
Aliran Monthly : Vol.26(6) Page 1

PP3739/12/2006 ISSN 0127 - 5127 / RM4.00 / 2006:Vol.26No.6



Aliran Monthly : Vol.26(6) Page 2

The metaphor of “sparks” and “fires” has come to
be used by scholars of ethnic relations to show how
incidents of ethnic strife could turn into violent con-
flicts such as riots and pogroms. The answer to this
perennial question would of course vary from con-
text to context, city to city, country to country, region
to region. To put the question across even more
plainly, how many sparks does it take to start a fire?
Or, how incendiary must the sparks be before a fire
would start? Needless to say, in Malaysia through-
out our modern history we have seen any number of
sparks and some major fires and near-fires in our
ethnic relations

Among the more significant events of ethnic strife
were the following: the post-war racial clashes in
1945, the 1957 Chingay riot in Penang, the 1964 ra-
cial riots in Singapore, the Hartal riots of Penang in
1967, the May 13 1969 riots of Kuala Lumpur, the
Operasi Lalang event of 1987, the Kampong Rawa
incident of 1998, and the
Kampong Medan incident of
2001 .

As we head into the middle of
2006, I sense a precipitous rise in
the number of sparks in Malay-
sia’s ethnic relations. Are we on
the threshold of a fire? In the
course of this short essay I will
point to a number of recent worri-
some incidents which may give
some cause for alarm. However,
before this let me briefly review
how the character of ethnic rela-
tions may have changed over the
years and thereby also provided
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Our cover story focuses on the slide in ethnic rela-
tions in Malaysia. Johan Abdullah senses a rise in
the number of worrying incidents that have affected
ethnic relations. He goes on to review how the char-
acter of ethnic relations may have changed over the
years and provides a new context for understand-
ing ethnic relations.

To better manage ethnic relations, we need to be
aware of our own prejudices and to stretch the bor-
ders of the self. Reflecting on the controversial uni-
versity ethnic relations course guidebook, Wong
Soak Koon argues that the course should instead
stimulate critical thinking while examining the lega-
cies of history.

There are some lessons we can learn from India
whose medieval society was more religiously toler-
ant and open, says Asghar Ali Engineer. But divide-
and-rule colonial tactics and politically divisive
forces have created communal and religious divi-
sions in their competition for power, threatening
India’s secularism in the process.

In Malaysia, we are some way off from realising our
vision of a Bangsa Malaysia. Ethnic-based economic
policies are undermining this aspiration, warns
Terence Gomez. Government policies should be
universal in orientation, aimed at helping all in
need, regardless of their ethnicity.

So much money that could have been used to help
the poor has been drained as a result of financial
scandals. K J Khoo takes a thorough look at Bank
Negara’s inexcusable and unexplained RM9.3 bil-
lion forex losses and raises several key questions
that demand answers.

Jeyakumar Devaraj, for his part, is perplexed by the
Perak state government’s decision to raise water tar-
iffs when the Perak Water Board has been making
profits. Angeline Loh, meanwhile, points out that
Penangites are totally fed up with the empty prom-
ises to improve bus services in the state.
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a new context for what may be the
factors behind racial distur-
bances, and hence, how we
should understand and manage
our ethnic relations in this day
and age.

There have been different phases
in Malaysia’s ethnic relations. As
everyone has come to know, at the
point of Independence, a ‘politi-
cal bargain’ in ethnic relations
was struck by leaders or elites of
the various ethnic communities
under the Tunku Abdul Rahman
government and much of it was
incorporated into the 1957 Ma-
layan Constitution. Even at the eve
of Independence, a spark during
a Chingay procession in Penang
in January 1957 caused Malay-
Chinese rioting and shut down
Penang for some 10 days.

Worse was to come in 1967, when
the devaluation of the Straits dol-
lar led to the Hartal (an economic
boycott) riots between Malays and
Chinese, which ended with five
people killed and 92 injured. As
many as 1,600 persons were de-
tained and at various points,
Penang was on a 24-hour curfew.
Lim Kean Siew, the Labour Party
leader was among those detained.
The ethnic tensions also spread
to Perlis, Kedah and Perak where
curfews were also imposed.

Despite these fires, the political
bargain between the ethnic com-
munities seemingly held firm un-
til the watershed event of May 13,
1969, which saw the worst out-
break of ethnic violence in the
country to date. According to offi-
cial figures, 196 were killed, 149
were wounded and many women
were raped. There were 753 cases

of arson and 211 vehicles were de-
stroyed or damaged. An estimated
6,000 Kuala Lumpur residents —
90 per cent of them Chinese —
were made homeless.

After May 13, there was what one
could call a new consociational
(inter-ethnic) pact, paradoxically
re-emphasing Malay or
Bumiputera rights, or some would
say, Malay supremacy, under the
Tun Abdul Razak government.
This took the form of the New Eco-
nomic Policy. This pact has held
up so far but in the 1987 Operasi
Lalang – I would call this a near-
fire— mass arrests were carried
out because Malay-Chinese eth-
nic tensions had reached another
breaking point in a situation al-
most mimicking May 13. No one
agrees with the disingenuous rea-
sons for the arrests of 106 promi-
nent politicians and social activ-
ists and why one Chinese minis-
ter was able to abscond to Aus-

tralia under the Mahathir govern-
ment. However, the action did
douse a series of highly incendi-
ary sparks which most certainly
would have caused a big fire had
the escalation of ethnic tensions
continued.

The next two events had different
complexions in terms of ethnic
relations. The Kampong Rawa
incident in Penang turned out to

be more of a conflict be-
tween mostly ‘Indian’
Muslims and Hindus. It
saw the desecration or de-
struction of some Hindu
shrines in Penang. While
reportedly some 5,000
persons came from out-
side Penang to support
their Muslim brethren, the
incident was defused by
the mediation of then
deputy prime minister
Anwar Ibrahim. In the
Kampong Medan story,
still sealed in a veil of se-
crecy, despite an investi-
gation by the government,
we can safely say that it
was a conflict that in-
volved Indians and Mus-
lims. The one-sided de-

Early Days
Near Fire

The Kampong Rawa incident was defusedThe Kampong Rawa incident was defusedThe Kampong Rawa incident was defusedThe Kampong Rawa incident was defusedThe Kampong Rawa incident was defused
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piction of this event in the
Universiti Putra Malaysia ‘text-
book’ has become the subject of
some controversy. One cannot un-
derstand why the government
does not reveal the ‘true facts’ of
the incident.

Many events of the recent past may
give us pause for alarm. Some aca-
demics such as Francis Loh,
Rahman Embong and I have writ-
ten that, with the rise of a middle
class among all the ethnic com-
munities, we have seen a reduc-
tion of “ethnic politics”. With
Malaysia’s impressive economic
performance (despite all the eco-
nomic scandals), a rising consum-
erism among all strata of society
has meant that ethnicity may have
taken a backseat or, at least, has
not become as ‘troublesome’ as in
the past.

That said, one cannot help but
sense that by the middle of 2006,
ethnic relations have taken on a
more religious complexion these
days and that could be equally as
explosive as the old ‘ethnic poli-
tics’ of the past. Why do I say this?
In some sense, the Kampong
Rawa and the Kampong Medan
incidents prefigure this new com-
plexion in ethnic relations but
more so, the changed context is the
embedding of a policy of
‘Islamisation’ on the part of the
government party, UMNO, and an
even more thorough-going version
of this by the opposition party,
PAS. The implementation of such
Islamisation policies tends to turn
the attention and energies of po-
litical actors and civil society to-
wards issues of religion rather
than those of ethnicity and class.

There is also a palpable change
in character of civil society itself.
While some of us in the 1980s
and more recently during the
days of Reformasi were san-
guine that a ‘new politics’ had
emerged, melding together
multi-ethnic and multi-class al-
liances within civil society and
the political class, this has all
but dissipated in the 2000s. In-
stead, civil society organisa-
tions have now more or less re-
grouped into either the old eth-
nic mould, or more tellingly,
into new religious groupings,
with Muslim organisations be-
coming particularly prominent.

At one level, the contestation over
Islamisation reached a peak in the
post-Reformasi period after PAS
had captured Kelantan and
Terengganu. Terengganu passed
legislation to introduce a full com-
plement of Syariah laws includ-
ing its criminal aspects (Hudud
and Qisas) and their enactment
has only been stymied because
federal enforcement agencies are
not within PAS control.

To the further dismay of non-Mus-
lims, then prime minister
Mahathir got into the act by de-
claring that Malaysia was already
an Islamic state in September
2001. While this was clearly a
political ploy, PAS leaders were
able to easily ridicule Mahathir
with jibes of ‘instant café’
Islamisation.

After the departure of Mahathir as
prime minster, Abdulah Badawi
was successful in leading the BN
government to an electoral victory
in March 2004 which also saw the

defeat of PAS in Terengganu.
However, I would argue that with
Abdullah’s introduction of Islam
Hadhari, sometimes the line be-
tween advocates of Islamisation
on the PAS side and the UMNO
side has become rather blurred.

The contestation at the level of
civil society has got particularly
ugly. Here, let me turn to look at a
series of events that began with
the objection to the formation of
the Inter-Faith Commission lead-
ing to the recent Muslim demon-
strations against the forums spon-
sored by the coalition of civil
groups known as “Article 11”.

Aliran Monthly has already carried
articles and statements about the
IFC episode. However, let me
briefly recall the event. The idea
of an Inter-Faith Commission was
mooted by the Human Rights Sub-
Committee of the Bar Council be-
cause of a growing number of
knotty religious disputes and le-
gal cases. In April 2005, a confer-
ence was held with about 200 par-
ticipants representing all the ma-
jor faith-based groups and vari-
ous sectors of civil society. In the
event, a coalition of 13 Muslim
groups calling itself the Allied
Coordinating Committee of Is-
lamic NGOs (ACCIN) demanded
that the government scuttle the
idea of the IFC. The government
subsequently obliged. The tone of
the protestation was rather trou-
bling. The spokesperson of
ACCIN, Mustapha Ma averred
that:

“... Malaysia would have achieved
Islamic state status if not for the
interference of the colonial mas-
ters and the arrival of non-Mus-

From IFC ...Contestation over
I s l a m i s a t i o n

M i d d l e - c l a s s
and all that
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lims. Are we now witnessing the
regression of our country into a
secular state with Islam as a mere
ornament?” (Malaysiakini.com,
March 1, 2005).

Since the abandoning of the IFC
idea, there have been a number of
significant unresolved legal tan-
gles and controversies over the
question of Islam, conversions
and apostasy.  The most promi-
nent cases, some still with pend-
ing court rulings, are:

This case revolves around the cus-
tody of children when one parent
becomes a Muslim. Using the rul-
ing of the Syariah Court in May
2003 Shamala’s husband was
able to take custody of their two
children (2 years and 4 years)
whom he converted to Islam. The
present status of the case is that
Shamala is appealing to the Court
of Appeal to nullify the conver-
sion. Both parents are applying for
sole custody.

Kaliammal Sinnasamy, the
widow of M. Moorthy, sought the
right in the civil courts to bury her
husband according to Hindu
burial rites on the grounds that he
had been a practising Hindu de-
spite the contention by the Islamic
religious authorities that he had
converted to Islam before his
death. On 28 December, the Ap-
pellate and Special Powers divi-
sion of the High Court ruled that
it had no jurisdiction over the
Syariah Court decision, even
though it affected Kaliammal’s
rights. Moorthy was buried on 28
December 2005 according to Is-
lamic rites.

The 51-year-old Kamariah Ali
publicly renounced Islam after
being continually prosecuted and
jailed by religious authorities in
Kelantan who accused her of de-
viating from the faith. Her case is
currently with the Terengganu
Syariah Court after a Federal
Court ruling that it had no juris-
diction over her case.

Nyonya Tahir was born in 1918
and raised by her Malay grand-
mother and her Chinese grandfa-
ther who had converted to Islam.
She married a Chinese man when
she was 18 and practised Bud-
dhism most of her life. The Syariah
Court declared her to be a non-
Muslim and she was buried ac-
cording to Buddhist rites.

Lina Joy was a Muslim who em-
braced Christianity in 1988. She
applied to the National Regis-
tration Department for a change
of name and religious status in
1997.  In 1998, the NRD allowed
the name change, but not the
change of religion. Lina Joy ap-
pealed against this decision in
the High Court in 2001. The
High Court ruled against the
change of religion stating that
the jurisdiction in conversion
matters lies solely in the hands
of the Syariah Court.  In 2004,
Lina Joy’s case to the Court of
Appeal was dismissed on the
grounds that her renunciation
of Islam was not confirmed by
the Syariah Court or any other
Islamic authority. Her case is
now with the Federal Court
pending a ruling.

The Article 11 coalition, which
has now held or sponsored three
forums entitled “The Federal Con-
stitution: Protection for All”, have
made their objectives rather plain.
Referring to the cases above, they
seek constitutional and legal reso-
lution on the issue of freedom of
religion guaranteed by the Con-
stitution and clarity in jurisdiction
of the Syariah and Civil courts on
matters of religion. They have col-
lected 20,000 signatures and pre-
sented this to the government. The
coalition’s stated objectives, based
on the federal constitution, are
pretty transparent but clearly not
acceptable to many Muslim or-
ganisations.

On two occasions when Article 11
forums were held, one in Penang
and the other in Johor Baru, Mus-
lims held demonstrations to pro-
test the group’s alleged ‘hidden
agenda’ to revive the moribund IFC.
Their own hidden agenda was
perhaps to de-rail all the activities
of the coalition. In Penang, protest-
ers heckled the panelists, which
included speakers such as Shad
Saleem Faruqi, professor of consti-
tutional law at UiTM, Imtiaz Malik
of the Bar Council and Zaid
Ibrahim, Kota Bharu Member of
Parliament, and forced the forum
to end early, without all the sched-
uled speakers having their say.
Similarly, in Johor, the forum was
ended early but all speakers were
able to deliver their talks.

The prime minister has since or-
dered all future Article 11 forums
to be halted. This came on the
heels of a reported 10,000 gather-
ing of Muslims at the Masjid

... to no more forums

The Kamariah Ali case

The Nyonya Tahir case

The Lina Joy Case

 ... to Article 11

The Shamala case

The Moorthy case



Aliran Monthly : Vol.26(6) Page 7

Wilayah on July 24. Among the
personalities who spoke at the fo-
rum titled ‘The Syariah and Cur-
rent Issues’ were former Bar Coun-
cil presidents Sulaiman Abdullah
and Zainur Zakaria, Perak mufti
Harussani Zakaria, constitu-
tional expert Abdul Aziz Bari and
Muslim Youth Movement of Ma-
laysia (ABIM) president Yusri
Mohamad. Other speakers were
Syariah lawyer Kamar Ainiah
Kamaruzaman, former Penang
mufti Sheikh Azmi Ahmad, and
forum chairperson Azmi Abdul
Hamid, who heads the Malay-
advocacy group Teras.

According to a Malaysiakini report
(24 July 2006), the speakers called
on the authorities to continue with
what they said was the historic
tendency to strengthen the coun-
try’s Islamic institutions and not
weaken them. “We have every
right to seek the continuation of
this process of Islamisation,” said
Teras’ Azmi Abdul Hamid, who
also accused certain quarters of
using apostasy to weaken that
process. Among the resolutions
passed at the forum were:
• The Federal Constitution and

other laws be strengthened to
stop attempts to use the courts
to weaken the position of Is-
lam;

• All Muslims should act in uni-
son in defence of Islam;

• Every threat to Islam signifies
a threat to the dignity and po-
sition of the Malay Rulers who
are the heads of Islam in every
state and to the integrity of the
Islamic institutions;

• Efforts to overhaul and erode
the position of Islam in the
Constitution and national
laws should be stopped;

• Religious rights and freedoms
should be understood in the

framework of Islam, not ac-
cording to individual inclina-
tions;

• All state and federal legislative
assemblies should pass
enactments that prevent the
propagation to Muslims of re-
ligions other than Islam, and
these should be implemented
immediately.

• Statements of support by cer-
tain Muslim leaders that Islam
is an individual and private
matter are of concern;

• Malaysian Bar Council has
taken a partisan stand without
considering the views of Mus-
lim lawyers who make up
more than 40 percent of the
Malaysian Bar. The Council, in
the name of human rights, has
interfered in Islamic matters
and this goes against the ob-
jectives of the founding of the
Council.

Are we at a new threshold in eth-
nic relations? I believe so. At the
core of this new context of ethnic
relations is an intra-Malay, intra-
Muslim debate and discourse over
Islam and religious rights. One
side says that Islam is getting too
strong and is impinging nega-
tively on the lives and rights of
ordinary Malaysians and we
should look to the constitution for
guarantees of civil liberties and
freedom of religion. Contrariwise,
the other side says that there has
been an erosion of the status of
Islam and all questions of reli-
gious rights and freedoms must
be cast in terms of the dominant
status of Islam as official religion
of the state. The second group of-
ten refers to the amendment to
Article 121 (1A), which gives
Syariah Courts full jurisdiction

Sparks but no fires

over questions of Islam.

Inevitably the implications of such
a debate and its resolution or lack
of resolution would impact on
Muslim-non-Muslim (in the old
mould, Malay-non-Malay) rela-
tions. Undeniably, Muslim-non-
Muslim relations have also been
greatly strained because of such
cases as Moorthy, Shamala and
Nona Tahir as evidenced by the
non-Malay Cabinet ministers pre-
senting a memorandum on these
inter-faith issues to the prime min-
ister. At the civil society level, the
Malaysian Consultative Council
for Buddhism, Christianity, Hin-
duism and Sikhism (MCCBCHS)
has also been highly concerned
about such inter-faith controver-
sies and has supported the forma-
tion of the IFC. It is also a member
of the group, Article 11.

If Malaysian society is at the new
threshold of a changed context of
ethnic relations, what then would
be plausible directions for a new
political understanding among
the political class and within civil
society? The political leadership
seemingly has no appetite or
gumption to tackle the problem.
Instead the prime minister took
umbrage over his non-Malay min-
isters’ memorandum and ‘re-
solved’ it in the usual authoritar-
ian manner. By putting the lid on
further discussion by Article 11,
the prime minister seems to have
given the Muslim forces reason to
believe they have succeeded in
winning this round of the debate.
This changed context of ethnic re-
lations suggests that a new con-
servative political ideology may
become embedded in Malaysia’s
plural society. In the old days, it
was ‘ketuanan Melayu’. Is it now
`ketuanan Islam’? q
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ecularism has never
been used in the Indian
context in the sense in
which it has been used

in Western countries i.e. in the
sense of atheism, or a purely “this
worldly” approach, rejecting the
“other-worldly” beliefs.
 
India is a country where religion
is very central to the life of the peo-
ple. India’s age-old philosophy as
expounded in Hindu scriptures
called the Upanishad is sarva
dharma samabhava, which means
equal respect for all religions. The
reason behind this approach is the
fact that India has never been a
mono-religious country. Even be-
fore the Aryan invasion, India was
not a mono-religious country.
 
Even before the advent of Christi-
anity and Islam, India was al-
ready multi-religious in nature.
Christianity and Islam added
more religious traditions to the
existing Indian traditions. Thus it
would be correct to say that India
is a bewilderingly diverse coun-
try in every respect – religious,
cultural, ethnic and caste.
 
India is one country where caste
rigidity and the concept of
untouchability evolved and still
plays a major role in religious,
social and cultural matters. Caste

dynamics in Indian life, even in
Christian and Islamic societies,
plays a larger than life role. Since
most of the conversions to Chris-
tianity and Islam took place from
lower caste Hindus, these two
world religions also developed
caste structure. There are lower
caste churches and mosques in
several places.
 
Under the feudal system, there
was no competition between the
different religious traditions as
authority resided in the sword,
and generally, there were no in-
ter-religious tensions among the
people of different religions. They
co-existed in peace and harmony
though at times inter-religious
controversies did arise. However,
there was no bloodshed in the
name of religion.

There was also a tradition of tol-
erance between religions due to
the state policies of Ashoka and
Akbar. Ashoka’s edicts clearly
spell out a policy of religious tol-
erance, and Akbar used to hold
inter-religious dialogue among
followers of different religions.  He
also followed the policy of toler-
ance and even withdrew the jizya
tax, (the poll tax on Hindus which
was an irritant). Thus both
Ashoka  and Akbar have places
of great significance in the reli-
gious life of India. No doubt they
have been designated as ‘great’
i.e. they are referred to as Ashoka
the Great and Akbar the Great.
 
Also, India had Sufi and Bhakti

Secularism in India

by Asghar Ali Engineer

SSSSS

RELIGION & DEMOCRACY

Secularism in India meant equal respect for all religions and
cultures and non-interference of religion in government affairs.

Tradition of
Religious Tolerance

Gandhi and Nehru preferred to keep India secularGandhi and Nehru preferred to keep India secularGandhi and Nehru preferred to keep India secularGandhi and Nehru preferred to keep India secularGandhi and Nehru preferred to keep India secular
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traditions in Islam and Hinduism
respectively. Both Sufism and
Bhakti traditions were based on
respect for different religions. The
poorer and lower caste Hindus
and Muslims were greatly influ-
enced by these traditions. Unlike
the ulama and the Brahmins, the
Sufi and Bhakti saints were highly
tolerant and open to the truth in
other faiths. They never adopted
sectarian attitudes and were
never involved in power struggles.
They kept away from power struc-
tures.
 
Nizamuddin Awliya, a great Sufi
saint of the 13-14th century lived
through the times of five different
Sultans but never paid court to a
single one. When the last Sultan
of his life sent a message request-
ing him to come to the court, he
refused. Then when he sent the
message that if Nizamuddin does
not come to my court, I (the Sul-
tan) will come to his hospice,
Nizamuddin replied that “there
are two doors to my hospice; if the
Sultan enters by one, I will leave
by the other”. Such was the ap-
proach of the Sufis and Saints to
the power structure of their time.
 
Dara Shikoh, was heir apparent
to Shajahan, the Moghul Emperor
but had a Sufi bent of mind. He
was also a great scholar of Islam
and Hinduism. He wrote a book
Majmau’l Bahrayn (the Co-min-
gling of Two Oceans, Islam and
Hinduism). Quoting from Hindu
and Islamic scriptures, he
showed that both religions had
similar teachings. The difference
was one of languages (Arabic and
Sanskrit) and not teachings. Thus
Dara Shikoh also contributed
richly to inter-religious harmony
in India.
 

 
However, the entire social, eco-
nomic and political scenario
changed after the advent of the
British rule in the 19th century.
Differences between Hindu and
Muslim elite began to emerge for
various reasons – socio-cultural,
economic and political. The Brit-
ish rulers adopted a policy of di-
vide and rule, and distorted me-
dieval Indian history to make
Muslim rulers appear as tyrants
to the Hindu elites. This dis-
torted history was taught in the
new school system, which was
established by the British rulers.
 
Also, there developed economic
and political competition be-
tween the Hindu and Muslim
elites leading to communal ten-
sions. The Hindu elite was
 quick to adjust to the new reali-
ties and took to modern educa-
tion and commerce and indus-
tries. The Muslim ruling elite
resisted new secular education
system and also could not take
to commerce and industry. They
were thus left far behind in the
race for progress.
 
Sir Syed Ahmad Khan had a
perceptive mind. He understood
the importance of the modern
education system and founded
Mohammedan Anglo Oriental
College (MAO College) which
became the fulcrum of modern
education for the North Indian
Muslim elites. The orthodox
Ulama, however, vehemently
opposed modern secular educa-
tion and declared Syed Ahmad
Khan as kafir (unbeliever) as he
was supporting modern secular
education.
 

Initially the Hindu and Muslim
elite cooperated with each other
and Syed Ahmad Khan always
emphasised Hindu-Muslim
unity. But the competitive nature
of political and economic power
drove a wedge between the two
groups of elites and communal
tensions began to emerge. When
the Indian National Congress was
formed in 1885, it adopted secu-
larism as its anchor sheet in view
of multi-religious nature of Indian
society.
 
India could not head towards a
Hindu Rashtra (Hindu Nation) as
India was not simply a Hindu
country. In the pre-partition pe-
riod Muslims added up to 25%
besides the Christians, Sikhs,
Buddhists and Jains. However,
Hindu society was a highly frag-
mented society and far from mono-
lithic. The dalits (low caste peo-
ple) refused to call themselves as
Hindus; subsequently, their
leader B.R.Ambedkar, adopted
Buddhism in protest.
 
Hence, the Indian National Con-
gress adopted secularism, not as
a worldly philosophy but more as
a political arrangement between
the different religious communi-
ties. As a power-sharing arrange-
ment could not be satisfactorily
worked out between the Hindu
and Muslim elite, the country was
divided into two independent
states of India and Pakistan.
 
However, even after independ-
ence and partition, a large body
of Muslims were left in India.
Hence,  leaders like Gandhi and
Nehru preferred to keep India

Emergence of
Competitive Politics

Secularism in Multi-
religious India
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secular in the sense that the In-
dian state will have no religion
though the people of India will be
free to follow any religion of their
birth or adoption. Thus, India re-
mained politically secular but its
people continued to be deeply re-
ligious.

In India, right from the British pe-
riod, the main contradiction was
not between “religious and secu-
lar”, but it was between “secular
and communal”. In the western
world, the main struggle was be-
tween “church and state” and
“church and civil society”. How-
ever, in India, neither Hinduism
nor Islam had any church-like
structure. Hence there never was
any such struggle between secu-
lar and religious power structure.
 
The main struggle was between
secularism and communalism.
The communal forces from among
Hindus and Muslims fought for a
share of power; they used their
respective religions for their strug-
gle for power.             
 
Even after partition, communal
problem did not die out. It raised
its ugly head again within a few
years. The RSS (Rashtriya
Swayam Sevak Sangh), which is
the mainspring of the Hindu right
remained in existence and spon-
sored the formation of a new po-
litical outfit, which was commu-
nal in nature, called the Jan
Sangh.  It is the Jan Sangh that has
kept on denouncing secularism as
a western concept alien to the In-
dian ethos.
 
Jawahar Lal Nehru, the first Prime

Minister of India, was a great
champion of secularism and secu-
lar politics. Theoretically speak-
ing, the Congress Party was also
committed to secularism. How-
ever, the Congress Party consisted
of several members and leaders
whose secularism was in doubt.
But it was due to Mahatma Gan-
dhi, Nehru, Maulana Abul Kalam
Azad and B.R.Ambedkar that In-
dia committed itself to secularism
and its Constitution was drafted
on secular lines.
 

Secularism in India meant equal
respect for all religions and cul-
tures and non-interference of reli-
gion in government affairs. Also,
according to the Indian Constitu-
tion, no discrimination will be
made on the basis of caste, creed,
gender and class. Similarly all citi-
zens of India irrespective of one's
religion, caste or gender have the
right to vote. According to articles
14 to 21, all will enjoy the same
rights without any discrimination
on any ground.
 
According to Article 25 all those
who reside in India are free to con-
fess, practice and propagate the
religion of one’s choice, subject, of
course, to social health and law
and order. Thus even conversion
to any religion of one’s choice is a
fundamental right. But the BJP
(Bhartiya Janta Party) and RSS are
opposed to all this. According to
them there should be a Hindu
Rashtra (Hindu Nation) in India,
and Muslims and Sikhs should be
secondary citizens without any
political right.
 
Since the BJP is a political party it
cannot say so openly and publicly.

Its leaders also have to take the
pledge of secularism before con-
testing elections. In fact, all secu-
lar forces in India consider the BJP
as a communal party. It always
takes an anti-minority stance and
accuses the Congress, supposedly
a secular party, of ‘appeasement’
of minorities. It also describes the
Congress and other secular par-
ties as indulging in ‘pseudo-secu-
larism’.
 
The RSS and the BJP, also known
as the Sangh Parivar, not only re-
ject secularism but provoke vio-
lence against minorities. Since in-
dependence, several major com-
munal riots have taken place in
India. The first such riot took place
in Jabalpur in Central India. In
2002 a major riot took place in
Gujarat in Western India in which
more than 2000 Muslims were
killed and several women were
raped. When the Gujarat carnage
took place in 2002, the BJP was
ruling over Gujarat.
 

 
How many Indian people are
secular and how many
unsecular? Since secularism does
not mean being “this worldly” in
India, one cannot say how many
are believers and how many un-
believers. On the contrary in the
Indian context what is more per-
tinent is how many people are
against people of minority reli-
gions like Islam and Christianity,
and how many people respect
them?
 
In fact, an overwhelming major-
ity of Indian people are religious
but tolerant and respectful of other
religions, and are thus ‘secular’

Equal Respect for All

Secular and
Unsecular People

Secularism versus
C o m m u n a l i s m
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in the Indian context. Even Sufis
and Bhakti Saints are considered
quite secular in that sense. The
followers of RSS and the BJP are
very few, not more than 5-10 per
cent. India has remained secular
and democratic for its entire post-
independence period (more than
58 years).
 
There is no doubt that India has
witnessed much communal vio-
lence. This is due to the involve-
ment of the RSS and the BJP, and
occasionally the Congress in
some places. Communalism is a
powerful political weapon used
by politicians of different hues.
The Hindu masses are generally
not to be blamed for such vio-
lence. However, a few fanatics
under the influence of RSS’s  ide-
ology are involved along with
anti-social elements.
 
It is also true that on certain major
issues like the birth place of Ram,
the people get misled by powerful
communal propaganda and may
side with the BJP. But that does
not mean they are for violence and
bloodshed. If they are properly
informed they withdraw their
support. However, secular forces
are not as pro-active as commu-
nal forces are. Communal forces
are actively working spreading
communal poison round the year
whereas secular forces become
active only after communal vio-
lence. And once peace is estab-
lished, they become nonchalant.
It is their nonchalance which ben-
efits communal forces.
 
The communal forces thus came
to power through false propa-
ganda but were exposed during
their five-year rule and were
voted out of power as they were

perceived to be behind the com-
munal carnage in Gujarat in
2002. No less than a person like
Vajpayee, the former Prime Min-
ister of BJP, himself admitted
that "people rejected us because
we were held responsible for the
Gujarat carnage".
 
This confession on the part of the
ex-BJP Prime Minister clearly es-
tablishes that people of India are
by and large secular and do not
like killing others just because
they are not Hindus. The BJP is
today being deserted by its
former allies as they realised
that association with communal
dispensation is not approved by
the people of India.
 

There are some rationalists and
secularists who reject religion in
its entirety but such rationalists
or secularists are extremely few.
Also, there are extremely orthodox
people who exhibit rigidity and
intolerance towards other faiths
though of course not on commu-
nal grounds but on the grounds
of religious orthodoxy: they too
are in miniscule minority. Toler-
ance in India among people of all
religions is widely prevalent. It is
perhaps due to the influence of an
ancient Indian doctrine that truth
is one but is manifested in differ-
ent forms, and on the other hand
due to the Sufi doctrine of wahdat
al-wujud (The Real Being is one)
that implies that there is only One
Real Being and all of us are mere
manifestations of that real being.
 
As the ancient Hindu doctrine
leads to inclusiveness and

I n c l u s i v e n e s s ,
p l u r a l i s m

and co-existence
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peaceful coexistence so does the
Sufi doctrine. For peaceful co-ex-
istence another Sufi doctrine of
sulh-i-kul – i.e. total peace and
peace with all – is very impor-
tant. Sufism left deep influences
on the Hindu masses, as much
as on the Muslim masses.
 
Thus the real spirit of secular-
ism in India is inclusiveness, re-
ligious pluralism and peaceful
co-existence. It is politics, not
religion which proved to be di-
visive.  It is not religious lead-
ers, (with a few exceptions) who
divide. It is politicians who seek
to mobilise votes on grounds of
primordial identities like reli-
gion, caste and ethnicity.
 
The medieval society in India was
thus more religiously tolerant as
it was non-competitive. The mod-
ern Indian society, on the other
hand, has proved to be more divi-
sive as it is based on competition.
This competition becomes more
acute if development is uneven
and unjust.
 
Thus in the case of India one can
say by and large it is secular in as
much as it is religiously plural and
tolerant. But there are politically
divisive forces that create commu-
nal pressure and widen the gap
between religious communities
thus putting Indian secularism
under threat.

(Source: Secular Perspective 16 June
to July 15, 2006)
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inally, the Prime Minis-
ter [Mahathir] spoke.
And what a revelation
it was after Bank

Negara’s confused jargon or the
Finance Minister’s cavalier ex-
cuse about how complex the
whole matter was. There is now
much less fog about Bank
Negara’s involvement in the for-
eign exchange (forex) market and
the nature of its RM9.3 billion loss
in 1992.

Never mind that in November
1990 Dr Mahathir angrily denied
that Bank Negara went into the
forex market to make profits. This
time around, and true to form, Dr
Mahathir called a spade a spade:
he readily acknowledged the
Bank’s “forays” into the forex
market – not only to protect the
ringgit but also to make profits.

He conceded that such was not
the general practice of central
banks but he assured us that Bank
Negara has the capability to do
so.

ACCOUNTABILITY

Forays into forex
Bank Negara’s RM9.3 billion loss
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But he complained that no one
complimented the Bank when it
made profits in the past – a strange
complaint. For if we shouldn’t
worry about paper losses, as Bank
Negara tells us, why should we
cheer paper gains, as Dr Mahathir
regrets we didn’t?

Unless, of course, the RM9.3 bil-
lion loss is real.

After Dr Mahathir’s clarification
of 20 April 1993, would anyone
still care to explain that the lion’s
share of the loss was primarily
due to the ringgit’s appreciation?

The fact of losses as such is not at
issue here. Nor is the issue prima-
rily about looking for scapegoats
or removing individuals. No one
save the Prime Minister has pub-
licly raised – and rejected – this
possibility.

One important issue is the mag-
nitude and the cause of the loss.
Even if Bank Negara’s profit-seek-
ing in the forex market was proper
central bank policy, the size of its
loss points to a major failure in
checks and controls – both within
the Bank, and between the Bank
and the Finance Minister.

Did no one – not the Governor,
Advisers and Board members of
Bank Negara, the Finance Minis-
ter and the Prime Minister – know
when to call a halt to the forex
“foray”? Was everyone gripped,
as it were, in a gambling fever,
merrily persisting as the losses
mounted, waiting optimistically
to recoup them in the next trans-
action?

One critical issue is the less than
candid handling of this “Bank
Negara affair”. Not a word of it

was heard until it could no longer
be contained – at which point
“damage control” was uncorked.

Imagine the puzzlement of the
average Malaysian being deluged
by a major “explanation” from the
Bank Negara Governor on 19
April. Imagine his or her bewil-
derment when waking up to
screaming front-page headlines of
“Bank Negara explains” or
“Akibat Ringgit Naik” the next day.
The sad fact is that the local me-
dia – so brave in exposing the es-
capades of the royalty and in op-
posing their immunity only so re-
cently – had dishonourably left
too few of us with any inkling that
anything needed explaining at
all.

To put it differently, the issues,
fundamentally, are about account-
ability, the transparency of gov-
ernment policy, and checks and
balances.

When Bank Negara Governor
Tan Sri Jaffar Hussein said “it is

amazing how short the memory
is”, perhaps he regretted that few
recalled how Bank Negara made
profits in the past.

But our memory is not so short as
to forget an unhappy past when
BMF’s losses were blamed on the
Brits and their messing up of the
Hong Kong property market,
when Maminco’s losses were
blamed on the London Metal Ex-
change’s misconduct, and when
the EPF’s losses were blamed on
Pan-El’s failure. Are we now to
accept blithely that the Bank
Negara’s “paper” losses were
due to the mysterious fluctuations
of the foreign exchange market?

If over these years our foreign re-
serves, as a measure of our eco-
nomic health, have grown, it was
not just because the Bank’s spe-
cialists “made profits”. Much of
it owes to the responsibility of the
man and woman in the street who
have been told to work harder,
consume less and save more – and
who have responded magnifi-
cently to these calls.

Now, the people have to directly
forego RM500 million because of
the Bank’s losses. In 1991, Bank
Negara transferred RM1 billion to
the government. Last year, the
Bank could only transfer RM500
million.

As such – unlike The Star column-
ist, P Y Chin, who thinks we
should ask no more questions
about this Bank Negara affair,
unlike New Straits Times editor, A
Kadir Jasin, who urges the “man
in the street” to leave the matter to
the forex specialists, and unlike
Finance Minister Anwar Ibrahim
who was so easily “satisfied”
with Bank Negara’s explanation

Short memories

Dr Mahathir: Angrily denied thatDr Mahathir: Angrily denied thatDr Mahathir: Angrily denied thatDr Mahathir: Angrily denied thatDr Mahathir: Angrily denied that
Bank Negara went into the forexBank Negara went into the forexBank Negara went into the forexBank Negara went into the forexBank Negara went into the forex
market to make profits.market to make profits.market to make profits.market to make profits.market to make profits.



Aliran Monthly : Vol.26(6) Page 14

– the man and woman in the street
reserve the right to ask the follow-
ing questions and expect the Fi-
nance Minister to give clear an-
swers.

• Why was Bank Negara specu-
lating in the forex market?
Since when did this become
sound and proper central
banking practice and Bank
Negara policy?

• Who authorised such an in-
volvement? Were no limits set
or were they breached?

• Was the whole Cabinet aware
of the extent of involvement
and the mounting losses? Did
no one ever counsel prudence?

• Was there no system of checks
and controls, within Bank
Negara and between Bank
Negara and the Finance Min-
istry? Had the Board of Bank
Negara no monitoring role?

• Are there any guidelines on the
composition of our foreign re-
serves? Were these guidelines
breached?

• Was there no fear that other
central banks might retaliate

against the specu-
lation on their cur-
rencies?

Central banks are
not supposed to en-
gage in forex specu-
lation – to safe-
guard everyone’s
interest. There may
be thrills, some-
times even profits,
in forex trading. But
what, for example,
would happen if
Taiwan’s central
bank, with its mas-
sive foreign re-
serves, were to de-
cide to speculate on

the ringgit in the forex market?

If government deems forex specu-
lation unavoidable, it should set
up a separate agency expressly for
this purpose, as in the case of a
neighbouring country. It should
not allow, much less encourage,
Bank Negara to play with the na-
tion’s reserves in the forex market
under the guise of “reserves man-
agement”, only to excuse its losses
by moaning about the so-called
“dilemmas” and “ironies” of this
onerous task.

Or to try and camouflage the
losses as in fact happened on 30
March – when this episode began.

On 30 March, Bank Negara re-
leased its Annual Report for 1992.
Was it an April Fool’s Day joke,
some sharp-eyed reporters won-
dered, when they detected that the
Bank had lost RM9.3 billion or one-
third of the nation’s foreign ex-
change and gold reserves?

Questioned about the loss, Bank
Negara issued a three-point ex-
planation on 1 April. The central
bank confirmed and explained it
as the result of the ringgit’s ap-
preciation against major foreign
currencies. It all seemed very
proper, for Bank Negara seemed
motivated by a need “to defend
the ringgit” and “to keep down
inflation”.

If the losses were made despite all
prudence and propriety, why was
it necessary for the Bank to be so
shy in revealing it and so cagey in
explaining it?

It took Kadir Jasin ten days to put
his “other thots” to it. But even he
had to shake his head: “we can-
not hide the losses under the cover
of inflation control”, “we cannot
treat the losses lightly”, “we have
suffered similar losses in the past
due to injudicious and incompe-
tent execution of market opera-
tions”, and “good intentions
alone are not sufficient to justify
these losses” which may be due
to “bad management”.

Was Kadir Jasin rapidly recalling
the likes of Maminco and
Makuwasa in the not too distant
past when losses were brushed
aside as due to “injudicious and
incompetent execution of market
operations”, the malevolent inten-
tions of others or simply forces
beyond our control – and justified
by “good intentions”?

Maybe. Still, he would have us
adopt the position that “it is not
for the man in the street to ask”
how Bank Negara conducts its
operations. That is for the “money
market specialists”. A fine but
transparent attempt at containing
the crisis of credibility and hope-

Bank Neg a r a ’ s
e x p l a n a t i o n
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fully defusing it.

But it wouldn’t go away – mainly
because the three-point statement
amounted to little more than a jar-
gon-filled brush-off, while the text
and accounts in the Annual Report
were remarkable for what they
didn’t reveal.

No one was able to control the tide
of innuendo and rumour in finan-
cial circles.

The KLSE had earlier been excited
by talk that the Auditor-General,
Tan Sri Ishak Tadin, apparently
refused to approve Bank Negara’s
original accounts until some
changes had been made – pre-
sumably to render the accounts
more transparent.

And, the Finance Minister himself
did not appear to take the three-
point explanation seriously, tell-
ing reporters on 13 April that
Bank Negara should be given a
chance to investigate and explain.

The result was that the Bank
Negara Governor made his
lengthy statement on 19 April,
three weeks after the “Bank
Negara affair” had graced the
front pages of the Singapore Busi-
ness Times and the Asian Wall Street
Journal, and four days after it ap-
peared in the Far Eastern Economic
Review. Jaffar Hussein’s 19 April
statement strenuously defended
his stewardship of the Bank but
elaborately avoided several basic
issues.

He also said he had forwarded a
complete report to Finance Minis-
ter Anwar Ibrahim, who declared
himself “satisfied” with it.

This is the same Minister who has

expressed tremen-
dous concern for
poverty eradica-
tion. Yet, he has
been prepared to
forego RM500 mil-
lion as a result of
Bank Negara’s
losses. Imagine, he
could have given
an outright grant of
RM5,000 each to
100,000 poor families – more than
the 89,000 very poor families who
have recently received loans under
the ASB scheme.

In fact, however, the Finance Min-
ister should have known and
tracked the matter better.

The Central Bank of Malaysia Or-
dinance 1958 requires Bank
Negara to submit an account of
its assets and liabilities to the Fi-
nance Minister once every two
weeks. The law also requires Bank
Negara to keep the Minister in-
formed of the monetary and bank-
ing policy pursued or intended to
be pursued by the Bank. Should
the Minister disagree, he has the
power to issue binding directives
on the Bank.

Moreover, Bank Negara’s official
publication, Money and Banking in
Malaysia claims “there is frequent
contact between the Governor of
the Bank, including the Bank’s
Board, and the Minister of Finance
where views are exchanged and
problems discussed [and] the
Treasury is kept fully informed of
current and proposed monetary
policies or measures, and prob-
lems are discussed in advance
where a change in policy requires

Government approval”.

Financial analysts who had ex-
amined the accounts and the
three-point statement concluded
that Bank Negara was guilty of
what Anwar Ibrahim had so re-
cently and so earnestly warned
Malaysian stock market investors
against – wild speculation and
gross imprudence.

On 2 April, the Singapore Business
Times reported that “in recent
years, Bank Negara has earned
itself a reputation as one of the
most aggressive speculators in in-
ternational forex markets such as
New York, London and Tokyo”.
The Far Eastern Economic Review of
15 April stated matter-of-factly
that “Bank Negara has long been
known to do more than merely
stabilise its currency, by speculat-
ing on foreign exchange move-
ments”.

There is more. Money market ana-
lysts maintained that given our
healthy economy, and given that
the ringgit was not under attack,
the cost of keeping down inflation
and the appreciation of the ringgit
would have accounted for about
RM3.5 billion. The remaining
RM6 billion loss cannot be ac-
counted for in this manner. Such
a massive loss, according to the
money market analysts, could

Didn’ t  the  F inance
Minister know?
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only be due to speculation in the
foreign exchange market – that
largest and wildest casino where
hundreds of millions can be, and
are, made or lost in mere seconds.

Last year, that casino evidently
became too wild for Bank Negara.

For what else could have caused
the losses? Can we believe that it
was largely due to the apprecia-
tion of the ringgit or, as it has been
put to us, “the stronger the ringgit,
the heavier our losses”?

Let us allow that for argument.
Going by the Bank’s Annual Re-
port, the ringgit appreciated by
almost 6 per cent against the bas-
ket of currencies of our major trad-
ing partners. Had Bank Negara
consistently held its foreign pro-
portion to this trade-weighted cur-
rency basket, then the loss due to
the ringgit’s appreciation would
have been RM3 billion – at the most
– and it would have been a paper
loss.

When interviewed by the Asian
Wall Street Journal, one economist
said: “We all knew they would
have a high revaluation charge to
account for the appreciation.
That’s not surprising. But it
doesn’t explain the magnitude.
Conservatively, the loss should
have been only about RM3 bil-
lion.”

In other words, as a banker ex-
plained, “it’s only if you were ac-
tively trading, as Bank Negara
does, that you’re exposing your-
self to the volatility of the market.”
And what was Bank Negara do-

ing if all its “shifting the compo-
sition of its reserves to protect their
external value” did not amount to
speculative trading?

The same banker noted that Bank
Negara’s periodic statements of its
reserve position last year indi-
cated that the contingency reserve
funds showed little change at the
end of March, but it fell to RM5.8
billion at the end of June, and fell
further to RM1.7 billion at the end
of July

These declines trailed the ringgit’s
appreciation but took place before
Bank Negara incurred most of the
interest costs from its money-mar-
ket operations.

Bankers and financial analysts
suggest that the timing and size
of the declines also pointed to
losses from foreign exchange
speculation. Several of them
added that when the ringgit
started to depreciate against the
trade-weighted currency basket in
October 1992, Bank Negara’s for-
eign exchange reserves should
have seen a rebound. But the con-
tingency funds continued to de-

cline until the end of the year.

Viewed in this context, the Gover-
nor’s televised statement of 19
April virtually confirmed the cor-
rectness of such interpretations.
He could not provide a satisfac-
tory answer on the “size and de-
tails of the loss”, he pleaded, on
grounds that Bank Negara is still
in the “foreign exchange busi-
ness”. To provide details, he
added, would be to “show my
hand to the market” —  an unfor-
tunate metaphor more befitting a
poker player than a central
banker.

The Governor argued that Bank
Negara’s future effectiveness in
“reserves management” de-
pended upon not giving “ad-
vance clues about the bank’s in-
tentions”. Surely any central
bank’s intentions on the interna-
tional scene are, or should be,
transparent: to defend the na-
tion’s currency, and, to quote the
Bank’s own publication, “to moni-
tor and safeguard the value of the
international reserves” – not to
engage in profit-seeking.

The nonchalant manner in which
the losses were dismissed – that
in an unstable market, you win
some and you lose some – was
truly amazing. To dismiss it as a
trivial problem of “paper losses”
and to discredit the notion of the
accounting year as mere conven-
tion, quite meaningless in the long
term, took the cake. Which chair-
man of which loss-making bank
or corporation would not have
given an arm to be able to get away
with such justifications?

Bank Negara remains very active
in the forex market. This is seen
clearly from the RM2.7 billion in

The stronger
the ringgit,

the heavier our losses

Tan Sri Jaffar Hussein Bank NegaraTan Sri Jaffar Hussein Bank NegaraTan Sri Jaffar Hussein Bank NegaraTan Sri Jaffar Hussein Bank NegaraTan Sri Jaffar Hussein Bank Negara
Governor: It is amazing how shortGovernor: It is amazing how shortGovernor: It is amazing how shortGovernor: It is amazing how shortGovernor: It is amazing how short
the memory is.the memory is.the memory is.the memory is.the memory is.



Aliran Monthly : Vol.26(6) Page 17

Prime Minister hath spoken: no
heads will roll – although some
will sagely nod in agreement.

It would appear that the immu-
nity removed from our Sultans has
been transferred to the govern-
ment.

For the time being, the Bank
Negara affair has ended on an
ironic note. Bank Negara, the
country’s financial watch-dog,
has apparently been quite ready
to contravene Malaysian account-
ing standards. First, it admits to
inconsistencies in its previous ac-
counting. Second, for 1992, it
changed its accounting policies:
it revalued its foreign exchange
and gold reserves, but provided
no information as to the impact of
such a change.

To be sure, this is not fraud or
criminal breach of trust. But does
it help “to develop a society which
respects the truth”, as Jaffar
Hussein urged when he spoke
during his acceptance of an hon-
orary doctorate from Universiti
Utara Malaysia in November
1 9 9 1 ?

The matter of Bank Negara’s
RM9.3 billion loss surely cannot
end just yet and just like this.

The Finance Minister might well
be “satisfied”. But damage control
alone will never retrieve Bank
Negara’s damaged credibility".

The then Governor was right on
one thing: people have short
memories. Bank Negara in fact
suffered no long-term damage to
its credibility in the aftermath of
the debacle.

contingent liabilities on foreign
exchange contracts which were
not yet due when the accounts
were drawn up at the end of 1992.
Will these liabilities, now losses
on paper become real losses?
Jaffar Hussein would only say
that “their final outcome will de-
pend on the exchange rates pre-
vailing at the time of the maturity
of the contracts”.

True enough. But once more the
point must be the magnitude of the
involvement and for what pur-
pose. It lends credence to Singa-
pore money market sources’
claims that Bank Negara is
known to place deals of up to
RM2 billion at a time and may be
exposed to anywhere between
RM6 billion and RM16 billion.

This is the heart of the matter –
not the fact of Bank Negara’s
losses as such, but the size of the
loss for reasons of profit-seeking
in the forex market. Shrugging off
a loss of RM9.3 billion as mere
“paper losses” beyond our con-
trol is the height of non-account-
ability.

It would have been regrettable but
excusable if the losses were in-
curred as a result of fighting off
attacks against the ringgit or of
stabilising exchange rates. Then
the Bank would have been doing
what it is meant to do. The Bank
of England and the Danish cen-
tral bank tried to do just that six
months ago when their reserves
were virtually wiped out in their
desperate attempts to defend their
currencies.

But such a loss, for the reasons
now evident, is inexcusable. The

Postscript (2006)

The boom years of 1993-97 in-
duced amnesia – and even more
spectacular carelessness – until
we were brought thudding down
to earth in the, in our case, mainly
forex speculation-driven financial
crisis of 1997-98. And then we
were caught up in the hunt for cro-
nies, many of whom have been cut
to size, only to replaced by others.

As should be clear to everyone, the
financial crisis effectively dis-
placed us from one to another,
much emasculated, growth path.
There has been no recovery, if by
that term is meant a return to a
temporarily interrupted progres-
sion. Instead, we have limped
along.

Yet, what was revealed by the
Bank Negara forex episode re-
mains very much with us today
through a change of administra-
tion – the fundamental issues of
policy, accountability and trans-
parency. Damage control, cooking
the figures to make them look bet-
ter than they are actually are, re-
mains much the order of the day.

Yes, there may be more controver-
sies in the media today. But we
are no better informed, nor is there
any greater participation and
public debate about the policies
and issues that may be crippling
us.

We could do much worse than re-
visiting the Bank Negara forex
episode to understand how and
why it could have happened, why
policy and regulatory mecha-
nisms could have failed so spec-
tacularly – in order to improve our
institutional framework in all sec-
tors, rather than falling back on
calling in political intervention on
just about every matter.”

I n e x c u s a b l e

q
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s a retired teacher of lan-
guage and literature
who has taught stu-
dents at the tertiary level

for well over three decades, I have
been following the outcry sur-
rounding the guidebook put to-
gether by lecturers from Universiti
Putra Malaysia (UPM) for the
compulsory Ethnic Relations
Course.  I hope to have access to
the guidebook itself when and if
it is available to the public so as to
analyse its language and tonal
quality.

Firstly, let me say that I do not
want to be mired in the perennial
debate between historians and lit-
erary critics about “facts”.  Sure,
certain things happened; certain
others are a mix of what happened
with what is infused with the im-
agination (this is what creative
writers, who are much maligned
by some conservative historians,
produce).

My point is simply that even a
“fact” (what happened and is
then recored in Hansards, colo-
nial or post-colonial records, docu-
ments and what-have-you) can
only be conveyed via language.
Hence, the choice of words, the

tonal quality and structure of sen-
tences, etc. inevitably colour the
“facts” no matter how objective
one aspires to be.  More impor-
tantly, the selection of “facts” it-
self can constitute a major source
of subjective skewing. Thus, care
must be exercised from the start.
Issues must be examined from
various viewpoints.  Isn’t univer-
sity education supposed to be ex-
posure to different perspectives,
and not submission to one defini-
tive, authoritarian viewpoint?

In a multi-ethnic country like ours,
a course as important as the Eth-
nic Relations Course, one that will
be mandatory, should not be
launched in haste.  Simply refer-
ring to researchers like Dr.
Denison Jayasooria or others isn’t
good enough.  There should be
time given to discussions of dif-
ferent vantage points from differ-
ent sources.  In fact, at the higher
lever of learning, the very word
“ethnicity” itself should be
bravely re-examined.  What are the
connotations of the word and how
are these challenged by contem-
porary life?

I cannot quite  comprehend the
defensive response of the Higher

ETHNIC RELATIONS

Reflection on the Ethnic
Relations Course
We need to listen to be aware of our prejudice and
stretch the borders of the self

by Dr. Wong Soak Koon

AAAAA

Subjective Skewing Dato' Mustapha: CannotDato' Mustapha: CannotDato' Mustapha: CannotDato' Mustapha: CannotDato' Mustapha: Cannot
comprehend his defensive responsecomprehend his defensive responsecomprehend his defensive responsecomprehend his defensive responsecomprehend his defensive response

Simply referring to researchers likeSimply referring to researchers likeSimply referring to researchers likeSimply referring to researchers likeSimply referring to researchers like
Dr. Denison Jayasooria or othersDr. Denison Jayasooria or othersDr. Denison Jayasooria or othersDr. Denison Jayasooria or othersDr. Denison Jayasooria or others
isn’t good enough.isn’t good enough.isn’t good enough.isn’t good enough.isn’t good enough.

Dull and unengaging
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Education Minister, Dato
Mustapha Mohamad, when he
says, “This is getting emotional.
It is merely a guidebook for lectur-
ers.” Surely a “guidebook” for lec-
turers is material that must be
critically scrutinised.  But why, in
the first place, must lecturers have
guidebooks?  Shouldn’t they be
doing their own work, putting
their noses to grindstones, going
to various sources so as to present
different perspectives and arriv-
ing at a more balanced picture?  I
pray that they will go way beyond
guidebooks, modules, quick an-
swers.  Otherwise, a new genera-
tion of undiscerning students will
be fed fresh fodders for ethnic es-
trangement.

On a deeper level, it seems to me
that the fundamental issue is how
sincere, courageous and commit-
ted we are to a critical re-exami-
nation of the past in order to un-
derstand the present and to navi-
gate the uncharted waters of the
future. In an atmosphere of sur-
veillance with regard to critical
public discourses such as we have
now, will an Ethnic Relations
Course simply be a didactic peda-
gogical tool leaving no room for
discussion but plenty of time for
the usual memorising and regur-
gitation of facts?

I recall the terribly boring and bur-
densome Moral Education Course
which insulted the intelligence of
discerning and thinking students

in one secondary school.  Will the
Ethnic Relations Course be simi-
larly unreflective, unengaging
and dull?  As it will be manda-
tory, the majority of  our students
will simply tolerate a didactic
course.  The more reflective and
critical ones will find it absolute
torture.

With regard to the need to control
discourses, we often hear this rea-
son: “Our society is not ready or
mature enough for such critical
discussions.” When will we be
ready?  Will there ever be an Eth-
nic Relations Course that will
truly allow for constructive re-
evaluation?  (I am not advocating
a free-for-all, no-holds-barred sce-
nario but for more open-ness).
Surely, academia is the space for
unemotional, balanced and open
discussions, or, is this simply a
romantic dream?

I don’t know what kind of as-
sessment or testing mode the
proposed Ethnic Relations
Course will have.  It seems to me
that an Ethnic Relations Course
that is meaningful, that is worth
the revenue spent to launch and
sustain it, should allow for in-
teresting discussions during tu-
torials.  Students’ performance
shouldn’t be assessed in the tick-
ing off of “right” answers from
a list of possible answers (this

Stimulate critical
t h i n k i n g

kind of objective exam format is
a brain-deadening method of
assessment).  Given the compul-
sory nature of the course, the
number of students will be huge
and sadly, the objective-type ex-
amination format will  most
likely be used.  There will be no
elaboration, no presentation of
various perspectives, in short,
nothing to stimulate critical
thinking.

It seems to me that the inflections
surrounding the word “ethnicity”
are continually evolving in the
face of contemporary modes of life
e.g. diaspora and the constant
trend both for pleasure and pro-
fessional purposes.  Many people
today have many sites of belong-
ing and affiliations even if  they
may claim one “homeland” and
ethnic identity as a buoy in the
choppy seas of  modern living.  An
Ethnic Relations Course at terti-
ary-level education which is
worth its salt should address
these fascinating new facets of
“ethnicity”even while it examines
the legacies of history.  Finally, I
refer to the advice of the scholar,
Susan Bordo, which encapsulates
the basic tonal quality I am hop-
ing for in the teaching-learning
process.  A good Ethnic Relations
Course should encourage con-
stant re-thinking as both teachers
and students learn “to listen, to
be aware of our own prejudices
and ignorance and to stretch the
borders of the self.”

Isn’t university education supposed to be exposure to

different perspectives, and not submission to one
definitive, authoritarian viewpoint?

q
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State Water Consumption in 2002 Surplus / loss in 2003 Non-revenue water
(million cubic meters) (RM million) in 2002 (%)

Kedah 1 8 3 3 1 . 4 41 .9

Penang 2 2 4 60.4 19 .8

Perak 2 1 2 34.8 30.2

Selangor 6 7 5 (449.1) 44.7

Johor 3 1 0 1 1 1 . 7 32 .7

Kelantan 4 3 1 1 . 5 44.9

Source: Water Tariff and Development: The Case of Malaysia. Cassey Lee       Tables 2, 4 and 8Source: Water Tariff and Development: The Case of Malaysia. Cassey Lee       Tables 2, 4 and 8Source: Water Tariff and Development: The Case of Malaysia. Cassey Lee       Tables 2, 4 and 8Source: Water Tariff and Development: The Case of Malaysia. Cassey Lee       Tables 2, 4 and 8Source: Water Tariff and Development: The Case of Malaysia. Cassey Lee       Tables 2, 4 and 8

t the April sitting of the
Perak State Assembly,
the chief minister (MB)
of Perak, Tajol Rosli, an-

nounced that the Perak State Wa-
ter Board would be raising water
tariffs by 15 per cent from 1 July
2006. Domestic consumers using
less than 20 cubic metres per
month - about 40 per cent of Perak
households fall into this category
- would be exempted from this
price hike. The MB went on to ex-
plain that this price hike was nec-
essary as the State is planning to
corporatise the Board soon.

Many find the Perak State Govern-
ment’s decision to raise water tar-
iffs perplexing. The Perak Water
Board or the Lembaga Air Perak
(LAP), as it is more popularly
known, has been showing healthy
surpluses for the past five years.
In 2005, for example, its profits

Pagar Makan Padi?
Turbulence in Perak Water

by Jeyakumar Devaraj

AAAAA

P e r p l e x i n g

WATER PRIVATISATION

Old rates From 1 July 2006
(per cu metre)

Domestic Use
0 -  10 cu metres RM 0.30 RM 0.30
11 -  20 cu m RM 0.70 RM 0.70
> 20 cu metres RM 0.90 RM 1.03

Industrial Use RM 1.40 RM 1.61
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were RM54 million. Compared to
the other states, Perak is doing
reasonably well – the surpluses
are healthy and the rate of non-
revenue water (unbilled water or
NRW) is lower than most other
states. So why is there a need to
corporatise or raise the tariffs.

In 2004, the Perak state govern-
ment commissioned Price
Waterhouse Coopers to conduct
a study and give recommenda-
tions regarding the future of wa-
ter services in the state. The study
has been completed but until now
the Perak public has not been told
what the master plan for water
services is.

Is the proposed corporatisation of
the LAP just a prelude to the
wholesale privatisation of the rev-
enue earning portions of the state
water services? Will there be ef-
fective mechanisms to ensure that
the contracts awarded to corpo-
rate entities are not excessively fa-
vourable to these corporations?
What are the measures that will
be taken to ensure that the quality

of water will not be compromised?

Several groups in Perak feel that
these issues have to be addressed
by the state government before the
it implements any change in wa-
ter tariffs or goes ahead with the
corporatisation of the LAP and
have come together to form the
Gabungan Pengguna Air Perak (
Perak Water Coalition). The coa-
lition presented a Memorandum
to the MB on 15 June 2006, outlin-
ing all the various concerns. It has

also embarked on a campaign to
alert the people of Perak about the
impending changes to the state’s
water services.  By the end of June,
over 30,000 pamphlets had been
distributed in various towns in
Perak including Ipoh, Tapah, Sg
Siput, Batu Gajah, Bruas, Chemor,
Slim River, Sungkai and Grik.

At a forum on “The future of the
water industry in Perak”, organ-
ised by the Water Coalition on

Master Plan for Water

Tajol Rosli: Perak State Water Board would be raisingTajol Rosli: Perak State Water Board would be raisingTajol Rosli: Perak State Water Board would be raisingTajol Rosli: Perak State Water Board would be raisingTajol Rosli: Perak State Water Board would be raising
tariffs by 15%tariffs by 15%tariffs by 15%tariffs by 15%tariffs by 15%

Charles Santiago: The firm that lands a water contractCharles Santiago: The firm that lands a water contractCharles Santiago: The firm that lands a water contractCharles Santiago: The firm that lands a water contractCharles Santiago: The firm that lands a water contract
is assured of generous profits every yearis assured of generous profits every yearis assured of generous profits every yearis assured of generous profits every yearis assured of generous profits every year

Perak Water Coalition

The RM250 million
m i s t a k e
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Malaysia needs citizens’ commit-
tees to oversee developments in
the service sectors. Water, health
care, education and transport
play an important role in our lives.
We all stand to lose if these are
taken over by corporate interests,
which are driven purely by the
profit maximisation motive. And
we have to agree that committees
appointed by the relevant minis-
ter are of no use – how can such a
committee blow the whistle on its
master or the master’s political
colleagues?

The Coalition is therefore request-
ing the Perak state government to
set up a 15-member board to over-
see developments in the water
sector. It is proposing that five of
the board members should be from
civil society groups such as con-
sumer groups, unions and other
NGOs. The remaining 10 should
be nominated by political parties
based on their share of the total
votes in the latest state elections.
If, for example, the opposition
parties garnered 40 per cent of the
votes, the opposition parties can
then nominate four members to
the citizens’ board.

This citizen’s oversight commit-
tee should vet every major deci-
sion of the LAP and have the
power to refer objectionable deci-
sions to the State Assembly for
further discussion before imple-
mentation.

What can a civil society grouping
like the Perak Water Coalition do
if the government spurns all re-

29 June 2006 at a hotel in Ipoh,
Y Y Koon, a retired senior engi-
neer who has considerable ex-
pertise in the water industry,
charged that the huge RM250
million dam nearing completion
in Ulu Kinta is a colossal waste
of public funds. He argued con-
vincingly that water supply in
Perak could be increased at a
fraction of the cost by augment-
ing the capacity of existing fa-
cilities. Who were the consult-
ants for the feasibility project?
Why did they not consider
cheaper options? Were the ten-
ders awarded in an open and
transparent manner? Koon told
the audience that these are is-
sues that the Perak people
should take seriously.

Charles Santiago, who spoke at
the same forum, warned that
many corporations are eyeing the
water industry. After all, water is
an excellent “commodity” and
demand for it will never cease as
it is a basic necessity. One does
not need to fear outside competi-
tors – you cannot bring in cheaper
water from China as you can for
most consumer goods. The firm
that lands a water contract is as-
sured of generous profits every
year. This is why several of the
large corporations that have BN
connections are pushing very
hard for water contracts.

Santiago also pointed out that
new investment laws being
pushed by the World Trade Or-
ganisation and by Free Trade
Agreements are opening the doors
to ownership of water resources
by foreign companies. He argued
that this would be a dangerous
development.

quests for dialogue and bulldozes
its decisions through? This was
the main topic of discussion at the
Coalition meeting on 5 July 2006.
Some groups felt that we had
made our stand clear. Now we
have to be realistic and live with
the new rates.

Grassroots groups, however, ar-
gued that the issue is not only the
15 per cent tariff hike. The more
important issue is that of proper
and transparent governance. The
MB has already indicated that
there is RM1.5 billion worth of
water contracts in the pipeline.
We must ensure that this is spent
wisely; otherwise, we, along with
our children, will be saddled with
the debt.  Some others opined that
if we do not carry on until we get
a positive response, then we might
as well not attempt any protest
when the FTA issue or the new
health care financing scheme or
new petrol price hikes are an-
nounced.

After quite some discussion, all
the Coalition members present
at the meeting decided that the
campaign must be stepped up.
On 11 July 2006, members of the
Water Coalition lodged police
reports against the MB of Perak
at more than 40 different police
stations in Perak, expressing
their disappointment that he
had refused to dialogue with the
people regarding the drastic
changes that the state govern-
ment is planning for the water
services in Perak. The plan is to
step up the campaign another
notch if there still  is no re-
sponse.

Wish us luck, and at the same time
keep an eye on what is happen-
ing in your state! q

Blue gold!

G o v e r n m e n t
i n t r a n s i g e n c e

Ci t izens ’  overs ight
c o m m i t t e e s



Aliran Monthly : Vol.26(6) Page 24

enang local government,
traffic management, in-
formation and commu-
nity relations chairman

Dr. Teng Hock Nam’s statement
of 6 February 2006 in theSun only
drew a knowing smile from most
bus users. We have heard such
rhetorical promises before. We
expect these grand plans to take
such a long time; they’ll probably
be forgotten along the way. Or fa-
miliar and usual excuses will be
used to pacify the public like
“…they are still awaiting ap-
proval” or “..still being proc-
essed…” or, even more likely,
words to the effect that “it is not
our fault, we can’t do anything
about it as the Federal Govern-
ment has no time to see to
Penang’s problems”. The normal
rhetorical, insincere answers
we’ve heard for umpteen years.
Sorry, that’s old hat to us, Datuk
Teng.

So what is the Penang state gov-
ernment in office for? Are they
there to suck up our taxes, sit in
their comfortable chairs in air-con
offices, ride in their up-market,
chauffer-driven cars and cause
traffic jams while the rakyat sweat
it out in our mobile odorous ‘sau-

nas’? Further, to
go on “cuti sambil
belajar” (‘study’
junkets) to for-
eign countries us-
ing our hard-
earned money -
only to return
home refreshed
but with no fresh knowledge to
implement improvements to our
state? We understand your habit
of passing the buck when you
don’t mean to do anything. We
have, in our extreme patience,
hoped you would stop that bad
habit. Yet you have not learned,
and we have been a timid elector-
ate.

To tell us that the state government
has submitted proposals to the
CVLB in Sungai Petani, Kedah,
certainly does not impress us, as
anyone with average intelligence,
like us lowly bus users, wonder
why it should be in a different
state. Looks like the Penang state
government is not-in-charge of
Penang anymore - and we have
not been informed of this fact or of
this strange set up in transport

management in our state.

Much time has passed since that
6 February statement and our ears
have rung with the same repeti-
tive responses only with a few
variations of a promise to get
things right on April Fool’s Day
this year. We were predictably
fooled on that day and for the rest
of the month and the months af-
ter, as the improvement was only
negligible, imperceptible, almost
invisible. In fact, the so-called re-
vamp, made things worse. So, Dr
Teng, how long do you think you
can go on with this game?

The alteration of routes, raised
fares and sign posting for stops
has been too cosmetic for even fee-
ble applause from the public.
Since their setting up, these posts
have already gone rusty and will
soon collapse. It shows how seri-
ously the state government takes

PUBLIC TRANSPORT

Buses  wanted –
not cheap bus-stop posts
Penangites are fed up with empty promises to improve public
transport

by Angeline Loh

PPPPP

Fooled on
Apr i l  Foo l ’ s  Day
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public complaints. They seem to
take the electorate as seriously as
the quality of those cheap, low-
quality iron signposts.

It is now the middle of the year
2006 and the Gerakan-led Penang
State government will have to face
the music of the general elections
in two years’ time. So, after much
hassling from the local NGOs,
which have threatened to take le-
gal action against the CVLB, you
suddenly turned contrite. On the
face of it, ‘Joe Public’ would think
you’ve seen the light and admit-
ted to only scraping the surface of
our public transport problem. Yet,
can we trust that apparent contri-
tion you exhibit? It remains to be
seen.

There are no guarantees to rout
out abuse in the tendering of bus
services, no concrete plans for an
improved system or abolition of
an obsolete and unworkable one,
no visible effort to make public
transport affordable - despite the
numerous suggestions and pro-
posals by various, good-
intentioned, quarters who want
an upgraded, decent and afford-
able public transport system.

When we look back at the golden
past of our beloved state, what do
we see? We see a clean, unpol-
luted, island covered in lush
greenery and clear, clean waters
lapping at our shores. We see, a
well-planned system of trams and
trolley buses in the city centre run-
ning from the harbour (the hub of
business life) to the beautiful roll-
ing, unblemished countryside.
There was little vehicular traffic
and pedestrians crisscrossed the
roads without hurry or worry of

being knocked down by such traf-
fic.

We had such an interesting and
vibrant city centre, bustling in the
daytime with working people,
shoppers and tourists, here to
taste the richness of our
multicultural life. When the sun
went down, the streets would be
ablaze with lights from shops, res-
taurants, roadside stalls, cinemas
and other entertainment outlets.
The nightlife was just as vibrant
and bustling as the day life. Those
were wonderful days.

What became of our beautiful, vi-
brant citystate? What happened
to our mainland family whose
similarly easy going lives have
been swamped with inner-city
type problems of high crime rates
and industrial encroachment,
with the added hardship of an
erratic and whimsical public
transport system, furthering the
dereliction of rural mainland
Penang.

The city centre has died due to
neglect by the state government.
With the absence of a decent pub-
lic transport system, the city cen-
tre, the once vibrant hub of busi-
ness life, is now relegated to an
inner city back-alley, pocked-
marked with lonely and dark, de-
serted side streets, sleazy hotels
and darkened shop-door ways in
the shadows.

The state government has barely
awoken from its slumber and
sloth. With no better hope to give
to Penangites, it now promises to
take charge of the public transport
system in our state. It has a very
short record of actually delivering
what it has promised. We don’t
hang on your words anymore,

your promises have become
worthless to us. Many of the hum-
ble public simply nod and say,
“can’t expect anything-lah, gomen
don’t care, tidak apa, tak boleh
harap.”

Your promise was proven empty
as before, by the Entrepreneur and
Cooperative Development Minis-
ter on 14 July, when the Federal
Government refused to allow you
to do anything about our public
transport problems. Whatever fee-
ble hope we had in you was
dashed. What did you do in the
face of that refusal? You meta-
phorically threw up your hands
and shrugged your shoulders in
a futile gesture. So we can’t do
anything about that because the
federal government says, “No”.

Thus, you were unwilling and too
afraid to demand that the CVLB
do its job. You expect us to take
the Minister and the CVLB at their
word when Penang has been for-
gotten by them for the past 10
years? Their promises seem as
flimsy as yours and worse still
they are totally ignorant of the dif-
ficulties faced by Penangites in
Penang. Your silence speaks vol-
umes of your apathy towards us,
the people of Penang!

Our disappointment stretches
from Penang to Putrajaya, where
our Prime Minister has also for-
gotten his home state. So, if we
can’t hope for a better future with
you at the helm, what is the next
commonsense thing to do? We
have to reconsider our choice of
political parties next time round.
You have already had your
chance and pushed your luck too
far. At least, one individual knows
where to put her vote in the next
elections.

Those were the days…

q
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Charter 2000-Aliran condemns
the reported assault on an inde-
pendent journalist who was cov-
ering the 28 May protest against
hikes in oil prices and electricity
tariffs at the KLCC.

The journalist from the online
Chinese-language news website
MerdekaReview.com, Lim Hong
Siang, who was also taking pho-
tos, was said to have been kicked
by a policeman in a bid to force
him to leave the scene.

We view this incident seriously as
it constitutes an obstruction of a
journalist’s duty to report. It is
also, by extension, a violation of
the people’s right to know.

It is the professional duty of jour-
nalists to provide honest, eyewit-
ness coverage of events of na-
tional and political significance.
We are gravely concerned that the
authorities’ strong-arm tactics
and intimidation may promote a
culture of fear among journalists
and make it hazardous for them

to carry out their duties.

We therefore call upon the au-
thorities to respect the profes-
sional duty of journalists to report
the truth and to ensure that they
are not harmed in any way.

Dr Mustafa K Anuar & Anil Netto
Coordinators, Charter 2000-Aliran

6 June 2006

Tan Sri Tajudin Ramli’s claim in
his court document that he was

directed by the two Tuns (former
premier Mahathir and his then
economic tsar, Daim Zainudin) to
buy shares in Malaysia Airlines
(MAS) as a form of ‘national serv-
ice’ is nothing less than a bomb-
shell.

According to Tajudin, the trans-
action was to help Bank Negara
recover from foreign exchange
losses in 1994. It was however dis-
guised as a commercial deal be-
cause the government did not
want to undermine investor con-
fidence or create undue public
anxiety, he said, adding that he
was only a nominee/agent of the
government in MAS.

Tajudin alleged that the two Tuns
had repeatedly assured him that
he would not suffer any losses or
be held liable for anything aris-
ing from his purchase of MAS
shares. This special arrangement
was to be a ‘secret’, he claimed,
although the Official Secrets Act
was apparently not invoked. But
he was spilling the beans now
because the government had not
honoured the agreement, he said.

If his claim is true, it explains why
he bought, through his firm
Naluri, a 32 per cent stake in MAS
at RM8 per share in 1994, well
above the then market price of
RM3.50. It was hailed as the big-
gest ever privatisation exercise at
that time.

After the 1998 financial crisis, the
government bought back the MAS
stake from Naluri at RM8 per
share, when the market price was
about RM3.

The whole expose raises a
number of critical questions relat-

A record of A record of A record of A record of A record of Aliran'sAliran'sAliran'sAliran'sAliran's stand on current affairs. stand on current affairs. stand on current affairs. stand on current affairs. stand on current affairs.

Giving the news a kick

Ta j u d i n ’ s
‘ K h i d m a t  N eg a r a ’

and a tale of two Tuns
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ing to transparency, accountabil-
ity and, of course, ‘national serv-
ice’ involving tycoons and cro-
nies.

••••• First, did Bank Negara really
need help to recover from the
forex losses ranging from
RM10 billion to RM30 billion?
How much did it actually lose
and who was responsible?

• What was Tan Sri Nor
Mohamed Yakcop’s precise
role in the forex affair? How
did he end up as second Fi-
nance Minister after the forex
affair?

• If Bank Negara was really in
such dire straits, why was
there a need to keep it secret
from the public? Why wasn’t
its critical financial position
reflected in its accounts sub-
mitted to Parliament?

• On what basis did the banks
approve loans amounting to
RM1.8 billion to facilitate
Tajudin’s purchase of MAS
shares when the purchase
price was much higher than
the market price?

• Who actually approved the
buy-back of MAS shares at
RM8, well above the market
value? Was the Cabinet in-
volved in this decision? Or was
it solely the two Tuns?

• Which other tycoons have been
roped in for other forms of com-
pulsory – and secret - ‘national
service’? Is this the original
form of ‘khidmat negara’?

To get to the bottom of all of this
requires nothing less than a royal
commission of inquiry headed by
a respected judge of impeccable
integrity with a broad scope to
probe this entire affair. The com-

mission should probe, among
other things, how the bank loans
were approved and who in the
cabinet authorised such transac-
tions.

Since we are into royal commis-
sions, we further propose another
body to investigate the corruption
allegations against certain judges,
which have never been fully
probed, as asserted by at least two
other former senior judges.

Meanwhile, the two Tuns, who
have since apparently fallen out
with each other, have a golden op-
portunity to get together again.
After all, they have a lot of explain-
ing to do.

Aliran Executive Committee
6 July 2006

Aliran is amazed that the people
of Penang are being told that their
State Government is not in charge

of the administration of public
transport in the state and there-
fore the State Government is re-
dundant.

In his statement on 14 July 2006
in reference to an earlier statement
by Penang Chief Minister Dr Koh
Tsu Koon, Entrepreneur and Co-
operative Development Minister
Khaled Nordin said “we cannot
allow the state government to
manage and run the public bus
transportation system”.

The Penang CM had urged the
Commercial Vehicle Licensing
Board (CVLB) to delegate power
to the State Government so that it
could issue licences and permits
to bus companies and improve the
public transport system. The
present system is in chaos due to
the apparently unregulated issue
and abuse of such licences and
permits.

Khaled gave the impression that
the CVLB and the Entrepreneur
and Cooperative Development
Ministry have all this while been

Is the Penang State
G o v e r n m e n t
r e d u n d a n t ?

Dr Koh Tsu Koon: Penang ChiefDr Koh Tsu Koon: Penang ChiefDr Koh Tsu Koon: Penang ChiefDr Koh Tsu Koon: Penang ChiefDr Koh Tsu Koon: Penang Chief
MinisterMinisterMinisterMinisterMinister
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Cooperative Development MinisterCooperative Development MinisterCooperative Development MinisterCooperative Development MinisterCooperative Development Minister
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doing a study of Penang’s fast-de-
teriorating public transport sys-
tem and have only “over the past
three months” discovered the sys-
tem’s weaknesses. He claimed
that these “weaknesses... had been
identified and some operators had
failed to adhere to the guidelines
set by the CVLB”; further, that bus
companies were making losses
running “social routes”. The
CVLB, he added, would check out
any alternative bus company the
Penang State Government cared
to nominate to replace the bus
companies it wished to terminate.
He also belatedly stated that the
RM50 million the State Govern-
ment was proposing for the pur-
chase of new public buses was in-
sufficient.

We agree that by law the CVLB
should be doing the job of issuing
permits and licences to public
transport operators. But we would
like to ask why the CVLB is not
carrying out this lawful duty re-
sponsibly. If the Minister and the
CVLB are so jealously defensive
of their power to grant these li-
cences and permits to suitable
public transport companies, why
then did the CVLB neglect to check
out the current bus operators in
Penang before granting them per-
mits? The CVLB had also ne-
glected to monitor the operation
of the public transport system to
ensure its smooth running and ef-
ficiency.

The impression that the CVLB has
been studying the public transport
situation in Penang is too pre-
sumptuous to be believable. The
public in Penang cannot recall
any survey or consultation made
by any CVLB personnel or any
government official, whether from

the local or federal authorities,
over the past three months to give
credence to the Minister’s claims.

If the CVLB had in fact carried out
such a study, it would be in the
public interest to publicise it for
public comment and information.
The only voices we have heard so
far are those of the NGO coalition,
Citizens for Public Transport
(CEPAT), which includes the
newly founded Bus Users Group
(BUG). CEPAT has been involved
in an ongoing debate with Dr
Teng Hock Nan of the Penang
State Government, interspersed by
one or two terse comments by
CVLB or local government officials
that have not been very construc-
tive or sympathetic towards the
bus-using public.

The only valid point the Minister
made in the whole press statement
was to point out that the Penang
State Government had not really
thought of a viable alternative be-
fore proposing to terminate cur-
rent incompetent bus operators.
But the Minister himself made no
viable or constructive suggestions
regarding this, either.

With no evidence given of any
study having been carried out by
the CVLB or the Entrepreneur and
Cooperative Development Minis-
try, we wonder how the Minister
can state that bus companies are
making losses on so-called “so-
cial routes”. The public has over
time witnessed the ‘disappear-
ance’ of buses allegedly plying
these ‘social routes’, turning bus-
stops along these routes into
‘ghost bus-stops’.

If, as the Minister says, RM50 mil-
lion is not enough to buy new

public buses, we would ask him
if the Federal Government would
be willing to provide more money.
If the Minister and the CVLB re-
ally care about the public trans-
port problem in Penang, then they
should both be lobbying the Fed-
eral Government to make ad-
equate provision to alleviate the
problem.

It is regrettable that whilst the
Minister and the CVLB exhibit
this selfish attitude preventing the
State Government from dealing
with problems within its own
state, they do not appear to have
any constructive or practical al-
ternatives or proposals to allevi-
ate the state’s public transport
woes. It is a shame that there seems
to be a complete lack of political
will to solve the problems faced
by so many of the lower-income
electorate in the Prime Minister’s
home state of Penang.

In view of this impasse between
the Entrepreneur and Coopera-
tive Development Ministry, the
CVLB and the Penang State Gov-
ernment, Aliran urges Prime Min-
ister Dato Seri Abdullah Ahmad
Badawi and the Federal Govern-
ment to transfer the powers of the
CVLB to the Penang State Govern-
ment so that Penang’s public
transport woes may be expedi-
ently and expeditiously reduced.

We hope that the public will be
consulted in future when formu-
lating plans for a more affordable,
people-friendly, environmentally-
friendly and efficient public trans-
port system in the whole state.

Angeline Loh
Executive committee member

20 July 2006
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Kuala LumpurKuala LumpurKuala LumpurKuala LumpurKuala Lumpur
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After being extra nice for two days
when Malaysian police allowed
three demonstrations to take
place, police today returned to
their old habits when they put to
an end a demonstration against
petrol price hikes and inflation.

Participating in the demonstra-
tion were student groups from
DEMA and groups aligned to
Parti Sosialis Malaysia. Other po-
litical parties present were PAS
and Keadilan. The number of peo-
ple who turned up for the demon-
stration was a disappointment.
PAS failed to repeat the huge turn-
out it got on Friday. It is still un-
clear if the police cordon around
the venue deterred many people
from coming.

The police today put up a very
heavy presence and blocked the
front entrance to the KLCC. They
told onlookers that there was a
police drill going on. The FRU,
plainclothes policemen, the horse
units and others were all ready to
strike the demonstrators away
before the crowd could swell.
Protes, the coalition against price
hikes, then called the small crowd
to gather. Dr. Hatta Ramli, the PAS
national treasurer, began the ad-
dress. He spoke and shouted slo-
gans against the price hike. Then
the emcee, Badrul from Keadilan
Youth, came up with some cheeky

body got arrested.

It is clear that the State has become
sensitive when the issues are lo-
cal; it didn’t want to allow the
demonstration to go on even
though the demonstration the pre-
vious day was much bigger. The
State can tolerate a demonstration
against the United States or Israel
but not against the ruling party.

Arutchelvan when met later said
that “the police numbers were big-
ger than us and the most sensible
thing to do is retreat for now.
Though some people would have
preferred to be defiant and to wait
for the police to attack them, he
dismissed such people as those
interested in  cheap thrill and pub-
licity. The biggest challenge
would be to mobilise more people
in the future. He also said that a
post-mortem would be held and
that further plans would be made
known.

Source: Parti Sosialis Malaysia

slogans. He asked the
police to be nice to the
people and to refrain
from hitting them with
their batons.

A few more speakers
took centre stage; stu-
dent leaders from
GMM spoke as well.
When Zahir Hassan
from JIM spoke and re-
lated how he was at-
tacked the last time, the police
announced it was giving the
crowd five minutes to disperse.
ACP Kamal Pasha, the district
police chief, was seen on a FRU
truck waiting to unleash the FRU
on the small crowd.

The organisers then got popular
PAS speaker, Mohamad Sabu, on
stage, followed by Tian Chua.
Things became tense as the police
repeated the warning and were in
striking position. Timely interven-
tion by PSM Secretary-General S
Arutchelvan managed to prolong
the event for another ten minutes.
The few police officers from the
FRU came down and wanted to
give the ‘final final’ warning.

Arutchelvan, who is also Protes
deputy chairperson, then took
centre stage. He dispersed the
crowd but told the crowd as well
as the police that this would not
be the last demonstration. The
crowd then dispersed. There were
no untoward incidents and no-

FREEDOM OF ASSEMBLY

Oil habits die hard
Protesting against Israel’s invasion of Lebanon is fine but demos
against local fuel price hikes are a big ‘no-no’

q
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premiership. But the Plan’s eco-
nomic recommendations remain
largely couched within the frame-
work of previous policies that
have resoundingly failed to
achieve their objectives.

The major economic policies pro-
posed by the Mahathir adminis-
tration included privatisation, the
promotion of Bumiputera capital-
ists, and the creation of Malaysian
conglomerates. With the excep-
tion of the need to support the rise
of conglomerates, the 9MP persists
with the other two policies.

The failure of privatisation,
which was closely linked to the
promotion of Bumiputera capital-
ists, is now well recorded. The re-
nationalisation of major projects -
such as the Bakun Dam and the
national sewerage project, and the
government’s decision to acquire
control of major privatised enter-
prises such as Malaysia Airlines,
Celcom, and United Engineers (M)
(UEM), which operates the North-
South Highway - are outstanding
examples of such costly mistakes.
There is little evidence to suggest
that privatisation has improved
efficiency, nor has the private sec-
tor shown the capacity to finance
projects involving a high capital
outlay. Furthermore, implementa-
tion of privatisation has been re-
plete with allegations of favourit-
ism, nepotism, and patronage in-
volving business people closely
aligned to UMNO leaders.

One of UMNO’s major objectives
has long been the creation of a
new breed of dynamic

Bumiputera entrepreneurs,
known in policy terms as the
‘Bumiputera Commercial and In-
dustrial Community’ (BCIC). The
BCIC continues to be promoted in
its original form with only one
substantial change: there is now
a new emphasis on small - and
medium-scale enterprises (SMEs),
a sector largely ignored by
Mahathir. The 9MP insists that the
BCIC will serve as the primary
mechanism for ensuring greater
Bumiputera participation in the
economy, though it is also sup-
posed to aid the government’s en-
deavour to restructure society and
eradicate poverty.

To achieve these goals, the gov-
ernment’s methods include the
promotion of Malaysian-type in-
dustries, such as the production
of batik and songket. This is an in-
novative idea as it helps draw at-
tention to potentially lucrative
cottage industries, dominated by
poor and rural Bumiputeras. Simi-
larly, the 9MP will attempt to en-
courage focus on Islamic-type
products, for example, by devel-
oping a niche market in halal food.
Enterprises in this sector, the gov-
ernment believes, will be able to
create export capacity if well de-
veloped.

These new industries promoted
by the government to encourage
Malay capital and eradicate pov-
erty are novel. But the BCIC, now
nearly two decades into its imple-
mentation, has failed to advance
the rise of an independent
Bumiputera business community.
This is evident in the govern-
ment’s own figures on the number
of businesses in key sectors of the

economy owned by Bumiputeras.

One solution to this problem has
been the establishment of the
Institut Keusahawanan Negara (Na-
tional Entrepreneurship Institute)
as a means to help train the young
and to cultivate entrepreneurs. It
is extremely doubtful, however, if
entrepreneurship can be nurtured
through the sort of training pro-
vided by such institutes.  More im-
portantly, the poor state of Malay
capital in the country reflects the
inability of government institu-
tions such as the Entrepreneur De-
velopment Ministry to cultivate
new entrepreneurs - a lesson that
has not yet dawned on the gov-
ernment.

By continuing to focus primarily
on the promotion of Bumiputera
capital and the creation of a new
breed of competent Malay busi-
ness people, the 9MP has missed
the opportunity to create alterna-
tive mechanisms for promoting
domestic capital and entrepre-
neurship in Malaysia. By persist-
ing with the BCIC, the government
is reinforcing an old problem – the
bypassing of potentially lucrative
entrepreneurial ventures, merely
because these do not involve
Bumiputeras. Moreover, if the
government hopes to build do-
mestic entrepreneurial capacity, it
cannot afford to continue to
marginalise the most dynamic
businesses. The government is
also now probably well aware -
based on the experience of hav-
ing implemented the New Eco-
nomic Policy (NEP) and witness-
ing the rise of Ali-Baba firms - that

BUMPY ROAD TO BANGSA MALAYSIA   Continued from page 40

Growth and equity

E n t r e p r e n e u r s h i p
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inter-ethnic business partner-
ships, forced or coerced into be-
ing by the dictates of policy, are
simply not going to be sustain-
able.

To help nurture and develop
small firms, the only new major
recommendation in the 9MP is the
establishment and active promo-
tion of the SME Bank. The reason
SMEs have not been able to de-
velop in a manner that equips
them with export capacity and the
ability to develop brand products
is not their inadequate access to
loans. These deficiencies prevail
among SMEs primarily because
they have not invested adequately
in research and development
(R&D). It is also well known that
many SMEs owned by the Chi-
nese are reluctant to approach
banks for loans for fear of the need
to divulge information that they
feel can be used to their detriment.
Cash flow-based funding by the
SME Bank, as is being recom-
mended by the government, is in
itself an inadequate measure to
help promote the rapid develop-
ment of a vibrant SME sector.

Another policy mechanism that
has long been implemented with
little success and now repeated in
the 9MP is the use of the vendor
system. In this case, however, the
government plans to tie SMEs to
large-scale enterprises and gov-
ernment-linked companies
(GLCs), to help small firms gain
greater access to the market. The
government has also encouraged
companies which produce dis-
posable goods to market them
through hypermarkets, most of
which are controlled by foreign
firms. One drawback to this rec-

ommendation is that it could sti-
fle foreign investment.

The vendor system was a core
component of Malaysia’s car
project, Proton. To promote
Bumiputera enterprises, firms
owned by members of this com-
munity were chosen to supply
Proton with locally produced
goods for the national car. This
vendor system was not, however,
successful in developing the rise
of Bumiputera firms in the car in-
dustry. Neither did it help ensure
that Proton model cars were
equipped with quality material
produced at affordable rates, ulti-
mately undermining the national
car project. The Proton vendor
system suggests that an attempt
to anchor fledgling firms on to es-
tablished enterprises may end up
only weakening the prospects of
the latter.

Apart from the promotion of SMEs,
the 9MP’s other major departure
from the Mahathir administra-
tion’s approach is Abdullah’s at-
tempt to utilise the GLCs more ef-
ficiently to generate economic
growth. Reform of the GLCs is im-
perative as one outcome of the fail-
ure of privatisation was the use of
government-owned entities to ac-
quire failed privatised enterprises.
The GLCs are currently among the
major shareholders of a number
of Malaysia’s leading listed firms,
including utilities such as TM
(Telekom Malaysia) and power
supplier Tenaga Nasional; the
country’s leading banks, Malayan
Banking and Bumiputra Com-
merce Bank; the national oil cor-
poration Petronas’ gas producer,
Petronas Gas; the national ship-
ping line Malaysian International

Shipping Corporation (MISC);
and well-diversified Sime Darby.

Reform of the GLCs through the
mere introduction of key perform-
ance indexes (KPIs) is, however,
not sufficient to get them to per-
form efficiently and resourcefully
in the economy. The question of
the pattern of control of the GLCs
is one that is crucial. One persist-
ent criticism of the GLCs is that
the professionals appointed by the
government to manage these firms
have reputedly little autonomy
when it comes to decision-making
on major matters. This issue of
control is also significant as there
have been persistent allegations
of interference by senior or influ-
ential politicians in the running
of the GLCs. Since the government
owns and controls the GLCs that
have an enormous interest in com-
panies quoted on the Bursa Ma-
laysia, an independent watchdog
would need to be established to
ensure that these firms are inde-
pendently and professionally
managed. This would also help
the government counter allega-
tions of abuse of the GLCs for the
vested interests of influential poli-
ticians.

While the 9MP espouses the goal
of unifying the nation, it contin-
ues to perpetuate a discourse on
equitable wealth distribution
along racial lines. For example, on
the issue of wealth disparities, the
9MP expresses concern that the
Chinese have twice the volume of
equity owned by Bumiputeras.
The Plan does not, however, go on
to explain why this is the case
even though affirmative action
has long been instituted to achieve

Reforming GLCs

Ethnic relations and
wealth inequities

Vendor System
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wealth parity among all ethnic
groups.

A number of reasons can be cited
for this disparity in wealth be-
tween these two communities.
These include the decline of
Bumiputera capital following the
1997 currency crisis because of
their over-dependence on loans to
finance growth, the failure of pri-
vatisation to promote Malay-
owned enterprises, and the re-na-
tionalisation of conglomerates
controlled by Bumiputeras. The
government also fails to note a
point that Mahathir recognised
and acknowledged rather belat-
edly during his long tenure: that
the Chinese have continued to
thrive in business in spite of the
NEP because they have persist-
ently been exposed to the rigours
of competition. The emphasis of
the 9MP should have been on ex-
posing Bumiputera-owned firms
to competition, to enable them to
hone and secure the skills they
need to survive independently.

Although the 9MP maintains that
the Bumiputeras are still a long
way off from attaining the NEP
goal of owning 30 per cent of Ma-
laysia’s corporate equity, the gov-
ernment’s figures on wealth dis-
tribution can be disputed. For ex-
ample, individual Bumiputeras
and the government were said to
own 51.7 per cent and 31.2 per
cent respectively of privatised en-
tities, which would presumably
include firms like TM, Tenaga
Nasional, and MISC, at the end of
2005. Non-Bumiputeras, on the
other hand, owned only 8.9 per
cent of such equity. Since the gov-
ernment holds this equity on be-
half of Bumiputeras, the total vol-
ume of privatised firms attribut-
able to this community would

amount to a colossal 82.9 per cent.
Yet, the Plan also insists that the
volume of corporate assets owned
by Bumiputeras has not increased
from 19 per cent between 2000 and
2004.

It is also odd that even though
the GLCs are majority share-
holders of the largest companies
quoted on the Bursa Malaysia,
it is the non-Bumiputeras who
are listed as owning more equity
than the Bumiputeras. The 9MP
also states that nominee compa-
nies own a massive 8 per cent of
corporate equity, even more than
that owned by Bumiputera in-
stitutions, which hold only 2.2
per cent of such wealth. Numer-
ous studies have noted that
well-connected business peo-
ple, politicians, and political
parties use nominee companies
to shield their ownership of cor-
porate equity from the public
view. If the government now
claims to advocate a more open
and transparent corporate sys-
tem, it tarnishes this assertion
by continuing to retain and per-
mit the practice of using nomi-
nee companies.

While the government maintains
that non-Bumiputeras, in particu-
lar the Chinese, own more than
double the equity attributed to
Bumiputeras, the perception
among non-Malays is that they
have little control over the
economy. Non-Bumiputeras also
harbour insecurities about prop-
erty rights over their assets. This
is a serious problem because such
perceptions and insecurities will
ultimately lead to lost opportuni-
ties for the government to promote
the rise of dynamic domestic en-
trepreneurs who can drive eco-
nomic growth.

As for the ethnic Indian commu-
nity, the government has noted
that its ownership of equity has
not increased in any appreciable
manner since 1970. The 9MP now
proposes to ensure that this com-
munity will come to own 3 per
cent of total national wealth
within the next decade. The gov-
ernment’s continuing fixation
with figures like 3 per cent for In-
dians and 30 per cent for
Bumiputeras is baffling. Even if
the government achieves its tar-
get of Indian ownership of 3 per
cent of corporate wealth, it is
highly unlikely that this equity
will be evenly distributed among
all members of this community. In
the case of the Bumiputeras, one
outcome of their increased own-
ership of corporate wealth, from
2.4 per cent in 1970 to 18.9 per cent
in 2004, has been the creation of a
serious intra-ethnic class differ-
ence. The government appears
unaware or unwilling to accede
that ethnically based corporate
ownership figures such as 3 per
cent or 30 per cent mean little or
nothing in terms of ensuring eq-
uitable wealth distribution for
Malaysians.

These figures in the 9MP also re-
veal that the government remains
convinced that it can develop
Malay capital, eradicate poverty,
and achieve national unity simul-
taneously. It is highly unlikely
that these objectives can be
achieved concurrently, especially
if there are policies favouring one
community over the other.

The issues raised here, such as the
manner of privatisation, the lim-
ited independence of the GLCs’

Good governance and
‘ B a n g s a  M a l a y s i a ’
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executives, and the use of nomi-
nee companies indicate that one
issue that needs serious consid-
eration is form of governance. Ac-
cording to the 9MP, ‘good govern-
ance’ will be encouraged through
a review of legislation and by es-
tablishing new institutions.
Abdullah’s administration has
shown a proclivity for establish-
ing institutions to deal with a
whole gamut of issues, including
promoting entrepreneurship, im-
proving quality of education, and
instilling integrity in governance.

These institutions are, however,
an inadequate – even unnecessary
– response to the problems that the
government faces in dealing with
the poor quality of entrepreneur-
ship, declining education stand-
ards, and rampant corruption in
the country. If the government
hopes to create a more open and
accountable government, there
must be devolution of power to
agencies such as the Anti-Corrup-
tion Agency (ACA) and the Secu-
rities Commission (SC) to allow
them to act autonomously. The
media must be liberalised and
oppressive laws such as the In-
ternal Security Act (ISA) and the
Official Secrets Act (OSA) must be
repealed. Malaysians cannot be
expected to take seriously the gov-
ernment’s pledge to enforce trans-
parent and accountable govern-
ance when power remains con-
centrated in the office of the ex-
ecutive arm of government.

The 9MP devotes one chapter to
creating an ‘efficient public serv-
ice delivery system’, a clear ac-
knowledgement of the decline in
the quality of the civil service.
While the government acknowl-
edges the difficulty it faces in
terms of institutional capacity to

enforce policies, it appears that the
mechanism to deal with this prob-
lem is greater oversight over the
performance of public servants.
But the pledge that the ‘big stick’
will be wielded if the civil service
does not perform cannot be the
solution. The reasons for the no-
ticeable drop in the quality of pub-
lic service over the past two dec-
ades need to be honestly assessed
if the government hopes to im-
prove its delivery system.

As for ethnic relations, the 9MP
reveals little about how the gov-
ernment hopes to create a ‘Bangsa
Malaysia’, one of its key missions.
Neither does the Plan appear to
create a sense of opportunity for
all even though the government
claims otherwise. The primary
assumption appears to be that if
wealth and income are more eq-
uitably distributed between all
communities, it will then not be
difficult to foster national unity.
Although this is not explicitly
mentioned in the Plan, the gov-
ernment believes that until eco-
nomic parity between communi-
ties is attained, affirmative action
will remain a major prerequisite
in the implementation of its poli-
cies.

For this reason, the 9MP comes
across as a Plan that has been
framed along racial lines, reinforc-
ing the point that policies are
largely conceived and imple-
mented based on (political) con-
sideration of the needs of particu-
lar ethnic groups. This ultimately
undermines the professed objec-
tive of creating a ‘Bangsa Malay-
sia’. The government should be
reminded that the issues of nation

building and sustainable eco-
nomic development are closely in-
ter-related and remain inter-de-
pendent on each other. The ‘brain
drain’ problem and the limited
capacity of domestic enterprises
to compete internationally are
some of the repercussions of the
long-standing implementation of
policies that favour one ethnic
community over others.

The problem of growing intra-eth-
nic inequalities, especially serious
among Bumiputeras, is evidence
enough that government policies
should be universal in orienta-
tion, developed to help groups in
need, regardless of race. Univer-
sal-type policies, rather than those
that target specific ethnic groups,
are also necessary if the govern-
ment hopes to inspire confidence
in all Malaysians that they belong
to this nation. Affirmative action,
while important and justified
when introduced in 1970 to rec-
tify social injustices, can no longer
play a vital role along racial lines
in helping to promote national
unity and identity. The govern-
ment’s promotion of a unified
‘Bangsa Malaysia’ will only suc-
ceed if all Malaysians truly and
genuinely believe that they are
equal members of their nation.
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ore documents have
been declassified, but the
debacle surrounding the
declassification under-

lines the importance of making all
documents available to the pub-
lic, away from the politicking that
has surrounded the bridge contro-
versy.

The controversy was unneces-
sary. If the documents had been
public from the start, the current
Prime Minister’s position would
have been, by and large, uncon-
tested. The secrecy was what fed
the controversy, what gave the
former PM the opportunity to
claim wrongdoing by the current
administration.

A similar debacle resulted from
the Approved Permits issue.
Something became an issue be-
cause of secrecy. Had the secrecy
not existed, there would have
been no controversy.

So there are two options for the
PM to prevent a recurrence of this
scandal. He can employ a clair-
voyant. The fortune-teller will be
able to tell him, in advance, which
documents need to be declassified
to prevent political challenges to
his position. Or he can declassify
as many documents as possible.

While the seer option has un-

doubtedly got more class, the
comprehensive declassification of
documents relating to contracts
and tenders is more likely to yield
results. The question then is who
decides which docu-
ments are revealed,
and which docu-
ments should remain
classified.

The current system
puts control of the
documents under
those most likely to
have reason to keep
them classified. This
undermines the credibility of in-
formation when it is released as
well as minimises the possibility
of detecting corruption.

Credibility is undermined be-
cause the release of information
can be politically timed, material
can be hidden and it is possible
not to release all pertinent infor-
mation. It may be the truth and
nothing but the truth, but the gen-
eral public have no way of telling
whether it is the whole truth, or
not.

The information, complete or oth-
erwise, can also be manipulated
for maximum political advantage.
And it will only be released if it is
in the interests of the person who
decides on the declassification.

This is particularly obvious in the
dispute over sand, sovereignty
and the crooked bridge. Dr M’s al-
legations fall flat when Abdullah
has released the information.
Partly because we are all con-

vinced that he would
not have released it, if
it had been in any
way incriminating.

At the same time, there
is some information
that should not be
made public as soon
as it is gathered. For
example, if there is a

police investigation on, it is in so-
ciety’s best interests that the po-
lice can keep it secret. At least
while it is going on.

So, again, who gets to decide what
information should be made pub-
lic and what shouldn’t? In the UK,
this is the job of an independent
Information Commissioner. If a
member of the public is denied
access to information, and they
aren’t happy that the reasons
given are valid, they appeal to the
Commissioner. The Commis-
sioner will investigate the valid-
ity of the secrecy. If it is for one of
the reasons defined by law as be-
ing allowed, the information re-

FREEDOM OF INFORMATION

More declassified docs
But the current system puts control of the documents under those
most likely to have reason to keep them classified

by Centre for Independent Journalism
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Creative accounting is not only a
speciality of Enron.  Government
hacks routinely tell us that the
economy is in the pink of health.
FDI is pouring in and Petronas is
raking in billions.

Yet even an economic illiterate
can easily tell that is not well.
Unemployment, even among
graduates, is rising.  Apart from a
handful of connected (read: crony)
companies who are well placed
to grow fat on almost monopoly
business with generous govern-
ment-directed subsidies, the ordi-
nary high-street shopkeepers are
finding it a strain to keep their
doors open.

Our tourist-savvy neighbours
seem to be sweeping in all the cam-
era-toting credit card-flashing visi-
tors while the only card-savvy folk
we have in our midst are credit
card debtors.

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.

White-collar crime is increasing,
as is drug abuse despite religious
imploring and colossal sums fun-
nelled to Pemadam.  Some born-
and-bred Malaysians are sent
from pillar to post for a Mycard
while children from a neighbour-
ing country get one and become
citizens pronto.

We wear ethnic harmony like a
proud badge yet fail to see the con-
tradiction in the need for a Minis-
try of National Unity or an ethnic
relations course at university.
Bangsa Malaysia seems a couple of
generations away.  In the interim,
we’ll have to wait for the demise
of a generation of political crusad-
ers whose only agenda is feeding
the ethnic frenzy of their own tribe
at any cost.

Meanwhile undergrads are rou-
tinely taught to wear political and
social blinkers and only study
hard.  They are then admonished
for being misfits at the workplace.

My fellow Malaysians, all is not
well on the battlefront. We still lack
the spine, the intellectual and po-
litical will to truly make this place
a home for all.  Politicians are out
of touch with the needs of the
rakyat for the basics such as equi-
table housing, educational and job
opportunities and the right to so-
cial justice in every sphere of na-
tional life.

RJ Noel
Kuching

The views expressed by Tan Sri
Abdul Aziz, the pioneer of MAS

in The Star website on 26 June
must be read and taken notice of
by the new MAS management.

Lack of adequate planning and
maybe management recklessness
or lack of experience have turned
a once profitable airline into a sub-
ject of much amusement these
days. The new MD has certainly
got his work cut out for him.

I am never a fan of outsourcing.
Although in theory it is all hunky
dory but in practice it only ends
up being more costly with inferior
service and with bigger lead times
for problem solving. Outsourcing
should only be considered when
expertise is hard to hire, when the
usage is not very frequent or in-
volves complications normally
not capable of being handled in-
ternally. It never should be just a
grandiose plan to simply
outsource to show reduced
headcounts and costs, which
eventually will creep up again.

Why on earth did MAS get in-
volved in property and hotel busi-
nesses when they were
outsourcing core internal proce-
dures in the first place? Looks like
a warped brainwave. Now it is all
showing, isn’t it?

It is totally flabbergasting that
MAS is looking to let go about
3,000 to 5,000 personnel to ration-
alise its cost structure. Apparently
about 4,000 have accepted the of-
fer. MSS or VSS generally is not a
good idea as the good ones take
the package and leave and those
left behind are the bad ones who
may not be so marketable.

Serious concerns
over MAS

All is not well
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Q. Who is winning this war?Q. Who is winning this war?Q. Who is winning this war?Q. Who is winning this war?Q. Who is winning this war?

On the 15th day of the war,
Hizbullah is functioning and
fighting. That by itself will go
down in the annals of the Arab
peoples as a shining victory.

When a featherweight boxer faces
a heavyweight and is still stand-
ing in the 15th round—that is a
victory, whatever the final out-
come.

Q. Can Hizbullah be pushed outQ. Can Hizbullah be pushed outQ. Can Hizbullah be pushed outQ. Can Hizbullah be pushed outQ. Can Hizbullah be pushed out
of the border area?of the border area?of the border area?of the border area?of the border area?

The question is based on a mis-
understanding of the essence of
Hizbullah.

Not by accident is the organiza-
tion called Hizb-Allah (“Party of
Allah”) and not Jeish-Allah
(“Army of Allah”). It is a political
organisation, with deep roots in
the Shiite population of South
Lebanon. For all practical pur-
poses, it represents this commu-
nity. The Shiites are 40 per cent of
the Lebanese population, and to-
gether with the other Muslims
they form the majority.

Hizbullah can be “moved” only
if the whole Shiite population is
moved—an ethnic cleansing that
(I hope) no one is thinking about.
After the war the population will
return to their towns and villages,
and Hizbullah will continue to

flourish.

Q. What would happen if theQ. What would happen if theQ. What would happen if theQ. What would happen if theQ. What would happen if the
Lebanese Army were deployedLebanese Army were deployedLebanese Army were deployedLebanese Army were deployedLebanese Army were deployed
along the border?along the border?along the border?along the border?along the border?

That has been one of the slogans
of the Israeli government from the
first moment. They will announce
this as the main victory. That is
very convincing—for anyone who
has no idea about the complexi-
ties of Lebanon.

Anyone who was in Lebanon in
1982 and saw the Lebanese Army
in action knows that it is not a se-
rious army. Furthermore, many of
its officers and soldiers are
Shiites. Such a force will not fight
Hizbullah.

Its deployment in the South would
depend entirely on the agreement
of Hizbullah—and that also ap-

plies to every day it stays there.

Q. Would an international forceQ. Would an international forceQ. Would an international forceQ. Would an international forceQ. Would an international force
help?help?help?help?help?

Ditto. That is a slogan especially
tailored for diplomats, who look
for an idea they can easily agree
on. It sounds nice, especially if one
adds the word “robust”.

What exactly is the robust inter-
national force supposed to do?

It is proposed that it will remove
Hizbullah from the border area.
Not by words - like the hapless
UNIFIL, that everyone ignored
right from the beginning - but by
force.

If the deployment of this force were
to take place with the agreement
of both sides—Israel and
Hizbullah—all right. It may serve

INTERNATIONAL

The Invasion of Lebanon
Questions and answers

by Uri Avnery
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as a ladder for the Israeli govern-
ment to climb down from the tree
it has climbed up.

But if the force is placed there con-
trary to the will of Hizbullah, a
guerilla war against it will start.
Will the international force stand
up and fight in a place which the
mighty Israeli army fled with its
tail between its legs?

For Israel, there will be a special
dilemma: what will happen if
Hizbullah attacks Israel in spite
of the force? Will the Israeli army
enter the area, risking a clash with
the international force? With Ger-
man soldiers, for example?

Q. Olmert has said that we willQ. Olmert has said that we willQ. Olmert has said that we willQ. Olmert has said that we willQ. Olmert has said that we will
not negotiate with Syria. Is thatnot negotiate with Syria. Is thatnot negotiate with Syria. Is thatnot negotiate with Syria. Is thatnot negotiate with Syria. Is that
practical?practical?practical?practical?practical?

So he said. He has said a lot of
things, and his tongue is still wag-
ging.

Syria is a central player in this
field. No real settlement in Leba-
non will succeed without the par-
ticipation - direct or indirect - of
Syria.

True, Hizbullah was created by
us. When the Israeli army invaded
Lebanon in 1982, the Shiites re-
ceived the soldiers with rice and
sweets. They hoped that we
would evict the PLO forces, who
were in control of the area. But
when they realised that our army
was there to stay, they started a
guerilla war that lasted for 18
years. In this war, Hizbullah was
born and grew until it became the
strongest organisation in all Leba-
non.

But this would not have hap-
pened without massive Syrian

support. Syria wants to get back
the Golan heights, which have
been officially annexed to Israel.
Therefore, it is important for the
Syrians not to allow the Israelis
any quiet. Since they do not want
to risk trouble on their own bor-
ders with Israel, they use
Hizbullah to cause trouble on Is-
rael’s border with Lebanon.

The Lebanese border will not be-
come quiet until we reach an
agreement with Syria. That is to
say: until we give the Golan back.
The alternative is to start a war
with Syria, with its ballistic mis-
siles, chemical and biological
weapons and an army that has
proved itself. President Bush is
pushing Israel to do this, perhaps
in order to divert attention from
his fiascos in Iraq and Afghani-
stan.

Q. How can one evaluate the con-Q. How can one evaluate the con-Q. How can one evaluate the con-Q. How can one evaluate the con-Q. How can one evaluate the con-
duct of the military campaign?duct of the military campaign?duct of the military campaign?duct of the military campaign?duct of the military campaign?

Dan Halutz will not enter the his-
tory books as one of the greatest
captains of all time.

He pushed the government into
this war, partly in order to cover
up two embarrassing military fail-
ures: the Palestinian commando
action in Kerem Shalom and the
Hizbullah action on the Lebanese
border. No officer has been called
to bear responsibility for them.
The ultimate responsibility rests,
of course, with the Chief-of-Staff.

Halutz, the first Chief-of-Staff who
rose through the ranks of the Air
Force, was convinced that he
could finish it off by aerial bom-
bardment, with the assistance of
the artillery and navy. He was
vastly mistaken. Even after sow-
ing havoc in Lebanon, he did not

succeed in vanquishing the oppo-
nent. Now he is compelled to do
the one thing that everybody was
afraid of: sending large land forces
into the Lebanese quagmire.

On the 15th day of the war, not
one of the aims is any nearer to
being achieved. As far as Halutz
is concerned, both as a strategist
and as a commander, his marks
are close to zero.

Q. Have the civilians at the headQ. Have the civilians at the headQ. Have the civilians at the headQ. Have the civilians at the headQ. Have the civilians at the head
of the government proved them-of the government proved them-of the government proved them-of the government proved them-of the government proved them-
selves?selves?selves?selves?selves?

After the elections, many people
in Israel thought that a civilian era
had begun, since both the Prime
Minister and the Minister of De-
fence are complete civilians, with-
out a military background. As it
turns out, the opposite is the case.

History shows that political func-
tionaries who succeed strong
leaders are capable of doing terri-
ble things. They want to prove that
they, too, are strong leaders, that
they have guts, that they can wage
war. Harry Truman , who replaced
Franklin Roosevelt, is responsible
for what is perhaps the biggest
war crime in history—the drop-
ping of atom bombs on Hiroshima
and Nagasaki. Anthony Eden,
who succeeded Winston Church-
ill, started the foolish Suez war,
in collusion with France and Is-
rael.

The Olmert government started
this war in shocking irresponsi-
bility, without serious debate or
deliberation. They were afraid to
oppose the demands of the Chief-
of-Staff, afraid to be branded as
cowards.

Q. Olmert has promised that af-Q. Olmert has promised that af-Q. Olmert has promised that af-Q. Olmert has promised that af-Q. Olmert has promised that af-
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ter the war the situation in theter the war the situation in theter the war the situation in theter the war the situation in theter the war the situation in the
region will be different fromregion will be different fromregion will be different fromregion will be different fromregion will be different from
what it was before. Is there awhat it was before. Is there awhat it was before. Is there awhat it was before. Is there awhat it was before. Is there a
chance of this?chance of this?chance of this?chance of this?chance of this?

Absolutely. But the new situation
will be very much worse for us.

One of Hassan Nasrallah’s aims
is to unite Shiites and Sunnis in a
common fight against Israel.

One has to realise that for centu-
ries Sunnis and Shiites were mor-
tal enemies. Many orthodox
Sunnis consider the Shiites her-
etics. By coming to the aid of the
Palestinians, who are Sunnis,
Nasrallah hopes, among other
aims, to forge a new alliance.

In the Middle East, a new axis may
be coming into being, one that in-
cludes Hizbullah, the Palestinians,
Syria, Iraq and Iran. Syria is a Sunni
country. Iraq is now controlled by

the Shiites, who wholeheartedly
support Hizbullah. But the Iraqi
Sunnis, who are waging a tough
guerilla war against the Americans,
also support Hizbullah.

This bloc enjoys a wide popular-
ity among the masses throughout
the Arab world, because of their
fight against the USA and Israel.
The opposite bloc, which includes
Saudi Arabia, Egypt and Jordan,
is losing popularity by the day.
These regimes are considered by
the masses as mercenaries of the
Americans and agents of Israel.
Mahmoud Abbas is strenuously
trying to avoid being included in
this category.

Q. So what can be done aboutQ. So what can be done aboutQ. So what can be done aboutQ. So what can be done aboutQ. So what can be done about
this?this?this?this?this?

To put an end to the Israeli-Pales-
tinian conflict, which causes fer-
ment throughout the Middle East.

To draw Hamas out of this hos-
tile front, by negotiating with the
elected Palestinian government.

To reach a settlement in Lebanon.
For it to last, this settlement must
include Hizbullah and Syria. This
will oblige us to give the Golan
back.

It should be remembered that
Ehud Barak had already agreed
to that and almost signed a peace
treaty, similar to the one signed
with Egypt, but unfortunately
chickened out at the last moment
for fear of public opinion.

Source: Counterpunch

mains a secret. If it is being withheld for personal
interest or gain, the information is released. Short-
term bad publicity gives way to long-term account-
ability and respect.

The Information Commissioner is also given the
power to fine individuals for NOT releasing infor-
mation. This means that if you refuse a request for
information, and the Commissioner is not satisfied
that you had valid reasons for withholding the in-
formation, you, personally, can be held responsible.
There is no passing the buck. If you have to get the
request approved, then the person denying the re-
quest is responsible. This also implies a default set-
ting of ‘transparent’, because you can be punished
for secrecy.

If this was put into place, through a freedom of in-
formation act, it would be a major step towards com-
bating corruption, but it would also safeguard the
PM from malicious yet unfounded attacks on his
administration.

Although any company will have to continually
review its workforce, to let nearly that much go can
only mean one of two things. It really makes you
wonder what has been happening and what the
parent company PMB has been doing all these while.

Either the previous management had hired every
Tom, Dick and Harry in town without due diligence
or the current management is going to be severely
dented in its operational capability to deliver serv-
ices. I sincerely hope the staff loss is not going to be
replaced with outsourced help who may not be that
reliable and experienced.

I do hope MAS gets it right as we don’t want tax-
payers’ money to be used anymore than already com-
mitted and I hope MAS can operate on its two feet
(or its twin wings) without any crutches at all.

RV
Kuala Lumpur
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n his appointment as
prime minister,
Abdullah Badawi de-
clared his intent to pro-

mote a ‘Bangsa Malaysia’ and to
reform the economy. Few
Malaysians doubted his sincerity,
as was evident in the Barisan
Nasional’s subsequent resound-
ing victory during the 2004 gen-
eral elections. But the much-an-
ticipated Ninth Malaysia Plan
(9MP), Abdullah’s first blueprint
for moulding a new Malaysia,
characterised by a ‘developed
and united nation…confident in
its own capabilities’, has been
widely acknowledged as a disap-
pointment.

A number of grounds have been
cited for this disappointment. But
the primary flaw with the 9MP is
that it appears to be inspired by a
Malay – or an UMNO – agenda,

rather than a vision that would
serve ultimately to unify a coun-
try that, if recent polls are correct,
is still deeply divided along racial
lines.

There are other criticisms that can
be made about the 9MP. The first
problem is that Abdullah remains
convinced by two ideas that have
long characterised policy plan-
ning of an UMNO-led govern-
ment. First, that sustained eco-
nomic growth is fundamental to
resolving social inequities in Ma-
laysia. And second, that through
its policies, the government can
achieve its different goals, with
few trade-offs. For example, the
government believes that it can
simultaneously promote social
cohesion and Bumiputera capital
without jeopardising either en-
deavour.

The second major problem with
the 9MP is that, while former
Prime Minister Mahathir
Mohamad was obviously fixated
with the idea that the solution to
sustained economic growth was
private sector liberalisation and
privatisation, Abdullah’s major
policy recommendations also
conform with this idea - although
he originally appeared to be some-
what of a different bent. The 9MP
does include the reforms proposed
by Abdullah when he rose to the

Bumpy road to
Bangsa Malaysia
Ethnic-based economic policies will undermine
the objective of promoting national unity

by Terence Gomez
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ECONOMY
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The primary flaw with the 9MP is
that it appears to be inspired by a
Malay agenda, rather than a vision
to unify a country still deeply
divided along racial lines.


