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Take a stand, Mr PM
An open letter on the disruption of the forum in Penang

Re: Developments following
the Forum “Federal Constitution: Protection for All” in
Penang
Forgive us for asking for your
time, but we are most concerned at the developments
following the disruption of the
forum organised by Article 11
and Aliran in Penang on 14
May.
You will know that the legitimate right to hold a forum, to
peacefully and inclusively discuss a matter of concern to
many Malaysians of all races,
was infringed by a small group
of threatening, inciteful and
disruptive persons whose antics led the police to strongly
advise the organisers to cut
short the forum because of the
threat of violence.
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EDITOR'S

NOTE

In our cover story, we publish our open letter to the
Prime Minister asking him to take a clear stand on
the disrupted forum in Penang.
In the aftermath of the disruption, some media reports published contradictory and confused accounts of what transpired. To see the record straight,
we carry an eyewitness account of the sequence of
events that morning. We also carry a clarification
from the WAO of what the Article 11 coalition is all
about. A whole range of groups and individuals
reacted to the disrupted forum. We publish a range
of views, a couple of which contained veiled threats
and warnings of dire consequences.
Prema Devaraj is left pondering over how such an
incident could occur. Martin Jalleh, on the other
hand, takes to task those who used irrational arguments to justify their irrational behaviour.
The forum was held not long after Malaysia’s election into the new United Nations Human Rights
Council. That should have been a matter of pride,
but Angeline Loh wonders whether the government
will be able to fulfil its lofty pledges to uphold human rights.
Commenting on the electricity tariff hikes, Ong Eu
Soon says the government is passing on the cost of
TNB’s mismanagement to the Malaysian public. The
cost of living keeps rising while many remain poor.
David Anthony visits a few Indian Malaysian
homes and discovers that their plight has not
changed much over the years. Some women too are
suffering in silence. Burung Pipit calls on
Malaysians to act now to put a stop to violence
against women.
Philip Khoo wraps up our issue with a thorough
analysis of how the opposition managed to make
sharp inroads in the Sarawak state elections held in
May.
ALIRAN is a Reform Movement dedicated to
Justice, Freedom & Solidarity and listed on the
roster of the Economic and Social Council of the
United Nations. Founded in 1977, Aliran welcomes
all Malaysians above 21 to be members. Contact
the Hon. Secretary or visit our webpage.
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As we are sure YAB will agree,
this was already a severe blow to
those of us who hold our Federal
Constitution dear.
Events subsequent to the disruption, however, are further shaking
the confidence of Malaysians everywhere. Our Federal Constitution should serve to protect us, but
it seems it is in danger of being
circumvented and its guarantees
demeaned. We are sure YAB is
most anxious to uphold the values and the rights which our Federal Constitution enshrines. We
are sure that the threats and intimidation presently being circulated by groups and individuals
who were involved or associated
with the illegitimate and inciteful
action in Penang should be
treated with not just the scant respect they deserve but with concrete action to bring instigators to
justice where they have breached
those rights guaranteed to us all.
Our certainty, however, is in need
of reassurance. We are alarmed at
the increasingly strident and
threatening tone taken by the
groups mentioned above. Are
they to be allowed to continue to
attempt to raise the temperature
of all Malaysians by circulating
their distortions of what Article 11
and we stand for? Are they to be
allowed to threaten further (illegal) disruptions of legitimately
constituted forums at which
Malaysians of any race are free to
attend and debate? Is this the
Malaysia of the future – where the
rights of Malaysians are to be held
hostage by the bullying tactics of
a few?
Further, we were most surprised
and concerned to read of YAB’s

comments regarding the Sedition
Act, about which we would appreciate clarification.
Aliran has always stood for peaceful, legitimate and inclusive discussion of issues that affect all
Malaysians. We do not seek to divide, but to bring together. We do
not champion chauvinism, but
decry it. How can any seditious
motive be imputed to us for taking the initiative to discuss such
an area together? We are discussing, we are exploring. Malaysians
of all religions and races attend
our forums; everyone is encouraged to give their views without
fear or favour. We respect the right
of each individual to hold his or
her opinion and to freely state it.
We would ask for mutual respect
in return. We do not impose anything on anyone, we do not seek
to bully anyone to do anything,
and we do not advance a cause
by intimidation or violence. Instead we seek to bring people together, to bridge gaps, to unite
people in the common concern
that is Malaysia. For this, surely
we ought to be congratulated.
Yet now we stand accused of having an agenda ‘yang serong dan
tidak baik ke atas Islam dan umatnya’
(to quote a recent PAS memorandum to your good self) and our
action was described as ‘biadap’
(in Harakah). Certain groups are
asking for action to be taken
against us and the other organisers of the Forum.

doubt in order to gather more supporters who are willing to violate
the laws and Constitution which
YAB has been elected to uphold.
We humbly submit that, if no action is taken, the situation can only
deteriorate and, with it, the meaning of the rights of all Malaysians
will be hollowed. As the message
of the schoolyard says, the more
one gives in to bullies the more
they will bully. When those who
resort to intimidation are given
credence, then freedom and security will suffer, perhaps irredeemably.
We are sure we share with YAB
the desire to avoid such a depressing future for our country
and for all Malaysians. So we
petition YAB to take necessary
action to put an end to this unsavoury episode. We urge YAB
to state clearly unequivocally
that the Article 11-Aliran forum
was legitimate, designed to encourage free, open and non-antagonistic discussion of several
issues of current public importance, and that the right to organise such a forum is protected
by our Federal Constitution. Finally, we request that YAB
should reaffirm that the government will take prompt and appropriate action against anyone
who seeks to obstruct or terminate such a forum by intimidation, incitement and/or the
spread of false information.
Thank you for your attention.

By giving them any kind of encouragement, one bestows legitimacy on their unfounded accusations. This can only inflame the
situation, giving them more excuse
to peddle their distortions, no
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Yours sincerely,
Aliran Executive Committee
20 May 2006
c.c. Timbalan Perdana Menteri
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Aliran - Article 11 forum
disrupted
forum “Federal Constitution: Protection For
All”, jointly organised
by Aliran and Article 11
Coalition, was disrupted by an
unruly crowd of demonstrators in
Penang this morning. The event,
scheduled to run from 9.00 am to
1.00 pm at the Cititel Hotel along
Penang Road, was unexpectedly
cut short to only an hour’s duration.

A

As a result, only three of the five
speakers, AWAM Executive Director Honey Tan, constitutional
lawyer Prof Shad Saleem Faruqi
and HAKAM Deputy President
Malik Imtiaz were able to speak,
each only for about five minutes
instead of the planned 15 minutes.
Two other speakers, Aliran President P Ramakrishnan and Kota
Bahru Member of Parliament
Datuk Zaid Ibrahim, were denied
their right to speak. Also cancelled
was a scheduled Q and A session.
The forum, which would have
highlighted the supremacy of the
Federal Constitution, discussed
the emerging conflict in legal jurisdictions between civil law and
the syariah, as exemplified in several recent court cases. It would
have been a wonderful opportunity to address these critical issues
confronting our beloved country.
Aliran deeply regrets that the opportunity to do so in a peaceful

and constructive manner did not
materialise.
At about 7.45 am, a crowd began
gathering in front of the hotel carrying placards and shouting slogans. By 9.30 am, the crowd had
swelled to about 200 people. Inexplicably, the chants and the
placards were directed against the
formation of the Inter Faith Commission, which was completely
unrelated to today’s forum focusing on the Federal Constitution.
Police were out in numbers and
all approach roads near the hotel
were cordoned off to traffic, inconveniencing people who had registered to attend the forum. Not to
be deterred, about 250 people
showed up for the forum.
According to the police, the forum
had to be cut short or cancelled
because they felt they might not
have been able to control the
crowd, which they claimed was
threatening to storm the hotel. The
demonstrators had wanted the
meeting called off.
In fact, some of the demonstrators
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joined the forum, where they further heckled and disrupted the
meeting indoors, despite appeals
by the chair that the panelists be
allowed to speak. We regret that
this group of demonstrators was
unable to respect the right of free
expression of their fellow
Malaysians. Rights, we believe,
come with responsibilities. This
forum, focusing on our constitutional rights, would have been a
learning experience for the demonstrators had they chosen to participate in the forum, which was
open to all.
Aliran is not deterred by today’s
incident. We respect the freedom
of assembly and the freedom of
expression accorded to all, as enshrined in the Federal Constitution.
But we strongly oppose threatening and unruly behaviour, which
prevents other Malaysians from
gathering and discussing issues.
We will continue to organise such
forums for thinking Malaysians.
Aliran Executive Committee
14 May 2006

What

really

happened

Media reports of the forum on 14
May 2006 appeared confused and
contradictory. Here’s an eyewitness account of the events that
morning…
7.45 am
Police roadblocks had been set up
on all roads leading to Cititel Hotel on Penang Road, about half a
kilometre away from the State Police Contingent Headquarters
along the same road. Some people managed to drive in; others
had to park some distance away
and walk to the hotel.
A small crowd of protestors was
already beginning to gather outside the hotel. The police were already on standby, keeping the
crowd on the opposite side of the
road, facing the hotel. Police allowed people to walk into the hotel.
8.30 am
The organising team arrived and
took a decision to carry on with
the forum. Police said that it was
all right to do so.
8.45 am
Registration material was transported to the hotel through the
police roadblock with police permission. Protestors numbered
around 150 at this stage. Riot police clambered out of a truck.
Chanting and shouting of slogans
had already begun. Protestors
carried posters condemning the
Interfaith Commission (IFC), linking the IFC to Zionism and saying that it threatened Islam. It was
very clear that the protestors had
incorrectly linked our Forum on
the Federal Constitution to the
IFC.
9.00 am
Registration of the participants

commenced. Police attitude at this
time was that we could proceed
with the event and that they were
here to provide security for us. The
hotel’s general manager was
present at this discussion and was
aware that organisers were going
to carry on. Registration was extended till 9.40 to allow for walkin registrations as well as people
who had been delayed because of
the parking problems caused by
the roadblocks.
9.30 am
More than a hundred police personnel had been deployed with
senior state police officers present.
The protestors numbered around
200. A small group of protestors
tried to walk across the road together, but police blocked them.
9.40 am
Around this time, an OCPD advised the organisers to call off the
forum. The police acknowledged
that our forum was legal and that
they were only offering us advice.
But they said that the crowd outside could not be handled – “there
were 600 protestors and only 200
policemen”. The police informed
us that the protestors wanted the
forum stopped and there was a
serious danger that the protestors
were about to storm the hotel. They
implied that the safety of the participants was now at risk.
The organisers tried to negotiate
for the forum to carry on for an
hour but the police insisted on half
an hour. The OCPD walked away,
saying “10.15”.
9.45 am
The forum, held on Level 3 of the
hotel, began at 9.45 am with some
230 participants. The proceedings
were immediately disrupted by
about 30-odd protestors who had
initially been part of the protest
outside but who had then entered
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the hotel and registered as walkin participants. They used the
mike at the back of the hall that
had been prepared for Q & A and
challenged the chair and the organisers.
9.55 am
After the initial disturbance was
brushed aside, the speakers were
each given five minutes to present
a summarised version of their
talk. In the meantime, downstairs
in the hotel lobby, police were
stopping people from heading to
the forum on Level 3, saying that
“registrations had closed” and
asking for proof from pre-registered participants.
10.20 am
Protestors at the back of the hall
began to say “time’s up”. When
the fourth speaker, Zaid Ibrahim,
came up to the rostrum to speak,
the police entered the hall and insisted that the event should be
brought to an end. The forum
ended then. Only three of the five
speakers had had a chance to
speak. Neither Rama nor Zaid
spoke. The protestors outside dispersed on hearing that the forum
had stopped.
11.00 am
The organisers held a press conference with over 13 reporters. At
this press conference, the speakers each had a chance to speak.
Zaid had left by this time.
11.30 am
After the press conference, the organisers cleared up and prepared
their own statement, which was
then sent to the press later in the
afternoon.
12.00 noon
A bomb disposal unit arrived to
check the hall and surrounding
areas. Apparently, there had been
a bomb threat. q

COVER STORY

What

others

say...

It was the wrong thing to do. It was a stupid act by
these people. They interrupted in an abrupt manner an open forum organised to intelligently discuss current matters.
I am not afraid to say this because we are living in
the new millennium where we need to sit and talk
things over.
Datuk Seri Nazri Aziz
Minister in the Prime Minister’s Department
Source: New Straits Times, 16 May 2006

Q Q Q Q Q
Thus, it is with alarm that we note that a forum on
the Federal Constitution, which sought to discuss
the provisions of Article 11 pertaining to religious
freedom, was forced to an abrupt end by about 500
people on Sunday.
The clear message that must be sent out is that there
is always room for dialouge and discussion no matter how serious or sensitive the matter. We must not
allow this premise to be jeopardised by organised
mobs which unlawfully impose their will on others.
Editorial
The Sun, 16 May 2006

Q Q Q Q Q
Suppressing free and peaceful opinion through
threats and coercion should never be tolerated or
Malaysians will continue to be inward-looking.
For this, we should salute Minister in the Prime Minister’s Department Datuk Seri Nazri Aziz, who condemned the protestors.

Saya mengingatkan kumpulan ini, jika sekiranya
masih berdegil , saya memberi jaminan bahawa
kumpulan Artikel 11 ini dan seumpamanya akan
berdepan dengan risiko yang lebih besar daripada
mereka hadapi pada 14 Mei yang lalu.
Ustaz Mohd Hafiz Nordin
Pengerusi Badan Anti Suruhanjaya Antara Agama BADAI
16 Mei 2006

Q Q Q Q Q
The meeting was held in a closed door manner and
it was their right to discuss the matter and what
they talked about was not in contravention of any
laws because at the end of the day the Government
will decide on the matters.
Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahmad Badawi
Prime Minister
Source: The Star, 17 May 2006

Q Q Q Q Q
There is, however, some hope. This time around,
the Government acknowledges the forum as a legitimate activity, and has condemned the incident
of disruption as “wrong and stupid”, to borrow the
words of the minister in charge of law.
The next time a similar situation arises, the police
must be prepared to go all out to ensure that legitimate activities by peace-loving persons will not be
thwarted by those who threaten to breach the peace
and disrupt public order.
Taboos cultivate ignorance and hidden discontent.
Taboos impede progress. Speak up, Malaysians!

Syed Nadzri
Source: New Straits Times, 16 May 2006

Q Q Q Q Q

Yeo Yang Poh
President, The Malaysian Bar
Source: New Straits Times, 17 May 2006

Q Q Q Q Q
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Pihak media, dengan disokong kuat Nazri Aziz
yang “sekularis stupid” itu jelas cuma
memutarbelitkan fakta, memainkan jarum halus
propaganda mereka.

course, let alone any resolution thereof.
Source: Editorial, New Straits Times, 17 May 2006

Q Q Q Q Q
Tapi saya juga tidak terkejut jika maruah dan
kedaulatan Islam dipermainkan sebegitu rupa,
pertumpahan darah boleh berlaku! Kalau tragedi
13 Mei 1969 tercetus kerana “masalah antara
kaum”, maka hal yang lebih buruk boleh
dirakamkan jika “masalah antara agama” cuba
diremehkan.
Penganjur IFC harus faham, mereka sudah melewati
wilayah sensitif dan harus bersedia menerima
padah susulannya. Tidak bermakna jika mereka
berseminar atau berforum secara beradab, menurut
peraturan, dan tidak mengeluarkan kecaman
kepada mana-mana pihak, maka mereka
mengharapkan pihak lain yang begitu sensitif
dengan isu yang mereka bawa akan
menghadapinya dengan tenang juga.
Penganjur IFC juga sering bercakap dusta.
Ahmad Lutfi Othman
Source: Harakahdaily, 17 Mei 2006

It appears that mob rule prevailed during the incident. I feel sad the police who are given the task of
upholding the law appeared to have sided with the
protestors.
Senator Dr Chin Fook Weng
Source: New Straits Times, 19 May 2006

Q Q Q Q Q
... namun umat Islam mempunyai hak bersuara atau
mengatakan bantahan kerana kutipan tandatangan
penubuhan Suruhanjaya Antara Agama (IFC)
merupakan satu perbuatan yang menghiris
sensitiviti umat Islam.
Tindakan Aliran dianggap begitu biadap sekali
kerana sanggup berhadapan dengan umat Islam
tanpa rasa bersalah terutamanya mencampuri
urusan agama.
Source: Harakahdaily, 19 May 2006

Q Q Q Q Q
Q Q Q Q Q
Instead, this was a recrudescence of the inchoate
misapprehensions that continue to afflict this issue,
despite progress on reconciling the jurisdictions of
Syariah and civil law in this country to better manage the interfaces of Malaysia’s many faiths.
The mob’s actions deeply damaged whatever cause
they were presuming to espouse, as they came across
as misguided, badly led and belligerent. Their intimidatory tactics contributed nothing to the dis-

Article 11 enunciates the constitutional position on
this matter not only for non-Muslims but also for
Muslims, not only for citizens but also for everyone
in the country. That is why it will profit everyone,
Muslims and non-Muslims, to attend such talks and
forums on this matter that engage knowledgeable
speakers.
Tun Hamid Omar
Source: The Star, 21 May 2006
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Respect Freedom of
Expression of All
This right should be exercised consistently with the rights of others
to similarly hold opinions and beliefs
uara Rakyat Malaysia
(SUARAM) is deeply
concerned that the forum Federal Constitution:
Protection for All which was jointly
organized by Aliran and Article
11 Coalition on 14 May 2006 in
Penang, was forced to end its programme abruptly after disruption
by a group of unruly demonstrators.

S

SUARAM respects everyone’s
rights to freedom of expression
and freedom of peaceful assembly
to voice out his or her concerns on
certain issues. This right should
be exercised consistently with the
rights of others to similarly hold
opinions and beliefs, in addition
to expressing the same.
The forum was organised in this
spirit in a closed-setting for everyone to learn about, disseminate
and discuss matters relevant to all
sectors of society. The forum was
opened to the public and the demonstrators could have attended
the forum and expressed their
views and engaged in the debate
of the issues. They would have
found that the forum had nothing
at all to do with the Inter Faith
Council (IFC), which seems to be
the main contention of the demonstrators.

It is therefore rather unfortunate
that the demonstrators chose to
stage a demonstration that resulted in the forum being not able
to proceed as planned. This is a
setback to the spirit of open and
democratic dialogue in civil society.
SUARAM also questions the conduct of the police in handling the
incident. The police should have
allowed the forum to proceed as
planned and at the same time, ensured that the demonstration was
peaceful and did not disrupt the
forum. If some of the demonstrators had become unruly, it was the
duty of the police to take action
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against the demonstrators instead
of stopping the forum.
SUARAM is of the view that any
conflict and issue confronting society can only be resolved through
democratic dialogue with mutual
respect among members of civil society. SUARAM strongly opposes
threats of violence, from any party
or authority aimed at intimidating others from participating on a
democratic platform and exchanging views.
We should use our freedom to promote others, not to subjugate others.
Suaram Secretariat
17 May 2006
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Artikel 11 tidak pernah
membangkitkan
isu
IFC
Forum membincangkan isu kehakiman di Malaysia serta
menegakkan keagungan Perlembagaan Persekutuan
oleh Vizla Kumaresan, WAO bagi pihak Artikel 11
erujuk kepada laporan terbitan Berita
Harian bertajuk “Demonstrasi Cara
Bodoh” (16 Mei 2006), Pertubuhan
Pertolongan Wanita (WAO), sebagai
urus setia bersama gabungan Artikel 11, ingin
menyatakan bahawa laporan pihak tuan
mengandungi kesalahan fakta.

M

Laporan yang dirujuki itu mengatakan bahawa
forum yang dianjurkan oleh Artikel 11, dengan
Aliran, “membincangkan isu berkaitan
Suruhanjaya Antara Kepercayaan Agama (IFC)
termasuk sistem kehakiman dan penolakan
sebarang usaha menjadikan Malaysia negara
teokratik.”
Di sini kami ingin menyatakan bahawa Artikel
11 tidak pernah membangkitkan isu IFC, seperti
terkandung dalam laporan tersebut. Sebaliknya,
forum yang dianjurkan di Pulau Pinang, Melaka
dan Kuala Lumpur membincangkan isu
kehakiman di Malaysia, serta menegakkan
keagungan Perlembagaan Persekutuan. Namun
begitu,
ketiga-tiga
forum
ini
juga
membincangkan hak kesemua rakyat Malaysia
tanpa mengira bangsa atau agama.
Kes Nyonya Tahir, Moorthy dan Shamala
digunakan sebagai contoh di mana bidang
kuasa Mahkamah Tinggi semakin tergugat.
Selain itu, kes-kes tersebut juga menunjukkan
bahawa perlu wujud satu sistem kehakiman di
mana semua golongan masyarakat Malaysia

dapat dilindungi.
Matlamat Artikel 11 adalah untuk:
• menyeru kerajaan dan badan kehakiman
untuk mendukung keagungan Perlembagaan
Persekutuan.
• menyeru kerajaan untuk memastikan
pemerintahan sejajar dengan peruntukkanperuntukkan Perlembagaan Persekutuan dan
berlandaskan nilai-nilai sejagat kesemua
rakyat Malaysia.
• menyeru kerajaan untuk mengesahkan
bahawa Malaysia tidak akan menjadi satu
negara teokratik.
• menyeru kerajaan supaya merestui
kedudukan sewajarnya badan kehakiman
dalam kerangka Perlembagaan Persekutuan
sebagai
sebuah
anggota
Kerajaan
Persekutuan yang bebas dan setanding.
Gabungan Artikel 11 berasaskan beberapa
prinsip yang dijamin oleh Perlembagaan
Persekutuan dan Konvensyen-konvensyen Hak
Asasi Manusia, iaitu:
• Tiada diskriminasi berasaskan agama,
bangsa, keturunan, asal usul kelahiran atau
jantina.
• Kedua-dua ibu-bapa, mempunyai hak
samarata sebagai penjaga dalam segala aspek
penjagaan anak-anak
• Kanak-kanak dilindungi daripada sebarang
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diskriminasi di atas dasar
agama dan dalam apa jua
situasi, hak kanak-kanak
merupakan yang terpenting
• Kebebasan
berfikir,
perasaan
hati
dan
kepercayaan bagi setiap
orang perlu dihormati,
dijamin serta dilindungi
• Setiap rakyat mempunyai
tanggungjawab
untuk
menolak diskriminasi dan
ketidaktoleransi berasaskan
agama dan kepercayaan
• Setiap rakyat mempunyai
tanggungjawab untuk mempraktikkan agama atau
kepercayaan
bagi
menyokong dan mempertahankan
amanan dan kemartabatan sejagat

ke-

Dalam pada itu, WAO bagi pihak Artikel 11
menyeru pihak tuan, Berita Harian Publishing,

untuk memperbetulkan laporan yang tidak
menepati fakta seperti yang diatas, dan
mencetak maklumat yang betul dan jitu.
The above was a letter sent to Berita Harian
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HUMAN RIGHTS

Pride

and

pledges

Malaysia’s election to the UN Human Rights Council should spur
us to improve our rights record
by Angeline Loh
alaysia’s election to the
United Nations Human
Rights Council is received with mixed feelings. The government should be
congratulated on its success in
getting Malaysia represented
once again in the world human
rights body, having been a member of the former United Nations
Human Rights Commission for
four terms including the 2005 to
2007 term. This is, however, quite
surprising since the new international human rights council is to
replace the soon-to-be-abolished
Human Rights Commission
which fell into disrepute after being politicised, ineffective and inefficient.

M

Moreover, in contrast to some
other members of the United Nations Organisation who failed to
be elected to the UNHR Council,
Malaysia is amongst the member
states that have ratified the least
number of human rights treaties
and conventions. For example,
Krgyzstan, which was in the running and only garnered 88 votes
has actually ratified 11 human
rights treaties, according to Human Rights Watch figures. This
is as many as have been ratified
by the Philippines and Sri Lanka
who have also won places on
UNHRC. The only other nation

which is low on ratifications is
Pakistan, but which is signatory
to 3 human rights treaties, one
more than Malaysia.
We hope that, being a member of
the new UNHRC, will compel
Malaysia to fulfil its duties and
obligations under the UN mandate in a more visible and concrete
manner than it has done in the
past. Malaysia should be looking
to ratify more international human rights treaties like the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights, International
Covenant on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights and the Convention Relating to the Status of
Refugees, as well as others.

Should

we

be

proud?

Yes, we should be proud to be
elected as one of the "pioneer" nations on this newly revamped
body of the United Nations, but
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we should also justify our position there by being seen to fulfil
the promise to uphold our obligations as a member of the United
Nations under the United Nations
Charter and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The incorporation of international human rights law into our national
laws would be a firm statement of
our commitment to upholding
and promoting human rights as a
member of the UNHRC.

Malaysia’s
three
pledges
According to the Aide-Memoire
submitted to the United Nations
Secretariat in New York, dated 28
April 2006 by our government,
Malaysia has pledged to recognise basic human rights in holding free, fair and peaceful elections, having a free media including the online media, upholding
mutual racial and religious tolerance in our multi-ethnic and
multi-religious society; as was
stated in paragraph 5 of the said
document, “...respect for diversity
which is based on an inclusive
and responsive political and legal system which balances civil
and political rights such as freedom of expression and opinion
and the wider needs of society.”
(Quoted from the Aide-Memoire).

Moreover, the Malaysian government pledged to encourage
“active and vibrant civil societies”.
Amongst other things, the role of
SUHAKAM was clearly stated as
a monitor of human rights developments in the country and is empowered to investigate complaints
relating to human rights violations
(Paragraph 6, Aide-Memoire). The
pledge stops short of defining what
measures the government will take
to alleviate or remedy an abuse or
violation of human rights.
The Aide-Memoire further touches
on good governance, integrity and
transparency in the public sector,
as stated in paragraph 9: “Malaysia is fully aware that good governance, integrity in the public
sector and transparency in Government’s activities are essential
if the goals of full enjoyment of
human rights and fundamental
freedoms are to be achieved”.
The points discussed are those

thought to be important to highlight with regard to our present
circumstances. It is good that these
pledges by our government are
made public - which is a step in
the right direction towards the
promotion of human rights in a
home country of a member of the
UNHRC.
Please refer to the attached copy
of the Aide-Memoire for further information.

What

should
Malaysia
do now?

Malaysia should be looking to
carry out its pledges and fulfilling its obligations as a long time
member of the world human
rights body and working to reduce human rights violations nationally, therefore creating an environment in which the human
rights of all are protected nationally and internationally.
We should also ratify more international human rights treaties
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and find ways and means to increase respect for and prevent
abuse of human rights in this
country, especially in cases of
abuse known to occur in prisons,
police lock ups, and immigration
detention centres as well as in situations of violence against women
and gender, racial, religious, and
economic discrimination. Malaysia should also invite the Special
Representative of the SecretaryGeneral on human rights defenders to visit our country. This UN
representative had repeatedly indicated her interest in visiting
Malaysia but had “no positive response” from the Malaysian government.
For the government to hold itself out as supporting human
rights and for our country to be
a significant member of the international community as a UN
Human Rights Council member,
it would not be satisfactory or
appropriate to backtrack on the
pledges it has made. We would
lose the respect of the interna-

tional community, if this should
happen.

The

disrupted

forum

To put events in sequence and
considering that Malaysia had
actually been a member of the UN
Human Rights body (formerly the
UNHR Commission), election to
the UN Human Rights Council
came before the protest against the
Aliran/Article 11 Forum. Even so,
it is difficult to excuse the authorities, particularly the police who
should have been able to do their
job under the circumstances and
should have allowed the forum to
continue as planned, because participants and organisers of the forum were not causing any public
disturbance. In fact, Aliran and
Article 11, as the organisers, bent
over backwards, by allowing some
of the leaders of the protest into
the hall without any hindrance to
listen to what was being said by
the speakers.
It is most regrettable and unfortunate that these representatives of
the Anti-Inter-Faith Commission
protestors did not use this opportunity to state their case in an intelligent and rational manner but
sought merely to disrupt the proceedings without stopping to
think of what the forum was really about.
The forum would have looked at
some of the problems arising in
the rights enshrined in our Federal Constitution, including the
overlapping jurisdiction of the
civil (secular) and Syariah courts.
The problems arising from the existing gap in the law as was explained by Professor Dr. Shad
Saleem Faruqi and the cases in
which this problem arises, as

stated by Ms. Honey Tan, were the
core issues to be discussed by the
forum.
In contrast, the protestors were
protesting about a non-issue as
discussion about the Inter-Faith
Commission was NOT on the
agenda and the forum was NOT
going to address this issue. It is
surprising and disappointing that
the protestors appeared to be confused as to what the forum was
all about, giving the impression
that they could have been misled
and misinformed by others, thus
jeopardising national unity and
harmony.
The government’s stance – in
condemning the protestors but at
the same time going along with
the police action to cut short the
forum – runs contrary to their
pledge to ensure that human
rights is upheld.
If the trend of succumbing to mob
rule continues, then Malaysia’s
election to the UNHRC can only
be seen as another public relations
exercise between the international
community and the ruling party.
It remains to be seen if the government’s commitment to human
rights is serious and whether it
will use this golden opportunity
to make Malaysia a model democratic state, an aspiration that is
so frequently expressed by the
government but is not yet a reality.
The UN, for its part, should only
elect to the Human Rights Council those countries with exemplary human rights records rather
than using geographical considerations, which in some cases
could lead to a mockery of the principles of justice. q

Aliran Monthly : Vol.26(4) Page 14

TWO WOLVES
A native
American
grandfather was
talking to
his grandson
about how
he felt.
He said
‘I feel as if
I have
two wolves
fighting in
my heart.
One wolf is the
vengeful, angry,
violent one.
The other wolf is
the loving,
compassionate one.’
The grandson
asked him,
‘Which wolf will
win the fight
in your heart?’
The grandfather
answered:
‘The one I feed.’
— Native American story

ACCOUNTABILITY

Electricity tariff
sparks
concern

hike

Egged on by investors, the government is allowing a tariff hike
even though TNB and the IPPs are posting huge profits
by Ong Eu Soon
hen the public reacted
with furore after the recent oil price hike, the
government tried to assure the people that the oil price
hike would not cause inflation.

W

The Prime Minister even pondered aloud, asking why there
should be any price increases following the oil price hike: “I don’t
understand why prices of goods
increase?” The government even
pledged to go all out to curb inflationary pressures following the oil
price hike.
Betting on the short memory of
Malaysians, Energy, Water and
Communications Minister Dr Lim
Keng Yaik announced on 24 May
that the government will allow national power firm Tenaga
Nasional Bhd to raise electricity
tariffs from June 2006 — though
small electricity consumers would
not be affected..
Citing the spiralling cost of crude
oil used to generate power as the
reason for the tariff hike, Lim had
earlier claimed that if the current
tariffs were to be maintained, TNB
would go bankrupt. The minister
further noted that even with the
new rates, the tariffs would still

be among the lowest in the region.

Soaring

profits

Is the tariff hike justified? It was
reported that TNB’s profit for 2005
was up 57 per cent, with the company earning RM1.28 billion,
compared with RM813.7 million
a year earlier. (Source: Reuters, 25
Oct 2005). The higher profit was
due to forex gains and
higher sales of electricity. According to a
news report, TNB is
expected to spend
RM1.7 billion on fuel
in the first half of this
year against RM1.5
billion for the same
period last year.
(Source:
Business
Times, 6 May 2006).
This would mean TNB
has to bear an additional RM400 million
on fuel. But if we look
at the profit of RM1.28
billion, the additional
RM 400 million is not
going to make TNB
bankrupt.
Judging from the persistent strengthening
of the ringgit over the
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past six months, the ringgit is expected to further rise against the
US dollar - in line with the overall
weakening of the US dollar - over
the next six months. With Bank
Negara relaxing its grip on exchange management to tackle the
inflationary impact from rising oil
prices on the local economy, TNB
stands to gain further from forex
gains. A 1 per cent appreciation

in the ringgit translates into a
RM150 million gain for TNB. Of
TNB’s total debt of RM29.8 billion, RM13.7 billion or 46 per cent
are foreign denominated debts
(Source: StarBiz, May 6 2006). The
local currency has appreciated by
around 5 per cent, which means
TNB has gained a total of RM750
million. It is clear that the increase
in the cost on fuel did not outweigh the forex gain. The issue of
TNB going bankrupt if the present
tariff rate is to be maintained is
clearly unfounded, misleading
and factually erroneous. In the
words of Lim Keng Yaik, the hike
in fuel costs is just a mosquito bite
for TNB.

Exorbitant

IPP

profits

If TNB is serious in boosting efficiency and productivity and in
improving cost management, it
should first target big power users with unpaid electricity bills,
which run into more than a billion. It should reject outright the
slipshod power purchase agreements with independent power
producers (IPPs), which allow
these IPPs to piggyback on TNB
and rake in exorbitant profits to
the detriment of TNB.
When news of a proposed tariff
hike was first announced, research houses immediately reacted by upgrading TNB stock.
Based on a forecast rate increase
of 8 per cent for TNB, TA Securi-

ties upgraded TNB’s 2006 earnings by 5.3 per cent and 19.8 per
cent for 2007. The research house
also raised its target price for the
stock to RM10.50, based on 18.9
times the 2007 earnings per share
of 55.6 sen for the financial year
2007. It maintains a ‘buy” call on
the stock.
According to CIMB Securities,
every 1 per cent net increase in
tariff rates would translate into an
increase in earnings per share of
7-8 per cent (Source: Business
Times, 6 May 2006). The buoyant
mood among investors reveals to
us how much TNB stands to gain
from the tariff hike. This is a typical example of the indecent quest
for profits and protectionism of
big corporations with total disregard to the interest of the people.

Mismanagement
Malaysia’s tariff rate was the second lowest in the region after Taiwan. Imagine the Taiwanese government telling its people to pay
more just because its tariff rate is
the lowest. The Taiwanese government would be voted out from
office if it dared to suggest to its
people to pay more just for the
benefit of government-linked corporations. Only in Bolehland can
you imagine the unimaginable
taking place.
If the government is truly capable,
it should promote the fact that our

electricity tariffs are among the
lowest in the region to foreign investors. It should tell investors
who intend to invest or who have
already invested in China or India that we have plenty of cheap
electricity while both those countries are facing energy crises as a
result of rapid development. The
government should persuade investors to invest in Malaysia with
this competitive edge instead of
constantly reminding Malaysians
that we should pay more just because our tariffs are among the
lowest.
Time and again, the government
has attempted to take the easy
way out by passing on the cost of
TNB’s mismanagement and its
erroneous policies to the people.
The decision to raise tariffs while
TNB continues to chalk up sizeable profits is set to increase public discontent. q

TNB should reject outright the slipshod power purchase
agreements with independent power producers (IPPs),
which allow these IPPs to piggyback on TNB and rake in
exorbitant profits to the detriment of TNB.
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ARTICLE

11's

PETITION

e, the undersigned,
Malaysian men and
women from all ethnic
and faith backgrounds,
are concerned about recent events
and statements that undermine
the supremacy of the Federal Constitution.

W

We wish to remind our national
leaders that Article 4(1) emphatically declares that the Constitution is the supreme law of the Federation and that the oath of office
of all parliamentarians, cabinet
ministers and judges is singularly
to defend the Constitution.
Further, Article 3(1) of the Federal
Constitution states that ‘Islam is
the religion of the Federation; but
other religions may be practised
in peace and harmony in any part
of the Federation’. The Federation
of Malaya Constitutional Commission, 1956-57 Report, states
that this Article ‘shall not imply
that the State is not a secular State’.
The Supreme Court decision in
Che Omar Che Soh (1988) reaffirmed that “the law in this coun-

TO

THE

MALAYSIAN

try is still what it is today, secular
law”.

GOVERNMENT

Malaysia.
We therefore

Yet, increasingly we hear claims
that Malaysia is an Islamic state.
Liberty and justice for all
Malaysians may only effectively
be realized through an independent judiciary with full powers of
review. Sadly, Malaysians have
witnessed the abdication of this
power by our judges largely due
to an ill-conceived amendment to
the Constitution in 1988. In recent
cases in the High Courts, judges
have declined to adjudicate on
pressing issues simply because
they involved some elements of Islamic law, leaving litigants without any remedy. This is a most
unsatisfactory state of affairs and
one which no civil society must
endure.

• call on the government and judiciary to uphold the supremacy of the Federal Constitution;
• call upon the government to
ensure governance in accordance with the Federal Constitution and premised on the
universal values of all
Malaysian peoples;
• call upon the government to reaffirm that Malaysia shall not
become a theocratic state;
• call upon the government to
recognise the proper position
of the judiciary within the
Constitutional framework, as
an independent and equal arm
of Government
Sincerely,

We recognise that the spirit of the
Constitution encompasses universal values of democracy, good
governance and respect for all.
This is compatible with the principles of all faiths represented in

NAME

STATE

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
Please photostat extra forms from this page and pass to your friends.
Completed forms should be mailed to Aliran, 103, Medan Penaga, 11600 Penang.
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The Undersigned
Source:
http://www.petitiononline.com/
constsup/petition.html

SIGNATURE

COVER STORY

How

Could

This

Happen?

There is no excuse, in any thinking society,
to muzzle dialogue or discussion.
by Prema Devaraj
s the chanting grew louder, I tried to make
sense of the situation. Two hundred-odd
protestors shouting and looking very angry. Banners galore: IFC Angkara Zionis
(IFC, a Zionist scheme), IFC Menghina Islam (IFC
insults Islam), Perangi Islam Liberal (Fight liberal Islam), Don’t Seize Our Rights, Bantah IFC (Oppose the
IFC), Jangan Hina Undang-Undang Allah (Don’t mock
Allah’s laws) ……. why were they waving those
here? Were the police actually protecting us? What
next?! The guys with the funny helmets, batons and
huge plastic shields climbed out of a truck…. Oh
no! For heaven’s sake, people have a right to assemble and wave all the banners and posters they want
(even if they are at the wrong venue). I registered a
protest to the nearest police officer. He smiled and
said the police would do what was necessary.

A

All this and more, on the morning of the forum Federal Constitution: Protection For All, jointly organised
by Aliran and Article 11 on Sunday, 14 May at Cititel
Hotel, Penang. The forum ended abruptly upon police ‘advice’ that they could not handle the protestors
who were threatening to storm the hotel.

Confusion

reigns

It has taken more than a few days to digest what
actually happened. We can thank the media for giving different angles and information, depending on
which newspaper you read and who was interviewed. The speakers’ names were inaccurate for
the first few days, the numbers of the protestors varied from 200 to 500 to over 1,000 (Harakahdaily)!
There was confusion as to whether the protest was
organised or happened spontaneously; whether the
demonstration was peaceful or unruly; whether the
protestors threatened to storm the hotel or disrupted
the proceedings inside, whether the forum had a

permit or not; whether the demonstration was stupid/uncalled for or defended Islam and the rights
of Muslims; whether the forum was about the Federal Constitution or the Interfaith Commission (IFC),
whether the signatures being collected was about
the IFC or about the Federal Constitution; whether
the police were in the dark about the forum or had
organised roadblocks and filmed the whole thing,
whether the police advised or instructed forum organisers to stop or asked demonstrators to leave.
More than seven days of press coverage in various
newspapers. Letters, memorandums, press statements and comments continue to float around in
blogs and websites.
How do we make sense of what happened at the
forum? How is it possible that an attempt at discussing a problem currently facing Malaysians today can be construed as something demeaning or
insulting to Islam. A difference in opinion? An overreaction? Or an effective tactic to prevent discussion, bullying people into silence? Subsequent letters and strongly worded statements from the protest organisers and their supporters accused the forum organisers of being biadap and of having a hidden agenda: to subordinate Syariah under the Fed-
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eral Constitution, to form the IFC,
to encourage apostasy, etcetera.
One statement even threatened
the forum organisers with a larger
risk should the forum be reconvened. Where is this type of thinking coming from? How much
mainstream support is there for
these views?
A source tells me that a few of the
protestors are beginning to realise that the information given to
them regarding the forum was inaccurate. They were apparently
surprised to learn that the organisers, speakers and participants
comprised both Muslims and
non-Muslims. Perhaps if they
now watch a video of the behaviour in the forum hall by certain
individuals, supposedly in the
name of defending Islam, they
might feel a sense of shame or
embarrassment, as many of the
Muslim participants later expressed to the forum organisers.
Perhaps they might learn from the
Muslim Professionals Forum’s
comment on the disrupted forum
which states among other things,
“We recognise and reaffirm the
right of any group or individual
to express their opinions on the
above matter in a public forum”
(Letter to Malaysiakini) - a view
shared by many, whether or not
they agreed with the topic of the
forum.

Fragile

health care in the country. Has our
stand for humanity and justice not
been clear? Do they really believe
that we would insult Islam? Or be
part of a Zionist plot? Is our ongoing solidarity on various issues
too fragile to withstand such accusations?
There is no excuse, in any thinking society, to muzzle dialogue or
discussion. To look at any issue,
we need to have discussion, data
or information about the issue, an
understanding of the situation, the
laws which affect the situation,
concrete case studies which highlight the situation. Ostrich-like behaviour will not make the problem
go away. Stopping discussions
will not solve anything. And neither will jumping up and down.
We may not like the problem. We
may even disagree on the solutions.
But if we are serious about tackling a problem and looking for solutions then we must be mature
enough to dialogue calmly and
rationally (more so if there are differences) and work out solutions
that are just for all.
In our country, which is multi-religious and multiethnic, Muslim

solidarity?

I wonder about those among the
protestors whom we have previously stood shoulder-to-shoulder
with on a variety of issues over
the years, ranging from the war in
Iraq, to Palestine, the ISA, to the
public transport system, to the
rights of the marginalised, to corruption and the privatisation of
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and non-Muslim live side-byside. It is actually something to
celebrate and to be proud of. Nobody says it is an easy balance but
it’s important to keep trying to
communicate with each other, to
reach out to each other, to understand each other and to have respect for each other, especially
when things are unclear. If we do
this, we can hopefully keep this
balance. We need maturity, faith
and trust in each other that we
will look out for each other’s welfare, needs and rights in a just
manner. We must be very clear
that there can be no room for chauvinism, intolerance or bullying
tactics on any side. It serves only
to divide. Sensitive issues will
only cause division if we allow
them to. If we truly want to seek
justice for all, then we cannot allow ourselves to be divided. How
much more progressive we could
be, how much more we could
achieve, if we worked together.
The message is very simple. You
and I, irrespective of our faiths,
sister and brother, must seek the
solutions we need - together. The
14 May forum was an attempt to
do just this. q

COVER STORY

Of stunted minds, swollen
heads and shallow characters
Irrational arguments used to justify irrational behaviour
by Martin Jalleh
t appears that Article 11,
a coalition of 13 civil society groups, and Aliran,
the co-organisers of a
public forum entitled ‘Federal
Constitution: Protection for All’,
should be indebted to the mob
that disrupted their forum recently.

I

In what could be considered one
of the greatest ironies that
Bolehland has seen to date – the
mob has proven to the public, especially concerned Muslims and
non-Muslims, that what they had
feared most, and which therefore
prompted them to organise such
a forum, was very real and wellfounded.

A protestor distrupting the forum

a mob!
The unruly mob showed that in
spite of the country’s Federal Constitution – whether it be in terms
of the freedom of religion or expression – there is indeed little
protection for all, especially the
minorities.
Meant to discuss ways of protecting Malaysia’s constitution in the
light of recent conflicts between
secular law and the Islamic
Shariah system, the forum entitled "Federal Constitution: Protection for All" ended abruptly with
the police giving “protection” to

Alas, instead of protecting the
right of those who believe in dialogue and discussion and the
right to be heard, the police, it appeared, preferred to take the side
of those who chose to display a
herd mentality. Instead of dispersing the mob, they dispersed the
participants of the forum. Malaysia Boleh!

Irrational

Behaviour

Perhaps no one best represented
the mob and justified their unruly
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behaviour than Mohd Azmi
Abdul Hamid, president of Teras,
a Malay empowerment movement.
In an interview with Malaysiakini,
he started off by claiming that he
was “unaware of an organised
protest”. He added that he had
“heard talks about a protest but
didn’t know that it was going to
be an organised demonstration”.
Of course his explanation was
seriously flawed when, later on in
the interview, he would say that
he had gone to the forum “to ex-

Mohd Azmi, it’s so
easy to cast aspersions on the intentions of others!

Dr Johan Saravanamuttu chairing the forum

press the dissatisfaction of serious Muslims” and to “end the
discussion”.
If Mohd Azmi had genuinely felt
as he had claimed that “the petition (by Article 11) is being done
under the guise of constitutional
rights”, he should have attended
the forum to “expose” their supposed guise. There was ample
opportunity for public feedback as
two hours was allotted for Q and
A.
But sadly he preferred to join in
and later justified the actions of
the mob and to cast the intentions
of Article 11 and Aliran in a dubious light. He even described them
as being “dishonest”.
Why did Azmi shy away from
choosing the intelligent way of
discourse, debate and dialogue?
Was he afraid that an intellectual
engagement, especially with the
three invited Muslim speakers
would reveal his ignorance and
prejudice (and his “dishonesty”)?
Was he trying to portray himself
as a “hero” of the Muslims who
had gathered there, most of whom
were very evidently not even
aware of what the forum was actually all about? Was it an ego trip
full of guile and in guise? You see,

Former IGP Tun
Hanif Omar has
offered much wisdom on this point.
Writing in his column in The Star (21
May 2006), he said:

“To me, the great pity is that the
disturbing crowd did not attend
the forum and listen to the proceedings so that they could determine whether the speakers and
participants were really humiliating Islam and insulting our
Prophet, may peace be upon him!
“That way, they could have determined the truth and not lend
themselves to unbridled emotions
and the manipulation of
obscurantists and misguided
`leaders’. “ (Hear ye, hear ye,
Mohd Azmi.)
“Muslims must act rationally and
always seek the truth. The irrational behaviour of some of us
marks us out as not being `men of
knowledge’ or ilmuan but `men
given to emotions and impulses’
who can be easily exploited.

am not sure of its positive value.”

Ignorance
In defending the mob Mohd Azmi
also said it was a “natural reaction to attempts to discuss Islam
by conducting roadshows all over
the country”. Mob rule must never
be allowed to be a “natural reaction” in Malaysia.
In her letter to Malaysiakini, a certain Fathima Idris mentioned that
‘the demonstrators were merely
exercising their constitutional
right to peacefully demonstrate
against those opposing the
Syariah’.
Surely, the protestors had every
right to protest and demonstrate
– a democratic right which Aliran
has been very insistent, persistent
and consistent about. But there is
no justification for threatening
and trampling over the legitimate
rights of others.
The protestors were a mob. This
was ascertained by the police and
those present at the forum, one of
whom was Shad Saleem Faruqi, a
respected constitutional law professor:

“If the protesters were knowledgeable about Islam and they
suspected that the forum could
disseminate inaccuracies about
Islam, they could have lent their
knowledge to correct the inaccuracies like rational men of the 21st
century. I am sure they would
have been blessed for their efforts.

“I was slotted to be a speaker at
the forum and witnessed firsthand the triumph of mob rule over
the rule of law…If in the presence
of a large number of police officers, an unlawful group of intimidators can so easily subvert a lawful assembly, then the constitutional right to assembly and association is indeed illusory” (The
Star, 18 May 2006).

“As it was, by besmirching the
image of Muslims as rational men
in full control of their emotions, I

Secondly, contrary to what
Fathima Idris had claimed, the
forum was not about “opposing
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the Syariah”. Further, as Shad
Saleem Faruqi commented: ‘’No
one is challenging the special position of Islam (under the Constitution).”

tice and rituals provided here is
greater than other countries such
as in Europe which prohibits any
celebration other than Christian
festivals.”

Coming back to Mohd Azmi, I
wonder what his “natural reaction” would be if a reversal of roles
were to take place. How would he
respond if for instance his group,
Teras, were to organise a seminar
on Islam in a hotel and others
were to display the same unruly
behaviour outside, with some
barging in to derail the seminar?
It is not difficult to imagine the
possible repercussions!

There is really no basis for such a
“desperate” claim. Further, it implies that Europe is Christian,
which is far from the truth. But is
Mohd Azmi really interested in
the truth?

Mohd Azmi took a very “clever”
jibe at Minister in the Prime Minister’s Department Mohd Nazri
Abdul Aziz, who had described
the protest as wrong and stupid:
“It’s not stupid to protest but it’s
stupid to comment without listening to what people have to say…”
Using Mohd Azmi’s own logic,
isn’t it also stupid to protest without first listening to what the
speakers at the forum had to say?
(Nazri was wrong in calling the
actions of the unruly mob “a stupid act”. They were in fact very
clever. Those who entered the hall
went up to the mike at the back of
the hall and demanded that the
forum be called off. And they succeeded when the forum was
brought to an abrupt end minutes
later upon the strange advice of
the police. As for the invisible instigators and those who engineered the illegal assembly, surely
they were far from stupid.)
Mohd Azmi’s ignorance reached
its climax when he said: “In general, the space for religious prac-

Mohd Azmi also accused Article
11 of “just playing around with
issues of apostasy and conversion
by using constitutional arguments… If you have your point of
view, then channel it properly to
the highest level. If it’s about nonMuslims rights, they are represented by political parties in the
Cabinet.”
“This is where their rights should
be discussed, not by holding
roadshows because there is already a platform for them to resolve these issues themselves.”
It makes me wonder why Mohd
Azmi did not follow his own advice if he was so convinced about
it. Why did he not channel his
dissatisfaction “properly to the
highest level”?
If the mob had given lawyer and
speaker Zaid Ibrahim, a prominent member of UMNO, a chance
to speak, and if Mohd Azmi had
participated in the forum in a civil
and intelligent manner, he could
have conveyed his dissatisfaction
to Zaid, who in turn could have
forwarded them to the highest
level.

Intolerance
Shad Saleem Faruqi has captured
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the implications of what has transpired quite well: “In the last few
years…racial and religious polarisation has set in. Narrowmindedness, intolerance and bigotry, like the type evidenced in the
Penang protest, are gaining
ground.”
The implicit or explicit support
given to Mohd Azmi’s stance is
baffling indeed. Such support
could for instance be seen in the
“no comment” response of SM
Mohd Idris who is the president
of both Sahabat Alam Malaysia
and the Consumers Association
of Penang (CAP) – more organisations in which Mohd Azmi
holds an important position.
“No comment” is even a louder
comment. Is narrow-mindedness,
intolerance and bigotry being
condoned and even promoted
under the guise of the consumer
and environmental movement?
In spite of the greater openness
and the freedom to express and
discuss views engendered by Pak
Lah, with the advent of narrow
minds (as seen in the episode in
Penang), the democratic space for
both Muslims and non-Muslims
to discuss and deliberate together
on matters concerning religion, especially those safeguarded by the
Federal Constitution, becomes
narrower with each passing day.
Bolehland has often been touted as
a melting pot of all races and religion. Very soon it might become a
boiling pot with more Mohd
Azmis fanning the fire. Pak Lah
needs to act – especially considering the disturbing threat by
Mohd Azmi that “the patience of
Muslims within this context is
wearing very thin.” q

WOMEN
Domestic violence:

Break

the

silence

Be part of the struggle - together
we can make a difference
by Burung Pipit

eyes. He is her husband.

• He wraps one end of a blanket
around her neck and throws
the other end of the blanket
around the ceiling fan. Her
parents are locked in the bedroom they are screaming for
help. Her 3-year-old son is in
front of her, speechless with
fear. He continues to try and
strangle her, further twisting
the blanket around a stick as
he presses down on her neck.
He is her husband.
• He grabs hold of her toddler
son. He holds the child upside
down over a monsoon drain,

threatening to drop the child
into the drain. She screams
hysterically for help. She
pleads with him. She asks him
what he wants. He replies, “I
want you to die.” He is her husband.
• He has stayed out overnight
gambling. He comes home
midmorning the next day. She
follows him into the kitchen
demanding to know why he is
wasting their money. He backhands her. She falls to the
ground. He presses the kitchen
stool legs onto her face, into her
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• He is away months at a time
for ‘business’. She does not
know where he has gone. He
comes home for a few days in
between each trip. He watches
pornographic CDs and demands that they have sex the
same way. She has never
known sex to be painless. He
threatens to take her son away
if she does not comply. He is
her husband.
These are real stories. They are
just some examples of domestic
violence taking place every day in
homes and neighbourhoods in
our country. None of these women
made a police report. None of
them had heard about the Domestic Violent Act.

The
Domestic
Violence
Act
The Domestic Violence Act (DVA)
of course was passed in 1994 and

implemented in 1996. It was the
result of a long campaign by concerned citizens and groups. The
Act sends a strong message to the
community that domestic violence will not be condoned under
any circumstance and, more than
that, is a crime punishable by the
full force of the law. We say ‘of
course’ but actually not nearly
enough people know about it, and
certainly not nearly enough
women who are suffering daily
domestic violence. How many
people know that the Act exists or
what it states? Check out the box.

Reporting
Violence in

Domestic
Malaysia

Figure 1 shows the number of domestic violence cases reported to
the police. Statistics show that on
average, the police receive 3,000
reports of domestic violence annually. This translates into approximately eight cases of domestic violence reported daily nationwide. This of course is not the actual incidence of domestic violence in the country but merely the
cases reported to the police.
Picking up on the ‘drop’ in domestic violence reports between 2000
and 2004, the recently submitted
report from the Malaysian Government to the UN Committee on
the Elimination of Discrimination
against Women, claims it is because of “the successful awareness campaigns as well as other
programmes against violence
which were taken by the Government especially through the Ministry of Women and Family Development”. How nice if this were
true, but there may well be other
factors we should be not only paying attention to but also be worried about.

The Domestic Violence Act
The Act recognises domestic violence as
a) willfully or knowingly placing, or attempting to place, the victim in fear of physical injury;
b) causing physical injury to the victim by such act which is
known or ought to have been known would result in physical
injury;
c) compelling the victim by force or threat to engage in any conduct or act, sexual or otherwise, from which the victim has a
right to abstain;
d) confining or detaining the victim against the victim’s will; or
e) causing mischief or destruction or damage to property with
intent to cause or knowing that it is likely to cause distress or
annoyance to the victim
The Act is applicable to all Malaysians and protects the spouse, former spouse, a
child, incapacitated adult or any other member of the family (adult son or daughter,
father, mother, brother sister or any other relative).

Figure 1:
Year

Reports of domestic violence cases
in Malaysia between 2000-2005
2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

No. of cases 3,468

3,107

2,755

2,555

3,101

3,093

Source: Royal Malaysian Police

At least half
the
women
suffering
violence
do not report?
Research both in Malaysia and
around the world indicates that
when it comes to domestic violence, there is serious under-reporting. For example, the Women’s Centre for Change in Penang
(WCC) sees on average 80 cases
of domestic violence a year. According to their 2005 statistics, of
the total number of clients reporting domestic violence to WCC’s
counsellors, 52.4 per cent made a
police report. This means that 47.6
per cent (almost half) of the
women who experienced domestic violence did not make a police
report. And these are women who
are already ‘brave’ enough to
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come to WCC. There are very, very
many who don’t seek help from
anywhere.
The World Health Organisation
(WHO) recently published their
findings on a multi-country Study
on Women’s Health and Domestic Violence against Women
(2005). The study was conducted
via detailed interviews with
24,000 women from 10 countries.
One of the areas investigated was
women’s responses to physical
violence by an intimate partner.
Findings showed that whether
from urban or rural areas, the
majority (between 55 per cent and
95 per cent) of women who had
been physically abused had never
sought help from formal services
or people in positions of authority, including police, health serv-

ices, legal advice, shelters, women’s non governmental organisations, local leaders and/or religious
leaders.

Why

is domestic violence
not
reported?

There are many reasons why women do not report
domestic violence. The recent WHO Study reported
the prevalence of the following reasons: the woman
• was afraid of bringing shame on her family;
• was embarrassed or afraid of being blamed or
not believed;
• was afraid of the consequences i.e. more violence,
or that she would lose her children;
• believed that the violence was normal or not serious.
The story is similar here in Malaysia. Staff at WCC
report that the women seeking help feel ashamed,
bewildered, shocked, scared and upset at the violent episodes they have experienced. And yet many
have said that they ‘don’t want to make a big issue
out of it’. Others state that they ‘don’t want my husband to go to jail’. Some seem to think that the violence is acceptable: ‘memang laki macam tu lah (men
are like that)’. And of course many of these women
(and their spouses) are unaware of the DVA, and of
the possibility for example of applying for an interim protection order.

So what can be done?

For things to change, there are two major things that
all of us need to be involved with.
First, let people know that there is a law and there are
steps that can be taken to protect themselves against
domestic violence. In other words, tell your friends,
your community, your colleagues at work about the
Domestic Violence Act and how/where to go to make
a report. In particular, tell anyone you think who may
be suffering or who may know someone who is suffering from domestic violence. If we don’t make even
the basic information available, we are allowing the
suffering caused by domestic violence to go on.
Second, we know that even where the information is known, many women (and men, and families) will still avoid making a report, for the reasons mentioned above. So we need to work on
breaking the taboos and the stigmas that exist in
our societies, which keeps women mute and allows them to continue to suffer. Men and women
must be involved in challenging the attitude and
the perception that somehow it is better for abuse
to occur than to report it and to seek protection
from it. Along with this, we must continue to work
to ensure that the Act does cover the incidences
of abuse and does provide proper protection, and
that its implementation is done without fear or
favour.
Together we can make a difference. Be part of the
struggle to help break the silence about domestic
violence. Help eradicate this silent crime affecting
thousands of women in our society. q

We cannot be complacent about domestic violence.
It is good the reported
figures are available; but
we should be wary of
Useful
Contacts
using them to infer any
trend or ‘success’. What
All Women’s Action Society (AWAM)
we have is a situation
Pejabat Pembangunan Wanita Kelantan
where we know that doPejabat Pembangunan Wanita Terengganu
mestic violence crimes
Perak Women for Women(PWW)
are taking place every
Pertubuhan Kesedaran Wanita Kedah (PKKW)
day, every hour, in
Sabah Women’s Action Resources Group (SAWO)
homes around the counSarawak Women for Women Society (SWWS)
try. And we know the
Sisters in Islam (SIS)
reasons why women are
Women’s Aid Organisation (WAO)
unwilling or unable to
Women’s Centre for Change (WCC)
come forward and get
Women In Action (WIN)
the help they need to
stop the violence.
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03-78770224
09-7741005
09-6203341
016-5374957
013-4131205
088-269291
082-423642
03-79606121
03-79563488
04-2280342
06-2810230

DEVELOPMENT

Technical
crooked

hitches
bridge

sink

Why Abdullah Badawi
changed his mind
by Koon Yew Yin
am well aware that
many people including
our previous premier
Tun Dr Mahathir and
our current Prime Minister,
Abdullah Badawi, have expressed their opinion for and
against the construction of the scenic or crooked bridge. Everybody
is entitled to his or her own opinion. Bearing that in mind, I do not
wish to bore you with any more
similar arguments. However, as
an old Chartered Civil Engineer, I
think I know that there are some
insurmountable technical difficulties, which the promoters may not
have considered and should be
interesting to you and all those
concerned.

I

If we had Singapore’s cooperation
to build a full-length bridge, the
technical problem may be easier
to overcome. But to just build half
the bridge - I think the problem is
quite insurmountable. Before I
proceed, you may like to know
what actually transpired in the
Singapore Parliament that convinced our Prime Minister to
change his mind. Singapore’s Second Foreign Affairs Minister
Raymond Lim said that Malaysia
did not have the right to unilaterally replace its half of the causeway with a bridge without the

concurrence of Singapore. He reminded Malaysia that in 2003 it
had applied for an injunction to
the International Tribunal of Law
of the Seas (ITLOS) to stop Singapore’s reclamation works when
these works were carried out in
Singapore’s sovereign territory.
While rejecting Malaysia’s application, ITLOS had ruled that all
future engineering works in the
Johor Straits would henceforth be
subjected to the scrutiny of two
countries. This rule is premised on
the principle that works in one
sovereign territory in the Straits
could affect the other.

What about the
railway?
Our Government must have
woken up to the fact that it could
not avoid the legal battle with
Singapore if we went ahead to
build half a bridge to replace half
the causeway. Without Singapore’s agreement, how could we
remove the existing pipeline and
the railway on the causeway?
Apparently, according to the
separation agreement, when
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Singapore broke away, we were
obliged to provide uninterrupted water supply and the
maintenance of the railway to
Singapore. If we stop running
trains into Singapore for a certain period, Malaysia would
lose all the railway land in Singapore. This is a very serious
consideration, which I think our
promoters did not take into consideration. However, I doubt if
there was any cost-benefit study
for the project.
From the picture as published in
the newspaper I did not see any
provision for the railway. Bearing
in mind that trains, unlike motor
vehicles, cannot take sharp corners or climb steep gradients, I
think it is technically very difficult or impossible to design a
bridge spanning half the causeway and to comply with these
conditions. Moreover, the crooked
half bridge would look queer and
would likely attract ridicule than
admiration if it could be built. One
thing is sure. If we had gone ahead
with the construction without Singapore’s agreement, there would
have been a legal battle. q

MARGINALISED COMMUNITIES

Invisible

people

Rights remain written in the clouds never reaching the poor,
helpless Indian Malaysians on the ground
by David Anthony
n his article “Living in
Limbo-land” (AM Vol 26
No3),
Ramdas
Tikamdas highlighted
that 20,000 ethnic Indians have
been denied their right to identity
and citizenship. He quoted the
Universal Declaration of Human
Rights and the Human Rights
Commission of Malaysia Act 1999
and also CEDAW and CRC
which Malaysia ratified but only
with reservations, to urge the State
to provide assistance. I would like
to take that to ground level with
some case studies.

I

name) has 11 children; her husband is bed-ridden and they are
illiterate. Five of her children have
no citizenship or birth certificates.
The children cannot be admitted
to schools or find employment because they do not have identity
cards. She approached MIC officials, who took whatever papers
she had and she never heard from
them again. There is no one to
open any legal avenues for her to
pursue. That family would probably be among the 20,000, mentioned by Ramdas, if they counted.

Help
I had been engaged with Indian
communities in the plantations
and squatter areas over thirty
years ago. I had the opportunity
recently to interview some Indian
families in an estate, in a low-cost
housing area and in a longhouse
within the outskirts of the Federal
Territory. I was surprised but not
shocked to find that their sociofinancial situation has not only
not improved but has got worse.
Indians in an estate that is not
even a suburb of KL live in an environment that has hardly
changed. The estate is closing
down in three months and the
workers have no jobs, no shelter
and nowhere to go to. One
woman, Nagama (not her real

only for MIC
members

In a low cost flat lives a woman
whose husband has a chronic illness but works as an office boy.
They have two daughters who are
disabled. The place is not disabled friendly. They survive on a
meagre diet of mainly plain rice
with a colouring of curry. They
receive no help from the government. They have received no help
from the MIC. They have met with
local party leaders and answered
numerous questions but to no end.
She is asked if she is a member of
the party. No. They say they can
only help party members.
They approached the welfare department and the first thing they
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asked was if they subscribed to
Astro. Yes. The Astro subscription
was made by her sister for the sake
of the disabled daughters, a gift.
Therefore they were not entitled
to welfare aid. They are at a dead
end. The daughters are 18 and 20
but stunted. She says she prays to
God everyday that He would take
them while she is still alive so that
she may give them a decent burial
because nobody will ever marry
them.
Another family lives in a
longhouse, below the skyline of
the Twin Towers. They have been
moved from one longhouse to another with the promise of a permanent house for 15 years. All
they can hope for now is something for their grandchildren.
They have been turned down by
the MIC again for not being a
member. She has no idea how to
become a member. When she was
told that she has to pay a membership fee, she said she would
rather not be a member.
The MIC members did come once
on the pretext of collecting donations for the poor. Being poor
themselves, they nevertheless collected some money and gave it to
them. Later, they said they found
out that the MIC had used their
money to buy sarees and distrib-

ute them in another area as coming from their own benevolence
with no mention of the contribution.
They have no knowledge of government policies or human rights
or any rights to which they are
entitled. They are caught in a vicious cycle of poverty, illiteracy
and ignorance. Their livelihood is
being snatched away from them
by the immigrant labour force.

The whole scheme of low cost
housing and longhouses is a clever
strategy of the government to erase
the ugly scenes of squatter settlements and to relocate the poor behind facades, thereby making poverty invisible. If Malaysia is serious
about achieving developed status,
the living conditions found here
will not meet the required standards of approval. Twenty- twenty
will have come and gone. Poor Indian Malaysians!
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Rights remain written in the
clouds never reaching ground
level. q

David Anthony, a former
Catholic priest has had
wide experience working
with the poor Indians in
peninsular Malaysia.

Shahrir shames the
Backbenchers on a
matter of principle

A record of Aliran's stand on current affairs.

Human
Commission

Rights
in limbo

Aliran is gravely perturbed at the
total disregard for the Human
Rights Commission of Malaysia.
The Barisan Nasional Government has completely ignored an
Act of Parliament that had given
birth to the Human Rights Commission of Malaysia as “a body
corporate having perpetual succession…”
Except for three members, the office of the rest of the Commissioners have fallen vacant upon the
expiry of their terms of tenure on
23 April 2006.
The Human Rights Commission
is in limbo. At present it has no
Chairman, and therefore no meetings can be held [Rule 7 (1)].
It is in no position to provide a
quorum because two thirds of its
members must be currently serving members of the Commission
to enable a quorum [Rule (3)].
The Government has not only
snubbed the Commission all

this while by not debating its
mandatory annual report submitted to Parliament, but also
now chosen to insult it. It has
deliberately refused to reappoint the out-going Commissioners or to appoint new Commissioners so that the Commission will continue to have “perpetual succession”.
The Barisan Government’s conduct is wholly deplorable.
Malaysians have a right to ask,
“What is the stand of Parliament
since the Government has not respected Parliament by honouring
an Act passed by this august
body?”
With this utter disrespect for human rights, on what basis is the
Barisan Government seeking
membership into the United Nations (UN) Human Rights Council?
Please do not shame the nation
internationally.
P Ramakrishnan
President
25 April 2006
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Datuk Shahrir Abdul Samad’s
decision to quit as the Chairman
of the Backbenchers Club (BBC)
must be complimented as an act
of courage and conviction reminiscent of an earlier act committed by him some 18 years ago.
In 1988, he quit his parliamentary
seat of Johor Bahru to force a byelection so that voters would have
a chance to judge the misdeeds of
the Mahathir regime. In that byelection on 25 August 1988,
Shahrir trounced the BN candidate obtaining an astounding 64.2
per cent against the BN’s 28.8 per
cent. It was the worst defeat suffered by the BN under Mahathir.
This time in similar vein, on a
matter of principle, Shahrir has
turned his back on the Backbenchers’ Club. In doing so, he has enhanced his personal integrity and
exposed the questionable integrity
of Parliament on 4 May 2006.
Shahrir had provided a golden
opportunity for the backbenchers
to rise above party lines by supporting a motion introduced by
the Leader of the Opposition, Lim
Kit Siang. The motion involved the

principle of integrity and independence of Parliament to investigate one of its own members
through the Rights and Privileges
Committee for conduct deemed to
have affected the dignity of Parliament.
What was at stake was not the
policy of the government or a
Bill introduced by it. The BN
would not have lost out anything by supporting Lim’s motion. On the contrary, the
Barisan would have come
through looking good for having created Parliamentary history by going along with the Opposition for the first time in our
entire existence as a nation. It
was a matter of right and wrong
and, on this crucial issue, the
backbenchers chose to stand on
the wrong side. Shahrir stood
gallantly on the right side – but
he stood all alone, deserted by
his own club members.
The flimsy argument extended
by some that the BN could not
go against the party line in this
instance was effectively demolished by Shahrir himself who
argued that it was not a party
matter. He took the only honourable route open to him by resigning on the grounds that “it
would be meaningless for him
to debate on the principles of
Parliament, the running of Parliament, how it should be managed if he did not get the support from his colleagues”.
Crossing partisan boundaries and
rising above party interest would
require courage, conviction and
integrity. Many of the BN MPs had
in the past spoken vociferously on
matters of principle but, when it
mattered most as in this instance,

they failed miserably. We are reminded of that great saying, “It is
often easier to fight for principles
than to live up to them.” What is
the use of setting up a Parliamentary Select Committee on Integrity
to seek the views of Malaysians to
enhance and promote integrity as
a way of life when integrity is not
upheld in Parliament as a shining example to motivate
Malaysians?

Board is the creation of the government, and the people who sit
on it are people who are well
aware of the government’s sensitivities. Does this decision further
reinforce the government’s recent
ruling that there should be no voting according to conscience?

What is equally appalling is that
the ban was apparently triggered
by unjustified criticism by a newspaper writer and certain individuP Ramakrishnan als whom the newspaper had inPresident terviewed about the movie. This
5 May 2006 vociferous lot had not even seen
the movie but that did not stop
them from criticising it. What is
‘The Last Communist’
the basis for their criticism? Amir
bites the dust
revealed that there was no interview with Chin Peng; neither did
the movie carry any image of him.
Clearly, the ban hasn’t got a leg to
stand on.

The decision is not only unjust but
also baffling if one considers that
Chin Peng’s own book, recounting in detail the Communist Party’s struggle, is easily available in
many bookstores in the country
and is apparently selling well.
Certainly, the book has not
prompted
right-minded
Malaysians to run amok or to embrace communism or to champion
Charter2000-Aliran is totally communist ideology. So, what is
dumbfounded by the authorities’ the government’s reason for actdecision to ban director Amir ing irrationally?
Muhammad’s latest movie ‘The
Last Communist’.
We call upon the authorities to lift
this unfair and undemocratic ban,
The unfortunate ban comes in which reflects poorly on the naspite of the approval given by the tion and its people, who have to
Film Censorship Board, a body en- suffer this insolence.
trusted by the government to monitor and censor films. It doesn’t reDr Mustafa K Anuar
flect well on the government,
and Anil Netto
which has failed to honour the deJoint Coordinators
cision and discretion of the Film
Charter 2000-Aliran
Censorship Board. After all, the
11 May 2006

Aliran Monthly : Vol.26(4) Page 31

means? His income can be estimated from his occupation.
His pattern of spending and
his assets and liabilities, can
be checked out from the constituents.

Letters must not exceed 250
words and must include the
writer's name and address.
Pseudonyms may be used. Send
letters or emails to Editor (see
page 3 for address details).
Views expressed need not reflect
those of Aliran. If e-mailing,
include message in the e-mail
body itself.

can

The
corrupt
be identified

I refer to the letter by Mr Rajen of
Bukit Mertajam commenting on
my NST interview, in your Vol. 26
No. 3 (pg 36).
I had said in my interview that
when voters are aware of a corrupt leader, they should collectively throw him out during the
elections.
Rajen replied in Aliran ‘how are
voters to know if a candidate
standing for in his constituency
is corrupt?’
I do not think it is so difficult to
find out if an elected representative is corrupt for the following
reasons:
1 . The elected official’s background should be known to
the constituents.
2. Has he inherited wealth? Is he
obviously living beyond his

3. We can check on the market
talk? Corrupt givers do not always keep quiet, for they themselves are often reluctant to
make corrupt payments.
4. Does the election candidate use
`money politics’ in his election
campaign?
5 . We can encourage Whistleblowers to help in combating
corruption - and I agree that
they should be protected.
Then Rajen asks whether I have
the “guts” to propose to the Government that every civil servant
should declare his or her assets
once in every three to five years, to
the Inland Revenue Department.
Actually all civil servants are already required to report their assets and liabilities as well, to ther
Heads of Department who have
the information available for the
Government to take action any
time. Unfortunately this declaration exercise is not as fully enforced - as it should.
Rajen’s proposal to submit this
declaration of assets to the Inland
Revenue Board will not help to
stamp out corruption. This is a
soft approach. Those guilty of corruption should instead be severely penalised or charged in
court. Officials who are even seriously suspected of corruption
should be warned, and transferred to non-sensitive and unimportant posts, like it has been done
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recently in theCustoms Department. There is no point in just
enabling the corrupt to pay higher
taxes and getting them off the
hook!
Regarding my “guts”, I have publicly called for an Independent
Anti-Corruption Agency, the
change in the law for suspected
corrupt offcials to show cause
why they should not be charged
for corruption, on the basis of their
ownership of assets, their large
debts and living well beyond their
means. That’s no sweat for me.
Indeed Transparency International has made many sound proposals to fight corruption over the
years, but it is only now that the
Government is giving more attention to wipe out this disease in our
society.
What we should all do is to more
strongly support the Government
and NGOs like Transparency International, to raise the intensity
in the war against corruption on
a sustained basis.
Unless we all unite to fight corruption, Malaysia could well lose
the momentum to achieve the
goals of Vision 2020 to become a
Developed Country. Let us all renew and reinforce our efforts to
destroy the scourge of corruption,
please.
Tan Sri Ramon Navaratnam
President
Transparency International Malaysia

A Muslim family
creates
history
Hardly a day passes by without
heart-breaking incidents of seri-

ous, vicious crimes. In the midst
of it, it is indeed mind-boggling
that the parents of a murdered boy
together with eight others paid a
visit to the alleged assassin’s
house on May 13 and wholeheartedly offered their forgiveness without seeking an apology.
I am referring to the murder of NS
trainee, Haziq Jafar, 18, son of
Jafar Ibrahim and Fadzilah Mohd
Yasin. It was an extraordinary
gesture of love, humility and magnanimity and beyond any doubt
there are millions of people in Malaysia who are full of such virtuous sentiments.
Forgive and forget; share your
food with those who are hungry;
love thy neighbour (irrespective of
race, religion, caste and creed);
stick to non-violence; discard hatred and vengeance. Most religions preach these. Those who
are able to adopt them as their way
of life will enjoy peace of mind and
eternal bliss.
I wish to conclude by highlighting one of the exclusive teachings
of Islam, even though I am not a
Muslim. It says: If a convicted
murderer repents for the crime and
begs for pardon from the victim’s
closest relatives, who in turn respond positively and forgive the
accused, then the sentence should
be reduced from execution to imprisonment. There is no such law
in Malaysia. There are some countries, I understand, which have
enacted such legislation. Of
course, it is not necessary that the
country concerned be an Islamic
state.
As far as Haziq’s murder is concerned, his parents never waited
for expressions of regret nor re-

quested for pardon. Thus, without a doubt, it became a historical
event.
K. George
Klang

What is the cause
for the sudden
change of heart?
The sudden decision by the Government to scrap the crooked or
scenic bridge has come as a surprise.
Perhaps our Government did not
even realise the legal implications
of linking the bridge to the Singapore side which could bring a lot
of complications. Just imagine trying to connect a bridge to ;your
neighbour's house without his
approval. I doubt if the AttorneyGeneral had given any sound advice to the Government.
The sorry sight now is to see that
partial
construction
and
groundworks have already commenced from the Johor side. The
question is what are we going to
do with it now? All the good ideas
have gone to waste and so has the
tax-payers' money!
I am sure by now our Government
must be twice wiser in dealing
with Singapore, when it is considered a pain in the butt, all along.
To accept Singapore's demand for
use of the airspace and supplying sand for 20 years is as good as
selling our country to Singapore.
Anyway it is a blessing that
things had to turn out this way
before it is too late.
Tunku Yusuf Jewa
Kota Bharu
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of

Enemies
the Malaysian
Conscience

‘Stupid’ and ‘uncalled for’ would
not be complete to describe the
demonstration that caused the
abrupt ending of an important,
worthwhile and civilised forum to
discuss an issue that is at the heart
of all civilised Malaysians.
The demonstrators against the
forum to deliberate on Article 11
were not the defenders of any religion. If anything at all, they
were the enemies of every religion, above all self-destructive
enemies of their own conscience.
What mortal, save HE who created all, can defend Islam? The
Lord would have preferred civilised discussion the Malaysian
way.
Come on, tell us, how many of you
who were there yelling out at
Cititel knew what Article 11 of the
Federal Constitution is all about?
The authorities would do well to
give those involved in the demonstration a sound and thorough
education in the Federal Constitution, not to mention the religion
they purportedly went out to defend.
Rajen
Penang

What

about

PAS?

Aliran has never had any good
opinion about UMNO. If UMNO
is threatening the nation, what
about PAS? Using Islam for their
own personal political gain. Giving Islam a bad name.
Mozaham

POLITICAL TSUNAMI IN SARAWAK Continued from page 40
ingfulness of voting.

Election Commission Chairman visiting the PBB Operations Room

seats contested by the DAP, that
is the urban and largely Chinese
seats. In 2001, the DAP obtained
just 27 per cent of the votes in the
seats it contested, winning only
one of them. This time, it obtained
a whopping 53 per cent of the
votes in the seats it contested, winning six of them.
In several seats, there was a complete reversal of positions, with the
DAP getting the percentage of
votes the BN obtained in 2001. The
same happened with the PKR’s
sole winner, Dominique Ng, in
Padungan, Kuching, which the
BN won in 2001 with 52 per cent
of the vote, and lost this time with
45 per cent of the vote.

Decline

in

BN

vote

Overall, there was an average 5
per cent decline in the percentage
of votes going to the BN. In Chinese majority seats (seats in which
Chinese comprised more than 50
per cent of the electorate), there
was an average 19 per cent decline. Bidayuh and Iban majority
seats saw an average 4 per cent
decline, and mixed constituencies
averaged a 6 per cent decline. Only

in Malay-Melanau constituencies
did the BN hold their position
with an average 2 per cent increase
in the votes they garnered. But
even this was not without its hiccups, as with the huge 14 and 12
per cent declines in the Sadong
Jaya and Saribas seats.

Incidentally, one of the mixed
seats, Muara Tuang, the former
seat of one-time heir apparent
Adenan Satem, but given to firsttimer and brother of the chief minister, Muhammad Ali Mahmud,
saw a drop of almost 9 per cent in
the BN proportion of the vote, and
a large decline in the absolute
number. This is worth mentioning because at least one of the
mainstream media gave prominence to his obtaining the largest
number of votes. In fact, the largest number of votes, by a wide
margin, was obtained by the
young DAP newcomer, Violet
Yong, in the Pending seat in
Kuching, defeating state assistant
minister, Sim Kheng Hui, scion of
one of Kuching’s best known
families.

Nineteen seats saw a decline of
more than 10 per cent in the proportion of votes going to the BN.
Eight of these were Chinese majority seats, three were Malay, two
Bidayuh, four Iban, one Orang
Ulu and one mixed. Of these, one
each of the Chinese, Malay, Iban
and Orang Ulu seats – a total of
four – was due to local factors affecting the contest. The others can
be attributed to a mix of local and
larger reasons.

Numerous commentaries on the
causes of this revolt have attributed it to concerns, even anger,
over fuel price hikes, renewal of
leasehold titles and premiums,
and internal squabbling within
the BN parties. Surprisingly, none
referred to the diesel crisis, which
severely affected Sarawak and
caused much anger.

On top of this, there was also an
average 4 per cent decline in the
voter turnout. As the 2006 electoral rolls had been somewhat
pruned and “cleaned” relative to
the 2001, the actual decline was
probably significantly larger. It
would be hazardous, however, to
interpret this significant decline
in voter turnout as, for example,
disillusionment with the mean-

All these played a role. But they
don’t account for the scale – and
locations – of the revolt. For instance, fuel price hikes cut even
deeper in the rural areas; in more
accessible rural areas, petrol – for
outboard motors – has gone up to
RM15 a gallon. Moreover, the
Sarawak electorate is aware that
fuel price hikes are not the fault of
the state government, and the
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Why

the

revolt?

Sarawak electorate is, if anything,
fiercely parochial on federal-state
matters. Similarly, land rights and
land issues loom even larger in rural areas and were expected to feature prominently. But it hardly
seemed to matter there.
The reason for the revolt, from a
small sampling of voters, indeed
from some quarters of the BN itself, was governance, or rather the
chief minister – the missing elephant in the commentaries in the
mainstream media.
The craven mainstream media
were happy to lash out at the
Sarawak United People’s Party
(SUPP), which contested the
seats that the BN lost. But they
made little or no reference to issues of the interactions between
the BN parties - or, more accurately, between the leader of the
BN-cum-chief minister and the
BN parties - the state of governance and the economy, corruption, nepotism and the apparently incestuous ties between
politics and business. This
larger unhappiness was easily
linked to the more local one of
expiring land leases and renewal premiums, or even the
state of local municipal services.
Viewed thus, the revolt may well
be due to the dashed hopes stirred
up by Abdullah Badawi’s stopstart reform campaign and the
DAP’s warning about how critical the next five years - probably
the last for the present chief minister – would be.
That the revolt should have been
in urban, largely Chinese constituencies, particularly in
Kuching, rather than in rural
ones, becomes understandable.

In rural areas, the so-called “politics of development” is in fact the
politics of fear of deprivation and
the politics of disempowerment.
The great success of this “politics
of development” has been to convince rural voters that they are totally dependent upon government, even for goods and services
they used to provide for themselves. Selective withdrawal of
services and projects when an
area votes the “wrong” way has
served to drive home the point.
Furthermore, the reach of governance, good or bad, into the rural
areas is highly mediated in the
form of the local district office, the
local school and the local health
clinic - all essential services upon
which they are highly dependent.
Governance seemingly has little
to do with their economic conditions - other than in the form of
fertiliser subsidies and small pepper and cocoa schemes. The timber companies have a much
greater impact on their incomes
and their economic conditions.
When all else fails, they fall back
on land and subsistence economies.
In contrast, the urban areas see the
impact of governance over a much
broader range and feel its economic impact more directly. Employment and economic opportunities are dependent upon governance and the policies and actions
of the governors. There are also
few fallback options.

"Enough

is

enough"

For years now, coffee shop black
humour has glossed CMS, one of
Sarawak’s most prominent companies and one linked to the chief
minister’s family, as Chief Minis-
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ter & Sons. Its interests range from
cement and steel to construction
and finance – and that isn’t the
full measure of its network of
linked companies. It has always
been taken as emblematic of the
concentration of wealth and
power and of the ties between
politics and business.
When times were good, this was
accepted as in the nature of politics, as long as there were enough
“goodies” to go around. Moreover, it then appeared that SUPP
had substantial power behind the
throne, controlling the state finance and infrastructure ministries - the one in charge of the
state’s substantial revenue and
reserves, the other in charge of the
state’s largest budget item. But the
last cabinet re-shuffle in 2004 was
an apparent demotion for the
SUPP, with further concentration
of the most important ministries
in the chief minister and/or his
closest associates. As it was, the
chief minister was already in control of the most important ministry, namely Resource Planning,
with power over forests, land and
surveys, and the state planning
agency. The reshuffle gave him the
finance ministry as well.
This time, combined with a lacklustre economy, rocketing housing prices, impending expiry of
land leases, etc., it took fire with
the slogan originally made famous by the DAP – “enough is
enough”. As one voter put it,
“There will be nothing left to save
in five years’ time!”
While not apparent – definitely
not in the overall GDP figures –
the Sarawak economy has not
been performing well since the late
1990s. At first, it could be attrib-

uted to the financial crisis. But as
that faded, blame began to be assigned elsewhere.
Sarawak’s economic diversification has not gone very well. Manufacturing may appear to be replacing timber as a major sector, but
the manufacturing remains very
much timber-based, with timberbased industries accounting for
half the employment but barely
more than 10 per cent of the valueadded. Lower level jobs in these
industries do not pay well and a
large proportion goes to foreign
workers prepared to work at low
wages of RM8-12 a day. Meanwhile, the most lucrative employment, in timber extraction, has
been declining with dwindling
timber resources.
The other major attempt at diversification, plantation agriculture,
also does not provide remunerative employment and, again, is
dominated by foreign labour.
Moreover, other than the big boys,
few have investment opportunities in this activity.
As a result, there is a substantial
grey economy, ranging from illegal logging, complete with in-forest processing mills, to smuggling,
exemplified by the phrase “fourfor-ten”, or four tins of beer for
RM10.
But while this grey economy, especially illegal logging and timber processing, may provide some
monetary benefits to some rural
Dayaks, most urbanites, especially those in Kuching, have little access to it - other than the
cheap beer and cigarettes.
This then was the context for the
revolt.

Land
rights
not an issue?
But what about the rural vote? Do
the results in the rural areas mean
that land rights are not an issue,
as the BN insists?
The answer to that is both “yes, it
is not an issue” and “no, it is an
issue”. “Yes” as far as impacting
on voting behaviour is concerned;
“no” as the issue remains the hottest issue around.
Part of the reason why it is not an
issue impacting on rural voting
behaviour has been covered earlier, the politics of disempowerment. To that should be
added a couple of considerations.
There hasn’t been much grassroots organising around the issue. It crops up as one or another
community or area meets up with
the problem and attempts to resolve it severally and locally. This
has been compounded by the positions adopted by Dayak political leaders, including those in the
now-defunct PBDS, as well as the
near supine state of the Dayak parties, a condition to which they
have been reduced by clever management on the part of the state
leaders and self-inflicted injuries
on the part of the Dayak leaders
themselves.
Added to this is the fact that rural
Dayak communities in Sarawak
are generally extremely peaceable
and non-violent, notwithstanding the history regaled in tourist
brochures. Thus far, they have
chosen to take their fights to the
court system, the occasional
peaceful blockade notwithstanding. For that, we can only be grateful, and hope that they are not
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pushed to the limit of their tolerance; we have seen what can then
happen as in Niah seven years
ago.
In addition, there is also the very
local context. The reach of state
enforcement is limited. In more
remote rural areas, people continue to be able to open up new
land and gain de facto acceptance
of that situation. Furthermore, the
levels of compensation acceptable
to low income rural communities
is ridiculously low measured by
the economic gains to be obtained
from taking over the land. While
people may complain, the fact of
payment and its receipt helps to
blunt the edge of the matter.
All this notwithstanding, it
would be the height of foolishness
and irresponsibility to read the
results as indicating that the land
issue, with the neutering of Dayak
parties, is now a matter of the past.

Free

and

fair?

Two matters remain to be considered:
1 . Do the results of the Sarawak
state elections of 2006 prove
that they were free and fair and
that there can be democracy in
one-party electoral democracies, as columnist John Teo in
the New Straits Times would
have it, and
2. Is this the beginning of a new
era?
Free and fair elections cannot be
read backwards from the outcome
to the process. In this instance, the
outcome was itself a revolt against
the process.
As for the process, a few points
should suffice.

First, there is the question of representation and the equality of
the vote. Much is often made of
the huge gap in the size of constituencies. In the case of
Sarawak, two comparisons
alone are sufficient: the difference in size of the Satok and
Padungan, and Satok and
Telang Usan constituencies.
Situated next to one another in the
city of Kuching, Satok, a Malaymajority constituency, has only
10,835 registered voters, while
Padungan, a Chinese-majority
constituency, has 24,512 registered voters. Meanwhile, Telang
Usan, the constituency covering
the bulk of the massively rural
Baram River basin, the size of the
state of Perak, has 12,793 voters.
Fair?
Second, there is the massive
abuse of government resources
for party political advantage.
Travel along some rivers, and
you will see new shiny spandex
roofing after years of rusted corrugated iron. But the most dramatic and blatant example of
this was the substantial increase
in the allowances of almost
5,000 village and longhouse
headmen, back-dated to March
1, payable at the end of May. Regardless of the justice of this,
this federal government decision unfairly assisted the caretaker BN government during the
elections.
Third, there are the well-known
threats, backed up by actions in
the past. Given the system of
counting, the choice of virtually
every longhouse and village is
known, and villages and
longhouses known to vote the
“wrong” way are deprived of pro-

grammes and projects. The most
recent example of this was in the
by-elections for Ba’Kelalan, following the death of its well-regarded state assemblyman. A village had been identified to be a
rural growth centre. It voted the
“wrong” way. The planned
project was cancelled. Free?
Only in the undemocratic sense
of freedom to choose, but no freedom after choice!
Fourthly, besides overt vote buying, engaged in by both BN and
some opposition politicians, there
are the subtler - and even more effective - inducements. An instance
of this is an area where the incumbent promised to pay a substantial amount per “door” in the
longhouses in any polling district
in his constituency should they
deliver 100 per cent of the votes.
Needless to say, few won the
prize, but it wasn’t for lack of trying!
Lastly, the corruption of the whole
process has become so institutionalised that voters now are known
to solicit the sale of their votes to
the highest bidder! However, in
one case where there were reports
of this, the incumbent BN candidate saw his percentage of the vote
fall by 19 per cent.

A

new

era?

Finally, is this the beginning of a
new era?
Much depends on how the opposition parties read the results and
even more on their capacity to
forge an effective coalition – or at
least an alliance - and to draw in
capable and credible candidates
over the next five years.

Aliran Monthly : Vol.26(4) Page 37

The parties to watch are the DAP
and the yet-to-be-registered MDC.
SNAP is largely a spent force, broken from within and without,
with few credible leaders left. PKR
is, unfortunately, unlikely to make
much headway with its assigned
or self-imposed constituency, the
Malay-Melanau communities.
Notwithstanding the high levels
of poverty in some of these communities and significant levels of
unhappiness with the current
state leadership, these communities have been the major beneficiaries of state and federal largesse,
policy and practice, and now
dominate the civil service and government, despite being less than
30 per cent of the state’s population.
On its first excursion, its candidates forced to contest under
SNAP’s banner, the MDC performed creditably. The single seat
attributed to SNAP, Engkilili, was
in fact won by an MDC candidate.
Its pro-tem president did well
against an incumbent state assistant minister in the difficult terrain
of Batang Ai, garnering almost 45
per cent of the votes.
Another of its candidates, the wellknown land rights lawyer, Baru
Bian, took it down to the wire with
his BN opponent in the equally
difficult terrain of Ba’Kelalan. Ultimately, he lost because of the
promise, harped on since before
the campaign proper from the
Governor down, of a road to the
Ba’Kelalan highlands in the
Ninth Malaysia Plan. People were
afraid that if they didn’t vote the
BN candidate, the road would be
withdrawn. Their only link to
town is either an unpredictable
rural air service or a logging road

dependent on continued logging
operations, a situation which
makes obtaining diesel or petrol,
and other household goods difficult, uncertain and costly.
But the MDC suffers from organisational shortcomings and, given
its creditable performance, may
never be registered. Its application
for registration has been pending
for over a year. In contrast, the
SNAP breakaway, the Sarawak
Progressive Democratic Party,
SPDP, was registered in under a
week and just as quickly admitted into the BN. The Parti Bansa
Dayak Sarawak (PBDS) breakaway, the Parti Rakyat Sarawak
(PRS), was also registered in double-quick time and just as quickly
admitted into the BN.
Thus, much will depend upon the
Sarawak DAP, which is somewhat independent of its parent
party in the peninsula. It has finally found dramatic acceptance
amongst the urban Sarawak electorate. Its campaign showed imagination. Its focus on how critical the next five years would be dramatised as the dangerous last
five years of the present chief minister - drove home the fundamental issue of governance to an electorate increasingly frustrated by
political and economic monopolies.
Can the DAP see its way to forging a coalition with the rural
Dayak electorate and strengthening its support with the urban
Dayak electorate, the latter an increasingly sizeable one? Without
this, there will be many Chinese
voters who are probably already
balking at what they have
wrought, fearful that the rump
SUPP will mean further exclusion

of the Chinese from political
power and influence - and who
will therefore return support to the
SUPP in the hope of a more secure
foothold in government. An emergent coalition will change that
equation and may well give courage to those Malay-Melanau voters who are also fed-up with the
state BN.
In the urban and semi-urban context, the DAP evidently has leaders with the capacity to win
Dayak, specifically Iban, support.
One of the DAP candidates,
Chiew Chiu Sing in Kidurong,
Bintulu, won with significant
Dayak support, winning as much
as half of the Iban and a fair percentage of Malay-Melanau votes.
He not only won, but increased
his margin despite the BN’s targeting the seat for recapture. Another, Stephen Lu in Dudong,
Sibu, came agonisingly close to
winning, again with substantial
support from the Iban and a fair
proportion of the Malay and
Melanau voters.
How much of a voice they will
have in the aftermath of this successful outing is yet to be seen. A
DAP with a vision could do much
worse than learn from their experience.
But much also depends upon the
capacity of the Dayaks to shake
off the politics of fear and to recover a sense of independence
and self-reliance, to recover some
of the spirit that powered SNAP a
generation ago.
Despite
the
seemingly
unpromising results of the elections, there is a subterranean
movement that may, as with the
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urban Chinese electorate this time
around, suddenly reach a tipping
point, driven by a tectonic shift in
Dayak society. The source: the
rapid and accelerating urbanisation of the Dayak population. In
an urban context, the negative
politics of fear of deprivation will
have little caché. Add to this the
seemingly unending, and unseemly squabbles of Dayak politicians and political parties in the
BN, and the alienation that is already present may translate into
votes.
Last, but not least, are developments within the BN. The federal
BN has shown its capacity for renewal and a capacity to shift with
the times. While hardly moribund, the problem facing the state
BN is that of succession following the 26-year rule of one man.
Given the nature of Malaysian
politics, the successor will have
to come from the Pesaka
Bumiputera Bersatu (PBB) and
will most likely have to be a Malay
or Melanau Muslim. However, in
the manipulative, if undoubtedly
able, shadow of the chief minister, potential successor after potential successor has come and
gone. There is now no one in sight
with the stature to command the
respect and regard of his peers
and the people. Add to this the
somewhat sorry and semi-supine
condition of the Dayak parties
and the current state of the Chinese-based SUPP, pushed to take
the blame for the BN losses,
which, as argued above, should
properly be seen as a consequence
of the interaction of the BN parties and virtual one-man rule.
These are indeed interesting times
in Sarawak. q
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SARAWAK ELECTION

Political

tsunami

in

Chinese revolt; Dayaks neutered
by Philip Khoo

he 2006 Sarawak state
elections marked the abject end of an era that
began so gloriously
thirty years earlier. But does it
mark the opening of a new era in
Sarawak politics?

T

Thirty years ago, in 1974, a largely
rural and Iban electoral revolt
shook Sarawak. The then opposition Sarawak National Action
Party (SNAP) won 48 per cent of
the popular vote, taking 18 of the
48 seats in the State Assembly.
This year, 2006, a shock revolt
came from an unexpected quarter.
An urban and largely Chinese
electoral revolt handed a huge
"surprise" birthday gift to the
leader of the Sarawak Barisan
Nasional (BN) and long-standing
chief minister of 26 years, Abdul
Taib Mahmud.
The combined opposition of the
DAP, SNAP, the yet-to-be-registered Malaysian Dayak Congress
(MDC), and Parti Keadilan Rakyat
(PKR), won eight of the 69 contested seats in the 71-seat State Assembly, taking 33 per cent of the
popular vote.
The scale of the revolt can be seen
more clearly if we look only at the
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