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fall sick?fall sick?fall sick?fall sick?fall sick?

Water privatisationWater privatisationWater privatisationWater privatisationWater privatisation
will benefit cronieswill benefit cronieswill benefit cronieswill benefit cronieswill benefit cronies
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n the past few months,
the government has
been attempting to resur-
rect a national health fi-

nancing scheme (NHFS). This
idea has been in the air for the past
ten years or so. Usually it gets de-
ferred due to opposition from the
general public and other groups
involved in health care. This time,
however, the government appears
to be more serious. This article tries
to answer some key questions on
the health care system and the pro-
posed NHFS.

How did the health care systemHow did the health care systemHow did the health care systemHow did the health care systemHow did the health care system
work in the past?work in the past?work in the past?work in the past?work in the past?

During the colonial era, the health
care system was mainly urban
based, catering to the needs of the

colonial government service.
There was also a separate system
of hospitals in the plantations,
which provided very basic serv-
ices to ensure estate workers were
healthy enough to work daily!

What happened to the healthWhat happened to the healthWhat happened to the healthWhat happened to the healthWhat happened to the health
care system after independence?care system after independence?care system after independence?care system after independence?care system after independence?

After independence in 1957, the
new Malayan government de-
cided to focus on providing edu-
cation, health and basic utilities
like water and electricity, espe-
cially, to the rural population. In
the case of health care, the empha-
sis was on preventive health and
primary care. The improvement in
health care was “achieved
through a network of general hos-
pitals, district hospitals, polyclin-

ics, health centres, midwife and
mobile clinics, which enabled
Malaysia to provide comprehen-
sive, accessible and affordable
health care to the vast majority of
the population, including remote
rural communities. The system …
puts 90 per cent of the population
within one hour or five kilometres
of a health centre.” (MMA 1999)
Health indicators such as life ex-
pectancy, infant mortality rate
and maternal mortality rate im-
proved tremendously in the first
25 years after independence. This
achievement won praise from sev-
eral quarters. For example, the
World Health Organization
(WHO) cited the Malaysian health
care system as a model for other
developing countries to follow. An
IMF health economist said that
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Can we afford to fall sick? That’s the question
Subramaniam Pillay raises in this month’s cover
story as he discusses the proposed national health
financing scheme announced by the Health Minis-
ter, who provided few details.

Accompanying his piece is the outline of the
Malaysian Medical Association’s favoured
healthcare financing model, which should be gov-
ernment run and never privatised.

Similarly, Charles Santiago says water management
should remain in the public sector. Privatisation, he
points out, would only benefit the cronies. More than
that, Noam Chomsky warns us that the privatisa-
tion of services can lead to the erosion of our democ-
racy.

What’s more, it can also erode workers’ rights, a
theme taken up by the MTUC’s Syed Shahir on La-
bour Day recently. Wong Soak Koon reminds us that
shopping mall workers - whom we take for granted
- are subjected to rigid control and work under diffi-
cult conditions.

Spare a thought also for the natives of Sarawak,
whose traditional lands have been increasingly en-
croached upon. They have called for the establish-
ment of a free and independent National Native
Land Commission.

We also focus on neighbouring Sabah in our back-
cover story. G Lim says that if Sabah is asked to
relinquish its immigration controls, a first step must
be to undo the economic neglect of the state so that
economic growth can take care of both Sabahans
and other Malaysians.

Read George Orwell’s ‘Reflections on Gandhi’ -  a
review of the Mahatma’s autobiography written over
fifty years ago. His observations remain as poign-
ant today as then.
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“the Malaysian model of health
delivery may constitute an effec-
tive instrument for redistributing
income in developing countries.”
Though it had its own shortcom-
ings, by the early 1980s, Malaysia
had one of the best health care
system among developing coun-
tries.

Why then is the health care sys-Why then is the health care sys-Why then is the health care sys-Why then is the health care sys-Why then is the health care sys-
tem facing so many problemstem facing so many problemstem facing so many problemstem facing so many problemstem facing so many problems
now?now?now?now?now?

There are many causes for this,
most of which originated during
the era of Dr. Mahathir’s tenure
as prime minister. When he came
to power in 1981, he introduced
policies which permitted the pri-
vate sector to play a greater role in
non-traditional areas like health
and higher education. Thus, dur-
ing the 1980s and 1990s, Malay-
sia witnessed a sharp increase in
the number of profit-seeking pri-
vate hospitals. Prior to this, most
of the private hospitals were run
by non-profit community and re-
ligious organisations. The govern-
ment’s justification for its support
of profit-oriented private hospi-
tals was that it would reduce the
demand on government hospi-
tals; the rich would go to the pri-
vate hospitals and thus the poorer
patients would have better and
faster services at the government
hospitals.

The reality, of course, was differ-
ent. The waiting time and quality
of service in the government hos-
pitals actually deteriorated dur-
ing this period. The main reason
for this was the massive brain
drain of highly qualified and ex-
perienced medical personnel
from the public sector to the pri-
vate sector. For example, by 1999,
the public sector hospitals which

treated more than three-quarters
of in-patients had only one-third
of the medical and surgical con-
sultants and specialists. In the
case of O & G specialists, govern-
ment hospitals had only about 20
per cent of the specialists while
the remaining 80 percent of the
specialists were in the private
sector.

Why did the brain drain happen?Why did the brain drain happen?Why did the brain drain happen?Why did the brain drain happen?Why did the brain drain happen?

There are both pull and push fac-
tors involved. Firstly, income dif-
ferences are enormous; a special-
ist in the public sector earns be-
tween RM4,000 and RM12,000 per
month while those in the private
sector earn between RM10,000 to
RM100,000 per month. Some sur-
gical specialists can even earn
more than RM200,000 per month!
Secondly, the workload in the
public sector is heavier in most
specialities. Thirdly, many medi-
cal and health professionals in
the public sector feel that their con-
tribution is not being recognised
by pencil-pushing bureaucrats in
the ministry and especially in the
Public Services Department. There
is no sense of urgency in approv-
ing new promotional posts or
confirming appointments.
Fourthly, in the early years of the
NEP, many qualified non-
Bumiputra staff were passed over
in promotions and scholarships.
For many of those who were af-
fected, this reduced the motivation
to remain in the government serv-
ice. However, the basic cause is
structural: the growth of the pri-
vate hospital industry catering to
the wealthy in society sucked
away the expertise from the pub-
lic sector. The consequence was a
decline in the perceived quality of
health care provision in the pub-
lic sector.

What were other changes intro-What were other changes intro-What were other changes intro-What were other changes intro-What were other changes intro-
duced by Dr. Mahathir’s govern-duced by Dr. Mahathir’s govern-duced by Dr. Mahathir’s govern-duced by Dr. Mahathir’s govern-duced by Dr. Mahathir’s govern-
ment?ment?ment?ment?ment?

Another major change was the
policy of privatisation of many
segments of the health care sys-
tem. This led to a sharp increase
in the budget of the Ministry of
Health (MOH) in the 1990s.

But isn’t privatisation supposedBut isn’t privatisation supposedBut isn’t privatisation supposedBut isn’t privatisation supposedBut isn’t privatisation supposed
to improve efficiency and reduceto improve efficiency and reduceto improve efficiency and reduceto improve efficiency and reduceto improve efficiency and reduce
the burden on government ex-the burden on government ex-the burden on government ex-the burden on government ex-the burden on government ex-
penditure?penditure?penditure?penditure?penditure?

That is the fairy tale they tell us
when things are privatised in
Malaysia but the facts show oth-
erwise. In fact, government spend-
ing on the services that are priva-
tised almost always increases and
quite often the level of services
actually declines.

Can you provide an example ofCan you provide an example ofCan you provide an example ofCan you provide an example ofCan you provide an example of
privatisation that went wrong inprivatisation that went wrong inprivatisation that went wrong inprivatisation that went wrong inprivatisation that went wrong in
the health care sector?the health care sector?the health care sector?the health care sector?the health care sector?

There are many examples. Let us
begin with the privatisation of
the pharmaceutical services of
MOH in 1993. This division,
which was in charge of produc-
ing and purchasing prescrip-
tion and non-prescription drugs
and medical supplies, was pri-
vatised in a secretly negotiated
deal to a subsidiary of Renong,
the (in)famous crony company.
The company was awarded an
exclusive long-term contract to
supply medicines and supplies
to the MOH. In the following
year, government spending on
medicines and supplies dou-
bled!

How did this doubling in spend-How did this doubling in spend-How did this doubling in spend-How did this doubling in spend-How did this doubling in spend-
ing of taxpayer’s money comeing of taxpayer’s money comeing of taxpayer’s money comeing of taxpayer’s money comeing of taxpayer’s money come
about?about?about?about?about?
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The main reason was the sharp
increase in the price charged to
the government by this private mo-
nopoly. One of the terms of the con-
tract was that the MOH cannot
buy those drugs by open tender.
The prices charged to the MOH
were (and still are) much higher
than what you or I would pay at a
commercial pharmacy. In some
cases the mark-up on price ex-
ceeds 1000 per cent! Not surpris-
ingly, the company, Pharmaniaga,
made huge profits. According to
The Star (24 May 2004), its share-
holders would have seen the
value of their shares increase more
than tenfold from 1999 (when it
was listed) to May 2004!

Given the scale of this disaster,Given the scale of this disaster,Given the scale of this disaster,Given the scale of this disaster,Given the scale of this disaster,
did the government abandon pri-did the government abandon pri-did the government abandon pri-did the government abandon pri-did the government abandon pri-
vatisation of other services in thevatisation of other services in thevatisation of other services in thevatisation of other services in thevatisation of other services in the
government health care system?government health care system?government health care system?government health care system?government health care system?

Not at all. In fact, worse was yet to
come. Support services such as
laundry and linen, clinical waste
management, cleaning, facility en-
gineering and maintenance were
privatised in 1996 to three highly
connected companies: Faber
Mediserve, Radicare and Tongkah
Medivest. In this case, the increase
in MOH expenditures on these
services after privatisation was
even more mind-boggling! In
1996, the government spent
RM140 million on these services
but in 1997 it jumped to RM450
million! Thus, after privatisation,
the MOH ended up paying many
times more for pharmaceutical
and support services.

Is there any more example of pri-Is there any more example of pri-Is there any more example of pri-Is there any more example of pri-Is there any more example of pri-
vatisation in health care services?vatisation in health care services?vatisation in health care services?vatisation in health care services?vatisation in health care services?

Another disaster was the privati-
sation of the design and construc-
tion of public hospitals. After pri-

vatising this function to private
consultants, we end up with fun-
gus-ridden new hospitals like the
new Specialist Hospital in Johore!

What about corporatisation of IJNWhat about corporatisation of IJNWhat about corporatisation of IJNWhat about corporatisation of IJNWhat about corporatisation of IJN
and University Hospital?and University Hospital?and University Hospital?and University Hospital?and University Hospital?

The National Heart Institute was
the first government hospital to be
corporatised. The government has
ended up spending more money
than expected in subsidies with-
out achieving greater equity in
access to care. In the case of the
University Hospital, services have
become less affordable to many of
its old patients.

Why change the present system?Why change the present system?Why change the present system?Why change the present system?Why change the present system?

The government says that the cost
of health care is rising. Govern-
ment spending on health care is
about 7 percent of the federal
budget. But as we saw earlier, a
major factor for the disproportion-
ate increase in health care cost is
the privatisation of the pharma-
ceutical and hospital support
services to crony companies.

The government also says that

people are now earning more and
therefore should pay more to-
wards health care costs. Again, if
we have a progressive tax system,
people who earn more would pay
higher taxes and therefore would
be entitled to health care without
paying twice for it: once, through
taxes and the second time through
the new insurance scheme that is
being proposed.

What do we know about the newWhat do we know about the newWhat do we know about the newWhat do we know about the newWhat do we know about the new
NHFS?NHFS?NHFS?NHFS?NHFS?

Very little since the most critical
details of the system such as the
quantum of payment and the de-
tails of the coverage provided are
still under wraps. From the infor-
mation given so far (in dribs and
drabs), it is going to be an insur-
ance-like scheme with the
premium(s) being community
rated; this means everybody will
pay the same premium to the new
Skim Insuran Kesihatan Kebangsaan
(SIKK), regardless of age or pre-
existing conditions.

What will SIKK cover?What will SIKK cover?What will SIKK cover?What will SIKK cover?What will SIKK cover?

At this stage, we are not clear on
the scope of coverage of SIKK.
From the looks of it there may be
several options according to how
much one pays. For example, there
could be a basic package, a gold
package, a platinum package etc.
Perhaps, if you bought a platinum
package, you could choose your
own specialist at a hospital of
your choice whereas the person
with a basic package may only be
treated at a pre-designated hospi-
tal.

How much will this SIKK costHow much will this SIKK costHow much will this SIKK costHow much will this SIKK costHow much will this SIKK cost
me?me?me?me?me?

Again we have no details. But we
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can try estimating how much the
premium will be. In 2003, the esti-
mated total spending on health
care amounted to RM13.0 billion
(government – RM8 billion and
private sector RM5 billion). Given
an average family size of 5.4 mem-
bers per family, Malaysia with its
population of  25 million will have
about 4.63 million families. Thus
the average expenditure per fam-
ily will amount to RM2,808RM2,808RM2,808RM2,808RM2,808 perperperperper
year year year year year (RM13.0 billion divided by
4.63 million families). In other
words, each family will have to
pay about RM235 per month.RM235 per month.RM235 per month.RM235 per month.RM235 per month.

That’s a lot of money. CanThat’s a lot of money. CanThat’s a lot of money. CanThat’s a lot of money. CanThat’s a lot of money. Can
Malaysians afford to pay such aMalaysians afford to pay such aMalaysians afford to pay such aMalaysians afford to pay such aMalaysians afford to pay such a
high premium?high premium?high premium?high premium?high premium?

According to the 8th Malaysia
Plan, 58 per cent of Malaysian
families earned less than RM2,000
per month in 1999. For these fami-
lies, clearly the premiums are
unaffordable as it will be more
than 10 per cent of their monthly
income. Thus, the SIKK system
will end up with a large degree of
subsidy.

Who are going to be exemptedWho are going to be exemptedWho are going to be exemptedWho are going to be exemptedWho are going to be exempted
from the SIKK premium pay-from the SIKK premium pay-from the SIKK premium pay-from the SIKK premium pay-from the SIKK premium pay-
ments?ments?ments?ments?ments?

According to press reports,
Health Minister Dr Chua Soi Lek
announced that 8 million
Malaysian workers (presumably
in the private sector) will have to
pay the premiums; those who are
exempted include one million
civil servants, 200,000 disabled
persons, 435,000 pensioners,
250,000 hardcore poor and an un-
known number of unemployed in-
dividuals. Thus, it appears that
the biggest burden will be borne
by lower and middle income pri-
vate sector employees.

Will the new SIKK system reduceWill the new SIKK system reduceWill the new SIKK system reduceWill the new SIKK system reduceWill the new SIKK system reduce
government expenditure ongovernment expenditure ongovernment expenditure ongovernment expenditure ongovernment expenditure on
health care?health care?health care?health care?health care?

Not really. Firstly, the govern-
ment will have to pay the pre-
miums for the exempted groups.
That alone will amount to RM4
to RM5 billion. In addition, the
government will still continue
spending on preventive health
care programs. Moreover, if not
supervised properly, health care
spending tends to spiral out of
control when third parties like
the SIKK system pays the bill.
Neither the consumer of the
service (the patient) nor the pro-
vider (hospitals and doctors)
have any incentive to reduce
cost.

What minimum features shouldWhat minimum features shouldWhat minimum features shouldWhat minimum features shouldWhat minimum features should
an equitable health care systeman equitable health care systeman equitable health care systeman equitable health care systeman equitable health care system
have?have?have?have?have?

• There should be one common
healthcare package which pro-
vides comprehensive coverage
for all regardless of income lev-
els.

• Payment for the poor must be
subsidised and equitable ac-
cess must not be denied by im-
posing large co-payments.

• No private insurance must be
allowed for the conditions cov-
ered in the basic package.

• Payment for doctors should
NOT be on a fee-for-service
basis. This is to avoid over- in-
vestigation and over-treat-
ment.

• Income differentials between
the public-sector health-care
personnel and their counter-
parts in the private sector must

be narrowed.

• Given the negative conse-
quences of privatisation in the
health-care sector in the past
15 years, no further privatisa-
tion of any component of the
health-care services should be
allowed.

• Finally, whatever the new sys-
tem that is introduced, there is
a need for democratic control
and accountability in the
health care sector. One way is
for direct elections at the local
level to the board running the
local hospitals.

(In the next issue of the Aliran(In the next issue of the Aliran(In the next issue of the Aliran(In the next issue of the Aliran(In the next issue of the Aliran
Monthly, we will examine the roleMonthly, we will examine the roleMonthly, we will examine the roleMonthly, we will examine the roleMonthly, we will examine the role
of market mechanisms in the pro-of market mechanisms in the pro-of market mechanisms in the pro-of market mechanisms in the pro-of market mechanisms in the pro-
vision of health care; we will alsovision of health care; we will alsovision of health care; we will alsovision of health care; we will alsovision of health care; we will also
look at how other countries financelook at how other countries financelook at how other countries financelook at how other countries financelook at how other countries finance
health care for their citizens.)health care for their citizens.)health care for their citizens.)health care for their citizens.)health care for their citizens.)

Dr. Subramaniam Pillay,Dr. Subramaniam Pillay,Dr. Subramaniam Pillay,Dr. Subramaniam Pillay,Dr. Subramaniam Pillay,
is the Treasurer of Aliranis the Treasurer of Aliranis the Treasurer of Aliranis the Treasurer of Aliranis the Treasurer of Aliran
and a member of the steer-and a member of the steer-and a member of the steer-and a member of the steer-and a member of the steer-
ing committee of theing committee of theing committee of theing committee of theing committee of the
Gabungan MembantahGabungan MembantahGabungan MembantahGabungan MembantahGabungan Membantah
Pengswastaan Per-Pengswastaan Per-Pengswastaan Per-Pengswastaan Per-Pengswastaan Per-
khidmatan Kesihatankhidmatan Kesihatankhidmatan Kesihatankhidmatan Kesihatankhidmatan Kesihatan
(GMPPK).(GMPPK).(GMPPK).(GMPPK).(GMPPK).

The GMPPK is made upThe GMPPK is made upThe GMPPK is made upThe GMPPK is made upThe GMPPK is made up
of 81 NGOs, trade unionsof 81 NGOs, trade unionsof 81 NGOs, trade unionsof 81 NGOs, trade unionsof 81 NGOs, trade unions
and political parties,and political parties,and political parties,and political parties,and political parties,
which have formed a coa-which have formed a coa-which have formed a coa-which have formed a coa-which have formed a coa-
lition to oppose furtherlition to oppose furtherlition to oppose furtherlition to oppose furtherlition to oppose further
privatisation of the healthprivatisation of the healthprivatisation of the healthprivatisation of the healthprivatisation of the health
care system and to insistcare system and to insistcare system and to insistcare system and to insistcare system and to insist
on democratic account-on democratic account-on democratic account-on democratic account-on democratic account-
abilty from the govern-abilty from the govern-abilty from the govern-abilty from the govern-abilty from the govern-
ment on whatever newment on whatever newment on whatever newment on whatever newment on whatever new
health care system that ithealth care system that ithealth care system that ithealth care system that ithealth care system that it
plans to introduce.plans to introduce.plans to introduce.plans to introduce.plans to introduce.
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he broad objectives of es-
tablishing a national
system for financing
health care will include

the provision of universal cover-
age and equitable access to both
the public and private health care
sectors, as well as having control
of the total health care budget.

Each sector will have an impor-
tant role to play:

• The government has a social
responsibility to provide uni-
versal, accessible and compre-
hensive health care for all, in-
cluding for chronic and cata-
strophic illness.

• Consumers, who are in a posi-
tion to do so, must contribute
to a health financing scheme
and ensure that the health sys-
tem is not abused and that
health care is used responsi-
bly.

• The medical profession, who
are the providers, must prac-
tise appropriate medicine and
work in the best interests of its
patients, while exercising
clinical autonomy.

• Other providers (hospitals, di-
agnostic services, pharmacies
and other health services)
share the same responsibility
as doctors.

The fundamental principle of eq-
uity in health financing is based

on national solidarity,
social responsibility
and a belief that the is-
sues of health care are
a shared responsibil-
ity of all citizens, that
the healthy and the af-
fluent have a duty to
subsidise the cost of
health care for the sick
poor, and collectively
share the economic
burden of health care,
each according to his
or her ability to do so.

In accordance with that principle,
the MMA is in favour of the fol-
lowing:

• The establishment of a Na-
tional Health Financing Au-
thority as a single-payer for the
health care of all citizens and
eligible non-citizens.

• The National Health Financ-
ing Authority should provide
funding separately for the Pri-
mary Care Authority and Hos-
pital Care Authority.

• The National Health Financ-
ing Authority should be
funded by a combination of al-
locations from general taxa-
tion and compulsory contribu-
tions from employers, the self-
employed and employees,
based on payroll and income.

• Each individual contributor
eligible for health care should

be identified by a `national
health care number’ through
a life-long ̀ smart card system’.

• The National Health Financ-
ing Authority could be incor-
porated into a restructured So-
cial Security Organisation
(SOCSO) or some such body,
secured by statutory legislation
and publicly administered.  It
is crucial that the Authority,
which would be the core of a
successful health care system,
must be government-run and
never be privatised.

• Industries or companies in-
volved in importing, manufac-
turing or marketing tobacco
products, alcohol or any other
product, known to be a health
hazard, should make a special
contribution (sin tax) to the
National Health Financing
Authority.

Source: Health for All, MMA, 1999

COVER STORY

The MMA's preferred modelThe MMA's preferred modelThe MMA's preferred modelThe MMA's preferred modelThe MMA's preferred model
It should be government-run and never privatised
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nergy, Water and Com-
munications Minister Dr
Lim Keng Yaik made
two critical points on the

future direction of the water sec-
tor in a recent interview (‘Lim:
Corporatise, float water depts,’
Business Times, 30 April 2005)

First, the government wanted
the remaining seven states
that have not privatised their
respective water departments
- Kedah, Pahang, Perlis,
Perak, Malacca, Negri
Sembilan and Terengganu -
to emulate the highly success-
ful Perbadanan Bekalan Air
Pulau Pinang (PBA) model in
water supply management.

Second, he said, referring to
these states’, “We want them
to run as corporations but
still belong to the state gov-
ernments.” He reinforced this
point by indicating that, if
state water departments are
“ready, list them on the local
bourse but (they would) still be
owned by the state”.

The local media reported that the
Minister made these announce-
ments to allay any possible fears

that the respective state govern-
ments would lose control of wa-
ter management. The Minister
was obviously responding to
Malaysian Trades Union Con-
gress’ opposition to the privatisa-
tion of water supply management
at its forum on privatisation of

water and healthcare. The na-
tional labour centre had indicated
that it would embark on a national
campaign to mobilise workers to
oppose the government’s plans to
privatise water and healthcare in

the country. The MTUC, together
with the Coalition Against Water
Privatisation involving 50 organi-
sations, are involved in a national
campaign against water privati-
sation.

The Minister’s statement unam-
biguously indicates that the
PBA model would be emu-
lated by other water depart-
ments and that the respective
state governments would not
lose control over their water
supply management. (The
Sarawak state government
on 18 January 2005 an-
nounced that it would emu-
late the PBA experience in
water supply management).
At the heart of the call to emu-
late the PBA model is the need
to reform the state sector, es-
pecially in the management
and delivery of the water
supply. Most importantly,
Keng Yaik’s statements rec-
ognise that state-owned/run
utilities can be efficient and

profitable - especially if politicians
keep out of the decision-making
process and not politicise the state
bureaucracy as practised in the
PBA-Penang State government
experience.

WATER PRIVATISATION

Reform the public sectorReform the public sectorReform the public sectorReform the public sectorReform the public sector
Keng Yaik’s privatisation strategy will
benefit cronies.

by Charles Santiago

EEEEE

Stop water privatisation

Keng Yaik, where is the competition, reduced cost
and efficiency you promised?
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Why is the reform of the state sec-
tor pertinent for an efficient water
management system? It has been
suggested that the once efficient
water management system’s de-
terioration is largely due to the
politicians’ and the states’ delib-
erate neglect in not reinvesting
profits or internally generated sur-
pluses into the water sector in the
last two and half decades. Also,
many present day workers in the
public sector lack the commitment
to excellence and public service to
achieve high standards.  In addi-
tion, the politicians have success-
fully subjugated the civil service
in order to promote their personal
and political agenda. Lastly, cor-
ruption in the civil service has
contributed to the decay and de-
cline of the public sector. Thus,
what is required is a clear and dis-
tinct demarcation of roles between
the public sector and politicians.
Politicians need to act on the pro-
fessional advice of the civil serv-
ice and not the other way around.

 A reformed state (water) sector
could lead to bureaucrats making
decisions independently without
political interference and politi-
cians acting on the advice of bu-
reaucrats, as demonstrated in the
PBA – Penang government expe-
rience. A reformed state sector
could lead to better remuneration
for employees in the water sector
and lower costs while improving
water quality and environmental
protection, as demonstrated in nu-
merous examples in the US and
Europe.

The respective state governments
could approach the PBA directly
for advice and support in areas
involving technology, manage-

ment, planning, human resources
training, sharing of technical ex-
pertise and capacity building.
This is to ensure that the workforce
has the appropriate skills at all
levels to work towards an efficient
outcome. In this way, a truly pub-
lic-public partnership can be or-
ganised, where states can share
expertise and learn from each
other, and such a partnership
could lead to a truly ‘Malaysia
Boleh’ experience. The partner-
ship is premised on a common un-
derstanding of public service ob-
jectives. 

These states have to be advised on
the key formula of PBA: social re-
sponsibility with economic and
revenue efficiency.  This formula
has successfully allowed the PBA
to provide water at 22 sen per cu-
bic meter and earn yearly profits
of RM50 to RM60 million while
reducing non-revenue water
(NRW) to 18 per cent, and main-
taining cash reserves of RM230
million - clearly a world class
achievement.

A massive public investment
program could be a part solu-
tion to improve state water man-
agement and delivery. This
would involve redirecting state
subsidies, grants, loan guaran-
tees and investment capital now
flowing to private corporations
to the state sector. Also, it in-
volves profits from the public
water department being ‘ring
fenced’ and reinvested into the
system as opposed to channel-
ling these funds for other use de-
pending on the political priori-
ties of the politicians. A reformed
state water management system
can be financially sustainable.

At present, the state provides fi-
nancial guarantees to financial
institutions in order to minimise
the risk transferred to the private
sector. These include guarantees
of loans, grants and profitability.
Many concession agreements
guarantee the profitability of the
water operator for the duration of
the contract period. The Federal
Government provided a RM 2.9
billion financial support to Syabas
for it to undertake water privati-
sation in Selangor, Kuala Lumpur
and Putrajaya. Why shouldn’t
similar support be extended to
strengthen state water depart-
ments?

A reformed civil service should
practise and enhance transpar-
ency, accountability and good
governance. These factors are criti-
cal to ensure that social and state
development objectives are met.
The public sector is politically ac-
countable to public authorities,
elected representatives in the na-
tional parliament and state assem-
blies, as well as to the wider civil
society including trade unions,
consumer and environmental
groups. State water authorities
would have to include water cus-
tomers as active protagonists in
the formulation of water policies
and involve them more effectively,
in campaigns to reduce NRW and
irresponsible use of water.

The efficiency of public water sup-
ply providers can be improved
with transparency of information.
The public water sector would
undertake benchmarking every
year on finance and costs, service

State Sector Reform

Financing for Water

E f f i c i e n c y,
a c c o u n t a b i l i t y ,

good governance
and transparency
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and environmental quality - and
provide a safeguard against cor-
ruption. The strategic way of do-
ing this within the public sector
is to provide the right to public ac-
cess to all documents produced by
the water utility. At present, the
controls placed over information,
coupled with a lack of consulta-
tion over decision making, have
raised concern as to whether pri-
vatisation is truly more efficient
and cheaper than government-led
implementation of projects

Is the privatised water company
more efficient, less corrupt and
cheaper than a state-run water
utility? State water utilities award
contracts after consulting their
technicians and engineers. The
tenders are prepared by the re-
spective water departments. The
contract stipulates that suppliers
and contractors can buy from any
company as long as the supplier
is certified. Contractors are given
about two to three weeks to make
their proposals.

In contrast, a newly privatised
water company recently ap-
pointed consultants to prepare the
contracts for the laying of pipes to
reduce NRW. Three tenders were
announced; two class A tenders,
each worth RM 48 million; and
one class B tender worth about
RM 20 million. The company gave
prospective suppliers one week to

bid. Two addenda or contract
changes were introduced in the
short time period.  The first was
introduced on the third day; the
second was announced two days
before the closing date. The first
addendum was of particular im-
portance. Unlike the public sector
approach, the privatised water
company in a letter to the
tenderers indicated that they
could buy the pipes from only one
approved supplier for each of the
two items required and the name
of the companies was mentioned.

The appointment of the consult-
ants involves cost, and clearly
they have not been efficient. But
more importantly, why is the pri-
vatised company insisting that
tenderers  purchase only from one
recommended pipe company?
Surely there are other companies
that supply the pipes and fittings
required, and maybe at a cheaper
cost and better quality. Is it possi-
ble that both the companies are
crony companies?  In fact, one of
these companies is believed to be
linked to an UMNO State Assem-
bly member from Penang.

Keng Yaik, where is the competi-
tion, reduced cost and efficiency
you promised after privatisation?
It appears that privatisation has
the tendency to promote corrupt
practices; including restricting the
number of suppliers and bidders

and in the process enriching
vested interests. Furthermore,
there is no compulsion for the pri-
vate sector to follow principles of
accountability and good govern-
ance as opposed to the state sec-
tor.

Would the contract and agree-
ments with water companies re-
main a secret document, a prac-
tice that we are all too familiar
with in the country? Will the con-
cession agreements be made avail-
able for public scrutiny? Will the
state be transparent and an-
nounce tariff hikes permitted in
the concession agreements with
water companies? Or will this be
an official secret? The state’s
track-record on transparency is
not promising. The misleading
statements and refusal to form the
Parliamentary Select Committee
on Water is the most recent case
in point. Such an act removes the
important role of public opinion
and consultation in the formation
of public policy. Why should
Malaysians believe that this gov-
ernment will exercise transpar-
ency vis-à-vis concession agree-
ment?

Keng Yaik denied that there
would be an increase in water tar-
iffs in 2006 in Selangor, Kuala
Lumpur and Putra Jaya.  How-
ever, ECM Libra Securities, a bro-
kerage firm attempting to re-rate

Why is the privatised company insisting that tenderers
purchase only from one recommended pipe company?
Surely there are other companies that supply the pipes
and fittings required, and maybe at a cheaper cost
and better quality.
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Puncak Niaga indicated that that
the concession agreement be-
tween the Selangor government
and Syabas stipulates a tariff rate
increase between 5–37 percent to
take effect in January 2006
(‘Puncak Niaga in for Re-Rating,
say analysts,’ The Star, 22 April
2005). Interesting to note such
critical information is made
known only when the company
is desperately raising funds in the
capital markets!

Would the National Water Serv-
ices Commission (SPAN), the
proposed national water regu-
latory body, effectively represent
the public interest in privatised
concessions?  The Malaysian ex-
perience with regulatory bodies
is weak and appointments are
perceived as largely political. In
fact, the public sector lacks the
capacity to effectively regulate
private sector participation.  At
present, regulatory structures
and institutional experience is
at an infant stage, lacks trans-
parency and accountability and
is subject to political interfer-
ence. Malaysians are familiar
with ‘cover-ups’ as opposed to
independent investigations by
autonomous regulatory bodies.
Thus SPAN’s capacity to regu-
late is highly questionable.

Would SPAN be able to regulate
commercial operations of water
companies, or its financial mod-
els? What if water companies
refuse to disclose information in-
cluding financial models on the
basis that company information
and business models are business
secrets?

Will the Minister appoint members
of the MyWP (Malaysian Water
Partnership) to sit in SPAN?
MyWP is a non-governmental na-
tional consultative body involving
policy makers and private sector
representative from water compa-
nies. MyWP also happens to be
one of the key organisations cham-
pioning water privatisation in the
country, it is the local affiliate of
the Global Water Partnership
(GWP).  The GWP is funded by
the World Bank and the European
Union, and its Advisory Board
includes representatives of the
World Bank and Suex Lyonnaise,
the French water multinational.
Thus, MyWP is the local flag
bearer of international groups
and their concomitant ideology of
privatisation or private-public
partnership. There will be a con-
flict of interest if MyWP repre-
sentatives sit in SPAN.

How would Keng Yaik imple-
ment his state ownership policy
when the respective state govern-
ments have declared their inten-
tions to privatise their water sup-
ply management? In December
2004, the Perak state government
announced that it would privatise

State ownership
r e v i s i t e d ?

Charles Santiago is coor-Charles Santiago is coor-Charles Santiago is coor-Charles Santiago is coor-Charles Santiago is coor-
dinator of the Coalitiondinator of the Coalitiondinator of the Coalitiondinator of the Coalitiondinator of the Coalition
Against Water Privatisa-Against Water Privatisa-Against Water Privatisa-Against Water Privatisa-Against Water Privatisa-
tion.tion.tion.tion.tion.

Perak’s Water Board (PWB). The
Mentri Besar announced that tar-
iffs would increase by 20 per cent
upon PWB privatisation and later
by 40 per cent in four stages
(‘Perak Water to Cost More’, NST,
9 January 2005). The privatisation
study itself was undertaken by
consultants Price Waterhouse
Coopers. The estimated profit for
the PWB was RM 39 million and
RM 47 million for the years 2002
and 2003 respectively. Why pri-
vatise a profit-making state water
utility when the better alternative
would be to improve the perform-
ance of the PWB, especially by re-
ducing NRW?

Negri Sembilan and Pahang,
meanwhile, have announced their
intentions to privatise their re-
spective water boards or depart-
ments. The Negri Sembilan state
government has consented to a 25
per cent increase in water tariffs
after privatisation.

In conclusion, the challenge for
Keng Yaik and the government is
to strengthen water supply de-
partments through a public-pub-
lic partnership and not to table
Water Bills in parliament. His
statements have been contradic-
tory, slippery and border on pub-
lic disinformation. His privatisa-
tion strategy will benefit cronies,
SPAN will be rendered useless
and the rakyat collectively victim-
ised. Will the real Lim Keng Yaik
stand up?

Will SPA N ’ s  r o l e  b e
rendered useless?

q
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rivatisation of “services”
(water for example) is
both for corporate profit
and for undermining de-

mocracy.  In both cases, virtually
by definition.

Thus, such privatisation removes
matters of crucial public concern
from the public arena, where the
public can in principle play a role
(and sometimes does), to private
tyrannies from which the public
is in principle excluded.  That’s
an attack on democracy, by defi-
nition.  Just how the goals of profit
and undermining democracy en-
ter into particular decisions prob-
ably varies, and would be almost
impossible to determine, because
hostility to democracy is so deeply
engrained that those who make
the decisions could well be una-
ware of what they are doing, even
though it is entirely on the surface.
Not unusual…

…The justification is that it is more
profitable, at least as long as peo-
ple shut up.  Period.  Water is in
fact a luxury by state capitalist
moral standards — and the term
“moral” is the right one.

The market theories of Ricardo,

Malthus, etc., were quite clear on
this: people have no rights other
than what they can acquire on the
market.  If they can’t survive, “go
somewhere else” — which they
could in those days, as the popu-
lation was being removed or ex-
terminated in the US and other
former colonies.  These economic
principles were declared by the
founders of modern economics to
be as certain as those of Newton.

It’s true that sometimes the public
is too stupid to understand the el-
ementary logic.  Thus in the 1820s,
when market principles were im-
posed in England, the army was
spending much of its time putting
down riots, which pretty soon led
to Chartism, labour organising,
and other dangerous attempts to
introduce working democracy.
And since the science is more sup-
ple than Newtonian physics, it
was able to shift to more social
democratic principles.

Same in Bolivia.  When people
demonstrated their incapacity to
comprehend that your children
have no right to drink water if you
don’t earn enough, there was a
virtual revolt, army massacres,
and overthrow of the government.
Sometimes people are just too stu-
pid, and can’t comprehend New-

ton’s principles.

We don’t have to go to Bolivia to
understand the point.  Take the
US, where we live…

… As noted in … last week’s Gal-
lup poll… health care is the lead-
ing financial concern for the
population, and only an “as-
tounding” 6% of the US popula-
tion think it’s working (quote from
Gallup analyst).

Majorities (often large, depending

PRIVATISATION

Privatisation of Services,Privatisation of Services,Privatisation of Services,Privatisation of Services,Privatisation of Services,
the “Free Market” & Democracythe “Free Market” & Democracythe “Free Market” & Democracythe “Free Market” & Democracythe “Free Market” & Democracy
Shine the shoes of the rich, stuff their pockets with cash, and let
the rest fend for themselves

by Noam Chomsky

PPPPP

No money, no water?

Most inefficient
healthcare system
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ets with cash, and let the rest fend
for themselves.

Free market theory — which is to
a large extent irrelevant to the
economy anyway — tells us noth-
ing about adjustment of market to
needs.  There was a very weak ar-
gument to that effect in Adam
Smith, who based his (rather
nuanced) approval of markets on
the principle that under condi-
tions of perfect liberty, markets
would tend towards perfect equal-
ity.  But the assumptions are so
radically remote from reality that
the argument would be irrelevant
even if it were sound.

Source: Znet blogs

on how questions are asked) think
the government should guarantee
health care to the population —
even that it is a high-ranking
“moral issue” (far above those
trumpeted in the doctrinal sys-
tem).  It’s no secret that the US has
far and away the most inefficient
healthcare system in the industrial
world, with far higher costs and
among the poorest outcomes.  It’s
hardly coincidental that it is the
only system that is privatised to
such an extent, therefore introduc-
ing massive bureaucracy, super-
vision, paper work, subordination
to big pharma, and other factors
that raise costs and reduce per-
formance.  And it is leading to a
major fiscal crisis: to the marginal
extent that Social Security faces an
eventual fiscal crisis, it’s largely
due to escalating health care costs.

But the system is untouchable.
When polls tell us that two thirds
of the population want a national
health care system, as elsewhere,
the press reports that government

involvement of any kind has “no
political support ” — which is
true, on the prevailing elite as-
sumption that the government is
to be run by financial industries,
etc., with the public irrelevant.
Why is the system untouchable?
Because in fact it is working very
well for the privileged.  Health care
is effectively rationed by wealth,
and if large parts of the popula-
tion can’t afford seriously needed
health care — as is the case — that
simply doesn’t matter.  Also, the
inefficiencies contribute to private
gain.  So what’s the problem?

Health care is no more a luxury
than water, at least by human
standards.  But by state-capitalist
standards, values are quite differ-
ent.  There’s much prating about
Bush’s “moral values.” We deter-
mine values by actions, not pretty
words, which are cheap.  The val-
ues are transparent: shine the
shoes of the rich, stuff their pock-

Stuff their pockets

Noam Chomsky, a Linguis-Noam Chomsky, a Linguis-Noam Chomsky, a Linguis-Noam Chomsky, a Linguis-Noam Chomsky, a Linguis-
tics Professor at MIT andtics Professor at MIT andtics Professor at MIT andtics Professor at MIT andtics Professor at MIT and
critic of US foreign policy,critic of US foreign policy,critic of US foreign policy,critic of US foreign policy,critic of US foreign policy,
is a long time advocate ofis a long time advocate ofis a long time advocate ofis a long time advocate ofis a long time advocate of
liberation and justice.liberation and justice.liberation and justice.liberation and justice.liberation and justice.
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The take-over of water sys-
tems is one of the great gold
rush swindles of all time. And
you can’t separate the rush to
grab water from the collapse
of Enron because it is all part
of the same game. Enron had
set up the subsidiary Azurex
to grab water but there has
been a problem though. A lot
of nations going from Argen-
tina to Bolivia and elsewhere
and England too. People
started rising up against the
new water pirates. Water sys-
tems have been built by the
public for years and all these
guys did was buy what the
public built. Their promise

was that they would invest…

Now what happened (in Argen-
tina)? They ended up with Enron
affiliates, Vivendi affiliates going
into Buenos Aires and to Tucamon
province. They raised water
prices in some areas by as much
as 400 percent. They laid off work-
ers, they didn’t extend the system.
They disinvested from the system.
They took the money out of the
country and so you ended up with
systems that began to fall apart.
Enron for example did this not just
in the third world… It took over a
water company called Wessex
Water in Britain and you see after
privatization that water charges

in Britain went up to 250 per-
cent of the price charged in the
US. A third of the water leaks
into the ground and the prof-
its of the companies were as-
tronomical, absolutely astro-
nomical, running 35 percent
after taxes a year. Just unbe-
lievable profits, nobody makes
that type of money. And they
put up next to nothing be-
cause they borrowed the
money locally anyway.... So
they never put up cash, but
would grab assets
anyway.

Greg Palast on Globalization,
Znet

The great gold rush swindle
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abour Day, or May Day
as some may call it, re-
news the commitment of
the working class to

stand in solidarity against the ex-
ploitative nature of capitalism.
Whilst in Malaysia we
have seen the reduction
of sweat-shops, exploi-
tation has taken on a dif-
ferent and more sophis-
ticated form.

As we celebrate Labour
Day this year, it is im-
perative for us to reflect
upon the challenges
which we, the working
class, are faced with.

Globalization, taken
advantage of by the
proponents of an un-
caring form of capitalism, has
been used as a tool to interna-
tionalize the exploitation of
workers. Governments are in-
creasingly playing a secondary
role to Trans-National Corpora-
tions (TNCs). The objectives of
TNCs are one and the same,
which is to maximize profits.
They have no qualms about do-
ing it  at the expense of the
masses, and Governments are
succumbing to the strength of
the TNC dollar.

The divide between the haves and
the have-nots has increased since

the advent of globalization. There
are many more people in the
world who are being pushed to
the fringes of poverty, all in the
name of lowering costs to maxi-
mize profits.

Investors are portrayed as sacred
cows, with the masses warned not
to incur their wrath. Demands for
wage increases, the legitimate and
inalienable right of all workers, are
being touted as ‘wrong’. Manage-
ment would rather that Unions

make their appeals with a whis-
per and allow discretion or char-
ity to be exercised by those who
own the means of production.

The position of the working class
in our modern society
has been cheapened to
such an extent that Man-
agement can come up
with various ingenious
schemes to take the ini-
tiative away from organ-
ized labour.

The protection accorded
to workers in this coun-
try is being diminished,
all in the name of giving
greater leeway to capital

to exercise its every whim and
fancy freely.

The main areas which need to be
given attention to are :

a.a.a.a.a. Recognition of UnionsRecognition of UnionsRecognition of UnionsRecognition of UnionsRecognition of Unions

Recognition of unions is the pulse
of trade unionism. Unfortunately,
the Government bureaucracy is
used as an excuse to delay claims
for recognition by Unions to rep-
resent workers in Companies. It

LABOUR

Globalisation Erodes
Worke r s ’  R i g h t s
A call for workers to resist the might of capital

by Syed Shahir Syed Mohamud

LLLLL Call for Workers to
Unite Internationally

Dilemma for
L a b o u r

Photo : Colin Nicholas
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is not uncommon for such claims
to be lying idle on the desks of
Human Resources Ministry offi-
cials for years. I would venture to
say that if no pressure is applied,
the claims would not be proc-
essed.

The process for determining
whether the Unions have a ma-
jority to represent workers in a
Company, as prescribed by the
law, leaves much to be desired.
Very little protection, if any, is
given to the more active members
who are victimised under various
guises by their Companies. The
MTUC is calling for a more trans-
parent and speedier system to
deal with claims for recognitions
by Unions.

b.b.b.b.b. Minimum WageMinimum WageMinimum WageMinimum WageMinimum Wage

The absence of a minimum wage
in this country speaks volumes for
the status of the common worker
in society.  When less progressive
nations such as Bangladesh, Thai-
land, Vietnam and even a suppos-
edly low labour-cost haven like
China have in place a minimum
wage mechanism, there is no good
reason why Malaysia cannot have
one. A minimum wage, which is
revised periodically, would en-
sure that no citizen would have
to work at a wage level that does
not allow him to take care of his
and his family’s basic needs. It
certainly cannot be too much to
ask for. It is meaningless to have
mega-projects, which often turn
out to be white elephants when
our social institutions cannot
guarantee a decent living wage.

c.c.c.c.c. Lack of ConsultationLack of ConsultationLack of ConsultationLack of ConsultationLack of Consultation

Workers in this country are in  the
majority. Yet, it would seem that
decision-making powers are

vested in the hands of a very few.
This has given rise to an elitist
form of governance, which is not
in the interest of the general pub-
lic. Workers’ representatives
should be con-
sulted on all is-
sues affecting
them, be it the
issue of foreign
labour, amend-
ments to legis-
lation affecting
the workers
and the like.
Any decision
made after con-
sultation and
d e l i b e r a t i o n
would be demo-
cratic and palatable to the public
at large.

There are many other matters to
raise but it would suffice for me to
raise these immediate and urgent
issues on the occasion of this
year’s May Day.

The need for workers’ solidarity
is of paramount importance today
as it was when our brothers and
sisters from the trade union move-
ments of bygone generations who
fought for an 8-hour work day, a
weekly rest day, healthy working
conditions, etc. which we enjoy
today.

We are today faced with the
scourge of globalization, which
depresses the wages of workers
internationally. Outsourcing of
work is one of the schemes re-
sorted to in order to lower wages
and maximise profit by shifting
jobs to lower labour-cost countries.
The shifts of this nature will con-
tinue to take place. If China is the
place to be now to enjoy this ben-

Call for Solidarity

efit, we can be rest assured that
there will be a similar shift away
from China in time to come; when
the cost of labour rises there. The
bottom of the barrel is unknown.

In the meantime, families struggle
to make ends meet while their
quality of life is being compro-
mised by an uncaring and unfeel-
ing capitalism.

We should all now redouble our
efforts and resolve to increase the
membership of Unions in order to
strengthen the labour movement
so that it can accord  workers
greater protection. An increase in
numerical strength will allow for
greater voice and better resistance
to stand up against the might of
capital and regain our rights.

Photo : Colin Nicholas
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rips to the mega-malls
have become quite fre-
quent for me nowa-
days. Perhaps retire-

ment has something to do with
it. More practically, it is simply
to use the e-mail at some cyber
cafe since I haven’t yet set up my
system at home.  In between
projects and other activities, I
would have my camomile and
peppermint teas at various ca-
fes.  There are so many malls
sprouting up everywhere,
“malling” must be a national
addiction all over Malaysia.  We
love our night markets (pasar
malam) too but these are near
nocturnal events.  In hot after-
noons the malls are cool retreats.
Did I hear someone say “Got
nothing better to do-ah?” or
“Please do something more
worthwhile-lah, something to
feed your mind.  Ugh…malling!

That’s  for  the Phil ist ine
masses!”

What makes anyone think that to
“mall” is to leave one’s mind at
home?  I have had some marvel-
lously stimulating conversations
with a variety of people (both cus-
tomers and waiters/waitresses) at
different eating places in malls
when I stop for a bite.  These
unforced exchanges uncover for
me the injustices, the struggles of
various people at the micro-eve-
ryday level in our society.  These
are the kind of challenges seldom
noted because those bearing up to
them are nameless, faceless
Malaysians of all races who will
never make it to any book of
records.

One encounter, in
particular, struck
me.  In a big an-
chor store of a mall
somewhere in the
Klang valley, there
is a cafe I love to
frequent because
the people work-
ing there are so
friendly.  We talk
often and one day

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

A mega-mall tale
The next time you are at café sipping some coffee, take a close
look at the grim realities for workers at these glitzy commercial
centres

by Wong Soak Koon

TTTTT

No concern for
workers ’  secur i ty?

I was shocked to learn of the rules
and regulations imposed on
workers.  Above all, I was most
upset by the lack of concern for
the security of workers.  On the
issue of security, I learnt that some
waiters/waitresses not only have
to prepare and serve food, they
also have to bank-in the day’s tak-
ings.

Now this may seem simply part
and parcel of the work deal, but
the full story slowly emerged.  Ap-
parently the employees are not
allowed to bring even a small bag
(perhaps for their personal essen-
tials?) into the store.  Thus when
they have to bank-in money, they
very often have no alternative but
to use those transparent paper
bags which are used to bag the
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goods customers take away.

Worse, not being allowed to use
the main mall thoroughfare, they
have to use the car park area to
get to the bank.  Even in daylight
hours this is most unsafe.  Sure,
there are guards, but haven’t we
known of violent incidents in the
car parks in spite of security meas-
ures?  I wonder what the ration-
ale is for the manage-
ment to make employ-
ees, most of whom are
women, walk those
dangerous subterra-
nean pathways to bank
in money?  If the argu-
ment is that this is less
conspicuous, it is an
argument that falls on
its own head.  It is pre-
cisely because these
pathways are often iso-
lated that they are most
unsuitable.

Then too, not being allowed to
bring even a small bag in means
that workers have had to leave
their belongings in lockers the
management provides.  Lockers
are fine if it is safe to put things in
them.  This simply isn’t so.  Ap-
parently, many management fig-
ures feel that they must disclaim
all responsibility for any loss from
the start.  I would be in a dilemma
if I were an employee and have to
leave things where I may lose
them.  I wonder how many have
lost items bought with their hard-
earned, meagre salaries and then
have some boss say, “We told you
already what.  Put at your own
risk.  Not our responsibility
what”.  Even the famous Harrods
allows employees to bring in
small bags.  Of course, these are
checked at shift’s end when em-
ployees leave. (I know about this

from the Discovery Channel, an-
other retirement addiction).  I
don’t understand why we can’t
do this here.

I also learnt that no employee
(male or female) is allowed to col-
our his/her hair even slightly, let
alone dye it.  I could laugh if it

weren’t so sadly illustrative of the
clear drive to control people in cer-
tain authoritarian segments of our
corporate society.  I suppose they
would much prefer human beings
to be as uniform, homogeneous
and colourless as white shirts,
manufactured in some factory,
and now on sale in the garments
department.

As one very sharp employee told
me, “What right have they to
mind my private choices as long
as I don’t dye my hair green!”
Then she went on to elaborate on
the private and public domains
more coherently than some femi-
nist scholars.  She seemed well-
educated which makes me won-
der about her background.  I did
not ask her (Auntie here must not
be a busybody cajoling people to
confess).  But I am meandering…I
should leave it to some urban an-

No hair colouring!

thropologist, economist or soci-
ologist to probe into the back-
grounds of mega-mall employees
and to link these to correlates like
employment and work patterns,
rights of workers etc.

As I look around, it seems to me
that the surface conviviality hides
the daily struggles of many small-
wage earners who toil in our

mega-malls.  The glazed
eyes of consumers as
they examine each item
on sale can obscure from
their sight the exhaust-
ing lives of those work-
ing behind counters and
those on their feet for
long hours who serve
and sell.  Malaysia’s
modernization project
has spawned new
modes and patterns of
work but has it encour-
aged an accompanying

concern for the rights of workers
who often have no recourse to any
form of unionization?  The next
time I meet a grumpy sales person
(and I am not encouraging dis-
courtesy), I hope I can be more
patient.  All too often, like man-
agement, we do forget that sales
people are human beings and not
part of the goods on display.

It is true that I have not heard the
management’s side but then I
don’t bump into management.
Those I usually meet are the
frontline foot soldiers in the Great
Battle of the Malls for the
Malaysian consumer dollar.  The
“generals” (middle, top manage-
ment, etc.) are, I suppose, far away
in offices hidden from our view
busily planning yet another sales
blitz and calculating what em-
ployees on the battle front must
do to make it a success.

We love our night markets

q
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It’s pandemonium time! With the
hike in price of petrol by 10 sen
and that for diesel by 20 sen on 5
May 2005, bus and taxi fares and
lorry freight charges have all gone
up. A few days before the new
price hike, the cost of riding the
ferry into Penang had doubled for
walk-in passengers. A month ear-
lier, MAS had started imposing a
fuel surcharge. School bus opera-
tors have given notice that they
intend to impose a similar sur-
charge in June hiking fares up by
10%. Mind you, petrol prices had
already gone up in mid-2004. Just
like then, expect increases in the
prices of other goods and services
– from your teh tarik to roti canai,
from the fish you buy in the wet
market to the fresh coconut water
I drank yesterday. Why, even with-
out the latest hike, the N-S High-
way tolls had gone up in January.

Predictably, the government justi-
fied the increase by citing the need
‘to stem increases in subsidies.’ In
2004, it claimed, the fuel subsidy

cost the government RM4.8 bil-
lion. Even with the latest price
hike, the government would be
forking out RM6.7 billion in 2005.
Pak Lah further lamented the need
for Malaysians to rid themselves
of foreign labour, subsidies and
rent-seeking (i.e. using connec-
tions and positions to make a
buck).

That was the cue for the syco-
phants to rush forward: ‘Fuel Price
Increases will ... Ultimately Benefit

Malaysians‘; ‘…dismantling of fuel
subsidies though painful ... presents
a unique opportunity for
Malaysians’; ‘Subsidies affect our fi-
nancial health…Government must be
courageous in reviewing subsidies to
further strengthen Malaysia’s
economy’; ‘Silver lining behind the
fumes of worry’;  and  ‘Increase in
fuel prices will reduce abuse and
smuggling’; ‘No Pain, No Gain’, a
daily editorialised.

Just a few layman’s questions.
Aren’t we an oil producing coun-
try? Isn’t Petronas a government-
linked company? Hence when the
price of oil increases in the global
market, Petronas and the govern-
ment ought to gain. But do the citi-
zens also gain? Apparently, no.
For Petronas, government-linked
company notwithstanding, keeps
its profits for itself. Instead, we
gain only in terms of taxes, royal-
ties and dividends paid to the gov-
ernment which totalled RM9.1 bil-
lion in 2004. If all of Petronas’
profits were to be used as subsi-
dies, Mustapa Mohamed. Minis-
ter in the PM’s Department ex-
plained, the national revenue
would be affected and there would
not be enough funds for the de-

Where Got Meaning?

Petrol price increase: It's pandemonium time
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velopment budget. Petronas
would also be unable to invest in
new sources of income. Although
ordinary Malaysians do not ben-
efit, this is acceptable business
sense, I suppose. So far, so good.
Except that in 1998-99, much of
Petronas funds were used to bail
out crony interests. Wait a minute.
Does this not amount to denying
ordinary citizens a larger subsidy
in order to provide a super sub-
sidy to cronies? Where got mean-
ing? Better us than them, I would
think.

And while we’re on the question
of subsidizing the elites, consider,
is it fair to prevent the taxi driv-
ers, the lorry operators, the school
bus drivers, indeed the teh tarik
man from increasing prices after
the fuel price hike, while MPs,
Senators and Ministers are
awarded 10% increases in sala-
ries and allowances – backdated
to 1 January 2004 – even before the
price hikes? In view of the silly
goings-on in Parliament, how
much do the MPs deserve this pay
increase? Needless to say, the MPs
considered the pay hike justified.
A few waxed lyrical about how
they served long hours attending
to the needs of the people and even
that most of the pay rise would go
to ‘serving their constituents bet-
ter’. Now this is sounding ridicu-
lous, especially in the case of the
BN MPs, since all are entitled to
an annual ‘constituency develop-
ment fund’ allocation. The com-
plaint, in fact, is that the BN MPs,
all too often pretend that they are
digging into their pockets to fund
projects when it fact it comes from
the CDF allocation. In the event,
the state assembly members will

next be receiving their increases,
also backdated.

None of the pandemonium would
have occurred, no one would have
linked the MPs pay hikes to the
pandemonium, and we would
not be talking about how subsi-
dies are not good for us, if Shafie
Apdal, the Domestic Trade and
Consumer Affairs Minister, had
more ably handled the diesel fi-
asco. His attempt to curb smug-
gling of the commodity by impos-
ing quotas had led to long lines at
petrol stations, which often ran
out of diesel by the time it came to
one’s turn at the pump. Attempts
by the Opposition to discuss this
important issue in Parliament
were disallowed on the grounds
that the matter was not critical.
There was time, instead, for MPs
to make sexist remarks and act
silly in the House. And so the
problem dragged on with the min-
ister blaming smugglers, profit-
eers, unscrupulous petrol station
operators, foreigners, everybody,
except himself. On 28 April, he
boldly promised to resolve the
problem in two days. Instead, we
now have a new round of in-
creases in fuel prices.

The honourable thing for Shafie
to do – clearly not a ‘towering in-
dividual’ or a ‘Malaysia Boleh’
type - would have been to resign.
But ‘no shame one’ - he didn’t.
Rightly, the PM didn’t ask for his
resignation either. Imagine, if Pak
Lah was to ask for a minister’s res-
ignation every time they proved
incompetent, why, he would run
out of Cabinet ministers very fast!

Meanwhile, despite much public
outcry against the construction of
10 bungalows and a clubhouse
costing RM21 million for the ex-
clusive use of Selangor State Ex-
ecutive Councillors (see AM Vol 25,
No 2 ), the Selangor State govern-
ment has handed over the keys of
these bungalows to several Coun-
cillors and senior officers. Secu-
rity guards have been placed at
the entrance to this exclusive cor-
ner of Section 7 Shah Alam to pre-
vent reporters from entering the
complex. So ‘thick skin one’!

Q Q Q Q Q

S o  ‘ T h i c k  S k i n  O n e ’
Q Q Q Q Q

No Shame One

Q Q Q Q Q
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There appears to be another pan-
demonium in the offing in our
schools. Following Pak Lah’s an-
nouncement recently that students
were specializing and being
streamed too early, the Minister of
Education rightly observed that
his ministry had ‘a lot to do’. But
his next comment that he was go-
ing to introduce a more wholistic
curriculum in schools seems far-
fetched.

Apart from reviewing the tradi-
tional arts-science streaming,
there is the new J-Qaf (Jawi,
Quran, Arabic and Fardhu-Ain)
religious education curriculum to
implement. Add to this the gov-
ernment’s recent pronouncement
that Mandarin and Tamil will
now be introduced as elective sub-
jects and taught during regular
hours in the national schools to
make them more attractive. Then
there’s the need to improve the
teaching of Science and Math-
ematics in English, especially in
the rural schools, plus a need to
look into the teaching of the Malay
language, what with these many
changes. Finally, there’s a need to
ensure that we are ‘producing stu-
dents who are smart and also

aware of their social responsibili-
ties’ via co-curricular activities.
Quite off-handedly, the minister
added: ‘That is why national serv-
ice must be brought into the
schools’ and that ‘We are looking
at sports as another avenue for us
to integrate and to give them an
all-round development’. What do
these add up to? A wholistic edu-
cation? Or rojak?

There’s also the upgrading of
teachers to attend to - a perennial
complaint of parents. The theme
for this year’s national Teachers’
Day celebration, held on 16 May,
in Nilai, was ‘Quality Teachers
are a Catalyst for Excellence’. But
how do we produce quality teach-
ers? Well, existing teacher train-
ing colleges will be elevated to
Teacher Education Institutes (IPG)
which would offer degree pro-
grams, the minister revealed.
Something called ‘the M-test’
would also be introduced to as-
sess the attitude and analytical
skills of prospective teachers. The
minister also outlined four strate-
gies to elevate the status of the
teaching profession: enhance se-
lection; improve the teaching en-
vironment; restore regard for
teachers in society; promote pride
in teachers. And hey presto!  Qual-
ity teachers!

Even if some magic occurs and
quality teachers appear, how do
we put all the things together to
promote wholistic education?
One particular school in Penang
would be happy if it could reclaim
back its playing field, which cur-
rently transforms itself into a driv-
ing range for golf enthusiasts in
the evenings - apparently with the
blessings of the big boss in the
state’s education department,
whose goal it is to make Penang a
‘power house’ for student golfers.
Is the ministry looking into what
is going on at the ground?

On the other hand, it appears that
Malaysia’s 11 public universities
are doing well. Together they
bagged 46 gold medals, 41 silver
medals and 23 bronze medals in
the 33rd International Exhibition
of Inventions, New Technologies
and Products in Geneva. The ex-
hibition, described as the world’s
most important specialized event
for inventions, brings together in-
ventors, investors, industrialists
and commercial companies. In
other words, the exhibition is busi-
ness-oriented. Each invention is

Q Q Q Q Q

Cemerlang, Gemilang,
T e r b i l a n g

Towards More
Wholistic Education?
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talk-and-talk, indeed, talk-and-
talk about anything under the sun
regardless of the topic at hand, or
even the gentle questions posed.

Following the interview, which of
course most Malaysians did not
get to listen, former PM Dr
Mahathir denounced Anwar for
slandering him, in particular
Anwar’s allegation that Mahathir
owned 70% shares of TV3. Now,
perhaps, Dr M understands why
slander, which his government so
often indulged in, is a hurtful
matter. Ouch!

You might have followed Aliran’s
dealings with Pos Malaysia,
which suddenly announced new
exorbitant rates yet has not notice-
ably improved its services. To date,
it has not been able to clarify —
apart from telling us we have to
take over some of the postman’s
job like sorting the mail-out by re-
gions — how we might be able to
access the special discounts of-
fered. Meanwhile, delivery of the
AM seems delayed as reported by
our subscribers. It is as though
there are fewer postmen around
these days. So where have all the
postmen gone? Well, Samy Vellu
might have a clue. In a recent ad-
dress to his MIC, he declared that
the party needed ‘men of action,
not postmen who just passed the
buck to others.’ Pos Malaysia had
better recruit them back because
the MIC president has appointed
a consultant to train the so-called
postmen at the branch level to be
more action-oriented.

judged on its individual merit
which means that there is not just
one gold per category of invention.
Technically speaking, there could
have been 735 golds awarded for
the 735 exhibits displayed by in-
ventors from 42 countries. Univer-
sity of Malaya topped the list of
Malaysian winners. Its VC,
Hashim Yaacob, won a gold for
his invention called skinplast for
ulcers, which provides relief for
the mouth ulcer after only three
minutes. Not quite DNA-staff or
nanotechnology but it reduces the
number of ulcer days by half.

It is heartening that Malaysian
universities are conducting re-
search that has resulted in award-
winning practical products.
Syabas! However, as one observer
has commented: ‘Our universities
must not lose sight of the fact that
publication in reputable scientific
journals remains the recognized
benchmark of scientific research
excellence worldwide. And re-
search publication is the one
thing that Malaysian scientists
still fare poorly in.’ While welcom-
ing these achievements in the ex-
hibition, the commentaror added:
‘universities cannot rely on expo
medals to establish their standing
in research. I know of no world-
renowed university that uses suc-
cess in invention expos as a ma-
jor indicator of research excel-
lence.’ An important reminder to
keep things in perspective

Next stop is the International Ex-
hibition of Ideas-Inventions-New
Products in Germany? Or the Brit-
ish Inventions Exhibition in the
UK? Or back to the labs and grind-
ing out the article for publication
in a scientific journal?

Q Q Q Q Q

Where Have all the
Postmen Gone?

On May 10, BBC Hardtalk’ s
Stephen Sackur interviewed
Anwar Ibrahim in London. As in
most Hardtalk interviews, search-
ing and hard-hitting questions
were posed to the former deputy
premier so that at certain points
of the interview he fumbled and
groped for the right answer. For
instance, Sackur asked, how
could Malaysians take seriously
Anwar’s anti-corruption cam-
paign when he was an integral
part of the Mahathir government,
which he now claims was tainted
with corruption?

‘You’ve changed a lot, haven’t
you’, Sackur remarked, implying
flip-flops in Anwar’s political life.
For example, Sackur continued,
how could Anwar, a former Is-
lamic firebrand student leader
end up as such a close friend of
neo-con Wolfowitz, the brains be-
hind Washington’s anti-Saddam
campaign, and now the World
Bank president. Anwar’s posi-
tion, it was noted, contrasts
sharply with the critical stance of
Keadilan deputy president, Syed
Husin Ali. Anwar could only
meekly remark that Keadilan
party is a democratic party that
allows for a plurality of views.

At some point in the programme
one wondered whether one was
watching Hardtalk or some other
programme called Hard-to-Talk.
Poor Anwar, he had little prior ex-
perience dealing with interview-
ers like Sackur while still in high
office. For the Malaysia Boleh style
of dealing with politicians is to
welcome the big shot Tun, or Tan
Sri, or Datuk, and then let themQ Q Q Q Q

H a r d t a l k ,
H a r d - t o - T a l k ,
T a l k - a n d - T a l k

Q Q Q Q Q



Aliran Monthly : Vol.25(4) Page 23

 wish to present an idea
which the Government
can develop to solve the
diesel problem and save

the country about RM2 billion per
year.

The idea is based on increasing
the proportion of diesel passen-
ger cars used in Malaysia.  In Eu-
rope, about 50 per cent of vehicles
currently sold use diesel.  In
France and Belgium, that figure is
even higher at 67 per cent and in
Austria it is over 71 per cent.  There
will be more and more diesel cars
as time goes by. Europe’s diesel
car share is predicted to jump to
significantly higher levels by
2009, to the point where the vast
majority of new cars sold in Eu-
rope will be diesel powered.

There are several contributory rea-
sons why the use of diesel-pow-
ered cars has risen at such a rate.
These are as follows:

• Much better fuel economy - The
diesel engine is the most fuel
efficient of all internal combus-
tion engines and consumes 30-
60 per cent less fuel than pet-
rol-powered cars

• Cleaner engines which pro-
duce less harmful gases (such
as carbon monoxide, hydro-
carbon and carbon dioxide) -
25% less than petrol-powered
cars, which also produce

particulate matter and nitro-
gen oxides (The reason we see
so much black smoke churned
out by lorries, buses and tax-
ies on the road is that these ve-
hicles are too old and under the
law these old vehicles should
not be allowed to run any
longer. Obviously the control-
ling officers are not doing their
duty. Besides, most of the
smoky taxies are using petrol
and not diesel.)

• Significantly improved
driveability and performance
due to recent advances in die-
sel technology. This translates
to far better  overtaking and ac-
celeration figures, making
them even more attractive to
drivers. Superior engine torque
at lower engine speeds also
results in reduced noise levels

• Diesel engines are far more
durable and are cheaper to
maintain

Diesel fuel itself has many at-
tributes that make it such an ef-
fective source of power.

These include:

• Safety - Diesel is a safer fuel
than gasoline or other alterna-
tives.  It is less flammable and
explosive than gasoline.

• Energy content - Diesel con-
tains about 30 per cent more
energy per gallon than gaso-
line

• Performance - Diesel has a
greater power density than
other fuels: it packs more
power per unit volume than
other fuels

These are some of the well-estab-
lished reasons why so many Eu-
ropean consumers choose diesel

TRANSPORT

How to solve the diesel shortageHow to solve the diesel shortageHow to solve the diesel shortageHow to solve the diesel shortageHow to solve the diesel shortage
… and save the nation billions of ringgit

by Koon Yew Yin
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Why diesel-powered
c a r s ?

Diesel trumps
other fuels

Queueing up for diesel
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engines over petrol. We
Malaysians should realise the
potential in the modern diesel en-
gine and act now to take advan-
tage of its benefits.

Unfortunately, our present road
tax structure in Malaysia is set at
a level that penalises the owning
of a diesel car.  Diesel passenger
car owners have to pay 400 per
cent more than the equivalent pet-
rol car for  road tax.  On the other
hand, the import duty for diesel
passenger cars is lower than the
import duty for all petrol passen-
ger cars.  Diesel sold at the pumps
is cheaper than petrol. Diesel for
industries, which we should en-
courage, costs about double the
price of that for motor vehicles.
That is why there is so much of
smuggling; as a result, all the
pumps are always short of diesel
for sale.  All these illogical pric-
ing systems need immediate over-
haul.

In Europe, road taxes for diesel
and passenger cars vary only
slightly and the prices for diesel
and petrol are about the same. A
structure similar to this would
encourage Malaysians to buy die-
sel cars and avoid all this confu-
sion.

Now, let us look into the potential
savings that can be achieved. In
the last three years - from 2002 to
2004  - over 1,300,000 new pas-
senger vehicles were purchased in
Malaysia.

If we assume the following:

• the total number of vehicles on
the road is about 2.6 million,

• half of them are using diesel,
• the average running cost for

fuel is about RM300 per vehi-
cle/month

• the saving using diesel is
about 40 per cent

the total saving per year works

Huge savings

Illogical  pricing
s y s t e m s
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Diesels are slightly better than
petrol-driven vehicles as re-
gards effects on the climate,
but much worse in the way of
emissions of NOx, parti-
culates, and carcinogenic sub-
stances .

While diesels consume 20-25
per cent less fuel than petrol-
driven types, burning a litre of
diesel fuel gives rise to 15 per
cent more carbon dioxide than
burning of a litre of petrol does.
The emissions of this green-
house gas are thus only mar-
ginally better from diesels. An

out to RM1.87 billion.  This is a
recurring annual saving.

The impact to our economy and
environment would be huge due
to lower consumption of our coun-
try’s oil reserves and reduce emis-
sions of harmful gases into the at-
mosphere. Moreover, we can earn
foreign exchange by exporting the
fuel we saved.

I trust the Government will
quickly solve the diesel problem,
overhaul all the illogical pricing
systems and gain about RM2 bil-
lion annually.

emissions from modern diesel
vehicles are estimated to be 3-
4 time more carcinogenic than
those from the petrol-driven
type. The emissions of
particulates are also 10-15
times greater even from mod-
ern diesels although, as the
EPA report admits, the new
diesels are very much better
than the old.

But as Reino Abrahamsson
says: Everyone thinking of
buying a new car should go for
a fuel-efficient petrol-driven
one rather than a diesel.

Source: acidrain.org

increase from 1 to 20 per cent in
the proportion of diesels among
the new cars sold would mean an
overall reduction of no more than
1-2 per cent in the emissions of
carbon dioxide from such vehi-
cles. The emissions of nitrogen ox-
ides and particulates would on the
other hand be two and two-and-
a-half times greater, respectively.

In comparison with a diesel, a
modern petrol-driven vehicle
poses far less danger as regards
the cancer risk, effects on the res-
piratory system, and the possibil-
ity of causing acute illness. The

Diesel vs. petrol: Another view
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o re-cap, Part I of this ar-
ticle reflected on the im-
pact of ourselves, our
neighbours and the

wider international society on the
planetary environment. It touched
on the 1996 Kyoto Protocol and
the implications of its ratification
or non-ratification by specific de-
veloped countries. It also dis-
cussed the urgency of adopting
this vital international treaty as the
first step to saving our planet and
the people endangered by global
warming and climate change.

Part II follows up the topic with
discussion of the Comprehensive

Nuclear Test Ban Treaty and the
effects of the proliferation of nu-
clear armaments and weapons
testing. We also look at environ-
mental damage due to war and
international investment trade,
which facilitates industrialization
and hence development in devel-
oping countries. Tied in with this
is the international debt problem
faced by impoverished countries.

The final paragraphs clarify the
situation humankind faces and
the increasing erosion of the ba-
sic right to life as a collective right
and not solely an individual one
as traditionally accepted in inter-

national human rights law.

This treaty is another cornerstone
in the struggle for the mainte-
nance of international security as
well as global environmental
safety. The Treaty bans “weapons
test explosions in the atmosphere,
outer space, at sea, in Antarctica,
or in any circumstances where
radioactive debris spreads be-
yond the territory of the testing
state”. The consequences of any
fallout or radioactive pollution are

ENVIRONMENT

Earth the Final Frontier forEarth the Final Frontier forEarth the Final Frontier forEarth the Final Frontier forEarth the Final Frontier for
Human Rights (Part II)Human Rights (Part II)Human Rights (Part II)Human Rights (Part II)Human Rights (Part II)
The right to a “habitable environment”, once classified as an
individual right, is now more relevant as a collective human
right: the right to exist.

by Angeline Loh

TTTTT
The Comprehensive

Nuclear Test Ban
Treaty (CTBT)

Atomic explosion The Chernobyl disaster
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dire, as has been proven by the in-
cidents of nuclear explosions in
the past. One of the most horrify-
ing wartime catastrophies was
the dropping of atomic bombs on
Hiroshima and Nagasaki in Ja-
pan, ending World War II in Asia.
In peacetime, we witnessed the
Chernobyl disaster in the former
Soviet Union, where radioactive
pollution spread to parts of Eu-
rope and Scandinavia.

Nonetheless, the 1996 Treaty out-
laws all nuclear weapons test ex-
plosions. At the moment, world
nuclear powers and nuclear aspir-
ants (countries aspiring to become
nuclear powers) have assented to
a ‘moratorium’. This voluntary ban
on nuclear bomb testing lacks the
permanent legally binding effect of
the Comprehensive Nuclear Test
Ban Treaty (CTBT) - if it comes into
force, that is.

For the Treaty to be enforced, the
44 states with nuclear weapons
production capability must ratify
it, although 172 nations have
signed it and 116 have ratified it.
Of the crucial 44, thirty-two have
ratified it; the 12 that still have not
done so are the US, China, North
Korea, Israel, India, Pakistan, Iran,
Egypt, Colombia, Vietnam, Indo-
nesia and Congo. Nuclear weap-
ons testing by these countries con-
tinues in disregard of UN investi-
gations and negotiations to termi-
nate such activities.

Despite the call by 42 states sig-
natories of the Treaty (amongst
them are close allies of the US)
urging the remaining non-signa-
tory nations to sign and ratify the
Treaty, the United States main-
tains its uncompromising stance,
opposing the pact although its
claimed there were no plans to
resume nuclear testing. “The

longer its entry into force is de-
layed, the more likely that nuclear
testing will resume,” said UN Sec-
retary General Kofi Annan. “Were
this to happen, it would be a ma-
jor setback in nonproliferation
and nuclear disarmament efforts;
in the era in which we live, we
cannot afford such a set back.”

The joint ministerial statement
emphasised that the CTBT was
vital to nuclear non-proliferation
and disarmament: “The CTBT
will make an important contribu-
tion towards preventing the pro-
liferation of materials, technolo-
gies and knowledge that can be
used for nuclear weapons, one of
the most important challenges the
world is facing today.”

It is not only the threat of nuclear
war that gives rise to this urgency
but more the aftermath of any nu-
clear explosion that endangers life
and the environment. Nuclear
fallout does not disperse over-
night; it can take centuries. The
Japanese were “painfully aware
of the dangers of nuclear weap-
ons” having been the “the only
nation that suffered… the devas-
tation of atomic bombs.” There are
innumerable testimonies witness-
ing to the aftermath of the devas-
tation and the effects of intense
radiation by several generations
of victims’ descendants, those
whose forbears were the ill-fated
residents of Hiroshima and Na-
gasaki.

As the usage of nuclear weapons
has become more popular in this
age where wars break out all over
the world and keep raging indefi-
nitely, their contribution, along
with that of conventional weap-
onry, to the destruction of human
life and the environment cannot
be overlooked.

Armed conflict is in itself a dan-
ger to human life. The process of
armed conflict involves immedi-
ate damage as well as latent dam-
age to the environment. For in-
stance, land mines laid during the
20th century wars waged in Indo-
China still pose a danger to rural
folk living and working in the
country-side. Neither the govern-
ments of these nations nor inter-
national land-mine disposal units
have managed to unearth and dis-
pose of all these mines buried just
below soil surfaces or hidden in
undergrowth. Consequently,
many tragic accidents have oc-
curred when unwary adults, chil-
dren or animals happen to trod
unwittingly on these mines. The
resulting explosions may also de-
forest an area.

The US bombing and spraying of
defoliant during the war in Viet-
nam in the 1970s left large craters
in the ground and huge areas poi-
soned and bare of vegetation. The
only evidence of lush jungle that
existed before that devastation
took place were blackened and
broken trunks of once majestic
trees. What was even more vicious
was the use of Agent Orange,
which caused excruciating hu-
man suffering besides environ-
mental contamination. A similar
tactic was used by Indonesian
forces in East Timor during the
invasion and occupation of that
land for more than 20 years be-
fore its recent independence.
Much of the land was deforested
en masse in attempts to root out
guerilla forces.

Deforestation results in barren
land when fertile topsoil is

Armed Conflict
and Other Sources

of Pollution
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washed away by torrential rains,
erosion and landslides in hilly
areas. Loss of greenery and veg-
etation is loss of absorption of car-
bon dioxide (CO2), which is the
main greenhouse gas that causes
climate change. When land is bar-
ren, food production is difficult or
impossible, leading to famine.
Water sources are also reduced as
evaporation is accelerated with-
out ground cover of any kind to
hinder water loss; thus,
desertification begins. Many of
the war-torn countries in Africa
bear witness to these effects of eco-
logical imbalance over the past
decades.

When oil wells in Kuwait were set
alight in the wake of the Iraqi
pullout that ended Saddam
Hussein’s invasion and occupa-
tion of Kuwait, it took months for
these oil fires to cease burning.
Over that period, enormous tow-
ers of billowing black smoke rose
to pollute the air space in that re-
gion of the Middle-east. This prob-
ably added to the increasing emis-
sions of green house gases from
industrialized countries.

The US-led war on terrorism has
made matters worse with the de-
struction of Iraq and the insur-
gency that continues to plague
this ‘liberated’ country. With the
continuing loss of human life, in-
creased poverty, social and politi-
cal disorder, and attacks on oil in-
stallations, there seems no hope
of preventing catastrophy.

Although the Kyoto Treaty may
cause developed countries to find
alternative means to maintain eco-
nomic growth, developing coun-
tries should not see themselves ex-

empt from reviewing their choices
of development programmes and
technologies adopted to drive
these programmes.

Multilateral and bilateral trade
and investment agreements
seem not to be completely con-
trolled by the governments of
sovereign states. Developing
countries frequently seem under
pressure to keep the favour and
appease developed countries
upon whose aid they depend.
Ironically, a current report by
Oxfam on aid from developed
nations revealed that aid funds
had been drastically reduced
since 1960. In addition, the in-
ternational debt problem re-
mains unresolved, increasing
poverty in poor indebted coun-
tries and allowing the interna-
tional economy to be dominated
by rich developed and develop-
ing nations.

In the majority of ASEAN coun-
tries, foreign investment plays a
leading role in economic devel-
opment. Without foreign invest-
ment, these ‘tigers’ would per-
haps still be ‘cubs’. Malaysia
may boast of its increasing in-
dustrialisation and widening
opportunities for investment
within and without the country.
While these may be viewed posi-
tively, we should, however, be-
gin to question where this ‘de-
velopment’ is heading.

If hegemony and protectionism
remain characteristic in the ac-
quisition of wealth,and govern-
ments neglect to reflect on the
damage done by so-called pro-
gressive development and in-
dustrialization, the Kyoto
Agreement’s aim of slowing
damage to the global environ-
ment would be to no avail. When

developing countries become
developed countries, history
will repeat itself. By then it may
be too late to turn the clock back.

There is much to reflect on. What
has the discussion about the en-
vironment got to do with basic
human rights? Everything. Hu-
man beings are now an endan-
gered species. The human right to
a “clean environment” or rather a
“habitable environment”, which
was classified as an individual
right, appears to have become
more relevant as a collective hu-
man right- the right of peoples to
exist.

The right to life is defined and
enshrined in the Universal Dec-
laration of Human Rights and
other international treaties such
as Article 6(1) of the Interna-
tional Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights (“ No one shall
arbitrarily be deprived of his
life.”) Critics may argue that this
right can only be relevant to the
individual in the context of “ob-
vious” threats to her/his life.
But environmental devastation
- which causes ecological imbal-
ance and other catastrophies
that endanger human life - is
similarly an arbitrary death sen-
tence on innocent people.

International law has to be up-
dated to cope with fast-changing
circumstances. The international
community needs to adopt a more
responsible and pluralistic atti-
tude towards each inter-depend-
ent society on earth, regardless of
ethnicity and minority in num-
bers. The planet is home to hu-
mankind and is not the colony of
any one sovereign state. It is our
final frontier.

The Race To
I n d u s t r i a l i z e

To Sum Up
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I wish to place on record my heart-
felt gratitude and sincere thanks
to orthopedic specialist Mr.Muthu
Rathinam of Tengku Ampuan
Rahimah general hospital, Klang
for enabling me to walk again
without pain.

I had been suffering from back
pain for the past 15 years. The
first diagnosis was a minor
slipped-disc. A couple of years
later, I was told that I was suf-
fering from intermittent claudi-
cation (where the leg muscles do
not receive oxygen, causing
cramps in hips,  thighs or
calves.) However in spite of con-
suming medication regularly the
pain in my right leg below the
knee and numbness in both legs
continued to worsen and as a

result walking for a distance
became more and more difficult.

Finally, Mr. Muthu Rathinam ar-
ranged an MRI for me, which con-
firmed my diagnosis as spinal ste-
nosis (where the spinal canal nar-
rows and pinches the spinal cord
and nerves leading to lower back
pain in the legs) in January 2002.
Mr.Muthu’s advice was that I
should undergo surgery in my
spinal column. By then I was 82
years old. So, my family, friends,
neighbours — all of them were
unanimous in saying that I was
too old for an operation of the spi-
nal column. Well, the next thing I
did was to seek Ayurvedic treat-
ment in Kerala (India). I under-
went massage over a month and
herbal medicine for a few months.
Finally I returned home as you
were!  The numbness persisted;
the leg pain worsened.

Coming back to Mr.Muthu, he fi-
nally told me, “Uncle George, I as-
sure you the safety of the opera-
tion. You will walk on the fourth
day but very slowly; it will take a
couple of weeks more before you
start walking without help. Your
pain in the leg will be reduced
substantially and you will be able
to walk. But your numbness will
continue to be with you.”

I agreed without a second thought
and on 2 March, I was operated
on. Eight days later I could walk
to the bathroom / toilet without
any assistance.  I was discharged
on 13 March.  From 18 March on-
wards I started to go for a walk in
the morning for about 25 minutes.
Of course, surgery of the final col-
umn is delicate, but we have very
capable and efficient surgeons.

Finally, my family and I will al-
ways remain grateful to Mr.Muthu
Rathinam, the Anesthetic Special-
ist, Dr.Nirmal Kumar, medical of-
ficers and the ever smiling nurs-
ing staff.

K.George
Klang

HAKAM is shocked at the Higher
Education Ministry’s proposal to
`license’ Malaysian students in-
tending to study overseas with
`non-objection certificate’.

Grateful to specialist
Muthu and his team

Licensing Students
Going Overseas
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The reasons given by the Minis-
try are facetious, fallacious and
mind boggling.  Licensing stu-
dents to keep track of them and
ensure they get into the `right’
universities infringes on the ba-
sic human rights of our youth
and should be aborted.  It smacks
of strategies implemented in coun-
tries under totalitarian govern-
ments.

For Government sponsored stu-
dents this proposal may be accept-
able, but for private students
whose families bear full moral and
financial responsibility, it is to-
tally unacceptable.

It is a settled principle that an
individual has the right to make
his/her personal choice where
to study without Government
interference.  It is a fiction to as-
sume the Ministry can make the
right choice for individual stu-
dents.

The Ministry of Higher Educa-
tion’s proposal recalls a similar
situation which arose when the
Government (in the face of popu-
lar public opinion) passed the ISA
Amendment Bill 1964 in July
1964.  The Bill stated that any per-
son requiring entry into any insti-
tution of higher learning had to
obtain a Certificate of Suitability
from the Chief Education Adviser
or the Chief Education Officer or
the Director of Education, as the
case may be.

There was a public outcry by
prominent individuals and
NGOs who categorically stated
that the ISA Amendment Bill 1964,
if implemented, would be tanta-
mount to a complete denial of fun-
damental human rights in the
country.

Despite frantic and energetic ac-
tion including a telegram to the
Prime Minister, YAB Tunku Abdul
Rahman, Minister of Home Af-
fairs, the Bill was passed; common
wisdom prevailed, however, and
it was not implemented.

If such a proposal is implemented
it will not only mark a radical de-
parture from the Government’s
election pledge to uphold funda-
mental human rights but also fly
in the face of the Government’s
lofty aspiration of creating `tow-
ering Malaysians’.

As such HAKAM calls upon the
Higher Education Ministry and
the Government to conduct full
and transparent public discus-
sions before implementing this
foolhardy proposal.

Cecil Rajendra
President
HAKAM

If my memory serves me right, the
North-South Expressway was
UMNO’s saviour in overcoming
its ballooning debts as a result of
the steep appreciation of the Yen.
The money was borrowed to put

up the building known as the
PWTC in Kuala Lumpur. The
amount owing then was around
a few hundred million ringgit.

The agreement had been classified
as an ‘official secret’ from day one
and Lim Kit Siang was detained
under the ISA for demanding its
disclosure. If there is nothing to
hide, it would be the strangest way
to prove to the world that we are
democratic and free. It had given
a new meaning to our under-
standing of the word democracy,
just like equality and meritocracy
in Malaysia.

This goose that lays golden eggs
for Umno has been most efficient
in increasing toll rates regularly.
Any failure to hike the tolls was
amply compensated by the gov-
ernment as provided for in the
agreement. It is strange that we are
told that this compensation was
provided for; yet, we cannot verify
it, it being an ‘official secret’. I
wonder how the auditors audited
the accounts and can claim it
shows a true and fair view.

Now we gather that the period
has been further extended to 50
years (the original was 25 years)!
Who can say if this is the final ex-
tension? At the rate the toll rates
are being revised upwards, it will
be interesting to know whether the
people can afford to use it, espe-
cially in the last few years of the
concession period.

Only time will tell whether the
people will continue to accept this
monster leech with an insatiable
appetite and an uncanny ability
to renew its life span. It looks likely
to be immortal too.

Anaemic

The immortal
monster leech
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spect for law and order - more so
for the fact that selective enforce-
ment rules and our guardians of
law and order turn a blind eye
except during much-publicised
‘ operasi’ .

I wonder if the situation in KL is
any better than Beirut during war
time or even Abu Ghraib as it is
now. It is completely Wild Wild
West out there. John Wayne him-
self would be very much in place
in KL riding his horse and shoot-
ing all lawbreakers on sight.

Looked and Weeped
Petaling Jaya

The April 18 announcement in
the Dewan Rakyat by the Minis-
ter in the Prime Minister’s De-
partment of a 10 per cent salary
hike for the Prime Minister, Cabi-
net Ministers, Deputy Ministers,
Parliamentary Secretaries,
Members of Parliament, Sena-
tors, etc was a bomb shell.  The
reaction has been varied – posi-
tive and negative. It will be back-
dated to January 1 last year,
which means arrears running
into thousands of ringgit.

When the Minister, Mohd Nazri
Abdul Aziz, set off this bomb
shell, he underscored the state-
ment: “…the increase was the re-
sult of the 5 per cent salary rise
civil servants received under the
last Budget.” This sent shock
waves to civil servants.

Guess what? There was no such
5 per cent salary increase.  I am
absolutely certain of this. To be
doubly sure, I confirmed it by con-
tacting CUEPACS – the umbrella

Operasi This, That and the Other
came and went. The hype about
RM86 million worth of fines col-
lected was glorified and wor-
shipped as if humanity had just
discovered a new invention.

After the razzmatazz and fanfare
had died down, things are back
to how they were in KL, for in-
stance. A short journey into KL
was interrupted everywhere by
‘privileged’ people who are above
traffic laws and beyond basic hu-
man courtesy. In front of the
Citibank building, out of three
lanes, only one can be used, re-
sulting in traffic being held up all
the way to Seremban (sic!). After
successfully manoeuvring and
getting out of there, one gets stuck
again at the KLCC, where buses
and taxis and waiting drivers
have taken up another two lanes
(and the police were busy sum-
moning motorcyclists parked on
the kerb!).

Having managed to overcome
that, one still has to endure more
road-side VIPs who have special
dispensation to block traffic at
their whims and fancies - again
right smack in front of many
pondok police near the Weld and
Shangri La Hotel. In the middle of
all this a police outrider was blar-
ing his siren to let pass two in-
nocuous-looking official cars,
probably late for some golf session
somewhere, riding through red
lights and all.

I looked and wept again, for the
second time in a week (after  expe-
riencing flawless traffic flow at a
neighbouring country), resigned
and disgusted at the lack of re-

That 10% salary hike:
Civil servants shocked

body of the trade unions of civil
servants and public employees.
From time immemorial, intermit-
tent salary revisions were given
first to the civil servants and pub-
lic employees who are in charge
of moving the government ma-
chinery.  The revision is usually
extended to others such as Cabi-
net Ministers, MPs, the Speakers,
the Opposition Leader etc.

What is shocking is that not even
one MP pointed out that there
was no 5 per cent salary increase
for the civil servants in the last
budget. Perhaps they were so ex-
cited to receive an unexpected
‘ang pow’ that they unwittingly
overlooked it.

It has been a well-established prac-
tice in the past for civil servants to
be offered a minimum of 10 per
cent increase  - not just five per
cent - every three to five years.

On April 23, Nazri advised the
MPs to check their facts before
making statements in Dewan
Rakyat lest they sound ‘stupid’.  I
understand that the Minister, be-
ing saddled with numerous is-
sues and problems, usually de-
pends on his secretaries, research-
ers and speechwriters.  Yet, it is
only fair and proper for him to set
the record straight.

At the same time I implore the gov-
ernment to extend the 10 per cent
increase to all civil servants back-
dated to January 1 last year to al-
leviate their financial hardship
and as a sign of appreciation for
their loyalty, dedication and effi-
ciency.  And that will give a ‘5 per
cent happiness’ to the neglected
and forgotten pensioners.

K. George

B a c k  t o  ‘ n o r m a l ’
after operasi
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aints should always be
judged guilty until they
are proved innocent, but
the tests that have to be

applied to them are not, of course,
the same in all cases. In Gandhi’s
case the questions one feels in-
clined to ask are: to what extent
was Gandhi moved by vanity - by
the consciousness of himself as a
humble, naked old man, sitting on
a praying mat and shaking em-
pires by sheer spiritual power -
and to what extent did he com-
promise his own principles by
entering politics, which of its na-
ture is inseparable from coercion
and fraud?

To give a definite answer one
would have to study Gandhi’s
acts and writings in immense de-

tail, for his whole life was a sort of
pilgrimage in which every act was
significant. But this partial auto-
biography, which ends in the
1920s, is strong evidence in his fa-
vour, all the more because it cov-
ers what he would have called the
unregenerate part of his life and
reminds one that inside the saint,
or near-saint, there was a very
shrewd, able person who could,
if he had chosen, have been a bril-
liant success as a lawyer, an ad-
ministrator or perhaps even a
businessman.

At about the time when the auto-
biography (The Story of My Experi-
ments with the Truth’ by M.K. Gan-
dhi) first appeared I remember
reading its opening chapters in
the ill-printed pages of some In-
dian newspaper.

They made a good impression on
me, which Gandhi himself at that
time did not. The things that one
associated with him - home-spun
cloth, “soul forces” and vegetari-
anism - were unappealing, and
his medievalist programme was
obviously not viable in a back-
ward, starving, over-populated
country. It was also apparent that
the British were making use of
him, or thought they were mak-
ing use of him. Strictly speaking,
as a Nationalist, he was an enemy,

but since in every crisis he would
exert himself to prevent violence -
which, from the British point of
view, meant preventing any effec-
tive action whatever - he could be
regarded as “our man”. In private
this was sometimes cynically ad-
mitted. The attitude of the Indian
millionaires was similar. Gandhi
called upon them to repent, and
naturally they preferred him to the
Socialists and Communists who,
given the chance, would actually
have taken their money away.

How reliable such calculations
are in the long run is doubtful; as
Gandhi himself says, “in the end
deceivers deceive only them-
selves”; but at any rate the gentle-
ness with which he was nearly al-
ways handled was due partly to
the feeling that he was useful. The
British Conservatives only be-
came really angry with him when,
as in 1942, he was in effect turn-
ing his non-violence against a dif-
ferent conqueror.

But I could see even then that the
British officials who spoke of him
with a mixture of amusement and
disapproval also genuinely liked
and admired him, after a fashion.
Nobody ever suggested that he
was corrupt, or ambitious in any
vulgar way, or that anything he
did was actuated by fear or mal-
ice. In judging a man like Gandhi
one seems instinctively to apply
high standards, so that some of

PAGES FROM THE PAST

How clean a smell he has managed to leave behind

Reflections on Gandhi

by George Orwell

SSSSS

British made use of
G a n d h i
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his virtues have passed almost
unnoticed.

For instance, it is clear even from
the autobiography that his natu-
ral physical courage was quite
outstanding: the manner of his
death was a later illustration of
this, for a public man who at-
tached any value to his own skin
would have been more adequately
guarded. Again, he seems to have
been quite free from that mania-
cal suspiciousness which, as E.M.
Forster rightly says in A Passage to
India, is the besetting Indian vice,
as hypocrisy is the British vice.
Although no doubt he was shrewd
enough in detecting dishonesty,
he seems wherever possible to
have believed that other people
were acting in good faith and had
a better nature through which
they could be approached. And
though he came of a poor middle-
class family, started life rather
unfavourably, and was probably
of unimpressive physical appear-
ance, he was not afflicted by envy
or by the feeling of inferiority.

Colour feeling when he first met it
in its worst form in South Africa,
seems rather to have astonished
him. Even when he was fighting
what was in effect a colour war,
he did not think of people in terms
of race or status. The governor of
a province, a cotton millionaire, a
half-starved Dravidian coolie, a
British private soldier were all
equally human beings, to be ap-
proached in much the same way.
It is noticeable that even in the
worst possible circumstances, as
in South Africa when he was
making himself unpopular as the
champion of the Indian commu-
nity, he did not lack European

friends.

Written in short lengths for news-
paper serialisation, the autobiog-
raphy is not a literary masterpiece,
but it is the more impressive be-
cause of the commonplaceness of
much of its material. It is well to
be reminded that Gandhi started
out with the normal ambitions of
a young Indian student and only
adopted his extremist opinions by
degrees and, in some cases, rather
unwillingly. There was a time, it
is interesting to learn, when he
wore a top hat, took dancing les-
sons, studied French and Latin,
went up the Eiffel Tower and even
tried to learn the violin - all this
was the idea of assimilating Eu-
ropean civilisation as thoroughly
as possible. He was not one of
those saints who are marked out
by their phenomenal piety from
childhood onwards, nor one of
the other kind who forsake the
world after sensational debauch-
eries. He makes full confession of
the misdeeds of his youth, but in
fact there is not much to confess.

As a frontispiece to the book there
is a photograph of Gandhi’s pos-
sessions at the time of his death.
The whole outfit could be pur-
chased for about 5 pounds, and
Gandhi’s sins, at least his fleshly
sins, would make the same sort of
appearance if placed all in one
heap. A few cigarettes, a few
mouthfuls of meat, a few annas
pilfered in childhood from the
maidservant, two visits to a
brothel (on each occasion he got
away without “doing anything”),
one narrowly escaped lapse with
his landlady in Plymouth, one
outburst of temper - that is about
the whole collection. Almost from
childhood onwards he had a deep
earnestness, an attitude ethical

rather than religious, but, until he
was about thirty, no very definite
sense of direction. His first entry
into anything describable as pub-
lic life was made by way of veg-
etarianism.

Underneath his less ordinary
qualities one feels all the time the
solid middle-class businessmen
who were his ancestors. One feels
that even after he had abandoned
personal ambition he must have
been a resourceful, energetic law-
yer and a hard-headed political
organiser, careful in keeping
down expenses, an adroit handler
of committees and an indefatiga-
ble chaser of subscriptions. His
character was an extraordinarily
mixed one, but there was almost
nothing in it that you can put your
finger on and call bad, and I be-
lieve that even Gandhi’s worst
enemies would admit that he was
an interesting and unusual man
who enriched the world simply
by being alive.

Whether he was also a loveable
man, and whether his teachings
can have much for those who do
not accept the religious beliefs on
which they are founded, I have
never felt fully certain.

Of late years it has been the fash-
ion to talk about Gandhi as
though he were not only sympa-
thetic to the Western Left-wing
movement, but were integrally
part of it. Anarchists and pacifists,
in particular, have claimed him for
their own, noticing only that he
was opposed to centralism and
State violence and ignoring the
other-worldly, anti-humanist ten-
dency of his doctrines. But one
should, I think, realise that Gan-

Ethical attitude

His teachings
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dhi’s teachings cannot be squared
with the belief that Man is the
measure of all things and that our
job is to make life worth living on
this earth, which is the only earth
we have. They make sense only
on the assumption that God ex-
ists and that the world of solid ob-
jects is an illusion to be escaped
from. It is worth considering the
disciplines which Gandhi im-
posed on himself and which -
though he might not insist on
every one of his followers observ-
ing every detail - he considered
indispensable if one wanted to
serve either God or humanity.
First of all, no meat-eating, and if
possible no animal food in any
form. (Gandhi himself, for the sake
of his health, had to compromise
on milk, but seems to have felt this
to be a backsliding.) No alcohol
or tobacco, and no spices or con-
diments even of a vegetable kind,
since food should be taken not for
its own sake but solely in order to
preserve one’s strength. Secondly,
if possible, no sexual intercourse.
If sexual intercourse must hap-
pen, then it should be for the sole
purpose of begetting children and
presumably at long intervals.
Gandhi himself, in his middle
thirties, took the vow of
bramahcharya, which means not
only complete chastity but the
elimination of sexual desire. This
condition, it seems, is difficult to
attain without a special diet and
frequent fasting.

One of the dangers of milk-drink-
ing is that it is apt to arouse sexual
desire. And finally - this is the car-
dinal point - for the seeker after
goodness there must be no close
friendships and no exclusive
loves whatever.

Close friendships, Gandhi says,

are dangerous, because “friends
react on one another” and
through loyalty to a friend one can
be led into wrong-doing. This is
unquestionably true. Moreover, if
one is to love God, or to love hu-
manity as a whole, one cannot
give one’s preference to any indi-
vidual person. This again is true,
and it marks the point at which
the humanistic and the religious
attitude cease to be reconcilable.
To an ordinary human being, love
means nothing if it does not mean
loving some people more than
others.

The autobiography leaves it un-
certain whether Gandhi behaved
in an inconsiderate way to his
wife and children, but at any rate
it makes clear that on three occa-
sions he was willing to let his wife
or a child die rather than admin-
ister the animal food prescribed
by the doctor. It is true that the
threatened death never actually
occurred, and also that Gandhi -
with, one gathers, a good deal of
moral pressure in the opposite di-
rection - always gave the patient
the choice of staying alive at the
price of committing a sin: still, if
the decision had been solely his
own, he would have forbidden the

animal food, whatever the risks
might be.

There must, he says, be some limit
to what we will do in order to re-
main alive, and the limit is well
on this side of chicken broth. This
attitude is perhaps a noble one,
but, in the sense which - I think -
most people would give to the
word, it is inhuman. The essence
of being human is that one does
not seek perfection, that one is
sometimes willing to commit sins
for the sake of loyalty, that one
does not push asceticism to the
point where it makes friendly in-
tercourse impossible, and that one
is prepared in the end to be de-
feated and broken up by life,
which is the inevitable price of
fastening one’s love upon other
human individuals. No doubt al-
cohol, tobacco, and so forth, are
things that a saint must avoid, but
sainthood is also a thing that hu-
man beings must avoid.

There is an obvious retort to this,
but one should be wary about
making it. In this yogi-ridden age,
it is too readily assumed that
“non-attachment” is not only bet-
ter than a full acceptance of
earthly life, but that the ordinary
man only rejects it because it is too
difficult: in other words, that the
average human being is a failed
saint. It is doubtful whether this
is true. Many people genuinely do
not wish to be saints, and it is
probable that some who achieve
or aspire to sainthood have never
felt much temptation to be human
beings. If one could follow it to its
psychological roots, one would, I
believe, find that the main motive
for “non-attachment” is a desire

To be a saint
or a human?

Gandhi: How clean a smell he has
managed to leave behind
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to escape from the pain of living,
and above all from love, which,
sexual or non-sexual, is hard
work. But it is not necessary here
to argue whether the other-
worldly or the humanistic ideal
is “higher”. The point is that they
are incompatible. One must
choose between God and Man,
and all “radicals” and
“progressives”, from the mildest
Liberal to the most extreme Anar-
chist, have in effect chosen Man.

However, Gandhi’s pacifism can
be separated to some extent from
his other teachings. Its motive was
religious, but he claimed also for
it that it was a definitive tech-
nique, a method, capable of pro-
ducing desired political results.
Gandhi’s attitude was not that of
most Western pacifists.

Satyagraha, first evolved in South
Africa, was a sort of non-violent
warfare, a way of defeating the
enemy without hurting him and
without feeling or arousing ha-
tred. It entailed such things as civil
disobedience, strikes, lying down
in front of railway trains, endur-
ing police charges without run-
ning away and without hitting
back, and the like.  Gandhi ob-
jected to “passive resistance” as a
translation of Satyagraha: in
Gujarati, it seems, the word
means “firmness in the truth”. In
his early days Gandhi served as a
stretcher-bearer on the British
side in the Boer War, and he was
prepared to do the same again in
the war of 1914-18. Even after he
had completely abjured violence
he was honest enough to see that
in war it is usually necessary to
take sides. He did not - indeed,
since his whole political life cen-

tred round a struggle for national
independence, he could not - take
the sterile and dishonest line of
pretending that in every war both
sides are exactly the same and it
makes no difference who wins.

Nor did he, like most Western
pacifists, specialise in avoiding
awkward questions. In relation
to the late war, one question that
every pacifist had a clear obli-
gation to answer was: “What
about the Jews? Are you pre-
pared to see them exterminated?
If not, how do you propose to
save them without resorting to
war?” I must say that I have
never heard, from any Western
pacifist, an honest answer to
this question, though I have
heard plenty of evasions, usu-
ally of the “you’re another” type.
But it so happens that Gandhi
was asked a somewhat similar
question in 1938 and that his
answer is on record in Mr. Louis
Fischer’s ‘Gandhi and Stalin’.

According to Mr. Fischer, Gan-
dhi’s view was that the German
Jews ought to commit collective
suicide, which “would have
aroused the world and the peo-
ple of Germany to Hitler’s vio-
lence.” After the war he justified
himself: the Jews had been killed
anyway, and might as well have
died significantly. One has the
impression that this attitude
staggered even so warm an ad-
mirer as Mr. Fischer, but Gandhi
was merely being honest. If you
are not prepared to take life, you
must often be prepared for lives
to be lost in some other way.
When, in 1942, he urged non-
violent resistance against a Japa-
nese invasion, he was ready to
admit that it might cost several
million deaths.

At the same time there is reason to
think that Gandhi, who after all
was born in 1869, did not under-
stand the nature of totalitarian-
ism and saw everything in terms
of his own struggle against the
British government. The impor-
tant point here is not so much that
the British treated him forbear-
ingly as that he was always able
to command publicity. As can be
seen from the phrase quoted
above, he believed in “arousing
the world”, which is only possi-
ble if the world gets a chance to
hear what you are doing.

It is difficult to see how Gandhi’s
methods could be applied in a
country where opponents of the
régime disappear in the middle of
the night and are never heard of
again. Without a free press and
the right of assembly, it is impos-
sible not merely to appeal to out-
side opinion, but to bring a mass
movement into being, or even to
make your intentions known to
your adversary. Is there a Gandhi
in Russia at this moment? And if
there is, what is he accomplish-
ing? The Russian masses could
only practise civil disobedience if
the same idea happened to occur
to all of them simultaneously, and
even then, to judge by the history
of the Ukraine famine, it would
make no difference. But let it be
granted that non-violent resist-
ance can be effective against one’s
own government, or against an
occupying power: even so, how
does one put it into practise inter-
nationally? Gandhi’s various
conflicting statements on the late
war seem to show that he felt the
difficulty of this. Applied to for-
eign politics, pacifism either stops

Firmness in the truth

Non-violence or
a p p e a s e m e n t ?



Aliran Monthly : Vol.25(4) Page 35

being pacifist or becomes appease-
ment.

Moreover the assumption, which
served Gandhi so well in dealing
with individuals, that all human
beings are more or less approach-
able and will respond to a gener-
ous gesture, needs to be seriously
questioned.  It is not necessarily
true, for example, when you are
dealing with lunatics. Then the
question becomes: Who is sane?
Was Hitler sane? And is it not pos-
sible for one whole culture to be
insane by the standards of an-
other? And, so far as one can
gauge the feelings of whole na-
tions, is there any apparent con-
nection between a generous deed
and a friendly response? Is grati-
tude a factor in international poli-
tics?

These and kindred questions need
discussion, and need it urgently,
in the few years left to us before
somebody presses the button and
the rockets begin to fly. It seems
doubtful whether civilisation can
stand another major war, and it is
at least thinkable that the way out
lies through non-violence. It is
Gandhi’s virtue that he would
have been ready to give honest
consideration to the kind of ques-
tion that I have raised above; and,
indeed, he probably did discuss
most of these questions some-
where or other in his innumerable
newspaper articles. One feels of
him that there was much he did
not understand, but not that there
was anything that he was fright-
ened of saying or thinking.

I have never been able to feel much
liking for Gandhi, but I do not feel
sure that as a political thinker he

was wrong in the main, nor do I
believe that his life was a failure.
It is curious that when he was as-
sassinated, many of his warmest
admirers exclaimed sorrowfully
that he had lived just long enough
to see his life work in ruins, be-
cause India was engaged in a civil
war which had always been fore-
seen as one of the by-products of
the transfer of power.  But it was
not in trying to smooth down
Hindu-Moslem rivalry that Gan-
dhi had spent his life. His main
political objective, the peaceful
ending of British rule, had after
all been attained. As usual the rel-
evant facts cut across one another.
On the other hand, the British did
get out of India without fighting,
an event which very few observ-
ers indeed would have predicted
until about a year before it hap-
pened. On the other hand, this
was done by a Labour govern-
ment, and it is certain that a Con-
servative government, especially
a government headed by Church-
ill, would have acted differently.

But if, by 1945, there had grown
up in Britain a large body of opin-
ion sympathetic to Indian inde-
pendence, how far was this due
to Gandhi’s personal influence?
And if, as may happen, India and
Britain finally settle down into a
decent and friendly relationship,

Not a failure

will this be partly because Gan-
dhi, by keeping up his struggle
obstinately and without hatred,
disinfected the political air? That
one even thinks of asking such
questions indicates his stature.

One may feel, as I do, a sort of aes-
thetic distaste for Gandhi, one
may reject the claims of sainthood
made on his behalf (he never made
any such claim himself, by the
way), one may also reject saint-
hood as an ideal and therefore feel
that Gandhi’s basic aims were
anti-human and reactionary: but
regarded simply as a politician,
and compared with the other lead-
ing political figures of our time,
how clean a smell he has man-
aged to leave behind!

Above all keep yourselves
pure and clean, and learn to
keep your promises even at
the cost of your life. Breach
of promise is a base
surrender of truth.

-Gandhi-Gandhi-Gandhi-Gandhi-Gandhi

Source: Partisan Review, January 1949
http://www.netcharles.com/orwell/essays/gandhi.htm
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e - community
leaders, members
of the JKKK (Vil-
lage Security and

Development Committee),
members of Indigenous
Peoples organisations,
members of village/
longhouse organisations
and representatives of the
Longhouse communities in
Sarawak - have met at the
Seminar on Native Custom-
ary Rights (NCR) spon-
sored by SUHAKAM and
discussed the problems
faced by our communities.

First, we would like to express our
heartfelt thanks to SUHAKAM for
this initiative, which is a first in
the state of Sarawak. We hope that
this sort of initiative can be con-
tinued by SUHAKAM not only in
Sarawak but also throughout
Malaysia to protect the indig-
enous peoples’ rights in our be-
loved country.

Arising from our deliberations,
we came up with the following
issues and problems faced by our
communities:

1 . Private firms involved in log-
ging activities, commercial
plantations and other develop-
ment have encroached into our
native customary lands with-
out our consent or agreement;

2. Such encroachments have vio-
lated our native law and the
culture and traditions of our
communities. These firms also
have not respected native cus-
tomary rights and have vio-
lated our rights especially on
our “pulau” and “pemakai
menoa”;

3 . The Sarawak State government
always issues provisional
leases and timber licences in-
discriminately to private com-
panies which affect our Native
Customary Lands (NCL) with-
out informing us and obtain-
ing our consent;

4. The 60-day period from the
gazetted date for us to forward
our claims for compensation to
the State government in cases

where our NCRs are extin-
guished is too short; moreover,
the Gazette is not distributed
to all levels of our communi-
ties;

5 . The compensation that we re-
ceive from the State govern-
ment whenever our NCL is
taken over covers only property
and crops found on the land
and does not include the true
value of the land. Compensa-
tion received for property and
crops does not commensurate
with their market value;

6. Most of our NCL do not have
official records or documents
certifying that the land we oc-
cupy is our property. The State
government does not carry out
mapping surveys to demarcate

COMMUNITIES

Protect Native Customary RightsProtect Native Customary RightsProtect Native Customary RightsProtect Native Customary RightsProtect Native Customary Rights
Indigenous people call for the establishment of a free and
independent National Native Land Commission
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our NCL and this creates con-
flict between us and the private
companies;

7. The activities of logging indus-
try, plantations, and extractive
industries on our NCL have
caused destruction to our
crops and property. Environ-
mental pollution has also
taken place; landslides and
floods have occurred; river
water has become muddy and
shallow and our sources of
drinking water have been jeop-
ardised.

With this press release, we ur-
gently request SUHAKAM to for-
ward to the Federal government
and Sarawak state government
the following demands to:

1 . protect our NCR and our rights
over land and resources by
amending Section 5(3) of the
Sarawak Land Code (pertain-
ing to the extinguishment of
NCR) by including the general
objective of seeking dialogue
with affected communities be-
fore these rights are extin-
guished;

2. carry out mapping surveys,
record all the NCL of the in-
digenous peoples of Sarawak
and issue official documents
certifying their rights over their
lands so that the conflict be-
tween the indigenous peoples
and the government can be
overcome;

3 . stop issuing provisional leases
and timber licences to planta-
tion companies and timber
companies indiscriminately
(whenever Native Customary
Lands may be affected) until a
mapping survey is imple-

mented to identify the location
and areas of the provisional
lease and timber licence; they
should be not be granted if
NCL is affected;

4. direct private companies to
stop operating in our NCL im-
mediately until the disputes
over land rights are resolved;

5 . abolish the 60-day period for
the government to gazette our
NCL and organise consulta-
tions with all involved NCL
owners so that a settlement
agreed by all parties can be at-
tained;

6. announce and distribute
copies of government ga-
zettes on government
projects or plans involving
our NCL to all longhouse
communities/villages af-
fected by the gazette;

7. inform and organise meetings
with all levels of longhouse
communities/villages pertain-
ing to development plans in-
volving their NCL; respect all
decisions made by the commu-
nities/villages concerned;

8. pay compensation (for NCL
taken over by the government)
that commensurates with cur-
rent market rates; do not limit
the value to available crops
and property on the land but
also include the real value of
the land;

9. create and amend laws to sup-
port the rights of indigenous
peoples; support indigenous
people’s native customary
laws in order to strengthen
these rights and not  extin-
guish them;

10 .amend the Sarawak Land
Code, specifically to include
terms such as “pulau” ,
“temuda” and “pemakai menoa”
in the definition of Native Cus-
tomary Land under Section 2
of the Code;

1 1 . amend Section IV of the Prac-
tice of Land Surveyors Ordi-
nance. The phrase in Section 17
of the Land Surveyors Ordi-
nance which says “without
prejudice to Section 104 of the
Code, no person shall unless he
is a land surveyor” should be
replaced with “Nothing in this
Ordinance shall affect the right
of any person not being a land
surveyor to undertake surveys
other than title surveys”;

1 2 .set up a free and independent
commission on Native Land
(National Native Land Com-
mission) to administer matters
and issues relating to the na-
tive customary rights of the in-
digenous peoples of Malaysia.

THEREFORE, we unanimously
support all efforts being taken to
resolve the issues and problems
faced by our communities as men-
tioned above.

(Signed by 45 people from a host of
Sarawak-based NGOs,action commit-
tees, villages and communities)
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Semenanjungies entering Sabah
will still be limited in the dura-
tion of their stay, and will still
need a permit to work in the state.

What about the more sensitive is-
sue – that maybe it is time for
Sabah and Sarawak to do away
with their domestic immigration
controls altogether?

There are strong arguments on
both sides of the debate.
Mahathir’s point is a valid one:
how can Malaysia achieve a full
sense of national identity, where
all its citizens feel a sense of be-
longing to the same community,
when citizens enjoy different
rights vis-à-vis one another in dif-
ferent parts of the federation?

This difficulty is made all the
worse by the vast geographical
distance between the two ‘halves’
of Malaysia.  Maintaining a sense
of unity across such divisions is

immensely difficult – Pakistan
failed when Bangladesh (then
East Pakistan) seceded in 1971;
many commentators express simi-
lar doubts about the long-term vi-
ability of a future Palestinian state
split between the West Bank and
Gaza.  Malaysia’s experience so
far has been relatively successful,
but achieving full national inte-
gration surely requires a greater
effort to ensure that West and East
develop a mutual sense of
‘Malaysianness’.

One of the main justifications for
the continuation of immigration
controls for the East Malaysian
states is that these extra powers
were agreed to as part of the for-
mation of Malaysia and that
changing them now would be
akin to reneging on the guaran-
tees afforded Sabah and Sarawak
at independence.  That old pro-
tagonist of Sabahan autonomy,
the PBS president Joseph Pairin
Kitingan, compares it to marital
vows: just because a marriage is
going well, doesn’t mean you
should give up the promises made
at the wedding.  Indeed, one might
suggest, doing so might under-
mine the success of the marriage.

This is also a strong argument.
Indeed, there is perhaps a com-
parison to be made here with cer-
tain other ‘special’ provisions of
the constitution.  Is there not some
justification for Sabahans to feel
aggrieved that while questioning
of these other special rights is an
imprisonable offence, their limited
but nonetheless constitutionally-
enshrined autonomy appears to
be a political football for all who

care to kick around?

It is necessary to dispel a couple
of myths – common even in Sabah
– about the 20 Points.  Firstly, they
have no legal or constitutional
standing; they are, rather, the sub-
missions made by the Sabahan
representatives to the Inter-Gov-
ernmental Committee charged
with devising the terms of the Ma-
laysia Agreement.  This is not to
say that the 20 Points aren’t im-
portant in Sabah, but their impor-
tance is political rather than con-
stitutional.

Secondly, the 20 Points are in es-
sence mostly rather dull.  Point 19
declares ‘the name of the state
shall be Sabah’, something that
no-one was really about to con-
test anyway, then or now.  Indeed,
from the standpoint of securing
autonomy, some of the points are
remarkably self-limiting from a
Sabah perspective: Point 4 states
that the Sabah head of state
should not be eligible for election
as the Yang di-Pertua Agong.

Harking back to the 20 Points is
not a viable way of mapping a
political path for the integration
of East and West Malaysia.  We
should rather ask, what is it
Sabahans fear in the loosening of
their migration controls, and how
can they be persuaded to over-
come this?

At the heart of the Sabah reaction
is a fear that the loosening of mi-
gration controls would result in

C o n s t i t u t i o n a l
B a r g a i n

Beyond 20-Point
P o l i t i c s
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Pairin : Just because a marriage is going
well, doesn’t mean you should give up the
promises.

What do
Sabahans fear?
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an influx of West Malaysians tak-
ing job opportunities away from
locals.  Already, many Sabahans
feel that their state has been ne-
glected in the development drive
pursued by the Federal govern-
ment; an opening of the borders
may result in what little develop-
ment opportunities there are be-
ing captured by individuals and
companies close to the powers-
that-be in Kuala Lumpur.

Between 1970 and 2000, the popu-
lation of Malaysia increased
slightly over two-fold, from 10.7
million inhabitants to 23.3 mil-
lion.  During the same period,
however, the population of Sabah
increased four-fold, from 654,000
to 2,656,000.  Much of this in-
crease came from migration, both
from West Malaysia and from
other countries, notably the Phil-
ippines and Indonesia.

Accompanying this population
growth has been a period of eco-
nomic stagnation.  In 1970, Sabah

ranked as one of the
richest states in the fed-
eration, with a per
capita GDP second
only to Selangor
(which then included
KL).  Average incomes
are now among the
lowest in Malaysia,
and with a consider-
ably higher cost of liv-
ing than in West Ma-
laysia. In 2000, Sabah
had an unemployment
rate of 5.6 per cent – the
highest of any state and
almost twice the na-
tional average of 3.1 per
cent.  The state has the
highest poverty rate in
the country at 16 per
cent, more than three
times the national av-
erage.

For many Sabahans, these two
problems – high immigration rates
and economic stagnation – are
inimically linked.  The PBS, which
dominated Sabah politics from
the mid-1980s to the mid-1990s,
successfully campaigned on a
slogan of ‘Sabah for Sabahans’.
Even today, after it has returned
to the BN fold, the PBS continues
to make noise about the issue of
‘illegals’.

It is clear that any decision to
loosen the immigration controls
enjoyed by East Malaysia must
come from those states them-
selves, and not be imposed top-
down from Kuala Lumpur.  Any
such move would not only usurp
the constitutionally enshrined
autonomy enjoyed by these states,
but would also risk a popular
backlash against any government
that attempted it.

The Way Forward for
Sabah and Sarawak

G. Lim, a keen observer ofG. Lim, a keen observer ofG. Lim, a keen observer ofG. Lim, a keen observer ofG. Lim, a keen observer of
Malaysian politics, wasMalaysian politics, wasMalaysian politics, wasMalaysian politics, wasMalaysian politics, was
researching in Sabah whenresearching in Sabah whenresearching in Sabah whenresearching in Sabah whenresearching in Sabah when
he filed this article forhe filed this article forhe filed this article forhe filed this article forhe filed this article for
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The political parochialism of
these states, where West
Malaysian parties – whether BN
or opposition – have historically
rarely gained a foothold has been
one of the best defences of their
autonomy.  With the Sabah state
assembly now dominated by
UMNO politicians whose direct
political masters lie not in Kota
Kinabalu but KL (see AM 2004:3),
there is a risk that such federal
pressure might indeed be brought
to bear.

If Sabah is to be asked to relin-
quish its immigration controls, a
first step must be to undo the eco-
nomic neglect that the province
has suffered.  A popular willing-
ness to relax these controls will
only come when Sabahans feels
certain that the federal govern-

ment is really looking after their
interests and that the state’s so-
cial and economic development is
robust enough to allow sufficient
opportunities alike for Sabahans,
West Malaysians and any other
residents.

PBS dominated Sabah politics from the
mid-1980s to the mid-1990s
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f late, the local media in
Sabah have been aflurry
with debate over the lat-
est public musings of ex-

PM Mahathir.  In an address to
the Sabah Society annual dinner
at the end of March, Mahathir
raised the question of the immi-
gration controls that Sabah and
Sarawak retain over the entry and
residence of West Malaysians,
stating that it ‘doesn’t really look
good if we [West Malaysians] have
to carry passports in order to visit
Sabah or Sarawak’. In response to
a question from the floor, he fur-
ther suggested that it may be time
to review the hallowed ‘20
Points’, which many Sabahans
believe form the basis of Federal-
State relations.

Mahathir has a point, although
his logic is a bit peculiar: restric-
tions on West Malaysian profes-
sionals working in Sabah were
apparently acceptable when there
was an under-supply of profes-
sionals in the state, but now the
state has a university and is able
to produce its own professionals,
these restrictions are no longer
necessary!

Nonetheless, it is virtually un-
heard of for any other modern
state to allow restrictions to be
placed on the normal movement
of its citizens within the country.

Threats to national security are the
exception here: until the tsunami,
Indonesia limited the movement
of Indonesians into and out of
Aceh; in the United Kingdom,
members of the IRA-linked Sinn
Fein party were banned from
travel to the British mainland for
much of the 1980s.

But within normal peacetime,
similar limitations on the internal
mobility of a country’s citizens in
today’s contemporary nation-
states are hard to find.  Histori-
cally, one might look to the restric-
tions on the movement of Chinese
citizens with the Dutch East
Indies, or the more contemporary
restrictions on the non-White
population under Apartheid in
South Africa.  In this context,
Sabah and Sarawak’s controls
over the migration of West
Malaysians into the state stand
out as something of an interna-
tional anachronism.

In time-honoured BN fashion, a
potentially divisive issue has been
subtly side-stepped by re-focusing
the debate on a related but rela-
tively innocuous issue, that of
passports and immigration cards.
The proposal that the Sabah state
government has now agreed to on
a trial basis – and which has long

been planned in Sarawak in any
case – is that, with the introduc-
tion of the spangly new MyKad,
the need for West Malaysians to
produce a passport or else fill in
an immigration form could be re-
placed with an electronic system
based solely on the MyKad.

But - and here’s the catch - this is
only really a bureaucratic change,
doing away with the minor ad-
ministrative niggles for West
Malaysians seeking to enter Sabah
but not addressing the underly-
ing issue of immigration control.

POLITICS

Sabah truly Malaysia?
Said the old English colonialists, ‘East is East and West is West,
and never the twain shall meet’.  Does this maxim apply to the
relationship between Sabah and West Malaysia?

by G. Lim
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Two Issues

Mahathir : Doesn’t really look good if we
have to carry passports
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