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n the wake of the re-
cent oil price hikes,
Petronas has come un-
der increasing public

scrutiny. Many uncomfortable
questions have been asked as
to where all the nation’s oil
money has gone.

Petronas, wholly owned by the
government, is supposed to
manage Malaysia’s oil wealth
in trust for all Malaysians.
Some analysts believe
Petronas, the only Malaysian
firm in Fortune magazines
ranking of the world’s 500
largest companies is among the
best-managed corporations in
Malaysia. This may be true
when one considers profits and
financial figures.

COVER STORY

Petronas’ oil profits slip awayPetronas’ oil profits slip awayPetronas’ oil profits slip awayPetronas’ oil profits slip awayPetronas’ oil profits slip away
Let us not allow future generations to blame us
for frittering away the nation’s rich oil resources

by Anil Netto

IIIII

Globally, oil firms are raking in profits as oil prices soar. Petronas is
no different. For the financial year ended 31 March 2005, its net profit
soared by 50.3 per cent to reach RM35.6 billion. Shareholders’ funds
(share capital plus accumulated profits) stood at RM129 billion.

Petronas is tipped to make even higher profits for the current financial
year ended 31 March 2006, the results of which will probably be an-

Soaring profits for Petronas
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Our cover stories focus on the recent oil petrol price
hike and the crushing impact it is having on
Malaysians. Anil Netto takes a look at Petronas’
enormous profits and how they are being used. P
Ramakrishnan says it’s not just the 30-sen price hike,
but the crippling cumulative effect that it is having
on ordinary Malaysians.

The government, it appears, is trying to pass on the
cost of its failures to the public, says an upset Ong Eu
Soon, in another piece. Many Malaysians may still
have cars, but as Angeline Loh laments, they are now
being forced to buy petrol on “hire purchase” - be-
cause they can no longer afford a full tank.

Several thousand Malaysians have come out in se-
ries of protests against the price hikes. But these pro-
tests have received  little coverage in the mainstream
media, observe the Malaysian Media Monitors.

With oil prices reaching the stratosphere, many are
crying out for good public transport. Look no far-
ther than the efficient, cheap and profitable bus rapid
transit system in Curitiba. Malaysian urban plan-
ners, take note. It’s all a far cry from Penang, where
a half decent City Council buses have given way to
ramshackle bone-shakers and cowboy-style coaches
(mini buses) passing themselves off as buses, la-
ments Angeline Loh.

At the end of the day, it all boils down to integrity
and accountability. When the Parliamentary Select
Committee rolled into town – presumably without
using public transport – seven exco members from
Aliran submitted a comprehensive litany of what
ails the country.

Integrity is also closely tied to a culture that respects
human rights. Cecil Rajendra rounds off our issue
by asking whether Malaysia ever had such a cul-
ture to begin with.
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nounced at the end of June 2006.
Last November, it was reported
that Petronas posted a net profit
of RM20.7 billion for the first half
(ended 30 September 2005) of the
current financial year, up 22.5 per
cent from the RM16.9 billion in the
corresponding period a year ear-
lier. The profits were boosted by
higher oil prices (though produc-
tion showed a slight decline).

Indeed, prices peaked at US$71
per barrel on 29 August 2005,
when Hurricane Katrina slammed
into the Central Gulf Coast of the
United States. Although current
oil prices (US$60-63 per barrel at
the time of writing in March 2006)
are double what they were two
years ago, they are now lower
than the peak in August 2005. So,
why the domestic price hike in
February 2006?

Petronas may be making huge
profits but its lack of transparency
is worrying.  How do we explain
the fact that Petronas finished bot-
tom of a list of 15 oil corporations
rated for their sustainability and
ethical practices, according to a
study by the Madrid ethics rating
firm Management & Excellence
(M&E). When a company is mak-
ing record profits, it tends to mask
wastage, lack of management
oversight and slow technology
transfer. It is also disturbing that
Petronas does business with a
host of countries with deplorable
human rights records such as Su-
dan, Chad and Burma.

What irks many Malaysians is
that the accounts for Petronas are
not transparent. Few Malaysians
have access to its detailed ac-
counts. Thus, Members of Parlia-
ment are unable to scrutinise

them. Neither is
there any mean-
ingful debate on
Petronas’ perform-
ance and how our
oil wealth is being
spent.

This lack of trans-
parency and ethics
is breathtaking
when one consid-
ers that Petronas
actually funds the operating ex-
penses of Transparency Interna-
tional Malaysia, an organisation
set up to promote transparency in
this country.

The 30-sen hike in local fuel prices
has focused public attention on
the wastage of Petronas funds in
the past. So much money has been
wasted on trophy projects with
questionable economic benefit for
he people.  Under former premier
Dr Mahathir Mohamad, Petronas
profits were often used to fund
mega projects. These include the
extravagant new administrative
capital at Putrajaya, sponsorship
of a Formula One motor-racing
team for eleven years, and the
building of the Twin Towers,
which for a few years were the tall-
est buildings in the world. To
what end?

Under Mahathir, Petronas was
also used to bail out politically
connected or government-owned
firms. Bank Bumiputra was re-
peatedly bailed out in the 1980s
following financial scandals and
bad loans. Controversy erupted in
1998 when Petronas, through its
shipping carrier Malaysian Inter-
national Shipping Corp Berhad
(MISC), acquired a debt-laden

shipping concern, Konsortium
Perkapalan Bhd (KPB). Some ana-
lysts felt the deal amounted to a
bailout of Mahathir’s son, Mirzan,
whose KPB was then floundering
under debts estimated at about
RM1.7 billion.

While the subsidy on petrol has
been removed, there has been lit-
tle news about the subsidised
processed gas that Petronas sup-
plies to the country’s independ-
ent power producers (IPPs). It was
during Mahathir’s time that
Petronas was required to provide
generous subsidies for new inde-
pendent power producers (IPPs)
to ensure that their venture into
building gas-fuelled electricity
generating plants in the 1990s was
successful. Petronas has supplied
heavily subsidised processed gas
to these IPPs and to the national
electricity corporation, Tenaga
Nasional Bhd. Since 1997, these
subsidies have added up to RM25
billion (of which the IPPs ac-
counted for RM14 billion) and for
the year ended 31 March 2005
alone, the subsidy amounted to
RM6.2 billion.

This generous arrangements en-
riched a small coterie of well con-
nected tycoons and their firms.

Cheap gas
for the boys

Lack of transparency

Public fumes
at wastage
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Last year, business media group
The Edge identified the IPP ben-
eficiaries as Genting Sanyen
Power, YTL Power, Malakoff Bhd
and Tanjong Plc/Powertek Bhd.
“These companies are controlled
by the families of Tan Sri Lim Goh
Tong, Tan Sri Yeoh Tiong Lay,
Tan Sri Syed Mokhtar Al-Bukhary
and Ananda Krishnan, four of the
richest families and individuals
in the country,” The Edge pointed
out.

It is still unclear whether the sub-
sidies on processed gas supplied
by Petronas to the IPPs will be af-
fected by recent price hikes. The
IPPs are private firms selling elec-
tricity at favourable rates to
Tenaga, which is forced to buy
from them. So there is no reason
for Petronas to sell processed gas
to the IPPs at subsidised prices at
the Malaysian consumers’ ex-
pense. And it is at the consumers’
expense as all indications are that
Malaysian consumers will have
to pay more for petrol, gas, health
care, and water – not to mention
the inflationary effect these tariff
hikes would have on other basic
essentials.

How Petronas profits are man-

aged from now
on will be crucial
– for after all,
Petronas con-
tributes 30 per
cent of the federal
g o v e r n m e n t ’ s
revenues via
taxes, dividends
and royalties.

Now the oil is
running out. To-
tal domestic

crude and oil-condensate reserves
are officially estimated at about 4.8
billion barrels - a reserve life of 19
years. For natural gas, which
makes up some 75 per cent of
Malaysia’s total reserves, the re-
serve life is about 33 years. At cur-
rent rates of production, though,
Malaysia will swing from being a
net exporter to a net importer of
oil by the end of the decade.

The nation’s oil wealth has not
been evenly distributed either.
Strangely enough, the states with
the most offshore oil reserves in
Malaysia such as Terengganu are
among the poorest in Malaysia.

We could learn a lot by taking a
look at how the Venezuela gov-
ernment is spending its oil profits
on the people. There, the Chavez
administration is using petrodol-
lars to finance far-reaching social
programmes known as Misiones
(or Missions). These comprehen-
sive programmes cover health
care, education, food, housing,
land reform, job training, and mi-
cro-credit.

An amazing social transformation
has been taking place in that coun-
try – and, what’s more, it has
boosted electoral support for
Chavez. BN strategists, take note.

We can do the same in Malaysia
too. After all, Prime Minister
Abdullah Badawi says we have
to invest more in our human capi-
tal. Can we not use our oil money
to boost government spending on
our public health care system, on
water utilities and catchment ar-
eas, on low-cost housing and
schools?

So much has already been wasted.
Let us use our remaining oil
wealth and channel it into socially
beneficial projects that are eco-
nomically and environmentally
sustainable. It is great that the gov-
ernment is setting aside the sav-
ings in subsidies to a special fund
to improve public transport. More
can be done to use Petronas’ prof-
its for the people’s benefit. In its
People’s Proposal, the Coalition
Against Health Care Privatisation
recommended that the govern-
ment set aside RM5 billion annu-
ally from Petronas’ profits to im-
prove our hospitals and clinics
and to pay our overworked spe-
cialists, doctors and nurses more
– instead of asking Malaysians to
pay more for health care.  Petronas
money can also be used to provide
low-income financing to improve
the infrastructure of state-run
water utilities – instead of priva-
tising them.

Such massive spending on projects
that would benefit the public
would have the added advantage
of spurring the economy at a time
when foreign direct investment has
declined. Let us not allow future
generations of Malaysians to
blame us for frittering away the
rich oil resources that we were once
blessed with.

Learn from Venezuela

A time of
r e c k o n i n g
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he recent hike in petrol
price is being justified as
unavoidable and neces-
sary for the development

of the country. We are made to be-
lieve that without the savings in
subsidy of RM4.4 billion from this
hike, the government is in no po-
sition to upgrade and overhaul
the  deplorable public transport
system that  has made the lives of
many a daily misery. What hap-
pened to the savings from earlier
reductions of the petrol subsidies?

COVER STORY

I t ’s  not  just  30 sen,
Mr Prime Minister!
Malaysians devastated by the cumulative effect of price
increases, which have a crushing and crippling effect on them

by P Ramakrishnan

TTTTT
Where did those savings go to?
 
We have no idea when this prob-
lem of poor public transport will be
tackled or in what manner it will be
resolved. Will every sen be used for
the general good of all Malaysians
so that development will be spread
out to benefit the entire country? Or
will money continue to be poured
into Kuala Lumpur to reflect the lop-
sided development that has robbed
the rest of the country of its legiti-
mate share?
 

The many massive road-widen-
ing and elevated highway con-
struction projects - running into
billions of ringgit – aimed at eas-
ing traffic congestion, the LRT
and Monorail introduced as alter-
native transportation exclusively
for Kuala Lumpur – all these have
drained the coffers of the nation
without really making life com-
fortable for commuters.
 
This lopsided concentration of
development in Kuala Lumpur

A daily misery for commutersA daily misery for commutersA daily misery for commutersA daily misery for commutersA daily misery for commuters

Sunday Star: 12 March 2006



Aliran Monthly : Vol.26(2) Page 7

has left the rest of the country reel-
ing and in dire need. This ex-
plains why the public transport
system is in shambles, why port-
holes are not attended to, why bro-
ken down bridges have not been
repaired, why there is no ad-
equate housing for the poor and
deserving, why certain effective
drugs are not available at the hos-
pitals. The many short-comings
can be traced to this selective and
discriminative development – and
poor planning - that takes place
in Kuala Lumpur.
 
In the light of this, it is legitimate
to ask how this RM4.4 billion sav-
ings will be distributed to the rest
of the country to improve the
transport system that is in sham-
bles. What kind of improvement
does the Federal Government
have in mind to upgrade the trans-
port system, which is in a deplor-
able state and a nightmare for
Malaysian commuters? Granted,
it may be too early to give details
but surely it is possible to state
how much money from this sav-
ings will go to each and every state
in the country. For example, how
much will Sarawak get? This is
the minimum token gesture  that
can be expected from the govern-
ment  to convince the public at
large that the government is genu-
inely committed to solving the
transportation misery of all
Malaysians.
 

 
From 1 October 2004 to 27 Febru-
ary 2006 the petrol price has been
increased four times. In a short
span of 17 months the price has
gone up by RM0.55 per litre. This
is a whopping hike of 40 per cent.

And each time the price goes up,
the price of other commodities in-
creases correspondingly. In other
words, it is not the price increase
of petrol alone that causes hard-
ship to the people. It is not the only
financial burden that people have
to bear. Every time there is a fuel
price increase, it also inflates the
prices of other goods. This is the
problem and it is this cumulative
burden that is a crushing blow for
many people. And it is this which
makes the lives of the poor a liv-
ing hell.
 
Even clerks and teachers with sev-
eral school-going children have
reached the end of their tether. It
is indeed difficult for single in-
come households to make ends
meet. What more for the odd-job
workers with no fixed incomes,
the estate workers, the fisher folk,
the rice planters owning small
plots, the pensioners, the factory
workers and the labourers? We
don’t have a minimum wage to
cushion the effects of inflation.
 

This hardship is piling up on the
poor because of neglect as well as
the wastage arising from mega
projects. We give more attention
to beautification projects com-
pared to what we do to seriously
alleviate the plight of the unfortu-
nate, the homeless, the evicted -
the deprived segments of our so-
ciety.
 

 
So when the price went up on 28
February, Mr Prime Minister, we
are not grumbling about the 30-
sen increase. Malaysians are dev-
astated by the entire cumulative
effect of  price increases, which
have a crushing and crippling ef-
fect on them.
 
It is not only the 30 sen, Mr Prime
Minister, that Malaysians have to
cope with. They need to pay more
for almost everything they need to
sustain themselves. You rightly
asked, why should roti canai cost
10 sen more and teh tarik 30 sen
more. But Malaysians cannot re-
sort to such rhetorical questions
and expect their problems to be
solved. They have to pay that in-
creased price to eat. Otherwise,
they go hungry. Besides the roti
canai and teh tarik, the price of
hawker food and beverages have
also gone up.
 
The price of cooking gas - a gov-
ernment-controlled item - has
gone up between RM3.30 and
RM5.00. Why? The price of bat-
teries, engine oil, tyres and spare
parts have all gone up by 10-15
per cent. Why?
 
Last year, when the price of petrol
went up by 10 sen, a cylinder of
11kg Mobil cooking gas went up

D e v a s t a t i n g
cumulative effects

What are the
implications of petrol

price increases?

It is good that you are aware of it,It is good that you are aware of it,It is good that you are aware of it,It is good that you are aware of it,It is good that you are aware of it,
Mr. Prime Minister.Mr. Prime Minister.Mr. Prime Minister.Mr. Prime Minister.Mr. Prime Minister.
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by 20 sen, from RM17.10 to
RM17.30 But following the
present increase, that very same
cylinder of gas has gone up by
RM3.30 to reach RM20.60 - an in-
crease of 18 per cent. Why?
 
Last year, before the 10 sen in-
crease, a one-way trip to Kuala
Lumpur from Penang and vice
versa used to cost RM23. But after
the 10-sen increase, the fare went
up by RM4 to RM27 – an increase
of 17 per cent. Why?

 Likewise, everything else has
gone up four times since 1 Octo-
ber 2004. And now, we hear that
electricity tariffs may be raised in
the near future. Today, many
Malaysians find it terribly difficult
to manage their households and
provide the minimum comforts to
their families. They are frustrated
and angry. It is good that you are
aware of it when you publicly
admitted to the fact that people are
angry because of this. But the ques-
tion is how are you going to el-
evate their financial hardship?
Since you took over as Prime Min-
ister, the hardship of the poor has
continued to rise without any let
up.
 
A retiree from Penang, one
Kayamu Nadar, 64, moaned that

he had to pay RM14 in taxi fare to
go to the hospital from Gelugor.
The previous fare used to be RM8
but that price had gone up by 75
per cent following the present 30-
sen hike! People like this retiree
are often forced to take the taxi
simply because the mini-buses
plying their route are crammed
and often unable to pick up pas-
sengers as a result. In other cases,
there are no bus services at all!.
 
We realise that solving the miser-
able transport woes will take a
while. But what about the misery
of the people hard hit by the esca-
lating prices of food, beverages
and other daily necessities? How
is the government going to ensure
that cost of basic necessities is
within the means of the poor?
 

 
Your Deputy, Mr Prime Minister,
has come out with an unbeliev-
able suggestion, asking the peo-
ple to change their lifestyle! What
lifestyle is he talking about? Does
he know what he is talking about?
 
What lifestyle do the working
class - the road sweepers, the
school gardeners, the rubber tap-
pers, the fisher folk, the homeless,
the disabled and other deprived

Malaysians who are struggling to
make ends meet - have? How do
they change their miserable con-
dition to ease the pain of living
and struggling? They cannot
tighten their belts any more be-
cause there are no more holes left.
 
We are just lost for words when
the Deputy Prime Minister asks
the poor to change their lifestyle!
 
Is he aware that many of them
have to resort to more than one job
just to make ends meet? Is he
aware that there are children go-
ing to school without breakfast?
Is he aware that some have to
walk many miles because their
parents cannot afford to pay their
bus fare? Is he aware that many
have to survive without piped
water and electricity? What life-
style do these people have? And
how do they change their present
lifestyle? Change to what lifestyle?
 
When we have people struggling
on a daily basis to survive, it is a
shame that we have a system that
pays fat salaries to the top guys
without even bothering to ensure
that ordinary people get a mini-
mum wage. These top guys not
only get fat salaries but they also
get free water and electricity. Not
only that, they also get monthly

What lifestyle?

The Star: 2 March 2006

What lifestyle is your Deputy talking about, Mr Prime MinisterWhat lifestyle is your Deputy talking about, Mr Prime MinisterWhat lifestyle is your Deputy talking about, Mr Prime MinisterWhat lifestyle is your Deputy talking about, Mr Prime MinisterWhat lifestyle is your Deputy talking about, Mr Prime Minister
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entertainment allowances! The
entertainment allowances are just
given out without any need to jus-
tify whether they are used for the
purposes intended!
 
How much entertainment allow-
ance does the Deputy Prime Min-
ister receive? Doesn’t he get free
accommodation? Doesn’t he get a
chauffeur-driven car? A paid gar-
dener to keep his compound neat
and trim? How many servants is
he entitled to at the expense of the
state? Does he pay telephone
bills? Does his travelling cost him
anything? How much in claims
does he make in a month?  Is it
any wonder that he is not in a
position to understand the misery
of the poor or appreciate their
plight?  

If anyone has to change the life-
style, Mr Prime Minister, it is the
government that must give serious
thought to this suggestion.
 

 
Mr Prime Minister, though you
have stated that you are going to
come up with a formula to help
ease the burden of the people hard
hit by the petrol price hike, so far
you have not revealed your plans.
In any case, this will be only some-
thing on an ad hoc basis, a tempo-
rary measure to address the
present difficulties of the people.
 
But we need something on a long
term basis. This is what we should
be thinking about and planning
to bring relief to the people on a
more permanent basis. We would
like to propose some immediate
measures to alleviate the difficul-
ties faced by Malaysians.
 
• We must seriously look at the

question of a minimum wage.

The government must initiate
legislation to implement and
enforce the long-awaited mini-
mum wage;

• We must re-study our privati-
sation policy decision. There is
no merit in privatising entities
that are commercially viable.
Money generated by these en-
tities should be for the common
good of the people and of the
country and should not go as
profits to individuals;

• We must re-negotiate the lop-
sided concessions given to in-
dividuals in awarding priva-
tised projects;

• We must be serious in combat-
ing corruption. Too many
cases involving high profile in-
dividuals are not moving fast
enough to convince the gen-
eral public that the government
is relentless in bringing the
perpetrators to book.

• We must review the policy to
promote private ownership,

What now?

including the national cars, so
that more emphasis is given to
public transport.

 
Wastage and squandering de-
pletes our resources; too many
beautification and mega projects
have put a strain on our economy;
contracts awarded without tender
at inflated cost have drained
away our wealth. These are the
things that have to be tackled to
save much-needed financial re-
sources to pay for meaningful de-
velopment. Priority must be given
to the needs of the majority in
terms of health care, housing, sin-
gle-session schools, efficient pub-
lic transport,  day-care centres to
keep working mothers at their
jobs, and covered drains to safe-
guard the welfare of the visually
disabled.
 
We hope that things will be dif-
ferent under your leadership, Mr
Prime Minister. q

Please do that, Mr. Prime Minister!Please do that, Mr. Prime Minister!Please do that, Mr. Prime Minister!Please do that, Mr. Prime Minister!Please do that, Mr. Prime Minister! The Star: 1 March 2006
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iting the financial bur-
den of higher fuel subsi-
dies on the back of
record-high global oil

prices, the Barisan Nasional gov-
ernment, led by Prime Minister
Abdullah Badawi, has allowed
steep and repeated hikes in fuel
prices recently. These hikes have
been made  in disregard to the sub-
sequent escalation in prices of
goods and services, leading to a
rise in the cost of living and suf-
fering among the downtrodden
masses.

It is ironic that the government
finds the cost of fuel subsidies a
continued burden and, yet, it is
ready to indulge in the building
of an expensive crooked half-
bridge (linking Johor Baru to Sin-
gapore), the stupidity and irrel-
evance of which is self-evident.

The government is ever ready to
allow traffic to crawl through our
cities in a brazen strategy to gen-
erate sales for our national cars.
No major effort has been made to
reduce the burden of fuel subsi-
dies by reducing fuel consump-
tion, introducing good public
transport especially in places out-
side Kuala Lumpur, and discour-
aging the use of private vehicles.
Instead, more toll roads are built,
and the government readily com-
pensates toll operators if it de-
clares a moratorium on toll hikes.

Oil prices were raised even as
Petronas’ net profit in the fiscal
year ended 31 March 2005 surged
50.3 per cent to US$9.36 billion –
the best annual performance in
the company’s history.

We cannot allow ourselves to be
swayed by the whims of the gov-
ernment. Accepting the present
price increase will mean condon-
ing erroneous policies and bear-
ing the costs and consequences.
We cannot allow the government
to take the easy way out again by
passing on to us the cost and con-
sequences of its own failures and
mistakes.

It is useless to call upon the gov-
ernment to impose a moratorium
on oil price increases, Only a mas-
sive campaign against the oil
price hikes can make this govern-
ment seriously reconsider its ac-
tions.

We urgently call on the public to
register their displeasure over the
latest price hike. We will only be
protected from predatory price
hikes if we start to take charge. We
must demand that public hear-
ings be held to ensure transpar-
ency in the process of fixing of oil
prices and to take into account the
concerns and observations of the
public.

We should demand that the gov-
ernment arrange for a thorough
audit of its finances to identify
wasteful spending and losses due
to corruption. We call on the gov-
ernment to set up a national trans-
portation policy to improve the
shoddy transport system in our
country in an effort to curb fuel
consumption, thereby reducing
fuel subsidies.

You have an opportunity to put an
end to this problem, if you try.

COVER STORY
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e need the car. Our pub-
lic transport system  is
inefficient  and, in cer-
tain areas, is  not easily

accessible. We have to go market-
ing for basic necessities, feed the
family, ferry the children around
to their various educational ac-
tivities, go to work and do a mil-
lion other things. Now 30 sen
more for a litre of petrol brings the
cost to RM1.92 sen per litre. A full
tank for an average family saloon
could cost anywhere between
RM50 to RM100, depending on the
age and engine capacity of your
old faithful. It only used to cost
RM20 to RM50 for a full tank,
which would last about a week or
two.

How, we cannot have a full tank
as  we can’t afford it. That means
filling up more often, like getting
petrol on hire-purchase.

Open the newspapers and what
do we see advertised in large col-
ourful pictures – CARS!CARS!CARS!CARS!CARS!

Proton Savvy, Perodua MYVi, Kia,
Hyundai, Honda... the list is end-
less. All these ads tell you how re-
spectable and ‘free’ it will make
you to own such sporty, elegant
cars or MPVs  image is important;

it doesn’t matter whether you can
afford the car or all the expenses
that come with it in fuel, insur-
ance, road tax, servicing and re-
pairs. This aggressive promotion
of individual car ownership is
continuous and frequently “over
the top”. Once in a while, the busi-
ness pages will announce that
Proton is exporting one of our
Malaysian-made models to the

overseas market. It doesn’t look
like our home-grown car indus-
try has a very big market overseas.
Our biggest market is right here,
at home. The ‘national cars’ are
the most affordable cars available
and do not require an AP to bring
home.

We are forced into owning a car
as our public transport system is

COVER STORY

We have cars but no petrol...
We are left with a cache of redundant private cars
and a hopeless public transport system
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wholly inadequate, inaccessible
and unreliable in most places. It
is non-existent in some places
such as newly built mega hous-
ing estates where few house-own-
ers have moved in for lack of such
amenities. Widespread car own-
ership leads to traffic congestion,
an increased number of road ac-
cidents and the phenomenon of
road rage, due to the low stand-
ard of safe-driving, lack of basic
consideration for others in our
country, coupled with a “kiasu”
attitude.

So while car ownership is being
pushed at us to bump up the prof-
its of our home-grown car indus-
try, the petrol subsidy has been
pulled out from under our feet.
That may be seen by many as a
positive thing in saving the envi-
ronment, easing traffic congestion
and maybe the number of traffic
accidents. We might also resort to
other means of tightening our
belts by car pooling when possi-
ble or reducing our journeys to
when absolutely necessary. Com-
ing up with a brainwave, the
Perlis Menteri Besar  called on
civil servants in Perlis to cycle to
work.  But we don’t have showers
at the workplace!  And what if we
live in Subang and work in
Putrajaya? At what time do we
start cycling? Is this the Tour de
Langkawi in rat-race style?

Our last resort – PUBLIC TRANS-
PORT! Now, this solution is a
good one. But, another BIG BUT
is that the existing system is over-
crowded, badly maintained, inef-
ficient and not easily accessible to
those living in certain remote ar-
eas. Moreover, the rise in fuel
prices will mean a rise in public
transport fares. School bus opera-

tors have already warned parents
of a hike in fares as have other
private transport providers. In cer-
tain areas a short journey of about
two kilometres in Penang now
cost RM120 monthly per child.     Pre-
dictably, commuters anticipate a
rise in public bus fares although
public bus operators are keeping
mum at the moment. These regu-
lars anticipate paying more for an
unchanged or even steadily dete-
riorating service, as operators
continue to act like little emperors
in their little empires, cashing in
on the fare rises.

The previous fuel price hike of 10
sen sparked a rise of RM4 in ex-
press bus fares on the Penang–KL
route. Long distance commuters
on this route paid the low fare of
RM23, which jumped to RM27.
This time how much will commut-
ers have to cough up?

We must not forget that long dis-
tance travel entails toll charges as
well. Over the past couple of years,
these have also seen a rise. The
present rates after the previous toll
increase stand at RM26.50 sen
from Damansara KL to Ipoh
Selatan. Add on RM1–2, if you
travel north by car from Subang
Jaya, Selangor. From Ipoh Selatan

to Juru, Penang costs RM16.80sen
and bridge toll to the Island will
take another RM7. A rise in bridge
toll is also anticipated.

The toll charges mentioned are
based on a private car journey. A
taxi driver once confided that pub-
lic transport such as taxis may get
concessions on toll charges along
the highway. Doubtless, express
bus companies are likely to be
given such concessions as well or
are capable of making deals with
PLUS for discounts. Still, these
express bus companies are cer-
tainly not charities and will in-
stead seek to maximise their prof-
its.

In this rather weird “Catch 22”
situation, the commuter stands
small. Fare and fuel rises seem like
hot spring geysers, suddenly
spurting up high into the air, to-
tally befuddling commuters who
frantically dig deeper into their
pockets to keep their feet on the
ground as income levels remain
stagnant. We’re then left with a
large pool of private cars which
many ordinary folk can’t afford to
run and a hopeless public trans-
port system. We’re in a right
MESS, Mr. Prime Minister! What
are you going to do about it?

Little emperors

q
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he notion that the mass
media are not necessar-
ily mirrors of society has
been made abundantly

clear. The deafening silence by the
mainstream press, particularly the
New Straits Times and The Star, over
the mass demonstration on 3
March 2006 against the recent
petrol price hike speaks volumes
of the mainstream media’s com-
mitment to reporting the truth.

The demonstration was staged by
opposition parties, non-govern-
mental organisations and other
concerned Malaysians near the
Kuala Lumpur City Centre in the
shadow of the Petronas Twin
Towers, a mega project. A crowd
of around 1,000 (according to
AFP) to 2,000 (Malaysiakini) peo-
ple participated in the protest.

But what you see in the newspa-
pers is not what you get in real
life. It never took place – or so the
newspapers would like their read-
ers to believe.

Any journalist or seasoned editor
with a hard nose for news would
have recognised instantly that the
demonstration deserved the atten-
tion of the media, the government,
civil society, and concerned
Malaysians. Yet, these newspa-
pers consciously chose to ignore
this legitimate expression of an-

ger and anxiety over the price hike
– as if such views, shared by hun-
dreds of thousands if not millions
of other Malaysians, didn’t mat-
ter at all. Had the media, includ-
ing a daily that fashions itself as
a ‘people’s paper’, been more so-
cially responsible, they would
have picked up this story. At the
very least, reports of the demon-
stration could have provided feed-
back to the government as to how
the public felt about the move.

Instead, what newspapers such
as the NST have done is to run a
couple of stories that suggest that
the government is committed to
controlling the prices of essential
goods. Such reports have focussed
on, for instance, the plan to set up
more so-called fair-price shops
and on the Perlis Menteri Besar’s
call to civil servants to cycle to of-
fice – as if this would allay the

fears of ordinary Malaysians.

In fact, blacking out the news of
the public expression of fear and
disgust runs counter to the spirit
of good governance, transparency
and accountability, which the
present government professes to
uphold. Surely, one of the ways of
ensuring government account-
ability is to provide space for pub-
lic scrutiny and even criticism of
government action, where neces-
sary. It is morally reprehensible of
the press to abdicate this crucial
role.

Besides, the anger and anxiety
among demonstrators and other
ordinary Malaysians is also be-
cause they were caught by sur-
prise when the government rather
sheepishly and suddenly an-
nounced the price hike. The gov-
ernment had not adequately pre-
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pared the people – nor had they revamped public
transport - ahead of the price hike.

Perhaps the mainstream media (and, let us be clear,
they have to second-guess the government) felt that
blacking out such news would dilute the mass an-
ger, by making individual Malaysians feel that not
many other people share their disgust and dismay.
Perhaps the idea is to make them feel that their indi-
vidual anger is not representative of the broader pub-
lic sentiment and thus prevent individuals from net-
working with others and vocally joining in to de-
mand accountability.

The media’s damage control exercise wasn’t really
helpful though. In fact, it may have sowed further
aggravation among many Malaysians when deputy
premier Najib Razak went on the air via all the ma-
jor television stations in the country to try to ‘ex-
plain’ the reasons for the hike.

It was a PR exercise that was not even well executed.
The Bernama chief editor’s management of the in-
terview left much to be desired, and Najib’s ‘expla-
nations’ raised more questions than answers. For
instance, Najib called on fellow Malaysians to
tighten their belts and change their lifestyle. It
sounded a bit like “let them eat cake”, as the French
philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau wrote of “a great
princess” who told the peasants to eat cake/brioche
when she heard they had no bread.

The interviewer could have asked Najib how on
earth he expected low-income working class fami-
lies to tighten their belts when many households
were already living on shoe-string budgets. And
why was his proposal targeted only at ordinary
Malaysians? The interviewer could have asked:
What about the ministers themselves? How about a
substantial cut in their salaries? Better still, why
doesn’t Pak Lah trim his bloated cabinet? Are the
federal and state governments and government de-
partments willing to cut down on unnecessary and
wasteful ceremonies, which often involve merely
‘greeting’ ministers and other VIPs?

Najib was also reported as saying that Malaysians
should, as part of their change in life-styles, rely
more on public transport. All very well for him to

“ L e t  t h e m  e a t  c a k e ”

talk - when ministers are chauffeur-driven every-
where, with a fleet of out-riders to boot. He should
have been grilled on the deplorable state of public
transport, which had been neglected in the drive to
promote private vehicle ownership. The interviewer
could also have asked if the ministers would be will-
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No demos, we’re Malaysian

ing to show leadership-by-exam-
ple by abandoning their petrol-
guzzling limousines in favour of
public transport? Have they expe-
rienced what our public transport
is like, in the first place?

Which brings us to the next mat-
ter: Najib should also have been
pressed on whether his challenge
for Malaysians to change their life-
styles runs counter to the so-called
‘national car’ project, which cel-
ebrates private vehicle ownership.
Would the government soft-pedal
on its national car project now?
And, pursuing this line of ques-
tioning, would the government be

and reported the protest, held at
the Petronas Twin Towers and its
vicinity, did so rather sheepishly.
The Star, for instance, buried the
demo story in the inside pages, un-
der an odd headline: ‘Stop it, says
IGP’. As in many cases of blacked
out stories, mainstream newspa-
pers in Malaysia tend to inform
readers of the response of the au-
thorities to incidents that have oc-
curred. Readers get a sense of

what happened previously via the
response and perspective of the
authorities concerned and by
reading between the lines.

Yes, you get a picture of what hap-
pened – a picture that is framed
by the authorities. The account, fo-
cusing on the police chief’s re-
sponse, gave the impression that
the crowd was rowdy and a
threat to peace and that the police
would not tolerate any future
demonstrations. What was lost
along the way is the fact that the
demonstrators, or at least the ma-
jority of them, had gathered peace-
fully to express their grievances
over the price hike.

The headline also assumes and
gives the impression that readers
know what ‘it’ meant. It does look
as though the ‘D’ word (demon-
stration) is taboo in the main-
stream press.

Similarly, the front page of The Star
on the same day carried the head-
line, ‘PM: I know you’re angry’. It
reported on the premier’s re-
sponse to the angry expressions
of ordinary Malaysians towards
the petrol price increase. Again, it
was primarily a response from the
government to something that had
occurred a few days ago but was
not reported by the press. To reit-
erate, it is a common practice of
the mainstream press to publish
the response of the authorities to-
wards something that has been
blacked out while at the same time
giving the authorities the space to
respond on their own terms.

by the Malaysian Media Monitors
www.aliran.com/charter/monitors

willing to see a drop in the toll
collection of highway
concessionaires, many of whom
are ‘friendly’ to the ruling BN, if
more Malaysians were to use
buses, taxis and trains?

These are the kinds of issues one
would have expected Najib and
the interviewer to focus on and to
enlighten ordinary Malaysians.
Instead, by depriving citizens of
the democratic space to express
their sentiments and by indulging
in PR/damage control, the main-
stream media may have only fur-
ther confounded and irritated the
masses.

11 March was the day after cer-
tain political parties, civil society
groups and concerned individu-
als staged a second major demon-
stration in Kuala Lumpur against
the recent petrol price hike. Pre-
dictably, not many mainstream
newspapers were prepared to re-
port on this incident of national
political significance.

The few newspapers that covered

A v o i d i n g
the D-word...

q

ph
ot

o 
by

 C
ol

in
 N

ic
ho

la
s



Aliran Monthly : Vol.26(2) Page 16

tuck in a traffic jam?
Choking on car fumes?
Then take the next exit
and head south past the

equator to the city of Curitiba, Bra-
zil, where you can board a bus to
a public transit utopia.

By the year 2025, two-thirds of the
planet’s population will live in
cities, according to the United
Nations. And almost all of this
growth - a staggering 90 percent -
will take place in countries of the
developing world. Third World
cities usually conjure up images
of traffic and pollution, poverty
and shantytowns. But the remark-
able city of Curitiba in southern
Brazil is trying to paint a different
picture. This mid-sized city of just
over one-and-a-half million has
become a mecca for urban plan-
ners, transit officials and environ-
mentalists the world over.

Cities as far flung as Cape Town,
Santiago, Lagos, New York, To-
ronto, Montreal, Amsterdam and
Bogota have come to learn how
Curitiba fought the car congestion
and pollution nightmares that
haunt many, if not most, of the
world’s cities. What’s even more
remarkable is that by most stand-
ards, Curitiba is a poor city. Its
annual per capita annual income
is under $3,000 (all figures in U.S.
dollars). Yet polls show that resi-
dents of Curitiba love their city
and wouldn’t want to live any-

where else. Visitors call it one of
the most liveable cities anywhere.

The story of Curitiba’s transfor-
mation into a self-styled ‘Capital
of Ecology’ begins in the late 1960s
when the city of then 360,000
faced a population growth boom,
like other cities in Latin America.
Curitiba was industrializing rap-
idly, levelling the old to make way
for the modern. And like most cit-
ies, it was suffocating on its own
traffic. The solution, of course, was
to build more roads. So in a scene
repeated hundreds of times the
world over, the narrow, main
street, and many of its magnificent
turn-of-the-century buildings,
were to be obliterated by a mod-
ern expressway.

But in 1971, a young architect and

newly-minted mayor by the name
of Jaime Lerner thought the un-
thinkable. He wanted to stop the
construction and instead create
Brazil’s first pedestrian mall.
However, not even the shopkeep-
ers on the old street were in favour;
how would people shop if they
couldn’t drive their cars? Lerner,
who had trained in Paris, believed
that once people experienced a
pedestrian mall they’d love it.
Over one weekend Lerner pushed
the public works department to
rip up the pavement and put in
cobblestones and flowerbeds. By
Monday afternoon the shopkeep-
ers wanted the mall extended.

Today, Curitiba, with 1.6 million
people, has car ownership levels

TRANSPORTATION

Bus rapid transit
Curitiba’s love affair with buses

by Stephen Leahy
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comparable with similar-sized
Toronto but has 49 blocks of the
city closed to traffic. Seventy-five
percent of all city travel is done by
transit - the world’s highest us-
age. But Curitiba didn’t ban cars.
Over two decades it gradually
made transit cheaper, faster and
more convenient than driving. In-
stead of spending money on that
huge overpass, the Lerner admin-
istration invested in public tran-
sit. And in Curitiba, that meant
buses.

Modern transit usually means
subways or light rail trains. But
all Curitiba could afford was a
short light rail line that would do
little to solve the overall traffic
problem. Buses were the only way
to go - but they would only work
if they weren’t stuck in traffic. So
the local government set out to cre-
ate a very fast transit system based
on buses. This idea has become
known worldwide as Bus Rapid
Transit (BRT).

Planners decided that existing
roads would work just fine and
reallocated them in groups of
three: one avenue for traffic into
the city, one avenue for traffic out,
and one avenue for a two-way
bus-only road called a canaleta.
There are five groups of these three

parallel avenues that radiate like
spokes of a wheel from the city
centre, extending over 20 kilome-
tres. These main roads are con-
nected to common bus lines called
interbairros that run in four wid-
ening circles to form a spider’s
web that connects all sectors of the
city.

To minimise delays, bus stops are
spaced no closer than three kilo-
metres apart along much of this
spider-web-like network. And to
streamline the boarding process
at the most crowded bus stops, at-
tractive steel and acrylic tube sta-
tions are built level to the buses
and designed to fit their doors.
Fare is collected at the tube sta-
tion’s turnstile, rather than on the
bus. The tubes allow eight people
to move in or out of the bus per
second, four times the rate of con-
ventional bus stops. Buses also
have traffic-signal priority. Sig-
nals remain green or turn green a
few seconds early for them so they
can run from station to station
mostly without stopping - just like
a subway.

Finally, to handle the huge
throngs of passengers riding
Curitiba’s BRT, the most popular
routes use huge articulated buses
with three coach cars that carry

as many as 270 passengers. Inside
and out they look and act like sub-
way trains, carrying some 23,000
passengers per hour, better than
the actual subway in Rio de Ja-
neiro. This comfort and swiftness
has earned the express lines the
nickname ligeirinho (swift ones) -
as well as national and interna-
tional recognition.

Going one step further, many of
these buses now run on a ‘green’
fuel made up of 89.4 per cent die-
sel, 8 per cent alcohol and 2.6 per
cent soybean. This has reduced
particulate emissions by 43 per-
cent and even created some local
jobs in agriculture and processing.

At the opposite end of the scale,
neighbourhood mini-vans feed
conventional bus routes which, in
turn, feed the trunk lines. All trans-
fers within the seamless system
are free. Curitiba Transit offers
one standard rate for all trips re-
gardless of length, which benefits
the poor who live on the fringes of
the city and travel farther to make
a living.

Altogether, the system’s 1,900
buses make 14,000 trips a day,
serving more than 1.9 million rid-
ers - more than New York City. To
get that kind of passenger traffic,
the city also changed its zoning
laws to focus commercial and resi-
dential growth around these bus
corridors, reducing the pressure
to expand outward. High-density
apartment buildings were encour-
aged along these main thorough-
fares.

Stretches of land along rivers were
put off limits to builders and made
into parks, a practical option that
has also eliminated economic loss

Cheap and profitable
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from flooding. This rezoning, to-
gether with other efforts to protect
natural areas and build parks,
increased the area of green space
per person 100-fold over 20 years.
All that green space also created
room for 150 kilometres of bike
trails that wind their way past
parks and protected heritage
buildings.

But perhaps the most surprising
fact about Curitiba’s mass transit
system is that it was cheap. Most
of it cost only about $200,000 per
kilometre to instal, one-five-hun-
dredth the cost of a subway, which
internationally averages about
$100 million per kilometre. As a
result of the low cost, the city was
able to create a dense transit net-
work where passengers can travel
anywhere in the system for about
35 cents.

And before anyone dismisses
Curitiba Transit as a grand pub-
lic charity scheme, it should be
pointed out that the system even
makes a profit. Fast, comfortable -
no bus is older than three years -
this mass transit system receives
no subsidies and actually makes
money. Private companies buy the
buses and the city assigns the
routes, sets fares and pays each
contractor by kilometre travelled.
The city has paid only for the
roads, lighting, bus stops and staff
to monitor the bus companies. It’s
a public-private partnership that
works.

Commuting by transit has risen
from 7 per cent in the 70s to about
75 per cent today. Air pollution
has declined, and overall fuel con-
sumption dropped by 25 per cent
even as the city tripled in popula-
tion. The city wins awards nearly
every year from groups like the In-

ternational Institute for Energy
Conservation.

Curitiba isn’t a perfect ‘eco-city.’
Its problems include favelas -
shantytowns of 300,000 poor in-
habitants ringing the city. But the
city enjoys a quality of life that is
the envy of much of Brazil. Indus-
try, including ironically, foreign
auto manufacturers BMW,
Chrysler and Renault are attracted
to its excellent quality of life.

One of the reasons for Curibita’s
transit success story is that
Curibitanos weren’t already wed-
ded to the automobile in the 1970s,
says Todd Litman, Director of the
Victoria Transport Policy Insti-
tute, one of Canada’s leading re-
search centres for sustainable
transportation. Curitiba’s public
officials managed to convince the
middle class that transit was safe,
fast and pleasant - and better for
them than driving their cars. In
North America, 75 per cent of the
cost of automobile travel is own-
ing a car; once people have one,
you can’t get them out of it be-
cause it’s a cheap form of trans-
portation. “We created a very suc-
cessful and efficient automobile
transportation system - as long as
you’re not in rush hour,” says
Litman.

But although transit - especially
buses - have a poor image in North
America, people will use them
given sufficient incentive, says
Litman. And one of the big incen-
tives is to avoid being stuck in
those huge traffic jams. No one
place is doing all the right things
in terms of sustainable transpor-
tation, adds Litman. “It’s a matter

Incentives, creativity
and political will
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of taking ideas from here and
there. Europe is a decade ahead
of North America in re-structur-
ing their transportation systems.
It is home to many examples of
new thinking in urban planning.”
The mix includes transit, bike
lanes and wiser urban planning.

Public officials in North America
seem reluctant to tackle our heav-
ily subsidised auto lifestyle di-
rectly through ‘full-cost pricing’
of fuel, roads or parking says
Litman. Moreover, in Europe, the
people planning transit changes
intend to use it themselves. “Here,
transit or other transportation
options are for people who can’t
afford a car.”

There are those who argue that
just as an individual can’t afford
that car, cities can’t afford fancy
new mass transit systems. But the
lesson to be learned from Curitiba
is that creativity can substitute for
financial resources, says Jonas
Rabinovitch, Senior Urban Devel-
opment Advisor for the United
Nations Development Program.
Any city, rich or poor, can draw
on the skills of its residents to
tackle urban environmental prob-
lems.

“But what may not be as easily
transferable is the will to change,
the political commitment, and the
leadership that Curitiba has en-
joyed over the past 25 years.” q
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t is hot under the half-
shade of a bus stop in the
afternoon. The only seats
available - if there is any

seating at all - are the thick iron
bars, those pipe-like structures,
the modern concept of seats. They
are cheap and convenient struc-
tures, not easily vandalised. It
saves the local council some
money, being very low mainte-
nance. When it is crowded many
people just stand around in the
blazing sun while the lucky few
sit on the iron bars in the narrow
shade of the bus shelter.

When it rains, they huddle under
the same narrow shelter of the bus
stop; some with good humour,
others with exasperation having
to sacrifice their personal space,
whiles others open umbrellas or
simply get drenched. Still, the
common, faceless commuter pub-
lic tolerates much discomfort and
inconvenience to move from one
destination to another.

The wait is indefinite and erratic.
When the bus finally shows up, a
mass of people scramble onto it,
filling whatever space is available
- some literally hang out of the
open door - and the bus moves on
with speed, oblivious to its over-
load.

Buses now run on some routes
only - what are deemed to be the
more “lucrative routes”. These are
on some main roads. Yet on other
main roads, there stand redun-
dant bus stops. Stops that seem to
serve no purpose or are only con-
venient pick-up points for private
transport like factory buses,
school buses or  taxi sapu (pirate
taxis).

The mass of humanity that fought
its way onto the bus have to fight
their way off it as well until most
of them have been dispersed at
various stops ( legitimate or oth-

erwise) along the route. A collec-
tive sigh of relief is almost audi-
ble when a sufficient number have
been dropped off to make the jour-
ney a little more comfortable.

The interior of a public bus is sti-
fling, badly in need of re-uphol-
stering and repair and a scrub
with disinfectant. Floors are often
littered with rubbish, organic and
inorganic. To some extent, it is a
moving rubbish dump or a gar-
bage truck in the guise of a public
bus. For this kind of ride, the mass
of humanity dependent upon it
pay RM1 each.

The only difference between

Where have all the (decent)
buses gone?
A sad commuter’s tale from Penang

by Angeline Loh

IIIII

On the bus

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

GHOST BUS STOP:  Please DON'T wait here, no more bus service HERE!GHOST BUS STOP:  Please DON'T wait here, no more bus service HERE!GHOST BUS STOP:  Please DON'T wait here, no more bus service HERE!GHOST BUS STOP:  Please DON'T wait here, no more bus service HERE!GHOST BUS STOP:  Please DON'T wait here, no more bus service HERE!
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short-haul and long-haul buses is
the degree of their up-keep. The
air-conditioning on long haul
buses is frequently in better con-
dition and the seats are main-
tained and kept reasonably pre-
sentable to attract the express bus
commuter, who pays a higher
price for a longer journey. The
short-haul bus is merely the con-
demned long-haul vehicle in
which almost everything apart
from its ability to move, is on the
verge of breaking-down or has, for
some time, stopped functioning.

Being former long-haul buses
with functioning air-conditioners,
their windows are sealed. As
short-haul buses with non-func-
tioning air-conditioning and
sealed windows, however, they
resemble unhealthy airless mobile
saunas. This is public transport
as we know it today, in this age of
“advancement” and “progress”.

Why 30 years back? They were my
school days when I used to be a
regular commuter. Perhaps I took
a lot for granted then and could
not imagine that the reasonably
good transport system we had
would come to such a chaotic end.

In those good old days, there was
only the occasional traffic jam. The
bus companies that ran routes all
over Penang Island had organised
workforces of drivers, conductors
and depot mechanics who main-
tained them. Even the City Coun-
cil (the MPPP) had its own buses
that ran specific routes.

Each bus company was allocated
areas of the island which they
served.  The City Council buses
ran routes within the city area as

30 Years Back

BROKEN WINDOW: When will it be repairedBROKEN WINDOW: When will it be repairedBROKEN WINDOW: When will it be repairedBROKEN WINDOW: When will it be repairedBROKEN WINDOW: When will it be repaired

SEATS FALLING APART: No one caresSEATS FALLING APART: No one caresSEATS FALLING APART: No one caresSEATS FALLING APART: No one caresSEATS FALLING APART: No one cares

TOTAL EYE-SORE: Ugh, what's this?TOTAL EYE-SORE: Ugh, what's this?TOTAL EYE-SORE: Ugh, what's this?TOTAL EYE-SORE: Ugh, what's this?TOTAL EYE-SORE: Ugh, what's this?
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well as to places like Air Itam,
Jelutong, Sungai Pinang, Padang
Tembak, Pulau Tikus-Bagan
Jermal. The Seng Seng - or “Green
Bus” as it was nicknamed - ran
routes towards Air Itam, supple-
menting the Council buses as
these were densely populated ar-
eas.

Rural areas like Balik Pulau and
all small ‘villages’ on the way,
Sungai Ara, Sungai Nibong,
Bayan Lepas etc. were regularly
served by the Yellow Bus Com-
pany. Tanjung Tokong upwards
to Teluk Bahang was served by
the Hin Bus Company or “Blue
Bus”.

The smallest bus company, the Sri
Negara, initially ran from the jetty
to Bagan Jermal, where it turned
round and returned the same
way. Later, it served the Mount
Erskine- Hillside route where
housing estates and small
kampongs had sprouted.

Initially, the Hillside-Tanjung
Bungah route had been run by the
Hin Bus that went via the main
Tanjung Tokong Road and up to
the Hillside route from Fettes
Road through the Fettes Park area.
After a few months, the Hin Bus
also ran the Mount Erskine-Hill-
side route in competition with the
Sri Negara Bus Co.

This was healthy business com-
petition which benefited commut-
ers who were inclined to use the
buses due to the cheap fares and
convenience.

The volume of traffic on the island
was far less back then as the
Penang Bridge had not yet been
built and almost all the roads were
two-way instead of one. Looking

back it was as close to an efficient
transport system as one could get,
although we thought it might
have been better if buses ran on
time. At least, one had a choice,
with two companies running
some routes. Life was slower and
healthier in more ways than one.

So much for nostalgia, all that
seems to have been swept away
by illusions of economic gain and
the race to acquire “developed
nation” status at the expense of
basic common sense and  sanity.

Here is another story. Two old la-
dies. One of them was walking
along a road on a blazing hot af-
ternoon. Think of her as your
grandmother or even your own
parent. She was in her eighties,
hunched because of her age and
could not walk very fast or very
far. She was lost on a road just
outside the middle of the city. All
the traffic went one way, out of the
city.

Granny wanted to go to the mid-
dle of the city but could see no
buses going that way. All of them
went in the opposite direction.

Return to the present

BATTERED...BATTERED...BATTERED...BATTERED...BATTERED...

...AND BRUISED...AND BRUISED...AND BRUISED...AND BRUISED...AND BRUISED
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Feeling confused, she stopped a
passer-by and enquired how she
could get a bus going towards the
city; she could only afford to travel
on a bus.  The passer-by sadly
shook his head and told her she
had to cross the wide busy main
road and go down another almost
equally busy side road to get to
the other main road, which was a
two way road and where she
could get a bus to  ‘town’.  Totally
disappointed and quite afraid of
the fast-moving traffic, as she
could not move very fast, Granny
thanked him for the information
and resigned herself to taking the
risk of crossing the busy road and
walking the long distance in the
burning heat.

The other old lady was waiting at
a bus stop. She waited and waited
for a bus going on the Hillside
route. None appeared. Eventually,
she turned to a fellow commuter
waiting there and enquired if the
Hillside bus came along that road
to which the other commuter said
there were no more Hillside buses.
The Hillside routes are not served
as they are deemed to be not lu-
crative enough by the present gen-
eration of “private “ bus operators.
So she wondered what to do since
she could not sensibly get home
without a long trudge from the
main road up the hill.

Has it come to this? Where the old,
the weak and disabled members
of our island society are be ‘im-
prisoned’ in their homes because
they are unable to get a public bus?
Are the poorer and weaker mem-
bers of our society forgotten by the
rich and powerful who do not even
use the public transport?

Does the government care that the
poor and weak are treated like
beggars and ultimately lepers, iso-
lated because they have been for-
gotten by the state and society?
There seems no good reason for
their neglect by the authorities
who had catered for the public
only 30 years ago by running fairly
efficient and affordable state-
owned public transport.

I wonder why these human beings
remain forgotten, bypassed by
technology in this age of “ad-
vancement’ and “progress”? Now
that more people have come to live
along these “un-lucrative” routes,
have they not become economi-
cally viable? An alarming number
of high-rise apartments have al-
ready crowded the Hillside area
at the expense of the environment
and still the supposition that
these routes are “un-lucrative”
remains. It appears that society is
so affluent that no low-income
group exists and that people’s
choice of transport has become so
narrowly restricted that they be-
come  ‘prisoners’ in their own
homes or have to get their own
means, if possible, to move
around. Life for the economically

weaker has become harder and
more burdensome.

If you are a tourist and arrive at
the Penang International Airport
in Bayan Lepas and think you’d
like to take a bus ride to a hotel in
town to get a firsthand view of life
on the ground here, you would be
disappointed. There are no buses
from the airport to anywhere.
Business has been channeled only
to taxis and airport limos priced
far, far higher than any public bus.
So, what about people who work
at the airport such as cleaners,
cafeteria workers and duty free
shop workers? Are they trans-
ported from their homes in a work-
ers’ van or have they to come up
with their own transport with
costs of petrol ‘eating’ a large
chunk out of their budgets. These
are not highly paid professionals.
Just think about it.

Our magnanimous and benevo-
lent state government has the an-
swer to this. Hopefully, it will stop
throwing up its hands in hope-
less futility and feigning igno-
rance, at the suggestion of the
need to remember that the poor
and weak do matter.

P r i s o n e r s
of progress

q

WOODEN SUPPORT: A plank props up the driver's seatWOODEN SUPPORT: A plank props up the driver's seatWOODEN SUPPORT: A plank props up the driver's seatWOODEN SUPPORT: A plank props up the driver's seatWOODEN SUPPORT: A plank props up the driver's seat
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On one of those very rare occa-
sions when I read the New Straits
Times, a news item arrested my
attention. On 19 January 2006,
under the heading, “Father Fails
in Bid For Review”, the New Straits
Times reported the failed attempt
by David Chong to ask the High
Court of Borneo to review “the
decision to release the main sus-
pect or suspects arrested in con-
nection with his son’s death.” The
son, Anthony Chong, was shot
dead on 23 October last year in
front of the Penampang Library.

I read, with puzzlement, the
words of the judge who was
quoted as saying that “the discre-
tion vested in the A-G is unfettered
and cannot be challenged and
substituted by that of the courts.”
As a layman and concerned citi-
zen, I wonder why so much power
should be vested in one office?  It
seems to me that the Attorney-
General can then be investigator,
prosecutor and adjudicator before

a case even comes to court.  What
recourse can an ordinary citizen
have?

It further troubles me that a former
state minister and his three sons
were among the suspects released.
Would the situation have been
different otherwise?  As citizens
we need to see that no one is above
the law in our justice system.
There must be transparency and
accountability.  We would like to
know how the Attorney-General’s
office came to its decision not to
press charges.  I hope the phrase
“insufficient evidence”was not
used.  This reason has been trot-
ted out so often it has almost lost
all significant meaning.

In Kota Kinabalu recently, at the
opening of legal year 2006, Chief
Judge for Sabah and Sarawak,
Tan Sri Steve Shim quoted re-
nowned Law Lord, Lord Atkin,
who reminded us that “Justice is
not a cloistered virtue; she must
be allowed to suffer the scrutiny
and respectful, even though out-
spoken, comments of ordinary
men.”  In addition, Lord
Denning’s words on honesty was
referred to: “If there is one thing
more important than any other in
a lawyer it is that he must be hon-
est. He must be honest with his
client.  He must be honest with his
opponent.  He must be honest
with the court.  Above all, he must
be honest with himself.”(The Star,
20 January 2006).  Honesty must
be an indispensable trait in both
lawyers and those who hold high
office in our Judiciary.  We should
expect them to act without fear or
favour in upholding the law.

Last but not least, I would like to
extend my condolences to
Anthony Chong’s parents.  The

loss of any person’s life dimin-
ishes all of us and the loss of a
young life, for whatever reason,
must remain a haunting thought
for some of us.

Dr Wong Soak Koon
Kuala Lumpur

I went to the Immigration depart-
ment in Johor Bahru two weeks
ago to renew my international
passport. I came across five
Toyota Fortuners Sport Utility
Vehicle (“SUV”) belonging to the
Immigration Department parked
outside the office.

Two questions came to my mind.
Firstly, is it necessary for the Im-
migration Department to use a
SUV?  I am aware that the SUV
only accommodates 5 persons.  In
addition, the cost of a SUV is not
cheap.  Based on the AmBank Car
Price Guide published in The Star
newspaper, dated 5 February
2006, a Toyota Fortuner 2.5 G(M)
cost about RM170K.  Hence, the 5
Fortuners located outside the Im-
migration Department would
have cost about RM850K.  If the
SUV is replaced with a Proton
Waja, it would have only cost
RM60K or RM300K for five Wajas;
a cost saving of more than half a
million ringgit.  This cost saving
can be used sensibly for the im-
provement of the facilities in the
Immigration Department such as
for the maintenance of the air-con-
ditioning system, replacing old
chairs and many more.

Secondly, why did the govern-
ment office use imported cars in-
stead of using our local Proton?  I

Justice for All?

Which car should the
I m m i g r a t i o n

Department use?
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think we should start learning
from the Japanese.  They only pat-
ronise/buy their own products/
merchandise. If the government
themselves do not support Proton,
who else will?

Anak Malaysia
Johor Bahru

I refer to Francis Loh’s article ‘Cri-
sis in Malaysia’s public universi-
ties’ in Aliran Monthly Vol 25 No.
10 .

We need to see the criteria used to
grade the universities and we
should know why our universi-
ties have dropped in ranking.
Obviously, the intake of students
greatly influenced the per-
formance; admission standards
have to be maintained at all times,
Education Ministry should not
interfere to lower admission re-
quirements to favour certain seg-
ments of students. If all these steps
were maintained and the univer-
sities still experience a drastic
drop in ranking, then we need to
see what the universities are do-

ing. Do we have fully qualified lec-
turers or mediocre lecturers?

Concerned

I refer to Datuk Toh Kin Woon’s
article ‘Supporting the formal sys-
tem’ in Aliran Monthly Vol 25 No.
10 .

It is really interesting and inspir-
ing to hear about efforts to diver-
sify education in Malaysia. A
group of youths and I are devel-
oping a project to promote alter-
native education in Malaysia,
and this is a good framework. Are
there any other efforts to bring this
nationwide?

Tiara Shafiq

Mike Whitney’s piece “Iran’s Oil-
exchange threatens the
greenback” reproduced in Aliran
Monthly Vol 26 No. It reinforces
rumours and speculation circu-
lating on the Internet about the
imminent fall of the US dollar in
favour of the new ‘petroeuro’ as
the global reserve currency.

While the new bourse is sched-
uled to come into existence on or
around the Iranian New Year (21
March), it appears that many key
policy issues such as the oil trans-
action currency standard have yet
to be agreed. A clearer under-
standing of the issue can be
gained by reading Chris Cook,
former director of the Interna-
tional Petroleum Exchange and a
key consultant to the Iran Govern-
ment in establishing the new

bourse (www. globalresearch.ca)
and William Clark’s, The Real
Reasons Why Iran is the Next Tar-
get: The Emerging Euro-denominated
International Oil Market (http://
www.globalresearch.ca/arti-
cles/CLA410A.html)

 Robert Tyabji

Having just read the text of P.
Ramakrishnan’s address to
Aliran’s AGM, may I add my con-
gratulations to the splendid work,
your relentless campaign to pro-
vide essential alternative news
and, above all, your courage.

Ramakrishnan is of course, correct
when he described the specifics
(police behaviour, corrupt and im-
mature politicans) as it relates to
the social and political context
amidst the prevailing culture,
which allows such transgression
to be tolerated. It is sad indeed and
does grave damage to the commu-
nity at home as well as abroad.
Malaysia, despite its growing repu-
tation and status will remain a
laughing stock in the eyes of some.

I would just like to say that I ap-
preciate the essential public serv-
ice Aliran provides which is
reaching people like me, who live
and work overseas.

Please inform me how I can sub-
scribe electronically.

Jim Teik Wah Lim

Editor’s Note:  To subscribe to Aliran
Monthly using your credit card,
please go to http://www.aliran.com/
subsform.html and follow the instruc-
tions there.

Improve university
admission standards

Inspiring alternative
e d u c a t i o n

The myth of
I ran ’s  o i l  bourse

Probity, integrity
and accountability

AM Vol.25 No.10AM Vol.25 No.10AM Vol.25 No.10AM Vol.25 No.10AM Vol.25 No.10
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Tanah saka rezab orang Asli Kg.
Bukit Rok/Ibam, Daerah Bera,
Pahang diceroboh oleh balak dan
selepas itu akan dibuka ladang
kelapa sawit.

Dalam kawasan project ini
terdapat pelbagai tanaman milik
Orang Asli seperti pokok getah,
pokok dusun dan perkuburan
orang Semelai yang telah
berkurun masih digunakan.
Pencerobohan ini nampaknya
didalangi orang politik dan
pihak berkuasa tempatan.

Rom

The recent controversy in the
Moorthy Maniam case - as well
as the follow up ‘fiasco’ of the
memo submitted and withdrawn
by certain non-Muslim ministers
- received a lot of coverage in the
press.

Just leave the non-Muslim minis-
ters who submitted the memoran-
dum alone. They were just for-
warding the aspirations and wor-

ries of their respective voters to the
PM.

This is not at all about being defi-
ant of the PM and those other Min-
isters should just understand
what has been going on. Kayveas
is really hitting below the belt
when he asked those who submit-
ted the memorandum to resign;
maybe he wants a Ministerial post
in the next Cabinet if all these min-
isters resign?

Ministers are first and foremost
elected officials who, on top of
their duty to nation and govern-
ment, also have a duty to the vot-
ers and constituents whom they
represent.

Should they behave like the
woman senators in Dewan
Negara who just made a lot of
noise and then succumbed and
supported the Bill they criticised!

A consultative government
should consult on all matters and
everyone should understand that,
and it should not be just one-sided
only.

Electorate
Kuala Lumpur

One million out of 1.8 million In-
dian Malaysians continue to be in
a marginalised position.  Many
Indians have no share in the eco-
nomic prosperity of Malaysia.
They have been pushed down-
wards into a spiral of poverty, pro-
viding them little relief for the fu-
ture.  Under the NEP, which was
designed to create an indigenous
Malay enterpreneur community to
own 30 per cent of the corporate
wealth of the country, Indian

Ministers ’  duty  is  to
voters first

share is only 1.5 per cent (against
1 per cent in 1970).

The merit and defects of the NEP
have never been openly debated
in parliament or in the media.
Public funds have been squan-
dered by individuals and groups
under the guise of bumiputra re-
structuring.  When questions on
the abuse or inequality are raised,
they are shot down.

The BN’s election manifesto of
equality for all races is a betrayal
of promise.  The BN should  be
compassionate and sensitive to
the needs of all Malaysians.
Good governance is service to peo-
ple without any form of discrimi-
nation by fostering sympathy for
the suffering and by assisting
those who are weak, impover-
ished, aged or in pain irrespective
of race, religion and gender.

Remember what Dr Mahathir said
to the Malays: Drop the tongkat.
The Malays need to compete glo-
bally and, to do that, they have to
be placed in a position to compete
on a common level field with full
meritocracy and I’m sure they will
do much better.

P Sivakumar
Johor

Review Economic
Policy Flaws

E n c r o a c h m e n t
into Orang Asli

reserve land

KAYVEAS : Hitting below the belt?KAYVEAS : Hitting below the belt?KAYVEAS : Hitting below the belt?KAYVEAS : Hitting below the belt?KAYVEAS : Hitting below the belt?

DR MAHATHIR: Drop the DR MAHATHIR: Drop the DR MAHATHIR: Drop the DR MAHATHIR: Drop the DR MAHATHIR: Drop the tongkattongkattongkattongkattongkat
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2. The former Anti-Corruption
Agency (ACA) head, Shafee
Yahaya, had stated in open
court that the ex-Economic
Planning Unit head, Ali Abul
Hassan, had been caught with
large sums of cash, which
could not be accounted for, in
his drawers. According to
Shafee, then Prime Minister
Tun Dr Mahathir intervened
in this case and ordered him
to close his investigation. Why
wasn’t the law allowed to take
its own course? And why was
no action taken against
Mahathir for abusing his po-
sition - which clearly
amounted to corruption?
Wasn’t Anwar Ibrahim
charged for similar so-called
abuse of power when he was
Deputy Prime Minister?

3 . On 28 May 2004, the out-go-
ing ACA Director-General sub-
mitted the ACA’s report on 18
high-profile cases to the Attor-
ney General. We were made to
understand that the AG was
expected to proceed with pros-
ecution without further delay.

But, to date nothing seems to
have moved? Why? Is it be-
cause people of high standing
and influence are above the
law?

As long as the ACA comes under
the Prime Minister’s Department,
we can be assured that there will
be political interference hindering
the work of the ACA. This is why
the ACA must be independent
and answerable only to Parlia-
ment to be effective in curbing cor-
ruption. This is the only way to
ensure that integrity will be the
hallmark of the Abdullah admin-
istration.

We hope that this Committee will
recommend that these three cases
be investigated thoroughly and
that proper action will be taken to
instil confidence in the general
public that the rules are applica-
ble to all irrespective of position
and power.

It is of grave concern to us in
Aliran that the Judiciary is under
a cloud. It has lost its standing in
society and it is viewed negatively
for reasons that are valid. It is the
general view that in the battle
against corruption, the Judiciary
has a crucial role to play.

It was once seen as an incorrupt-
ible institution of integrity but it
has lost its stature, with the alle-
gations circulated in a poison-pen
letter in 1996. The letter listed a
litany of serious allegations – 112
in all – against 12 judges. Of these
allegations, 21 pertained to abuse
of power, 39 to corruption and 52
to misconduct, immorality and

other indiscretions. It claimed cor-
rupt payments of RM50,000 with
recipients graduating to accepting
millions from named persons.

This poison-pen letter should
have warranted a Royal Commis-
sion of Investigation. But this was
not the case even though the writer
of the letter was identified. In fact
no charge was brought against
the writer of the letter. A police
investigation merely white-
washed the Judiciary by proclaim-
ing that the allegations were
“wholly untrue and baseless”.
Aliran totally rejects this finding
of the police. We call upon the gov-
ernment to set up a Royal Com-
mission to get to the bottom of this
matter.

And there are more disturbing
incidences in the Judiciary.

You may recall the Ayer Molek
Rubber Co case, which exposed a
very serious, scandalous situation
in the Judiciary. Lawyers were
found to have filed their cases in
such a way that they could ma-
nipulate their way to appear be-
fore preferred judges. This was
said to be prevalent in cases in-
volving commercial crimes.
Doesn’t this suggest an element
of corruption? Under the circum-
stances, would you believe that
the judgments handed down were
just and fair?

The New Zealand holiday epi-
sode of the Chief Justice, Tun
Eusoff Chin, with a lawyer who
had appeared before the same
judge; the disclosure by the High
Court Judge Datuk Muhammad
Kamil bin Ahmad that he had re-
ceived a directive over the phone

J u d i c i a r y

TUN DR MAHATHIR: Did he orderTUN DR MAHATHIR: Did he orderTUN DR MAHATHIR: Did he orderTUN DR MAHATHIR: Did he orderTUN DR MAHATHIR: Did he order
Shafee to close the investigation?Shafee to close the investigation?Shafee to close the investigation?Shafee to close the investigation?Shafee to close the investigation?

INTEGRITY ...   Continued from page 40
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to strike out an election petition
without hearing it first; the man-
ner in which a judge was chosen
to hear the Anwar case and his
conduct throughout the entire
trial - all these cry out for justice.

It is imperative that the actions
and conduct of judges must be
beyond reproach and above sus-
picion - and be seen and perceived
to be so -  for them to command
the respect and confidence of the
public.

The image of the Judiciary has
been severely battered through the
questionable conduct of some un-

ethical judges. They have insidi-
ously and brazenly destroyed an
institution that was in the past
viewed with admiration and awe
for its high standard of ethics and
sound judgment. There is now an
urgent need to restore and safe-
guard the integrity and independ-
ence of the Judiciary.

This can only be achieved when
a Royal Commission is estab-
lished in an honest attempt to
restore its lost respect and con-
fidence and to purge the Judici-
ary of all the negative elements
plaguing it. Certain judgments
and the conduct of some judges
must be reviewed to bring back
its past glory as an independ-
ent institution to which citizens
can turn in confidence for jus-
tice. If we have the courage to
do this, then the exercise that
you undertake today will hold
meaning for all of us.

To ensure national integrity, it is
necessary to hold the government
accountable for its actions. There
are a variety of mechanisms that
parliamentary democracies use
around the world.

Votes of confidenceVotes of confidenceVotes of confidenceVotes of confidenceVotes of confidence

First, parliament can refuse to
pass legislation put forward by
the government, or it can even re-
move the government, usually
through a vote of ‘no confidence’.
This is of course not going to oc-
cur since 91 per cent of the cur-
rent members of parliament come
from the Barisan Nasional.
Moreover, as recently seen in the
case of the Islamic Family Law
Amendments (Federal Territory)
Bill, the BN can use the party whip
to ensure that all its MPs support
a government bill.

Select committeesSelect committeesSelect committeesSelect committeesSelect committees

Governments can also make par-
liament accountable through the
use of Select Committees.  In this
regard, the government should be
congratulated for setting up this
parliamentary committee on na-
tional integrity, and two earlier
ones - on National Unity in 2005
and on amendments to the Crimi-
nal Procedure Code and Penal
Code in 2004.

Setting up such parliamentary
committees is important since the
business of government is huge
these days, and we cannot expect
every MP to be an expert in so
many different issues. We hope
that consultation with the people
via public hearings of select com-
mittees will continue to be a char-
acteristic of Datuk Seri Abdullah
Badawi’s government.

Reform of Upper HouseReform of Upper HouseReform of Upper HouseReform of Upper HouseReform of Upper House

We believe that it is time for the
Dewan Negara to be reformed so
that it can become another check
on government and so further en-
sure national integrity. In 1997, YB

The New Zealand holiday episodeThe New Zealand holiday episodeThe New Zealand holiday episodeThe New Zealand holiday episodeThe New Zealand holiday episode

P a r l i a m e n t a r y
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Lim Kit Siang called the Dewan
Negara ‘the rubber stamp of rub-
ber stamps’ and a ‘rubbish-bin for
political has-beens, rejects and
deadwoods’.  Indeed, not much
has changed since then.

Other mechanisms and issuesOther mechanisms and issuesOther mechanisms and issuesOther mechanisms and issuesOther mechanisms and issues

We can also introduce other
mechanisms to make government
accountable and promote na-
tional integrity. Several mecha-
nisms and practices in parlia-
mentary democracies such as In-
dia’s and the UK’s come to mind.

a) Opposition Days

We would like to propose that a
day be set aside each week every
time Parliament is in session for
the Opposition to raise questions.
We can call it  ‘Opposition Day’ -
or by whatever name, it doesn’t
matter. This will give fair time and
opportunity to raise and articulate
the concerns of citizens who have
voted for the Opposition. They are

also Malaysians and de-
serve to be heard. Their
grievances cannot be sim-
ply ignored.

b) Speaker and PAC
Chairman from the oppo-
sition

As is practised in some
democratic countries
such as the UK and India,
an Opposition MP
should be appointed as
Speaker of Parliament.
There is nothing in law to
prohibit such an appoint-
ment. In fact, in doing so,
Malaysia will be viewed
positively and deemed to
be democratic in practice
as well. There have been

occasions when the decisions of
the Speaker have raised some se-
rious doubts over his fairness.
This must be tackled; otherwise,
people may lose confidence in
Parliament.

In keeping with our desire to be
transparent and accountable and
to give meaning to this, it would
be a good idea to also appoint
someone from the opposition as
Chairman of the Public Accounts
Committee. If we want a watch-
dog to keep a keen eye on the ac-
counts and expenditure, the ap-
pointment of an Opposition MP
would be most appropriate. Who
else will go through the accounts
with a fine comb to unearth
wrong-doings and abuse?

c) Regular attendance in Parlia-
ment

Ministers and deputy ministers
must ensure that they attend Par-
liament in order to answer ques-
tions. All too frequently they ab-

sent themselves and make a farce
of question time.

d) Publicity for bills

When laws are promulgated, Par-
liamentary Bills should be given
wide publicity and there must be
sufficient opportunity for public
debate and discussion before the
Bills are presented to Parliament
for consideration. The 219 elected
MPs cannot claim to be the de-
pository of all knowledge. Input
from the public is very much in
keeping with democratic process
and practice. Public participation
will allow for weaknesses and
flaws in the Bills to be addressed.
We must not forget that public
views are indeed helpful. This
was very clearly demonstrated in
the case of the Domestic Violence
Against Women and the Islamic
Family Law bills.

e) Allocations and grants

We would like to emphasise that
all elected Members of Parliament
must be treated equally and ac-
corded facilities without any dis-
crimination. After all, they are
elected by Malaysians and should
be entitled to the same rights as
guaranteed under the Malaysian
Constitution. In particular, we
think that it is patently wrong and
indeed unjust to deny Opposition
MPs the same allocations that are
extended to the Barisan MPs. Like-
wise, development projects must
not be withheld for areas held by
the Opposition. Equal and simi-
lar subsidies and funds must be
made available for Opposition-
controlled states as well.

Mr Chairmen, you were once sit-
ting on the Opposition side and
must understand how blatant this

PARLIAMENT: Can refuse to passPARLIAMENT: Can refuse to passPARLIAMENT: Can refuse to passPARLIAMENT: Can refuse to passPARLIAMENT: Can refuse to pass
legislation or even remove the governmentlegislation or even remove the governmentlegislation or even remove the governmentlegislation or even remove the governmentlegislation or even remove the government
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denial is. You must appreciate
how terribly unfair this is.

In summary, if we are serious
about national integrity, then the
government has to be held ac-
countable. Reforming parliament
in the ways suggested above will
go a long way towards achieving
national integrity.

When we talk about integrity, we
must walk the talk. We seem un-
able to do this and, thus, when we
speak passionately about the vir-
tues of integrity, it comes across
as paying lip service.

Party registrationsParty registrationsParty registrationsParty registrationsParty registrations

You would recall that Parti
Sosialis Malaysia (PSM) applied
to be registered as a political party
some years ago. Why is it so diffi-
cult to approve its application?
Why is it necessary to go to court
to seek justice? And why was the
court dragging its feet? Is it be-
cause it is an opposition party and
therefore the Registrar and the
Court are placing obstacles to frus-
trate PSM?

Compare this to the applications

of those closely aligned with the
powers-that-be such as the
Sarawak Progressive Democratic
Party (SPDP), which was regis-
tered by the Registrar of Societies
in record time – under a week.
You may also recall that when
UMNO was deregistered, the ap-
plication of UMNO Baru was ap-
proved so quickly – over a week-
end - that it bewildered everyone.

It is double standards such as
these that bring into question our
integrity.

University studentsUniversity studentsUniversity studentsUniversity studentsUniversity students
and freedomand freedomand freedomand freedomand freedom

We have often been told that the
young are the future leaders of the
nation. But do we allow our young
the leeway and scope to develop
their potential and grow up as
thinking and discerning indi-
viduals.

Our university undergraduates
are too restricted. They are not al-
lowed to do so many things that
are natural to undergraduates
elsewhere. In fact, freedom was
very much a norm in our univer-
sities until the infamous Univer-
sities and University Colleges Act
(UUCA) was introduced. It took

away the students’ initiative,
curbed the growth of leadership
qualities, and interfered in their
civic activities.

Even the Students’ Council elec-
tions in the universities have been
reduced to a sham. Critical stu-
dents are hounded and denied the
right to speak up when they try to
expose the abuses and restrictions.
Those who dare to be true to their
conscience are served with show-
cause letters and dragged before
disciplinary boards. Undergradu-
ates have been warned, fined and
even suspended for exercising
their democratic rights.

Some of these cases are still pend-
ing (even if the hearings have
been indefinitely postponed).
Aliran would like all charges
against these students to be
dropped. These charges make a
mockery of our human rights.

His Majesty, the Yang DiPertuan
Agong Tuanku Syed Sirajudddin
Syed Putra Jamalullail, speaking
at the 13th International Confer-
ence for University Adminstrators
earlier this month, observed: “A
silent culture is not a healthy cul-
ture in an institution of higher
education. The ability to view

Double standards
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ideas or grievances should be cul-
tivated as this is a platform to prac-
tise expressing views at the inter-
national arena.” (Bernama, 7 Feb-
ruary 2006)

The gagging effect of the UUCA
has retarded the intellectual de-
velopment of our future leaders
and lowered the prestige of our
universities internationally. It is
thus proposed that the UUCA be
repealed for the sake of real devel-
opment in Malaysia.

Privatisation may not be the an-
swer for all our economic ills, es-
pecially when profit-making ven-
tures and bodies are privatised.
There was no valid reason for pri-
vatising bodies such as Telekom
Malaysia and Pos Malaysia, just
to quote two examples.

No justification forNo justification forNo justification forNo justification forNo justification for
privatisationprivatisationprivatisationprivatisationprivatisation

Why should the profits generated
by these entities be handed over
to private citizens? It has not
helped the public one bit. It has
only whetted the appetite of
greedy individuals to make more
profit at the expense of
Malaysians. In fact, the govern-
ment should have held on to these
revenue-earning bodies so that the
additional income could be used
to provide facilities and services

for the public.

No open tendersNo open tendersNo open tendersNo open tendersNo open tenders

What is very disturbing is the fact
that projects are given out with-
out open tender, resulting in
hiked-up prices and poor quality
workmanship and in certain
cases the projects have been aban-
doned. You may recall the collaps-
ing computer labs. People with-
out any expertise or experience
often get selected and they in turn
subcontract these projects to oth-
ers at exorbitant profits. It is this
system of awarding projects with-
out open tender to greedy people
that is responsible for the drain
on our financial resources. A lot
of our wealth has been squan-
dered in this manner.

Regulatory system neededRegulatory system neededRegulatory system neededRegulatory system neededRegulatory system needed

There seems to be no limit to greed.
Even when these people make
huge profits it doesn’t stop them
from requesting for periodic in-
creases in rates and tariffs with-
out providing any justification.
This issue must be tackled. There
is an urgent need to set up a regu-
latory system that is well repre-
sented by consumers, NGOs, ac-
countants, etc to examine the need
for higher tariffs.

We also need to examine all the
agreements and concessions that
the government had gone into
with private bodies. It is alarming

that the interests of Malaysians
were not of paramount impor-
tance in these dealings. When
people go into business they take
on a risk. If they make  profits, well
and good. On the other hand, if
they incur losses, they have to
shoulder and absorb these losses
as a matter of course. But here we
have agreements signed by the
government guaranteeing com-
pensation to make good the losses
of favoured companies. Isn’t this
bewildering? It only encourages
the project undertakers not to be
responsible or thrifty in their ex-
penditure, knowing that there is
no way they are going to suffer a
loss.

If we are serious and sincere in
promoting integrity, then a Com-
mission must be set up to review
the entire privatisation process
and the manner in which con-
tracts have been awarded and to
determine how justified the gov-
ernment was in entering into
agreements that favoured the
concessionaires.

For a government that claims to
champion integrity, the present
administration has done little in
concrete and practical terms to
improve transparency in impor-
tant economic matters. This is es-
pecially evident when it comes to
privatisation, where secret con-
tracts are signed with crony com-
panies and concession agree-
ments are kept secret.

Lack of transparency
and accountability

No reason to privatise themNo reason to privatise themNo reason to privatise themNo reason to privatise themNo reason to privatise them
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The history of privatisation in
Malaysia is littered with examples
of lack of transparency and ac-
countability.

But lets not go too far back. In-
stead, let’s take a look at a few ex-
amples of what is happening
now:

Penang Outer Ring RoadPenang Outer Ring RoadPenang Outer Ring RoadPenang Outer Ring RoadPenang Outer Ring Road

Last December, the Cabinet ap-
proved the RM2 billion Penang
Outer Ring Road, construction of
which will be undertaken by Pe-
ninsular Metro Works Sdn Bhd. It
is disturbing to find out that this
RM2 billion contract has been
awarded without an open tender.
At a recent conference, complaints
were aired that contractors have
to pay bribes all the way from se-
curing the contract to collection of
payment.  There are also questions
being raised as to what experience
the PORR concessionaire has
with similar huge highway
projects.

In this regard, we wonder why
there is so little investment in pub-
lic transport in this congested is-
land and elsewhere in the coun-
try. The buses in Penang, for in-
stance, are in deplorable condi-
tion and the services very poor. At
a time when oil reserves are dwin-
dling, leading to higher oil prices,
surely it makes more sense to pro-
mote public transport rather than
private vehicle ownership.

Water privatisationWater privatisationWater privatisationWater privatisationWater privatisation

We are deeply concerned that
water has been privatised. The
right to water is a basic human
right and it is disturbing that the
government has granted control
over water management to private

firms in several states. Again,
many of the concession agree-
ments are secret.

At the same time, firms are using
these agreements to claim tariff
hikes on the basis of what they
claim to be successful reduction
of leakages (non-revenue water or
NRW). There is no independent
audit to verify such claims. If tar-
iff hikes are refused, the govern-
ment is often required to compen-
sate these private firms. Why are
these concession agreements be-
ing kept secret and why is there
no independent audit verification
of claims of NRW reduction?

Health careHealth careHealth careHealth careHealth care

A major revamp in the way the
government finances health care
is in progress. Consultants are
being appointed to design a blue-
print for the proposed health care
financing mechanism. But the
identity of the consultant has not
yet been revealed neither were the
terms of reference disclosed. (note:
the TOR has since been revealed.)
Such lack of transparency is
mind-boggling – especially when
one considers that the new fund
will handle billions of ringgit.

River privatizationRiver privatizationRiver privatizationRiver privatizationRiver privatization

In Selangor, three major rivers of
strategic importance to the state –
Sungai Selangor, Sungai Kelang
and Sungair Langat - are to be pri-
vatized in May to three firms.
Under 30-year concessions, these
three firms will manage a river
each and ensure cleanliness. They
will be required to repair
riverbanks damaged by sand ex-
cavation and deepen the rivers to
prevent overflowing and flood-
ing.  In return, they will be allowed

to dredge the rivers for sand and
to carry out ‘controlled develop-
ment projects’ to generate revenue.

The government says it has al-
ready identified the three firms
but their names have not yet been
disclosed.  There is a serious lack
of transparency over the conces-
sion agreements. How are the
concessionaires going to keep the
rivers clean when the real sources
of the pollution – industrial efflu-
ents, animal waste, sewage and
rubbish - are not tackled? And
what kind of ‘controlled develop-
ment projects’ are they going to
undertake?

And again, why is there no open
tender?  And why are our rivers,
which are precious natural re-
sources, being privatised in the
first place?

Media freedom is crucial in a de-
mocracy. This is to ensure an in-
formed society and to allow citi-
zens to make informed decisions
on matters that affect their daily
lives. Thus, easy access to infor-
mation by members of society is
vital.

Equally important, free and re-
sponsible media are crucial in the
context of a society like ours where
political leaders have expressed
publicly their desire for good gov-
ernance, transparency and pub-
lic accountability.

The media and civil society must
be more vigilant in monitoring
possible occurrences of corrup-
tion within the government and
the private sector. To do this, jour-
nalists should have enough room

Media freedom and
national integrity
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to exercise investigative journal-
ism without fear or favour.

While we are fully aware of the
importance of tempering media
freedom with responsibility, we
feel that the legal shackles - includ-
ing the licensing provisions - that
have restrained the media all this
while must be dismantled. Thus,
the Printing Presses and Publica-
tions Act (PPPA) must be re-
pealed. In this regard, the Multi-
media and Communications Act,
which govern the broadcasting
industry, must also be re-exam-
ined so that the illiberal elements
in the law can be expunged.

The PPPA, as it stands now, has
been responsible for the preva-
lence of a culture of fear and self-
censorship among journalists.
The immense power that the In-
ternal Security Minister wields
has also given birth to a danger-
ous trend of increasing concen-
tration of media ownership in the
hands of political parties and
those close to the government.
This stifles the diversity of view-
points essential to a democracy.

The media monitoring that Char-
ter 2000-Aliran has conducted so
far shows that the climate of fear
that prevails within the journal-
istic fraternity has encouraged
self-censorship and sycophancy
among certain journalists and
editors. Such a climate is detri-
mental to media freedom and re-
sponsibility.

Moreover, the recent cases of the
‘nude ear squats’ scandal and the
publication of the controversial
caricatures of Prophet
Muhammad have resulted in state
interference in the media. The sus-
pension or closure of a newspa-

C o n c l u s i o n

per has a chilling effect on jour-
nalists and newspapers owners
– which, in turn, spawns a cul-
ture of fear and censorship.

The Official Secrets Act also needs
to be reviewed so that only infor-
mation pertaining to security mat-
ters is protected from public scru-
tiny. Experience has shown that
the Act, under which ‘official se-
crets’ have been vaguely and
broadly defined, has been abused
to protect misdeeds within the
government.

It is in this light that we urge the
government to enact a Freedom of
Information Act to enable a free
flow of information between the
governing and the governed.

Over and above all these com-
ments, we believe that the coun-
try should be guided by the prin-
ciples of the Rukun Negara. Un-
fortunately, there is no real effort
to put these principles into prac-
tice e.g. the supremacy of the con-
stitution and the rule of law. While

our comments have been directed
mainly to the government because
the kind of issues raised,  we also
think it is important to nurture a
truly civil society founded on a
bedrock of justice and peace,
where no one is left out and suf-
fers from poverty and deprivation.
But for this to happen, it is not
enough just to memorise the
Rukun Negara. We must give
flesh and blood to the lofty princi-
ples of the Rukun Negara and fill
our people with its spirit.

We would like to believe that you
will be able to translate all that
you have heard today into action.
It is our earnest hope that you
will sincerely strive to realise this
so that when your children think
of fairness and integrity, they will
think of you. Let me end this ses-
sion by sharing this quotation
from Albert Einstein: “The most
important human endeavour is
the striving for morality in our ac-
tions. Our inner balance, and
even our very existence depends
on it. Only morality in our ac-
tions can give beauty and dignity
to our lives.” q



Aliran Monthly : Vol.26(2) Page 34

n 1947, the UN Commis-
sion on Human Rights
submitted a Draft Uni-
versal Declaration of

Human Rights which was
adopted by the General Assembly
in Paris on 10 of December 1948,
which was later recognised as
Human Rights Day.

Less than a decade later, Malaya
achieved independence on 31
August 1957.

Unfortunately, the guiding prin-
ciples of the Proclamation of In-
dependence have been largely for-
gotten and need constant repeat-
ing:

...the time has now arrived when the
people of Persekutuan Tanah Melayu
will assume the status of a free inde-
pendent and sovereign nation among
the nations of the World …

… and with God’s blessing shall be
forever a sovereign, democratic and
independent State founded upon the
principle of liberty and justice and
ever seeking the welfare and happi-
ness of its people.

The principle of liberty and jus-
tice was, of course, enshrined in
the Federal Constitution, but there
was a catch ...

When we gained Independence in
1957, the Emergency Regulations
Ordinance introduced in 1948 by
the British Colonial Administra-
tion was still in force despite re-
peated calls from several quarters
to have it repealed.

And the Government fully exer-
cised its right of derogation,
which allows states to suspend
certain human rights in excep-
tional cases, most often in the case
of national emergencies. There-
fore, whatever fundamental rights
we were granted and guaranteed
by the Federal Constitution were
simply cancelled by the Govern-
ment citing that we were still liv-
ing in a state of emergency.

In his inaugural speech in the
Federal Legislative Council in
December 1957, D.R. Seeniva-
sagam, the legendary lawyer, said:

It is well known that the implemen-
tation of the Emergency Regula-
tions Ordinance is a serious viola-
tion of basic human rights. We were
told that some people have been la-
belled as “subversives”, “pro-com-
munists”,  “communists sympa-
thisers” and so on .... but if Chin
Peng were to surrender uncondi-
tionally to the government, will the
Emergency end? I dare say it will
not. This is because the policy of
the Alliance Government is to en-

sure the permanent existence of the
Emergency.

Nevertheless, on 31 July 1960, the
Government finally agreed to re-
peal the;. Emergency Regulations
Ordinance.

However, the very next day, 1
August 1960, the Government
passed the Constitutional Amend-
ment Bill a.k.a the Internal Securty
Act (ISA).

HUMAN RIGHTS

What human rights culture?
Human rights has been a subversive, if not
abusive, epithet right up till recent times

by Cecil Rajendra
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In any study of human rights cul-
ture in this country, one could do
no better than read the debates (in
Hansard) leading up to the pass-
ing of the Constitutional Amend-
ment Bill in the Federal Legisla-
tive Assembly in 1960.

This is what Lim Kean Siew, a dis-
tinguished lawyer and member of
the Socialist Front, said:

The Government has publicly an-
nounced that the Emergency will end
on 31 July. However, a piece of legis-
lation on preventive detention imme-
diately replaces it. This is, in reality,
hoodwinking the people; it is only a
change in form but not in substance.

"The ruling party has amended arti-
cles of the Constitution in detail, so
much so that it has become worse and
more frightening ... We can foresee
that once the Constitution is
amended, every aspect of people’s free-
dom of speech and thought will be
crushed in various ways ...

This is what V David, the legen-
dary trade unionist and MP, also
opposing the Amendment Bill,
said:

I am strongly against the amendment
... The Constitution has very clearly
provided for the basic rights and
freedoms of our citizens. Once the
Constitution is amended, the basic
rights enjoyed by our citizens will be
undermined.

Then we have MP Tan Kee Gak,
Chairman of the Malaya Party:

 ... all of a sudden the government has
arrogantly announced the Amend-
ment Bill. The government thinks that
it has the right to tamper with the
basic human rights of the citizens and
the Federal Constitution. Obviously,
it does not particularly respect our
Constitution. It is prepared to tamper
with our Constitution in any manner
it pleases, when the Constitution is
considered to be the most sacred by
every citizen … This is tantamount
to undermining our basic human
rights which are guaranteed by the
Federal Constitution.

But inspite of their spirited de-
fence of human rights by these
early human rights advocates,
their opposition to the constitu-
tional amendment, was brushed
aside by Alliance heavyweights
like Tun Razak, Datuk Ong Yoke
Lin (Health and Welfare Ministr),
Datuk Sulaiman (Home Affairs
Minister) and Tun Tan Siew Sin
(Finance Minister). This is what
Datuk Sulaiman said:

... anyone who is against the Bill is
supporting the Communist Party.
Not only that, it further implies ac-
ceptance of the communist ideology.

And even worse came from Tun
Tan Siew Sin who weighed in and

warned:

Those who are against the Bill are
anti-national and therefore Commu-
nist sympathisers.

So the Proclamation of Independ-
ence, with its promise of liberty
and justice for all, far from being a
milestone in the evolution of hu-
man rights culture in this coun-
try, became a mere hiccup in our
continuing culture of fear and
fright.

Subsequent amendments and leg-
islation such as the Emergency
(Public Order & Prevention of
Crime) Ordinance 1969, the re-
vised Sedition Act (1965), the Dan-
gerous Drugs (Special Preventive
Measures) Act 1985, the revised
Restricted Residence Act 1989, the
Printing Presses & Publication
Act 1984, Societies Act and the
Official Secrets Act did nothing to
enhance our human rights image
or appreciation.

And anyone critical of these laws,
which are antithetical to any con-
cept or culture of human rights,
was branded anti-national, anti-
constitutional, subversive or com-
munist.  From the 1960s right up
to the 1990s, human rights activ-

“ A n t i - n a t i o n a l
c o m m u n i s t

s y m p a t h i s e r s ”

Heated debates
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Tun Tan Siew SinTun Tan Siew SinTun Tan Siew SinTun Tan Siew SinTun Tan Siew Sin
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ists were, in fact, considered anti-
national trouble-makers,
subversives and communists.

In today’s terminology, a human
rights activist was profiled as a
terrorist out to sabotage his coun-
try.

And this thinking, this perversion
of human rights culture, was
prevalent throughout the whole
region.

Lee Kuan Yew, Marcos, Suharto,
Mahathir etc. all subscribed to the
idea that human rights was inimi-
cal to economic development,
progress and security.

Kuan Yew wrote:

The concept of human rights cannot
be applied as a yardstick for the de-
veloping nations of Asia  … certain
liberties have to be sacrificed for the
sake of economic development.

He went on to suggest that the
Universal Declaration of Human
Rights was a product of Western
civilisation with little or no rel-
evance for Asia.

Human rights values as en-
shrined in the UDHR were West-

ern values; what we needed were
Eastern values such as those es-
poused by Confucius.

And because of the special stat-
ure and position occupied by
Kuan Yew among Asian states-
men, his unmitigated guff on de-
velopment and human rights was
seized upon and swallowed hook,
line and sinker by lesser Asian
leaders.

So whatever hope we had for the
emergence of a human rights cul-
ture was squelched by the contin-
ued use of emergency regulations.

For instance in 1958, 56 student
activists were detained under the
Emergency Ordinance simply be-
cause they opposed the colonial
education policy - the youngest of
those detainees being a mere 16
years old!

In November 1960. while the
country slept, police and Special
Branch agents carried out mass
arrests of more than 20 in

Selangor, Negri Sembilan and
Perak.

In 1961, over 50 student activists
and Socialist Front members were
arrested. Some were charged in
court while the rest sent to the Batu
Gajah Detention Centre. In 1962,
over 50 people were detained all
over the country.

On 2 February 1963, Singapore
kicked off with mass arrests un-
der its notorious “Operation Cold
Store”. Among those detained
were Utusan Melayu editor Said
Zahari,  Lim Chin Siong, Dr. Lim
Hock Slew and Dr. Poh Su Kai.

And, as has been the pattern ever
since, what Singapore does today,
Malaysia does tomorrow. (cf. Op-
eration Lalang)

So, on 13 February 1963, Ahmad
Boestamam became the first MP
to be detained. That year also saw
the mass arrests of many Malay
leftists who opposed the forma-
tion of Malaysia.

In 1965, following the call by the
Socialist Front to mark the second

Mass arrests and
b o g e y m e n
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anniversary of the arrest of
Boestamam as the “Struggle for
Human Rights Day”, the Govern-
ment detained several top leaders
of the Socialist Front and its com-
ponent parties; they also detained
over 250 demonstrators and de-
clared a state of Emergency over a
part of Kuala Lumpur. The detain-
ees included the famed novelist,
Pak Sako.

It was as if the Proclamation of
Independence and the promise
of liberty and justice had never
happened. For, with the deten-
tion of Pak Sako and Ahmad
Boestamam, newly independent
Malaya was seen to make a com-
plete U-turn back to the Emer-
gency of 1948 when both
Boestamam and Pak Sako were
arrested by the British colonial
authorities. And this pattern of
arrests, detentions without trial,
ban on peaceful public rallies,
suppression of trade unions and
opposition parties, this flouting
of fundamental liberties contin-
ued unabated ... .

First with the communist bogey,
then with the Indonesian
Konfrontasi, followed by the 1969
Emergency (which is still in
place!), then again the communist
bogey, right up to Memali, Opera-
tion La1ang and the new millen-
nium, with the so-called War on
Terrorism.

In the name of security, the Gov-
ernment also stopped elections to
local councils in the mid 1960s.
We are all aware of the continu-
ing saga of non-transparency and
non-accountability affecting ap-
pointed Councils up till today.

So what culture of human rights
are we talking about?

Human rights has been a subver-
sive, if not abusive, epithet right
up till very recent times. 1t was
only in the late 1990s with the
appointment of Tan Sri Musa
Hitam as Chair of the UN Com-
mission for Human Rights and the
subsequent setting up of
SUHAKAM, that there has been a
slight shift in attitudes - both gov-
ernment and public.

I pause here to remind you that in
1974 a group of people concerned
with human rights set up The
Human Rights Organisation of
Malaysia under the chairmanship
of national poet Usman Awang.
The pro-tem committee included
such luminaries as Boestamam, V
David, Kassim Ahmad, Azmi
Khalid, lawyer Gamany, and Pro-
fessor Rohanna Ariffin. The ap-
plication for registration, how-
ever, was summarily rejected by
the government of Tun  Hussein
Onn.

Fourteen years later, on the 40th
anniversary of the UDHR (10 De-
cember 1988), Tunku Abdul
Rahman, our first Prime Minister,
declared the formation of the Na-
tional Human Rights Society
(HAKAM). This was in the after-
math of Operation Lalang in
1987and May Day for Justice in
1988
.
But it would take three long years
before its application for registra-
tion was approved in spite of the
fact that the application was sub-
mitted by HAKAM’s second chair-
man, none other than the same
Tun Hussein Onn!

It is also important to note that,
since the early 1960s with the

A slight shift

likes of D R Seenivasagam, Lim
Kean Siew, Tan Phock Hin, , , , , R.
Ramani, Karam Singh and Raja
Aziz Addruse, the Malaysian
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Indians of the Andes who live at altitudes of 1700 feet have
larger hearts and lungs than sea-level dwellers; they also have
about two quarts more blood in their veins.

- Did you Know That .... (International Press Service)

The concept of human rights cannot be applied as a yardstick
for the developing nations of Asia .... certain liberties have to
be sacrificed for the sake of economic development.

- Lee Kuan Yew in an interview with the Times

Nothing stronger
than that instinct

for survival

We evolve
a larger heart

lungs
extra quarts of blood

to survive
the mountain’s thin air

And dissemble
a loss of conscience

voice
heart, guts, spunk

to survive
an island’s hot air

Larger lungs
for the Andean Indian

human rights
only after development

If you live
with a boot on your neck

all your life
freedom’s an academic question

- Cecil Rajendra
First published in the collection “Bones & Feathers”

(Heinemann Educational Books) 1978.

ALTITUDES AND PLATITUDES
Bar has been in the forefront of
the battle for human rights in
this country.

And, for our pains we have been
threatened, abused, and casti-
gated; our members charged for
unlawful assembly and our lead-
ers cited for contempt and sedi-
tion ,and detained! As late as
1996, the then Attorney General
threatened to clip our wings for
failing to understand the “sensi-
tive issues” facing the Govern-
ment and acting like an opposi-
tion party by highlighting human
rights issues.

And, so, in
2 0 0 5 / 2 0 0 6
with the tram-
pling of a
peaceful reli-
gious commu-
nity and the
wanton de-
struction of
their private

property by the authorities in the
Ayah Pin case, by the denial of a
legal forum in the Moorthy case,
by the absolute disregard for hu-
man dignity by the police in the
nude-squats incident and the
head-shaving of mahjong players,
how can we even begin to talk of a
culture of human rights in Malay-
sia.

Ask me again in 10  years time ...

Cecil Rajendra is theCecil Rajendra is theCecil Rajendra is theCecil Rajendra is theCecil Rajendra is the
president of human rightspresident of human rightspresident of human rightspresident of human rightspresident of human rights
group HAKAM. This is angroup HAKAM. This is angroup HAKAM. This is angroup HAKAM. This is angroup HAKAM. This is an
edited extract of a paperedited extract of a paperedited extract of a paperedited extract of a paperedited extract of a paper
presented at the Suhakampresented at the Suhakampresented at the Suhakampresented at the Suhakampresented at the Suhakam
forum on “Culture of Hu-forum on “Culture of Hu-forum on “Culture of Hu-forum on “Culture of Hu-forum on “Culture of Hu-
man Rights in Malaysia”man Rights in Malaysia”man Rights in Malaysia”man Rights in Malaysia”man Rights in Malaysia”
in February 2006.in February 2006.in February 2006.in February 2006.in February 2006.
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A D V E R T I S E M E N T
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he Government of Datuk
Seri Abdullah Badawi
must be congratulated
for setting up this Parlia-

mentary Select Committee to seek
the views of Malaysians. We do
hope that this kind of opportunity
will also be extended for public
participation before Bills are pre-
sented to Parliament. Let me em-
phasise that Aliran is indeed very
pleased to appear before this Com-
mittee to submit our views.

Integrity is an important virtue
that must be reflected in our daily
conduct. It is this value that gives
meaning to our very existence. In-
tegrity is the cornerstone of the
fifth tenet of the Rukun Negara,
which is good behaviour and
morality. It is good behaviour and
morality that determine what
kind of a nation we evolve into
and what kind of leaders we will
have at the helm. Exemplary con-
duct of leaders, without doubt,
will shape the character of the
nation and inspire its people to
be worthy citizens. Real integrity
is doing the right thing.

Having said that let us focus on
some issues:

Corruption is something that chal-

INTEGRITY

Integrity: Prove
commitment with action
Memorandum presented by Aliran to the Parliamentary Select
Committee on National Integrity

TTTTT

C o r r u p t i o n
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Do they have a case to answer with regard to corruption?Do they have a case to answer with regard to corruption?Do they have a case to answer with regard to corruption?Do they have a case to answer with regard to corruption?Do they have a case to answer with regard to corruption?

lenges our integrity. Unless this
scourge is fought relentlessly,
without consideration for the
vested interests of individuals -
whatever their standing in soci-
ety - we cannot convince
Malaysians that we really care for
integrity and that we are indeed
trying our level best to inculcate
this virtue seriously and sincerely.

There have been instances of cor-
ruption involving people of influ-
ence and high standing which
have not been pursued vigorously.
This lackadaisical approach has
left many Malaysians wondering
if we are really revolted by the
curse of corruption.

Let me quote some examples:

1 . The rumour that the Deputy
Public Prosecutor (DPP ) had
submitted his findings to the
Attorney General (AG) that
Rafidah Aziz and Rahim
Tamby Chik had a case to an-
swer with regard to corruption
and abuse of power gained
credence with  Mohd Ezam’s
conviction under the Official
Secrets Act. His conviction
confirmed that it was no ru-
mour but a statement of fact.
But many wonder why  no
charges have been filed against
both of them after so many
years.

Continued on page 27Continued on page 27Continued on page 27Continued on page 27Continued on page 27


