ongoing campaign for the UMNO elections?
Aliran condemns the politically
motivated restrictions on Harakah
and calls for the repeal of the Printing Presses and Publications Act.
As long as this Act remains, it will
be abused to curtail freedom of the
press and to serve political ends.
P Ramakrishnan
President
2 March 2000

GENDER

Parliament,
and Sexual

Gender
Sensitivity
Harassment

Men and women must work together to stop
discrimination against women by words,
thoughts and deeds.
by Dr Prema Devaraj
he Human Resources
Ministry has defined
sexual harassment under the Code of Practice on the Prevention and
Eradication of Sexual Harassment in the Workplace (1999)
as:

T

Any unwanted conduct of a
sexual nature having the effect
of verbal, non-verbal, visual,
psychological or physical harassment:
i) that might, on reasonable
grounds, be perceived by
the recipient as placing a
condition of a sexual nature
on her/his employment; or
ii) that might, on reasonable
grounds, be perceived by
the recipient as an offence
or humiliation, or a threat
to her/his well being, but
has no direct link to her/his
employment.
The comments made by certain
MPs in Parliament a few weeks
ago fall under the category of
verbal sexual harassment (i.e.
offensive or suggestive re-

marks, comments, jokes, jesting, kidding, sounds and questioning). It adds to the seriousness of the situation to have
certain quarters implying that
only people with sexist minds
would find the remarks sexist.
Such comments show the pathetic level of thinking of the
MPs concerned.
When lewd remarks are made
and considered amusing by
MPs in Parliament, it is
• an insult to both the men
and women who are working together towards a nation where people are respected regardless of gender, ethnic background or
religion,
• an indication of how deeply
ingrained male chauvinism
is in our country;
• an indication of how difficult the legislation of the
above Code is going to be
when the very people involved in legislating the
Code are themselves guilty
of sexual harassment (intentional or otherwise) or are
not capable of understandAliran Monthly 20(2) Page 16

ing or taking sexual harassment seriously; and
• a disgraceful example for
young people and the public.
Given the calibre, mind-set and
level of discussion of some of
the present MPs, it is clear why
we still have legislation that
discriminates against women.

Gender

Sensitisation

There is a move to promote a
minimum of 30 per cent participation of women at all le-vels
of political and policy-making
processes in Malaysia. The
level of representation of
women in parliamentary and
state assemblies is presently
less than 10 per cent. Although
there is a need to have higher
representation of women in
parliament and the state assemblies, getting women to fill the
quota of 30 per cent alone is not
going to solve the issue of gender bias in Malaysia.
The issue is a deep one that cannot be tackled by increasing the

number of women in politics or
by weekend workshops or
seminars. It must be resolved
by implementing a carefully
thought-out gender sensitisation programme that starts in
primary schools, when young
minds are relatively uncluttered by gender bias. There
can be no effective top-down
approach to gender sensitisation as ideas about men and
women are formed very early
in a person’s life.
The Code of Practice on the
Prevention and Eradication of
Sexual Harassment in the
Workplace recognises that
sexual harassment takes place
and must be stopped. A great
deal of time, thought, effort
and commitment has gone into
the production of such a Code.
At the National Workshop on
Sexual Harassment in The
Workplace on 1 March 1999 in
Kuala Lumpur, Lim Ah Lek, the
then Minister of Human Resources, stated that the Code
was meant, among other
things, to ‘’encourage the development and implementation of
policies and practices which will
ensure a safe and healthy working
environment in every place of employment where individual employees, irrespective of status or
position, are treated with dignity
and are free from any form of harassment, humiliation and intimidation of a sexual nature.” If the
government is truly committed
to seeing this take place, the
implementation of the Code
must be enforced in all
workplaces including Parliament.

A

Firm

Stand

At present the Code is a nonbinding guideline for an employer. The Code does not
protect anyone; nor can it be
a deterrent to sexual harassment if it is not adopted and
implemented. Legislation of
the Code is absolutely necessary so that the Code can be
enforced and taken seriously
especially when people are
charged in Court with sexual
harassment.
If the government is committed to promoting gender sensitivity and deterring sexual
harassment, then any remarks
amounting to sexual harassment made by MPs in Parliament should immediately be
censured by the Speaker in Parliament. The suspension of the
MP concerned should be considered. A firm stand against
sexual harassment must be
taken to send a clear message.
If an MP is guilty of sexual harassment, verbal or otherwise,
then he or she should be made
accountable.
Gender sensitivity and sexual
harassment concern both men
and women. While men may
have
chauvinistic
ideas,
women too may be at fault for
allowing the perpetuation of
this type of thinking and behaviour. Women generally bear
the brunt of male chauvinism
and sexual harassment. Some
tolerate it because it's difficult
or embarrassing to speak out
against such behaviour or
thinking due to cultural codes
and norms. Those who do
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speak out against it may not
get the support they need and
may instead be further victimised or ostracised at work. A
case in point is the recent alleged sexual harassment complaint lodged by six women
against their general manager
in a Penang hotel. Instead of
proceeding with a grievance
procedure to investigate the
serious complaints, the management suspended these
women on grounds of “malicious and unfounded allegations against the General Manager.” No action has been
taken against the general manager.
Even men who do not condone
such behaviour may keep quiet
when sexual harassment takes
place. Often, it is difficult to
raise one’s voice in protest but
the issue of sexual harassment
must be voiced and addressed.
MPs, are expected to encourage, listen to and support protests against sexual harassment
wherever and whenever it occurs, irrespective of who the
offender might be. For this to
happen however, the level of
gender sensitivity in Parliament has to be drastically
raised.
Gender bias, gender sensitivity and sexual harassment are
not just women’s issues. These
are issues which concern all of
us – both men and women
working towards a nation
committed to Article 1 of the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights which states, “All
human beings are born free and
equal in dignity and rights”. q
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Or ban and restrict publications,
arrest people who protest peacefully, or jail critics. We would then
have a more democratic society
and the government would be
truly “people-friendly.” Unfortunately the curbs on Harakah and
other publications, the arrests of
Karpal and others, and the recent
developments in Malacca suggest
that the opposite is happening.

Q Q Q Q Q
Ali Rustam,
No Ibrahim Ali

Elections
Without
Contests?
Don’t misunderstand. Elections
are not everything but they are still
important. We should therefore
take elections seriously and defend the right to contest. However,
the upcoming UMNO elections
appears to be a non-starter if we
apply the democracy test. The
same twisted logic of pretending
to be a democracy by adopting
“people-friendly” gestures and
rhetoric appears to underscore the
attitude of UMNO leaders. Nominations for the various posts are
being conducted. Yet a directive,
which is officially termed “a recommendation,” has also been issued by UMNO’s Supreme Council that there be no contests for the
top two posts. Having no contests
for the top posts will, according
to their logic, avoid infighting –
as apparently occurred at the
Tedong Pekan branch meeting in
late February, when chairs were
thrown, a car was splashed with
acid, people were elbowing one
another and someone even
choked. There’s also fear that the

contests could develop into wars
- no-holds barred, winner takes all
– and another split in the party.
But what if we encourage the winner not to take all ? Not to go on a
witch-hunt and search-and-destroy all who voted against him ?
Not to remove them from positions, or to deny contracts, or recall loans ? Might not the loser
accept defeat gracefully ? There
would be no need to go to the
courts on the grounds of phantom
voters, illegal branch meetings,
vote buying, etc. (Incidentally,
such “internal” party matters can
no longer be taken to the Courts
according to the amended party
constitution). Put another way, if
criticisms were valued, differences
of opinion accepted as natural,
and elections considered healthy
occasions for important issues to
come to the fore and deadwood to
be removed, etc, one begins to appreciate the value of contest, and
of having an Opposition. We need
a culture of tolerance towards others with other ideas even when
they criticise and challenge us.
Then we would not need to fight
at meetings or run to the Courts.
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Just when we began to miss
Ibrahim Ali, the former deputy
minister in the prime minister’s
department, well known for his
antics, and not one to hide his
crude ways behind double-speak
– he already had difficulty speaking straight - along comes
Mohamed Ali Rustam, the new
Malacca CM. Ali Rustam first directed his officials to terminate the
contracts of their panel doctors
and other professionals whom he
claimed were aligned with the opposition. He also threatened to
transfer out civil servants found
to be opposition party members.
He next initiated moves to transfer out state funds from two banks
which, he claimed, were staffed
by opposition supporters who
posted confidential bank documents in the Internet. Bank managers must be responsible for the
actions of their subordinates, Ali
Rustam argued. Then he began
blacklisting contractors. Now, if a
doctor is found wanting in treating patients who seek his services
because he is too engrossed in political activities, or worse, refuses
to treat some sick person belonging to a different political party,
that doctor should rightly be re-

moved from any panel of doctors.
But whether the doctor supports
one party or another is the doctor’s privilege, indeed his civil
right as in any democracy. Likewise, for any civil servant. According to the government’s General Orders, if any civil servant
wishes to hold office in any political party (N.B. this includes
both BN as well as opposition parties) s/he has to apply for permission first. If s/he wishes to contest elections, the individual has
to resign from the Civil Service.
This is proper. However, the rationale for resigning is not because
s/he belongs to an opposition
party, or that as a civil servant s/
he must be pro-government.
Rather, it is because the neutrality
of the civil service must be preserved. It is not surprising if Ali
Rustam gets confused here;
Ibrahim Ali used to be confused
over many matters. In fact many
BN leaders considered the civil
service to be an extension of the
BN and used it to serve party as
well as their own personal ends.
The civil service especially at the
upper levels was anything but
neutral. But since they were all
pro BN, it was therefore considered okay. Now it is the reverse
case. Hence Ali Rustam’s highhanded and punitive moves nothing new except that they’re
absolutely blatant. One might
even say “transparent”, a la
Ibrahim Ali’s ways. A case could
also be made against Ali Rustam’s
directives which amount to discrimination and are hence unconstitutional. For all citizens are
supposed to enjoy equal rights regardless of race, religion, sex, age
or party preference.
But instead of leaving things
there, Ali Rustam tried to justify

his punitive ways: it is the democratic right of a client to take his
business to another provider especially if the provider does not
maintain Asian values. He even
mentioned “unIslamic”. Come,
come. Take a cue from Ibrahim Ali
who didn’t bother to do a spin.
Considered somewhat dim, by
some, Ibrahim Ali might have
been ahead of his time !

Q Q Q Q Q
Spins

and

amending the constitution to give
the prime minister more powers,
which Mugabe claimed he needed
to transfer land from the rich
White farmers to poor Blacks. All
power to the Zimbabweans – and
we’re referring to the Black majority - who saw through Mugabe’s
double-speak and rejected his attempt to concentrate power by
playing racial politics. Shame on
the (is this why he’s a) former chief
spin for trying to mislead us.

Trivia

The PM’s support for Ali
Rustam’s antics (as for Ibrahim
Ali’s in the past) is predictable. In
all probability they were first discussed in Putrajaya.The mainstream media’s support for Ali
Rustam and the PM was also predictable, but don’t you think, getting unnecessary ? For, after their
role during the November 1999
elections, which descended into
the pits, really, most Malaysians
are more critical and do not take
their cue from mainstream media
commentators anymore. Better
that these commentators do not
bother for someone will catch
them out. Just in case you did not
catch this attempt at double speak
about Zimbabwe by a former chief
spin in his weekly column let me
share it. I’m not sure why the columnist sought to highlight this
matter except perhaps because
Mugabe and Mahathir are great
chums and several Malaysian
companies have massive investments in Zimbabwe. At any rate
the columnist was surprised that
the people rejected Mugabe’s recent referendum although it
“sought to acquire land belonging to the rich White farmers and
apportion it among the poor Black
majority”. Now that’s misleading!
In fact, the referendum was about
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But surely the mainstream media
is not into spin all of the time?
Sorry. The truth does get told. Just
read the newspapers or watch the
TV. After having done that, just
ask yourself: what was the gist of
the news item? If it’s not what the
PM had just pronounced at some
function, then it must be some
trivia, and right now it’s about
UMNO’s upcoming party elections. The sophisticated graphics
utilised do not negate the point
that who’s getting how many
nominations and how many more
are needed before they are eligible
to contest the elections is trivia.

Q Q Q Q Q
More

Trivia

What’s worse, there have also
been reports of grandstanding by
this or another UMNO aspirant,
sometimes with ethnic overtones.
Still trivia. For instance, there’s
now some hue and cry about the
television programmes we access
via satellite. (Mind you, Malaysia
does not practise an “open skies”
policy as most of our neighbours
do. The programmes we receive
have already been censored, I
mean previewed, by certain minders in Astro who follow strict government guidelines). One of those
vociferous UMNO politicians was

Ahmad Zahid Hamidi, MP for
Bagan Datoh. Remember him?
(Once deputy minister, UMNO
Youth chief and close aide of
Anwar Ibrahim; now critic of
Anwar and Reformasi, and trying
hard to gain the attention of
Putrajaya). He proposed that a
National Communication Policy
be drawn up “to monitor, implement, regulate and screen foreign
programmes to ensure they were
in line with Malaysia’s culture
and norms”. Yet his concern was
not all foreign programmes but
only those from China and India.
He and others of his ilk are concerned that these programmes
could be “contrary to our national
cultural identity”, and even influence non-Malays to become unpatriotic. Another loud commentator claimed that “Malaysians
now idolize entertainers and
artistes instead of the country’s
leaders…This shows that our
Asian values are diminishing.”
Are we to take such comments seriously? Just a while ago when the
non-Malay votes were so crucial
for the BN, it appeared that the
non-Malays could do no wrong. I
suspect that Zahid and the others
are simply trying to score points
ahead of the UMNO elections. Be
prepared. There will be many
more
such
occasions
of
grandstanding with ethnic overtones as long as UMNO members
do not dare to address and debate
the real issues which caused it to
perform so poorly in the recent
general elections. And the media
will continue to feed us with this
kind of truth.

Q Q Q Q Q
UnAsian Moves Just
Next
Door
I wonder what the newly formed
Indonesian Press Council would

say about our media. Modelled
after Britain’s National Press
Council, there are nine members
in the IPC: three representing the
print media, four representing radio and television, and two others the public. (One of them is a
teacher of journalism, the other a
member of the Indonesian Human
Rights Commission). The IPC’s
task is to handle complaints from
both the media and the public, to
protect journalists from threats
and intimidation (for their investigative journalism and revelations of korupsi, kolusi and
nepotisme - but it’s alright, no
cause of concern here in Malaysia) and to act against media that
violate the Press Code of Ethics
(these violations might include
acting as mouthpieces of the regime, misreporting and reporting
trivia and engaging in doublespeak, and dulling the mind of the
people). It’s an important followup to Gus Dur’s dismantling of
the Indonesian government’s Information Department almost immediately after he came to power.
How unAsian! What a contrast to
the Malaysian situation. Not only
do we have to contend with spin
doctors in a powerful Jabatan
Penerangan, virtually all the media is owned or controlled by the
government or the Barisan
Nasional parties.

Q Q Q Q Q
Schoolbags,
Laptops
and
Colouring
There was also some truthful reporting in the media about…yes,
schoolbags. It appears that it’s no
longer fun to go to school, not
when you have those heavy
schoolbags to carry. As in all
things educational, a debate ensued over those bags. The silliest
statement was that by the deputy
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minister of Education Hon Choon
Kim who proposed that the children could carry laptops to
schools instead. Unless he’s talking about 2020 or thereabouts, he
wins the pea-brain prize! Who is
going to provide the hundreds of
thousands of schoolchildren with
laptops? Surely not Daim. Could
it be the MCA? If he has the Smart
Schools programme in mind, then
he ought to know that it has virtually been put on hold not due to
only lack of funds but also because of lack of development of
the necessary software. The little
that is available is not interactive.
Often, the very same stuff that appears in the workbook appears in
the computerized version of the
lesson. The only difference being
that one clicks to turn the page. So
why bother? Being a pilot project,
only a few schools in each state
had been identified to join the
Smart Schools programme. A ministry official was better-informed
than Hon and made the commonsense suggestion that the bags
could be lightened if some classroom exercises were cyclostyled
on newsprint or copied from the
blackboards, as in the past. There
would then be fewer workbooks
required. But look into the substance of these workbooks too.
One reason why these books are
so thick is on account of a subject
which does not even appear in the
regular curriculum, namely “colouring”. Regardless of the subject
involved, whether it is BM or
Mathematics, Moral or English,
Kajian Tempatan or Science, our
children spend way too many
hours in school and at home colouring. And parents spend lots of
ringgit purchasing workbooks
and colour pencils. I’m all for
making primary school education
more attractive and colourful but
not in this way. Whatever, too

many uninformed statements
have been made by people who
have not been looking into their
children’s schoolbags nor realising how often they buy their children colour pencils. Laptops indeed!

Guess
YB

What Pahang Menteri Besar
Datuk Seri Adnan Yaakob
Is Doing In This Picture?

Q Q Q Q Q
Leave
The
Studying
To The Children
Seriously, there are more acute
schooling problems which require
Hon’s and our attention. Imagine
every single pupil in 22 Tamil primary schools in Selangor failed
the Year Six UPSR!. The UPSR results were announced in November but the poor performance of
these 22 schools was only announced last month. Following a
meeting with Tamil School headmasters, the Education Minister
announced the appointment of an
officer in each state to oversee
Tamil school affairs. This initiative does not hurt but might not
help either. For the poor performance is directly related to the socioeconomic problems of the poor
Indians, especially those in the
plantation sector, or those displaced from the plantations. One
issue in particular must be addressed immediately. For decades,
the plantation workers have been
fighting for the introduction of a
monthly wage scheme. Their
plight must be resolved once and
for all. Numerous studies on their
plight and on how to resolve it are
available. There’s no need for the
MIC or more university researchers to study the problem. Leave
the studying to the children. Just
act on the problem. Once the plantation workers receive a regular
income, their housing and health
problems must also be looked into.
The children’s academic performance might then improve.

A) He is lustily welcoming Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir to
the Sanggang campaign.
B) He is trying to clap his hands but there is something
wrong with his left hand - it simply won’t open.
C) He’s expressing his outrage at the “banning” of
Harakah
Harakah..
D) No, This is not Datuk Seri Adnan. It’s a samseng
planted by PAS to discredit UMNO.
E) None of the above.
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OBITUARY

Remembering
Tan Sri Wan Sulaiman
An Honest Judge Who Knew Right From Wrong:
by Tun Mohamed Suffian
riends! We are gathered here today on a
sad occasion to honour the memory of a
dear friend.

F

Many changes have taken
place since my retirement in
1982 nearly 20 years ago. In
my time and for several years
after, when a judge or exjudge passed away, to honour
his memory, his fellow judges
and members of the Bar
would gather in a ceremony
presided over by the Lord
President himself. It was a
gracious gesture much appreciated by the ex-judge’s
widow, children and other
relatives. Now all that has
changed, as if the passing
away of a judge or ex-judge
is regarded as something of
no consequence, to be welcomed rather than regretted.
One thing that distinguishes
our late friend was his courage. In the flurry of court
cases that ensued following
the blow that hit Tun Salleh,
the then Lord President, the

number two judge was himself involved as respondent,
and so was the number three
judge, leaving Wan Sulaiman
as the most senior judge. He
did not hesitate to take the
lead and summoned a session
of his brother judges to rush
to the defence not just of Tun
Salleh but of the existence
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and independence of the judiciary – as did the Bar too.
Tan Sri Hamid Omar knew
that should anything happen
to Tun Salleh he was to be his
successor. The AG who was
supposed to assist the Tribunal by putting before them all
the facts pro and con, instead
acted as a prosecutor. He did

so enthusiastically with the A wave of horror swept
added bitterness of an old throughout South East Asia
junior towards Tun Salleh, his and the Commonwealth.
old boss in the AG’s chambers.
Swiftly, Tan Sri Hamid fixed
Whatever the defence, ably a meeting of the Federal
led by Raja Abdul Aziz, did, Court which gave judgment
they faced a brick wall. Lit- in the Prime Minister’s fatle wonder that the Tribunal vour, thus enabling him to
swiftly recommended Tun remain Prime Minister for 12
Salleh’s removal, and he more years until today.
was swiftly removed. The
news of the devastation that I had predicted that our judihit the judiciary resounded ciary would take a whole genthroughout the world and eration to recover from the asreached me in Geneva, sault. Now that more than
where friends asked me 12 years have elapsed, I doubt
what sort of country Malay- if the judiciary would recover
sia was. I was at a loss to in a generation from today.
explain and, for the first
time in my life, I felt Judges who joined in downashamed
of
being
a ing their boss have been reMalaysian.
warded
by
promotion.
Judges who did not, have
Swift action was taken been cowed into silence.
against Wan Sulaiman and Judges are at sixes and sevthe other four judges who ens. Some daren’t speak to
had agreed to act with him each other. While there are
to save Tun Salleh. The Chair- judges whose integrity and
man of the Second Tribunal impartiality have never wawithdrew on the defence’s vered, the public perception
application, in contrast to is that the judiciary as a
Tan Sri Hamid’s refusal to whole can no longer be
withdraw from the Chair of trusted to honour their oath
the First Tribunal because he of office. When I am asked
said to do so would be tanta- what I thought, my usual remount to treason as if peo- ply is that I wouldn’t like to
ple did not know that the be tried by today’s judges, esYang di Pertuan Agong ap- pecially if I am innocent.
pointed him on the PM’s advice, which His Majesty had Senior non-Malay members
no alternative except to com- of the Bar who had rushed to
ply. Swiftly, the Second Tri- the defence of the independbunal too recommended the ence of the judiciary, who
removal of two of the five grew up when bahasa was
judges. Swiftly, they paid the not taught in school, have
price.
been punished by acceleraAliran Monthly 20(2) Page 24

tion of the introduction of
Bahasa Malaysia in court proceedings; some have been
forced to abandon practice.
Right or wrong, the public
perception is that some lawyers will always win their
cases; some will always lose.
Right or wrong, the public
perception is that the law is
no longer certain: some things
have been turned on their
heads. You might win in the
lower court but when you are
taken to a higher court you
face another hurdle.
It is not enough for Government to have confidence in
the judiciary if the public does
not. It is not enough for
courts only to go through the
motion of a trial. It is not
enough if justice seems to be
done if in fact justice has not
been done.
Friends! You will join me in
conveying my sincere condolences to his widow and children. We have only lost a
friend. They have lost a husband and a father. q

Speech by former
Lord President Tun
Suffian in honour of
the late Justice Tan Sri
Wan Sulaiman at the
Bar Auditorium, Kuala Lumpur on 10
March 2000.

RELIGION AND ETHNICITY

The Political
Violence In

Economy
Maluku,

Of
Indonesia

by Dr George J. Aditjondro
or more than a year now,
the people of the Maluku
islands have been embroiled in a “civil war”
between Muslims and Christians.
Fatalities have been in the thousands, a high percentage of the
population of 2 million.

F

The chain of sectarian conflict in
Maluku has been triggered and
fed by provocators paid by the
Suharto family and his cronies.
This has been alleged by a
Moluccan sociologist, Dr.
Thamrin Amal Tomagola, a professor at the University of Indonesia, two human rights organizations, KONTRAS (Commission for
Missing People & Victims of Violent Acts) and Komnas HAM (Indonesian Human Rights Commission), and reports published
on the internet by members of the
Indonesian Independent Journalists Association, AJI.

legedly taken over the role of exLieutenant General Prabowo
Subianto, former President
Suharto’s son-in-law, in directing
a group of vigilantes consisting of
drop-outs from the Indonesian
Military Academy and martial art
practitioners from West Java recruited and trained by the Indonesian army’s special forces,
Kopassus, when this elite force
was still commanded by
Prabowo. Because the military
academy is located near Mount
Tidar, Central Java, these ‘private
soldiers’ are called the “Tidar
Boys”.

Ambon

Gangs

In Ambon itself, the Java-based
provocators incited local Christian and Muslim gangs of young
delinquents to spark conflict.
These gangs in turn have their respective Jakarta connections.

The two most prominent provocators are
Yorris Raweyai and
Brigadier
General
Kivlan Zein. Yorris
Raweyai is the deputy
chair of the Pancasila
Youth and is close to
Bambang Trihatmodjo,
Suharto’s second son.
While Brigadier General Kivlan Zein has al-
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The gang of Christian delinquents
is named Cowok Keren (Handsome Boys), Coker, and is based
in the Kudamati neighbourhood.
In Jakarta, they are connected to
two Christian Moluccan youths,
Milton Matuanakota and Ongky
Pieters. This Jakarta gang of Christian Moluccan youths dominate
the shopping centre, parking area
and gambling dens in West Jakarta. After the Ketapang incidents in Jakarta, November 1998,
where four Ambonese young men
died, hundreds of Milton and
Ongky’s followers moved to Ambon.
In Jakarta, antagonists of the
Milton and Ongky group are represented by Ongen Sangaji, a
Pancasila Youth activist and coordinator of a Moluccan Muslim
university student organization.
Many members of this group were
recruited into the PAM Swakarsa

(civilian security troops) used by
then Chief of Armed Forces, General Wiranto to cordon off the
Senayan Parliament building
from university students protesting the Extraordinary Session of
the MPR in November l998.

sonnel, whose network can be
traced back to generals closely
linked to former Minister of
Defense and Armed Forces Commander General Wiranto, who
has recently been sacked from his
cabinet post by President Wahid.

Ongen is reported to have close
ties to Bambang Trihatmodjo,
while Milton is said to be closer to
Siti Hardiyanti Rukmana, aka
Tutut. Other reports state that
Ongen, whose task was to recruit
Moluccan delinquents into the
PAM Swakarsa during the Extraordinary Session of the MPR,
received funds from Tutut and a
retired army general close to the
Suharto family, Abdul Gafur, who
hails from North Maluku. Unfortunately for them, four of Ongen’s
Moluccan young men died in the
battle between the students and
the vigilantes, beaten up by local
Jakarta villagers who supported
the students’ protests.

On 15 January, three members of
the armed forces were apprehended in a raid to impose the
curfew in Ambon. One of them
was a member of Kopassus, and
the other two were policemen.
Earlier in December l999, after the
President and Vice President’s
visit to Ambon, the military commander sent 500 troops to the
area. Upon arrival only some 200
troops reached the barracks, while
300 of those who were sent on the
same ship disappeared with their
weapons.

Tutut and Gafur’s foundation,
Yayasan Kesejahteraan Masyarakat Indonesia (YAKMI), mobilized about 10,000 PAM Swakarsa
troops armed with sharp bamboo
spears to fight against the unarmed students near the
Semanggi bridge near Senayan.
Those vigilantes were first trained
in military discipline and skills at
the Jakarta military headquarters,
Rindam Jaya, and were consequently further trained by the
‘Tidar Boys’. Ten YAKMI vigilantes who hailed from Cianjur, West
Java, were allegedly arrested in
Ambon for their involvement in
the unrest.

Military

Links

The bloody conflict in Maluku
also involve active military per-

Where did they go? It turned out
that they had disappeared into the
civilian population. Not long after, the “massacres” erupted in
late December l999. Indications
that the massacres were triggered
by the troops who disappeared
from the harbour include the discovery of precisely the same type
of weapons as those owned by the
200 troops still on duty. This incident has been reported to the Commander of the Armed Forces but
is still kept a secret.
That was just the tip of the iceberg.
During the first months of the conflict, last year, army troops from
the Wirabuana command in
Makassar, Sulawesi, and from
Kostrad (Army Strategic Command) were sent to Ambon. These
soldiers, who are mostly Muslims
openly sided with their Moluccan
co-religionists and simply
watched when the old symbolic
Silo church in Ambon was atAliran Monthly 20(2) Page 26

tacked and burned. The
Wirabuana commander at that
time, General Suaidi Marasabessy
as well as the Kostrad commander,
General Djadja Suparman, are
known to be close to General
Wiranto, who is being investigated for his role in the East Timor
mayhem.
On the other hand, the police’s
special forces, Brimob, who are
mostly Christian Moluccans,
openly sided with the Christians.
And whenever there was a temporary peace during the conflict,
military snipers continued shooting people on both sides of the religious divide to reignite the conflict.
The military have certainly
benefitted from the conflict. On the
macro level, it helped those in the
top military hierarchy who
wanted to maintain the territorial
system of the military, since
17,000 troops are currently stationed in Maluku. Using the conflict as an excuse, the Pattimura
command in Ambon, which had
already been abolished during the
Suharto era, has now been revived.
On the grassroots level, local army
commanders and their troops
have also benefitted. Eyewitness
reports mentioned soldiers taking
part in looting half -burned stores
and stockpiling the spoils at their
headquarters. While residents
fleeing to the Ambon airport were
charged Rp 0.5 million per person
to be guarded by the soldiers.

Funding

Sources

Who has funded these provocator
operationals? Apart from the
Suharto family who funded the

‘Tidar Boys’ and the YAKMI vigilantes, the ‘Maluku operation’ is
allegedly also funded by two
Suharto cronies with business interests in Maluku, i.e. Eka Cipta
Widjaja and Prajogo Pangestu.

of these companies are joint ventures with charities owned by
the armed forces as well as with
a private business group owned
by a crony of former President
B.J. Habibie.

This group is trying to demonstrate that the Armed Forces - specifically the Army – are still
needed as the peacemakers in the
midst of a civil society prone to
conflict.

Indeed, the Eka Tjipta Widjaja
family is the owner of the Sinar
Mas group, which owns a banana
plantation of some 2,000 hectares
in Halmahera, in a joint venture
with the US fruit giant, Del Monte.
This plantation is headed by Ret.
General Yoga Sugama, a relative
and business partner of the
Suharto family who formerly
headed the Indonesian Intelligence Agency, BAKIN.

The Suharto clique and the group
of generals who are against the
reform initiatives of President
Abdurrahman Wahid have yet
another source of funds in
Maluku. Tommy Winata, a close
friend of Yorris Raweyai is a
shareholder in the PT Ting Sheen
Bandasejahtera. This fishing company has invested US$200 million
to catch 2.5 million tonnes of fish
per year in the Banda Sea. It is a
joint venture with Bambang
Trihatmodjo and a Taiwanese
company.

In addition, certain Muslim
groups, who feel they have not
been given an appropriate share
in the Wahid and Megawati government and feel that Wahid has
given too many concessions to the
Chinese and Christian minority
are using the Maluku unrest to
call for a holy war (jihad) to bring
down the administration of the
liberal cleric and secular nationalist.

Prajogo Pangestu, meanwhile, is
owner of the Barito Pacific
group, in which two Suharto
children, a Suharto son-in-law
and two younger brothers of the
late Mrs. Tien Suharto have
shares or positions. This group
owns the largest number of forest license in Indonesia (52 areas) for a total of more than 5
million hectares.
Prajogo is also noteworthy as one
of the largest contributors to the
Suharto clique. In l990 Indoverbank NV in the Netherlands received US$ 225 million in the
name of three foundations chaired
by Suharto, transferred from
Prajogo’s account at the Singapore
Branch of Citibank and BDN, Jakarta.
Prajogo Pangestu’s “treasury”
in Maluku is enormous, as
Barito Pacific controls ten timber concessions covering nearly
one million hectares of forests in
Maluku which feed the group’s
several plywood factories .Some

There is a possibility that
Tommy Winata too has contributed to the activities of
provocators in Maluku. This is
in view of the fact that the religious conflicts in Maluku began
in Dobo (the Aru Islands) on 1517 January 1999, had revisited
Southeastern Maluku, in the city
of Tual (Lesser Kei islands) by
31 March 1999 and had spread
to the Greater Kei islands by 6
April 1999.

Conclusion
It is clear that the conflict in
Maluku is in fact an effect of political struggles in Jakarta.
Disgrunted generals who feel that
the Army’s powers have been curtailed with the appointment of the
new Commander in Chief from
the Navy, Admiral Widodo Adi
Sutjipto, are trying to show that
the new Chief is incapable of controlling the situation in Maluku.
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Finally, behind all this, the one
who stands to gain the most from
the political instability is Suharto
and his family and cronies since
the political troubles hinder serious efforts to bring them to court
to account for their political and
economic crimes.
They clearly benefit from the disturbances that serve to perpetuate
the Armed Forces’ dual function,
especially as the Armed Forces,
through scores of foundations
and pensioned officers are deeply
enmeshed in the tentacles of the
Suharto family business. q

Dr Aditjondro is an
Indonesian social scientist who has been
documenting
the
business empire of
Suharto, his family
and his cronies.

Minister Leo Moggie regarding
Internet censorship in which he
reassured us that there will be freedom of information as far as the
Internet is concerned (i.e. no censorship). But words do not seem
to translate into action as TmNet
seems to get jammed for no apparent reason each time we try to get
access to articles which are critical and offer dissenting views on
current affairs.

Letters should preferably be no more than 250 words and must
include the writer's name and address. Shorter letters will be
preferred and pseudonyms may be used. Letters should be
addressed to The Editor, ALIRAN MONTHLY, P.O. Box 1049, 10830
Penang, Malaysia or e-mail to : aliran_letters@hotmail.com. Views
expressed need not necessarily reflect those of Aliran.

Boycotting
The 3 Stooges
I am proud to say that I have
stopped buying certain pro-government newspapers for a long
time now. Do these people think
we have no brains? Do they think
their mere words can turn untruths into truths? Do they have
no sense of common decency? No
principles? I am so disgusted that
I have stopped buying newspapers - period!
However, there is still a need to
keep in touch with the country and
the world. So I sometimes pick up
a local daily in the coffee shop, or
log into The Star’s website to see
what’s going on. My point is this:
these newspapers which I so revile nevertheless have content and
speed of news which fM, Aliran
Monthly and Harakah do not provide. No matter how much we hate
ourselves for it, I believe many of

us sometimes feel a need to dig into
our pockets to get our update on
what’s happening in the world.
We are sorely in need of a courageous newspaper which will not
presume to “tell us” the truth, but
provide balanced views and impartial analyses (like fM and
Aliran Monthly), AS WELL AS give
us the regular local and international news, financial news,
sports, entertainment, and
classifieds.
I look forward to the day when I
can pick up a daily which I can
read without wanting to throw
up. Hidup Reformasi!
LPS
via e-mail

Internet

Censorship

I would like to comment on the
statement made by Multimedia
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For example, I find that each time
I try to go into Sabri Zain’s
website, my computer gets
“jammed” - which never happens
with any other website. Is
Telekoms making things difficult
by “jamming” certain websites?
Perhaps our politicians should
read Sabri Zain’s articles to regain
some self dignity which none of
them seems to have. Our local
drama producers should also
read the articles to have a better
sense of humour and a grasp of
what satire is all about.
TmNet Providers, please face up
to the realities of the present information era and have some maturity of thought. If you are undertaking any form of censorship or
jamming, stop now.
Capricorn,
Kuala Lumpur.

The

Never-Ending
Story

“Is it a bird, is it a plane? … No,
it’s a new education policy!”
Blink!
And there – another new policy!!
Sadly, after 43 years of independence, our education system never
seems to get out from its old cra-

ter. Malaysian students keep running around in circles while
Singaporeans have one of the top
universities in Asia.
It seems like a trend nowadays to
introduce new rulings and systems. But are they necessary? To
add insult to injury, there has been
not much of a consensus of opinions.
The confusion is everywhere –
among students, teachers and
parents! I believe the rakyat (sensible ones!) would like to urge the
government to review the ENTIRE
curriculum and all its policies at
one go and introduce a whole new
set, say, for the needs of the next
20 years? Not only that, wouldn’t
it be more constructive if decisions
are made based on the collective
views of all parties?
I believe most Malaysians are not
against change. Of course, it’d be
good to change for the better, but
we need to get to the root of problems. Patching up here and there
won’t do. The government needs
to identify what is wrong with our
education policies!
Education is the key to a country’s development, so, Education
Ministry, please look before you
leap!
Stop-the-rot
Skudai
Johor

Ampu

@

Bodek?

A quarter-page congratulatory
message on the appointment of
Mohd Ali Rustam as Malacca
Chief Minister, paid by the Majlis
Perbandaran Melaka (MPM), appeared in the New Straits Times
(NST) on 10 December 1999.
Doesn't the whole nation know

that Mohd Ali Rustam was appointed Malacca Chief Minister?
At least, the people reading the
mainstream media newspapers
should have known. Was the
message intended for them or for
the YAB himself? If it is the latter,
wouldn’t a simple computer-generated letter suffice?
Are government heads of departments now expected to take advertising space using departmental allocations to congratulate
their respective ministers (and
perhaps also their deputy ministers, parliamentary secretaries,
etc)?
Has our “Ampu @ Bodek” culture
gone to such an exteme?
When I rang the complaints section 1-800-88-8411, I was referred
to a Malay lady officer (who did
not identify herself though she
asked me to identify myself). She
initially said the MPM has its own
income for such expenditure to
which I replied such income belongs to the public. She then said
the MPM has allocations for such
to which I replied such allocations
should be used to serve the public. Finally, she said the allocations
allotted to serve the public were
definitely more than what was
spent to which I countered that
even if it is one sen, it is the
Rakyat’s money!
She countered, “So what do you
want to do?” I replied that I was
putting in a verbal complaint as a
citizen. I certainly hope she didn’t
think I wanted the MPM to take
another quarter-page ad to apologise for its wasteful spending of
the rakyat’s money.
The beneficiary from this advert
seems to be the NST. A query with
them revealed that a quarter-page
ad placed in their non-classified
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section costs RM4,394.00.
Concerned Citizen
Malacca

Limiting Harakah ’ s
Influence
The decision of the Minister of
Home Affairs to limit the publication of the PAS newspaper,
Harakah, to twice a month is a travesty of justice. Harakah was published twice a week and had a
huge readership. At its height,
Harakah sold at least 368,000 copies and was much more popular
than any of the mainstream, progovernment newspapers.
By imposing such a restriction,
the government has exposed itself. It is telling the whole world
that it is afraid of the growing influence and impact of Harakah.
Instead of combating Harakah’ s
popularity by encouraging newspapers that are servile and subservient to the government to accommodate dissident views and
critical perspectives, the ruling
elite has chosen to use its massive
power to stifle freedom of expression. It is a crude, clumsy attempt
to curb the people’s desire for alternative points of view. No government with even an iota of respect for democratic values and
principles would have resorted to
such a cheap tactic to fight a political opponent.
Abdullah Badawi’s decision also
reveals how easy it is to abuse the
Publications Act. The Act allows
the Minister to impose whatever
restrictions he wants upon a
newspaper or periodical seeking
to renew its permit. The very fact
that a publication has to subject
itself to an annual renewal exercise shows how unjust and undemocratic the law is.
This is why Parti Keadilan

Nasional has consistently argued
that the Publications Act should
be abolished, or, at the very least,
amended. Indeed, the action
against Harakah underscores yet
again the urgency of democratic
reforms in Malaysia.
The Malaysian people lost a
golden opportunity to initiate
such reforms through the ballot
box in the November general election. They should not make the
same mistake again five years
from now.
Dr. Chandra Muzaffar
Deputy President
Parti Keadilan Nasional

Perverse

Justice

On 26 May 1998 the Sessions Court
Judge at Alor Setar hearing civil
case no: 52-326-95 handed down a
decision that went against the facts
of the case. She concluded that the
plaintiff had accepted payment (i.e.
part payment of the sum being
claimed in the suit) and had therefore waived his right to sue for the
balance. This was totally wrong,
being contrary to the facts and the
evidence. The defendant himself
had testified that only an offer to
make the part payment had been
made and that the plaintiff had rejected the offer. The defendant did
not produce or adduce any evidence to show that the plaintiff had
accepted the payment because
there was no such payment. But
the court concluded that the plaintiff had accepted payment, and as
a consequence, waived any rights
he had to sue for the balance.
This was a case I had brought
against the National Union of the
Teaching Profession (NUTP). I
had been an internal auditor of
the Kedah Branch for the term 1
April 1991 to 31 March 1993.
During that period I had travelled

13 times from my home in Sungai
Petani to the Kedah Branch office
in Alor Setar to audit the accounts.
Only after the work had been completed, and the audit report presented to the General Meeting on
28 May 1993, and approved, did I
make the claim on 26 July 1993
for my travelling and day allowances and other incidental expenses that I incurred during the
2-year period. My claim was
based on the record of attendance
to audit as published in the Biannual Report by the Kedah Branch
Committee.
However, the NUTP issued me a
show cause letter, to show cause
why disciplinary action should
not be taken against me for making the claim. I replied that my
claim was with the Rules, and
challenged the NUTP to either
proceed with disciplinary action
or pay my claim. The Union did
neither. I then requested the Union to refer the matter to its arbitration panel for a decision. Instead, the Union now offered to
pay part of the claim, i.e. for only
6 visits to the Union office to audit and that too not at the official
rate of the NUTP. I rejected this
offer and returned the cheque for
RM108.00 to the Union, with a
request again that the matter be
referred to arbitration. The Union
did not respond to my second request for arbitration and neither
to the third, in contravention of
NUTP Rules, or in other words is
breach of the contract between
members and the Union.
Because of the NTUP’s breach of
the membership contract, I was
forced to seek redress in the
Courts. Being a claim for only
RM789.75, it was filed in the Magistrates Court but the Union put
up an objection on the ground that
the matter being a dispute, it was
not within the jurisdiction of the
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Magistrate Court but that of the
Sessions Court as provided in the
Trade Unions Act 1959. The Magistrate threw out the case.
It was then filed afresh in the Sessions Court and now the Union
said it was not within the jurisdiction of the Sessions Court as
the plaintiff was actually seeking
a declaration on the official rate
of payment, and only High Courts
could make declarations. So the
Sessions Court was asked to resolve the question of jurisdiction
and it decided that in this case it
did have jurisdiction. The judge
who made this decision then went
on transfer.
The new judge, at the start of the
hearing, stated that in her view,
the Session Court had no jurisdiction to hear this case. But since
her predecessor had decided it
had jurisdiction, she would hear
the case on the premise that it was
claim for a debt and not a dispute.
The hearing then proceeded and
the court found that the plaintiff
had accepted the payment of
RM108.00 and that “The court is
of the view the plaintiff has
waived by accepting the claim
payments for 6 claims”.
claims” The case
was dismissed with costs.
So, at the end of the day, the NUTP
does not have to answer for its
breach of the membership contract, i.e. its Rules, by not referring
a member’s request for arbitration
to its arbitration panel as is compulsory under its Rules.
As to how the Session Court could
decide, against the facts of the
case, that I had accepted the part
payment and thereby waived my
rights to ask for the rest, I can only
scratch my head!
Ravinder Singh
Sg Petani

A record of Aliran's stand on current affairs.

Maids

are

People

Too

A number of issues need to be addressed when looking at the
plight of foreign maids in Malaysia. We address three here: the
rights of the foreign maids, the
status of domestic work and the
mindset of the employer.
Foreign maids - along with other
migrant workers - have few rights
as workers in this country. They
are not covered under the Employment Act 1955 (which sets out
minimum standards of conditions
of employment) and as such are
vulnerable to exploitation and
abuse.
The Malaysian government must
immediately secure the rights of
all migrant workers by first ratifying the UN International Convention on the Protection of All
Migrant Workers and the Members of Their Families and then
move on to enshrine its provisions
as laws. A major provision in the
Convention is that migrant workers should be treated no less favourably than workers who are
citizens. This means giving them

the same rights to holidays, fixed
working hours, overtime and
other benefits that the average citizen would enjoy at work. By ratifying the Convention and adopting its provisions into law, we
would be protecting and upholding the dignity and rights of foreign maids — and other often exploited migrant workers - in Malaysia.
It is ironic that, despite all the
rhetoric we hear about ‘family
values’, domestic work has been
consistently undervalued. This
has had severe and negative effects on the status of women in our
society. It is this denigration of
the effort involved in maintaining
a home that leads to the thinking
that the maid is somehow unworthy and therefore need not be respected, treated or paid properly.
It is time for the government and
all of us to recognise and value
the importance of the household
and be much more imaginative in
our approach to the sharing and
enhancement of parenting and
other household responsibilities.
Due respect for domestic workers
is just a part of this.

Aliran Monthly 20(2) Page 31

Under the law, no one has the
right to assault any person. Maids
are also people with feelings and
aspirations - and equal rights - just
like everyone else. It is shocking
to read the types of abuse inflicted
on some of the foreign maids by
their employers. The mindset that
the maid is somehow a lesser human being must change. The relevant law enforcement authorities
must clamp down hard on abusive employers, sending out the
message that such forms of behaviour are serious criminal,
imprisonable offences that cannot
be tolerated.
Dr Prema Devaraj
Executive Committee Member
19 February 2000

Discrimination
against
Women
National Registration Department Director-General Azizan
Ayob was quoted in The Star (4
Feb 2000) as saying that only
Malaysian men were entitled to
register their overseas born children as citizens. Aliran would like
to point out the discrimination
against women in the law pertaining to citizenship.
The current law on citizenship
states that a Malaysian woman
married to a foreigner can only
confer her Malaysian nationality
on her child if the child is born in
Malaysia (Federal Constitution
Part III). A Malaysian man married to a foreigner, however, can
confer his Malaysian nationality
on his child regardless of where
his child is born (i.e. within or
outside of Malaysia).
This situation is most unfair, unnecessary and causes many prob-

lems for Malaysian women married to foreigners, living abroad.
Malaysia is a signatory (albeit
with reservations) to the United
Nations Convention on The
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women
(CEDAW), having ratified it in
1995. The Malaysian Government is legally bound to put the
provisions in this Convention
into practice. It is unclear why
the current laws on citizenship
that discriminate against women
continue to exist despite calls for
change from various women’s
organisations.
The Guardianship of Infants Act
1956 has been amended to enable
mothers to have joint guardianship with their husbands of their
children. Since a Malaysian
mother is now recognised as the
legal guardian of her child, then
surely it must be possible for a
Malaysian mother to also confer
her nationality on her child.
It is time for the Malaysian government to move towards ending
legal discrimination against
women in Malaysia by amending
all laws that negate the rights of
women.
Dr Prema Devaraj
Executive Committee Member
19 February 2000

Govt take-over of IWK
reflects failure of its
privatisation
policy
The government’s take-over of the
heavily indebted privatised sewage outfit, Indah Water Konsortium, confirms the failure of its
much-vaunted
privatisation
policy, which has burdened the

public to no end.
From the beginning, IWK found
itself mired in a cesspool of controversy. It is easy to blame the
public for being “bad paymasters”. From the public’s point of
view, many of them received bills
for outrageous amounts, in many
cases even before any service was
provided. Others protested that
the firm had no legally binding
contract or agreement with the
public that entitled it to bill them.
Moreover, by privatising sewage
services, which was once a major
responsibility of the town councils, an element of double billing
was introduced. In addition to annual assessment bills from the
various town councils, the public
was asked to pay IWK for sewage
services, the cost of which was
once included in the assessment
charge. A similar element of double billing prevails in the annual
road tax fee - the public now has
to contend with more and more
road tolls on top of the annual road
tax.
Today, IWK is reportedly drowning in a debt of 700 million ringgit,
much of it due to the government,
which is said to have pumped in
more than a billion ringgit. By taking over the firm, the government
is asking Malaysians to pay for
IWK’s incompetence and inefficiency. What kind of privatisation
policy is this: if the shareholders
are profitable, they laugh all the
way to the bank with their millions, but if they fail - and failure
appears to be the norm rather than
the exception - they go crying to
the government for help. The government then comes to their rescue first by lending them millions
of ringgit in taxpayer’s money. If
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that does not help, the government
then takes over their ailing firm
and assumes all its liabilities.
How nice for the shareholders!
But how lousy for taxpayers and
the public! The whole thing
stinks.
Invariably, the privatised ventures
that have incurred the most debt
are those that won their contracts
not through a process of transparent tenders but through connections to the powers-that-be and
through their overoptimistic feasibility studies and financial projections. A case in point is the
North South Expressway, the final cost of which was double the
contractor’s initial estimate.
It’s a shame that our local media
only learnt of the IWK take-over
from an international business
daily and were not the first to
break the news to Malaysians.
How did the foreign daily get access to this information when our
local media couldn’t - or preferred
not to? What an indictment of the
local media’s lack of investigative
journalism and the self-imposed
limits within which they choose
to operate!
We are now told that a deal is being worked out to facilitate the
IWK rescue and that it is in the
final stages of negotiations with
the government. Aliran wants the
details of these negotiations to be
made public since they involve
taxpayers’ money. We also demand
an independent inquiry to probe
the whole privatisation policy,
which has drained public money
into a bottomless sewage pit.
Anil Netto
Executive Committee member
25 February 2000

Warped Notion of
Sustainable
Development
Some people appear to be misusing the term ‘sustainable development’. The latest is Penang Chief
Minister Dr Koh Tsu Koon, who
in a recent Sun advertorial said the
key to realising Vision 2020 by the
year 2010 was for Penang to successfully implement ‘sustainable
development’. The advertorial
came together with ads heralding
the Penang Development Corporation as the first government
agency in Penang to attain ISO
9001 certification.
‘’Sustainable development is balanced development which will ultimately improve the quality of life
for all in the long run, without
destroying or jeopardising our
natural environment and cultural
heritage,’’ said Koh. While Koh,
as PDC chairman, must be feeling
proud of PDC’s ISO award, we feel
that this is a typical case of cakap
tak serupa bikin (not practising
what you preach).
In the same edition of The Sun (21
Feb 2000), another article reported
that 1,000 irate Penangites had
gathered to lash out at their
elected representatives following
the repeal of rent control. Faced
with much higher rentals, many
affected tenants will eventually
have to vacate their homes without adequate compensation or alternative low-cost housing, which
is still in short supply throughout the state. Is this what Koh
means by sustainable development?
The traffic situation in Penang is
worsening. The Penang government’s solution: keep widening
the roads, with only lip service

and tokenism for sustainable
transport modes such as buses,
pedestrian malls and bicycles.
Penang is an island with limited
space. Unless there is greater commitment to creating an integrated
public transport system that will
encourage people to leave their
cars at home, we are only postponing the day of reckoning. If Koh
needs some ideas on how an efficient public transport system
could work on an island, he could
just take a trip to Singapore.
Along comes the Works Minister
with his 1.7 billion-ringgit ‘second
link’ (it’s actually going to be the
third link) tunnel project, which
he says is needed because the
Penang Bridge has reached maximum capacity. Has he stopped to
think why the bridge is congested? In the 1980s, about a
dozen ferries - including doubledecker vehicular ferries - used to
ply the channel; that has been deliberately slashed to four or five
ferries, with only single decks for
vehicles. Instead of an expensive
tunnel, couldn’t we have more ferries and more ferry terminals at
different points on the island?
The Penang government must
also be blind to the environmental problems: the perennial landslides, floods and overflowing
rubbish bins. Even tap water has
turned brown in some parts of
Penang. The neglect of the environment is also hurting the
economy. Tourism is a major revenue earner for the state, but the
waters around Penang are filthy.
The beaches along the tourism
belt are strewn with litter while
dirty water discharges into the
sea. It is only the foolish holidaymaker who will swim in the sea.
Dirty sea-water drives away tourists, who would rather spend
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their money in the cleaner islands
of Thailand, where even the public toilets are much cleaner.
The emphasis on economic development has also led to social problems. State Health, Welfare, and
Caring Society committee chairman Dr K Rajapathy revealed that
Penang has the country’s highest
number of drug addicts with 14
per cent of the 35,359 addicts recorded last year. Penang even
moved up (or should it be down?)
from its third position in 1998. We
know that the state government is
proud of the motto ‘Penang
Leads’, but is it possible to lead in
a more meaningful way?
There is growing evidence to suggest that Penangites are also becoming mentally sick. When a disturbed man on a roof-top tried to
commit suicide recently, the crowd
that gathered actually goaded him
into jumping to his death. In another incident, The Star reported
the case of a ferry passenger who
drowned after falling into the sea.
According to an eye-witness,
none of the ferry crew members
dived into the sea to save him as
he tried to swim to reach the floats
that were thrown at him. The victim was only 60 metres from the
ferry when he went under. The
eye-witness also said that there
were commuters who were actually laughing and saying that the
man would soon die. This is outrageous behaviour. What kind of
society are we turning into?
Sustainable development? Koh
and the PDC need to seriously rethink their priorities, ISO award
or no ISO award.
Anil Netto
Executive Committee Member
29 February 2000

Please

Break

Your

Silence

An Open Letter to Penang Chief Minister Dr Koh Tsu Koon
SOS! – the tenants’ group, calls
upon you as Penang’s Chief
Minister to break your silence
on the urgent housing problems faced by 70,000 tenants of
former rent control premises in
light of the rejection by landlords of the RM100 Million
loan. The above development
means that the main plan of the
Government’s response to the
Repeal of Rent Control Act
1966 has been aborted! What’s
next? There are about 200-300
imminent eviction cases come
the end of March – what are
you going to do about them and
all others who will come later?
With all due respect we also
want you to explain yourself in
light of the disclosure in Parliament by Peter Chin, Deputy
Housing Minister that you had

not bothered to report the tenants’
problems to the Federal Ministry
– to the extent that you had come
under a probe on this urgent issue by a Federal official from the
Housing Ministry this week!

SOS!
TENANTS
WATCH
12/03/2000
Summoned to court:
Evicted/quit:
Rental hikes:
Other problems:
Total:

10
175
552
190
927

The RM100 Million loan scheme
had been questioned by many
groups – e.g. tenants have been
asking why the loans are not given

Right To Hold Peaceful
Demonstrations
It is dismaying to hear about the
arrest of Ong Boon Keong and
another person last night. Ong
had been trying to talk to Penang
Chief Minister Koh Tsu Koon last
night in Krian Road about the
plight of those affected by the repeal of Rent Control.
Ong (better known as Organic
Ong for his commendable efforts
in promoting organic farming)
has been at the forefront of a group
called SOS, who have been victims
of the repeal of rent control. These

low-income victims now have to
pay much higher rental, in many
cases three or four times higher. If
they are unable to pay these higher
rentals, they face eviction. Many
of them have nowhere to go.
There is a crisis in Penang now as
a result of the ruling coalition’s
move to repeal Rent Control without looking into adequate compensation or alternative low-cost
housing for the tenants affected.
Ong is not responsible for this crisis. He was merely responding to
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to needy tenants. The public
rejection by the landlords confirmed the unviability of this
scheme! So if the State Government is not able to address
the urgent problems faced by
the tenants it should immediately inform the Federal Government and ask for help! You
owe it to the tenants, your electors to do it! To further maintain your silence when so
many people are driven from
their homes is a shameful abdication of responsibility! The
Government is elected to serve
the people – not to ignore their
urgent problems. Don’t play
when George Town is ‘burning’ with tenants’anxiety!
SOS! (Save Ouselves)
12 March 2000

it in solidarity with the thousands
of affected tenants.
For some time now, Ong and his
friends have been trying to meet
Koh, including attempting to talk
to him at his public functions. Unfortunately, during the latest attempt last night, Ong and another
demonstrator were detained. No
one was reported hurt during the
attempt and no public property
was damaged. It would therefore
be ridiculous if he were to be
charged by the police under the
Penal Code for rioting or illegal
assembly when he is produced in
court on Monday.
We note that it is likely that Ong

Continued on next page

Cat-And-Mouse
Aliran is greatly perturbed that
the judicial process in the case of
Ong Beng Keong (better known as
Organic Ong) and Ooi Chuan
Seng was not observed. Both of
them, detained after trying several
times to speak to Penang Chief
Minister Koh Tsu Koon over the
repeal of Rent Control, were expected to be produced before a
magistrate in Penang this morning for the police to obtain a remand order. Instead of allowing
the judicial process to take place,
the authorities played a cat-andmouse game with the public.
About 100 anxious friends and
affected tenants, concerned over
the duo’s well-being, turned up at
the main court complex along
Farquhar Street as early as 8.30
a.m. But they - along with media
personnel - waited in vain, until
noon. In the meantime, all sorts of
rumours circulated among the
crowd. Some said they were arriving through a side-entrance, sending the crowd moving in that direction. Others said that a magistrate was heading to the Central
Police Headquarters in Penang
Road to hear the remand application there. A plainclothes police
inspector, however, told us that
Ong would not be produced in
court today because he had already been remanded on Friday,
the day of his arrest. Outside the
court, FRU trucks stood by.
Shockingly, Ong’s three lawyers
themselves were in the dark as to
when and where the remand hearing would be heard. This is preposterous because the detainees
were denied the intervention of
their lawyers when the magistrate
was hearing arguments for the
remand order. If they had been

Game

there, the lawyers could have also
verified the physical condition of
the two detainees.
Just before noon, one of Ong’s lawyers heard that the magistrate had
already gone to the Central Police
HQ to hear the remand application and that the magistrate had
granted the police a 5-day remand
order (from today) to further detain Ong and Ooi.
Why couldn’t the police act transparently and bring both the detainees to court? They cannot put
the blame on the crowd, which
had behaved peacefully while
waiting. The many police personnel who were around can attest to
the crowd’s good behaviour. The
police had no occasion to caution
or control the crowd.
There are several disturbing questions that arise. Why were the two
detainees denied the universally
accepted right of a legal counsel?
And why don’t judges and magistrates insist that the judicial
process take place within the
sanctity of the courthouse? Why
do they have to go, without good
reason, to the police station to hear
remand applications?
Why were Ong and Ooi detained
for more than 48 hours before being produced before a magistrate
when the law stipulates that they
should be produced within 24
hours? When people’s civil liberties and basic freedom are involved, you cannot plead that it
was a weekend and therefore you
cannot find a magistrate.
Ong and Ooi were detained over
a trivial matter, which doesn’t
warrant the treatment meted out
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to them. They have already been
detained for two days and to remand them for a further five days
is harsh and cruel.
It is a pity that the authorities have
to resort to high-handed measures
to resolve a problem that was essentially created by the Barisan
government when it decided to
repeal Rent Control without looking into the plight of low-income
tenants.
Aliran calls upon the police to release both the detainees immediately and unconditionally and to
ensure that both of them are
treated humanely.
Aliran Executive Committee
20 March 2000

Continued from
previous page
will be in custody over the weekend. We want the authorities to
guarantee that he will not be hurt
and that his dietary needs - he is a
vegetarian - will be attended to.
We uphold the right to hold peaceful demonstrations as an integral
part of the universally accepted
right to freedom of expression.
Aliran therefore calls for the immediate and unconditional release of Ong and the other person
and urges the authorities not to
go on a witch-hunt. To defuse the
crisis following the repeal of Rent
Control, the state government
should immediately set a cap on
rental hikes and ensure adequate
compensation and alternative affordable housing for affected tenants.
Aliran Executive Committee
18 March 2000

THE REPEAL OF LAND CONTROL Continued from page 40
officiated at the opening of Eight
Row, Krian Road, newly rehabilitated houses adapted for
upmarket commercial purposes.
I used to live in a rent control
house round the corner from Eight
Row. That house no longer exists.
But I’m moved by the incident to
write about the repeal of rent control in Georgetown, Penang.
And as I thought about rent control, I was struck that the S.O.S.
incident captures the coming end
of Gerakan Rakyat Malaysia’s relevance to Penang (and Malaysian) politics.

a

Rent
control:
personal note

I was born and bred in
Georgetown. For the first twelve
years of my life, my family used to
live in a single room. We did that
three times, twice in shophouses
and once in a house that was
partly used for storage. Each was
a rent-controlled house leased by
an uncle. In this way, I got to know
Macalister Road, Penang Road,
Macalister Lane and their surrounding areas quite well.
When I was thirteen, my family
moved once more to a rent-controlled house at Macalister Road.
Unlike other families on our block,
we used the house for residential
purposes only. We had no subtenants. Looking back, having a
whole house was a big improvement for us, but having a family
of eight in a two-bedroom house
hardly left any space to sublet.
The rent was RM40 a month, al-

ways paid on time to a rent collector employed by our landlord,
who was no pathetic owner of a
single house, but one of the
wealthiest property estates which
owned whole blocks of rent-controlled premises in Georgetown.
Even so, I suspect RM40 per
month is the sort of rental that
causes landowners, developers,
professionals in the property sector, brokers and bankers to gnash
their teeth over ‘prime properties
gone to waste’. Others, like politicians, economists and journalists,
will be driven half mad by
thoughts of low returns on investment, unfair subsidies, and parasites living off exploited landlords.

The true price
of
tenancy
Hence, I should mention that my
father paid RM13,000 to obtain a
transfer of tenancy. Not all that
money went to the landlord, but
some of it did in order that the
landlord approved the change of
tenancy. ‘Bottom line’ fanatics
and market fundamentalists
should note that that was
RM13,000 ‘in 1968 dollars’, paid
in cash, upfront, for the right to
rent the house.
In May 1968 the money my father
paid could have bought a singlestorey terraced house in the new
Green Lane suburban estates. But
he worked in town. His children
studied in nearby schools. And his
friends considered it unwise to relocate to the ‘country’ only a few
months after certain quarters had
turned the Labour Party’s hartal
into Penang’s 1967 racial riots.
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Rent control and
Georgetow n ’ s
heritage
Up to the ‘depressed 1960s’, however, most families I knew did not
own their houses. If they weren’t
living in government or employerprovided quarters, they were chief
tenants, subtenants, or co-equal
tenants (often family members
pooling to rent a house). For them
housing was rent-controlled
premises, a sublet room, a partitioned cubicle, or, in the case of
the destitute, the five-foot path.
Thus, many, by no means rich,
people, struggled to save dollar
after dollar to rent a whole house.
It was the norm, both in market
and social terms, that he or she
who paid for the ‘right of tenancy’
could recoup his or her investment,
via business (including the business of subletting), or by ceding the
tenancy rights to someone else at
market price.
It insults those people’s self-reliance and thrift, and degrades an
honoured custom to mock at the
‘subsidised rent’ without considering the high price of the change
in tenancy when talking about
rent control in these times.

The basis of
‘our culture’
I don’t mention any of this out of
nostalgia. ‘Our house’ was quite
livable. But, from a housing point
of view and more, there was nothing charming about the overcrowded, underprovided, dilapidated, unimproved premises that
made up much of rent-controlled

housing in the oldest and poorest
parts of Georgetown.
Yet from these unenviable quarters Georgetown’s common people – merchants, retailers,
tradesmen, money changers,
craftsmen, coffeeshop proprietors, clerks, schoolteachers,
roadside petty traders, itinerant
hawkers, temple and association caretakers, (gambling) club
‘managers’, manual labourers,
trishaw pedlars and even gangsters – created a vibrant urban
culture.
Generations of such Georgetown people, of all ethnic backgrounds – who have little in
common with the politicians
who love to identify with them
at election time – can be proud
of the finer aspects of this culture which suburbia and shopping complexes cannot replicate.
Too often, however, those who
package this culture as ‘our heritage’ pander to the tourist dollar,
upmarket tastes and yuppie
yearnings for gentrification. They
speak of ‘our culture’ and ‘our
heritage’ as if they are nothing
save blood and genes mixed up
with a ‘pearl of the orient’.
It never occurs to them that
Georgetown’s wonderful hawker
food and kuih nyonya, Jual Murah
and nasi kandar, or Chingay and
dondang saying, for example, had
a material basis, one critical part
of which was state-imposed rent
control.
Subdivided and sublet, converted
and multiple-use, tenant-managed and rent-controlled, mostly
pre-war housing held down the

costs of commerce and services,
small and cottage industries, and
social reproduction.
Consequently a market in rent
control housing flourished. It
may not have been the type of
housing market that everyone
liked. However, every bit of it
was a legitimate part of the urban economy and necessary for
social and political stability.

Altering the rules of
the housing market
That was at least true until the late
1970s. Then Penang’s industrialisation, economic growth, the
KOMTAR project, expanding
housing credit, and demographic
pressures transformed Georgetown’s housing market.
Those who could afford
homeownership moved from the
city centre into private suburban
housing estates, or the Penang
Development Corporation-built
housing in Bayan Baru and
Seberang Jaya. Those who
couldn’t, or waited till it was too
late, found that the rules of the
housing market had been
changed.

Across Georgetown, a new breed
of property developers emerged
that negotiated the relocation of
their tenants, or applied to the law
to evict them.

Customs

be

damned

Henceforth, a cacophony of politicians, bureaucrats, developers,
economists, professionals and
journalists made sure rent control
acquired a bad name. They said
rent control was obsolescent, inefficient and unfair. Tenants were
unreasonable, undeserving and
parasitic. Rent-controlled housing unprofitably sat on scarce and
underutilized land.
It was no accident that the intimations of the recent repeal of the
Rent Control Act came after 1990,
after Dr Mahathir Mohamad’s
position had been secured, and
privatisation and Malaysia Inc.
could proceed unimpeded.

A frenzied pace of urban growth
brought new developers and
speculators who bought rentcontrolled houses where they
could to redevelop the areas for
new types of tenants.

It wasn’t just rent control that
was put to the legislative sword.
All over Malaysia, customary
rights yielded to deregulation,
market forces and the full exercise of property rights. Indeed,
customary rights be damned:
social practices and norms once
embodied in Malay reserve land,
Muslim wakaf land, Chinese
clan holdings, Indian estate labour lines, and Sarawak’s remotest forests were targeted in
the same way as rent control.

With that, the customary rights
of the old tenants were doomed.
In market and legal parlance,
they were reduced to low-status
‘encumbrances’ – nuisances, if
you will – in the calculations of
the new landowners who pursued big redevelopment bucks.

Ironically people who once had
the protection of customary
rights and social norms became
expendable ‘encumbrances’,
also known as parasitic tenants,
illegal squatters, superfluous
labourers, or anti-development
natives.
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No

Georgetown
after
dark

The repeal of rent control has
paved the way for forms of redevelopment that will replace a
thriving historical community
with a gutted inner city.
Georgetown’s urban culture as
we’ve known it will come to an
end. There will be no Georgetown
after dark.
For that the Barisan Nasional
government has a lot to answer.
On the one hand, its Chief Minister has been talking 100 million
bucks with the landlords. On the
other hand, he announced his
government would assist ‘handicapped, single and elderly’ tenants but, of course, not ‘bank managers and professionals’ as if the
latter are typical S.O.S. tenants. He
said the government must ‘be fair
to 96% of Penangites’ who paid
market prices for their housing’.
What does that kind of ‘fairness’
mean, if not subsidies for landlords, and market prices for tenants?

Look

back

on

KOMTAR

I’m not an MCA man who runs
down Dr Koh to increase MCA’s
chances of taking over the Penang
chief minister’s post. Petty squabbles between power grabbers generally nauseate me.
But I think Dr Koh’s idea of ‘fairness’ at this juncture foretells the
end of Gerakan’s relevance to
Penang (and Malaysian) politics.
Look back upon a time when
things were quite different, as, say,
when the KOMTAR project was

initiated in the 1970s. KOMTAR
was mired in controversy, dislocated lots of people from the
project vicinity, and was opposed
on grounds that it would ruin
Georgetown’s heritage, among
other things. One can continue to
argue these matters.
But in the light of the government’s mismanagement of the
rent control crisis, one critical difference stands out. To implement
KOMTAR, Tun Dr Lim Chong
Eu’s government, via the Penang
Development Corporation (PDC),
and the State Low Cost Housing
Committee, compensated, assisted and resettled people who
were ‘decanted’ from the area.
In contrast, although the move to
repeal rent control was announced ten years ago, the present
government has prepared no contingency plan, no supporting
fund, and no alternative residential, commercial and industrial
premises. Faced with Georgetown’s most serious development
issue, PDC, once the government’s powerful ‘implementation
arm’ has no role.
The contrast isn’t to be explained
by differences in the personalities
or political abilities of Dr Lim and
Dr Koh. The difference lies in
Gerakan’s changed character as
a political party.

A

different

Gerakan

When it was formed, Gerakan was
a coalition of three main groups –
Dr Lim’s former United Democratic Party (UDP), a group of exLabour Party politicians led by the
late Tan Sri Dr Tan Chee Khoon,
and trade unionists like V. David
and the late V. Veerappan. Joining
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this coalition were intellectuals
like Professor Syed Hussein
Alatas.
It was a coalition that believed in
some measure of social democracy
as the way to solve social and political problems. It was Gerakan’s
promise to tackle Penang’s economic and other problems that
won the party the 1969 state election.
The ex-labourites and unionists
fell out with Dr Lim, and left him
Gerakan’s rump. That split diluted but didn’t abort Gerakan’s
basic plan. Gerakan’s subsequent
entry into Barisan Nasional may
have been politically opportunistic. Still government then meant
planning and implementing
socio-economic projects. The interventionist orientation of Dr Lim’s
Gerakan fit in with Tun Abdul
Razak’s commitment to state planning via the New Economic
Policy.
For Penang then PDC implemented a strategy of ‘rural industrialization, rural urbanization,
urban redevelopment, tourism
promotion, and agro-horticulture’. Not all the PDC plans were
realized. Many of their results can
also be debated.
But there would not have been
Bayan Lepas and Prai free trade
zones, the townships of Bayan
Baru and Seberang Jaya, and
Geogetown’s ‘comprehensive development areas’ at KOMTAR,
Macallum Street Ghaut and elsewhere without that basic commitment to the social responsibility
of government.

S.O. S – but for whom?
Gerakan’s present leadership

shows no such commitment – not
to social democracy, state planning, or ‘proactive’ implementation – even assuming that kind of
commitment were practicable under Dr Mahathir’s privatization
and Malaysia Inc.
Plans for Penang there are and
will be: Penang Strategic Development Plan 1, Penang Into the 21 st
Century, Penang Strategic Development Plan 2, and so on. But they

are ‘public relations’ plans bearing motherhood statements for
feelgood effects – ‘post-industrial
society’, ‘sustainable development’, ‘cultural vibrancy’, ‘caring
society’, ‘quality of life’.
The reality is nothing less than
abject surrender to market
forces. (If certain rumours about
the origins of Lim Chien Aun
and Lim Boo Chang’s defections
to MCA are to be believed, those

Where do we go? The blind and the elderly were among those
who lost their homes.

are market forces
Penang at that).

outside

One doesn’t have to covet the
chief minister’s seat to conclude
that Gerakan, in presiding over
the end of rent control in
Georgetown, has itself become irrelevant to Penang’s future.
Even if Gerakan can’t face up to
it, S.O.S isn’t just the lonely cry of
desperate tenants. q

Poised for demolition: A historical community makes way for a
gutted inner city

The writing's on the wall: Translated, the message reads
“ 1995 - voted for BN
• Koh Tsu Koon made sweet promises,
• the people waited in vain for a “miracle solution”,
• which was impossible to implement.
2000 - made homeless
homeless”
Out you go: Water supply cut and possessions thrown out
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The Repeal Of
Rent
Control
Requiem for Gerakan
by Khoo Boo Teik
n Friday, 17 March 2000,
the hide-and-seek game
that the Chief Minister of
Penang, Tan Sri Dr Koh
Tsu Koon, had been playing with
S.O.S. (Save Ourselves, an ad hoc
support group helping tenants
affected by the repeal of rent control) resulted in the arrest of S.O.S.
secretary, B. K. Ong and one other
S.O.S member. (Three days later,
the S.O.S. treasurer was also arrested.)

O

The S.O.S. members had been trying to get Dr Koh to talk to the tenants directly. Dr Koh refused, although he had been quite willing,
earlier, to hold discussions with
landlords and their representatives over a RM100 million government fund to help them renovate their premises.

Hauled to court: Chief Minister Koh refused to hold discussions with those affected

The S.O.S. members used the unorthodox but non-violent way of
unfurling a banner in front of Dr
Koh’s car after the Chief Minister

Continued on page 36

Voiceless and desperate: SOS members used unorthodox but non-violent methods
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