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n 21 August 2009, a ‘Fo-
rum Perdana’ was held
in the Kompleks
Masyarakat Penyayang,

Penang, to honour Teoh Beng
Hock, who was found dead after
having been interrogated by the
Malaysian Anti-Corruption Com-
mission (MACC) for more than 10
hours (beginning from 5.00pm on
15 July to 3.45am the next day).
Teoh, a political aide to Ean Yong
Hian Wah, a Selangor State Exco
member, was found on the fifth-
floor rooftop of Plaza Masalam,
which also houses the Selangor
MACC, nine floors above.

The forum was also an opportu-
nity to discuss the circumstances
that led to Teoh’s interrogation,
namely, a concerted effort by the
MACC to look into the alleged
misuse of constituency develop-
ment funds by DAP and PKR
elected assembly members in
Selangor. The forum called for the
setting-up of a Royal Commission
of Inquiry to investigate Teoh’s
death.

The fact that the forum could be
organised at such short notice,
and in a government facility like
the Kompleks Penyayang, which
traditionally was out-of-bounds to
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In our cover story, Francis Loh observes that
more and more Malaysians are demanding both
development and democracy. The deepening
of democracy in Malaysia requires the consoli-
dation of a two-coalition political system.

Towards this end, civil society activists have
laid down ten benchmarks for Najib’s next hun-
dred days. Economic reform, they point out,
will not work if the political environment sup-
presses the people’s democratic rights.

Democratisation beckons even in Sarawak,
where Muslim Melanau strongmen have held
sway for a few decades. As civil society and
access to information expands, it could trigger
a tsunami big enough to sweep away not only
these strongmen but also the entire Sarawak
BN, predicts Faisal S Hazis.

But Malaysia is still lagging behind in the in-
troduction of essential laws to uphold the
people’s right to information, points out Hamid
Ibrahim. Hishamuddin Yahaya takes comfort
in the assurance that people power will ulti-
mately win the day. Don’t underestimate their
commitment and tenacity, he says. Failure is
not an option, insists Zaid Ibrahim. Malaysians,
he says, must strive for a new non-racial future
for all. Failure is not an option.

On a lighter note, George Aeria tells us what
we must do the next time any of us has to re-
port to the police or MACC.
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opposition parties, speaks vol-
umes for the fact that the Barisan
Nasional (BN) is no longer gov-
erning Penang. Instead, it is the
Pakatan Rakyat (PR) that is now
in charge, hence the ease in ac-
cessing the Kompleks.  In the
event, the hall upstairs which can
sit about 2,000 people, was filled
to capacity. An equally large mass
of people gathered in the foyer
downstairs, some seated, the ma-
jority standing, watching a giant
screen which relayed to these
people the proceedings being con-
ducted upstairs. All in all about
5,000 people were present. Simi-
lar public meetings including a
vigil in front of the Selangor
MACC building were also held.

Hopefully, Malaysians shall
recognise the political signifi-
cance of Teoh’s death. Now that
the prime minister Datuk Seri
Najib Tun Razak has promised to
set up a Royal Commission of In-
quiry (RCI), following the comple-
tion of the on-going inquest into
Teoh’s death, and notwithstand-
ing popular criticism of the lim-
ited terms of reference set for the
RCI, there will be opportunity to
discuss publicly the workings of
the MACC.  Newly set up during
Abdullah Badawi’s tenure as
prime minister, amidst consider-
able hype that the MACC, unlike
its predecessor would be more au-
tonomous and have greater inves-
tigative powers, it appears that
the MACC’s impartiality and
credibility have been compro-
mised in the eyes of many Malay-
sians.

Malaysians are asking why the
MACC is chasing after DAP and

PKR elected assembly members in
Selangor over alleged misuse of
quite ‘mosquito’ amounts of con-
stituency development funds. The
explanation offered by the
MACC’s deputy commissioner is
that complaints have been filed
against these PR politicians. If
that be the case, what then has
happened to the complaints that
were filed by PR politicians and
other concerned Malaysians in
2008 against previous BN assem-
bly members for the same kind of
offences? In one instance, a BN
assemblyman had spent almost
RM500,000 in Selangor state allo-
cations in 44 days just prior to the
2008 election!

Complaints were also filed
against the former assembly
members of Kampung Tunku,
Kajang and Taman Medan. A
media item on 29 July 2009 fur-
ther reported two cases of sus-
pected fraud uncovered in two
Village Development and Secu-
rity Committees (JKKK) by the
Selangor executive councilor in
charge of the JKKKs. He had
filed reports against the two err-
ing JKKKs several months ago.
Yet, in contrast to its investiga-
tions into the PR assembly mem-
bers, the MACC does not appear
to be acting with the same light-
ning speed on these earlier cases
involving BN politicians.

Significantly, the MACC has also
stated that it might be investigat-
ing ‘graft allegations published in
a blog against Selangor executive
council members Ronnie Liu and
Ean Yong Hian Wah…even with-
out a report being lodged by the
public’. For ‘if there is a basis for
the allegation, a MACC officer
may lodge a report with us, thus
enabling an investigation’.

If this be the case, the MACC must
also investigate how the former
Selangor Menteri Besar Dr Mohd
Khir Toyo was able to finance the
building of his multi-million
ringgit house. After all, the MACC
had earlier - again with lightning
speed - investigated the complaint
that current Selangor MB Tan Sri
Khalid Ibrahim had allegedly
committed corruption in the pur-
chase of 46 cows for his constitu-
ency and that he had used state
funds to maintain his personal
car.

However, it is hoped that Teoh’s
passing will give Malaysians
more food for thought than sim-
ply asking questions about the
MACC’s impartiality. It is hoped
that Malaysians will pause and
reflect about the overall conduct
of politics in Malaysia. For it ap-
pears that too much emphasis is
being given to development is-
sues, too little attention to issues
of democratisation.

It is not surprising that Malay-

Focus on development

M A C C ’ s
credibility at stake

Selangor Executive CouncilSelangor Executive CouncilSelangor Executive CouncilSelangor Executive CouncilSelangor Executive Council
Member: Ronnie LiuMember: Ronnie LiuMember: Ronnie LiuMember: Ronnie LiuMember: Ronnie Liu
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sians have focused on issues of
development rather than on
democratising our politics; after
all a global economic crisis is
looming. President Obama, the
EEC leaders and Prime Minister
Aso Taro of Japan have all focused
attention on the economic crisis
too.

Moreover, as I have argued on
other occasions, there exists a cul-
ture of developmentalism among
Malaysians, one that has
prioritised rapid economic growth
above other values, including de-
mocracy. So the emphasis given
to issues of economic develop-
ment by BN leaders and the BN-
controlled media, especially fol-
lowing Najib’s takeover as
Malaysia’s sixth prime minister,
has caused ordinary Malaysians
to become more engrossed with
development issues once again.

For many ordinary Malaysians,
Najib, in contrast to his predeces-
sor Datuk Seri Abdullah Badawi,
seems to have given a new impe-
tus to economic development and
a sense of dynamism to the coun-
try. In order to kick-start the
economy at a time of global eco-
nomic slowdown, Najib first re-
moved previous bumiputera par-
ticipation requirements in the ser-
vice sector in order to attract for-
eign investors. He has also prom-
ised to revamp the much abused
Approved Permits import scheme
which privileged certain indi-
viduals and companies with con-
nections to people in high places.

Other related moves were to
launch a new pension scheme for
the private sector and to offer for
sale 20 billion units of Amanah
Saham 1Malaysia trust funds for
sale to all Malaysians. No doubt,

when these initiatives are fully in
place, there will be more funds to
invest in the local stock market
while the Malaysian economy as
a whole might become more com-
petitive.

In late July, with much fanfare he
also launched the first Special
Economic Zone (SEZ) with the aim
of boosting investments and cre-
ating jobs in the east coast of pen-
insular Malaysia, stretching from
Kerteh, Terengganu in the north
to Pekan, Pahang in the south
which is incidentally Najib’s
hometown and electoral constitu-
ency.  The local media has hyped
up this latest economic initiative
that is expected to generate invest-
ments worth RM90 billion and
create 220,000 new jobs by 2020.

Predictably, the business commu-
nity has welcomed the setting up
of the SEZ and Najib’s other eco-
nomic policies especially since
investors have been promised
special incentives including tax
exemption for ten years. (That
said, it remains unclear how this
SEZ will relate to the East Coast
Economic Region corridor devel-
opment plan as contained in the
Ninth Malaysia Plan and launched
by Abdullah earlier.)

The flip side to the excitement
over Najib’s economic initiatives
has been growing concern among
ordinary Malaysians over the eco-
nomic performance of the PR gov-
ernments. It is fair to say that noth-
ing spectacular has occurred on
this front, often, in spite of the best
efforts of the PR governments.
Worse, there have been many com-
plaints that voting in a PR gov-
ernment has not led to any notice-
able improvement in the realm of
development. For instance, there
was much concern in Selangor
and Penang that the state govern-
ment had allowed building
projects in steep hill slopes (that
contravened the 2002 guidelines
of the Ministry of Science and En-
vironment), which had been ap-
proved by the previous BN gov-
ernments, to go ahead instead of
halting them.

Let me focus on some major criti-
cisms that have been hurled at the
PR government in Penang. Due to
this reluctance to arrest such steep
hill slope projects, severe
mudslides had occurred in sev-

PR state governments
lag and slack

v i s - a - v i s
d e v e l o p m e n t ?

Mudslides in Tanjung BungahMudslides in Tanjung BungahMudslides in Tanjung BungahMudslides in Tanjung BungahMudslides in Tanjung Bungah
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eral parts of Tanjung Bungah and
along the Tanjung Bungah-Batu
Feringghi coastal road resulting
in much inconvenience for resi-
dents and road users, financial
losses, and threats to lives.

The Tanjung Bungah Residents
Association (TBRA) has been par-
ticularly vocal on this matter and
had lobbied the local authority to
issue the necessary ‘stop work or-
der’ against the responsible devel-
opers. Although such orders were
issued belatedly, blasting and
land development work has con-
tinued, which led the TBRA to
accuse the authorities of a sheer
lack of serious monitoring of the
situation, and also insinuating
that perhaps corruption was in-
volved.

A related complaint, also by the
TBRA, was over the state
government’s approval of more
high-rise projects on the beach
front. There was general agree-
ment between the two parties that
higher densities were allowed in
Penang’s ‘first corridor’ and that
there would be lower densities
allowed in the ‘second corridor’.
The disagreement arose due to
differences over where the bound-
ary between the two corridors
stood. As a result of the Penang
state government’s delineation of
that boundary beyond Tanjung
Bungah village, there will now be
even more 41-storey high-rises on
the Tanjung Bungah beach front.

Another complaint that made the
headlines concerned the pro-
posed construction of four new
high-rise buildings in the heritage
zone of George Town which
threatened to jeopardise the city’s
recent acquisition of Unesco
world heritage status. Of these

four projects, three had been ap-
proved by the previous BN gov-
ernment while a fourth was ap-
proved by the new PR govern-
ment.  Although the chief minis-
ter, Lim Guan Eng, finally im-
posed the necessary height limits
and ordered all four developers
concerned to scale down their
projects accordingly, the Penang
Heritage Trust argued that the PR
state government should have
acted more decisively in the first
instance.

And of course, there has been

much criticism over the state
government’s inability or reluc-
tance to invoke certain provisions
in the land laws to reverse the ac-
quisition of Kg Buah Pala or High
Chaparral by the Koperasi
Pegawai Kerajaan Negeri Pulau
Pinang. The cooperative, along
with the developer, Nusmetro
Venture Sdn Bhd, is planning to
evict the Indian community there
who are able to trace their roots
back to three to four generations.
Although the approval of the
project was concluded before the
PR state government came to
power, and in spite of its various
attempts to resolve the matter,
criticism of the PR government
persisted, not least because many
outsiders – Hindraf, MIC, the fed-
eral government, and the former
chief minister, Koh Tsu Koon –
appeared to be forcing the issue.

The upshot of all these is that the
Penang state government stands
accused of being too friendly to
the developers and not concerned
enough about ordinary people,
the environment and heritage - not
unlike how many perceived the
previous BN government. Why
bother, therefore, to push for

Lim Guan Eng: Finally imposedLim Guan Eng: Finally imposedLim Guan Eng: Finally imposedLim Guan Eng: Finally imposedLim Guan Eng: Finally imposed
height limitsheight limitsheight limitsheight limitsheight limits

Kg Buah Pala: Residents are able to trace their rootsKg Buah Pala: Residents are able to trace their rootsKg Buah Pala: Residents are able to trace their rootsKg Buah Pala: Residents are able to trace their rootsKg Buah Pala: Residents are able to trace their roots
back to four generationsback to four generationsback to four generationsback to four generationsback to four generations
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change if things don't change at
all?

While these are pertinent criti-
cisms, it is important to keep in
mind the larger political picture
as well. In fact, political con-
straints had circumscribed the
development capacity of the PR
state governments. In defence of
the PR state governments, three
explanations might be offered.

First, is the problem of a politicised
bureaucracy. Having served un-
der a BN government for more
than 50 years, it was predictable
that the federal, state and even the
local government bureaucracies
would be uncooperative, some-
times hostile, towards the PR ex-
ecutives. This was particularly
true of PTD (Adminstrative and
Diplomatic Service) officers who
were appointed to top positions
in the state bureaucracy by the fed-
eral government. PR leaders have
complained about the heads of
their legal, financial, land and
mines, and Islamic affairs depart-
ments, the local authority bosses
as well as district officers, who
posed all kinds of problems to the
new governments. In some cases,
fortunately, the new PR govern-
ments have been able to appoint
PTD officers of their own choice,
upon the retirement or transfer of
incumbent officers.

But this is only one aspect of the
problem. For as a result of the
politicisation of the bureaucracy,
slack and incompetence have
crept in. Numerous officers who
are not competent have been pro-

moted on account of their loyalty
to the BN. It follows that they can-
not be competent supervisors of
lower echelon civil servants. This
is no secret! The point is that
politicisation has resulted not
only in a pro-BN bureaucracy but
one that is riddled with incompe-
tency as well. Hence it is not sur-
prising that even when ‘stop work
orders’ have been issued, devel-
opers dare to continue with their
activities.

Apart from this, the state bureau-
cracy operates alongside the fed-
eral one that only takes orders
from the federal ministries. The
relationship between the PR-state
governments and the departments
of education, consumer affairs,
MIDA, even health, tourism, cul-
ture and welfare have remained
tense even now, more than 17
months after the change of gov-
ernment. The lightning speed
with which the MACC, a federal
agency, has conducted itself vis-
à-vis the allegations of corruption
among PR politicians is a re-
minder of this polarisation be-
tween the federal and the state
authorities

Moreover, activities organised by
state governments have been boy-
cotted by these federal depart-
ments too. And since the federal
departments have access to more
funds than do their state counter-
parts, the federal departments of-
ten organise their own functions
and projects to outdo those con-
ducted by the latter, often in the
same areas.

Second, the PR state governments
are hampered by a dire shortage
of development funds. Under the
Federal Constitution, the federal
government has sole jurisdiction

over the disbursement of develop-
ment funds. It is only obliged to
provide two major grants to the
state governments, namely the
‘capitation grant’ which is based
on the population size, and the
‘state road grant’, which helps the
state to maintain their network of
roads but which is in effect a grant
that takes into consideration the
geographical size of the state.

Apart from these two grants, there
are about 10 other shared taxes
and levies that the state is allowed
to collect or where the federal gov-
ernment has to reimburse the state
(see my article in AM vol 28 no 4
for more details). In a state like
Penang which has very little ac-
cess to land and forest, and does
not possess any petroleum or
mineral resources, all of which fall
under the purview of the state, the
total revenue raised by the state is
small and can only cover operat-
ing expenditure. Hardly any
funds are left for development
purposes!

In the ‘Restructuring and Reshap-
ing Penang’ conference held in
June 2009, two distinguished
economists revealed that the

Political constraints
c i r c u m s c r i b i n g

development by PR
state governments

AM vol.28 no.4AM vol.28 no.4AM vol.28 no.4AM vol.28 no.4AM vol.28 no.4
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Penang state government’s an-
nual budget is less than half that
of Universiti Sains Malaysia’s,
which became flushed with funds
after being awarded ‘apex’ status.
The point is that the economic
performance of the PR govern-
ments, especially that of the
Penang government, has been se-
verely handicapped by a dire
shortage of funds under the
centralised system of fiscal feder-
alism, which characterises Malay-
sia. No doubt, a fairer redistribu-
tion of development funds to the
states must be at the top of the PR’s
agenda, if and when they come to
power in Putrajaya.

And third, it is most unfortunate
for the PR state governments that
they have come to power in the
midst of a global economic crisis,
for which they are not respon-
sible. As well, in many instances,
a large proportion of the state ex-
ecutive councillors have very lim-
ited capacity in handling eco-
nomic problems. Many of the
more experienced PR politicians
who have a better grasp of issues
of governance, including dealing
with the politicised bureaucracy,
are not involved in the PR state
governments. For they had con-
tested for parliamentary seats
rather than for state assembly
ones. It has therefore been a fast
learning curve for the less experi-
enced, often first-time, politicians
appointed to executive councillor
posts. Given the global economic
crisis, the politicised bureaucracy,
the lack of development alloca-
tions to the state, many of the PR
state governments have
underperformed.

Instead, one of the major under-

takings of the PR governments
appears to be trying to expose the
BN skeletons that have been hid-
den in the closets over the past 50
years. As mentioned earlier, the
Selangor state government has
been unearthing skeletons, ex-
amples of which include the fol-
lowing:
• the previous BN assembly

members’ disbursement of mil-
lions of ringgit worth of con-
stituency development;

• suspected incidents of corrup-
tion in the JKKKs;

• the disappearance of funds
raised by Balkis, the welfare
organisation established by the
wives of BN politicians; and

• the incredibly lucrative deals
offered to politically connected
companies which won the
concessions to supply water to
the state government.

In Penang, chief minister Lim
Guan Eng has highlighted several
so-called ‘suspicious’ financial
dealings that the BN state govern-
ment had been involved in. The
sale of Kg Buah Pala prime land
way below market rates to the
Koperasi Pegawai-pegawai
Kerajaan Pulau Pinang is a case
in point. On another occasion Lim
queried why the former govern-
ment had agreed to give M33.18
million as ‘advance payment in
the form of a loan’ to IJM Corp Bhd
for the Jelutong Expressway
project in a 1997 agreement when
it had already given IJM land for
the project costing RM672.2 mil-
lion. More confusing was the fact
that IJM owed the state RM24.1
million for payment of the 132
hectares, which was supposed to
be settled only after the state had
given the advance.

And then there was the depletion

of almost RM224 million of the
Majlis Perbandaran Seberang
Perai (MPSP)’s reserves from 1999
to 2005. A portion of these funds
was used to construct infrastruc-
ture such as markets, drainage
systems and bus stations. But ap-
parently, each assembly member
was also allocated some
RM350,000 in constituency devel-
opment funds to spend each year,
while each of the MPSP council-
ors were allocated RM40,000 ev-
ery year. Have all these funds been
fully accounted for?

In many cases, there is not enough
evidence to confirm whether graft
had occurred. Hence the new PR
governments have repeatedly re-
quested the former BN leaders to
come forward to help the new PR
governments to conclude investi-
gations of these suspicious deal-
ings. In the event, such coopera-
tion has not been forthcoming.
Instead, the former BN chief min-
ister, Koh Tsu Koon, has accused
Lim of ‘making irresponsible al-
legations and accusations’
against him and challenged Lim
to ‘start acting like a chief minis-
ter’ instead, implying that Lim
ought to get on with the job of pro-
moting development.

In fact, it is important to expose
these skeletons in the closet. There
is also nothing wrong in provid-
ing all the fine details of suspi-
cious financial dealings like what
occurred in the Port Klang Free
Zone, or the disbursement of large
amounts of constituency develop-
ment funds just prior to elections.
Likewise, fine details about
deaths in police custody and se-
lective MACC interrogations of

T o w a r d s
d e m o c r a t i s a t i o n

Skeletons in the closet
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and exposed various wrongdo-
ings on the part of the politicians,
civil service and the police; hence
the demand for greater transpar-
ency, more accountability, and
protests against the privatisation
of water, perennial hikes in tolls
and rates, and other injustices.

However, Abdullah’s intended
reforms were not allowed to de-
velop further due to severe struc-
tural constraints inherent to the
centralised political system first
put into place by Mahathir. For
instance, the police opposed vig-
orously the setting up of the
IPCMC. And in early 2008, yet
another case of death in custody,
that of Kugan’s, occurred. In the
event, the success of the opposi-
tion parties in the March 2008 elec-
tions led to increased pressure for
Abdullah’s ouster.

With his departure in early 2009,
Abdullah’s attempted reforms
have remained stillborn, and in
some cases have been reversed.
Those who have vested interests
in the existing system have re-
sorted to the old politics of
ethnicity and patronage to try and
hijack not just Abdullah’s reforms,
but the emergence of a new poli-
tics based on principles and on
good governance. Consequently,
the old politics of the Mahathir

witnesses that run into the middle
of the night, though frightening
sometimes, are to be welcomed.
Indeed, many of these recent rev-
elations suggest that Malaysia is
really not that different from its
neighbouring Southeast Asian
countries. For bribery and corrup-
tion seem to be as widespread,
while abuse of power by those in
power appears equally severe.
Perhaps these abuses were not
that evident previously because of
rule by a single party for more
than fifty years. Awareness of such
incidents therefore might per-
suade us never again to allow any
one party to lord it over us for so
long a time.

Accordingly, the PR state govern-
ments as well as the BN federal
government should be evaluated
not only on the basis of their de-
velopment performance per se,
but whether they have facilitated
democratisation as well.

In this regard, let us be very clear
what democracy entails. It does
not simply refer to the regular
holding of free and fair elections.
Rule of law must prevail which
in turn requires checks and bal-
ances among the three branches
of government – the executive, the
legislature and the judiciary. De-
mocracy must also lead to the
decentralisation of power from the
centre to the local levels via
mechanisms to hold local authori-
ties accountable; this is important
because it is at this lowest third
tier that ordinary people can in-
tervene most meaningfully in de-
cision making. At any rate, gov-
ernment must legislate laws that
protect the people’s rights while
formulating policies that cater for
their interests. Finally, a common
sense of citizenship with a single

class of rakyat must prevail in any
democracy. A democracy is cer-
tainly not a government for the
elites, nor one for a particular eth-
nic or religious group. Yes, it must
also cater for women and youths
too.

Viewed from this perspective,
Malaysia still has a long way to
go. During Dr Mahathir’s time, it
was the regular holding of elec-
tions, never mind that the SPR was
partisan and that the elections
were often conducted unfairly,
that was the bench mark of
Malaysia’s democracy. During
Abdullah Badawi premiership,
following Mahathir’s departure,
various political reforms were
launched. These included the ap-
pointment of several maverick in-
dividuals like Zaid Ibrahim and
Shahrir Samad into his cabinet.
He also launched a Royal Com-
mission to investigate the work-
ings of the Police force which sub-
sequently called for the establish-
ment of an Independent Police
Complaints and Misconduct
Commission (IPCMC). He refo-
cused attention on the civil ser-
vants, increased their salaries, but
also attempted to imbue in them a
new sense of service to the rakyat.
He created the MACC too to re-
place the even more toothless
ACA. In contrast to Dr Mahathir’s
proclamation of Malaysia as an
Islamic state, Abdullah promoted
Islam Hadhari, based on Islamic
civilisational principles instead.

Thanks to Abdullah’s opening up
of the political system, the rakyat,
already egged on by Reformasi a
decade earlier, made their voices
heard, as the government had
asked them to. Some parts of the
mainstream media also con-
ducted investigative journalism
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era continues to haunt us, with
one difference.

Like it or not, we have a stronger
opposition in Parliament and sev-
eral PR-led state governments.
Among other things, the BN fed-
eral government has been forced
to answer questions on a whole
host of issues posed by the new
PR MPs, many very dedicated,
and some very intelligent. Surely
this is a reason for the BN
government’s preparedness to
pursue quite thoroughly and
unprecedentedly, the Port Klang
Free Zone fiasco. And of course, it
has also promised a review of the
ISA, not that previous prime min-
isters did not made similar prom-
ises.

The capture of the five state gov-
ernments by the opposition has
further facilitated accountability
at the state-level. No wonder so
many skeletons have been ex-
posed. The public has also become
more aware and more concerned
about competency and account-
ability at this level of government
too, whereas, state-level politics
and administration hardly at-
tracted the attention, let alone the
excitement of the rakyat previously,
except in Sabah and Kelantan.
The new interest in state level poli-
tics has also directed attention to
the highly centralised federal sys-
tem which prevails in Malaysia,
in contrast to the practice of feder-
alism elsewhere. Constitutional
reform to decentralise power,
funds and decision-making must
be put on the agenda next.

The appointment of opposition
and some independent council-

Dr Francis Loh is Profes-Dr Francis Loh is Profes-Dr Francis Loh is Profes-Dr Francis Loh is Profes-Dr Francis Loh is Profes-
sor of Politics in Universitisor of Politics in Universitisor of Politics in Universitisor of Politics in Universitisor of Politics in Universiti
Sains Malaysia and Secre-Sains Malaysia and Secre-Sains Malaysia and Secre-Sains Malaysia and Secre-Sains Malaysia and Secre-
tary of Aliran.tary of Aliran.tary of Aliran.tary of Aliran.tary of Aliran.

lors to the local authorities in the
PR-led states has also restored a
sense of ownership on the part of
ordinary Malaysians over these
local authorities. In this connec-
tion, it is most welcomed that the
Penang State government has
taken several strides towards re-
storing Local Government Elec-
tions. On 11 Aug 2009, the
Penang State Assembly passed a
resolution calling upon the BN
federal government to amend the
necessary federal laws to facilitate
this end. The BN assembly mem-
bers, on the other hand, staged a
walkout on the matter.

More scope for manoeuvring in
the non-formal realm of politics
has opened up as a result of a
stronger opposition in formal poli-
tics. For instance, opposition
against the ISA has never been as
vigorous as now. On 1 Aug, sev-
eral thousand Malaysians con-
verged in downtown KL to call for
the repeal of the obnoxious ISA.
In Penang, Selangor and Perak at
least, a series of anti-ISA vigils
were held over several months in
2008. Significantly, people of all
races and from all walks of life,
not only ‘the usual NGO sus-
pects’ were present. No doubt, a
new discourse and practice of
participatory democracy has been
promoted as an offshoot of a
stronger PR in parliament and in
the state assemblies. NGO activ-
ists who have struggled for a more
democratic and just Malaysia will
readily acknowledge that the
tempo towards democratisation
has been stepped up recently, as
opposed to the snail pace it pro-
gressed while the NGOs were in
the forefront of the struggle. This
is a recognition of the greater in-
fluence of party-based electoral
politics in a place like Malaysia.

Put another way, we need to
transform the UMNO-BN domi-
nated political system into a two-
coalition one. Hence, in spite of
their lags and slack in promoting
development, and bugger all, not-
withstanding their squabbles
with one another, critical support
for the PR parties is important at
this juncture. That said, it be-
hooves the non-partisan NGOs,
the alternative media and Malay-
sians who desire democracy to
struggle for the creation and con-
solidation of an autonomous pub-
lic sphere, free from the control of
any political party; one that al-
lows for alternative views of de-
velopment and democratic par-
ticipation to be aired and debated.

It is therefore hoped that Teoh
Beng Hock’s death will help us to
refocus attention on politics – on
how the political machine (in-
cluding the MACC), dominated
and manipulated by the BN gov-
ernment for some 50 years, re-
mains intact 17 months after the
March 2008 election. But an ap-
preciation is also needed of how
voting in a stronger opposition
into Parliament and the establish-
ment of the PR state governments
have also facilitated democra-
tisation in Malaysia. The deepen-
ing of democracy in Malaysia
requires the consolidation of a
two-coalition political system.
But there is need to maintain an
autonomous public sphere, free
from the stranglehold of the par-
ties too.

Towards a Two
Coalition System

q
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ome called the anti-ISA
demonstation on 1 Au-
gust as an “illegal assem-
bly”,  others called it

“the opposition’s political agita-
tion”.  Whatever label they conve-
niently like to attach to the gath-
ering, it was unquestionably the
people’s movement.  The multi-
tude numbering tens of thousand
converging in the city of Kuala
Lumpur came from all over the
country, people of all races and
religion, men and women adults
and children with one common
intention, to fight injustice.  It was
the unavelling of people’s pulses
precipitatd by impulses too strong
for restraint when a draconian
law still rules in modern Malay-
sia.  The ISA, or more correctly
called the inhuman law, which is
against the rules of natural justice,
inconsistent with the UN’s Char-
ter and against all religious laws,
deserves to be opposed vigorously
and condemned unreservedly.

On Monday 3 August, the syco-
phantic and serville media ac-
cused the demonstration of caus-
ing losses of 20 million ringgit to
businesses in Kuala Lumpur.
How they arrived at that figure is
best known to themselves.  But
even if it’s true, that would be the
same amount of money spent by
the demonstrators had they not
been brutally dispersed.  The res-
taurants in Kuala Lumpur would

be full that day from morning to
dusk, the fast food chains would
have businesses more than they
could handle; the shopping com-
plexes would have unprecedented
hey day.  It would have been a
business bounty for the business
people that would not have been
forgotten.  In fact they would have
prayed for such an event to occur
again and again in the interest of
their business.  But alas, the au-
thority spoilt the day and de-
prived them or a colossal wind-
fall.

A certain old and doddering old
man whose advice is seldom
asked, but who nevertheless gives
his advice freely and willingly,
even though unsolicited, re-
marked, “ Demonstrations is not
our culture”.  His ‘wisdom’ may
be the product of his senility.  But
let us ask him, “Is injustice our

culture?”

Injustices are the culture of ancient
Pharaohs of Egypt and the culture
of medieval rulers.  It should not
be the practice of the age of
“crooked bridge”.  The ISA has
outlived its usefulness.  It was
meant to deal with communist
subversives.  Even the drafter of
the law who visit Malaysia many
years ago confirmed this.  He was
very surprised that this law is still
in Malaysia’s stature book.  What
a shame!

But this same old, doddering old
man seems to forget that fighting
injustice is an obligation of every-
one.  And whether he know or not,
there are three ways of fighting
injustice.  First, with our hands
(i.e. real action including demon-
stration).  Secondly, with words
of mouth (i.e. speeches and writ-

RIGHT OF ASSEMBLY

People’s Power will win the dayPeople’s Power will win the dayPeople’s Power will win the dayPeople’s Power will win the dayPeople’s Power will win the day
Don’t underestimate their commitment aned tenacity

by Dato Hishamuddin Bin Haji Yahaya
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ings).  Thirdly, with a hatred in
our heart (which is the weakest
form of protest).

Peaceful demonstration is a
citizen’s inviolable right, en-
shrined in the constitution.  It is
therefore the duty of the Home
Minister to allow demonstration
or assembly to take place if he is
satisfied that the assembly or dem-
onstration is unlikely to breach the
peace.  In the absence of that, it is
his duty to direct the Police to ob-
serve and ensure that no unto-
ward incident will occur during
the demonstration.  The require-
ment of police permit, to all intents
and purposes, is only an admin-
istrative procedure so that the Dis-
trict Police will know before hand
of what is to take place and act
accordingly.

In the case of the 1 August dem-
onstration, the intention was
known to all and sundry, let alone
the police.  It was not race-based,
nor religious-based, nor political-
based and therefore void of any
sensitivity.  The only sensitivity
felt was by the Barisan Nasional
who would like to retain the ISA
at any cost.  I remember once when
I casually asked a Cabinet Minis-
ter why we should not abolish the
ISA, his curt reply was “Mati kita
… “.

Since no sensibilities were in-
volved, it was morally and politi-
cally wrong to brutally disperse
the demonstration, just because it
did not have a police permit.  In
any case, if a permit is applied for
it would not be issued by the po-
lice.  The police on the direction of
the Home Minister react vehe-
mently against any demonstra-
tion.  The police would intimidate
the public through the press days

before the event that nobody
should participate in the demon-
stration and that participants
would be prosecuted for unlaw-
ful assembly.

The police instilled fear right up
to 31 July, the eve of the assembly.
All roads leading to the city were
blocked.  People were questioned
of their intention for going to the
city.  But the citizens were smart.
They parked their cars somewhere
else and took the LRT to the city.
Buses that came from Kelantan
and parked in Kg Baru on Friday
night were stopped from going to
the meeting points the next day
and participants had to walk all
the way, their spirit undampened.
Not satisfied with the road blocks
policde choppers were hovering
over the city all day, creating an
atmosphere that trouble was
brewing.  That made the shop-
keepers close their shops that day.
Not out of fear for mob, but be-
cause they feared that gas canis-
ters might hit their eyes.

On Monday 3 August we read
about the arrest of more than
500 people, including minors.
That probably was the maxi-
mum capacity police could
manage, otherwise the figure
would have risen to 1,000 or
more. Foreign journalists and
tourists were not spared of the
chemical spray that was de-
ployed indiscriminately.  Con-
gratulations to the police!  That
certainly helped to secure maxi-
mum international publicity
through the world news and at
the same time exposed the
government’s high handedness
against peaceful pro-
demoncracy demonstration on
that day.  That would have put
Najib’s 100 days in bright light!

Does the authority think that what
happened on 1 August – the ar-
rest of so many, the threat to pros-
ecute the parents of minors who
participated and all other forms
of barbaric methods it employed
– would put an end to such dem-
onstrations.  Experiences in
neighbouring countries convince
us otherwise.  The more harsh
and brutal the authority become
in dealing with the public, the
more astute the people would be-
come.  Political activists are a class
of their own.  They know the price
for creating changes in this coun-
try would be very high but lock-
ups and prisons will not deter
them from pushing for change.
They are fearless in their cause
and determined in theirefforts.

Will the public accept the ex-For-
eign Minister’s argument that the
ISA is meant to protect the inter-
est of 26 milion people of Malay-
sia and not the interest of 39
people who are still in detention?
Doesn’t he understand the simple
logic that the tens of thousand
demonstrators were actually the
representatives of the 26 million
people?  Whom does he represent?
He represents Umno, the elites
and their collective interest that
has nothing to do with the com-
mon people.

It would be absolutely purile for
the BN government to underesti-
mate the demonstrators’  commit-
ment and tenacity.  The event of 1
August will repeat itself and the
next time the crowd might even
be bigger.  And if that happens just
before the 13th general election,
the BN government will lose its
last frontier.  The BN will lose the
election and Najib Razak will be
the last of the Umno PMs.  Pray it
will happen. Ameen. q
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Parliamentary Opposition Leader Lim Kit Siang said
in a media statement on 4 May 2005:

“There seems to be more and more instances of de-
creasing government respect for the right to infor-
mation in Malaysia, with the cult of secrecy triumph-
ing over the culture of openness and accountability,
as illustrated by the following cases:

1 . The failure and delay to release in toto, without
censorship, the complete 433-page Police Royal
Commission of Inquiry report to restore public
confidence in the efficiency, professionalism and
integrity of the police force.

2. I asked a Suhakam Commissioner why the
Suhakam 2004 Report has not been tabled in the
April meeting of Parliament as required by stat-
ute. He was taken aback that the 2004 Suhakam
Report had not been tabled in Parliament as it
had already been submitted to the relevant au-
thorities. Is someone withholding the Suhakam
Report 2004 from the April meeting of Parlia-
ment? …

Justice V.R. Krishna Iyer, the former Supreme Court
Judge of India, wrote in his book Freedom of Informa-
tion  (1990) (pages 90-92) regarding evidence provi-
sions as follows:

“ ‘State Privileges’ “ ‘State Privileges’ “ ‘State Privileges’ “ ‘State Privileges’ “ ‘State Privileges’ – important issues under the
Evidence Act 1950

Sections 123 and 124 of the Evidence Act protect the
State from disclosure documents and communica-
tion which are considered to be privileged.

Under Section 123, no one is permitted to give evi-
dence derived from,

(1) unpublished official records,
(2) relating to “Affairs of State”
(3) Except with the permission of the Departmental

head,
(4) Who may either … or withhold the permission.

Under Section 124, no public officer can be com-
pelled to disclose
Communications,

(1) made to him in official confidence,
(2) if he considers that public interest would suffer

by such disclosure.

Section 162 of the Evidence Act deals with the pow-
ers of the court regarding admissibility of docu-
ments.  It states that the court, if it thinks fit, may:

(1) inspect any document, unless it refers to matters
of State, or

(2) take other evidence to enable it to determine its
admissibility.

Note: Note: Note: Note: Note:  (The Evidence Act 1950 is a colonial-era leg-
islation passed in India in 1872 which
the then Malaya and later Malaysia adopted. The
Act is more than 130 years old and there
have been in democratic countries, a considerable
amount of amendments/improvements, in particu-
lar the United Kingdom.)

The parameters of Sections 123, 124 and 162 have
been laid down in Judges’ Transfer case (1981) Supp
SCC 87).

In the Judges’ Transfer case, which involved the ques-
tion of whether the correspondence between the
Chief Justice of India and the Union Law Minister
ought to be disclosed, a fundamental change in the

HUMAN RIGHTS

People’s  r ight  to  information
Malaysia is still lagging behind in the introduction of the most
needed law on right to information

by Hamid Ibrahim
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conception of the right of disclosure of information
took place.

Affairs of StateAffairs of StateAffairs of StateAffairs of StateAffairs of State

Firstly, it was decided that the right to disclosure
is not a private interest but a public interest. Sec-
ondly, whether or not the disclosure of documents
relating to “Affairs of State” would injure public
interest could be decided by the court. Thirdly,
the court also decided that documents relating to
the “Affairs of State” could be ordered to be dis-
closed even though they would cause injury to
public interest, if the court came to the conclu-
sion that the competing public interest of disclo-
sure was superior in the facts and circumstances
of the case.

The propositions of law that have been laid down
by the Judges’ Transfer case (1981) Supp.SCC 87 can
be summed up in the following manner:

(1) Disclosures of documents relating to “Affairs of
State” involve two competing public interest viz.,
the right to disclosure of information, competing
with the right to protect information relating to
“Affairs of State”.

(2) The court can decide not only whether the docu-
ment relates to “Affairs of State” but also whether
or not disclosure of document relating to “Af-
fairs of State” would be injurious to public inter-
est.

(3) Certain types of documents would be protected,
those, for example, which:

a. endanger national safety, or
b. endanger diplomatic relations with other

countries, or
c. result in disclosure of state secrets.

(4) Whether or not other documents relating to “Af-
fairs of State” and which may result in injury of
public interest ought to be disclosed would de-
pend on the balance of the two competing public
interests, the right to protect disclosure of docu-
ments relating to “Affairs of State” and the right
to freedom of information.

In Sukhdev Singh case, State of Punjab v Sukhdev

Singh AIR 1961 SC 493.  the following propositions
of law were laid down by the Supreme Court of In-
dia:

(1) Disclosure of information relating to privileged
documents was a private interest whereas the
protection of such information was a public in-
terest.

(2) The courts could decide whether the documents
related to “Affairs of  State”.

(3) Such documents relating to “Affairs of State”
could either be noxious  (causing public injury)
or not noxious (not causing public injury).

(4) The courts could not decide whether documents
relating to “Affairs of  State” were noxious or not
noxious. This could be decided only by  the De-
partmental Head.

In Conway v Rimmer & Anor 1 All ER 874 (HL1968)
Lord Reid delivering the majority judgment said:

“In my judgment, the appeal should be allowed and
these documents ought now required to be produced
for inspection.  If it is then found that disclosure
would not in your Lordships’ view be prejudicial to
the public interest, or that any possibility of such
prejudice is, in the case of each of the documents,
insufficient to justify its being withheld, then dis-
closure should be ordered.”

This leading House of Lord’s case on State Privi-State Privi-State Privi-State Privi-State Privi-
legeslegeslegeslegesleges Conway v Rimmer & Anor  was dealt  in suffi-
cient detail in the Law of Evidence by Hamid Ibrahim
& Maimoonah Hamid, published by the Central
Law Book Co. Kuala Lumpur 1993; at pages 468-
483.

“Everything secret degenerates, even the adminis-
tration of justice; nothing is safe that does not show
it can bear discussion and publicity.”

“…secrecy and public justice are incompatibles
save in very special situations. The right to infor-
mation extends not merely to court hearings,
strictly so called, but to all proceedings of the
same genus and genius like those of administra-
tive tribunals and public enquiry commissions…”
V.R.K at page 102.

In the words of Lord Acton:
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Despite the ruling in the Judges’ Transfer case, there
are a few precedents of  documents being obtained
without action on any other rights. In the Save Pune
Citizen Committee case (1986), the Bombay High Court
held that citizens’ groups had a right to obtain in-
formation to enforce public interest.

It is now time that concerned groups agitate for a
law to be enacted for full freedom of information.”
Source:  Justice V.R.Krishna Iyer Freedom of  Informa-
tion (1990) on pages 90-92

“Secrecy is a statutory legacy of the British for Indi-
ans the subjects …Suffice it to say, secrecy, con-
spiracy to conceal, plea of privilege, institutional
and individual, and immunity claimed against free
criticism are all symptoms of the colonial syndrome
of State safety through official secrecy.”

Freedom and free flow of information must be fos-
tered with caution so that, in the process, we do not
suffer more than we gain. Even so, the international
community has a global goal vis-à-vis the human
right to know-a principle proclaimed in many inter-
national instruments and must animate the nascent
legislative experiment India hopes to make. A quick
glimpse of this series of instruments is gained from
a footnote in the MacBride report: Many Voices –One
World:

Freedom of Information is so fundamental and com-
munication of knowledge so critical that one can-
not more than agree with the Director-General of
Unesco, Mr. Amadou Mahtar M’Bow in his conclud-
ing thought. In the Foreword to the  MacBride Re- MacBride Re- MacBride Re- MacBride Re- MacBride Re-
port 1980:port 1980:port 1980:port 1980:port 1980:

MacBride rightly argues:

“If individuals are to play their part as responsible
citizens in the community at the local, national and
even international level, they must be adequately
informed, possessing sufficient facts on which to
base rational judgments and select courses of ac-

tion. A full understanding of the events and issues
which affect individuals can be attained only by the
simultaneous supply of a variety, even controver-
sial if necessary, of background data, information
and facts”

The broad thrust of information and communica-
tion is taking the message to the masses, lobbying
with the target group, the victims of deception and
ignorance. Says the McBride Report:

“Mass communication is by definition directed at
large groups of people, but it is their reaction as in-
dividuals and as amorphous or organised groups,
as well as in communities and environment, which
determines then impetus, focus, content and impact
of the established communication policies and prac-
tices. Again, the development of such a reaction is
vital for the democratisation of communication and
to increased participation in and access to societ-
ies’ myriad communication activities. This is an is-
sue; it seems to us, which often fails to receive the
attention it deserves.”

Winston Churchill said that :

“The Official Secrets Act (1923) was devised to pro-
tect the national defences and ought not to be used…
to shield Ministers who have strong personal inter-
est in concealing the truth….”

The philosophy of the freedom of information geared
to a dynamic democracy is expressed by Prof. Harold
J. Laski in his A Grammar of Politics thus:

“A people without reliable news is, sooner or later,
a people without the basis of freedom.”

In Britain, the Frank Committee was appointed in
1977 following the historic judgment in the Biafran
Secrets case. Calling for a wider diffusion of informa-
tion, the Committee said:

“A totalitarian government finds it easy to main-
tain secrecy. It does not come into the open until it
chooses to declare its settled intentions and demand
support for them. A democratic government, how-

Rights of NGOs

Freedom of Information

Freedom of Information
v Evidence Act Official Secrets Act 1923, UK

Franks Committee in Britain
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ever, though it must compete with these other types
of organisations, has a task which is complicated
by its obligations to the people. It needs the trust of
the government.

A government which pursues secret aims, or
which operates in greater secrecy than the effec-
tive conduct of its proper function requires, or
which turns information services into propa-
ganda agencies, will lose the trust of the people.
It will be countered by ill-informed and destruc-
tive criticism. Its critics will try to break down all
barriers erected to preserve secrecy, and they will
disclose all that they can, by whatever means,
discover. As a result, matters will be revealed
when they ought to remain secret in the interest
of the nation”

-The Hindu,  November 14, 1989.

The best diction on the case for democracy was by
Sir Winston Churchill in the House of Commons on
11 Nov 1947 thus:

“Many forms of government have been tried, and
will be tried in this world of sin and woe. No one
pretends that democracy is perfect or all wise. In-
deed, it has been said that democracy is the worst
form of government except all those other forms that
have been tried from time to time.

Thus freedom of information is only a means, not
an end. It begins where human interests ask for it
and end. It begins where human interests ask for
it and ends where the worth of the person is likely
to be the victim.  Espionage, bugging, wire-tap-
ping and infiltration into Opposition camps thro’
trickery are not part of the public right to access
to information.”

From the point of view of historical materialism, the
determining element in the making of history is man:

“Men make their own history, whatever its outcome
may be, in that each person follows his own con-
sciously desired end; and it is precisely the result-
ant of these many wills operating in different direc-
tions and of their manifold effect upon the outer
world that constitutes history.”

- Frederick  Engels

Pandit Nehru, the first Prime Minister of India, in
an article in March 1929 wrote:

“It is dangerous power in the hands of a govern-
ment; the right to determine what shall be read and
what shall not. And it almost always fails to achieve
its object. Those who wish to do so can usually get
hold of the prescribed book. In India, the power is
likely to be misused and has been misused a hun-
dred times. We have to be careful therefore lest one
right use of the power is held to justify its misuse on
scores of occasions.”

Truth, in the largest democracy, going by electoral
list, statutory secrecy is enthroned, what with the
Indian Official Secrets Act, 1923 of imperial vintage,
and Commissions of Enquiry Act, 1952, etc. all of,
and a host of other provisions scattered in the books,
all to exclude evidence and none to inform.

Indeed, the philosophy of information freedom and
open government is best spelt out in the premise of
the US House Committee on Government Opera-
tions, which approved the Freedom of Information
Act, in 1966:

“A democratic society requires an informed, intelli-
gent electorate, and then intelligence of the elector-
ate varies as the quantity and quality of its informa-
tion varies. A danger signal to our democratic soci-
ety in the United States is the fact that such a truism
needs repeating….” “

Most of the Commonwealth countries have enacted
on Freedom of Information.

1. USA, 2  United Kingdom 3 Australia, 4  Canada, 5
India and 5 Nigeria and so on. Malaysia is still lag-
ging behind in the introduction of the most needed
law on right to information

India’s Right to Information Act, 2005India’s Right to Information Act, 2005India’s Right to Information Act, 2005India’s Right to Information Act, 2005India’s Right to Information Act, 2005 (Act 22 of
2005) - The preamble reads:

“An Act to provide for setting out the practical re-
gime of right to information for citizens to secure
access to information under the control of public
authorities, in order to promote transparency and
accountability in the working of every public au-

Vision on Freedom of Information

Infornational Imperialism
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thority, the constitution of a Central Information
Commission and State Information Commissions
and for matters connected therewith or incidental
thereto. “

Five years ago, Abdullah Badawi, the then premier,
promised to transform Malaysia from a “first-world
infrastructure, third-world mentality” nation to one
with “first-world infrastructure, first-world mental-
ity” under his premiership.

SHAH ALAM: Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad has al-
leged that the Lingam video recording was exposed
in order to undermine the lawyer who is represent-
ing the former prime minister in a defamation suit.
He said his former deputy Datuk Seri Anwar
Ibrahim “purposely got this tape and exposed it be-
cause he wanted to undermine Lingam’s credibil-
ity, and he happens to be my lawyer”.

Datuk V.K. Lingam is defending Mahathir in a
RM100 million defamation suit brought by Anwar.
“Although there is no direct connection with me  it

Lingam video clip

Prof. Hamid Ibrahim is Director of theProf. Hamid Ibrahim is Director of theProf. Hamid Ibrahim is Director of theProf. Hamid Ibrahim is Director of theProf. Hamid Ibrahim is Director of the
Denning’s Research Centre, MalaysiaDenning’s Research Centre, MalaysiaDenning’s Research Centre, MalaysiaDenning’s Research Centre, MalaysiaDenning’s Research Centre, Malaysia

is suggested that the prime minister is biased and
things like that.  “This kind of thing will keep going
on.

The former prime minister was called as a witness
during the commission’s hearings.  Mahathir said:
“If I’m found guilty, I’ll go to jail if I have to. If I go
bankrupt, then I’ll go bankrupt. It’s all right,” he
said. (New Straits Times)

Among others, the Haidar Commission recom-
mended that the AG should proceed with action as
recommended without further delay.

But people do not know what action the AG has
taken. It was reported in the press that taxpayers’
money of nearly RM1 million was spent on the Com-
mission.  People are waiting for the AG’s   action on
the Lingam Tape.q

Aliran is holding a celebratory dinner on Sat, 24 Oct 2009
in Penang. For more info, please phone (04) 658 5251
during office hours from Tues to Sat.

Aliran Dinner
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Aliran is very disappointed that
the government had to appoint
two bodies to inquire separately
into Teoh Beng Hock’s death
when that matter could be – and
should be – looked into by one
single body.

The events leading to his death
and the manner of questioning
that led to his premature demise
are inter-related and connected
and it would be only sensible for
the Royal Commission of Inquiry
to have undertaken this entire task
to determine what caused his
death and who contributed to this
tragic episode and whether the
long hours of questioning was a
contributory factor. The mystery
surrounding Beng Hock’s death
must be vigorously and relent-
lessly pursued to unearth the
truth - something that can only be
achieved by the RCI.

Teoh Beng Hock’s death has out-

raged the conscience of this na-
tion. It is difficult to understand
how his death could have taken
place in a security area without
the knowledge of MACC officials
who had complete control over
the premises.

His death has distressed us and
has raised many questions of pro-
priety in the manner he was
treated by the investigating
personnel(s).

We must unravel the mystery that
shrouds his death. But in no way
can we reconcile to the possibility

of a suicide. Why would a young
man about to marry the day after,
a young man happily looking for-
ward to becoming a father for the
first time in about seven months’
time would want to take his life!

Let’s not forget that he had been
on his feet the whole of Wednes-
day, 15 July 2009, when he was
taken in at 5.00pm for question-
ing. This gruelling grilling con-
tinued into the wee hours of the
next morning until 3.45am the
next day – nearly 11 hours after
he had gone into the MACC
building.

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.

Let the Royal
Commission of Inquiry

u n d e r t a k e
the entire task
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Why should a friendly and co-
operative witness – that’s how a
senior official of the MACC de-
scribed Teoh – be subjected to this
inhuman torture especially when
as a witness he was there to assist
the MACC? Another witness, Tan
Boon Wah, who was in the build-
ing at the same time as Beng Hock,
had stated that he had to stand
the whole time he was being ques-
tioned without food, sleep, rest or
break. Beng Hock’s session could
not have been any different.

Anyone who had been subjected
to this torture would have bolted
from this hell hole when he was
released at 3.45am. Why then
didn’t he leave the place in a jiffy?

Was it because the nearly 11
hours’ of questioning had so
drained him physically and
emotionally that he was terribly
exhausted and too weak to find
his way home? Is that why he
plopped down there and then
and slipped into a drowsy
sleep?

What happened after that? When
did he wake up? Who woke him
up? Did anybody bother about his
presence in that security area?
Does it suggest that he was still
confined within that building,
thus holding the MACC respon-
sible for his safety?

He was confined in an area with
strict security measures. Nobody
can come in and go out as one
pleases. That being the case,
shouldn’t someone have checked
on him to make sure that he left
the building in good time? To say
that his body was discovered only
at 1.30pm is ludicrous. He must
have been in the building con-

fined for nearly 10 hours. Is it rea-
sonable even to think that nobody
bothered about his continued
presence in the building?

The MACC according to thinking
Malaysians is a totally discredited
entity that has failed to live up to
the peoples’ expectations. It is not
perceived as an independent,
neutral body doing its work with-
out fear or favour. Instead, it
comes across as a body that seems
to be hounding the Pakatan
elected representatives only.

People ask with justification why
didn’t the MACC act with vigour
in pursuing reports made against
Khir Toyo’s palatial abode cost-
ing millions of ringgit? People are
questioning why Balkis was not
investigated when they trans-
ferred millions of ringgit soon af-
ter Pakatan took over the Selangor
government? People are wonder-
ing why the MACC didn’t train
their guns on the Barisan
Nasional elected representatives
who spent millions of ringgit
within three months when the
Selangor state government fell
from the BN to the Pakatan?

Compare their indifference when
millions of ringgit were involved
implicating certain BN members.
On the other hand, look how re-
lentlessly they pursued a matter
allegedly involving RM2,400!

These questions need answers.
Only a RCI - headed by a person
of impeccable integrity - undertak-
ing the entire episode concerning
Teoh Beng Hock’s death can lay
bare the facts of the case.

P Ramakrishnan
President

26 July 2009

Aliran is appalled at the deter-
mined effort by the police to crush
the peaceful march to the palace
to submit a memorandum to the
Yand di-Pertuan Agong calling
for the abolition of the much
abused draconian law, the infa-
mous Internal Security Act.

Thousands of concerned and car-
ing Malaysians have undertaken
this march out of a patriotic duty
to highlight their revulsion for the
ISA which has gained notoriety
for the mindless use of this law by
the Barisan Nasional to suppress
and oppress the legitimate rights
and aspirations of the citizens of
this beloved nation.

This march was not undertaken
to cause chaos or disrupt public
order. It was meant to be an or-
derly march to the palace which
would have ended peacefully af-
ter the submission of the memo-
randum.

Why then so much effort is being
put to violently disrupt the march
and disperse the crowd?

The BN does not want the rest
of the nation to know how dis-
satisfied and disgusted the
people are getting with the BN
government which is fast losing
its credibility and moral author-
ity to remain in power. It is a
typical reaction from an author-
ity that is not capable of debat-
ing and discussing this issue
rationally and sensibly. It only
knows the rough tactics of bar-
barity and brutality that is alien
to good governance.

If so much power and apparatus

Stop this barbarity
and brutality
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of oppression can be marshalled
to confront and crush a peaceful
march, the question arises why
then the same effort and enthusi-
asm cannot be mounted to meet
the challenge of street crime? The
crime rate in the country is, accord-
ing to many, escalating and get-
ting out of control. Corruption is
perceived to be pervasive and in-
vasive in the bureaucratic affairs
of the nation. All this need imme-
diate and determined effort to ar-
rest this malaise. But we are not
succeeding in this.

The police should allow the right

Aliran is glad that there is some
kind of offer and an attempt to
reach a compromise with the be-
leaguered residents of Kampung
Buah Pala. It is good that the
Koperasi and Nusmetro have fi-
nally come out with an offer in try-
ing to reach a settlement with the
residents. While it is commend-
able, unfortunately the offer does
not go far enough to be acceptable
to the residents.

A two-storey house promised in
exchange for the roof that they
would be losing would seem to be
a reasonable proposal but this
proposal is very vague and uncer-
tain because it lacks crucial de-
tails, e.g.:

• There is no guarantee when
these houses would be ready
for occupation.

• There is no indication on
which part of the land these
houses would be located.

• There is no indication of the
cost of these houses.

• There is no mention whether
these houses would be built
first to allow the residents to
move in at the shortest possible
time before the commercial
project takes off.

• There is nothing mentioned
regarding the rental that
would be incurred when the
residents are forced to look for
alternative accommodation
upon the demolition of their
houses.

To add to these uncertainties,
there is also a condition that states

Kg Buah Pala:
Koperasi and Nusmetro

must be more
a c c o m m o d a t i n g
and reasonable

of peaceful assembly and permit
democratic space for people to
express their their legitimate griev-
ance.

Aliran calls upon the Prime Min-
ister to order the police to release
all those who have been detained
arbitrarily today. He must
recognise that Malaysians have
certain inalienable rights that
must be protected and honoured.

P Ramakrishnan
President

Aliran
1 August 2009
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there will be no violence tomor-
row. There is no need to resort to
sledgehammers and bulldozers to
evict these helpless residents.

Aliran would like to appeal to the
Koperasi to defer the demolition
scheduled for tomorrow and hope
that it would sincerely engage in
dialogue with the residents so that
a just settlement can be arrived at
as soon as possible to the mutual
satisfaction of both the parties.

Aliran Executive Committee
6 August 2009

The Malaysian government is
unfortunately planning to follow
in the foot-steps of China in filter-
ing the Internet to block certain
websites that it considers ‘unde-
sirable’. This is a grave step back
in this modern age when informa-
tion knows no borders.

This development is certainly
alarming to Malaysians who trea-
sure their freedom of expression
and value media freedom. The
government’s move is tantamount
to criminalising freedom of ex-
pression and dissent. There are no
two ways about it.

Censorship of the Internet cer-
tainly goes against the solemn
guarantee given by the Mahathir
administration to Malaysia’s
Internet users and foreign inves-
tors - that there would be no cen-
sorship. Strangely, Mahathir is
lost for words: he hasn’t said any-
thing in defence of his solemn
pledge so far.

There are a number of reasons

if the amended layout plan to ac-
commodate these houses is re-
jected by the approving authority,
the deal would be off and the resi-
dents would not have any hold
on the Koperasi and Nusmetro for
any compensation. If this were to
happen, the residents would have
lost their homes and would be
entitled to nothing whatsoever –
not even a sen. In that eventual-
ity, they would have been ex-
ploited and deprived of every-
thing that they have had on this
land: their lives, their homes, their
history, their heritage.

In all fairness, these areas of grave
concern are legitimate and it is
only just that they must be ad-
dressed seriously so that the resi-
dents’ fears can be laid to rest.

Considering the fact that the
Kopersai had obtained the land
below market price, it has bene-
fited tremendously and stands to
reap huge profits from the land
that has been home to these un-
fortunate residents and their an-
cestors for nearly 200 years. It
would, therefore, be reasonable to
expect the Koperasi to be forth-
coming and generous in its offer.

Being a Koperasi, it should under-
stand what social justice is, it
should be aware that exploitation
is wrong and unjust.

It is because of this that Aliran
expects the Koperasi to under-
stand fully the dire situation of the
residents of Kampung Buah Pala.
It is because of this that Aliran ex-
pects the Koperasi to act in a hu-
mane manner befitting its status
and responsibility.

Aliran earnestly hopes that there
will be no forced eviction, that

Malaysian government
should not resort to
Internet censorship

why the government is heading
this way. For one, there is much
dissent expressed within
Malaysia’s blogging community,
which results in political embar-
rassment and, to a certain extent,
electoral losses for the govern-
ment. The government is unable
to engage the bloggers in a mean-
ingful debate to counter their criti-
cal views.

Secondly, the presence of inde-
pendent news portals, websites
and critical blogs has made a
mockery of much of the main-
stream media that are closely
aligned to the government. These
mainstream media often engage
in distorting the reality of Malay-
sian society. Their attempts have
been exposed time and again as
government propaganda without
any substance.

This phenomenon brings forth a
situation where the credibility
gap between the government and
the people has grown wider. This
is not good politically as it encour-
ages unhappiness and grievances
to fester.

What is even worse and intoler-
able is that, if the plan goes ahead,
Malaysia’s democratic space will
be further restricted for political
reasons to perpetuate Barisan
Nasional’s power.

Aliran therefore calls upon the
government to drop this crazy
plan to censor the Internet com-
pletely and behave sensibly in the
larger interest of democracy and
freedom.

Dr Mustafa K Anuar & Anil Netto
Coordinators

Charter 2000-Aliran
7 August 2009
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DEMOCRACY

Democratisation: 10 KPIs
for  Najib’s  next  100 days
Economic reform will not work if the political environment
suppresses citizens’ democratic rights

July 11th marked the first 100 days of Najib’s
premiership. Will his 100-day performance serve as
an indicator for how our country is likely to be gov-
erned for the next four years, or was it all a big pub-
lic relations exercise? The next 100 days is just as
critical and we, civil society organisations (CSOs),
want to throw the gauntlet down to Najib to extend
his programme of reform to all aspects of life in the
country, especially in the critical sphere of good gov-
ernance.

First of all, we laud the various measures of eco-
nomic reform announced lately by the Government.
While these bold measures will help liberalise our
economy to meet the challenge of globalisation, the
structural roots of economic stagnation – namely,
ethno-nationalism, cronyism, corruption and power
abuse – are the major constraints and must be ad-
dressed if the country is to make any headway. At
the same time, other economic reforms to close the
income and wealth gap between the rich and the
poor, and reforms aimed at ensuring environmen-
tal sustainability that do not deprive future genera-
tions also need urgent attention.

Most important of all is the need for reforms that
can ensure good governance. If the government in-
sists on maintaining the current authoritarian sys-
tem of political control, the economic liberalisation
and other reforms will be seen for what it is - a thinly
veiled attempt aimed at ensuring that the present
political elite stays in power.

For the next 100 days of Najib’s leadership of the
country,  we call on the Prime Minister to meet the

following 10 Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) that
can deepen the process of democratisation. We also
call upon Tan Sri Dr Koh Tsu Koon, the Minister in
the Prime Minister’s Department, and all Malay-
sians who are concerned with the establishment of
a vibrant democratic system,  to join us in endorsing
and monitoring the attainment of these KPIs.

1. Perak Constitutional Crisis1. Perak Constitutional Crisis1. Perak Constitutional Crisis1. Perak Constitutional Crisis1. Perak Constitutional Crisis

Assessment – deepening crisis which threatens the
future of our democratic way of life

Explanation – A host of unelected institutions – pal-
ace, judiciary, Attorney General’s Chambers, Elec-
tions Commission, police, bureaucracy, Malaysian
Anti-Corruption Commission – have been dragged
into this unconstitutional regime change. If this pre-
cedent is not reversed, what would happen during
future elections if neither BN nor Pakatan Rakyat
enjoys a comfortable majority?

I n t r o d u c t i o n

10 Key KPIs for the Next 100 Days

AM vol.29 no.4AM vol.29 no.4AM vol.29 no.4AM vol.29 no.4AM vol.29 no.4
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KPI: Fresh elections for the State of Perak.

2. Electoral System and Process2. Electoral System and Process2. Electoral System and Process2. Electoral System and Process2. Electoral System and Process

Assessment – still neither free nor fair

Explanation – Elections lacking integrity and cred-
ibility are a denial of our citizens’ democratic right.
They also reduce the competitiveness of electoral
politics and also deprive the winner of legitimacy.
If unreformed, they could lead to political upheav-
als as has taken place in Iran and Thailand, recently

KPI: A Royal Commission on Electoral Reform be-
fore the next constituency redelineation exercise.

3. The Judiciary and the Prosecution3. The Judiciary and the Prosecution3. The Judiciary and the Prosecution3. The Judiciary and the Prosecution3. The Judiciary and the Prosecution

Assessment – still controlled by the executive

Explanation – The Judicial Appointment Commis-
sion is controlled by the Prime Minister, making the
recent reform a farce. Judicial power in the pre-1998
Article 121(1) of the Federal Constitution has still
not been restored. The Attorney General (AG) both
controls the prosecution and advises the federal gov-
ernment, resulting in a fatal conflict of interest. The
AG also controls both deputy public prosecutors
and lower court judges.

KPI: A Parliamentary Select Committee on Judiciary
and Prosecution Reform

4. The Parliament4. The Parliament4. The Parliament4. The Parliament4. The Parliament

Assessment – still controlled by the executive

Explanation – There is no sharing of legislative lead-
ership at both the house and committee levels. Op-
position parliamentarians are thrown out almost
on daily basis. There is no provision for the role of
an Opposition’s Shadow Cabinet.

KPI: A Royal Commission on Parliamentary Reform

5. Internal Security Act (ISA)5. Internal Security Act (ISA)5. Internal Security Act (ISA)5. Internal Security Act (ISA)5. Internal Security Act (ISA)

Assessment – terrorising innocent Malaysians who
differ in their political opinions from the BN

Explanation – Allowing detention without trial and

other violations of human rights is unacceptable to
any  civilised society.

KPI: The repeal of ISA, with no new laws allowing
detention without trial

6. The Police6. The Police6. The Police6. The Police6. The Police

Assessment – still violating human rights

Explanation – The police still arrest innocent citi-
zens without clear justification. Detainees continue
to die in police custody due to unacceptable rea-
sons. At the same time, crime rates have soared
higher.

KPI: Implement the Independent Police Complaints
and Misconduct Commission (IPCMC)

7. The Media7. The Media7. The Media7. The Media7. The Media

Assessment – still suffering from political control

Explanation – The media remains tightly controlled
via laws and regulations curbing free speech and
restricting dissenting views. Secondly, entry barrier
in the print and broadcast media has resulted in
monopolistic control by BN interests. There is no
independent public service media like the British
Broadcasting Corporation (BBC).

KPI: A Parliamentary Select Committee on Media
Law Reform

8. Freedom of Information (FOI)8. Freedom of Information (FOI)8. Freedom of Information (FOI)8. Freedom of Information (FOI)8. Freedom of Information (FOI)

Assessment – still denied

Explanation – Information vital for public interests
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is normally classified under the Official Secrets Act
(OSA).  This has hindered transparency and ac-
countability and also resulted in widespread op-
portunities for corruption and mismanagement.
While Selangor is initiating its own FOI law, noth-
ing is happening at the federal level or in other
states.

KPI: FOI laws at both the Federal and State levels

9. Local Governments9. Local Governments9. Local Governments9. Local Governments9. Local Governments

Assessment – still unelected and unaccountable,
largely unresponsive and incompetent

Explanation – No taxation without representation.
Local governments should not be the appointed
handmaidens of the government in power and must
be elected to have any political legitimacy.

KPI: Local Government Elections nationwide.

10. The Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission10. The Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission10. The Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission10. The Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission10. The Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission
(MACC)(MACC)(MACC)(MACC)(MACC)

Assessment – practicing selective investigations,
still impotent in fight against corruption

Explanation – Like its predecessor the Anti-Corrup-
tion Agency (ACA), the MACC is still controlled by
the Executive and has no independent power to pros-
ecute. Hence, it remains the tool of the Executive to
eliminate political opponents rather than an inde-
pendent institution that is truly combating corrup-
tion.

KPI: Amendment of the MACC Act to increase
MACC’s autonomy under optimum parliamentary
oversight.

Thomas Jefferson, a founding father of the United
States, divided leaders into two types: those who do
not trust the people and believe they know best; and
those who believe that the people are the
government’s best guide to public interest.

Najib should recognise that political and economic
freedoms go hand-in-hand.  Economic reform will
not work if there is a coercive political environment
built on the suppression and denial of the citizens’

democratic rights.

We hope that Najib will implement the proposed
KPIs above and in this way leave the right legacy for
the country. Only through his commitment to a genu-
ine and holistic reform programme that includes
democratisation will our PM be able to earn the full
respect and support of  the people and leave his
mark on Malaysian history

Liau Kok Fah, Chairperson, Civil Right Committee,
Kuala Lumpur and Selangor Chinese Assembly
Hall (CRC-KLSCAH)

Gayathry Venkiteswaran, Executive Director, Cen-
tre for Independent Journalism (CIJ)

Dr Lim Teck Ghee, Executive Director, Centre for
Policy Initiatives (CPI)

Andrew Khoo, Convener, Civil Society Initiative for
Parliamentary Reform (CSI@Parliament)

K, Arumugam, Coordinator, Group of Concerned
Citizens (GCC)

Maria Chin Abdullah, Executive Director, Pusat
Janadaya (Empower)

Zaid Kamaruddin, President, Jamaah Islah Malay-
sia (JIM)

Haris Ibrahim, Convener, People’s Parliament

Tah Moon Hui, Coordinator, Suara Rakyat Malay-
sia (Suaram)

Wong Chin Huat, Chairperson, Writer Alliance for
Media Independence (WAMI)

C o n c l u s i o n

Initiated by
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doned the idea of a shared and
common nationhood. They be-
lieve that for so long as the MCA
and the MIC remain with them as
partners of convenience, that is
sufficient to build a nation. They
think it’s sufficient to forge a new
nation by electoral arrangements.
The MCA and the MIC also think
it’s sufficient for nationhood if
they remain business partners of
Umno.

A new united Malaysia can only
come true when Umno changes
and abandons racial politics and
the politics of racial hegemony. Or
when the Malays can be made to
understand that patronage,
authoritarianism and nationalist
extremism, which underpins
Umno’s style of leadership, does
more harm to the community and
the country than good. That
Malays themselves must break
from the shackles of narrow na-
tionalism so that they may realise
self-actualisation and emancipa-
tion. The first is difficult to achieve
but I take it as my responsibility
to try and achieve the second.

Let me now get into the subject of
the speech by giving you an un-
derstanding about how Umno
ticks. This, to me, is critical in or-
der for you to appreciate what
hope we have for the preservation
of the Rule of Law and Democracy
in Malaysia.

At the heart of Umno’s philoso-
phy on leadership is a conviction
that there is an inherent, almost
‘divine’ right to retain power at

all costs. This is so for two rea-
sons: firstly, because they assume
that they are the only political
force, by way of Barisan Nasional¸
to offer a workable power-sharing
leadership of this nation. And sec-
ondly, because they believe that
the Malay hegemony that Umno
maintains is necessary to prevent
the Malays from becoming
marginalised.

It is these beliefs that are at the
centre of Umno’s self-indulgent
sense of indispensability and self-
importance that is today causing
them to steer the nation to an au-
thoritarian rule. It is this sense of
self-importance that is account-
able for the authoritarianism in
leadership and government. It is
this that has helped justify in their
minds their right to quell anyone
who threatens the status quo,
whether it be a group of politicians
or activists protesting against
abuses in government or a group
of Indians protesting against their
treatment and lack of opportuni-
ties or a previous Deputy Prime
Minister who was no longer in
step with the ‘Big Boss.’ It does
not matter. Self-preservation de-
mands expedience at all costs to
resolve any impending threat.

But there is more. Since the hege-
mony is protected by policies that
benefit the elites and other pow-
erful forces, this sense of self-im-
portance becomes even more dan-
gerous. Because it justifies why
real checks and balances against
governmental abuses can be done
away with. It justifies trampling
on fundamental safeguards in the
Federal Constitution in the last 20
years.

But there is more. If you are on the
cause of preserving the rights of
the elites, the oligarchs, then it
brings you no shame to have a
former Umno lawyer as Chief Jus-
tice; in fact, you become proud of
that achievement. Even if the At-
torney-General had committed
many errors in the discharge of his
functions and duties, a well-
known fact amongst the legal fra-
ternity, you will not change him;
nor would you change the Chief
of Police despite so many reports
of transgressions committed by
him. All for the ‘Malay cause’,
they would say! And if you are on
the Bench writing your judgment
on the Perak fiasco; you can tailor
it to suit your master’s political
interests, and you will be lauded
for that. The ‘Malay Cause’ is ev-
erything. The Constitution can
wait; sound legal reasoning can
wait, justice can wait..

But there is more. Many in Umno
see the hegemony as a ‘be all and
end all,’ with the power sharing
between component parties as
being a means to an end.
Ketuanan Melayu, a mantra of
Malay supremacy, has gained
ground instead of receding over
time. More accurately it is
Ketuanan Elit Melayu as the ma-
jority of the Malays have found
out to their dismay.

What is the price that we ulti-
mately pay as a nation, if this per-
nicious doctrine is embraced by
many? Clearly to start with, we
would continue to be cursed with
a non-transparent government
without the capability of function-
ing in a way that respects the rule

U M N O ' s
a u t h o r i t a r i a n i s m

We will be cursed
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of law. We will be cursed for hav-
ing laws that oppress, that curtail
and suffocate the basic freedoms
of the people. We now have a set
of rules for the elites and one for
the rakyat, one for Barisan
Nasional and one for Pakatan
Rakyat.

If the public believes that the gov-
ernment is not beholden to a set of
commonly revered values and
principles, and its actions are
tainted by racial biases, there will
continue to be physical and emo-
tional segregation of communi-
ties, regardless of how many
times we change the slogans to
break such divisiveness. The no-
tion of creating a free and demo-
cratic Malaysia therefore becomes
unachievable.

The ultimate price that the coun-
try suffers from the present politi-
cal culture is that the Malays and
non-Malays will continue to be
denied a sense of ownership of
Malaysia’s nation-building jour-
ney. And instead of becoming
partners in this voyage to mature
nationhood, they continue to
bicker and remain suspicious and
distrustful of one another. Be-
cause of this segregation, the gov-
ernment is unable to set a new di-
rection for the country. Because of
racial polarisation, the people are

not ready to accept a multi-racial
dimension for this country. As a
result, we are not able to enact or
even discuss comprehensive na-
tional policies whether it is re-
garding the police, education or
judicial and civil service reforms.
The distrust of the communities
will prevent objective appraisals
and solutions to the problems.

Ethnic interests take precedence
over national interests. National
interests become a strange and
fearful concept. And there will
continue to be a brain drain of
Malaysian talents who would
have decided that they would
rather make their homes else-
where. This is a high price that
the country can ill-afford to pay
given the increasingly challeng-
ing global outlook.

Authoritarianism, patronage, and
nationalist extremism from any
quarter destroy the key ingredi-
ents necessary for the Malaysian
community to really build on and
retain that wealth and knowledge.
Competitiveness and true eco-
nomic and scholastic success, is
a function of instilling in the hearts
and minds of beneficiaries a set of
new behaviours, around the ca-
pacity and desire to take personal
accountability, to trust one an-
other, to be achievement-oriented,

to develop a sense of curiosity, a
sense of solidarity that go beyond
our own ethnic clans and groups;
so that together, we are able to
build this country. We must do
away with unprincipled politics,
with Machiavellian methods but
instead seek to change with re-
forms that encourage the develop-
ment of a viable democracy and a
prosperous country for all.

The government says it hopes to
amend up to 33 laws, which in-
volve discretionary powers of the
Home Minister, beginning with
the controversial Internal Security
Act (ISA) in the next Parliament
session. Let’s hope and see if this
will bear fruit. Authoritarianism
in government will continue albeit
in a different guise, unless the
whole of the ISA, Official Secrets
Act, the Sedition Act and similar
such laws are abolished. This
would be an example of good gov-
ernance. However authoritarian
policies will most likely continue
while corruption is rampant
when the elites need protection
from their misdeeds. Najib will not
be able to change any of these.

The whole cloak-and-dagger
story of intrigue about the over-

P a k a t a n
will get stronger
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throw of the Pakatan Rakyat gov-
ernment gave rise to much suspi-
cion about Najib’s style, well be-
fore he took office. He could have
allayed fears that he would not be
one to resort to below-the-belt tac-
tics in his leadership by calling
for fresh elections. Najib’s unwill-
ingness to dissolve the Perak As-
sembly has got the country deeper
into a political quagmire. By do-
ing so, he will also help the Fed-
eral Court judges from having to
come up with a convoluted legal
reasoning, like that of the Court of
Appeal, to please the Prime Min-
ister.

This is again Najib’s idea to
strengthen himself. If Pqs were to
support Umno under the guise of
a ‘unity government,’ a viable al-
ternative to Barisan Nasional at
the next elections would be seri-
ously undermined. Najib wanted
the internal difficulties between
Pakatan Rakyat parties to con-
tinue and fester as the main-
stream media went full steam
ahead to ensure Pakatan’s de-
mise. Let me assure you that such
a scenario will not happen.

Pakatan will only get stronger.
Pakatan has its weaknesses but
we do not have the culture of he-
gemony. We do not suppress dis-
sent. Hence you will hear of occa-
sional disagreements. You will
hear of occasional flare-ups; but
Pas, Keadilan and DAP are com-
mitted to finding ways to
strengthen their partnership.
They will not break up. Instead
they will form a formidable coali-
tion that will be ready to provide
an alternative government to the
people.

Today Malaysians are suffering
the deleterious effect of a stagnat-

ing world economy, and the GDP
will contract by 4.4 percent ac-
cording to the World Bank. FDIs
continue to fall while talent is be-
ing lost. The standard of educa-
tion and the skill sets including
the command of English, neces-
sary for the workforce to remain
globally competitive continues to
plummet. Now after spending bil-
lions on teaching Science and
Maths in English in the last six
years, the government has an-
nounced the reversal of the policy
effective 2012. One wonders if the
farcical National Service
programme, which is neither a
national service nor an educa-
tional programme will be
scrapped too.

Crimes and home security issues
have increased since 2003 and
these remain major concerns of the
people. In the 1998 case of Anwar
Ibrahim, allegations by the inves-
tigating officer himself of tamper-
ing with evidence by the IGP and
the A-G have not been answered
satisfactorily. Of course, the gov-
ernment had formed a certain
panel comprising three ex-judges
deliberating in a secret place. Not
surprisingly the panel cleared
them. The findings of the Royal
Commission in the Lingam case
have not been acted upon in a sat-
isfactory manner also. And many
high profile cases reported to the
Malaysian Anti-Corruption Com-
mission (MACC) remain unat-
tended. Such is the state of the
Rule of Law in Malaysia. Will
Najib attend to these issues? Cer-
tainly not.

All he can do is to announce the
scrapping of some outdated poli-

cies that he had little choice but to
do it anyway, as part of the de-
mands of the international and
Asean trade agreements. After
decades of the NEP, the 30 per cent
equity requirement in companies
listed amongst the 27 services sub-
sectors are taken away. Also the
Foreign Investment Committee
regulating investments in Malay-
sia has been scrapped. The rea-
soning of the government, which
is disputed by many Malays, is
that the Bumiputra participation
in the relevant services sub-sectors
are satisfactory and hence the re-
moval of the quota requirement.
Whilst the move has made Najib
popular in the short term, it will
come back to haunt him. Econom-
ics and social justice require him
to address the larger question of
disparities in income of the
people. The plight and grievances
of ordinary people will not be re-
dressed by one or two populist
policies.

On the question of the preserva-
tion of the rule of law and democ-
racy, he did nothing and probably
will continue to do nothing. He
should have acted as if he has only
100 days before his reign comes
to an end. He should have em-
braced Roosevelt’s dictum: “there
is nothing to fear but fear itself” -
and embarked on far-reaching
policies to give back judicial
power to the courts, to give back
integrity, trust and respectability
to governmental institutions like
the police, the Attorney-General’s
office, the Election Commission;
that of which Malaysia desper-
ately needs. In doing so, he could
have shown the people he was

Findings of Lingam
case not acted upon

Najib should not have
started the Perak

d e b a c l e
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prepared to sacrifice his neck if
that was required of him.

He should not have started the
Perak debacle but since it had al-
ready got under way, he should
have had the courage to win back
the support of the people by al-
lowing for the dissolution of the
Legislative Assembly. Instead of
embarking on the inane idea of
Umno-Pas unity – confirming the
suspicion that he is like his
Deputy, who only understands
Umno-Pas unity at the expense of
everything else – Najib should
have called for a national debate
amongst all leaders of major po-
litical parties for a serious discus-
sion on key and core values for
the country.

The problems in our country are
not race or religion based but BN
has worked very hard to make
them so. It’s always about the
rakyat against the elites or the
powerful oligarchs that run and
control the country’s institutions
and wealth. The rakyat for too
long have become pawns in this
political game where the race and
religious issues are being played
out to divide them.

Najib should have started his ad-
ministration by pushing through
a Race Relations Act, which that
will punish racism and racist
speeches and writings from all
quarters, even if it’s from leaders
of his own party and from Utusan
Malaysia. This single greatest im-
pediment to Malaysians being
united and working together for
the common good is racist poli-
cies in Malaysia. Racism here is

not the same kind that the Anglo
Saxon whites have over blacks
and coloureds (or vice-versa) for
many years. It’s not the apartheid
kind of racism where whites gen-
erally believe they are superior to
blacks and coloureds in genetics
and all spheres of life.

Our racism is driven more by eth-
nic distrust and ethnic rivalry for
the economic cake. They are
mainly economic and cultural in
nature based on the fear that the
wealth of the country will be taken
away by the Chinese and vice-
versa. But it is just as divisive and
dangerous. It refers to both
institutionalised racism and those
exhibited by individuals.

Malaysia needs to combat this
problem because it is particularly
acute. Because we have three ma-
jor races that did not have the
luxury of time for natural assimi-
lation or the time to gel and live in
harmony, we need legislation and
governmental support to push
through the unity factors and
manage the divisive factors found
in the community.

To bring about a truly united
‘1Malaysia,’ our Prime Minister
must not always refer to the dep-
rivation of the Malays suffered
under the British. No amount of
wallowing in the past can change
history nor can we just tell the
Chinese and the Indians how
grateful they should be for events
taking place a hundred years ago.
Equally he cannot just be happy
that he has the MCA and the MIC
taking care of the non-Malays. He
has to do more to make sure that
the non-Malays are equally re-
sponsible and generous with the
Malays. Will they open their busi-
nesses to the Malays? Will they

give credit on the same terms they
do to their own clans?

But at the same time, the people,
including the Malays, must be
convinced that democracy and a
functioning bureaucracy are good
for them. That they have a better
chance of realising their potential
and benefiting from their rights
and privileges under a govern-
ment that respects just laws. They
must resist corruption by all
means at their disposal. The no-
tion of Bangsa Malaysia will not
detract or take away anything
from them but instead they be-
come a part of a larger and more
diverse community where they too
can experience the generosity,
beauty, strength and richness of
Malaysian cultures. They will
benefit from the solidarity of
people from all walks of life and
their worldview will change to
make them stronger and more
confident in themselves.

A prime minister of this country
must not succumb to the idea that
force and repression will prevail
over the people’s will. The prime
minister of this country must not
suffer from the delusion that the
police, the army, the courts, the Elec-
tion Commission and the Attorney-
General can strike fear in the hearts
of the people to the extent that they
will and must retreat. No leader in
ancient and modern times has sur-
vived the outrage of the masses.
Today we have witnessed a new
sense of outrage: outrage against
the abuse of power, against in-
equality, outrage against the con-
tinued persecution of Anwar
Ibrahim, and outrage against the
policies of divide and rule.

Can't survive the
outrage of the masses

Punish racism and
racist speeches

and writings
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Ladies and gentlemen, the winds
of change have never blown so
strong. Today the rakyat has spo-
ken and they want their voices
heard. They want a new begin-
ning, so that this country, which
we all call home, will be trans-
formed into a dynamic, open and
vibrant democratic sanctuary. A
sanctuary where we live without
fear of police harassment, without
fear of wearing black or yellow,
without fear of detention without
trial, without the nausea of read-
ing newspapers whose editors
have to toe the line to keep the
papers alive. We will make this
country such that we have room
and space for all of us to have our
dreams and hopes come true.

But the window of opportunity
has opened for one central reason.
And that is because the people
now have a choice; between the
establishment that has led the
country astray over the last 50
years or a viable alternative in
Pakatan Rakyat, which can inclu-
sively carry the hopes and aspi-
rations of all Malaysians, no mat-
ter they be Malay, Chinese or In-
dian. For without this alternative,
the self-indulgent and delusional
sense of self-importance of Umno
and its cohorts in Barisan
Nasional will continue to impose
itself.

No doubt Keadilan is a new
party, and Pakatan Rakyat is in
its infancy, and the coming to-
gether of different political par-
ties to find a common thread
with which to build meaningful
solidarity to work together is a
long and arduous journey. Let
us not kid ourselves. Many chal-
lenges lie ahead to make it a
truly viable alternative political
force to Barisan Nasional and
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an acceptable choice for all Ma-
laysians. And the traps and
snares to trip up this fledgling
alternative are being laid every-
where; the ‘unity’ talks being just
one.

My colleagues and I in Pakatan
Rakyat must be cautious and yet
courageous, patient yet purpose-
ful, tolerant yet principled to en-
sure that Pakatan Rakyat steers
clear of these traps, and that we
build a truly robust and secure
alternative from which the elector-
ate can choose to form a govern-
ment. We must desist from any
temptation to go back to the ways
of the past, in which opposition
parties represent their own nar-
row factional interests, only to
grant a walkover victory to the sta-
tus quo.

As for Parti Keadilan Rakyat, it
must soldier on come what may,
as a party that will protect the
people regardless of race and
ethnicity. The ‘special’ position of
the Bumiputras and Islam as
mandated by the Constitution will
be honoured but will do so in an
open, transparent manner, as a
democratic multi-racial party that
observes the Rule of Law will be
obliged to do. Keadilan will not
champion racial politics and will
not seek racial hegemony. We are
a lot more humble than Umno but
we will be fearless in the defence
of the rights of the rakyat against
powerful oligarchs and vested
interest groups. We will make the
public institutions in this coun-
try respectable and full of integ-
rity. These institutions will regain
the respect and the trust of the
people.

Will not champion
racial politics

Ladies and gentlemen, we do not
live in a world of black and white.
We live in a world full of different
colours, shades and textures. No
truer is this than in Malaysia. I can
stand here and tell you of my im-
mense sense of pride and affection
in being a Malaysian, just as I can
do the same about being Malay.
And I believe that we all are just
as capable of feeling that way
about being Malaysian and yet
similarly proud of being Malay,
Chinese, Indian, Kadazan or Iban,
no matter who we are.

And it is this mix of seemingly
conflicting values, which when
blended and tempered with cour-
age, tolerance, good faith and
framed by universally held moral
and civic values, that make the
canvas of Malaysia so rich, so
powerful and so full of potential.
Let us preserve this living piece of
art and ensure that it continues to
beautify and enrich our personal
lives, as private citizens.

For if we fail, then the providence
with which we are blessed today
to make a breakthrough change
will disappear as quickly as it
came; and we will be back to
square one. Our future and that of
our children and their children
depends on our success. Failure
is not an option. God favours the
brave. q
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uring the first seven
years of Malaysia,
Sarawak was in a state
of turmoil due to the

strained relationship between
federal and state leaders.

When the first Sarawak Chief
Minister, Stephen Kalong
Ningkan, pursued regional inter-
ests at the expense of the federa-
tion, federal leaders came down
hard on the Sarawak National
Party (SNAP) president by remov-
ing him via a constitutional coup
not unlike what occurred recently
in Perak except that it involved the
declaration of an emergency in the
state. Ningkan was replaced by
another more pliant Iban leader,
Tawi Sli, from Parti Pesaka Anak
Sarawak (Pesaka). But being pli-
ant, he lacked the leadership
qualities that were needed to re-
store political stability in
Sarawak.

To resolve this “problem”, the
Malaysian regime co-opted Mus-
lim Melanau elites, namely Abdul
Rahman Yakub (1970-1981) and
later Abdul Taib Mahmud (1981-
present), paving the way for an
unprecedented 39 years of

Sarawak Barisan Nasional (SBN)
government but via Muslim
Melanau strongman rule.

The federal leaders’ co-optation of
the Muslim Melanau elite was
aimed at cajoling and pressuri-
sing Sarawak society in order to
maintain the federal govern-
ment’s presence and interests
there. As an extension of the fed-
eral government, the local Muslim
Melanau elite were expected to
fulfill the core demands of the fed-

eral leaders as a prerequisite to
their continued support.      Al-
though there was no written docu-
ment stipulating the political pact
between the federal and state lead-
ers in Sarawak, the political crisis
that engulfed the state during the
administration of the two early
Iban Chief Ministers indirectly
spelt out the federal leaders’ core
demands that any Sarawak Chief
Minister ought to meet.

Among these demands were:
1 . to safeguard national interests,
2. to maintain Malay/Muslim

political dominance,
3 . to ensure the ruling party’s

continued dominance of state
and parliamentary elections,

4. to transfer the rights to extract
the state’s natural resources to
the federal government, and

5 . to provide political stability.

Throughout Rahman Yakub and
Taib Mahmud’s administration,
these Muslim Melanau elites reli-
giously fulfilled all of these de-
mands in order to acquire federal
government endorsement of their
leadership.

Once these Muslim Melanau (MM)

POLITICS

Muslim Melanau strongmen
rule in Sarawak
As civil society and access to information expands, it could
trigger a tsunami that is big enough to sweep away not only
the strongmen but also the entire Sarawak BN
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elites acquired federal endorse-
ment, they were accorded a cer-
tain degree of autonomy to con-
trol Sarawak’s society and the
state’s rich resources. With this
freedom, these MM elites gradu-
ally transformed themselves into
powerful local strongmen who
ruled Sarawak with an iron fist.
Between 1970 and 1981, Rahman
commandingly strengthened his
ruling party’s position (Parti
Pesaka Bumiputera Bersatu –
PBB) in Sarawak and built up his
image as a wealthy and powerful
leader.

As a political strongman, Rahman
was able to achieve this feat by
using a combination of repressive
and accommodative measures.
One of the strategies used by
Rahman was to weaken SNAP
and the Sarawak United People’s
Party (SUPP), both component
parties of the Sarawak Barisan
Nasional (SBN). In the case of
SNAP, Rahman was responsible
for removing the party’s senior
leader, James Wong, who was
also the strongman’s staunchest
critic, by detaining him under the
Internal Security Act (ISA). With
Wong out of the picture, Rahman
paved the way for new SNAP
leaders such as Dunstan
Endawie, Leo Moggie and Daniel
Tajem to helm the party. These new
SNAP leaders were more support-
ive of Rahman’s leadership,
which amplified his authority
within the coalition government.
Rahman further weakened
SNAP’s influence in Sarawak by
fielding PBB candidates in
Dayak-majority seats thus reduc-
ing SNAP’s representation in the
Council Negeri (State Legislative
Assembly) and parliament.

Rahman’s approach in quelling
the influence of SUPP was more
confrontational as compared to
his dealings vis-à-vis SNAP. Dis-
appointed with the SUPP leaders’
constant criticism of his leader-
ship, Rahman adopted two ag-
gressive measures to subdue the
Chinese-dominated party. First,
Rahman refused to appoint SUPP
leaders who were critical of his
leadership to the Sarawak cabinet.
Instead, Rahman appointed jun-
ior SUPP leaders who were not
even endorsed by their party to
assume Sarawak cabinet posts.
Second, Rahman weakened SUPP
by allowing the Democratic Ac-
tion Party (DAP) to spread its
wings into Sarawak. The opposi-
tion DAP’s presence in the state
thus quelled SUPP’s influence
within the Chinese community.

Apart from imposing his author-
ity in PBB and the SBN, there were
two other measures undertaken
by Rahman in order to buttress his
position in Sarawak. First, by
transforming PBB into the most
formidable force within the SBN
and second, by establishing a net-
work of political-economic clients
through timber politics and elec-
toral patronage.     By strengthening
PBB, Rahman used the Muslim
Bumiputera dominated party as
a vehicle to build his power base
within the ruling coalition and
also among Sarawak’s population
at large. The establishment of a
network of clients through timber
politics and electoral patronage
further fortified Rahman’s power,
enabling him to form political al-
liances and to dominate Sarawak
elections for over a decade. As a
result, Rahman was able to bring
‘order’ and ‘stability’ to the former
fiefdom of the Brookes, outper-
forming his two non-Muslim Iban

predecessors who had failed to
achieve the same goals during the
formative years of Malaysia.

The political dominance of the
MM Bumiputera strongmen-poli-
ticians continued to prevail after
the retirement of Rahman in 1981
when another influential MM
elite, Abdul Taib Mahmud, was
appointed to succeed him. In his
first seven years in office, Taib’s
leadership was seriously tested by
Rahman who was paradoxically
responsible for Taib’s ascendancy
in Sarawak politics. The uncle-
nephew conflict was not only per-
sonal in nature; it was actually a
struggle between two powerful
strongmen who were each trying
to wrest control of Sarawak’s rich
natural resources and the state
bureaucracy. Occupying the
state’s highest political office, Taib
was able to out-manoeuvre
Rahman despite the latter’s formi-
dable influence and wealth.

With a combination of the sack-
ing of many community leaders
who supported Rahman, the re-
vocation of timber licenses owned
by Rahman’s family and support-
ers and accommodative measures
(the co-optation of formerly pro-
Rahman assemblymen), Taib was
able to subdue his political en-
emies and build new alliances
within the SBN, thus allowing
him to survive the most testing
period of his long authoritarian
rule in Sarawak. After 1987, Taib
successfully consolidated
Sarawak’s electorate as evident
from the SBN’s domineering per-
formance in both state and par-
liamentary elections throughout
the 1990s and the new millen-
nium.

The Rahman era

Taib strategies
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Since 1981, Taib has effectively
performed the role of the federal
state’s representative by reli-
giously fulfilling its demands. In
return, federal leaders have en-
dorsed Taib’s leadership along
with granting him a high degree
of autonomy which has allowed
Taib the strongman to dominate
Sarawak’s society and its rich re-
sources. Apart from securing the
endorsement of federal leaders,
Taib has employed two key strat-
egies in ensuring the continuity
of his Rajah-like rule in Sarawak.

First, the Muslim Melanau
strongman has resorted to the use
of development goodies as a tool
to cajole and pressure the elector-
ate. After more than three decades
of politicising development, the
SBN has successfully embedded
the culture of developmentalism
in Sarawak society, making it al-
most impossible for any opposi-
tion party - which does not have
access to these political “goods” -
to unseat the ruling coalition.
Paradoxically, this ‘politics of de-
velopment’ has triggered a wave
of contestation by a small number
of Malay and Dayak groups who
have criticised the ruling
coalition’s development policies
as being urban-biased and crony-
centred. The importance of “de-
velopment politics” in Sarawak is
thus likely to persist for decades
to come as development achieve-
ment in the state is still lacking.
And as long as development
achievement is scarce, develop-
ment would remain a priceless
“commodity” which the ruling
party will effectively exploit as a
tool to remain in power.

Second, Taib has exploited the
large Sarawak civil service as a
tool of extensive social control

given its  ability to reach into ev-
ery small district in the state.
Apart from that, Taib has also
utilised the Sarawak civil service
as a source of patronage for his
cronies, clients and the people of
Sarawak by providing them em-
ployment and access to state re-
sources. Furthermore, the civil ser-
vice, known locally as perentah,
has long been a highly respected
institution among Sarawakians
especially the Muslim
Bumiputera. This has further en-
hanced its capability as a tool of
social penetration and control.
Consequently, the civil service has
proven to be a highly effective tool
of domination compared to the
PBB. Although the Muslim
Bumiputera PBB has grown stron-
ger under Taib’s rule (with 71 di-
visional offices, 1,095 branch of-
fices and 226,346 registered mem-
bers), it still lacks the financial re-
sources and the manpower to ef-
fectively bind the scattered popu-
lation of Sarawak. Moreover, the
PBB, just like any other political
party, normally becomes “active”
only during election periods. The
seasonal-nature of PBB thus has
impeded any attempt to exploit the
party as a vehicle of social control
within Sarawak’s society.

This conjuncture in Sarawak be-
tween the federal government and
the two MM strongmen has over
the years generated significant
change among the population.
Within the Muslim Bumiputera
community, the most significant
change affecting them after 1970
has been their increased support
towards the ruling party. Prior to
the co-optation of the MM
Bumiputera elites, the electorate
was deeply divided with Muslim
Bumiputeras supporting either
Parti Negara Sarawak (PANAS)

and Barisan Rakyat Jati Sarawak
(BARJASA), the non-Muslim
Bumiputera rallying behind
Pesaka and SNAP, while the Chi-
nese were divided between SUPP
and Sarawak Chinese Associa-
tion (SCA). However, the MM
elites who later became the
strongmen of Sarawak success-
fully cajoled the electorate to-
wards the SBN , transforming the
state into one of the BN’s bastions.

This domination, however, has
not been absolute. The Chinese
electorate would every now and
then switch their ‘loyalty’ to the
opposition DAP, depending on
the issues at play. In the 2006 elec-
tion, for example, the Chinese
overwhelmingly gave their sup-
port to the opposition, with the
DAP winning six seats while
Parti Keadilan Rakyat (PKR) se-
cured one seat. The non-Muslim
Bumiputera community, on the
other hand, is less inclined to vote
for the opposition, as compared
to their Chinese counterparts.
Only in the 1987 and 1991 elec-
tions did the non-Muslim
Bumiputera resist the ruling party
by voting the then in opposition
PBDS which was involved in the
failed attempt (along with
Rahman Yakub) to unseat the
Chief Minister. The Muslim
Bumiputera are generally aligned
to the SBN but there are a small
number of them who have re-
sisted the ruling party’s domi-
nance by supporting the opposi-
tion.

To these non-conformists, various
factors have influenced their po-
litical choices with inequitable de-
velopment as the major source of

No absolute
d o m i n a t i o n
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contention. Apart from that, other
sources of resistance have been
ethno-nationalism and the
struggle for democracy which is
still at its infancy. These two fac-
tors along with other localised is-
sues (especially land related mat-
ters) have continued to challenge
the ruling coalition and the MM
strongmen’s attempt to dominate
Sarawak’s multi-ethnic society.
Thus, despite the federal
government’s success in dominat-
ing Sarawak, it is imperative to
note that its domination is not
absolute even among the rela-
tively docile Muslim Bumiputera.

The federal government’s strategy
to rely on the MM strongmen have
generated change not only in so-
ciety but also in the federal gov-
ernment itself. To accommodate
the strongmen, the federal govern-
ment has  been forced to transfer
some of its power to these influ-
ential individuals who have ex-
ploited the state’s resources and
agencies to maintain their dual
positions. As a result, the federal
government’s agenda and poli-
cies have also been compromised
while malpractices such as cor-
ruption and abuse of power are
rampant. Some of the signs of gov-
ernment weaknesses are the fail-
ure of its development policies in
bringing equitable growth to
Sarawak’s multi-ethnic society;
the widespread practice of money
politics during elections; the su-
premacy of regionalism and local-
ism over national issues and
democratic idealism; and the
widespread public perception of
corruption among state leaders.

Still, it is unlikely that the MM
strongmen’s rule is going to be a

permanent feature of Sarawak
politics. Various forces are likely
to diminish the role of this power-
ful institution. Although respon-
sible for elevating and sustaining
the MM strongmen of Sarawak,
the extensive power of the Federal
government could effectively halt
this arrangement arbitrarily for
whatever reasons that they deem
fit. One of the ways federal lead-
ers could displace these MM
strongmen is to establish UMNO
in Sarawak. Once established,
PBB would be dissolved via as-
similation into UMNO. The forma-
tion of Sarawak UMNO would
definitely cripple the power of
Muslim Melanau leaders who
would lose their hitherto indepen-
dent political platform (i.e. PBB)
to exercise their regional power.
And the rule of the Muslim
Melanau strongmen in Sarawak
would certainly be ended if the
federal government is led by
Pakatan Rakyat (PR), which has
promised to reserve the Sarawak
Chief Ministership to the Iban
community.

The transformation of Sarawak’s
society, especially the emergence
of the middle class, will also play
a significant role in eroding the
institution of local strongmen.
Like colonial-era elites, the
middle class has the potential to
challenge the political domi-
nance of local strongmen through
their active participation in civil
society and electoral politics. To-
day, civil society in Sarawak is
dormant except for the active en-
gagement of local and interna-
tional environmental groups
which are fighting for the land
and ancestral heritage of Penans
and other indigenous groups.
This absence of a vibrant civil
society in Sarawak is likely to be

resolved as the state’s pool of
middle class grows and begins
to assert itself as a pressure
group.

As well, the local MM strongmen
would not be able to continue
dominating Sarawak politics as
time passes as the public’s access
to alternative information espe-
cially through the advent of infor-
mation communication technol-
ogy grows. When the control of
information is shattered, the
abuse of power and malpractice
of strongmen and other leaders
would inevitably be in the spot-
light, leading to the erosion of
strongmen’s dominance. Informa-
tion communication technology
via the internet is influential as it
has the potential to act as a genu-
inely robust fourth estate long
non-existent in Malaysia. For now
however, the low internet access
rate in Sarawak, standing at 6.8
percent in 2006, is still effectively
preventing Sarawak’s populace
from receiving alternative infor-
mation let alone launch a mass
reform movement to challenge the
strongmen. But as internet access
in Sarawak grows allowing more
Sarawakians to access alternative
information, these informed
masses will begin to put more pres-
sure on local strongmen, leading
to a possible collapse of their au-
thoritarian rule.

These forces would thus act as an
earthquake that triggers a tsunami
that is big enough to sweep away
not only the MM strongmen but
also the entire SBN. A preposter-
ous proposition you may think.
Maybe. But again that is exactly
what the sceptics said about the
Pakatan Rakyat opposition
chances in the historic March 8
election.

Not forever
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ri Lanka was once a
‘model democracy’ with
a welfare state and so-
cial indicators that were

the envy of the developing world.
Hence, there was great optimism
that life would return to normal,
the barriers and check-points
come down, tourists and foreign
investments flow back, and the
economy finally take off in an en-
vironment of peace and security
once the Liberation Tigers of
Tamil Eelam (LTTE) were de-
feated. Residents of central Co-

lombo who are daily inconve-
nienced by the security arrange-
ments of the President and vari-
ous VIPs that had turned the city
into a veritable battle-field had
hoped to see the barriers and
check-points go. They have been
disappointed!

After the defeat of the LTTE, it
was hoped that South Asia’s
most desirable capital city,
whose many beautiful trees had
been cut down to enhance VIP
security, would once again be-

come people, pedestrian and en-
vironment-friendly now that the
war was over. Residents of Co-
lombo also looked forward to an
end to the culture of politicians
breaking speed limits with im-
punity and the lifting of Emer-
gency Regulations (ER), which
had also been used and abused
by the State during the South-
ern Janatha Vimukthi
Peramuna (JVP), uprising in the
late eighties and early nineties
when tens of thousands died in
Southern Sri Lanka.

INTERNATIONAL
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These hopes have been dashed. It
is increasingly evident that the
Colombo regime’s insecurities
(despite or perhaps because of
weeks of vainglorious victory cel-
ebrations), coupled with 30 years
of war, have left an institutional
legacy and ‘security’ mindset that
would need a considerable shift
before Lanka takes off.

The question on many minds at
this time is: will militarisation be
a substitute for democratisation –
beyond the show of elections? The
impact of 30 years of armed con-
flict between successive Sri
Lankan governments and the Lib-
eration Tigers of Tamil Eelam
(LTTE), may be analysed in terms
of human, economic, and gover-
nance costs.

It is increasingly clear that the
governance cost and democracy
deficit would have the greatest
long term impact on the country.
The human costs of three decades
of conflict are evident in over
100,000 lives lost and maimed
and over half a million displaced
at different times including the
280,000 in internment camps in
Vavuniya at this time. The mount-
ing economic cost of conflict is
evident in the fact that in the final
year of war the government was
spending almost 17 per cent of
GDP on the war effort. This is
partly the reason for a 1.9 billion
IMF loan request at this time. Sri
Lanka has the largest armed
forces per capita in South Asia and
has trouble paying salaries. Yet,
strangely since the war ended
there are plans to enlarge the mili-
tary by 50 per cent – an odd sort of
military Keynsianism given that
the country does not produce its
own arms and spends billions on
armaments that it can hardly af-

ford.

Much work lies ahead if the nar-
rative of economic boom in Lanka
is to be realised. The challenge
now is to move beyond a highly
militarised, state-centric national
security paradigm and prioritise
human security and development,
which enabled the island to
achieve the highest social indica-
tors in South Asia. It is thus that
the military victory over the LTTE
may be translated into a stable and
sustainable peace in Sri Lanka.

The last three years of war to de-
feat the LTTE saw a serious ero-
sion of governance structures,
democratic institutions, and tra-
ditions of multiculturalism and
co-existence among diverse ethnic
and religious communities. It is
clear that post-LTTE, the govern-
ment would need to rethink the
military-centric national security
state and the repression that it cul-
tivated during the war, which in
some ways mimicked the tactics
and strategies of the enemy which
ran a quasi-state for a few years
in the Vanni.

In his book “Brave New World
Order” (Orbis Books, 1992, paper),
Jack Nelson Pallmeyer identified
several characteristics of a Na-
tional Security State, the primary
one of which is “the military not
only guarantees the security of the
state against all internal and ex-
ternal enemies, it has enough
power to determine the overall
direction of the society.. In a Na-
tional Security State the military
exerts important influence over
political, economic, as well as mili-

tary affairs… Authentic democ-
racy depends on participation of
the people. National Security
States limit such participation in
a number of ways: They sow fear
and thereby narrow the range of
public debate. They restrict and
distort information; and they de-
fine policies in secret and imple-
ment those policies through covert
channels and clandestine activi-
ties. The state justifies such ac-
tions through rhetorical pleas of
“higher purpose” and vague ap-
peals to “national security.”

Thirty years of war had signifi-
cant impact on democratic insti-
tutions in Sri Lanka. During the
final push to defeat the LTTE, the
government discredited the idea
of peace. Those opposed to war
and those who spoke for human
rights were termed ‘traitors’. Since
the war ended, the government
plans to build a war museum
rather than a peace and reconcili-
ation museum. An astrologer who
predicted difficult days ahead for
the powers-that-be in Colombo
was recently arrested and would
be under observation for three
months.

Meanwhile, according to the army
commander, the military would
be expanded by 50,000, even
though the war is over and Sri
Lanka has one of the largest mili-
taries per capita in South Asia. The
recruitment of additional troops
to man camps in the north-east is
of particular concern and sug-
gests that rather than restore sub-
stantive democracy, the govern-
ment plans a form of military oc-
cupation with the collusion of al-
lied Tamil paramilitary groups.
Moderate Tamil voices remain
marginalised and have raised
questions regarding the legiti-

Governance cost of
conflict and

m i l i t a r i s a t i o n
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macy of elections in a region with
such a large displaced popula-
tion.

While the country is broke and in
need of an IMF loan to pay among
other things the salaries of sol-
diers and an enormous cabinet of
ministers, which includes a num-
ber of the president’s relatives, the
mindset of militarism lives on. The
Sri Lanka government’s intern-
ment of 280,000 Tamils, some of
whom were witnesses to war
crimes and may give evidence, in
barbwire fenced camps and its
treatment of them as a national
security threat after claiming to
have ‘rescued’ them from the
LTTE; as well as, the failure to lift
Emergency Rule and disarm
paramilitaries in the north and
east; the phenomenon of white
van abductions of journalists, and
the failure to start a process of
demilitarisation and reconcilia-
tion with the minorities have led
the United States to extend travel
warnings for those wishing to
visit Sri Lanka. It seems unlikely
that western tourists would return
any time soon.

It is axiomatic that, as externalised
threats are perceived and nations
go to war, civil liberties and rights
in the domestic sphere are eroded.
This phenomenon was observed
by Max Weber, a founding father
of the discipline of sociology.
While a number of ministries have
proliferated those that actually
have power to make and imple-
ment policy are few and controlled
by the President and his brothers.
Nepotism is extremis! During the
last few years of the conflict, de-
velopment projects were required
to go through and get clearance
from the Defence Ministry. Such
centralisation has weakened de-

mocracy and strengthened the
grip of the ruling family on power.
One Rajapakse is Defence Secre-
tary and the other, a non-elected
member of parliament, who also
controls reconstruction in the
north and east. It is widely under-
stood that together the triumvirate
control 70 per cent of the economy
via control of key ministries.

Within days of the celebrations
following the capture of LTTE’s
de facto capital in January 2009,
one of the island’s leading jour-
nalists, Lasantha Wickrematunge,
Editor-in-Chief of the Sunday
Leader newspaper, a liberal anti-
establishment paper known for
exposing corruption and nepo-
tism in the state apparatus, was
assassinated in broad daylight in
Colombo. At his funeral, where
thousands gathered, an effigy of
Sri Lanka’s President, Mahinda
Rajapaksa, was burnt. The slain
journalist’s funeral was attended
by political leaders, media repre-
sentatives, civil society
organisations and senior foreign
diplomats in Colombo. The slain
journalist, who was also a law-
yer, had penned his own obitu-
ary three day’s before his assassi-
nation: “And then they came for
me”, naming in all but words his
killers. His final editorial pub-
lished posthumously which has
come to be known as the ‘letter
from the grave’ constitutes a pow-
erful indictment on the regime
that would be hard to shake off in
a country where astrology, the
symbolic and uncanny, carries
significant weight in politics.
Minimally, the state remains ac-
cused of promoting a ‘culture of
impunity’, which has rendered
Sri Lanka ‘one of the world’s most
dangerous places for journalists’,
according to ‘Reporters without

Borders’. In the past two years, at
least eight journalists have been
killed in the country, according to
the Committee to Protect Journal-
ists.

As the war (including an informa-
tion war) escalated, the phenom-
enon of extra-judicial killings rose.
Wickramatunge’s assassination
was in the wake of a series of kill-
ings and intimidation of journal-
ists and lawyers, and attacks on
independent media institutions in
the south.. In August 2008, Sri
Lanka lost its seat in the United
Nation’s Human Rights Council
and has since turned down sev-
eral requests by the United Na-
tions Human Rights Commission
to set up an observer mission to
monitor the situation in the coun-
try. At the end of the war, the
United Nations Human Rights
Commission called for an inde-
pendent inquiry into war crimes
by the parties to the conflict.

The culture of militarisation and
impunity that the conflict had en-
abled needs to be rolled back. Sri
Lanka has one of the largest
standing armies per capita in
South Asia and alternative jobs
would be necessary for the over
200,000 troops. The military vic-
tory over the LTTE is only one half
of the solution to building a peace-
ful and stable polity. It would also
be necessary to address the intra-
group dynamics of conflict. Many
of those who fought and died and
were disabled were from poor ru-
ral communities and
marginalised castes groups. A
war economy had grown, and
many of the rural poor worked as
soldiers and (women go as house-
maids to the Middle East). In a
time of rising unemployment due
to the global recession, it would
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be necessary to boost the economy
and provide jobs.

The ‘invincibility’ of the Libera-
tion Tigers of Eelam and the ter-
ror threat they posed to world
peace may have been often exag-
gerated. There were several rea-
sons for the defeat of the LTTE.
Principal among them was the
changing global security environ-
ment that became increasingly
hostile to groups that used terror-
ist methods post 9/11, as well as
the egotism and compounding
mistakes of the LTTE leader-
Prabakaran, principal among
which was the assassination of
Rajiv Gandhi, the former Prime
Minister of India. Prior to 9/11
and the global war on terror, the
LTTE and its transnational net-
work had grown and benefited
from a period of relatively unfet-
tered globalisation at the end of
the Cold War, also given consid-
erable international sympathy for
the plight of the minority Tamil-
speaking peoples in Sri Lanka. It
was recognised that one man’s
terrorist may be another’s libera-
tion fighter.

After 9/11, with the global “war
on terror’ there was far less inter-
national space and tolerance for
the organisation to manoeuvre.
The government capitalised on
this fact by renaming the conflict
in Sri Lanka a ‘war on terror’, so-
liciting international assistance to
shut down the LTTE’s funding
and supply networks from the
diaspora. While the Rajapakse
government waged a determined
battle against the organisation af-

ter abrogating the Norwegian–
brokered ceasefire in 2008, and
provided the armed forces all that
was needed by way of arms, am-
munition, and men, the interna-
tional context that had made the
LTTE apparently invincible in the
previous decades had changed. It
is also arguable that the demise of
the LTTE was also largely due to
its leader’s egotism and the com-
pounding of mistakes, including
the assassination of Rajiv Gandhi,
which had turned India against
the group.

The government of Sri Lanka has
very successfully assembled a
group of Asian donors, prominent
among them China, Japan and In-
dia to counterbalance western
criticism of its conduct of the last
days of the conflict. These donors
place less value on human secu-
rity and human rights and tend
to have a state-cenric approach to
security. The need to move beyond
state-centric security discourses
and address the root causes of
conflicts in South Asia from a
post-war-on-terror paradigm is,
however, increasingly apparent.

Since 9/11, instead of measured
and targeted responses to terror-
ist acts, militarisation and advo-
cacy for military solutions have
sometimes exacerbated and ag-
gravated the root causes of con-
flicts that require social and po-
litical-economic solutions. Social
sector and welfare state spending
has been reduced with the claim
that development cannot occur
without defence, even though the
poverty and conflict trap is a con-
sequence of the transfer of re-
sources that accompanies bal-
looning defence expenditure,
socio-economic decline, increased
regional and economic inequality,
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structural violence and aid depen-
dence.. Increasingly, it is obvious
that inclusive development and
peace building is necessary for
regional security in Sri Lanka, and
you can’t have one without the
others.

In the last three years,
militarisation and the ‘national
security state” had become perva-
sive with a significant erosion of
Sri Lanka’s democratic traditions
and institutions. While the mili-
tary victory over the LTTE is con-
clusive and there is little chance
that it would regroup and return
any time soon, the military victory
needs to be converted into a stable
and sustainable peace. Other long
term, low intensity, ethno-na-
tional conflicts in the region point
to the fact that groups fighting for
autonomy or rights for minorities
may re-group and return years or
decades later as was the case in
Nepal and Aceh Indonesia, un-
less there is a political solution
that addresses the root causes of
conflict. To ensure a sustainable
peace the government would need
to win the confidence of minority
cultural groups, work toward rec-
onciliation and address the root
causes of the conflict. Simulta-
neously, it would be necessary to
repair a dysfunctional democracy
whose institutions were signifi-
cantly eroded in the course of de-
cades of war-induced emergency
rule, which the government has
still not lifted.

Myth and reality about
t h e  “ i n v i n c i b i l i t y ”

of  the LTTE:
The global context
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ith the periodic reports in the press of
people dying while in police custody or at
MACC premisses, it would be wise for all
Malaysians to do the following should they

be called in to give statements as a witness or as a
suspect for any crime. The recommended actions
are as follows; -

a. Determine at which station you are required to
give your statement (as witness or suspect)

b. Immediately proceed to any other police station.
Do not go alone - go with a friend, preferably a
lawyer. You just can’t be too careful

c. At this other police station, make a police report
stating that:
i. You are currently having no problems (social,

personal, business, financial etc) and do not
intend whatsoever to commit suicide (e,g, per-
haps by jumping down 14 stories just to see if
you can fly or because of too much question-
ing throughout the night) while in the police/
MACC premises;

ii. You are of good health and do not suffer from
any chronic disease or injury that could cause
a (or actually your) sudden death;

iii. You have no bruises nor swollen organs be-
fore going in to give your statement. In short -
you have a clean bill of health;

iv. That should you be found dead in the lock up
or while in custody or anywhere in the pre-
mises of the police/MACC - to please suspect
foul play;

v. That you want to leave the premises of the
police/MACC once it is past 6.00pm and if
you do not leave,  that means you are held
against your will in the said police/MACC
premises where they are “taking” or “mak-

ing” your statement;

d. Upon making the said report, to give a copy to
your lawyer friend while you keep another copy
in your top shirt pocket;

e. You and your friend must now part company and
go separate ways;

f. Only then should you proceed to the Police or
MACC station to be “interviewed” by the police/
MACC interrogators

g. Upon meeting up with the police or MACC inter-
rogators, immediately hand them the police re-
port from your top shirt pocket and tell them that
another copy is with your lawyer. (Make sure
this lawyer friend is no longer with you at this
point; otherwise no more copy-lah, as he too will
be “called in” to give his statement.)

Now all the above is so important as it is all done in
the hope that they (Police and MACC interrogators)
will be “nice” to you and thus you are able leave the
premises in due course on your own steam (walk-
ing out by yourself) and not be carried out in a body
bag or taken on a stretcher to the hospital ICU).

THINKING ALLOWED
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adies and gentlemen,
thank you for your invi-
tation for me to speak to-
day. When I accepted

your kind offer, I was ‘party-less.’
But things have now changed. I
have drawn my line in the sand.
And I have chosen sides. Today, I
am a proud member of Parti
Keadilan Rakyat.

Today, I am persuaded by the ar-
gument that for Malaysia to have
democracy and the Rule of Law,
we must have a new government;
a viable inclusive government of
the people; a government for all
Malaysians. Today I am dedicated
to the cause of securing the suc-
cess of Parti Keadilan and
Pakatan Rakyat, and ensuring
that it galvanises the best talents
and ideas to form a robust alter-
native Malaysian political force to
lead the nation, to deliver true in-
tegration and nationhood.

This country was established as
a secular multicultural and multi-
religious democracy a’la the
Westminster model. The Consti-
tution, however, provides for a
special position for the Malays
and natives of Sabah and
Sarawak. They unfortunately
omitted to include the Orang Asli
in this special category, although
they were naturally the first origi-

nal inhabitants of this country.
All they got was a Jabatan Orang
Asli. The special provisions for
Bumiputras under Article 153 do
not make them more special than
other citizens, for the fighters of
independence did not envisage
an Orwellian society where some
are more equal than others. The
acceptance of equality of rights as
citizens is central to the success
of our Malaysian journey.

When the Prime Minister an-
nounced his ‘1Malaysia’ slogan,
I asked if that meant he would
make a declaration that all Malay-

sians are equal. The answer was
not forthcoming till today. All he
said was rights must be under-
stood in the context of responsi-
bilities. Another fuzzy reply.

When critics asked if ‘1Malaysia’
is an affirmation of the rights of
ALL the citizens under the Con-
stitution, an affirmation of the
multicultural and multi-religious
nature of our country; and that the
principles of Rukun Negara will
continue to be the mainstay of our
society... my detractors say that my
views are fodder for the egos and
insecurities of those who detest
the constitutional position of the
Malays.

They say I work too hard at being
a Malaysian and by doing so, have
forgotten my roots and responsi-
bilities to the Malays. And that no
right thinking Malay, who truly
understands what is at stake,
would ever support me. I know my
heritage. I know my humble be-
ginnings. And I know my roots
and responsibilities as a Malay.
They are wrong. To them, let me
say this:

Umno – being hidden in a cave
for so long and concealed from the
real world – have almost aban-

DEMOCRACY

Failure is not an option
Our future and that of our children and their children
depends on our success

by Zaid Ibrahim
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