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Black
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And

beyond

Reflections on the future of Barisan Alternatif
by Khoo Boo Teik

he Prussian military
theorist, Carl von
Clausewitz, once described war as the ‘mere continuation of policy by other
means’.

Nearly six months past the
November 1999 general election, one might say that the
results of both ‘wars’ have
not been altogether satisfactory for their respective campaigners.

Subsequently the different
arms of Mahathir’s government have used other means
to pursue their unfulfilled
policy of putting an end to
Reformasi.

Malaysia is not at war with
any other state.

War
against
Reformasi

Some of the means used were
ludicrous, such as the Melaka
government’s prohibition of
official visits to Kelantan and
Trengganu. Others were
spiteful, including charging
BA leaders with a number of
alleged offences, clamping
down on alternative media,
and blacklisting ‘Reformasi
doctors, lawyers and contractors’.

T

However, in the one and a
half years since Anwar
Ibrahim’s
sacking,
Dr
Mahathir Mohamad and his
Barisan Nasional (BN) government have been waging a
‘war against Reformasi’, while
the opposition, finally cooperating as Barisan Alternatif
(BA), has countered with a
‘war against injustice’.

Anwar was successively defeated in the government,
UMNO and the court. But
in November 1999, the
‘Anwar affair’ contributed
to UMNO’s loss of 22 parliamentary seats, 55 state
assembly seats, the state
government of Trengganu,
and about half of all Malay
votes.
Yet others were simply desAliran Monthly 20(3) Page 2
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perate, especially the police
strike at the commemoration
of the first anniversary of 14
April 1999, on which day
Anwar was sentenced to six
years’ imprisonment.
War

against

injustice

That a peaceful public commemoration of ‘Black April’
had to be ‘pre-empted’ by
massive police action gives
the lie to Mahathir’s claim
that the BN’s victory in the
Sanggang by-election on April
Fool’s Day has expunged the
‘Anwar
factor’
from
Malaysian politics.
Although it was not intended
to be such, the police action –
before, during and after the
commemoration of ‘Black
April’ – is evidence that
Reformasi is not dead.
Reformasi is alive, contrary to
the dear hopes of its wouldbe suppressors and the
gloomy predictions of its fairweather friends.
But the results of BA’s historic
attempt to move from
Reformasi to a ‘two coalition
system’ in Malaysian politics
have not been reassuring.
Despite the exceptionally
tense circumstances of September 1998 to November
1999, the BA couldn’t deny
the BN a two-thirds majority
in parliament.
Under present conditions,
which are quite different,

how does the BA make (DAP) has not embarked on
progress?
developing a mass membership. Practically all the
Should the BA continue to Reformasi-friendly non-govcall for mass demonstrations ernmental organizations have
regardless of its supporters’ too few troops to offer.
combat fatigue? Must the
BA’s leaders persist in court- The contrast with the major
ing arrest when the police are BN parties is glaring. The
only too happy to oblige? By United Malays National Orwhat means can the BA more ganization (UMNO) has over
effectively continue its ‘war two million members, and
against injustice’?
links to government and semigovernment bodies, chambers
I don’t pose these questions to of commerce, youth associabelittle the dedication and tions, and so on. The
courage of BA leaders and Malaysian Chinese Associasupporters who defend con- tion (MCA) and the Gerakan
stitutional rights and civil lib- Rakyat Malaysia (Gerakan)
erties on behalf of all have consolidated their ties
Malaysians without counting with the Chinese town halls,
their personal cost.
chambers of commerce, and
guilds and associations, even
But these questions, in one winning over groups once
way or another, are related to supportive of the DAP.
the biggest obstacle to the
BA’s effort to realize a ‘two Never mind how these BN
coalition system’ – that is, parties attained their organiBA’s relative lack of political zational strengths. The point
organization.
is, as the 1999 election
showed, there are serious limBA’s political
its to what the noble sentiorganization
ments and brave support of
Among the BA’s partners, ordinary citizens can achieve,
only Parti Islam SeMalaysia even under exceptional cir(PAS) has a strong organiza- cumstances.
tion built up over many years.
The
very
new
Parti The BA parties themselves
KeADILan
Nasional surely realize the extent of the
(keADILan) enjoys a big fol- problem of political organizalowing but lacks an experi- tion which they face. Already
enced leadership. Parti there is talk that PRM and
Rakyat Malaysia (PRM) has keADILan may seek political
a much respected leadership synergy by merging into a sinbut a very limited reach to the gle party. DAP, too, has lately
grassroots. As a ‘cadre party’, mobilized its leaders and
the Democratic Action Party members to move ‘Together
Aliran Monthly 20(3) Page 4

Towards Reform’.

can be blended into an endur- ethnic and religious issues.
ing answer to the problems of
Where these efforts will lead Malaysian society.
Thus far BA’s leadership has
to remains to be seen. But
not mishandled these issues.
they can only have a signifi- Non-Muslims who are not It has even kept the momencant impact if eventually – alarmed by warnings about tum of ‘inter-civilizational diabut not later than the next an ‘Islamic state’ have none- logues’ going. But BA should
election! – BA’s parties indi- theless had to worry about go beyond ‘dialogues among
vidually and collectively ex- the kharaj tax proposed by leaders’. Otherwise, BA will
pand their support bases, PAS right after it took over the only be applying BN’s elitist
strengthen their organiza- government of Trengganu. formula of ‘behind-closedtions and extend their Women, especially liberal doors’ horse-trading that
‘outreach’, particularly to the minded Muslim women who leaves ordinary citizens
‘unconverted’.
lent staunch support to brooding in mutual suspicion.
Reformasi, have had to grapple with the implications of
Where has the Joint
Alternative
vision
the tudung pronouncement
Manifesto
gone?
Political organization natu- PAS made just before the
rally means more than num- Sanggang by-election.
In this regard, it is necessary
bers and bodies. It also means
to ask: What has BA done
developing a political pro- Moreover, Malaysian society with its October 1999 Joint
gramme which offers a con- will always have to contend Manifesto?
vincing alternative to what with issues such as protests
BN provides.
against the ‘non-Malay Astro The original Joint Manifesto
channels’ or the (approved was a lengthy, wordy and
BA’s attempt to build a ‘rain- but long-delayed) construc- academic document. It was
bow coalition’ is still experi- tion of a Catholic church in not easily accessible to many
mental. BA has not yet con- Shah Alam.
people. Yet this manifesto
vinced enough voters that
gave voters their first signifiPAS’s
Islam,
DAP’s These issues, and many oth- cant glimpse that PAS, DAP,
‘Malaysian Malaysia’, PRM’s ers real or contrived, are the PRM and keADILan could
‘social democracy’ and playthings of those who profit overcome their differences in
keADILan’s ‘national justice’ by manipulating sensitive ideology and programme.
However, not much has been
heard about the Joint Manifesto after the election. BA has
not updated, upgraded and
popularized the Joint Manifesto to achieve three goals
that are critical to BA’s cohesion or success.
First, the Joint Manifesto
should provide a concise alternative vision of how
Malaysian society and poliAliran Monthly 20(3) Page 5

tics should be reformed and history and communicate tion programme is encourreorganized.
them to the populace.
aging. The formation of its
twenty bureaus and increasSecond, the Joint Manifesto This pattern of uneven per- ing cooperation among its
should be a binding alterna- formance will haunt the op- parliamentarians speak of a
tive ‘social contract’ to which position for as long as it is coalition that dares to preBA’s collective leadership unable to present itself as a pare to be an alternative
regularly refers for decision- cohesive coalition with a cred- government. BA’s continmaking, especially when con- ible alternative programme. ued willingness to cooperate
troversial issues arise.
There’s as little use for any- with non-partisan groups
one to be exasperated with and individuals, and to camAnd, third, only a widely ac- the Chinese and Indian pro- paign on gender issues in
cepted Joint Manifesto can BN voters in 1999 as with the and out of parliament are
supply Malaysian society pro-UMNO Malay voters in, signs of a commitment to
with the kind of unifying in- say, 1986.
developing a broad demofluence that will prevent BA
cratic front.
from disappearing into the DAP should stop mourning
fissures of our multiethnic its ‘catastrophic loss’ in 1999: But reforming Malaysian soand multireligious society.
Its real catastrophe, from ciety and politics is a huge
which it hasn’t recovered, task. As a reminder, none of
occurred in 1995.
the draconian statutes – InLessons
from
ternal Security Act, Official
electoral
history
PAS’s recent defeat in Secrets Act, Sedition Act,
The results of the past four Sanggang should caution University and University
general elections prove – if PAS against being compla- Colleges Act and the Printing
proof is still needed – that no cent about its 27 seats and Presses and Printing Act –
single opposition party can two state governments: It’s which throttle freedom and
successfully challenge the too early to tell if the 1999 democracy has been repealed.
dominance of UMNO, let Malay swing away from
alone the 14-party BN.
UMNO is more than a one- BA has a lot of work to do, a
off fling with PAS.
lot of ground to cover, and,
In 1986 when DAP secured
frankly, not that much time
24 parliamentary seats (its
to do either. It operates on a
Prospects
for
highest number ever), PAS
playing field that isn’t level,
a second coalition
won one seat. In 1990, DAP
but that is the only field it will
and Parti Bersatu Sabah (PBS) Whatever its problems, BA have. It operates under harsh
held their ground, and PAS hasn’t dissolved after the conditions which the BN govimproved its showing, but election. That is an achieve- ernment will not relax.
Parti Melayu Semangat 46 ment in itself because BA
(S46) couldn’t deliver. In represents the only realistic These are compelling reasons
1995, PBS, PAS and S46 all chance of achieving a ‘two- why BA must urgently find
declined somewhat while coalition system’ that new, creative and productive
DAP was thrashed. We know checks the decline of consti- means of continuing its ‘war
what happened in 1999.
tutional democracy in this against injustice’. Otherwise
country.
Malaysian society won’t be
BA must draw the right lesable to expunge the blot of
sons from this bit of electoral The thrust of BA’s post-elec- Black April from its history. q
Aliran Monthly 20(3) Page 6

ELECTIONS

Fair

And

Free

Elections?

Reports, Petitions and the Election Commission
by our Special Correspondent
espite having a so-called
‘independent’ body, the
Election Commission, to
oversee our elections
and ensure that impediments to a
‘fair and free’ election are removed, grave doubts prevail over
various aspects of the electoral
process.

D

A recent report by the Malaysian
Citizen’s Election Watch
(PEMANTAU) has highlighted
concerns over the last election.
PEMANTAU’s steering committee
was made up of eight representatives from the participating NGOs.
They were Pertubuhan Kebajikan
BUDI Malaysia (BUDI), Aliran
Kesedaran Negara (ALIRAN),
Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia
(ABIM), the Human Rights Society of Malaysia (HAKAM), the International Movement for a JUST
World (JUST), Pertubuhan Jemaah
Islah Malaysia (JIM) and Suara
Rakyat Malaysia (SUARAM). The
Civil Rights Committee (CRC) of
the Chinese Assembly Hall was
assigned the responsibility of liaising with the Chinese community.
PEMANTAU, together with some
international election observer
organisations (the National
Democratic Institute and the

Asian Network for Free Elections)
carried out independent observation and monitoring during the
general election. Their observations were compiled in a report (Interim Report On The 1999
Malaysian General Election)
which has been released to the
Election Commission, local political parties as well as Election
Watch organisations overseas.

The
PEMANTAU
Interim
Report
The report highlights the following crucial points:
• A large number of the adult citizens eligible to vote were denied the right to vote.
• The administration of the
postal vote, was highly questionable.
• Certain groups were denied
the opportunity to form political parties by the Registrar of
Societies.
• Opposition parties were not
given reasonable opportunities to carry out their campaign.
• The local broadcasting and
print media were one-sided
and blatantly biased towards
the ruling coalition.
• The secrecy and freedom to
cast votes especially among the
armed forces and police was
highly questionable.
Aliran Monthly 20(3) Page 7

The
Election
Commission’s
Response
Far from responding with enthusiasm that Malaysians were concerned about their electoral process and were willing to help make
it more ‘fair and free’, the Election
Commission chose to reject the
report out of hand. According to a
report in the Star (10 February
2000), the response of the Commission’s Secretary was that:
• the NGOs involved in producing the report were influenced
by foreign groups with vested
interests;
• releasing the report threatened
local democracy and tarnished
the image of the country internationally;
• parties outside the country are
not qualified to judge the
democratic system practised in
Malaysia;
• the minor weaknesses observed in the general elections
did not prevent the election
process from being free, fair
and democratic;
• the general election was successful as there were very few
election petitions filed.
Quite how democracy is threatened is unclear. After all, the ac-

tivities of PEMANTAU reflect the
kind of active public Malaysian
participation that can only add
constructively to national debate
and peoples’ involvement in critical issues affecting the country.
The usual scape-goating of ‘foreigners’ is as cheap as it is hypocritical. The Malaysian government and many of its statutory
bodies have consistently used foreigners to research and write such
critical policy documents as our
Industrial Master Plans, have
made foreign investment a lynchpin of our economy and have entered into major deals with foreign
companies, not least in the development of, for example, the Multimedia Super Corridor.
Far from the overtly defensive
stand taken by the Commission,
it should be glad to join hands
with anyone anxious to help it in
its task, of removing any doubt
about the Malaysian electoral
process. The ‘independence’ of the
Election Commission was already
in serious doubt in the minds of
many Malaysians, following the
decision not to allow more than
680,000 registered voters the
chance to exercise their basic right.
This in itself has been the subject
of a court action. Now we have
the denigration of a serious report.

Election

petitions

In the Commission’s response, it
is stated that the sparse number
of election petitions (challenging
results) is ‘proof’ that everything
is okay. Again, this rhetorical logic
misses key points, which also
need serious remedy. Appeals to
the courts to rectify abuses in the

system have rarely been successful. Further, the costs and time involved serve as major deterrents,
given that the petitioner could
well find themselves lumped with
paying costs of the other party as
well, which in some cases could
mean bankruptcy.
As far as we can ascertain from
the Commission, there are at
present 22 election petitions
which have been filed, 16 (7 parliamentary and 9 state seats) in
Peninsular Malaysia and 6 (state
seats) in Sabah. The majority of
the petitions in the Peninsula are
in areas where the opposition
have won, whereas in Sabah the
majority of the petitions are in areas where the BN has won.
The petitions filed demonstrate a
number of the concerns which
were raised by the PEMANTAU
Interim Report (and which were
dismissed so summarily by the
Election Commission). Included
in the complaints are the alleged
abuse of electoral rolls (including
registration of phantom voters
and inclusion of dead voters), the
alleged importing of voters into
constituencies to bolster votes and
the alleged misuse of monies
(bribery).

Sg

Siput Election
Petition

One example of a petition being
filed is that of Sungai Siput. This
election petition is filed by the
Parti Sosialis Malaysia (PSM)
member, Dr Jeyakumar Devaraj
(who stood on a DAP ticket because PSM had been refused registration). It may be recalled that
Jeyakumar lost the parliamentary
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seat by 5,200 votes to the incumbent, S Samy Vellu.
The election petition requests that
Samy Vellu’s victory be nullified
and that Jeyakumar be declared
the winner instead, or, alternatively, that the result be declared
null and void (meaning a by-election be held). The petition also requests the Court to direct the Election Commission to prosecute
anyone who has contravened election regulations and also to update the voter’s list for Sg Siput.
Jeyakumar is claiming amongst
other things that thousands of
voters based outside of Sg. Siput
were transferred to the constituency by way of giving false addresses and making false declarations in their voter registration
forms.
Evidence for this has been submitted in a Memorandum to the Ipoh
State Election Commission by opposition candidates who contested in the Sg Siput Parliamentary and State Jalong and Lintang
state seats (The Sun, 13 January
2000). The Memorandum specifically asked the Commission to investigate as a matter of seriousness the issue of phantom voters
in the Sg Siput Constituency, and
for a follow-up meeting with the
representatives in three months
(i.e. in March 2000) to inform them
of the progress made in the investigations.
The Sg Siput election petition argues that the net result of the election offences that took place in Sg
Siput (U) deprived, denied, prevented and negated the constitutional right of the legitimate vot-

ers residing in Sg Siput (U) to
freely decide and elect their own
Member of Parliament as provided for under Article 119 (1)(a)
& (b) of the Federal Constitution.
The problem of phantom voters
and abuse of electoral rolls is a
major issue. Whatever the outcome of the petitions, including
the Sg Siput petition, clearly there
remains much work to be done by
the Commission in cleaning up
these rolls. How can there exist so
many doubts still, despite the advent of computerisation, the now
relatively easy cross-referencing
of, for example, dead people with
names on electoral rolls and the
ability to check if the same IC
number or the same address has
been used twice (or more) to register additional voters?
The PSM has gone ahead with its
Election Petition in the context of
raising public awareness of the
issues. They claim that they are
maintaining their campaign slogan, “Berani dan Berprinsip” (Courageous and Principled) and have
chosen to challenge the election
results in Court, as provided for
in the Federal Constitution, as a
way of highlighting the issue of
phantom voters, and forcing an
open discussion of the phenomenon.

Conclusion
Instead of blaming reports such
as PEMANTAU’s for tarnishing
the image of our country, it is high
time agencies such as the Election
Commission realise that it is inaction in the face of abuse that not
only tarnishes just our image, but
threatens the very basis of our democracy. q
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ELECTION FOCUS

Dr Jeyakumar And
Face Off In Court

Samy

Vellu

Justice Wan Adnan to decide on May 15
if Kumar’s election petition can go ahead
by our Special Correspondent
TAIPING, Apr 11 — About 250
people packed a courtroom here
to hear lawyers representing
Works Minister Samy Vellu and
Dr Jeyakumar Devaraj present arguments as to whether the Election Court can proceed to hear the
latter’s election petition alleging
electoral fraud at Sungai Siput
during last November’s general
election.
The crowd, comprising about 150
of Kumar’s supporters and another 100 linked to Samy Vellu,
trooped into a courtroom on the
first floor of the building just before 9 a.m. But a false alarm saw
many of them, mostly Kumar’s
supporters, racing downstairs to
another courtroom thinking the
hearing was to be conducted there.
By the time they dashed upstairs
again to the original courtroom,
most of the seats had been filled
by Samy Vellu’s supporters and
there was only standing room in
the stuffy air-conditioned courtroom looking out onto the scenic
hills of Taiping. The session finally started at 10.10 a.m.
Most of Kumar’s supporters the
majority of them urban pioneers
and estate workers were from the

Physician with a mission: Kumar with his counsel, Dominic Puthucheary, mobbed by
supporters outside the court

Rare court appearance: Samy Vellu leaves court after the day’s hearing
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Ipoh - Sg Siput area. An air of expectancy filled the courtroom as
they wondered if Samy Vellu
would succeed in his attempt to
strike off Kumar’s election petition.
In last November’s election, the
powerful Works Minister had
defeated Kumar, a Socialist Party
(pending registration) candidate standing under a DAP
ticket, by a majority of 5,259
votes, with 31,095 votes cast. In
his election petition, Kumar alleged that thousands of phantom voters had been brought in
to vote in the constituency. The
petition, filed on 8 February
2000, sought a declaration that
Samy Vellu was not duly elected
as member of parliament. Alternatively, it sought a declaration
that the Sungai Siput election
was null and void or unconstitutional and invalid.

“We'll be back!” Though they sacrificed a
day's wages to attend court, Kumar's
supporters were in high spirits.

Samy Velly, represented by former
Bar Council chairman Dr Cyrus
Das and two others, have filed a
motion (derived from procedural
rules as specified in Order 18,
Rule 19 of the High Court Rules)
to strike out Kumar’s petition. The
motion argues that the issue of
phantom voters should be taken
up with the Election Commission
as they are the party responsible
for the electoral rolls.

Much of the argument in court today focussed on whether the rules
of the High Court are applicable
to an Election Court’s proceedings.
Kumar’s counsel, Dominic
Puthucheary, who was assisted
by
solicitor-on-record
G
Balasundram, argued that the
Election Offences Act 1954 and its
attached Schedule of Rules contain all the necessary procedural
guidelines for the conduct of the
Election Tribunal. If Kumar’s filing of his petition failed to comply with any of these guidelines,
then the Respondent had a right
to have the petition dismissed.
However, if all the requirements
of the 1954 Act had been complied
with, the Tribunal has to go on
with the hearing of the Petition.
Puthucheary argued that the Election Judge would be going beyond
his jurisdiction if he allowed the
respondent’s lawyers to import a
procedure from the High Court
Rules in order to strike out the petition. “You have been vested with
the responsibility to safeguard
democracy,” Puthucheary told
Justice Wan Adnan. “Hear us out,
do not close the door on us!”
“An Election Court is a specialist
court within the High Court’s jurisdiction,” countered Cyrus Das,
who argued that High Court rules
could be imported for matters
where the 1954 Act was silent.
Both counsel cited numerous precedents and made frequent rebuttals to back their arguments.
Most of Kumar’s supporters,
many of whom did not understand English, stayed back till the
end of the day’s proceedings.
Among them was Poongavanam,
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who had come from Klabang Estate, Chemor, to attend the hearing. During the lunch break, she
read out from a sheet in Tamil to
explain to a small group of other
supporters the events leading up
to the court proceedings today.
Poongavanam, like many others
in the group of 150 who came to
court, is no stranger to poverty
and hardship. In 1989, the 55year-old rubber estate worker, a
mother of five children, was given
notice to vacate her house in the
estate. But without anywhere else
to go, Poongavanam and 16 other
families stood their ground.
A year later her water and electricity supply was cut. In 1995, her
water supply was reconnected
but until today, she still has no
electricity. “For five years, we had
to live using well-water,” she says,
with a look of pain etched on her
face. “Now they are bringing in
the bulldozers.”
Justice Wan Adnan will decide on
May 15 whether to allow
Puthucheary’s preliminary objection to Samy Vellu’s motion to
strike out Kumar’s petition. If
Puthucheary’s objection is allowed, the court will move on to
hear Kumar’s election petition. If
Puthucheary’s objection is rejected, then the court will deliberate on Samy Vellu’s motion to
strike off Kumar’s petition.
For Kumar’s supporters, just seeing Samy Vellu, dressed immaculately in a dark suit, and his phalanx of lawyers brought to court
made their trip worthwhile. Judging by their high spirits, the people will undoubtedly be in court
again to see the case to its conclusion. q

ECONOMY

Monthly
Housing

Wages And
For Estate Workers

Memorandum to Dato Fong Chan Onn,
Minister of Human Resource

About 500 workers from several states converged at the office
of the Human Resources Ministry at 9.30 a.m. on 19 April to
protest at further procrastination in the implementation of a
fair wage scheme for estate workers. The workers chanted,
“Jangan kaji, kasi gaji!” (Don't study, give us wages) and
“Don't talk, make laws!” as they waited for their 12-member
delegation to meet the Minister.

Estate Workers’
Support Committee,
19 April 2000
We, the representatives of estate workers throughout Peninsular Malaysia, are very disappointed and regret that YB
Dato Fong has once again postponed the implementation of
monthly wages.
The implementation of monthly wages has been postponed
many times, each time with a
different excuse so that we consider the Government is neither open nor serious in handling this issue. This time, the
excuse is that the Government
wants to conduct yet another
study of the issue. This time
our problem has been referred
to the Faculty of Economics
and Administration, Universiti
Malaya!
The oft-repeated phrase, ‘conducting a study’, has become a
joke among estate workers.
Many studies have been carried out, and just this past year
many policies have been decided. At the beginning of 1999,
Koperasi NLFCS implemented
a monthly wage scheme for
estate workers. Dato Seri Samy
Vellu stated that YAB Prime
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Minister
Dr
Mahathir
Mohamad had instructed the
Ministry of Human Resources
to carry out a study of the
NLFCS monthly wage scheme
and make a report to the Cabinet in six months.
In January 1999, Dato Seri
Samy Vellu announced the results of the study on the Housing Scheme for Estate Workers.
This study, which was conducted by Professor Dr P
Ramasamy
of
Universiti
Kebangsaan Malaysia, noted
that a workers’ housing scheme
was recommended by the late
Tun Abdul Razak in 1973, but
only 50 out of 1800 estates in
Peninsular Malaysia have implemented the scheme.
At the end of 1999, Yayasan
Strategi Sosial carried out a
study of estates (which were
replacing rubber trees with oil
palms) to identify problems
faced by workers. The study
report was presented to relevant authorities, including the
Ministry of Human Resources,
Ministry of Housing and Local Government, state governments, Ministry of Rural Development and Ministry of National Unity.
In our opinion, the Ministry of
Human Resources and the Government of Malaysia definitely understand our monthly wage and housing problems but do not want to
take clear and appropriate action,
and wish to conduct study after study as a way to delay
making a just decision. The
National Economic Consultative Council’s proposal in 1990,
and, before that, studies made
by the Prime Minister’s De-

partment itself, had definitely
clarified the issues and made
several proposals.

Colonial
Daily
Wage
System
Estate workers are still paid according to a daily wage scheme
introduced by the colonialists
in order to extract profits in
Malaysia. Under this daily
wage scheme, a worker’s income is dependent upon the
weather, tree type, clone and
age, fertilizer, and the price of
rubber in the world market.
Unlike in other economic sectors, all the risks here are borne
by estate workers, not the employers. This daily wage system has no relationship to
workers’ productivity but is
tied to factors beyond the control of the workers.
Since Merdeka, the wage
scheme has been determined
by negotiations between the
National Union of Plantation
Workers and the Malaysian
Agricultural Producers’ Association. The resulting unfair
wage structure, upheld by industrial laws that favour employers, has ensured that the
real wages of estate workers
has not risen in the past 30
years. Hence, our country has
experienced rapid development but estate workers have
been neglected. The productivity of our estates has risen
many times but only estate
owners have enjoyed the ensuing benefits.
The real wages of workers in
other sectors, such as manufacturing and construction, although short of their deserved
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levels, have at least risen
gradually. However, the wages
of estate workers are definitely low.
Employers’ reluctance to implement housing schemes for
estate workers
The late Tun Abdul Razak made
a detailed study of the problems of our nation and recommended a housing ownership
scheme for estate workers in
1973.
In 1973, Tun Razak announced
a new policy which required
plantation companies to build
and sell low-cost, heavily subsidized, housing to estate
workers. Tun Razak established a fund to assist plantation companies to implement
this policy.
Now, 27 years later, less than 5
per cent of all the estates in the
country has implemented this
scheme. This demonstrates how
uninterested employers are,
and how indifferent the Government has been, in implementing such a scheme for estate workers. Today, the issue
of housing has been much publicized by the Minister of Human Resources but the truth is,
this policy of housing for estate
workers, which presumes that employers will fulfill their social responsibility, has completely failed.

Wealthy
But
Miserly
Plantation companies are
among the wealthiest companies in this country. Even during this past economic crisis,
they were among the few com-

panies that made huge annual
profits.
As the Ministry of Human Resources ought to know, the total cost of rubber production
accounts for 55 per cent of
gross income. Palm oil production cost is only 40 per cent of
gross income. The balance, the
profit, is entirely taken by the
plantation companies.
Aside from this large profit
from the production of agricultural commodities, the rapid
development in this country
has enabled plantation companies to sell land that is close to
urban areas or roads for housing development and the construction of factories or golf
courses. The selling price of
each estate totals between 10
and 150 million ringgit!
Advice is ineffectual. Enact appropriate laws!
We are tired of listening to
Ministers advising plantation
companies to look after the
welfare of their workers. It is
clear that the big plantation
companies are utterly greedy
and will not fulfill their social
responsibilities. They will only
do so if compelled by law.
For YB’s information, the Government has enacted laws,
such as the Workers’ Minimum
Housing Standards Act 1990,
that
guarantee
workers
creches and the provision of
piped water and electricity.
Moreover, Section 16 of the
Employment Act provides for a
minimum of 24 days’ wages for
estate workers. Thus, the Government has full rights and

precedents to enact laws to
protect the people when employers are reluctant to honour
their obligations.

Enough,
enough,
enough
One hundred years of exploitation is enough. Malaysia
heads for the new millennium
but estate workers are paid
colonial wages. We, estate
workers, want the Government to intervene, and demand that the ruling party,
which has ample parliamentary
majority, pass laws related to
the following:
1. Fair wages
• · a minimum monthly wage
of RM900 for all estate
workers
• an annual wage increment
of RM50
• a minimum annual bonus of
one month’s wage, and,
• retirement
benefit
of
RM1,000 for each year’s
service

The need for
political will
We call upon the Government
to put an end to all studies. The
Government should not waste
public funds to conduct new
studies. There are enough studies to enable the Government
to pass appropriate laws.
We demand an immediate solution, not procrastination. Malaysia can build skyscrapers in
record time but the problems
facing the estate community
have persisted for three generations.
We hope that the Government of
Malaysia will not evade its responsibility to the people by merely
making promises while conducting study after study.
The Government must take a
clear and principled decision to
enact laws that will immediately meet our demands.
Thank you.

2. Housing for workers
• immediate implementation
of a housing scheme for
workers, and,
• in the absence of employers’
implementation, Government acquisition of a piece
of estate land for subdivision into housing lots for
workers
3. Fair retrenchment benefits
• ex-gratia
payment
of
RM1,000 for each year’s
service
• a free low-cost house, and,
• appropriate compensation
for community assets such
as halls, schools and temples
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Signed by: A Sivarajan, S
Munusamy, T Yelumalai, P
Jody, M Kanagapujam, R
Ganesh, Chanthirasegaran,
Perumal, Velayutham, K
Kunasekaran, T Ramaling-am,
N Ramasamy
Translated from the original Memorandum which
was accompanied by Appendices I to IV. For details,
contact Estate Workers’
Support Committee, c/o
26A Tingkat Jaya 1, Taman
Tasek Jaya, 31400 Ipoh,
Perak.

REGIONAL
Aliran at the UN:

Further Erosion Of
Human Rights In Burma
by Deborah Stothard
Mr Chairperson,
I speak on behalf of Aliran
Kesedaran Negara. May I express concern at the tendency
to disassociate economic, social
and cultural rights from civil
and political rights. In fact, the
indivisibility of these rights is
explicitly stated in the International Covenant on Economic,
Social, and Cultural rights. This
is conveniently overlooked
when certain oppressive governments “hijack “ ESC rights
as an excuss for violations of
civil and political rights.
To quote Nobel Laureate Aung
San Suu Kyi: “One of the main
problems is that the present
military regime tries to separate civil and political rights
from economic, social and cultural rights. We would like to
point out that this cannot be
done. Economic, social and cultural rights are inextricably
linked to political and civil
rights.”

ing evidence on the tragic crisis of hunger and malnutrition
in a country where there has
been no major natural disaster,
a country once regarded as
“the rice-bowl of Asia”. The
Burmese regime puts military
spending ahead of the wellbeing of the people. The World
Bank reports that the use of
public health services has fallen
by 80 per cent in the last 10
years due to an extraordinarily low budgetary outlay of 0.2
per cent. This is particularly
immoral in the light of the
HIV/AIDS crisis in Burma,
where the UN AIDS program
estimates 440,000 HIV-positive
people.
Current government spending
for education as a share of national income “is among the
lowest in the world.”

Diplomats have commented
that substancial portion of defence spending is not included
in official figures, indicating
that actual spending for the
My colleague from the Asian military is much higher. From
Legal Resource Centre has al- official figures alone, defence
ready presented overwhelm- spending equals 16 times the
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amount spent on health.
On cultural rights, to further
quote Aung San Suu Kyi: “…
although the military regime
claims that it has achieved
unity with the ethnic nationalities, the truth is that our ethnic nationalities are suffering
greatly from repression of all
kinds. For example in the Mon
state … the teaching of Mon
language in schools has been
prohibited.”
In October 1999, the Military
Intelligence ordered the closure of an ethnic Mon school
in Kwan-tar village, Mudon
Township, Mon State. The students’ parents were told that
the school was an illegal institution and teaching of Mon language was also illegal.
On the national level, many
universities and colleges remain shut. Universities and
colleges have only been opened
for a total of 30 months out of
the past 12 years. Some institutions were “reopened” in
December under severe constraints. Even then campuses

such as those in Thanlyin and
Hmaw Bi have already been
closed again by the authorities.
The long-term implications for
the future of the country’s
young people, and indeed the
population, are grave.

Aliran at the UN

It is shameful that the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), as strong ESC
rights advocates, have been
“constructively engaging” with
the Burmese regime to further
erode the rights of the Burmese
peoples. ASEAN’s impotence
to deal with this problem has
caused its member states to
receive the negative impact of
the regime’s irresponsibility.
Unless ASEAN member states
and their dialogue partners
face up to this reality, this
threat against the peoples of
Burma and ASEAN will continue to grow.

Jekyll
And
Hyde
Faces Of
Governments

As Aung San Suu Kyi reminds
us: “Please do not forget that
instability in one part of the
world could spread very rapidly these days. I hope that the
world would be able to make
an example of what happened
recently in East Timor and
learn to help when help is
needed and not only when
help is overdue.” q

United Nations buildings,

by Deborah Stothard

Within the halls of the
governments seem to
adopt a persona of benevolence,
commitment to human rights
and open-mindedness
to dialogue.
At home,

This speech was delivered during the 56th
session of the United
Nations Commission
on Human Rights in
Geneva on 6 April 2000

however,
they turn into
the main violators
of human rights.
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Mr Chairperson,
May I offer a very basic but I
think, significant suggestion in
the area of advisory services
and technical cooperation to
promote and protect human
rights - that governments and
their delegates be given a refresher course on human rights
and the essential role of this
commission.
For government delegations,
secretariat members and NGO
participants who have read
and subscribe to the excellent,
high quality documents produced by the Commission and
the United Nations, this is not
such a strange idea.
It has been disturbing to hear
the statements blithely delivered by certain government
delegates which seem to be
bereft of a basic grasp of human rights concepts. Therefore, when such delegations
hotly insist that their governments act consistently with
human rights principles, they
open themselves to derision
and contempt. Such assertions
make it difficult for some diplomats and NGO representatives to keep a straight face
during proceedings. They also
demean the speaker. Most disturbing to me is that such statements which trample on the
truth, insult the dignity and
prestige of the Commission
and the Chair.
For instance, yesterday we
witnessed His Excellency the
head of the Myanmar delegation deny that human rights

violations existed in that country. His Excellency seems to be
ignorant of the fact, so capably pointed out by His Excellency the Ambassador of Bangladesh, that hundreds of thousands of refugees have fled the
country. I assure you, these
hapless refugees were not fleeing the weather.
On Monday, the representative
of the Malaysian delegation
told the meeting that the establishment of the national human
rights commission was consistent with the Paris Principles.
This is patently untrue, particularly with regard to the independence of the institution.
To be charitable, I can only offer the possible excuse that
these delegates may have forgotten or may not have been
trained to understand key human rights concepts, hence my
suggestion of a refresher
course. Of course, a key element would have to be the incorporation of the gender perspective - for some reason, certain government delegates do
not seem to be aware that
women are also human beings
and therefore deserve to have
their human rights protected.
Another key concern is the fact
that some governments, while
proclaiming in this room to be
the defenders of human rights,
actually fail to implement these
commitments while at home.
Basic and obvious initiatives,
such as training the police and
security forces not to violate
human rights, are sorely lacking amongst these so-called
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bastions of human rights. The
irony is that there are many
NGOs present at the Commission who would gladly work
with their governments to implement and operationalise
human rights principles instead
of travelling all the way to
Geneva every year to report
on yet more human rights violations at home.
For many human rights activists here at the Commission,
our governments tend to suffer from a Jekyll and Hyde syndrome. Within the halls of the
United Nations buildings, governments seem to adopt a persona of benevolence, commitment to human rights and
open-mindedness to dialogue.
However, at home, they turn
into the main violators of human rights. It is not surprising
that these offenders are
viewed with distrust. We hope
that somehow, the advisory
services and technical cooperation offered through international human rights mechanisms and the Commission,
will be able to efficiently and
meaningfully address these
concerns. q
Debbie, speaking on behalf of Aliran, delivered
this speech during the
56th session of the UN
Commission on Human
Rights in Geneva on 19
April 2000. It was presented as an oral intervention on “Item 19: Advisory services and technical co-operation in the
field of human rights”

ALIRAN

MONTHLY

SUBSCRIPTION

FORM

Mr./Ms.
Address

Subscription
for 11 issues

1 year

AIR

2 years

SEA

NOW

RM

(Tick one)

TOTAL Enclosed : Money Order / Postal Order / Cheque

RM

) payable to Aliran

(No.

Aliran
Monthly

RM

Donation for Aliran ..............................................

A GIFT
of one publication
of your choice
if you subscribe to

AM 2000: 20(3)

SUBSCRIPTION
COUNTRY
MALAYSIA
SINGAPORE & BRUNEI
ASIA & THE PACIFIC
EUROPE & EGYPT
AFRICA, NORTH AMERICA,
SOUTH AMERICA, HAWAII

Pandangan
ALIRAN

RATES

ONE YEAR
RM25.00
S$28
AIR
SEA
US$25
US$21
US$28
US$21

TWO YEARS
RM50.00
S$50
AIR
SEA
US$44
US$38
US$50
US$38

US$30

US$54

GIFT

US$21

FORM
AM 2000: 20(3)

Please send this gift subscription to :
Mr./Ms.
Address
Subscription
for 11 issues

1 year
2 years

AM 2000: 20(3)

“Liberty
of thought
means
liberty
to communicate
one's thought.”

Salvador de Madariage
1886 - 1973
Spanish diplomat, writer, critic

AIR
SEA

I enclose money order / postal order / cheque for the above order
amounting to RM
payable to Aliran.
This gift subscription is paid for and presented by:
Mr./Ms.
Address

Date

Humanity in Crisis

US$38

SUBSCRIPTION
ORDER

The Arms Race:

Send this form and
payment to

ALIRAN DISTRIBUTION
BUREAU
103, MEDAN PENAGA,
11600 JELUTONG,
PENANG, MALAYSIA

Signature
Aliran Monthly 20(3) Page 18

AM 2000: 20(3)

Desperately
Looking
for
Professional
Journalism
Of course we’re desperate. But I’m
entitled to have some faith in The
Star, no? This daily, or at least
some of its journalists, can conduct investigative journalism. Remember its pursuit of the truth
behind the Millennium Jump fiasco? Thanks to the daily,
Malaysians will get back the
RM780,000 which the government loaned to Fikiran Syndicate
whose team, despite claims to the
contrary, had not jumped over the
South Pole.
The Star has also done a wonderful job covering the plight of those
rendered homeless in Georgetown
as a result of the repeal of the Rent
Control Act. The efforts of SOS
(Save OurSelves, an unregistered
NGO mind you, the likes of which
the mainstream media usually
would rather have no dealings
with) in highlighting the trials
and tribulations of the homeless,
were also given much coverage.
Even when Organic Ong, the Fu

Manchu look-a-like with wispy
beard, and two other SOS leaders
were arrested, usually the cue to
downplay or dump the issue, The
Star continued to report on the
matter. Ong’s unorthodox methods even made front page news.
With professionalism like this, The
Star does Malaysia proud.
Previously we’d suggested that
the media investigates the kickbacks that Mitsui has admitted to
the Japanese tax office that it had
paid to a Malaysian company to
gain a Telekoms contract. And before that we’d also suggested that
the media investigates the scandals surrounding Perwaja Steel
and the allegations of corruption
involving Rafidah Aziz and
Daim, police reports for which
have all been filed. It’s been a while
since we’ve heard from the media.
But these are complicated cases
and it’ll probably take a while to
put together the findings. I reckon
that the reports ought to be made
public soon.
Don’t be so naïve, my friends tell
me. Have you forgotten so quickly
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The Star’s propagandist role during the elections? Besides, Fikiran
Syndicate is small-time and easy
meat. Not so these well-connected
big timers. And in the case of the
Georgetown homeless, I’ve been
told that I’m missing the forest for
the trees! Sure, Georgetown is a
concrete jungle but this comment
is still cryptic. Never mind. According to this naturalist view, we
must ask who calls the shots in
The Star. Then one understands
why the daily has been giving so
much critical coverage to the
homeless, SOS, etc. Plainly put,
Koh Tsu Koon’s loss is the Penang
MCA’s gain, silly. You tell me if
The Star’s editors are simply hacks
and hussies or that there are indeed stirrings of professionalism
in the daily. Have I become so desperate?

Q Q Q Q Q
No

Shame

Who wouldn’t be desperate with
the likes of Jeffrey Kitingan? This
man is unbelievable. His jumping
from party-to-party already puts
Ibrahim al-Kataki to shame. So
now in justifying his latest leap
back to PBRS and the BN’s fold,
he claims that it could be “a plan
of God” in order to bring about
“the resurrection of development
and betterment of the people”.
Who does he think he is? A latterday prophet?
Jeffrey is not the first to cross over
to the BN in order to resurrect his
political career. He’s not even the
first to have surreal ambitions of
becoming chief minister-by-rotation. But Jeffrey is shamelessly the
first to invoke the name of God and
to defile the sacredness of Christian belief in the Resurrection to

justify his Judas-like betrayal of
his brother, the PBS and his constituents. Just a year ago, during
the Sabah state elections, all the
PBS candidates including Jeffrey
had sworn publicly that they
would never cross over to the BN,
come what may. And if they did
so, the people had every right to
demand their resignations. Whatever happened to that promise?
Beware of latter-day false prophets proclaiming false promises!
Wanna bet whether Jeffrey will
still be with PBRS when the next
election comes around? (Remember how voters punished the
kataks at the last Sabah state elections. Some politicians obviously
never learn.)

Q Q Q Q Q
Gangsters

and

Experts

Give me Samy Vellu any time. He’s
not very bright but he does not
jump from party-to-party. Even
without his fuzzy hairdo, he’s still
quite funny. Oh yes, he’s now an
expert on gangsterism. In early
April he presented a “gansterism
prevention package” to his Cabinet colleagues. Declared Samy: “I
got most of the information from
the Internet and through my observation”. From his study, he surmised that there was a need for
“close cooperation between
schools, parents and the police”.
Profound. And you came to this
conclusion after studying the
problem of gangsterism throughout the world after only two years?
Way to go Samy. But Samy does
not study for the sake of studying.
“The MIC Youth and Wanita
wings would help the authorities” to overcome the problem.
But wait a minute. Didn’t the BA

candidate Dr Jeyakumar Devaraj
who challenged Samy in Sungei
Siput lodge several police reports
about 15 unruly men invading his
operations room during the November 1999 general elections?
According to the police reports
filed, these 15 gangsters threatened “to chop those who opposed
Samy Vellu”. Wonder if Samy
Vellu interviewed and observed
these Sungei Siput gangsters for
his study? Wonder why they say
things like “chop those who opposed Samy” as though to insinuate they are his men? Of course,
this is all hearsay. Incidentally, the
police did show up but took no
action against the unruly chaps.
How come? Apparently because
they had not started chopping
anyone yet, merely threatened to
do so.

Q Q Q Q Q
Intelligence
Obviously the Sungei Siput Police
operate on a different wavelength,
or do not have access to good intelligence. For over in KL, on the
basis of intelligence reports that
the organizers of a demonstration
had made plans for it to turn violent, the police denied the organisers a permit. The PM supported
the Police ruling. He confirmed
that the Police had information
that the demonstration planned
for April 15, to show solidarity
with jailed former deputy prime
minister Anwar Ibrahim, was
meant to create violence. Parti
KeADILan leaders denied this allegation and challenged the Police to prove that violence was
planned. Undeterred by these
challenges, the Police undertook
pre-emptive measures including
arresting several KeADILan lead-
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ers. The nation’s security and public order were at stake, the PM
claimed.
In all probability, it was not available intelligence that spurred the
Police to take action, simply some
intelligent Police resorting to spin
to justify their usual heavyhanded ways.
In my dictionary, a demonstration
is defined as “a public show of
feeling or opinion, as by a mass
meeting or parade”; in other
words, an assembly of people expressing their feelings or opinions
publicly. Let’s be clear, all citizens
have the right to assemble peaceably and without arms, under our
Constitution. But Parliament may
by law impose restrictions in the
interest of public order and the
security of the Federation. Under
Section 27 of the Police Act, a permit is required in order to hold a
demonstration. Since such permits are rarely given for demonstrations called by the opposition
parties, which in the view of the
authorities are intended to create
violence, invariably, proposed
demonstrations by the opposition
are disallowed. Without a permit,
the demonstration, even if peaceful, becomes “illegal”.
In the Police’s lexicon, that’s virtually a riot, or becomes one when
the “illegal assembly” is ordered
to break up and a ridiculously
short duration is given to those so
asembled to disperse. Needless to
say, rioting is an offense under
Section 147 of the Penal Code. So
there you are, public order and the
nation’s security are threatened.
Predictably, this episode ended up
with the arrests of citizens who
insisted on their democratic

rights. Their offences were: “taking part in an illegal assembly,
verbally abusing the Police, being
in possession of anti-government
leaflets and magazines, and not
having their ICs”.

Q Q Q Q Q
Time to Catch Up with
Our
Neighbours
About the same time, more than
10,000 teachers demonstrated in
the compound of Indonesia’s national parliament in Jakarta to
demand better pay and allowances. Under Indonesia’s new
laws, it is the citizens’ democratic
right to demonstrate peacefully.
No permit is required. But demonstrators are requested to inform
the Police ahead of time so that
traffic does not get disrupted and
ordinary people inconvenienced.
In Thailand and Philippines, Korea, Japan and India, one can also
demonstrate peacefully. Recently,
tens of thousands flooded the
streets of Manila to protest against
Estrada’s alleged mismanagement. The demonstrators included opposition legislators and
business people, the clergy, and
ordinary Filipinos. In Bangkok,
last year, rural farmers set up camp
in downtown Bangkok to highlight their plight and to demand
better treatment for themselves.
Buddhist monks and nuns, students and NGOs came out in support.
It augurs well that the new Human Rights Commission supports the right of Malaysian citizens to assemble peacefully and
intends to submit a code of conduct on the matter shortly. Perhaps we will, in time, catch up

with our Asian neighbours in the
march towards democracy.

Q Q Q Q Q
Back

to

School

Judging from the goings-on in
Sabah and in the new Parliament,
and the behaviour of the politicians during the Sanggang byelection, who wouldn’t agree that
the Yang Berhormat’s need a lot
more schooling. Some should even
be sent back to primary school to
learn about discipline, hard work,
honesty and good manners.
No doubt Adnan Yaakob, the
Pahang Mentri Besar should be
first on the list of school returnees.
In fact he should be sent straight
to detention class to write a thousand times, “I must not show bad
signs”. Not that writing lines will
make him a better person. But in
detention class he might meet his
match in the school gangsters.
Don’t you think they’ll teach him
a thing or two, Samy?
Nonetheless, one must not get too
excited when these ill-bred politicians volunteer to do some studying. Watch out in particular for the
overseas “study tours” now that
most restrictions on foreign travel
by government officers and delegations have been lifted following the economic recovery. Whatever the theme – IT, sustainable development, Prosper Thy Neighbour, South-South solidarity – invariably, these study tours are junkets and incur much public funds.
Another trick is to study endlessly
a problem and avoid taking the
necessary action to resolve it. In
these columns last month we suggested that the MIC leaders and
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the Human Resources Ministry
should stop any more studying of
the plight of the plantation workers and begin implementing a system of monthly wages. This time
we insist that the Anti-Corruption
Agency (ACA) should not launch
a study into public perception of
the level of corruption in the country. Rather, the ACA should get on
with its task of investigating the
numerous allegations of corrupt
practices especially those involving top officials and politicians.
Didn’t the ACA recently claim, in
response to queries of the many
unresolved cases, that they were
desperately short-handed and
unable to conduct the necessary
thorough investigations?

Q Q Q Q Q
It Pays to Be
in the News
Did you notice who topped the
list of the 63 candidates vying for
the 25 UMNO supreme council
seats? None other than Melaka
Chief Minister Mohd Ali Mohd
Rustam who received a whopping
157 nominations. Now that nominations are closed, we do not hear
of his attacks and threats against
alleged anti-government professionals,
bureaucrats,
etc.
anymore. Will he pursue those
sweeping threats which he announced? Or was he simply
grandstanding to get the UMNO
divisions’ attention? Incidentally,
Adnan Yaakob’s “bad signs”
didn’t hurt his case. He received
the eighth highest number of
nominations. Also running, don’t
snigger, is the indomitable
Ibrahim Ali. Is UMNO scraping
the bottom of the barrel or what?
Looks like they’re more desperate
than us.

Why A Law To Cover Muslim Wo m e n ’ s
Hair Is Not Necessary
by Dr. Maznah Mohamad

T

he Terengganu state government’s move to make
wearing the headscarf or
tudung into a law demonstrates that
women are easy subjects for control. That something so personal
such as forms of dressing should
be subjected to law also signals that
not much of the private lives of
Muslim citizens will now be left untouched and unregulated by the
powers of the state.
A law on headscarf is unnecessary because more and more Muslim women are already willingly
wearing the headscarf as their
commitment to Islam. The overall
principle here according to the
Quran is upholding modesty.
However, this virtue cannot simply be reduced to the wearing of
the veil or the scarf over the head.
The verse from the holy Quran
from which this edict is derived,
reads, “And tell the believing
women to lower their gaze and to
be modest, and to display of their
adornment only that which is apparent, and to draw their veils
over their bosoms, and not to reveal their adornment save to their
own husbands or fathers or husband’s fathers …...And let them
not stamp their feet so as to reveal
what they hide of their adornment.” (Surah An Nuur, verse 31,
from Muhammad Marmaduke
Pickthall, ‘An English Translation
of the Glorious Quran’ ) .
If we were to exercise a little bit of
reason it should be clear from the
verse that it is really showiness
particularly the display of ostentatious adornments that it is ab-

horred by Islam, rather than
merely dressing ‘wrongly’.
We cannot deny that throughout
the ages, Malaysian Muslim
women have abided by this strict
Islamic tenet of displaying modesty. Whether it is the baju kebaya
labuh or the baju kurung or the
selendang over their shoulders, all
of these forms of clothing have
been fashioned to convey modesty
onto the wearer. In dressing,
Malay tradition has cleverly and
elegantly fused Islamic doctrines
to make Islam practicable, humane and genial for the daily
practice of the faith. Past generations of Malay women have paid
less attention to head cover but
have been consistent about valuing humility and propriety. Surely
they could not have been less Islamic or have ‘sinned’ more than
the present generation?
The wearing of the tudung is an
extension of the principle of maintaining modesty and every Muslim woman is rightly obliged to
adhere by this rule. However, this
phenomenon has evolved into
society’s obsession with the ‘hair’
when nowhere is it explicitly
stated in the Holy Quran that hair
is the single concern of the command.
Making a law that focuses on the
conditions of head covering will
bound to bring out many anomalies. For instance would Muslim
women who wear tight tee-shirts
and jeans with a headscarf on
their heads be considered more
modest than someone else clad in
a baju kurung but without a
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tudung? Should the tudung be long
enough to cover the entire upper
part of a woman’s body or would
a loose selendang draped over the
head with a little display of forehead hair be acceptable too?
A law cannot possibly capture the
variances and the nuances of
dressing. In the end a simplistic
legislation trying to regulate a
complex action will only be subjected to arbitrary interpretation
and enforcement. We do not want
groups of religious vigilantes
roaming about to ‘target’ women
without the tudung.They might be
using shaming devices and perhaps also violence to state their
point. Islam as an enlightened religion is surely not meant to be
this way. Hence, why the need for
a humanly faulty piece of legal
device that will never be able to
perfectly enforce divine stipulations?
If Muslims want to promote and
propagate the wearing of the
tudung it should be their right to
do so, but resorting to legislation
to do this, is like doing it the
‘short-cut’ way, which is always treacherous. Muslim
women who proudly wear their
tudung as their mark of true piety should be respected, as also
all other virtuous Muslim
women who choose to do it in
some other ways.
Ultimately, a religion is proved
superior if people truly embrace it
with their hearts and not through
fear, compulsion, intimidation,
humiliation and threat of demeaning punishment. q

WOMEN

Doubly

Disadvantaged

Women and girls with disabilities in the Asia Pacific region face
double burden
by Lim Kah Cheng and Dr Prema Devaraj
he progress made by
women in the Asia Pacific region over the
last 20 years or so has
not extended to their disabled
sisters. Neither the region’s
economic growth nor the women’s movement has really benefited disabled women and
girls who continue to struggle
to be recognised as persons
and as females. Disabled
women and girls remain hidden and silent, their concerns
unknown and their rights
overlooked. They continue to
live under the double burden
of being disabled and female.
Prejudice continues to prevail
within each category making
disabled women and girls one
of the most marginalised
groups in society.

T

Attitudes

And

Images

Girls with disabilities grow up
with the burden of a stigma
and expect little of themselves.
The perception that disabled
women and girls are inferior
and of little value contributes
greatly to their lack of self-esteem. Given the gender bias in
society, the subordinate status
imposed on women further in-

creases the likelihood that
disabled women will have their
individuality and rights ignored. Despite the social, cultural and economic changes in
the region, the role and identity of a woman is still closely
associated to that of a nurturer,
a bearer of children.
The disabled woman is however not considered marriageable because her disability is
seen as a defect and there is
fear that her disability could be
passed on to her children.
There are doubts as to her capacity to look after the home
and family. Hence women with
disabilities are frequently denied the right to motherhood
although it brings a greater
sense of self-worth and increased social acceptance.
Sexuality for women with disabilities is as much a part of
their identity and as important
to their well being as for nondisabled women. Yet society
expects women with disabilities not to have any sexuality
and are seldom (if at all) included in programmes on reproductive health education. It
is not uncommon for care-givers to sterilise disabled girls to
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“protect” them against sexual
abuse by others, thereby depriving these disabled girls
their basic human right to decide whether or not to bear
children.

Violence
Disabled girls and women are
at high risk of being regularly
abused physically and mentally, most commonly by those
around them – family members
and care-givers – at home or
in institutions. Abuses range
from beatings to rape. Yet few
of the victims talk about it or
press charges. Many feel that
they will not be believed and
fear of reprisals is common.
Most victims do not know
where or to whom to turn for
help. The issue of sexual assault
on disabled girls and women
needs to be highlighted so that
the perpetrators can be punished and the victims protected.

Health Care and
Rehabilitation
Disabled persons in general
and poor disabled girls in particular are often not provided
with or have little access to
early intervention or rehabili-

tation services. The prejudice
surrounding their ability and
value continues to perpetuate
the view that rehabilitating
them is futile as can be seen by
the resources allocated either
by the family or the State for
the health care of disabled
women. Rehabilitation services
in the developing countries of
the region are generally still
inadequate and poorly coordinated. Disabled women and
girls must travel to cities or
stay at residential facilities for
a specific period of time. Commuting poses serious difficulties for women and girls with
disabilities, not to mention
added cost.

Education
While public attitudes regarding the value of educating and
training women have changed
considerably throughout the
Asia Pacific region, little has
changed in this respect for
women with disabilities. Opportunities for girls with disabilities to receive an education
or to attend training courses
are available to only a few. Although the Malaysian Education Policy provides for inclusive education for the disabled,
there are few trained teachers
and even fewer facilities available. Most schools in Malaysia
do not have barrier-free access
or amenities for the disabled.
Education is not made compulsory and disabled children
who are not sent to school or
who are removed from school
before completing six years or
less have no one to intervene
on their behalf if their parents

are unwilling or unable to support their education. Many
disabled women in Malaysia
have very little education since
their families do not see them
as capable of productive work.
This increases their isolation,
low self-esteem and dependency. In countries where health
care and education is free for
all, persons with disabilities
still have to incur expenses for
transport, food and accommodation. Disability creates and
exacerbates poverty not just for
the disabled woman but her
entire family.

Employment

face problems in getting to and
from work, given the fact that
our public transport makes almost no provisions for the
disabled. It makes good economic sense for society to provide for the development of
disabled persons so that they
can contribute to the development of the country and their
families, instead of being made
dependants all their life. But,
more important, justice demands that the rights and concerns of disabled persons and
especially disabled women and
girls be recognised and addressed.

Legislation
Again many disabled women
can testify to the problems they
face in getting employment.
There are few opportunities
for gainful employment and
disability is once again perceived as a burden for the family. Even those who manage to
get good academic results face
discrimination at the work
place, even though the
Malaysian government has offered some tax incentives to
employers who hire disabled
persons. Apparently, such incentives are inadequate and
there are no further incentives
given or penalties imposed on
employers to spur them to
make their work places disabled-friendly or to employ the
latest technology available to
assist disabled persons. Even
the government policy of employing at least 1 per cent disabled persons does not appear
to have been implemented.
When disabled persons manage to get employment, they
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While there are calls for the
amendment to the Constitution (Articles 8 and 12) to prohibit discrimination on the
grounds of gender and disability, urgent steps must now
be taken to remove barriers
to the development and
growth of disabled women
and girls. The number of disabled persons registered with
the Social Welfare Department in Peninsular Malaysia
as at September 1998 was 733,
058. It is generally agreed
that this is only a fraction of
the total number of disabled
persons in the country, which
is estimated at 5 per cent of
the total population. This
should put the figure at some
1 million Malaysians. Therefore the number of disabled
women and girls should be
about 500, 000, and the figure is increasing, given the rising population, high road accident rates and the growing
ageing population.

Malaysia is one of very few
countries in this world that do
not have comprehensive laws
to protect the rights of disabled persons against discrimination. The only law we have
currently is the Uniform Building (Amendment) By-Laws
1993, which provides that all
buildings specified in the
amendment (which includes
schools, hospitals, offices,
banks, post offices, shops, supermarkets, factories, colleges,
universities, hostels, hotels and
residential buildings other
than single family private
dwellings) must provide for
access to disabled persons and
be designed with facilities for
use by disabled persons (now
by-law 34A). Yet most buildings in Malaysia have no such
access or facilities. In addition,
in Malaysia, there is no law to
prohibit discrimination against
the disabled, unlike in other
countries all over the world.
However, in the case of Jakob
Renner (an infant suing
through his father and next
friend, Gilbert Renner) and
Others vs Scott King, Chairman
of Board of Directors of the
International School of Kuala
Lumpur and Others, a point
was made. In this case, an
American disabled child residing in Malaysia obtained a
Court Order to restrain a private school from disallowing
him to continue his education
in the middle school on the
grounds of his disability. Quoting Judge Law Hap Bing: “ In
the case before me, it is apparent that financial expenditure
in making the defendant school
disabled-friendly was a prin-

cipal factor in excluding
Jakob… In my view, this is not
legally tenable. As a matter of
law and justice, financial considerations must take a back
seat and give way to disabled
children’s basic rights to education.”

Recommendations
There is a serious need to address the problems of the disabled people in our country and
of disabled women in particular. A joint effort between the
government, non-governmental organisations and the community is needed to
i) implement existing legislation to ensure that all
schools, hospitals, government departments, public
places and transport systems are made disabled
user friendly;
ii) produce data with a proposal to ensure the full participation of disabled people in society;
iii) ensure more financial assistance (tax rebates) for
the disabled and their
families so that they can
obtain
the
necessary
physical aids and other assistance to live more independent lives;
iv) conduct a nation-wide educational campaign to stop
discrimination against the
disabled at home, in
school
and
in
the
workplace, and
v) have clear and enforceable
legislation promoting the
rights of the disabled.
Disability is not a welfare issue but a human rights one. q
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CIVIL LIBERTIES

Subhuman

Hellhole

A nightmarish 5-Day/4-Night enforced ‘holiday’
in one of the Pearl of the Orient’s lesser known
hideouts - the police lockup
by Organic Ong
the media got hold of the news
(They had been informed of the
police’s intention since the
morning) and several familiar
reporters swung into action
when we were hurriedly taken
downstairs to a waiting police
vehicle. Panic was written on
their faces as though something
terrible was going to happen to us.

Friday, 17 March
My name was called by an Inspector Nazli at about 10.30pm.
I was working at SOS! Centre
located at 67 Noordin Street. He
asked me to go to Patani Road
Police Station for an investigation. I have had previous experiences in such ‘investigations’
and therefore agreed without
any worry. The inspector
wanted Ooi to come along, as he
had identified Ooi as one of the
two people holding up a protest
banner in front of the Chief Minister’s car in a morning protest.
The inspector wanted the other
person holding the banner to
come along as well. But he was
not around and could not be

contacted at his home either. So
another friend drove both of us to
the police station. Upon arrival,
we were told that we were under
arrest on a charge of rioting.
The police officer was friendly.
He expressed his support for the
cause of the protest and suggested that it was a mistake of
the CM not to meet the affected
tenants. But the arrest was ordered from above; otherwise he
would have finished the investigation quickly and released
us. We were asked to leave all
our possessions with the friend
who drove us there. We waited
for a while before the police decided to bring us to the police
lockup in Penang Road. Then
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We were brought to the police
lockup after entering a few
heavy metal gates. We walked
past cells of detainees, about 20
of whom were crammed into
each cell measuring 30 feet by
10 feet. We stopped at No.10. We
were asked to strip to our underpants like the other detainees. The shirts were left in an
open locker just beyond reach
outside the cell’s thick metalgrille gate.

Rules for ‘Bending’
We were asked by the existing
detainees why we had been detained. They were quite amazed
with the reasons as we were not
involved in any criminal action.
It was getting a bit cold. A fellow detainee told us that we
could wait for a friendly police
officer to pass by and ask for his

assistance to retrieve our shirts.
We did get back our shirts - but
we need to take them off when
senior officers come to check
later. This was only the first of
many rules made but open to unofficial ‘bending’ in prison.
We asked to be bailed out. But
the police officer said that we
would not be charged as it was
a holiday for civil servants the
next day and a public holiday
the day after. We would only be
charged on Monday i.e. the third
day after our arrest! I protested
that we had the right to be
charged within 24 hours or be
released. No immediate response. We were prepared for
another two days in the lockup.
We finally got tired after an extended period of anxiety. We
wanted to sleep. There was a cement platform, which could take
9 people. It had a thin plywood
cover on top. The rest had to
sleep on the cement floor around
the platform. When we were
about to lie down on the platform, the ‘friendly’ fellow detainees who had been there longest - about 60 days, told us that
new detainees would have to
wait for their turn and sleep on
the floor first. Another detainee
said that it was cooler on the
cement floor so I took his advice.
My friend Ooi gave an excuse,
saying he had a backache. His
excuse was accepted and so he
slept on the platform.

Saturday,

18

March

When I woke up the next morning, I got to see the cell better.
Other than the platform for

sleeping, there was a back portion where there was a toilet(no
door)-cum-bathing area, which
had piped water supply. There
was a big plastic barrel to hold
the water. There was no towel,
no soap, no detergent, no toothbrush, no toothpaste allowed in.
The only ‘towel’ was an old rag
shared by everyone. Sanitation
and hygiene was obviously not
considered by whoever was responsible for designing this
lockup. There was a long queue
to get to the bathroom. I took my
breakfast without washing my
face or rinsing my mouth.
Breakfast was just a piece of
bread and a drink of light coffee. The coffee came in a big plastic bag. There was no cup. So a
dissected mineral water bottle
was used - one end was stable
while the other was not. The
‘cup’ was shared by all. A sense
of comradeship ensured that nobody fought over these scarce
implements. There was no doubt
that the conditions were meant
as a punishment even before a
person could be pronounced
guilty of any crime. Even though
I have not been in prison, I think
the police lockup is obviously
worse than a prison as there is
no reading material allowed, no
room to exercise, no opportunity
to interact with other cellmates,
no recreational facilities, no time
and space for religious believers to say their prayers etc.

Drug

Haven

in

Lockup

Half of the detainees were drug
cases while the other half were
illegal migrants from Indonesia
and Bangladesh. The drug cases
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were almost automatically given
14-day detention orders during
which their urine samples were
tested. If tested positive, they
would be charged and sent
away for two years’ imprisonment. Many of them were ‘regulars’, it seemed. There was no
problem in obtaining drugs in
the cells. There were two selfconfessed sellers in the cell. One
long-term detainee claimed that
he could order drugs and other
things into the cell. Two sellers
were doing their transaction between adjacent cells right in
front of our eyes. It was common
talk as long as you could pay,
you could get almost anything
into the cell. The smell of ganja was
so thick in the air that no one could
fail to notice it. Smoking was about
the only pastime in the cell. Singing and banging about to make
music ranked second.

Illegal Migrants cum
Slave
Labour
The illegal migrants, who made
up half the detainee population
at the time, also played roles as
labourers to distribute meals
and as cleaners. Only long-term
detainees were assigned these
‘jobs’. Since they were not paid
for performing these jobs supposedly done by other workers,
they were virtually slave labourers within the detention centre.
An explanation for using them
to distribute food was that since
they didn’t have as many friends
as locals they could not double
as distributors of illicit material.

Unhealthy
Food
and
Poor
Medical
Attention
We had two options for lunch:

one loaf of white bread or white
rice with a piece of fish. The
famed ‘curry rice’ offered by the
police lockup was but a few
stingy spoonfuls of thin curry
soup, not even enough to wet a
quarter of the rice. For lunch, the
curry sauce was mixed in the
rice. In the evening, it came in a
small plastic bag. This allowed
the detainees to keep some of the
packets for breakfast the next
day. I was reduced to taking only
white rice because I have maintained a vegetarian diet for some
years now. Ooi, my friend, who
is not a vegetarian, also avoids
fish in his diet. He too had to
make do with only white rice. I
can imagine healthy people
could well get sick with such a
diet and sick people would get
worse in no time.
In the afternoon a prisoner in
another cell fell and hurt himself above the eyebrow. The
cellmate called out for help. No
response. They shook the metal
grille door repeatedly. The
whole lockup was shaken. And
yet there was no response. It
was at least 30 minutes before
an officer came to take the detainee out for medical attention.
A worse case happened in the
middle of another night. A detainee next door had stomach
ulcers and was in pain. The
cellmates called for the lockup
officer. No response. They followed with rounds of violent
shaking of the metal grille door.
Everyone was woken up. Much
cursing followed. The lockup
officer turned up quite a while
later. He probably offered some
milk to the guy as a stopgap

measure despite a request for
medical attention. Half an hour
after he left, the sick detainee
was groaning loudly again....
I hope that, even though humanitarian consideration might
not figure in the minds of the
powers-that -be, at least rational
thinking should persuade them
to provide reasonably healthy
meals to the detainees under
their custody so that the authorities would not have to pay heavily for medical facilities should
the detainees develop health
complications later!

Statement
by the

Interrupted
Press

After breakfast, we were taken
to the Patani Road police station
to record a statement. I was
handcuffed together with Ooi.
The officer-in-charge was obviously well briefed on the case
and offered a most sympathetic
account of his understanding of
our case. After a fair bit of waiting we almost got to start the
statement. Then a number of
motorbikes belonging to the
press roared into the police station compound. The police were
irritated and hurriedly took us
down from the second floor. Yet
we did not manage to evade the
press. Our statement was finally
done at the Penang Road police
headquarters the next day. This
sensitivity to the media was not
to stop at the recording of our
statement. It even extended to the
application for the extension of
our remand, which involved
moving a magistrate to the police lockup. Not once, but
twice.
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Magistrate Called to
the Lockup in the
Middle of the Night
Despite my complaint that we
should be produced before a
magistrate within 24 hours of
arrest (to extend detention or to
be charged) I was quite resigned
to having to wait until Monday
to see a magistrate. The atmosphere behind the thick wall of
the lockup persuaded me to bear
with their opaque operation.
Boredom was a punishment that
affected everyone. I could not
keep up any more enthusiasm to
speak to my fellow detainees
about their specific circumstances after a few hours. The
appearance of a lockup officer,
another new detainee passing
by, inspection and scolding by
some senior officers, all seemed
like ‘welcome’ breaks from a
quietly insidious sickness called
`boredom’.
After dinner I chatted a while
with my fellow detainees and
headed for sleep. It was quite
impossible. The detainees who
had been sleeping most of the
day had by now woken up and
were banging around while
singing. A kind of fatigue closed
my eyes anyway.
But suddenly I was woken up.
A police officer came for me and
Ooi. We were taken to the front
of the lockup - the officers’ department. A woman magistrate
was called in and we were told
that the police had requested a
7-day extension of our remand.
The magistrate asked if we had
any objection. I mentioned that
we had not been investigated so

far even though we were taken
in on that pretext. Also that we
had been denied legal representation. She took some notes and
declared that she was allowing
detention until Monday, when
another magistrate would consider further extension requested by the police. She was
led away after our ‘hearing’ apparently the only case before
her at that time. In less than 5
minutes, we were taken back
from the make shift ‘courtroom’
to our cell. Our first taste of ‘justice’ was not as satisfactory as
we thought it would be. The 24hour limit to our detention was
respected to the letter and the
solemn process to extend it was
reduced to a charade.

Sunday,

19

March

The next day was less eventful
inside than outside the lockup.
Two events coloured the day: a
candlelight vigil cum sing along
was organised by SOS! supporters just outside the lockup. It
was a courageous action by
these mainly youthful members
of the public. In a typically sensitive response, the police dispersed the crowd of 50 within
half an hour. While this was
happening, the detainees were
singing along even louder inside so that we were kept totally
unaware of the supportive action outside. That was the case
until we were told of the event
by a helpful member of the
lockup. We were naturally encouraged to know that the public had not been cowed by the
cowardly action of the State
Government in taking a law and
order response towards what

was essentially a socio-cultural
problem.
Just when we were about to close
our eyes for the day, there was a
stampede at the entrance of the
lockup. Close to a hundred
mainly young people were taken
into the lockup on suspicion of
taking the designer drug Ecstasy.
They were quite well dressed and
must have been quite shocked at
the lockup conditions.
Our statement was finally recorded in the afternoon.
The detainees under the initiative of the ‘old-hacks’ did a
clean-up of the cell in the afternoon. This was perhaps the only
collective, purposeful action in
the cell in the entire duration
that we were there. Even the din
that it caused did not arouse any
complaint. Everyone participated in the effort voluntarily.

Monday,

20

March

Much anticipation was built up
for Monday as we thought we
stood a good chance of being
bailed out once we were produced in court. Many detainees
were also led out for various reasons. A number of them left for
other destinations after their respective court proceedings. We
watched as one detainee after
another left the cell until lunchtime. We were puzzled as to why
we were not called. A police officer did mentioned to us that “a
lot” of our supporters were in the
courthouse waiting to meet us.
In fact later we found that the
big crowd was augmented by
relatives of the youngsters who
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were detained for taking Ecstasy.

in

Magistrate
a Police Lockup?

At 11.00 am we were finally led
out to see the magistrate. But to
our shock and disbelief, we were
led to the same makeshift ‘courtroom’ in front of the lockup. This
time a male magistrate was ushered in. He told us that the police had requested another five
days for investigations. He
asked us if we had any objections. I responded by telling him
that we had not been questioned
all this time and to detain us further would constitute an unjustifiable punishment. Ooi offered
the reason that he needed to
bring an old lady to court to face
eviction proceedings on 24
March and therefore needed to
be out before then. I wanted to
elaborate on my defence. But the
magistrate recorded the argument and passed an instantaneous judgement to allow another
five days of detention, not
counting the two days holiday
that we had spent behind bars.
We were quite depressed. But
there was no choice. We were
quite disappointed that we were
not given a chance to appear in
court, where we could have consulted our legal advisers. But we
had no idea how to address this
travesty of justice.
A depressing afternoon was
given a slight uplift in spirit by
the visit of Ooi’s wife, who
brought some change of clothes
and some small things like
toothbrush for us. The food had
to be consumed outside the cell
while the things were brought
into the cell through the help of

a police officer.
Then came additional company:
Leong, who was the third wanted
person. He had held a press conference to clarify that there was no
cause to charge us for violent intent as the three of us were in front
of the Chief Minister’s vehicle, so
it would have been impossible for
any of us to hit the vehicle without being noticed. If someone had
hit the vehicle, it was the work of
people who happened to be on the
spot, and who were perhaps angered by the Chief Minister’s unresponsiveness to the plight of the
people. Leong gave himself up after the press conference. He was
taken into the Penang Road
lockup and joined us. Our spirit
was uplifted by his information
that our arrest had blown up the
issue nationally and had attracted
widespread notoriety for the Chief
Minister. We were taken to an
identification parade together,
while Leong made his statement.

Tuesday,

21

March

We took our breakfast in silence.
Leong was particularly disturbed and suggested that we
collect a petition for the relevant
United Nations instrument to
expose the horrible lockup conditions in Malaysia. The only
paper we had was our lunch
wrapper. We could borrow a pen
from the next cell. So we had a
project. We told some of the fellow detainees. They expressed
confidence in obtaining a good
collection of signatures.
We were taken to the Patani
Road police station again. We
were not aware of the purpose.

We were asked to sit in a police
room for a long time. A police
officer told us that we would be
released earlier than expected.

Police

Brutality

Then we witnessed police brutality right before our eyes. A 16year-old boy was brought in and
sat beside us on the floor. A police officer kept accusing him of
being the thief of a police helmet. He was supposed to be the
pillion rider of an older guy
whom he had met just a few days
earlier. He said the theft was the
work of his friend. The police
officer’s voice rose quickly.
Then he dragged the boy into a
room. We heard many hard hitting sounds against the wooden
walls interspersed with loud accusations to force an admission.
It was not successful. Then another officer took over. This was
the officer who had taken my
statement. His rather personable
outlook could not explain the
harsh sounds which emanated
from the room where the boy
was held.
The other instance of police brutality that we heard about at the
lockup was the beating meted
out to suspected drug cases.
Those who were beaten on their
heels became so badly affected
that they could never walk properly again after that.
We were transferred to another
room where, out of the blue, we
were told that we would be freed
immediately, without being
charged. We just needed to leave
our fingerprints and so on to
finish their record-keeping ritu-
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als. The press somehow had
been alerted and greeted us at
the gate. We went back to the
cells to collect our few belongings, most of which we left behind to the ‘comrades’ - like our
change of clothes which was
brought in the day before by
Ooi’s wife.
At the risk of implicating personnel at the police station - especially those who were ‘kind’
to us or who took us into confidence, we are writing this report
in the hope of bringing about
some improvement in the subhuman conditions which prevail in the police lockup of this
‘progressive’ and ‘liberal’ city,
under the rule of a reputedly
caring Chief Minister. q
Note : This is an Abridged from
the original account which is
available at http://www.
pinang.org/sos/statements/
000417_sos.htm/

Ong Boon Keong, better
known as Organic Ong,
is the co-ordinator of SOS
(Save Ourselves), a support group helping lowincome tenants affected
by the repeal of rent control. Ong and two of his
colleagues were arrested
after they had unfurled a
protest banner in front of
the Penang Chief Minister’s car. The above report
forms the basis of an official complaint lodged
with the newly formed
Malaysian
Human
Rights Commission.

HEART TO HEART :

"What comes from the lips reaches the ear,
what comes from the heart reaches the heart" - Arab proverb

Everyday

Democracy

by Dr Latif Kamaluddin
all!) No replacements, no one when the sun shines?
Surely this is not democracy!
to take note ,all left to fate!!
tice the City Council Surely this is not democracy!
I then spy from the corner of
worker carelessly riding on
the pleasures of his cigarette. Further along, as we ap- my roving left eye a roadside
He should instead be busy at proach Bagan Jermal, we are banner advertising dental
work, cleaning the roads that greeted by the familiar traffic health for a government
surround his area of opera- crawls, as defined by half- health department. On the
tion. Or is he fantasising hearted, yet to be completed same banner, the name of a
about his tea break at 10.00 road works and menacingly well-known brand of dental
am and his signing out at dangerous manholes that cream. A little bit warped, one
noon. So little time to do so stare at the driver uncovered would think. What has hapand often inadequately pened to good old health-remuch.
Surely this is not democracy! marked. What if it rains lated advertising ethics?
heavily and the hole is sub- Surely this is not democracy!
We are now driving along merged and one fine night
Jalan Tanjong Bungah...it is someone takes an unwel- Nothing surprises me any
like a war zone, dug-up come plunge?! What has more in Bolehland...not even
roads, drainage pipes lying happened to the obligatory the poor English on USM’s
idle on the sides of the night warning lights. Don’t web page or the inability of
road…puddles everywhere contractors have to adhere so many of our students at
from last night’s rain. And to standard regulations? Or our so-called institutions of
what of the trees that were has tidakapathy taken over higher learning to live up to
their name (and this holds
so ungraciously felled to once more?
make
way
for
pipe- Surely this is not democracy! true for some academics too!).
So much for democracy!
laying...what would they
By now the morning showers
have to say?!
Surely this is not democracy! are well underway and the Without holding my breath
infamous Green Lane traffic however, I am still able to
The once friendly bus shelters jam is in full view. Why so smile with contentment at the
have vanished too; now, wait- few traffic cops at the fact that there are still publiing for the irregular com- intersections...and none at cations like this one that still
muter buses has turned into the crucial MTC roundabout? carry the flag for democracy.
a scorching guessing game. Have they all gone on sick Surely there is hope for deWhere will they stop? (if at leave or does one work only mocracy! q
leaving the
W hilst
house for work I no-
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point out that the court (including an Election Judge) has inherent jurisdiction as well as express
powers under the Rules of the
High Court 1980 (RHC) to waive
such non-compliance with technicalities. Indeed Order 2, rule 1(1)
of the RHC is worthy of partial
recitation. It provides that:
“Where... [there] has been a failure to comply with the requirements of these Rules, whether in
respect of time, place, manner,
form or content or in any other respect, the failure shall be treated
as an irregularity and shall not
nullify the proceedings...” I have
no doubt that the spirit (and even,
perhaps, the letter) of this Order
applies to Election Petitions.
Louis Joseph
Via e-mail

The
No
Brave
Journalism?
Your criticism of the mainstream
journalism is not fair to most journalists who are working in a
handicapped situation. Being an
ex-reporter myself, I can state categorically that a lot of brave articles have had to be thrown into
the dustbin. The reason is simply
that any publishing permit can be
revoked within 24 hours. As long
as the law doesn’t change, the
mainstream media has no hope of
presenting a fair view. And to
change the law, you need to be the
government. So, fair journalism
perhaps has to go underground!?
Danhill Ng
Via e-mail

Penang

Links

I have read the media statement

by Anil Netto and his suggestion
is viable. Why build so many
bridges to link the mainland and
Penang? Just re-construct the ferry
terminal and have vehicular ferries and ferries for passengers
separately. Then it will ease the
traffic. Not every Malaysian has a
car to travel on the bridge. And
travelling on the ferry is much
more enjoyable and refreshing.
Siew Pheng
Via e-mail

Not
And

Justice,
Technicalities
Bureaucracy

I entirely agree with Mr P
Ramakrishnan in his view that
justice is not about technicalities
(Aliran Media Statement “Justice
is not about Technicalities and Bureaucracy”.) He is quite right to
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Sudan

Greetings to you. You all have
done a great job fighting for justice and peace here at home and
abroad. Permit me to highlight the
situation in the country of Sudan
so that your readers and you can
respond with the same justice for
this nation. Are the lives of
Kosover Albanians, Europeans
and Timorians more valuable
than those of Africans? As a relief
worker, I ask why the governments of United States, Western
Nations and we here in South East
Asia, have failed so dismally to
respond to the on-going genocide
being carried out by Sudan’s Islamic regime against Christians
and animists?
I have seen the heart-wrenching
suffering of Kosovar Albanians,
but, sadly, the brutality in Sudan,
where the nations of the world has
taken no action, has devastated

and ended thousands more lives
than the conflicts in the Balkans.
Sudanese government troops routinely attack civilian and humanitarian targets, have prevented relief flights from carrying food and
medical aid to famine-stricken areas, and abduct women and children, selling them to slave traders. A Samaritan’s Purse hospital,
which has treated more than
100,000 Sudanese since 1998, was
the target of two bombing attacks
this month.
When several thousand Europeans are killed and tens of thousands displaced, the world calls
it genocide. But when 1.9 million
black Africans are killed and millions more are displaced, tortured
and even sold into slavery, the
world remains strangely silent.
Why? We not only fail to take punitive action, we continue to trade
openly with the government of
Sudan. Malaysia has vested interests in trade in that country.
I call upon my fellow Malaysians
everywhere and particularly the
Government of this country to
lead the international community
to save the Africans in southern
Sudan from butchery and slavery.
Here are some facts and figures.
Due to Sudanese ethnic cleansing,
the people there must deal with:
• 1.9 million dead, over 4 million
displaced.
• 2.5 million facing famine.
• A well documented, verified
slave trade.
• Use of famine and rape as
weapons of war.
• Forced conversion to Islam.
• Religious persecution of non-

Muslims.
• Poisoning of wells and rivers.
• Bombing of churches.
• A government-designed campaign of genocide.
I hope and pray, Mr. Editor that
you will publish this article to create awareness among peace loving Malaysians of the plight of the
Sudanese Southern population.
Anamalai s/o Kuppusamy
Via e-mail

Aliran An
Political

Opposition
Party?

I graduated from USM in 1989.
Since Aliran was based in Penang
I was involved actively in most of
its activities. After graduation I got
into the ‘real world’ (for almost 11
years); I noticed lots of differences
between human rights in ‘principal’ and in ‘reality’. What is right
for me, may not be right for the others and vice-versa. Since we believe in and practise democracy,
the only ‘fair’ option is to respect
the majority decision. But as I said
earlier what is right for me may
not be right for the other.
Having said that, I have noticed a
total change in Aliran in its principles and methods of achieving
its objectives. To me, Aliran is
nothing more than an opposition
political party. This observation is
based on the contents in the
monthly magazine, press releases
and public forums. It is nothing
but a typical opposition political
party. There is no balance in reporting, as though one is an ‘angel’ and the other one is a ‘devil’.
What is disappointing is that you
have failed to analyse that the person whom you consider an ‘an-
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gel’ today was a devil before.
There is a need for Aliran to
change its approach; otherwise it
may not attract professionals to
subscribe to its principles to make
this country a better place to live
in. The support that Aliran has
today is only because of one issue. Once the issue is over, then
these people will forget the Aliran
struggle as they have proved to us
that they are ‘selfish’. I hope the
Exco will give some thought to this
opinion. I must stress that I am not
subscribing to any local political
parties.
Sam
Via e-mail

Fed Up With Samy’s
Disgusting
Attitude

How rude was our Works Minister Samy Vellu when he said public opinion was not needed for the
construction of the second bridge
linking Penang island to the mainland. He insulted the rakyat
when he said “If public opinion
is needed for the construction of
roads, then there won’t be any
roads built in Malaysia”. Samy
only makes a fool of himself with
stupid remarks like that. The

rakyat is already used to such arrogant and silly remarks/comments made by ministers.
Public opinion is needed for the
construction of roads because it
is the public that will use the
roads.
Samy was fast to add, “This is a
government project and we are
getting loans from Japan to construct the bridge. We don’t need
public opinions as public lfunds
is not used for the construction of
the bridge.” Well, again he’s trying to fool the public. Borrowing
money from Japan means having
to return money to it someday.
Whose money will be used to return the money to Japan? It won’t
be Samy’s or the government’s,
but public funds.
Sivandran
Sitiawan

We Reap
What We Sow
The 1999 elections are long over
and life - day to day running of
the government, people eking out
a decent living, etc. - is back to
normal and as before. Yes - ‘as
before’ in every sense of the word.
People write to the press to complain about this and that, innocent victims of certain policies try
to meet some VIPs [with special
reference to the Repeal of the Rent
Control Act], etc.
But let us ponder for a while and
ask ourselves - are we to be
blamed for this ‘usual’ state of affairs? Did we bring these problems
on to ourselves? Did we vote the
BN so that they could carry on
what they have been doing, term

after term, year after year? If our
answer is ‘Yes’, then we should
keep our mouths shut. We have
lost our right to complain - after
all, didn’t we give them the mandate? So, we have dug our own
graves; let us lie in them quietly
for the next five years.
Only those who voted the BA can
have the legitimate right to voice
their dissatisfaction and dissent.
After all, those people knew that
a chance should have been given
to the BA - things were so bad then
[and now] that the BA couldn’t
make things worse, only better. So,
while I sympathise with the poor
victims of the Repeal of the Rent
Control Act, they need to ask themselves that question.
Remember, you reap what you
sowed. So, for the next five years,
enjoy the harvest of dissatisfaction. For me, I can proudly say that
I am of the latter group.
A Malaysian
Via e-mail

Review
Pension
Formula
I refer to three articles (NST, Feb.
13, 18 and 19) calling for a review
of the pensions formula, and wish
to offer further grounds in support
of the call.
The pensioners’appeal for the
computation of pension based on
the actual period of service is not
an innovation. This issue was
thoroughly discussed at various
Joint Council Meetings held between the Official and Staff sides
over several years.
After protracted negotiations, the
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Government announced that pensions would be paid based on the
actual period of service with effect from 1 January 1995. Pensioners accepted the offer with great
jubilation. Their happiness, however, was short-lived when another announcement was made by
the Public Services Department on
1 April 1996 that the decision was
rescinded.
Pensioners had served the nation
loyally at all times, particularly in
their prime. As senior citizens,
they have not out-lived their usefulness. Many continue to contribute to society through their involvement in voluntary associations and by helping to provide a
caring, sharing and loving home
environment for their grandchildren.
The cost of living is rising by the
day but unfortunately the pension
formula has remained static. It is
no use blaming this as a legacy
from the past but rather it would
be highly helfful if the formula is
revised.
At present, a pensioner is paid
half the last drawn salary irrespective of whether he or she has
served 25 years or more. Evidently, a pensioner gets nothing
for service in excess of 25 years.
On the other hand, if a pensioner
has served less than 25 years, he
or she would be paid proportionately. Hence a pensioner is placed
at a disadvantage either way.
The Government retracted the offer made in 1995 due to financial
constraints. Now that the situation is more favourable, the formula should be reviewed. After
all, our country is now enjoying a

favourable external trade balance
running into billions of ringgit.
To enable pensioners to cope with
the phenomenal increase in the
day-to-day cost of living, the Government should give priority to
pensioners and approve the payment of pension based on the actual period of service with a minimum of RM500 per month.
R P Ramulu
Ipoh

Passenger

Rights

senger in 4D he too kept quiet.
I would like to know (a) whether
I was within my right to lower
my seat, and (b) if not, why
bother to instal the button at all.
If I was within my rights, why
should the air hostess listen to
another passenger (4D) and put
my seat in the upright position?
Incidentally, who was occupying seat 4D anyway? Could the
occupant of seat 4D countermand the right of another farepaying passenger inthe Business Class? Does MAS condone
the act of the air hostess?

On 11 March 1999 I flew from
Kuching to Kuala Lumpur on
MH2911. I occupied seat 3D in the
Business Class.

Datuk George Seah
Petaling Jaya

One
After dinner had been served and
the trays had been cleared I went
to the toilet to clean myself. I returned to my allocated seat,
pressed the button to lower the
seat in preparation for a quiet nap.
I was lying for only a few seconds
when the air hostess came to put
my seat in upright position. I felt
it strange, got up from my seat and
went to seek her reason for her
action. I enquired why she put
my seat upright and she explained that the passenger sitting
immediately behind me (4D) objected to my lowering my seat. I
thought I was entitled to lower my
seat and the passenger behind me
had no right to object. She kept
quiet and apparently seemed in
awe of the passenger at 4D. Not
wanting to create a scene, I returned to my seat (3D) without
lowering it and went to sleep. The
male steward was present during
this discussion. He in fact went
to check the passenger list and
after seeing the name of the pas-

Term

is

Enough

Whoever rules more than 10 years
tends to make mistakes and become corrupt. At an early stage in
power they may be able to reform
and develop the nation. However,
after two terms, they usually end
up dictating rather than ruling.
This is the begining of the nation’s
downfall.
The nation’s interest is not their
concern anymore. There is no
more priority for the people but the
main agenda, in many cases, is the
well-being and family wealth of
those in power.
For our country. a new law pertaining to the length of tenure
power as Prime Minister should
be introduced. One term would
suffice for the chief executive of the
nation.
A. Ponnampalam
ex-President
M.I.A.C. Malaysia
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cum-tunnel? How was this 2billion ringgit figure arrived at?
Has the contract already been
awarded?
The track record is not encouraging. The Star (9 March) reported Works Minister Samy
Vellu as revealing that a total of
eight highway projects had been
carried out without an open tender process. The construction
costs ranged from 278 million
ringgit to 1.1 billion ringgit - and
that is just for the physical construction alone.
A record of Aliran's stand on current affairs.

Tunnel Vision: Halt
the Third Penang Link
The ill-conceived 2 billionringgit bridge-tunnel project to
link Penang Island and the
mainland will further worsen
traffic jams on the island. The
Third Link will only provide a
huge additional inlet for cars to
choke the island’s already congested streets.

The state government talks
about sustainable transport - but
it is just that: talk. The odd bicycle campaign here, the token
pedestrian mall there. Instead of
improving public transport on
the island, the authorities seem
intent on building more roads,
the latest of which is the 17.8
kilometre, 1 billion-ringgit Outer
Ring Road, which is destined to
rake in a windfall in tolls for the
concessionaire.

As usual, there has been little consultation with the public and citizens’ groups. In the hurry to reap
profits from the construction contract for the bridge, it is the public
that will end up the loser.

But improving public transport
is not on the government’s
agenda for the simple reason
that there is not enough quick
money to be earned.

No one knows how much the
toll for the Third Link will be.
But one thing is sure: it will be
much, much higher than 7
ringgit, which is the current return trip toll rate for a car using
the Penang Bridge or the ferry
service. If the government reveals the Third Link’s toll rate
now, one can safely bet that
there will be little public enthusiasm for the project. So tell us
the toll rate NOW.

At the end of the day, it is money
that talks. It is all about tolls,
profits, and favoured companies - business intermingled
with politics. It’s about lucrative
road and bridge construction
contracts and the inevitable toll
collection that rakes in millions
for favoured firms. Will there be
an open tender for the third
link? Or will a favoured firm
again be picked to build and
operate the proposed bridgeAliran Monthly 20(3) Page 36

‘’Under the (privatisation)
policy, privatisation can be carried out either through open tenders or on a first-come-first-serve
basis,’’ said Samy Vellu. Firstcome-first-serve? What kind of
half-baked policy is this? Where
is the check-and-balance to ensure that project costs are not
inflated and that the public is
not taken for a ride? Where is the
transparency and the accountability?
If the government really has the
interests of the people of Penang
at heart, it should:
• halt any further work on the
third link and talk to commuters especially those using the
ferries. Why do people prefer
using the Penang Bridge? In
many cases, it is to avoid the
long waits at the ferry terminals.
• therefore, increase the number
of ferries from the current 4-5
to a dozen, including doubledecker vehicular ferries, like in
the 1980s. This alone will substantially reduce traffic on the
Penang Bridge with only a
relatively tiny capital outlay.
You certainly don’t need to

spend 2 billion on an unnecessary bridge-tunnel that will
only burden commuters and
taxpayers in the long run.
• build more ferry terminals serviced by faster ferries at different points of the island.
• encourage commuters to leave
their cars behind by improving
bus services to and from the
ferry terminals and across the
Penang Bridge. What happened to the free shuttle service in George Town that the
Penang government was
thinking of? Was that sacrificed because of objections
from vested interests?
• above all, urgently implement
a state-wide integrated public
transport system comprising
light rail transit systems, buses,
and perhaps electric trams to
encourage people to leave their
vehicles at home. This is what
Penang really needs - not ambitious tolled road projects and
a fanciful toll-raking bridgetunnel.
Anil Netto
Executive Committee Member
11 March 2000

Travesty

Of

Justice

Malaysians concerned with justice will find it revolting as heinous a crime as that perpetrated
by the former inspector general
of police, Tan Sri Abdul Rahim
Noor, on Dato Seri Anwar Ibrahim
had not been accorded the severest form of legal sanction.
Rahim’s assault on Anwar was
no ordinary crime committed by
an ordinary person. It was a
brutal and cowardly attack
made upon on a defenceless police detainee. Had Rahim not
been restrained by others, the

consequences for Anwar could
have been deadly.
There is no question that the attack was very cruel in its intention: Why else would Rahim
have ordered that Anwar be
handcuffed, blindfolded and
left unprotected in his cell before
the attack was made?
That the top policeman of the
country could inflict pain and injury upon a handcuffed and
blindfolded former deputy prime
minister is a terrible blot on the
reputation of the police force and
on the system of administration
of justice in Malaysia..
As such Malaysians concerned
with justice want to know why
the authorities, even at this late
stage, have not made an example of Rahim and his dastardly
act to deter other police personnel from abusing their power.
Malaysians are asking why the
powers that be have made a mockery of justice – by arguing, on the
one hand, that those who treat
suspects cruelly must be severely
punished, while acting, on the
other hand, to reduce Rahim’s
charge so that it does not reflect
the severity of his crime.
Rahim’s contemptible conduct
should have reflected the wrath
of the law. Instead, the sentence
passed on Rahim does not commensurate with the gravity of
his crime.
Some years ago, a man convicted
of stealing a pair of shoes from
a mosque, was sentenced to six
months imprisonment. Is
Rahim’s crime lesser than that
other man’s that Rahim gets off
with lighter punishment?
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In the final analysis, the
Malaysian public hold the Attorney General – and those to
whom he answers – responsible
for this charade. They demand
that the Attorney-General fully
explain why he has committed
a travesty of justice by practically
trivialising Rahim’s crime.
Even if the Attorney-General –
and those to whom he answers
– pretend otherwise, Rahim’s
case has become only the latest
in a series of judicial episodes
that have undermined public
confidence in the system of administration of justice.
No pious incantations by the
powers that be about their adherence to rule of law can redeem public esteem for the judicial process in our country.
No matter how much the authorities resist public calls for
transparency and accountability, only a truly independent investigation carried out by a
Royal Commission of Inquiry to
examine the cases involving
Anwar since his dismissal – and
other cases involving the violation of Malaysian citizens’ civil
liberties and human rights – can
restore prestige and confidence
in our system of administration
of justice.
P. Ramakrishnan
President
15 March 2000

The Third Penang Link:
Government
Funds
belong to the People
Works Minister Samy Vellu’s
stand that there is no need to obtain public opinion on the proposed 2.1 billion-ringgit bridge-

tunnel is appalling. His comments on the project - which
would be the third link connecting Penang Island and the mainland - have laid bare the empty
official rhetoric about being accountable and transparent to
the people.
Responding to our earlier statement, Samy Vellu was reported
in The Star as saying, ‘’This is
not a privatised project. This is
a government project and there
is no need for public opinion.’’
We fail to understand his
twisted logic. If this project is
really a government project, then
there is all the more reason to
consult the public. Samy Vellu
may argue that the Government
is going to borrow the money
from overseas to undertake the
project. He should then explain
how the foreign loan is going to
be repaid. Is the loan going to be
repaid from his pocket? Surely,
it will be out of government
funds since it is, as he says, a
“government project.”
We would like to remind Samy
Vellu and other Barisan
Nasional politicians that government funds belong to the
people - not to the Cabinet or the
ruling coalition. So, as citizens
and taxpayers, we have every
right to be consulted, especially
on major projects. And this is a
major project - 2 billion ringgit
of public money is at stake here.
Samy Vellu then went off on a
tangent, talking about people
having no alternative but to
travel by air if there are no
proper roads. For good measure,
he talked of developing countries that had razed their forests
and now wanted Malaysia to

preserve its forests for the benefit of the world. We fail to see
what forests have to do with the
bridge-tunnel project.
First, Samy Vellu must categorically confirm that no private firms
will be involved in this project whether in the construction or as
toll concessionaires - since this is
supposed to be a “government
project.” Can he do this?
Next, Samy Vellu should tell the
Malaysian public how much
the toll rate will be. Or are we to
believe that there will be no toll
since this is a “government
project”?
We don’t understand why this
project is being rammed down
our throats when the most obvious, easiest, and economically
feasible option - to vastly improve the ferry service - is totally ignored. The money needed
to improve the ferry service along with improved public
transport to and from the ferry
terminals - is peanuts compared
with the 2-billion ringgit needed
for a bridge-tunnel.
So why is this option ignored?
Are we expected to believe that
the decades-old ferry service,
which collects 7 ringgit in toll,
is not viable but a bridge tunnel, which costs a whopping 2
billion ringgit, is?
Aliran Executive Committee
17 March 2000

Conduct

Unbecoming

Deputy
Prime
Minister
Abdullah Badawi instead of
condemning Pahang Mentri
Besar Adnan Yaakob’s lewd
hand-gestures seems to be conAliran Monthly 20(3) Page 38

doning his action.
Adnan’s behaviour cannot be
tolerated or justified for whatever reason and under whatever
circumstances. By all accounts,
it is unbecoming, uncouth,
crude, and childish conduct,
which is often associated with
delinquent behaviour.
In trying to justify Adnan’s conduct by arguing that it was “spontaneous” and in response “to an
extreme flurry of insults thrown
by PAS members,” Abdullah is
adding insult to injury. He is in
fact saying that vulgar behaviour
can be tolerated and condoned
under provocation. Is he then also
implying that Rahim Noor’s assault of Anwar under alleged
provocation was justified?
It must be emphasised that a
leader’s behaviour must always
be exemplary. He or she must
set the standard for acceptable
behaviour, which will be emulated by the young. We wonder
whatever happened to the
Kepimpinan Melalui Tauladan
(Leadership by Example) campaign, which exhorted leaders
to set an example for others
through their behaviour.
As far as Aliran is concerned,
there is no excuse for crude, vulgar behaviour – whether by PAS
members or UMNO members.
Though Abdullah alleges that
PAS resorted to lewd hand gestures as well, the photographic
evidence available (see Http://
www.malaysia.net/aliran/)
points to Adnan Yaakob’s repulsive behaviour.
P. Ramakrishnan
President
23 March 2000

THERE IS NO OTHER PLACE LEFT ... Continued from page 40
hurt these men and our family, but
also hurt the credibility and sanctity of the government institutions
we are supposed to trust.
Although my father was charged
and tried in a court of law, the trial
has been severely criticised by the
legal community, in Malaysia and
internationally. [Amnesty International, which has sent special
representatives to study the entire
episode of my father’s sacking and
prosecution, has declared my father as a prisoner of conscience.]
Although my father is a political
prisoner, he has been treated
worse than a common criminal.
He has been denied bail although
the crime he was charged with is
a bailable offence. The judge [in
dismissing the appeal for bail]
claimed it would cost the government a lot of money to control my
father and his supporters.
My father, Anwar Ibrahim, is being kept under solitary confinement and family visits are severely
restricted. There were even times
when his legal counsel were denied visits.
Last year my father suffered sudden, severe and dramatic health
problems in detention. Initial lab
test results [of his urine sample]
showed a dangerously high level
of arsenic poisoning. The fear of
losing our loving father forever became very real. Instead of appointing an independent team to investigate the poisoning [as had been
done in the case of the beating of
my father], the Attorney General
made irresponsible and malicious
remarks; he implied that my
mother could have poisoned my
father. When my father was hos-

pitalised at the National University Hospital, some of the doctors
complained that their offices were
bugged and they were harassed
[by senior officials as high up as
the Health Minister].
On the issue of impunity: While
my father continues to be subjected to human rights violations, the perpetrator of the
grievous assault against him
remains free. The [now former]
police chief Abdul Rahim Noor
was charged in court last year
for “attempting” to cause injury
to my father. He later admitted
guilt to an amended and much
milder charge. He was given a
light sentence [2 months’ jail
and a fine of RM2,000/US540],
and is out on bail pending appeal [against the outrageously
mild sentence]. Nothing was
done to bring to book other accomplices of the crime against
my father.

help secure the release of my father. There is an urgent need to
right wrongs inflicted upon him
and the other innocents who have
been targeted for no other reason
than their association with my
father or their peaceful work for
reform.
I must say the experiences [of my
family and supporters of the
Reformasi movement] of the past
18 months have helped us understand the necessity of civil and
political rights. The injustices perpetrated in Malaysia have turned
us into human rights activists because we cannot ignore what is
happening in our beloved country. As a young Malaysian, I hope
that you too, will not ignore this
desperate and difficult situation
and intervene now, before it worsens.

It seems that the entire administration of justice in Malaysia is in
a severe state of crisis. Laws are
being abused to inflict injury on
the innocent AND protect perpetrators of human right violations.
Laws are being abused to harass
and prosecute my father’s defence counsel, to prevent them
from carrying out their professional duties. Mr. Zainul Zakaria
has been sentenced to 3 months’
jail for contempt of court and another lawyer, Mr. Karpal Singh,
has been charged under the Sedition Act [for what they said in the
court while defending my father].
Thus I appeal to this commission
to intervene to protect the rights
of lawyers defending my father.

Mr Chairman, the members of this
Commission may think that I am
naïve and idealistic in seeking its
help to solve the injustices in my
country. The truth is, there is no
other place left to seek mercy,
when we cannot expect justice
from the national institutions
meant to protect our rights. Like
the children and family members
of political prisoners around the
world, we want our father to come
home. My younger sister, 7-yearold Nurul Hana, begged me to tell
you of her dream. Her dream is
that in the not-too-distant future,
she will be able to sleep with a
sweet smile on her face after listening to a reading by our everdoting father of the beautiful story
of Cinderella, ending with the
sweetest line: “…and so they all
lived happily ever after..”

I appeal to this commission to

Thank you.
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HUMAN RIGHTS

There Is No Other Place
Left To Seek Mercy
Nurul Izzah addresses the UN Human Rights
Commission in Geneva
Mr. Chairman,
It is an honour for me, as a young
person, to speak at this meeting. I
bring you greetings from my father Anwar Ibrahim, former
Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Finance, Malaysia, who is
currently incarcerated at Sungai
Buluh Prison. His message is attached for your kind attention. I
am Nurul Izzah Anwar, his eldest daughter. I am 19 years old and
I represent my family and the
Reformasi movement to draw
your attention to a growing crisis
of civil and political rights.
My father was arrested on 20 September 1998 [after leading an unprecedented rally calling for the
resignation of Prime Minister
Mahathir Mohamad]. On the
night of his arrest he was viciously assaulted by the Inspector General of Police Abdul Rahim
Noor. One of the doctors who
[later] examined my father concluded that “he is lucky to be
alive” [because the blows were so
severe and aimed at potentially
fatal places.]
The way my father was arrested
was an act of provocation, an insult to human dignity and common sense. A squad of hooded
elite police commandos armed
with sub machine guns broke into

our home, which was packed
with family members, friends,
journalists and supporters, all unarmed. Among them were women
and children. Guns were pointed
at my younger brother and sister,
aged 13 and 14.

Nurul Hana : Her dream ... to sleep with
a sweet smile on her face.

My father was arrested under the
[Section 377B of the] Penal Code.
But after he was so grievously assaulted by the nation’s police
chief, his warrant of arrest was
changed to that of under the draconian Internal Security Act
[which allows detention without
trial] to avoid having to produce
him in court within 24 hours, to
cover up the police brutality. For
nine agonising days, they refused
to tell us where he was. They lied
that he was safe and healthy, so
you can imagine our shock to
learn that he was beaten so seAliran Monthly 20(3) Page 40

verely. Even the Prime Minister
maliciously alleged that my father’s injuries were self-inflicted.
My father is a political prisoner.
His prosecution [under the Penal
Code] is a form of political persecution. He was sacked [from the
government] because he called for
reform of the economic and political system. As Minister of Finance
he declared that public funds
should not be used to bail out politically connected big corporations. His prosecution is a result
of a collusion and abuse of power
by several key government institutions.
In order to fabricate evidence
against my father, the authorities
violated the rights of other people.
Dr. Munawar Anees, a scholar
and a friend of my father, Sukma
Darmawan, our adopted family
member, and Meor, a fashion designer, were arrested, coerced and
cruelly tortured by the police to extract so-called confessions that
they were sodomised by my father.
Dr Munawar and Uncle Sukma
were subjected to sham court proceedings and sentenced to jail.
These lies and fabrications which
have been manufactured through
human right violations not only

Continued on page 39

