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No country can call itself civilised if an ill person is denied care
because of lack of means
by Coalition Against Health Care Privatisation

T

The government seems serious about making massive changes to the Malaysian health
care system. Several Health Ministry officials and government leaders have stated this.

Most of their pronouncements, however, emphasise the government’s intention to make
the rakyat pay more towards health care costs. At the same time, the government also ensures us
that it will be remain fair and equitable and result in better care for everyone, including the
poor.
The authorities remain silent on the operational details of the new scheme. At our meeting with
the Health Ministry’s Planning and Development Section on 27 September 2005, we found out
why: they have not yet decided the crucial details. (The Coalition thanks the Health Ministry for
inviting us to that dialogue.) They state that they are now looking for a consultant to help them
with the operational details and expect that this consultant will start work in early 2006.
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EDITOR'S

NOTE

This is a special issue focusing on the proposed revamp of health care financing. Our first piece looks
at the Health Ministry’s proposal, which requires
Malaysians to make monthly health insurance payments to a new National Health Fund.
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The Health Ministry’s proposal
T

he chart below was shown to us by the Ministry during our meeting in September 2005. It summarises the key aspects of the new scheme.

Outline of the new health scheme as proposed by the Ministry

The government’s proposed new
scheme has seven main components. These are:

1 . The
National
Health
Fund
They promise that this fund will
not be privatised but run by the
government. The Fund will pay
for the treatment of all the conditions / illnesses that are specified
in the “Essential Health Benefit
Package” (see no. 3).
Payments will be made to both
the Ministry’s hospitals and
clinics as well as to the private

hospitals and general practitioner (GP) clinics.

2 . Mandatory
monthly
contributions
Every wage earner will be required
to pay towards this fund. The
amount payable has not yet been
specified. The government will
make payments for government
staff, pensioners, the poor as well
as the disabled.

3 . Essential
benefit

health
packages

The package of health benefits
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deemed "essential" has not yet
been defined. For example, Ministry officials were not able to answer definitively when we asked
them whether the treatment of a
heart attack would be part of the
essential package.
Apparently, the consultant will
help the government decide what
benefits will be included.

4 . Restructured
government
hospitals and

clinics

We were not told how hospitals
and clinics would be restructured

for visits to GPs. The Ministry, however, has not yet
decided whether payments will be on a fee-for service basis or on a capitation basis.(where the doctor
will be paid fixed amount per patient per year based
on the number of patients registered with the GP).
The former system leads to over-treatment, neglect
of preventive aspects and skyrocketing costs. The
latter may lead to under-treatment. The National
Health Fund will also cover a portion of the costs
for the treatment of conditions listed under the “Essential Packages” even in private hospitals.

6 . Private insurance
coverage

in order to improve efficiency, affordability and accessibility. One idea that has been floating in the
Ministry for more than a decade now is that these
institutions should be corporatised to improve efficiency and to enable them to implement improved
pay schemes for their staff (and thus halt the brain
drain).

5 . The

private

sector

The National Health Fund will also make payments

for

extra

More affluent families will be able to purchaset additional private insurance packages to top up for
the payment of conditions for which the National
Health Fund will pay only a portion of the costs
that the private hospitals charge. The private insurance packages will also cover conditions not specified in the essential package underwritten by the
National Health Scheme.

7 . The National
Authority

Health

Financing

This authority is envisaged as a new body responsible for overseeing overall administration and
evaluation of the new health care system. Ministry
officials, however, were not able to say how this
authority would be constituted. q

A Moral Issue
hen we speak of what is best for the health of all our people, we must
recognise that this is not purely a matter of political policy and economics, but importantly a moral issue. Is health care just another commodity,
available if you can pay for it, or is it a special good that has to be provided on the basis of need? Health and education have a special place in civilised
society. Within a nation, health care, like education, is the most powerful means
we possess to create, out of shared experience, a sense of national solidarity and
social unity. Malaysia needs this more than most countries, and we abandon at our peril our
national priorities in favour of private profit.

W

- Former MMA president Dr M K Rajakumar:
Written submission to the Health Forum, University of Malaya. 11 December 2005
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The People’s Proposal
Background

functional public/private dual
system.

HERE IT IS: Coalition secretary Dr
Jeyakumar Devaraj presents the
People's Proposal

In reviewing the Health Ministry's proposal and coming out
with our people's proposal, it is
important for all of us to bear in
mind the following:
The provision of health care in
any country is very much conditioned by the dominant economic,
political and social environment.
In the 1960s and 1970s, the prevalent view in our country was that
the government should play the
key role in the provision of health
care. The private sector’s role was
largely limited to GP services in
the main urban areas. Since the
1980s, the government has been
shifting the burden of financing
many essential social services directly to the rakyat due to the neoliberal ideas that were (and still
are) being advocated by international financial institutions such
as the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) and the World Bank.
Thisneo liberal ideology also coincided with that of the Mahathir
government. As a result, we have
ended up with our current dys-

We must also recognise that a
health care system cannot be effective and financially viable if
citizens at large do not accept personal responsibility for maintaining healthy lifestyles in terms of
nutrition and physical activities.
We must also have some safeguards built in to the system so
that both patients and providers
of health care will find it difficult
to abuse the system.
As mentioned above, the Ministry is now looking for a consultant to help them with the blueprint and operational details and
expect that this consultant will
start work in early 2006. It is worrying that the Government has
chosen to accept United Nations
Development
Programme
(UNDP) money to finance this
consultant. Does this mean it is
the UNDP and not the government that is responsible for the appointment of the consultant?
Does this imply that the consultant will be a foreign consultant
who may reflect the current donor
agency’s bias in favour of privatisation. There are also few details
about how the consultant will actually consult Malaysians. This
has to be made clear from the beginning, and full opportunity for
consultation with any interested
parties must be mapped out both
before the consultant writes the report as well as after. The new
health scheme is far too big a
change in the lives of all
Malaysians for it to be introduced
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without an open, extensive and
accountable consultation processes.
At present about 75 per cent of all
admissions in Malaysia are to
government hospitals, but only
25– 30 per cent of Malaysian medical specialists work in these hospitals. This mismatch of resources
to need leads to poorer quality of
care in the public sector for certain conditions such as Ischaemic
heart disease, renal failure and
cancers.
Experienced government doctors
and other para-medical professionals are still leaving for the private sector.
Patients in government hospitals
already have to pay exorbitantly
high collateral payments for the
treatment of several conditions
such as orthopaedic procedures
that require plates and nails, lens
for cataracts, clips for surgical
procedures, drug-coated stents for
angioplasties and certain anticancer drugs.
The Health Ministry is already implementing neo-liberal policies, albeit in a piece-meal fashion which
are eroding the resilience of the
public sector. Examples include
• private dispensaries in certain
government hospitals
• private wings in government
hospitals
• promotion of health tourism in
several private hospitals
• raising the fees for foreign
workers

The People’s Proposal
Main Components
Need

for

consultation

A comprehensive overhaul of the
health care system such as that
being proposed by the Ministry
must be undertaken with great
care. Nothing should be rushed.
Full and prior consultation with
the rakyat, unions, consumer
groups and health personnel as
mentioned above is absolutely
fundamental; nothing should be
done without this process being
carried out first. This consultation
will also mean paying close attention to our proposals and, if these
are rejected, the Ministry needs to
explain why. Piece-meal poorly
thought-out schemes announced
by the Health Minister from time
to time must stop. The plan must
be comprehensive and deliberate.
A recent incident, however, has
confirmed our fears that transpar-

ency and open consultation is not
going to be there in this process.
Given our concerns above, in our
forum held on 11 December 2005,
there were requests from the floor
that the government must release
the terms of reference for the appointment of the consultant. Accordingly, we wrote to the Economic Planning Unit (EPU) and
we were told that the terms of reference are confidential! (Please see
accompanying story on this matter.) This is why we are insisting
on consultation before things are
decided.

Need
equitable

for
change

We agree that changes are needed
in the financing and running of
our health care system. Because
of past government policies, a twotier system has been allowed to

develop which works in favour of
those with money and against
those who are poor. It has seen the
growth of the private sector at the
expense of the (far more used)
public sector; and it has also seen
the introduction of privatisation
into certain health care services.
There are issues of equity, inefficiency and absence of accountability. These need to be tackled.

National

Health
(NHF)

Fund

We therefore propose a new funding formula to safeguard the
health of all Malaysians. It could
be called the National Health
Fund, but it should not be financed from the pockets of individual Malaysians. There are
plenty of viable and present alternatives. They include:

Source

Description

Amount per
year

The Federal Budget

At present, the Federal Government is only spending
1.8 per cent of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) on
health. The World Health Organisation (WHO) has
advised that developing countries should spend 5 per
cent of their GDP on health. We propose that the
Malaysian Government increases allocation to health
to 3 per cent of GDP effective next year. GDP = RM530
billion ; so, 3 per cent = RM15.9 billion.

RM15.9 billion

Taxes on alcohol
and cigarettes

These lead to ill-health and require funds to treat. Therefore the entire collection of taxes on these two items
should go to finance health care.

Petroleum profits

Petronas made a profit of more than RM30 billion in
2004. We propose that RM5 billion of Petronas’ profits
be ploughed into health to benefit the entire population.
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RM5 billion

These resources are not just readily available but will be ample to
undertake necessary changes. We
should reject any proposal to
make Malaysians pay more. This
should be rejected because:
• It is unnecessary and will be
an extra ‘tax’, which will penalise those least able to afford
it. The Malaysian public is at
present reeling from the effects
of rising oil and other prices.
People are already under considerable financial stress.
• Collecting premiums from the
public will involve a lot of effort, and distract us from the
main aim of the exercise which
is to improve the public health
sector. The administrative cost
of collection of premiums can
be substantial in countries like
Malaysia where a large segment
of the population is self-employed
and not salaried workers.
• At the forum, representatives
from the unions clearly made
the point that payroll deductions for EPF, Socso, income
tax and other items have already reduced workers’ takehome pay substantially. They
do not want another “tax” on
their pay.

The
Health

National
Authority
(NHA)

A fund totalling more than RM20
billion per year can easily be plundered to enrich corporate cronies
given the current crony culture in
government. We must have an effective mechanism to prevent this
from happening. Given the extent
and pervasiveness of corruption,
and given that it has taken away
so much money from the services
that could have benefited millions

‘Our demand on behalf
of the Malaysian people
is for a primary health
care led system that
ensures equitable access
to good health care for
all Malaysians in all
parts of the country.’
- Dr Rajakumar
of ordinary Malaysians, any
scheme which continues the tradition of unaccountable bodies in
charge of massively large funds
must be resisted. Accountability
and proper representation is an
essential element of any proposal,
and here it is not good enough for
the Government to offer bland reassurances. Health is the last major
slice of the cake escaped the grasp of
the cronies.
The NHA must be seen as fulfilling a constitutional requirement
of the basic right of citizens for
access to adequate health care. It
should be established by an Act
of Parliament as the single-payer
initially for public sector health
care (and eventually for all health
care) with the responsibility to
ensure effective and efficient care.
There must be no intermediary to administer payment for care.
The NHA should comprise representatives from a wide cross-section of Malaysians and needs to
be fully accountable to all
Malaysians. It cannot be selected
by just the Prime Minister or by
the Health Minister. An effective
mechanism must be decided
upon.
One possible mechanism is to distribute the representation as follows:
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• 50 per cent from political parties based on their share of the
total votes in the latest general
election;
• 20 per cent nominated by the
government
• 10 per cent from unions
• 10 per cent from consumer
groups and health NGOs
• 10 per cent from health provider associations.
The NHA must have bite. It
should have the power to review
contracts before they are passed.
It must have access to information.
It should have a budget to employ
sufficient staff to monitor the use
of the National Health Fund
throughout the country.
Perhaps the management of government health facilities could be
devolved to a Primary Care Authority and a Hospitals Authority. This will create a new public
sector that will drive training and
research, be the benchmark for
quality care, and keep the private
sector honest. Only then can we
dismantle the ‘iron curtain’ between public and private sectors
and integrate care to the benefit
and convenience of patients and
their family. These new agencies
must not be ‘corporatised’,, which
has always been a prelude to privatisation. Rather, they should be
established as Trusts by Act of
Parliament so that they remain under the scrutiny of Parliament
with specified responsibilities
and duties.
Such a move has also an added
advantage of freeing the entire
public sector health care system
from the control of the Public Services Department (JPA). JPA's control of health professionals has often been cited as one of the lead-

ing causes of dissatisfaction
among health professionals. Their
inability to understand the special features of managing health
facilities and providing professional services has often been a
major stumbling block in improving the terms and conditions of
service in the health sector.
We may also need to consider setting up state-level community
health bodies, which would help
promote and support actions that
will help ensure people’s control
over decision-making about their
health and health care.

Focus on public sector
health system first
We propose that the purpose of this
fund should be to improve health
care for the rakyat - initially by rehabilitating and strengthening the
government health sector. In other
words, the first task of this fund is
to upgrade the facilities, terms and
conditions in the government hospitals and clinics because:
• The majority (at least 75 per
cent) of our population still relies on government clinics and
hospitals for treatment.
• Government health facilities
are much more equitably distributed throughout the country compared to private sector
facilities, which are largely
concentrated in major urban
centres.
• The doctors and other health
personnel in the government
sector are salaried and not
paid on a fee-for service basis.
This will ensure that costs are
curtailed. The fee-for-service
private sector has the potential
to quickly suck the NHF dry
unless there is a strong and

competent government sector
to act as a counter-weight.
• At present, only the government hospitals are playing the
role of providing clinical experience for medical school students and for doctors who are
training to be specialists. This
very important function cannot be carried out effectively if
we do not have sufficient senior medical and surgical consultants and sufficient facilities in our public sector hospitals. If we fail here, we may get
more cases of newly qualified
doctors who know the theory
but do not know how to apply
it as was highlighted in the
NST recently.
Among other things the fund
should work towards the retention of experienced health care
personnel in the public sector:
• This should be a crucial aspect
of the new scheme. Pay and
working conditions for all
health personnel including
nurses, para-medical staff,
doctors, and specialists must
be improved.
• Other perks such as funding
for undertaking research and
attending courses and seminars to upgrade skills should
be made available to professional staff.
• If the provision of pension is a
major pull factor, perhaps this
should remain a feature of the
terms of service for government
health personnel.

A
comprehensive
essential
package
We agree with the government
that there needs to be a basic health
package available to all
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Malaysians. The government,
however, seems a little unclear as
to what this package will cover.
To safeguard the health care of all
Malaysians, this package needs to
have the following:
• It must consist of all the treatment options available in our
government clinics and hospitals at present; it must include
all the primary health care
components such as immunisation and vector control, as
well as all the currently offered
tertiary care components such
as ICU care, by-pass surgery
and dialysis.
• It must be available to all
Malaysian residents including foreign workers for a small
co-payment similar to what we
now pay for out-patient treatment; the actual quantum of
payment can be determined
after discussion and consultation with all concerned
groups; the co-payment is necessary to discourage the over
use of health care facilities.
• The treatment modalities in the
essential package must be accessible to all Malaysians irrespective of location of residence.
We are unequivocally against
any two-tier system based on the
ability to pay. It is immoral to
speak of two standards of care
based on ability to pay. The professions of Medicine are ethically committed to care equally
for all. Evidence-based quality
and patient involvement are the
same for all citizens. Private insurance may cover ‘hotel’ and
fringe benefits as well as cosmetic and other privileges. Doctors must be paid the same whoever they treat, rich or poor. q

The People’s Proposal
Conclusion
expense
of
ordinary
Malaysians and their health.
It is important for us to ask
ourselves whether we can
have a society where access
to health care has become inequitable due to the rise of
the two-tier system. Is it morally okay for the wealthy to get
better health care than the poor?
What do our religious faiths
say about this?

‘Is it morally okay for the wealthy to
get better health care than the poor?’
- Dr Subramaniam Pillay
Chairperson, Coalition Against Health Care Privatisation

Implementing the National
Health Fund and the National
Health Authority in the manner
and with the task as outlined
above will be a major step forward in protecting the health
care of all Malaysians. We reiterate that Malaysians should be
very worried about any proposals that:
• Talk about Malaysians paying
extra money into an unaccountable fund;
• Talk about a new Body that is
similarly unaccountable, full
of government-appointees and
a recipe for cronyism and corruption;

• Talk about efficiency, if it is
equated with privatisation.
The scandal of privatisation,
which has led to extra costs
for our public sector health
care system, has been exposed.
We should take steps to rectify
this;
• Talk about a basic package
without clarification of what is
covered;
• Lack any proactive plan to
ensure that much needed investment into our public system actually happens. The
huge worry is that the public
sector will be allowed to deteriorate further and the private sector flourish, at the
Aliran Monthly : Vol.26(1) Page 10

When the National Health Service was introduced in the United
Kingdom after the Second World
War, the then health minister,
No counAneurin Bevan said, “No
try can call itself civilised if an ill
person is denied care because of
lack of means.
means.” If the Malaysian
government is still hoping to
achieve developed nation status
by 2020, it is worth remembering
these words!
If we can actually implement the
six aspects of the People’s Proposal as sketched above properly,
we would be in a much better position to plan for the ensuing
phases, which will involve integrating the private sector health
care system into the NHF and
NHA. It would be extremely premature for us to talk about these
in any detail at present. q

Please refer to the Coalition's website for the latest updates at http://
www.aliran.com/health

COVER STORY

Health care at the cross-roads
Civil society mobilises to protect the basic right
to health care for all
he Coalition Against
Health Care Privatisation (the Coalition) and
the University of Malaya’s General Staff Union organised a forum titled “Health Care
System in Crisis: The People’s Proposal” on 11 December 2005.

T

More than 120 individuals from
civil society groups, NGOs and
unions participated actively in the
forum. They were all given a booklet which contained ‘The People’s
Proposal’, the Coalition’s correspondence with the Health Ministry and relevant press statements. The forum began with a
video clip highlighting the crisis
faced by our health care system.
Next, the former Director-General
of Health, Tan Sri Dato’ Dr Abdul
Khalid bin Sahan - who had rejected calls to privatise health services while he was in service - presented the keynote address. He
gave an overview of our health
care system, highlighting the development of the current two-tier
system with all its problems. He
stressed the need for a comprehensive national health policy, which
covers funding for health care, delivery of health services, and the
payment mechanism for such
services. These three areas are all
interrelated. He added that the
formulation of this policy was best
undertaken by an independent
body - external to the Health Min-

istry. It should be a supra-ministerial body responsible to the Cabinet. (Excerpts of his speech are in
the accompanying box. The full
text of his speech is available at
the Coalition’s website at http://
www. aliran.com/health )
Dr Jeyakumar Devaraj, the Coalition’s secretary, then went
through the Coalition’s efforts in
the previous 13 months to communicate our concerns with the
Ministry. He also highlighted
some of the issues that were in the
press lately. He was followed by
Dr Subramaniam Pillay, the Coalition’s chairperson, who presented the People’s Proposal.
(Given its importance, an updated
version of the proposal is reproduced in full in an accompanying piece.)
The People’s Proposal, drafted by
members of the Coalition, which
is made up of 81 NGOs, argued
that it is the Malaysian government’s responsibility to provide
equitable and adequate health
services to the rakyat. Other highlights of the proposal are:
• the health budget be increased
to 5 per cent of Gross Domestic
Product or to RM15.9 billion.
Other sources of revenue
should come from taxes on alcohol and cigarettes and a portion of Petronas’ profits;
• the need for the government to
Aliran Monthly : Vol.26(1) Page 11

consult with civil society
groups regarding the proposed national health financing scheme;
• the proposed National Health
Authority should be transparent and be established by an
Act of Parliament. Accountability of the proposed authority must be ensured through
the representation of civil society groups;
• the government’s primary focus must be on strengthening
the present public sector
health care delivery system;
• comprehensive health must be
available for all irrespective of
their ability to pay. The essential package must include all
treatment options available in
the present public health delivery system.
The floor participated actively
with a wide range of comments.
Among the issues raised were:
• the need for the government to
disclose the terms of reference
for the foreign consultant who
is going to be appointed to look
into the proposed health care
financing system (see page 14);
• coverage of health care for migrant workers needs to be considered. Employers need to
pay for migrant workers’ medical care;
• the need to control costs of
health care by the government,

•

•
•

•

•

•

•

especially with the entrance/existence of
Health Maintenance Organisations (HMOs)
and insurance companies;
health care services need to be reviewed –
for example, the dispensing of drugs by private hospitals may lead to higher costs for
patients;
maternity clinics need to be considered in
the strategy;
the need for the government to play a bigger
role in the training of more doctors to provide better services;
a need to create awareness of what is happening to our health care services by having
road shows;
the need for a Royal Commission on Health
to review health care reform; the public may
benefit by gaining access to more information;
the need for the Coalition to have an action
strategy so that it does not deal with matters
on a piecemeal manner;
the need for the Coalition to be cautious in
its engagement with the government so that
it does not compromise on the principle of
the right to health care for all, a a basic human right.

Suggestions

for

action:

• The Coalition will write to the government
(Economic Planning Unit) asking for the
terms of reference for the foreign consultant
to be released to the public. (This has since
been done but the EPU replied that the terms
of reference were ‘confidential’.)
• Each organisation needs to spend the next
two to three months discussing the Coalition’s People’s Proposal and to get back with
their responses.
• Mobilise by having talks on health care reform.
• Get more endorsements for the People’s Proposal
• Present the revised and updated People’s
Proposal to the Prime Minister at Putrajaya
The meeting closed with a show of support by
all participants that they will be part of a public
display of action and endeavour to get endorsements from their organisations for the People’s
Proposal. q

Ta n S r i D a t o ’ D r. Abdul Khalid bin Sahan
former Director-General of Health

On why the free market does not work
for health care:
This is because health care is quite unlike other
services:
• Health care is universally accepted as a basic
right of all citizens. Everyone has a right to
receive it, irrespective of ability to pay or place
of residence. When it comes to health care, financial or geographic barriers are unacceptable.
• Illness and thus the need and demand for
health care is uneven and unpredictable. There
should be protection against such uncertainties.
• Consumers are generally ignorant about medicine. The choice and cost of health care are
determined by providers who have professional dominance and who vary in competency and integrity. There should be mechanisms to contain cost and ensure quality services.
• The benefit of health care goes beyond the individual recipient to the family and society.
Investment in health is indirect investment in
the economy of the country and should therefore be given serious attention.
These distinctive features of health care have resulted in market failure and forced many countries to move away from a completely free market
towards a more integrative, controlled financing,
payment mechanism and health care delivery
model. The objective is to have an efficient scheme
which can satisfy the basic right to everyone,
where and when necessary and at affordable cost.
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sibility to health care
On the impact of the government’s lack
•
continuing public-private sector dichotomy
of a cohesive action plan in spite of the
and
public to private sector exodus of trained
numerous studies that have been carried
staff
out in the past two decades:
That we have fallen short of the central strategic
challenges can be concluded from the following
examples:• continuing prevalence or resurgence of preventable diseases
• mismatch in resource allocation and utilisation of national resources for health
• inequitable geographic and financial acces-

On some of the negative effects of the
rapid growth of private sector hospitals:
The private sector is developed and operated
with private capital and paid for by fee-for-service by consumers, their employers or an insurance company. The private sector is only accessible to those who can pay directly or indirectly….
…the last two decades saw the unprecedented
growth of the private sector, with large, ultramodern, and lavishly equipped private hospitals developed and run by companies. Concen-

• cost escalation in the private sector
• long waiting times and less than patientfriendly care in the government sector
• inadequate communication between practitioners and their patients, congested and uncomfortable wards and waiting areas, and delays in attending to emergencies
• inefficient and ineffective health care
• the absence of a national health policy.

trated in large urban centres, they would have
involved large amounts of capital outlay. Their
uncoordinated development has resulted in
overcapacity, duplication and under-staffing…
….the growth of the private sector has continued to encourage the exodus of doctors, specialists and other professionals from the government
to the more lucrative private sector. A much larger
government sector is now run by a much smaller
number of lower paid staff. This imbalance obviously does not contribute towards building
good morale, efficiency and quality of service……

On why an independent body is needed scribed above, it is best undertaken by an indeto produce the National Helath Policy: pendent body external to the Ministry of Health.
A definitive health policy is long overdue. Expertise and interest to formulate such a policy,
and the information base required span across
government agencies, the private sector and
NGOs. It is therefore suggested that the government commission a body of people with the relevant terms of reference and adequate authority
to undertake the exercise. Such a body should
be headed by a person with credibility. A period
of two years should be adequate to prepare the
policy for submission to the government…….
In view of the complexity of the exercise as de-

It should be a supra-ministerial body responsible to the Cabinet. Its membership should comprise people with considerable relevant knowledge, skills and experience to add credibility. It
should be led by someone with easy access to the
government and to the political leadership….
In view of its importance, urgency and far-reaching consequence, it would be a mistake to allow
the exercise to be undertaken in-house as another
one of the activities of the Health Ministry. Two
decades after the first study in 1984/85, and several years after subsequent related studies, we
are still no closer to a national health policy.
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The

EPU's

big

secret

(Economic Planning Unit's letterhead)
The Coalition has received
a reply from the government's Economic Planning
Unit (EPU) on 27 January
2006 to its letter dated 14 December 2006.
Basically, the EPU is saying
that they will take into consideration the Coalition’s
suggestions and proposals
in appointing the consultants
who will be tasked with formulating the national health
financing mechanism. The
consultants are expected to
start work in February 2006.
But, sorry, the EPU can’t release the Terms of Reference because it is... why,
sulit (confidential) of course.
If the government is going to
be so opaque re: the TOR,
then can we expect transparent behaviour when it
comes to administering the
fund, outsourcing services
etc?

24 Januari 2006
Jeyakumar Devaraj
Secretary,
Gabungan Membantah Penswastaan Sistem Kesihatan
Tuan,
TERMS OF REFERENCE FOR THE CONSULTANT FOR THE PROPOSED HEALTH FINANCING SCHEME
Adalah dengan segala hormatnya saya merujuk kepada surat tuan
bertarikh 14 Disember 2005 mengenai perkara di atas.
Unit Peranchang Ekonomi (UPE) mengucap terima kasih di atas
cadangan dan saranan yang dikemukakan oleh pihak tuan.
Sehubungan ini, cadangan dan saranan tersebut akan diambil kira
dalam pelantikan juruperunding dan pelaksanaan Skim Pembiayaan
Kesihatan Kebangsaan (National Health Financing Scheme) di negara
ini. Merujuk kepada permohonan untuk mendapatkan salinan Term
of Reference (TOR), UPE tidak dapat mengedarkan TOR tersebut
kerana ia adalah dokumen sulit. Untuk makluman pihak tuan juga,
juruperunding dijangka akan memulakan kajian pada Februari 2006.
Sekian, terima kasih.
BERKHIDMAT UNTUK NEGARA
Saya yang menurut perintah,

Signed
(Datin Shamsiah Haji Dahaban)
b.p Ketua Pengarah
Unit Perancang Ekonomi.

Aliran Monthly : Vol.26(1) Page 14

COVER STORY

It’s now or never
Women must get involved in the health financing debate
by Burung Pipit
was asked the other day
why women should be
concerned whether or
not there was a national
health financing scheme (NHFS).
In other words, what has it got to
do with women and why should
they be asked to sign a petition
protesting the privatisation of
health services? It startled me that
the link between a health care delivery system in this country and
the impact on women was not immediately obvious to the person
asking the question.

I

What does it
have to do
with
women?
The type of health care system in
a country affects every citizen.
Since women make up half the
population in Malaysia, they will
be directly affected by the health
care policies of the government.
Moreover, women are also major
care providers, as well as care recipients. According to the Women's Electoral Lobby, Australia
Inc., a national independent political organisation to promote
women's participation in society:
(http://www.wel.org.au/election
2004/news/health.shtml)
“ The current reality is that women
are the main care providers in society. They access health services
for the people they provide care

for, such as their
children, parents, in-laws,
and later on, in
many instances,
their partners.
Many of whom
women provide
care for tend to
be economically
vulnerable.
Apart from being the main
carers, women are also the main
recipients of care. Women tend to
use more medical services than
men, partly because of their reproductive health needs, and partly
because they experience more episodes of illness, suffer more economic insecurity, abuse and violence and live longer than men,
using more services in old age.”
The same most probably holds
true for women in Malaysia. If
women are main care providers
as well as care recipients in this
country, it is obvious that a
scheme that would determine how
health care operates in the country will have a major impact on
women.

A

private sector
bonanza?

The government is now in the
process of completely revamping
the way health care works in Malaysia. It argues that this is necessary because health care costs are
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rising and the present system can
no longer cope with the health
demands of the population.
The government is therefore proposing the NHFS, which means
that new mechanisms will be established to collect money from
Malaysians to finance health and
a new body will be set up to administer it (a bit like the EPF). The
scheme will operate along the
lines of an insurance scheme,
with everyone covered for a basic
list of health conditions.
However, there are a number of
things about the scheme that are
very unclear. These include how
much each Malaysian will have
to pay, what exactly will be covered, whether those who can afford it will get better health care at
the expense of the majority of
Malaysians and, related to this,
whether the much-needed investment in the public sector will be
provided.

Many fear that it will all amount
to a private sector bonanza. It is
also not clear whether the expensive consequences of certain
privatisations within the health
service will be tackled.

What

are some issues
of
concern?

So why should women be concerned? Because access to and
affordability of health care are
as crucial to women as they are
to men. We need to be very sure
that any changes made to such
an absolute essential service,
one that is underwritten as a basic right of all citizens, properly
protects the most vulnerable
among us and properly includes
all those it affects in the planning and implementation of
such a programme.
Persistent social and cultural practices mean that, in many households, women still place their own
needs last, subservient to their
family. So what will happen when
health care starts to cost significantly more money? Will women,
allocating themselves an already
disproportionate share of health
care provision, increasingly
forego health care because of the
priority they give to their families
and to other needs (food and other
essentials)?
Further, the fact that it remains
unclear at the moment as to exactly what the NHFS health package will actually cover is cause for
concern. It is interesting to note
that in private insurance schemes,
reproductive health coverage can
vary greatly. Under most private
insurance schemes, childbirth is
not covered and women tend also
to pay higher premiums than men.

For example, in her paper on
"Gender Differences in Private
Health Insurance" (2003),
Gerlinde Maurer describes how
all private health insurances in
Austria have gender specific differences. Women until the age of
50/55 pay about a third more for
their contribution as compared to
men of the same age who have
entered into a health insurance
contract at the same time. The industry justifies this by referring to
the risk of costs for pregnancy and
childbirth as well as women’s
higher life expectancy.

What

can

we

expect?

So what can we expect from the
NHFS for women? Would women
have to pay extra for yearly medical consultations on reproductive
health issues? Would they have
to pay for preventive initiatives,
such as pap smears or
mammograms? Would risk adjustment for gender specific issues
relating to preventive care, pregnancy, childbirth and reproductive health be included in the
NHFS? Women (and men) need
to know the answers.
We have seen a steady deterioration of the present public sector
healthcare system, in terms of efficiency in delivery and quality of
care. We have seen the drain of
specialists from the public sector
to the private hospitals. We have
noticed the rising costs of health
care, due in large part, to the privatisation of pharmaceuticals and
support services. And we are
aware of the relentless pressure
on the public sector, which has to
treat 75 per cent of all in-patients
in the country.
Any revamping of our health care
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system needs to pay very close attention to this. Three quarters of
in-patients - and that includes
women! - use public sector facilities. Any further undermining of
this sector will therefore have serious consequences on the availability and quality of health care
to the vast majority of Malaysian
women and the vast majority of
Malaysian men.
In case you belong to the category
of people who have private medical insurance and happily use
private hospitals or clinics and
wonder what the fuss is all about,
just think of the vast number of
Malaysians who cannot afford
private hospitals, clinics or insurance. Will the facilities available
to them continue to be underfunded and decline further?

So what are we
asking for?
The worry is that the revamping
of our health service is taking
place in the context of The World
Bank and other (non-Malaysian)
agencies’ argument that ‘privatisation is good’ – despite all the
evidence to the contrary. A private
health care system does not protect the most vulnerable and marginal groups in a society (who are
often the majority). Also of significant concern, the UNDP is funding the consultant who will advise our government on the NHFS.
People all over the world, including health care professionals,
have come together to argue that
access to health care is an absolutely basic human right. The People’s Health Charter, a statement
of the shared vision and goals of
the global People's Health Movement (www. phmovement.org),
states:

“Health is a social, economic and
political issue and above all a fundamental human right. Inequality, poverty, exploitation, violence
and injustice are at the root of ill
health and the deaths of poor and
marginalised people…. Governments have a fundamental responsibility to ensure universal access
to quality health care, education
and other social services according to people’s needs, not according to their ability to pay.”
The Charter also observes:
“Health is a reflection of a society’s commitment to equity and
justice. Health and human rights
should prevail over economic and
political concerns.”
Women as much as men need to
be concerned as to exactly how
all of this is to be reflected in the
new NHFS. One of the key concerns regarding ‘gender’ generally is that women are too often
marginalised in decision-making processes even on issues of
fundamental importance to
them. Given these considerations, it is not just important but
crucial that the voice of women
is heard in the deliberations of
the NHFS.
Without this, women will continue to be major care providers
and major recipients in the health
care system, but will remain on the
sidelines as that system is unravelled and changed. They are likely
to be asked (by default) not just to
cope with the inadequacies of the
present system. They will also be
asked to bear the brunt of increasing costs, decreasing access and
more limited provision - which
may well be the result of the
NHFS.

Get involved – now!
We will only get a decent health
care system if we come together
and work for it. It doesn’t matter
who we are or where we work:
health is an issue that affects all
of us.
And now is the time. With the
discussions about the NHFS, it
is now that the chance to help
determine the shape of health
care for ourselves, our children
and future generations is upon
us. If we wash our hands of involvement, if we carry on without questioning policies or debating issues or pushing for alternatives, we will only have
ourselves to blame for whatever
is decided, whatever is implemented. That applies equally to
women as to men.

Foundations

of

a

So get involved. Think about
the issues, think about what is
important in our health care
system, think about the basic
principles we want to protect.
Think about the particular issues facing women and how
we want to deal with them.
And think about how we will
contribute to the discussions –
through holding talks, distributing leaflets and other materials, getting our family,
friends, neighbours and colleagues involved. There is
some material already on the
website of the Coalition
Against Health Care Privatisation at www.aliran.com/
health.
Women hold up half the sky. That
includes the health sky. So don’t
stay out of this. It’s our future. q

National

Health

Service

"...the focus of our concerns... should be the proposed establishment of a Health Financing Authority. The officially
stated aim is to reduce the burden of health care costs on
government, as though government is a thing apart from
Parliament and the people. In developed countries, it has
been found that voters are willing to pay even more for an
improved health service. I see the Health Financing Authority as a step towards fulfilling a constitutional right to
health care. The creation of a Health Financing Authority
is acknowledgement of a national responsibility for health
and acceptance of responsibility to create the mechanisms
to implement that obligation.
The Health Financing Authority, as the single-payer for
health care, lays the foundations of a National Health Service. For the first time, there is an effective mechanism to
ensure access to care for all, to set the quality of care, and to
monitor performance and outcomes. The professions of
health must organise themselves to provide expertise and
policy proposals to the HFA...."
- Dr M K Rajakumar
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is more powerful than reality.
They also grossly underestimated the
opportunity this misplaced act gave
those who believe that matters of race
and religion are best swept under the
carpet and dealt with another day.
What they grossly underestimated
was the untenable position such a
memorandum would put on people
like Datuk Seri Nazri Aziz, who threw
convention out the window and spoke
on non-Muslim rights in public.

The

nine Ministers’
controversial
memo to the PM

Here are some views expressed in
the Malaysian Media Monitors’
Diary, which can be found at
http://www.aliran.com/charter/monitors/

Q Q Q Q Q
NST’s

feudalistic

view

In the light of Prime Minister
Abdullah Badawi’s response to
the memorandum sent by nine
non-Muslim ministers calling for
a review of laws affecting the
rights of non-Muslims, the New
Straits Times’ Brendan Pereira

Ong Ka Ting

wrote that the ministers’ move was
a misstep and not a “mature and
measured way” to debate religion
and race in the country. His view,
in the paper’s “Plain Talk” column on 22 January 2006, has got
to take the cake for feudalistic
thinking. Of the nine ministers, he
wrote:
They knew it would provoke a furore.
They have lived long enough in Malaysia and have occupied high office
long enough to know that confrontation is as treacherous as going out to
sea during the monsoon.
What they grossly underestimated
was the power of perception in a country where the house-of-mirrors effect

Samy Vellu
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Pereira obviously did not read the
memorandum. How then could
he presume to know what exactly
was in it to say that it did not
amount to a “mature and measured” document?
And what was wrong with the
nine ministers sending the memo
to the PM? They did not tell their
supporters and constituents to
take to the streets to protest. They
did not express their concerns
openly through the media, which
might have sensationalised the
issues. What is so improper about
the ministers expressing their
views or concerns – views that
reflected the concerns of many of
their supporters and constituents
- in writing to the Prime Minister?
Pereira claimed that even if the
nine ministers’ intentions were

Lim Keng Yaik

good, Muslims on the ground
might not perceive it the same
way. But what about non-Muslims on the ground? His article
had nothing to say about how
they would see it. Are their views
not important?
Pereira’s commentary reveals a
feudalistic mentality: the PM is
always right - in this case, he was
right to ignore the nine ministers’
move in the wake of protests from
Muslim students and PAS members.
His remarks give us yet another
indication of how much he is a
“yes man” to the PM. Yet another indication of how much
he and the paper he works for
are stumbling blocks to a truly
democratic Malaysia - one that
accommodates different views
and approaches (short of violence) to addressing issues. monitor

Q Q Q Q Q
Ministers
backed
1988
constitutional
amendment
I am no fan of Brendan Pereira,
not since his days in the Singapore Straits Times. However, I think
he was right in this instance, not
only for the reasons he gives, but
for other reasons as well.

Bernard Dompok

This was a memorandum to the PM
by Ministers, members of the cabinet. Not a memorandum from citizens, not one from backbenchers,
but from people in executive power.
Secondly, the memorandum or the
act of submitting the memorandum
was evidently widely publicised,
the idea being to let everyone know
that they had done so.
What was their purpose in doing
so? To signal to the people that
they, as ministers, have no access
to the PM, the head of the cabinet
in which they sit? If so, then why
all those lush statements of praise
of the PM when they withdrew?
Remember, these are the men who
do not tire to sing the praises of
Badawi, how approachable he is,
and the government — of which
they are a part. Now, suddenly, they
have to send him a memo, and they
can’t go see him quietly to impress
on him the necessity for some
change? They are not part of the executive branch of government?
But also remember that some of
these men were there sitting in the
cabinet when the amendment to
Art 121 was formulated and
passed back in 1988. So they have
a collective responsibility for the
amendment to Article 121, and
cannot now honestly distance
themselves from it. They include

Fong Chan Onn
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Samy Vellu and Lim Keng Yaik.
But that does not excuse the MCA,
which was also very much
present in the 1988 cabinet and
also voted, to a man and woman,
in support of the amendment to
Artcile 121!
Finally, remember that these men,
with the exception of Maximus
Ongkili and Bernard Dompok,
and their parties stood behind the
castration of the judiciary back in
1988 - and now righteously wonder about the gutlessness of the
judiciary?
But sadly, as “monitor” exemplifies, their grandstanding — and
that’s what it was — has succeeded in spades in pulling the
wool over the eyes of even avid
supporters of Aliran. – Philip Khoo

Q Q Q Q Q
Abu Ta l i b ’ s r o l e
Philip Khoo has a point about the
ministers voting for Article 121 in
1988, which ‘castrated’ the judiciary.
Whatever it is worth, the fact that
they decided to stand by sections
of civil society now when support
is much needed is laudable — perception of support by ministers is
important for minority voices
who felt disowned.

Chan Kong Choy

Abu Talib stands in a worse light.
He merely shrugged “what to
do?” when Suhakam’s report and
recommendations were not implemented or even read. That he
should resign never entered his
head — too long in the service of
the master does this. Abu Talib
has not redeemed himself in the
eyes of the public.
Abu Talib as Attorney General
then drafted the amendments to
Article 121, which the nine ministers voted on. He is now
Suhakam chief. He should not run
a third term. - Anonymous

Q Q Q Q Q
Kayveas’ call
unwarranted
The controversial memo that was
handed to Abdullah Badawi must
be admired for the collective stand
taken to express concern over the
rights and privileges of non-Muslims in our majority Muslima society. Although the memo was
subsequently withdrawn, we
need to admire the nine ministers’
courage to stand out and be heard.
Calls made by certain quarters for
their resignation were really unwarranted. Deputy Minister M
Kayveas, being a non-Muslim,
using this sensitive and controversial agenda, demanded their res-

Peter Chin

ignation for his (Kayveas) own
political benefit. What Works
Minister Samy Vellu said about
Kayveas needs to be commended.
Kayveas needs to be sacked for his
unwarranted outburst. It is also a
shame to the People’s Progressive
Party (PPP) - led by Kayveas - the
majority of whose members, being
non-Muslims, had not been consulted even though the PPP is a
component party of the Barisan
Nasional. - Mohd Kamal Abdullah

Q Q Q Q Q
Ministers
been

could have
out-voted

While it is legitimate to argue why
these nine ministers could not
have raised this very same issue
at the cabinet meeting, no one
seems to raise the possibility that
this was indeed raised and argued
at that level but they were outnumbered and out-voted. It is perhaps because this issue did not
receive any sympathetic consideration from the other cabinet ministers, who are in the majority
Muslims, that these nine ministers
had to write to Abdullah in a confidential manner to re-explain
and put forward their views.
Whether they should have let the
whole world know what they
were doing is another matter alto-

Maximus Ongkili
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gether. - Anonymous

Q Q Q Q Q
Throwing
principles
into the bin
Actually, it was a crying shame
that the nine ministers shamelessly withdrew their joint memo
to the Prime Minister on a subject
that that was of grave concern to
the community that they were
representing.
In taking this bold step to submit
their memo, they were only presenting the worrying concerns of
the non-Malays. In so doing they
had, as a matter of fact, truly represented the ground-level views,
which they are morally obliged to
respond to.
When they withdrew this memo
because the UMNO guys stood in
the way, they only revealed themselves as a cowardly lot. In all
honesty, all of them should have
resigned en bloc and forced the issue. Under the circumstance,
would Abdullah have merely accepted their resignations? In such
an eventuality, there would have
been no Barisan Nasional.
But sadly their selfish interest
prevailed and they threw their
principles into the dustbin! Revathy q

Chua Soi Lek

PRESS FREEDOM

Hasty

suspension

by Wong Kok Keong
t is regrettable that the
government has decided
to suspend the Sarawak
Tribune (ST) for reprinting the caricatures of Prophet
Muhammad. The suspension is
inappropriate and does not help
promote Malaysia’s moderate Islamic image.

I

Like all Malaysians, the Prime
Minister and the cabinet were understandably concerned over
what the paper had done. The
caricatures were insensitive to
Muslims. The paper, however,
also quickly took immediate remedial action: an on-site editor
(Lester Melyani) was swiftly fired;
an apology was also publicly offered – twice - without any ifs or
buts; and a high-level meeting between the paper and the government was held in Putrajaya.
All this appeared to indicate the
paper suffered a serious lapse of
judgment in running the cartoons.
And there was nothing to suggest
they acted out of any mischief or
perverted motivation similar to
those of the Danish and other European papers that printed and
reprinted the cartoons.
Make no mistake: the Tribune blundered in reprinting the cartoons.
But, short of suspension, there are
appropriate ways to deal with
this lapse of judgment. One of
them would be the very actions
taken by the paper itself, that is,
removing the on-site editor and
apologising to the public. The

public could also have boycotted
the paper. Such a non-violent response would have hit the paper
where it hurts, financially. The
government could have slapped
a fine on the paper too. And if investigation uncovered evidence
that more than a lapse of judgment was involved the paper
could have been hauled to court.
Some suggested that the suspension decision was taken partly
because the PM currently chairs
the Organisation of Islamic Conference. According to this argument, the PM wanted to send a
clear message to Islamic countries.
But the suspension decision - so
quickly arrived at - suggests that
moderation was not given due
consideration by the PM and his
cabinet ministers. If we want to
continue to affirm our message to
the world that Malaysia is just as
capable as the West in exercising
moderation and tolerance, the
suspension has muddied the message. If we want moderates in the
West—those who cherish a responsible approach to freedom of
the press in order to promote a democracy that values diversity and
tolerance—to build bridges with
moderate Muslims, the suspension message will give them
pause. Meanwhile, the extremist, irresponsible purveyors of freedom in the West would use the
suspension decision to further justify their arrogant agenda and
view of Muslims as incapable of
moderation and understanding
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the importance of freedom of the
press.
The decision would also burden
moderate Muslims attempting to
build bridges with moderates in
the West. These moderate Muslims would have to explain the
suspension decision and clear the
air in order to move forward with
moderates in the West. And that
is adding more burden to what is
already a burdensome task given
September 11.
There were also suggestions that
conservative cabinet ministers
managed to push through the suspension decision. According to
this theory, some politicians had
become increasingly uncomfortable with what they perceived to
be the Malaysian media lately becoming more “aggressive” in their
criticism of them, and they were
eager to check this trend. If this is
true, it is regrettable that their view
should carry the day because,
with the suspension decision, the
world will now wonder how serious the Malaysian government in
promoting a democracy that values diversity and tolerance. q
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Does the Health Ministry
truly care for the poor?
Ismail Merican’s plan to allow govt specialists to provide
“private treatment” is disturbing
by P Ramakrishnan

liran is concerned about
Director-General
of
Health
Dr
Ismail
Merican’s recent announcement that specialists at the
Putrajaya and Selayang hospitals
would provide “private” treatment
after working hours. This is part of
a disturbing trend in the pipeline
that is going to affect poorer patients seeking specialist treatment
in government hospitals.

A

We are told that when this policy
is put in place in March, it will act
as a forerunner for a general policy
to be implemented six months
later requiring all specialists
throughout the country to “provide” this specialist treatment after working hours.

This proposed scheme is being
held out as a carrot to arrest the
exodus of our doctors and specialists to the private sector. We are
told that some 30 specialists and
300 doctors have been leaving the
public sector annually for greener
pastures in the private sector.
Though it is revealed that this
number has dropped slightly last
year, it is of no comfort. The situation is really serious.

true to their calling. We are not
told how many hours per day and
how many days per week these
specialists would be permitted to
work outside their working hours
to earn extra money. Wouldn’t
this arrangement require these
specialists to work well beyond
the already very long working
hours? And if so, would it be
healthy for them or beneficial to
the profession?

Aliran is not convinced at all that
the proposed new scheme will
stop these medical personnel from
quitting the public hospitals. Extending the working hours of
these specialists for their monetary gains is definitely not the
solution. As it is, these specialists
are already overworked and overburdened under less than satisfactory working conditions. The
proposed new scheme would require them to put in extra hours of
work. This is bound to drain away
their energy and enthusiasm for
the next day’s full workload,
which involves treating poorer
patients who cannot afford to pay
much for their treatment.

In the end, the people who would
suffer from this arrangement are
the poor. It is the poor who would
be sacrificed and marginalised;
health care would be out of reach
for this majority of Malaysians.
This is not the solution or remedy
for the legitimate grievances of the
specialists.

Exhausted specialists cannot be
expected to be efficient and remain
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The solution lies elsewhere. The
Health Ministry must seriously
and sincerely look at the working
conditions and terms of salary
and the salary structure of these
specialists. Their services are vital and are of great importance to
the health delivery system. Let us
not deny them their just dues – but
not at the expense of the poor. (see
next page for Ismail Merican's response) q
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Provision

of

patient

care

not

affected

Director-General of Health Ismail Merican responds
for services obtained.
The full-paying patient scheme is
one way of addressing this inadequacy. In addition, it will help
provide better incentives and remuneration for our specialists and
encourage them to continue working in government hospitals.

n response to the concerns raised by P.
Ramakrishnan
of
Aliran, I must point out
that the inference that the Government will extend the working
hours of specialists — requiring
them to provide “private treatment” after working hours — is
erroneous. What the Health Ministry intends to do is to carry out
the strategy that the Prime Minister, who is also Finance Minister,
announced during the 2005
Budget pertaining to private practice in ministry hospitals.

I

The full-paying patient service
will provide patients the option
of being treated by specialists of
their own choice in an executive/
first-class facility and be charged
accordingly.
To check abuse and ensure professionalism and accountability,
access by all patients (full-paying
or otherwise) to diagnostic and
treatment facilities, after admission, will be governed by clinical
considerations and not affordability. The full-paying patients
will be attended to during normal
hospital operational hours as
other patients or extended hours

The ministry, after much deliberation, decided to implement the fullpaying patient scheme to support
this decision by the Government as
we realise that a significant number
of well-to-do patients seek treatment from ministry specialists but
are unable to pay for the services
simply because there is no mechanism for them to do so.
Most of them are willing to pay
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if needed, as decided by the hospitals.
This scheme will relieve the Government’s share of the healthcare
budget by letting patients who can
afford to pay their hospital bills
to do so.
At present, the Government is
subsidising 98 per cent of health
services provided by the ministry.
In no way will this new scheme
jeopardise the provision of patient
care for non-full-paying patients.
The scheme will be implemented
as a pilot project in Putrajaya and
Selayang hospitals this year. After one year, the scheme will be
evaluated before being considered for implementation in other
government hospitals.
I wish to emphasise that poor patients will continue to enjoy the
same privileges and be treated by
our best healthcare providers. q

From the Coalition's blog http://www.aliran.com/health

Better treatment for full-paying patients;
inferior service to the poor
n Ismail Merican’s
response to P
Ramakrishnan’s
criticism of moves
to allow government specialists to provide “private
treatment” after working
hours, the Health Ministry
Director General said:

I

...the inference that the Government will extend the working hours of specialists — requiring them to provide “private treatment” after working
hours — is erroneous.
But look what the NST had
to say on 8 January 2006, in
particular the first paragraph of its report “Specialists to go private soon.” It
clearly says that specialists
will be allowed to provide
“private treatment” after
working hours.
Ismail also said:
At present, the Government is
subsidising 98 per cent of health
services provided by the ministry. In no way will this new
scheme jeopardise the provision
of patient care for non-full-paying patients.
To say that the government is subsidising 98 per
cent of health services
paints a distorted picture.

The money is not coming out
of the Cabinet’s pockets. It is
not charity from the government. Rather, the funds are
from hard-earned taxpayers’
money and it is only right
that this money should be
used for essential services for
the people such as health care.
The whole idea of taxation is
to provide an element of
cross subsidy so that nobody
is denied such essential services because they cannot afford to pay.
Right now, the government is
only spending a paltry 2 per
cent of GDP on health care well short of the 5 per cent
recommended by the World
Health Organisation. If the
government were to spend
more of public funds on such
a critical area as health care,
it wouldn’t need to come up
with fanciful ideas and illthought-out schemes to raise
money to pay its specialists,
doctors and other medical
personnel. It would have
enough funds to pay specialists and doctors higher salaries without taxing patients a
second time through higher
fees. (Remember, the public
have already paid for public
health care services the first
time through taxation.)
Finally, Ismail may give us all
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kinds of arguments and
assurances that his proposal for “full-paying patients” (to allow specialists to earn more) will not
affect the poor. But the
fact remains: once government specialists discover which side their
bread is buttered, they
can be expected to gravitate to the full-paying patients and spend more of
their time and energy
with them. Gradually,
"the non-full-paying patients” will be subjected
to second-class service,
longer
queues,
and
crowded wards.
This will result in two
classes of patients and two
types of services. In effect,
better treatment from the
best specialists will be provided to the rich (full-paying patients) while inferior
service will be dished out
to poor patients. Specialists will quite naturally devote more of their time and
attention and energy to patients who will contribute
more to their take-home
income and less to those
who cannot afford to pay.
In the end, it will be the
poor who suffer. So how
can Ismail say that the poor
will not be affected? q

We also call on the government to
make public the concession agreement with Syabas. If the government is really sincere about being
transparent and accountable to
the rakyat, it should at least do
this. Since public money is involved, the rakyat have a right to
know what kind of agreement has
been concluded. Otherwise, all
that rhetoric about transparency
will ring hollow.

A record of Aliran's stand on current affairs.

Don’t muzzle civil
society,
Syabas
Aliran is disturbed over privatised
water operator Syarikat Bekalan
Air Selangor’s (Syabas’) plan to
take legal action against the
Malaysian Trade Union Congress
(MTUC) and the Coalition Against
Water Privatisation (CAWP) over
their recent statement.
We see this as an attempt to muzzle and intimidate civil society.
The CAWP’s ‘no water privatisation’ position has been endorsed
by 126 groups – one of the largest
numbers of endorsements for a
specific issue in recent times - who
are extremely concerned about
the direction of water supply
management in Malaysia.
Does Syabas plan to take legal
action against all groups who are
concerned about the way things
are going?
Aliran reiterates its view that water is a public resource and should
never be privatised for private
profit. The right to water is a basic

human right - water is essential
to life and the right to life is enshrined in international human
rights treaties.
We call on Syabas to open its books
for an independent audit of its performance to see how well it has
complied with the terms of the concession. In particular, we want a
thorough audit into the claims that
the company has managed to reduce the amount of water lost
through leakages (the reduction of
non-revenue water). Only in this
way can we know if a water tariff
hike is indeed warranted. We will
not be satisfied with figures obtained from “industry sources” or
unaudited figures.
The best way for Syabas to silence
its critics is to open up its books
for inspection. It should engage its
critics in debate – the essence of
what a democracy is about - rather
than try to intimidate them
through legal action. If everything
is above board, then Syabas
should have nothing to fear from
an independent audit and a policy
of engagement with its critics.
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Keep water in the public domain.
The right to water is a basic human right. Stop the privatisation
of water!
Aliran Executive Committee
2 February 2006

Sarawak
Tribune’s
serious lapse of
judgement,
but…
Charter 2000-Aliran is appalled
at the serious lapse of good judgement on the part of the Sarawak
Tribune in re-publishing the offensive cartoons of the Prophet
Muhammad in its 3 February 2006
edition. What the Tribune did was
clearly inappropriate and provocative.
We hold to the principle that press
freedom in a multi-cultural, multireligious and multi-ethnic world
carries with it the responsibility
to refrain from gratuitous insult
and hurt, more so when it involves the sacred and central beliefs of the faithful of all religions.
There is no humour or caricature
in gratuitously poking someone in
the eye and then telling that person to have a sense of humour!
We are however opposed to any
attempt by government to control

the media through censorship
under threat of closure.
Specifically, we hold that there is
no place for a law such as the
Printing Presses and Publications
Act 1984 in a democratic society.
Such a law throttles free reporting and debate and largely serves
to prevent speaking truth to power
and to cover up the abuse of
power.
It is, of course, within the government’s right to counsel restraint
on matters that have the potential
of fomenting violence. But we do
not believe that, in a democracy, it
is the government’s right to issue
“show cause” letters. If there has
been hurt, the aggrieved parties
have recourse to our courts to sue
the offending publication under
any number of laws.
That said, we commend
Malaysians for the great maturity
they have shown so far in their
response to the offensive cartoons.
Whatever our problems and our
differences, Malaysians have generally demonstrated a degree of
social civility that can be a model
to the world. We have once again
done so in regard to this issue. We
have nothing to gain, as Muslims
and as Malaysians, and everything to lose, in any exercise of
violence.
In the case of these offensive caricatures, the abuse of freedom of
speech and the double standards
of the publishers concerned and
their supporters are obvious. We
all know that no self-respecting
publication in Europe would dare
print a caricature of a Jew as a financier, as used to happen in Europe’s disgraceful history of antisemitism.

A heartfelt peaceful protest against
these caricatures and an intellectual response would do much
more to, hopefully, induce shame
in societies that have apparently
lost all sense of shame and of the
sacred. Such a sober and reasoned
response would reveal that these
societies suffer from as much of a
surfeit of self-righteousness as the
societies that they would condemn.
Dr Mustafa Kamal Anuar
and Anil Netto
Joint coordinators,
Charter 2000-Aliran
7 February 2006

Onus is on Syabas,
not civil society
Aliran would like to respond to
the letter to the press from
Ramalingam Arumugam and
Kalei Veane Shadevan, the joint
secretaries of the provisional committee of the Selangor and Federal
Territory Water Employees Association.
We believe that the memorandum
by the Malaysian Trades Union
Congress (MTUC) and the Coalition Against Water Privatisation
(CAWP) was legitimate, justifiable
and fair. Much of the information
was gleaned from the media and
other publicly available documents. In a democratic society,
there is nothing wrong in raising
questions and demanding answers. We simply want Syabas to
prove that they have reduced leakages (non-revenue water) in the
distribution system and to justify
any proposed water tariff hike.
Over the past couple of years, civil
society groups have continuously
voiced their concerns over water

Aliran Monthly : Vol.26(1) Page 27

privatisation and organised a
number of forums and talks.
Aliran Monthly has highlighted
these concerns surrounding water privatisation in several issues
of our journal and featured them
as cover stories in AM Volume 25
(2005): Issues no. 2 & 4. Moreover,
a memorandum was submitted to
the Prime Minister on 24 January
2006. And yet, the joint secretaries claim “it seems obvious to us
that Aliran, the MTUC, CAWP
and other interested parties have
never come forward to ask for information”.
The burden of proof should not
lie with Aliran, CAWP or MTUC.
Instead the onus should be on
Syabas – as the sole supplier of
water in Selangor - to open its
books for an independent audit
and to provide the information to
the public.
Public authorities have a moral
responsibility to disclose vital information to the public instead of
signing secret agreements with
crony companies. Transparency
is essential especially when the
government has committed itself
to a payment of RM2.9 billion funds that could have been used
to improve health care and provide low-income housing for the
people - to Syabas. As workers’
representatives, the joint secretaries should consider the long-term
interests of workers who are going to be hard hit by higher tariffs
following water privatisation. Irrespective of which side of the dispute the workers are on, they are
the ones who will carry the burden of water privatisation in the
years to come.

Continued on page 30

INTERNATIONAL

Iran’s
o i l - e xchange
threatens
the
Greenback
This is one secret that the boardroom kingpins would rather
keep to themselves
by Mike Whitney
he Bush administration
will never allow the Iranian government to open
an oil exchange (bourse)
that trades petroleum in euros. If
that were to happen, hundreds of
billions of dollars would come
flooding back to the United States,
crushing the greenback and destroying the economy. This is why
Bush and Co. are planning to lead
the nation to war against Iran. It
is straightforward defence of the
current global system and the continuing dominance of the reserve
currency, the dollar.

T

The claim that Iran is developing
nuclear weapons is a mere pretext
for war. The NIE (National Intelligence Estimate) predicts that
Iran will not be able to produce
nukes for perhaps a decade. So
too, IAEA chief Mohammed
ElBaradei has said repeatedly
that his watchdog agency has
found “no evidence” of a nuclear
weapons programme.
There are no nuclear weapons
or nuclear weapons programmes, but Iran’s economic
plans do pose an existential
threat to America - and not one
that can be simply brushed aside
as the unavoidable workings of
the free market.

IRAN

A

pyramid

scheme

greenback is currently underwritten by $8 trillion of debt and even
America monopolises the oil though the Bush administration
trade. Oil is denominated in dol- has said that it will perpetuate the
lars and sold on either the deficit-producing tax cuts.
NYMEX or London’s International Petroleum Exchange (IPE), America’s currency monopoly is
both owned by Americans. This the perfect pyramid-scheme. As
forces the central banks around long as nations are forced to buy
the world to maintain huge stock- oil in dollars, the United States can
piles of dollars even though the continue its profligate spending
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with impunity. (The dollar now
accounts for 68 per cent of global
currency reserves up from 51 per
cent just a decade ago.) The only
threat to this strategy is the prospect of competition from an independent oil exchange forcing the
faltering dollar to go nose-to-nose
with a more stable (debt-free) currency such as the euro. That
would compel central banks to diversify their holdings, sending
billions of dollars back to America
and ensuring a devastating cycle
of hyper-inflation.
The effort to keep information
about Iran’s oil exchange out of
the headlines has been extremely successful. A simple
Google search shows that
NONE of the major newspapers
or networks has referred to the
upcoming bourse. The media’s
aversion to controversial stories
which serve the public interest
has been evident in many other
cases, too, like the fraudulent
2004 presidential elections, the
Downing Street Memo, and the
flattening of Fallujah. Rather
than inform, the media serves as
a bullhorn for government
policy, manipulating public
opinion by reiterating the specious demagoguery of the Bush
administration. As a result, few
people have any idea of the gravity of the present threat facing
the American economy.

Total
financial
collapse?
This is not a “liberal vs. conservative” issue. Those who’ve analysed the problem draw the very
same conclusions; if the Iran exchange flourishes the dollar will
plummet and the American
economy will shatter.

Bernanke, a renowned scholar of the
Great Depression…, will choose inflation. …The Maestro has taught
him the panacea of every single financial problem - to inflate, come hell
or high water. …To avoid deflation,
he will resort to the printing
presses…and, if necessary, he will
monetise everything in sight. His ultimate accomplishment will be the
hyperinflationary destruction of the
American currency …”

This is what author Krassimir
Petrov, Ph.D in economics, says
in a recent article ‘The Proposed
Iranian Oil Bourse’:
“From a purely economic point of
view, should the Iranian Oil Bourse
gain momentum, it will be eagerly
embraced by major economic powers and will precipitate the demise
of the dollar. The collapsing dollar
will dramatically accelerate US inflation and will pressure upward
US long-term interest rates. At this
point, the Fed will find itself between …between deflation and hyperinflation - it will be forced fast
either to take its “classical medicine” by deflating, whereby it raises
interest rates, thus inducing a major economic depression, a collapse
in real estate, and an implosion in
bond, stock, and derivative markets, with a total financial collapse,
or alternatively, to take the Weimar
way out by inflating, whereby it
pegs the long-bond yield, raises the
Helicopters and drowns the financial system in liquidity, bailing out
numerous
LTCMs
and
hyperinflating the economy.
No doubt, Commander-in-Chief Ben
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So, raise interest rates and bring
on “total financial collapse” or
take the “Weimar way out” and
cause the “hyperinflationary destruction of the American
economy.”
These are not good choices, and
yet, we’re hearing the same pronouncements from right-wing
analysts. Alan Peter’s article,
“Mullah’s Threat not Sinking In”,
which appeared in FrontPage
Magazine.com, offers these equally
sobering thoughts about the dangers of an Iran oil-exchange:
“A glut of dollar holdings by Central Banks and among Asian lenders, plus the current low interest
rate offered to investor/lenders by
the USA has been putting the dollar in jeopardy for some time… A
twitching finger on currency’s
hair-trigger can shoot down the
dollar without any purposeful ill
intent. Most estimates place the
likely drop to “floor levels” at a
rapid 50 per cent loss in value for a
presently 40 per cent overvalued
Dollar.”
The erosion of the greenback’s
value was predicted by former
Fed-chief Paul Volcker, who said
that there is a “75 per cent chance
of a dollar crash in the next five
years”.

Such a crash would result in soaring interest rates, hyperinflation,
skyrocketing energy costs, massive unemployment and, perhaps,
depression. This is the troubling
scenario if an Iran bourse gets established and knocks the dollar
from its lofty perch. And this is
what makes the prospect of war,
even nuclear war, so very likely.
Peter continues:
“With economies so interdependent
and interwoven, a global, not just
American Depression would occur
with a domino effect throwing the rest
of world economies into poverty.
Markets for acutely less expensive US
exports would never materialise.
The result, some SME’s estimate,
might be as many as 200 million
Americans out of work and starving
on the streets with nobody and nothing able to rescue or aid them, contrary to the 1920s/30s Great Depression through soup kitchens and charitable support efforts.”
Liberal or conservative, the analysis is the same. If America does
not address the catastrophic potential of the Iran bourse, Americans can expect to face dire circumstances.

The

greatest

challenge

Now we can understand why
the corporate-friendly media

has omitted any mention of a
new oil exchange in their coverage. This is one secret that the
boardroom kingpins would
rather keep to themselves. It’s
easier to convince the public of
nuclear hobgoblins and Islamic
fanatics than to justify fighting
a war for the anaemic
greenback. Nevertheless, it is the
dollar we are defending in Iraq
and, presumably, in Iran as well
in the very near future. (Saddam
converted to the euro in 2000.
The bombing began in 2001.)
There are peaceful solutions to
this dilemma, but not if the Bush
administration insists on hiding
behind the moronic deception of
terrorism or imaginary nuclear
weapons programmes. Bush
needs to come clean with the
American people about the real
nature of the global energy crisis
and stop invoking Bin Laden and
WMD to defend American aggression. We need a comprehensive
energy strategy (including government funding for conservation
projects, alternative energysources, and the development of
a new line of “American-made”
hybrid vehicles), candid negotiations with Iran to regulate the
amount of oil they will sell in
euros per year (easing away from
the dollar in an orderly way), and
a collective “international” approach to energy consumption
and distribution (under the aus-

Continued from page 27
Aliran has consistently opposed water privatisation. We believe it is morally unjustifiable to privatise water – which is essential for human life - at a
time when it is growing increasingly scarce. If higher
tariffs are really necessary to improve water management and to encourage conservation, let these

pices of the UN General Assembly).
Greater parity among currencies
should be encouraged as a way
of strengthening democracies
and invigorating markets. It
promises to breathe new life into
free trade by allowing other political models to flourish without fear of being subsumed into
the capitalist prototype. The
current dominance of the
greenback has created a global
empire that is largely dependent
on debt, torture, and war to
maintain its supremacy.
Iran’s oil bourse poses the greatest challenge yet to the dollar-monopoly and its proponents at the
Federal Reserve. If the Bush administration goes ahead with a
pre-emptive “nuclear” strike on
alleged weapons sites, allies will
be further alienated and others
will be forced to respond. As Dr.
Petrov says,
“Major dollar-holding countries may
decide to quietly retaliate by dumping their own mountains of dollars,
thus preventing the US from further
financing its militant ambitions.”
There is increasing likelihood that
the foremost champions of the
present system will be the very
ones to bring about its downfall.
Source: Information Clearing House

tariffs be paid to state-run water authorities. There
is no reason for the public to pay higher tariffs to
private water operators and contribute to their profits - especially when these higher tariffs cannot be
publicly justified.
Anil Netto
Executive committee member
13 February 2006
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REGIONAL

Southern Thailand:

Failure of the criminal
justice system
There are questions marks about the methods used by the Thai
government to deal with the violence
cals, affecting almost all areas of
their lives, as their ability to travel,
trade and work – in safety – has
been greatly restricted,...

Failure to protect
human
rights
While the Thai government has a
duty to protect the safety of people in the South, and to bring to
justice perpetrators of human
rights abuses, any action taken by
the government in carrying out
this duty must be in full conformity with international human
rights law and standards. In this
regard Amnesty International has
major concerns about the failure
of the Thai criminal justice system
to protect basic human rights of
people in the far South.
n the second anniversary of a raid by insurgents on an army base,
that marked an upsurge
in violence, people in the far south
of Thailand are caught between
daily drive-by shootings and
bombings, by suspected members
of Muslim armed groups, and
harsh or inadequate countermeasures by the security forces.

O

Since January 2004 more than

1,000 people have been killed, including both civilians and members of the security forces. Attacks
by armed groups have continued,
on an almost daily basis, as the
authorities have struggled to address the violence by deploying
significantly increased numbers
of security forces in these provinces and expanding their powers by enacting new security legislation. The conflict has had an
extremely adverse impact on loAliran Monthly : Vol.26(1) Page 31

In the Pattani, Yala, and
Narathiwat Provinces, there are
concerns about the authorities’
failure to conduct proper investigations into attacks on both Buddhist and Muslim civilians.
Scores of villagers of both faiths
have reported that there has been
no investigation conducted whatsoever, while some have said that
a mere cursory investigation took
place.

They have expressed their frustration at the lack of protection in villages identified by the government as those areas with the highest level of violence. This in spite
of the presence of high numbers
of security forces in these villages
and particularly in ‘red zones’.
This failure, on the part of the authorities to properly investigate
the killings of Buddhist and Muslim civilians in the three provinces, has contributed to the overall climate of fear there.

Disappearances
&
death
threats
An unknown number of people
have also ‘disappeared’ since the
upsurge in violence, beginning
early 2004. Official and semi-official bodies have tried to establish
mechanisms whereby complaints
could be received from relatives of
the ‘disappeared’, or from families of people who may have fled
from their homes.
However, attempts to gather information on ‘disappearances’ have
been greatly hampered by attacks
and anonymous death threats
against those, living in the South,
who have attempted to conduct
investigations and document individual cases. Human rights
defenders working on the issue
told AmnestyInternational that it
was extremely difficult to estimate
how many have ‘disappeared’
because of threats they themselves
have received and because villagers are often too frightened to come
forward with information.
Since early 2001, in Thailand, 19
human rights defenders have
been assassinated, one ‘disappeared’ and several have survived

assassination attempts.
Others have received repeated
anonymous death threats or have
been placed under surveillance.
This pattern of abuse is also true
in southern Thailand where the
atmosphere is particularly tense
and volatile. Some human rights
defenders were threatened on the
phone, through the internet and
through personal mail. One human rights defender reported that
an anonymous caller had telephoned in early 2005 and told
him, ‘Be careful or you may die’.
Several human rights defenders
can no longer visit villages or go
out at night. Some stopped their
investigations completely, being
afraid of the consequences. Nevertheless they have continued to
express concern about rural people who are still under threat.
Since the 2004 upsurge in political violence the authorities have
arrested an unknown number of
those suspected of involvement in,
or support for, armed political
groups. They have been various
instances of suspects being denied legal counsel in the initial
stages of detention.
Moreover, legal sources and community leaders have said that
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Malay Muslim suspects in detention are never provided with a
Malay – Thai interpreter and that
they often have difficulties in understanding questions during interrogation. Detainees were also
required to sign a document –
only available in the Thai language stating that they have read
and understood it. Malay Muslim
defendants and witnesses in trial
hearings are also not provided
with interpretation services. There
are also reports naming those –
arrested under the Emergency
Decree – who have been denied
legal counsel for several days and
also access to their families

Shackled

&

tortured

Some detainees, held in relation
to the violence, have been kept
continuously for prolonged periods in heavy metal shackles
weighing 4½ kilograms. Amnesty
International was told that a
group of six students, arrested in
the aftermath of the 4 January
2004 army base raid, were also being held in such shackles in the
Yala Provincial Prison. Shackling
of death row prisoners is routine
in Thailand, in Bangkwang Maximum Security Prison. Amnesty
International has also reported on
other cases of continual shackling

of people not under sentence of
death. Continuous shackling in
heavy metal chains constitutes
cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.
During its 2005 visit to southern
Thailand, Amnesty International
interviewed a Malay Muslim who
recounted how he had been tortured by police in 2002. The man,
who was related by marriage to a
prominent Pulo leader, was arrested in October 2002 and
charged with the murder of a village headman. The police took
him initially to Panare District
Police Station, Pattani Province
for interrogation. During that
time, he said, they poured hot
water on him and, when he did
not answer questions to their satisfaction, they beat him.
They threw a large wooden chair
at him, which was also used to
beat him. He was interrogated for
three days and nights. He was
asked if he had been ‘feeding the
insurgents’. His family was only
permitted to see him after four
days. He was eventually allowed
access to legal counsel and was
acquitted a few months later.
In August 2005 the authorities
established a ‘blacklist’ or ‘list of
suspects’ who were thought to be
supporters of, or sympathetic to,
the insurgents. Scores of young
Muslim men were told by village
and district officials that their
names appeared on the list and
were strongly urged to report to
the provincial government. Media reports stated that they had
‘surrendered’ to the authorities
and some were required to attend
a residential camp at an army base
for a week to 10 days.

In September and October 2005
Amnesty International gathered
first hand information about the
‘blacklist’.
It is not known how the authorities gathered names for the ‘blacklist’ or what the basis was for determining who appeared on the
list. Those who turned themselves
in were not believed to have been
charged with any offence. Community leaders have said that
young devout Muslim men, including religious teachers and
those who have graduated from
universities in Muslim countries,
appear to be most at risk of appearing on a ‘blacklist’. To Amnesty International’s knowledge,
there is no judicial mechanism for
appeals to be made to challenge
an inclusion in the ‘blacklist’.

Prompt and
investigation

impartial
needed

While we recognize the challenges facing the Thai authorities,
in responding to the crisis in the
far South, there are questions
marks about the methods used by
the government in dealing with
the violence.
These include arbitrary arrest and
detention procedures, torture and
ill-treatment of those arrested in
relation to the violence, failure to
investigate killings and possible
‘disappearances’; and impunity of
the security forces under the provisions of the 2005 Emergency
Decree.
In order to improve the human
rights situation in Pattani, Yala,
and Narathiwat Provinces, the
Thai
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Government must initiate prompt,
impartial, independent, and effective investigations into all allegations of human rights violations.
These violations include torture
and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment,
‘disappearances’ and excessive
use of lethal force. The investigations must be conducted with a
view to prosecuting suspected
perpetrators and ensuring full
reparations for survivors and
families of victims.
The Thai government must also
ensure that all people in detention have immediate access to
legal counsel, adequate medical
care and to their families. It must
end the torture or ill-treatment
of prisoners or others who are
deprived of their liberty. It must
also make certain that continuous shackling of prisoners is
not used in prisons or other detention centres and that ‘blacklists’ are not used to detain people, in military camps, without
charge. The process of being
‘blacklisted’ stigmatizes people
and denies them the right to be
presumed innocent.
The failure of the Thai authorities
to adopt a consistent approach to
justice in the South will only lead
to more violence in the future. q

This article is extracted
from Amnesty International’s report “Thailand: If you
want peace, work for justice” released on 4 January
2006. To read the full report, please see
http://www.aimalaysia.org.

judge our present leaders and also
for them to decide whether the
crooked/scenic as one of the 8th
wonders of the world as it could
be one of its kind.
Tunku Yusuf Jewa
Kota Bharu
Letters must not exceed 250
words and must include the
writer's name and address.
Pseudonyms may be used. Send
letters or emails to Editor (see
page 3 for address details).
Views expressed need not reflect
those of Aliran. If e-mailing,
include message in the e-mail
body itself.

Why build a
crooked
bridge?
My teacher once told me that the
shortest distance is a straight line
between two points but now Malaysia is going ahead with plans
to build a crooked bridge across
half of the Johor Strait. The Government prefers us to call it scenic
bridge before others start to call it
the “funny bridge” . The question
is why must this happen? Well, it
is all because of the indecisive and
uncooperative attitude of the Singapore Government that compels
us to come up with such a
“crooked plan”.
Our government has been patient
long enough and negotiations after negotiations have been going
on for quite some time and we
seem to be heading nowhere.
So, it is best for Malaysia to start
the construction of the bridge
without further delay and waiting for two years is long enough
and this could lead to extra costs.
It is up to the future generation to

Congratulations
On behalf of the Johor Indian
Business Association (JIBA) we
would like to congratulate you
and Aliran as recipient of the National Integrity Award and we
share in the joy of your success.
Malaysia's current politics focuses on race rather than nationbuilding, remaining insensitive to
the feelings of many Malaysians.
We need NGOs like Aliran which
act honourably even in hard times
to keep Malaysia for Malaysians
going.
P. Sivakumar
Johor Bahru

Corporate

greed

rules

I’m a Malaysian working in London. I think you guys do a great
job in creating awareness in people.
We’ve got a long way to go in
Malaysia. In the West, civil liberties seem to be disappearing as
well. Are we moving to a planet
where corporative greed rules? We
have a society that’s governed by
the corporation. The UK is certainly ruled by the FTSE (London
stock exchange). At least Malaysia never became Malaysia Incorporated. That would be a mistake.
Still, I believe the corporation is
the greatest barrier to human freedom. Petronas, MAS, Proton,
PLUS etc create inequality and
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mismanagement. The common
people suffer.
Somehow we point the finger at
the government. Sometimes I
think it’s not the government that
leads.
It’s business and Big Business that
has the controlling stake. 1997
was all about investors’ profits.
Only thing, we weren’t the profiteers.
Edwin Lawrence
London

Diesel vs Petrol:
a political and
social
solution
Low diesel prices keeps the commercial cost of transport for goods
and people low. If transport costs
go up, there is a chain reaction in
all sectors of the economy, which
results in inflation. Inflation is bad
especially for the poor and is politically not a good thing for the
government.
Ordinary private drivers are not
encouraged to benefit from this
transport subsidy (in the form of
a heavily subsidised diesel cost)
and so the road tax is raised for
private diesel vehicles.
The end result must be that diesel
and petrol costs don’t differ
much, the road tax for diesel and
petrol cars are almost the same
and diesel cars and petrol cars
costs the same. To get from here to
there is mostly a social and political issue.
In the meantime, those who drive
are subsidised. The richer people
who have the biggest cars are subsidised the most. The poor who do
not have cars breathe the exhaust.
Peter Yu

POLITICS

Why

Mahathir

axed

Daim

Daim’s attempt to secure overwhelming influence over the
consolidated banking industry was a major cause for the rift
between him and Mahathir
by Terence Gomez
ven
after
Daim
Zainuddin submitted
his resignation as finance minister of Malaysia in early June 2001, most analysts remained divided over
whether a rift had emerged between him and Prime Minister
Mahathir Mohamad. Since
Mahathir and his once mosttrusted ally Daim have refused to
state explicitly the reasons for the
latter’s resignation, speculation is
rife over the factors that led to the
finance minister’s departure.

E

Events that have occurred in the
corporate sector suggest, however, that the rift is serious and
may be partly linked to the business affairs of Mahathir’s second
son, Mokhzani Mahathir. Specifically, Mokhzani’s involvement in
the bank-consolidation exercise
seems to have affected Daim’s private business interests.
Long before the onset of the financial crisis in 1997, the government had been keen to consolidate the domestic banking
sector, then comprising more
than 50 banks and financial institutions. When the government decided to forcibly merge
Malaysia’s financial institu-

tions into just six anchor banks
in 1999, there was considerable
protest from the banks.
The Chinese business community
was upset that the merger of some
of the most enterprising Chineseowned banks would diminish its
presence in the industry. A general election was looming in 1999
and Mahathir was aware that his
ruling coalition needed nonMalay, especially Chinese, support to secure a strong presence
in parliament. So the government
decided to raise the number of
anchor banks from six to 10. It was
widely reported that this decision
sparked a rift between Mahathir
and Daim.
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Before the bank-consolidation exercise was first proposed, Daim’s
allies had taken control of MultiPurpose Bank from T.K. Lim, who
had been closely associated with
former Deputy Prime Minister and
Finance Minister Anwar Ibrahim.
Multi-Purpose Bank was originally supposed to be merged with
PhileoAllied Bank, controlled by
Tong Kooi Ong, who was also
closely associated with Anwar.
Although Tong only ventured into
banking in 1994, he quickly developed PhileoAllied Bank into
one of the most dynamic, technologically innovative banks in Malaysia. When the bank-consolidation exercise was revised,
PhileoAllied Bank was re-as-

signed from Multi-Purpose Bank
to the Malayan Banking, or
Maybank, group. Maybank is
controlled by Permodalan
Nasional, or National Equity
Corp., also known as PNB, which
is chaired by the prime minister.
Another
shareholder
of
PhileoAllied
Bank
was
Mahathir’s son, Mokhzani, who
had acquired an indirect stake in
the bank before the consolidation
exercise was first proposed.
Mokhzani’s publicly listed company, Tongkah Holdings, had
cross-holdings with another
quoted company, Pantai Holdings. Pantai and Tongkah jointly
owned a 28% stake in Phileo
Land, a listed company. Phileo
Land, with 18.4%, was the single
largest
shareholder
in
PhileoAllied, the owner of
PhileoAllied Bank. Phileo Land
was later re-named Avenue Assets.
Although Mokhzani was then
close to Daim, Tong was reportedly reluctant to merge his bank
with Multi-Purpose Bank. Under
the revised bank-consolidation
scheme, Maybank offered Avenue Assets a share-swap deal
valued at 1.2 billion ringgit to
take over PhileoAllied Bank.
Avenue
Assets
rejected
Maybank’s offer as its directors
felt that PhileoAllied Bank’s equity was underpriced and the
deal involved no cash. Avenue
Assets held out for more, and
eventually
ensured
that
PhileoAllied got 1.3 billion
ringgit in cash from Maybank for
the bank’s equity. With the sale
of its bank, Phileo Allied became
a cash-rich shell company.

Unprecedented
stipulation
In January, soon after the sale of
PhileoAllied Bank, the Securities
Commission, under the control of
the Finance Ministry, informed
Phileo Allied’s shareholders,
which included Avenue Assets,
that they could not divest their
interests in their now cash-rich
shell company. Nor could they
make any changes in substantial
shareholding without the prior
consent of the commission.
This stipulation by the Securities
Commission was unprecedented
in Malaysian corporate history. It
was also noteworthy because
similar conditions were not imposed by the Securities Commission on Tajuddin Ramli, Daim’s
former business partner, whose
company, Naluri, controversially
received 1.8 billion ringgit for the
sale of Malaysia Airlines to the
government, a takeover implemented around the same time as
the PhileoAllied Bank sale.
In early April, Daim voiced his
intention to take long leave, and
not long after, Mokhzani announced that he intended to divest himself of all his corporate
interests. Since Mokhzani’s direct
corporate holdings were in Pantai
and Tongkah, which owned a
sizeable chunk of Avenue Assets,
he did not violate the conditions
imposed by the Securities Commission when he sold.
Mokhzani said he was getting rid
of all his corporate holdings because his involvement in business
was giving rise to baseless allegations of nepotism. To protect his
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father’s name, he had decided to
focus on his involvement in politics—he was then treasurer of the
youth wing of the ruling United
Malays National Organization, or
Umno Youth. But in June he relinquished that post, too. Since
Mokhzani sold his assets at a loss,
other factors could have influenced his decision to get out of
business.
When Mokhzani divested his equity holdings, ostensibly to concentrate on politics, Daim issued
a statement that the public should
respect his decision. Interestingly,
former
Finance
Minister
Razaleigh Hamzah, once a strong
critic of the involvement of the
prime minister’s children in business, made a statement that
Mokhzani should retain his corporate interests. Razaleigh is
widely believed to harbour hopes
of being appointed Daim’s replacement in the Finance Ministry, thus providing him with an
avenue to make a comeback in the
Umno hierarchy.
Mokhzani divested his controlling stake in Pantai to Lim Tong
Yong, a little-known businessman who controls a listed soapmaking company, Paos Holdings. While Lim has pointed out
that Pantai has a potentially
profitable interest in the healthcare sector, the company also
has a large stake in debt-ridden
Tongkah. Pantai subsequently
divested 1.2 percentage points of
its 16% equity in Tongkah, while
Tongkah sold off, at a loss, 12
percentage points of its 32.5%
equity in Pantai to help reduce
debts. Tongkah also has 462.5
million ringgit worth of bonds

due in 2004.

Po s
sudden

Malaysia’s
privatisation

In late May 2001, the government’s postal service, Pos Malaysia was sold to PhileoAllied.
There was no prior disclosure by
the government of its intention to
privatise the profitable Pos Malaysia or to secure a backdoor listing
for it by injecting it into
PhileoAllied. In fact, Pos Malaysia could have secured a public
listing on its own merits, but its
board of directors had reportedly
decided not to list the company
this year because of poor market
conditions.
PhileoAllied is to pay the government 800 million ringgit for Pos
Malaysia—550 million ringgit in
cash, and the balance through a
five-year, 5% convertible loan from
the government. The government
can convert its loan into equity,
so it has the option of becoming a
major shareholder in PhileoAllied
at any time over the five years.
Since Pos Malaysia was privatised while Daim was on leave,
the decision to transfer control to
PhileoAllied is unlikely to have
been his.
These
issues
involving
PhileoAllied, the bank-consolidation exercise and the privatisation
of Pos Malaysia raise many questions about corporate and public
governance in Malaysia. Why
was PhileoAllied Bank sold to
Maybank, which was reportedly
not keen on this merger, when it
could have been merged with one
of the other nine smaller anchor
banks? What, indeed, were the cri-

teria for determining the anchor
banks and their merger partners?
Why did the Securities Commission impose conditions on
PhileoAllied but not on Naluri
when both firms received huge
sums of government money from
the sale of assets?
Why was Pos Malaysia sold,
without notice, to a company that
is ultimately controlled by a person who bought out the firms
owned by Mokhzani? Were these
corporate manoeuvrings linked to
an apparent souring of the relationship between Daim and
Mokhzani? Interestingly, the differences between Mahathir and
Anwar were due to the latter’s
opposition to a proposed government acquisition of the assets of a
debt-ridden company owned by
Mahathir’s eldest son, Mirzan
Mahathir.

The

Daim-Mahathir
rift

All this political manoeuvring for
control of corporate assets does,
however, point to important developments since 1998. With
Anwar out of the frame following
his expulsion from Umno, corporate assets owned by his allies
have been taken over by men not
aligned to his faction. Businessmen linked to Daim appear to
have benefited most from redistribution of these assets. That, in
turn, precipitated disputes between political and business elites
and exposed Daim to severe criticism from even his own party
members. More important, Daim’s
attempt to secure overwhelming
influence over the consolidated
banking industry was a major
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cause for the rift between him and
Mahathir.
Although the influential Daim is
out of favour, it is unlikely that the
government will practise a more
transparent, accountable form of
governance. The government has
announced that the 10 anchor
banks will be put through another
consolidation exercise. Only four
or five banks are expected to
emerge from this new consolidation. Although it is unlikely that
Daim will secure control or ownership of one or more of these enlarged financial institutions, there
is no reason why the Malaysian
public should believe that these
banks will not be abused in future.
With no checks and balances in
this government, it appears unlikely that Mahathir’s reforms will
inspire any confidence in the
Malaysian corporate sector. Instead, the key focus will now be
on how Mahathir will deal with
Daim’s closest business allies and
the vast corporate assets—and
debts—that they still hold. q

Terence Gomez, formerly at
the Faculty of Economics,
University of Malaya, is
now on secondment as Research Coordinator with
the United Nations Research Institute for Social
Development (UNRISD) in
Geneva.
Source: Far Eastern Economic Review 5 July 2001.
Reprinted with author’s
permission.

FORGET LUNCH, WE WANT TO TALK... Continued from page 40
demonstration. The slogan chanting was so well coordinated that
it went on and on, with different
phrases, different paces and different leaders. But the overall
message was the same: “Minister,
come down”, “Minister in luxury,
workers suffer”, “During elections, you kiss our feet; after voting, you step on our head”. More
than two hundred people had
gathered, their voices clear and
spirited..
The Ministry’s officials remained
cool. They had seen the GPKK in
action before, and they knew that
the protesters would soon submit
their memorandum and leave.
These officials, in their normal
way, approached the organisers
and told them that the Ministry’s
Deputy Secretary had been waiting for some time. They told the
organisers to cool down and informed them that all their heads
of department were waiting.

No

more

excuses

True enough, a whole team of officials were waiting for the representatives to talk. A six-member
GPKK team led by K.Simon
headed for the meeting. The officials were ready for the normal
memo handing-over ceremony.
But today, that did not happen.
Instead, GPKK representatives
said that they had had enough of
meetings with department heads.
Today, they wanted to meet the
Minister or an elected representative because only the Minister is
ultimately responsible. GPKK
members said that they wanted a
political commitment and only
the Minister, from the ruling
party, could give it.

Some of the officials were taken
aback. They did not realised that
GPKK members had come armed
with mats and food and were prepared to stay the whole day, even
the night, if necessary. If the
officails thought it was going to
be just another memorandum
handing-over ceremony, they
were dead wrong.
The GPKK team had heard all this
before: “ The Minister is not
around”, “ He is busy” , “The
Deputy Minister is also not
around”, etc.
But there was one comment, made
by the Minister’s PA, which stood
out, something not heard of previously. This lady said, “I apologise, because I told you earlier that
the Minister had gone to see the
PM. Actually, I made that up
(about) where the Minister is - and
normally, if people ask, this is
what I say.”
She also confessed that she had
not discussed with the Minister
though the letter from GPKK was
sent a week ago. The GPKK representatives told the meeting firmly
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that if the Minister was a responsible one, they were sure he would
turn up, if not ..let’s see. Finally, it
dawned on these officials, the
GPKK representatives were not
buying their story,
The six-member delegation then
walked out and continued with
the demonstration and chanting,
together with the rest of the workers. Then, the lady who lied earlier came again and told us that
the Minister was busy today and
would give us an appointment
date – but she couldn’t give us a
date! This made the situation
worse; the demonstration and
shouting grew louder, the slogans
more strident. People were really
frustrated and disappointed –
and the department’s officials
were dumb-founded.

Deputy
Minister
turns up
Then, at around 12.30 pm, another
official negotiated with the people. They were told that now, suddenly, the Deputy Minister was
around and was willing to meet
them. The workers’ leaders dis-

cussed among themselves and
agreed to meet him. The Deputy
Minister wanted only six representatives but the GPKK rejected
this and asked for 20. Finally, the
GPKK agreed to 15, and the representatives met Deputy Human Resource Minister Abdul
Rahman. The GPKK
delegation were mostly
local leaders with vast
working and organising
experience.
Abdul Rahman said
that he had to cut short
a meeting in KL and
rush to meet the people.
He kept talking about
how he could have instead called the riot
squad (the Federal Reserve Unit). When he realised that the people
were not afraid and meant business, he proceeded with the meeting.
The meeting began and extended
beyond lunchtime. The Deputy
Minister and all his top officials
had to sit through the entire session, which lasted almost three
hours.
GPKK-JERIT put forward four issues:
• the victimisation of union
members,
• work that requires workers to
stand all day long,
• forced overtime and
• the policy of cheap labour.
The Deputy Minister took half an
hour to 40 minutes to discuss each
issue. At each juncture, he would
ask his men to take notes and take
action. He appeared surprised
over the issues raised by the workers and was quite sympathetic to

their plight. At one stage, he said
that the employers are irresponsible.
What was shocking for GPKK
members was when the Deputy
Minister seemed shocked to learn

ful that the government cannot
push through some bills. One of
these bills was for the automatic
recognition of unions. In 2004, the
Minster had said that his Ministry would table a bill, but this plan
seems to have been shelved. Another demand, which he
said was totally out of
question, the minimum
wage law that JERIT and
the the Malaysian
Trades Union Congress
have been calling for.
He thanked the workers
and GPKK for highlighting the issues and
said he would now put
these issues back on the
table, especially the one
calling for the automatic
recognition of unions.

that fewer than 8 per cent of workers are unionised. He checked
with his staff and was baffled.
Each time his officials said something, the workers’ leaders shot
back with evidence, examples,
and their own personal experience. It was perhaps the first time
that the Deputy Minister was meeting real workers’ leaders. Mostly,
it seemed the officials were quite
comfortable with certain unionists who are more “refined” and
“polished” in their language and
image.

Powerful

employers

The GPKK also furnished a list of
33 factories that make workers
stand all day long. He was
shocked and told his officials to
go into each factory, investigate
and take action.
He also admitted that the employers’ organisations are so power-
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He finally agreed to pass the workers the minutes of the meeeting.
GPKK-JERIT had really pulled off
this event. A few months ago, such
a demonstration would only be attacked as government representatives were only prepared to negotiate with the MTUC and employers. Today, a precedent has been
set. As a result of their hard bargaining tactics and perseverance,
GPKK-JERIT managed to get the
Deputy Mnister to miss his lunch
and spend three hours with the
workers!
At the end of session, the Deputy
Minister said that, in future, they
could meet him directly instead of
bringing so many people. But everyone knew that this meeting was
made possible precisely because
a large number of workers had
camped outside his office. And the
workers who came today said that
if things didn’t improve, they
would mobilise once more. q

WORKERS' RIGHTS

Forget lunch, we want to talk...
Noisy crowd forces Deputy Minister and officials to skip their
meal and discuss workers’ demands instead

Putrajaya,
10.30 am, 17 January 2006
Deputy Human Resource Minister Abdul Rahman Bakar held an
unprecedented meeting which
lasted almost three hours with
members of the Coalition of Factory Workers and Trade Unions
aligned with the Oppressed People’s Network (GPKK-JERIT). It
was the first time that a Deputy
Minister had taken so much time
to sit down and discuss the issues
with JERIT representatives. Most
of the GPKK members who attended the meeting felt quite satisfied because it was the first time
that each of their demands was

immediately attended to, with the
Deputy Minister instructing his
people to go to the ground and
resolve the issues.
This unprecedented meeting, by
the way, did not come out of the
blue nor was it because the government had a new policy for periodic meetings. The meeting took
place because of the fight that
GPKK had put up. It was because
of the seriousness of their action
and their desire not to be taken for
another ride.

Spirited

mostly dressed in dark-blue Tshirts with their demands and
logo, walked in front of the Ministry building. Ministry and department officials had been expecting
them. Then the workers started to
unfold their banners and placards
and chanted a series of slogans.
They stood in a formation, surrounding the main entrance to the
Human Resources Ministry.
The chilly air due to the morning
rain did not dampen their spirits,
and in a short while, a sizeable
crowd turned up to watch the

slogans

At 10.30 am, the GPKK members,
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