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Divided
shared

people,
destiny?

Sarawakians and Sabahans have to believe that there is hope
- not only for change through the ballot box but for a better
shared destiny between East and West Malaysia
by Sheridan Mahavera
ith the impending
completion and soon-tobe commissioned Bakun
Dam, Malaysians will
get a glimpse of yet another irony
in the incongruent tapestry of their
country.

W

A core component of Sarawak’s
huge power corridor of more than
13 proposed hydro-electric dams
in the state, Bakun reportedly aims
to supply power to mega-industries like Rio Tinto’s aluminium
smelter, and to the towns and industry of Sarawak and Peninsular Malaysia. All the former residents of the remote Bakun watershed in central Sarawak who were
re-settled to make way for the huge
dam will thus see Bakun’s power
transported from the hydro-electric dam to other parts of the state
and beyond the South China Sea via massive overland and submarine cables.
A majority of Sarawak’s rural folk
will thus see Bakun’s electricity
pass them by. Many rural residents will continue to get their
electricity from noisy personal
generators that they have to feed
with their own diesel.
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EDITOR'S

NOTE

In our cover story, Sheridan Mahavera explores federal-state relations in relation to Sarawak and Sabah.
The people of these two states have to believe that
there is hope, not only for change through the ballot
box but for a better shared destiny between east and
west Malaysia.
Sheridan follows up by interviewing political economist Andrew Aeria, who speaks frankly about the
divide between east and west and suggests what
can be done to overcome it.
One of the big problems in the two north Borneo states
is the exploitative development that has caused
havoc especially in the interior of the region. Prema
Devaraj looks at how this exploitation has extended
to the sexual exploitation of marginalised indigenous
girls and women. A more holistic and sustainable
development is needed to put an end to it.
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It promises to be another fleshand-blood example of the continuing tragedy of Sarawak – where
the precious fruits of its resources
are taken out for others to enjoy
while the poor locals sit by and
watch.
The story is also repeated in
Sabah, where whole villages have
to rely on Western NGOs to build
simple fresh water supply systems while Putrajaya elites boast
about how Malaysia sent a man
into space.
These stories are strung together
to form that collective lament that
is heard every 31 August and 16
September: why is it that after 46
years of Malaysia, Sabahans and
Sarawakians feel no closer to Peninsular Malaysians?
Many young Sarawakians and
Sabahans believe that their two
homelands have given more in
terms of petroleum revenues and
votes for a Peninsula-centric ruling coalition than they have received in terms of development.
Most importantly, many of them
feel that because they are still not
treated as equal siblings in the
Malaysian family, the only recourse would be for Sabah and

Sarawak to go their own way, apparently.
In other words, is the divide between the two regions in terms of
infrastructure and culture so irreconcilable even after nearly five
decades, that many feel Sabah,
Sarawak and the Peninsula might
as well be foreign countries in the
true sense of the word?

Divide by history
and
design
Talking about a “divide” between
the three homelands is tricky. The
individual histories of these regions, their multi-cultural populations and how their societies
have evolved righy up to 1963
makes it seem as if they were
meant to be organically different
from one another.
There is also the geographical
distance. Universiti Malaysia
Sarawak political scientist Dr
Andrew Aeria points to the sea
that literally separates the
three areas as a factor that has
widened the chasm between
their peoples.
It was precisely because of these
differences in terms of development between the Peninsula and
Aliran Monthly : Vol.29(8) Page 4

Sarawak and Sabah that the
latter’s forefathers insisted on a
set of conditions that would govern these two regions once they
agreed to form Malaysia.
The 20-point agreement for Sabah
and the 18-point for Sarawak allowed local leaders wide freedom
to craft education, language and
physical development policies
that would suit the special needs
of the two regions.
Some of its provisions included
the freedom not to have Islam as
the State religion, (point 1) the
ability to manage immigration
(point 6), control of revenues and
where the monies are spent (point
11) and creating school systems
(15) that would serve the needs of
their various communities.
The agreements, says Dayak social activist Dr John Brian Anthony, would prevent both States
from being colonised by Peninsula-oriented Malay-Muslim interests.
Out of all the provisions, only the
immigration control remains the
fully functional provision, adds
Anthony.
“Somehow, the federal govern-

ment has ignored the agreement
and even changed the ‘rules’
without the consent of Sarawak
and Sabah,” he says.
Aeria however disagrees and
points out that the watering down
of the various provisions were
accomplished through a series of
bureaucratic changes and constitutional amendments agreed
upon and supported by pliant
state government regimes installed by Kuala Lumpur.
Sabah and Sarawak were gradually pulled into the sphere of influence emanating from Kuala
Lumpur and they were made to
adopt its bureaucratic system, like
in education.
Most of the revenues from their
natural resources were given over
to the Peninsula.. For example,
Sabah and Sarawak’s petroleum
reserves are controlled by
Petronas on account of the 1974
Petroleum Development Act,
which handed over control of petroleum resources in the whole
country to Petronas and which
allocates five per cent of royalties
to each oil-producing state (including Sabah and Sarawak).
Still, even though Sabah controls
immigration, this has not prevented it from being flooded by
illegals during the 1990s. The sudden increase of dubious citizens
of Indonesian and Filippino origin has been a constant problem
in Sabah society, which locals
have blamed on the Barisan
Nasional federal government.
But what has anguished
Sabahans and Sarawakians the
most is arguably the way the BN
Federal Government has tried to

insidiously change the ethnic
character of both states.
In the words of Kota Kinabalu resident Dayang Yohana Awang
Salleh, the federal government has
“taken all our revenue but only
given us racism and religious intolerance”.

Bringing closer
drifting

but

school and civilise the natives.
Dayang Yohana relates how almost overnight, the students in her
secondary school had been segregated into Malay and non-Malay
groups by their Peninsula teachers.
“My friends used to mix freely
and we didn’t even look at each
other as Malay or non-Malay. But
suddenly the Malay kids would

If the old divide was due to geography and historical circumstance, the modern rift ironically
comes from how the Peninsulacentric Federal Government has
tried to bring the three regions together.
The freedom to fashion Sarawak
and Sabah societies according to
their needs was eroded so that
they became less of the autonomous entities envisioned in the
agreements to more of units within
and dependent on a strong,
centralised organisation headed
from Kuala Lumpur.
As power receded from these
states, the Federal BN began sowing the seeds of a Malay-Muslim
national identity that grated with
the inter-ethnic harmony in Sabah
and Sarawak.

AM15:7

“In their policies, the federal government has little appreciation of
the sheer diversity of ethnicities,
faiths, languages, lifestyles,
dreams and hopes of Sabahans
and Sarawakians,” says Aeria.
This re-engineering of their societies was felt most acutely in
schools. Teachers from the Peninsula many claim, come to Sarawak
and Sabah schools with highminded ambitions to cajole,
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be separated and put into special
classes.

more importance than 16 September, Malaysia Day.

outside Sabah and Sarawak to
earn decent incomes.

“They were told not to mix with
the non-Malays and that they had
to compete with them in the exams.

“This speaks volumes about what
the BN federal and state governments think of the position of
Sabah and Sarawak in the federation. How else does one interpret
this symbolism?” asks Aeria.

“In other words, the Barisan
Nasional has delivered a very bitter-sweet form of developmentdeprivation in East Malaysia.”

“It was distressing because these
teachers were essentially telling
us that it was wrong to mix with
the non-Malay friends that we
had grown up with,” she says.
Kuching-based photographer
Norman Goh relates the same
thing when speaking of his experiences as a former teacher.

Prime Minister Najib Abdul
Razak, however, recently announced that 16 September would
be a national holiday starting from
2010 to commemorate Malaysia
Day. Although belated, this announcement will undoubtedly be
welcomed by Sabahans and
Sarawakians.

“Teachers that I came into contact
with from the Peninsula would
tell Sarawakian students and
teachers that they should not mix
with other races. We hate this attitude because in Sarawak we mix
freely with each other.”

Although a disconnect still exists,
Unimas’ Aeria stresses that many
Sabahans, Sarawakians and Peninsula Malaysians blend in
seamlessly both ways.

This is not just about Peninsular
arrogance and the way they impose such racial attitudes upon
Sabahans and Sarawakians.

Although the psychological disconnect can be disputed what is
harder to ignore is the brick and
mortar differences between the living standards between the Peninsula and Sabah and Sarawak.

Adam, a secondary school teacher
in Sarawak, points to how their
attitude towards ethnicity and religion colours everyday life and
makes it hard for Sabahans and
Sarawakians to live in the Peninsula and vice versa.

Adam cites how despite
Sarawak’s natural riches, it still
struggles to provide adequate
health care even in highly urban
Kuching.

“In Sarawak, you can be a nonMuslim and use terms like
Alhamdulillah (praise Allah) and
Allah and it’s not a problem. But I
can never say these things in the
Peninsula,” says Adam, who declined to reveal his full identity for
fear of repercussions in his job.
It also does not help that Merdeka
on 31 August has long been given

While schools, houses, roads and
towns have been built and standards of living have risen in
Sabah and Sarawak says Aeria,
poverty has also deepened and
income inequality has increased.
“Given the resource-based structure of the economies of Sabah and
Sarawak, job opportunities are
severely limited and more and
more natives are forced to work
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A return
to the past or
leap to the future?
The majority of noise in
cyberspace generated by critical
Sabahans and Sarawakians is for
a return to the 20- and 18-point
agreements.
The full implementation of each
of the points is seen as the ultimate salve for the wounds
Sabahans and Sarawakians feel
they have sustained over the 46
years of their association with Malaya.
The points are trumpeted as the
solutions that will end the “orang
Semenanjung, orang Sabah, orang
Sarawak” syndrome and bring
their peoples together.
Advocates for a return to the
agreements claim that it would
empower non-Muslim indigenous groups by getting rid of any
official State religion and that natives get bumiputera status recognition that is equal to that accorded the Malays in the Peninsula.
The agreements would also stop
Peninsular policy makers from
coming in and disrupting the
close ethnic concord between
communities.
Malaysian Orang Asal Network
president Adrian Lasimbang
claims that Peninsula-oriented

foreign countries?
Unimas’ Aeria points to how this
has occurred with immigration
controls.

Federal Government officers are
often unaware that the many
tribes of both states have
bumiputera status.
“Education and welfare aid is
mainly in the hands of federal
government agencies. But its officers often think that only Malays
are bumiputeras.
“We have many cases of nonMalay bumiputera being denied
aid while new bumiputera get
help,” Lasimbang says. He uses
the term “new bumiputera” to refer to the thousands of illegal immigrants who became citizens
through dubious means in the
1990s.
The problem, he says, could have
been easily overcome had the federal agencies been “Borneanised”
with natives aware of Sabah’s and
Sarawak’s diversity.
Anthony, who runs the well
known dayakbaru.com website,
claims that the erosion of the noState-religion principle has pre-

vented a Dayak from becoming
either chief minister or Yang Dipertua Negara.
“When Tunku Abdul Rahman
was campaigning in Sarawak to
sell the Malaysia idea, he pledged
that should the chief minister be
Muslim, the Yang Di-Pertua
Negara must be Dayak. I specifically remember this being broadcasted on the radio.”
“But ever since Islamisation crept
into Sarawak, the powers-that-be
insist that a Yang Di-Pertua
Negara be a Muslim. This should
not be.”

Building

Unity

Yet, despite the promise of autonomy and self-sustainability of
the agreements, the question must
be asked: can the people of the
three regions be unified if the solution to their schism lies in implementing policies that would make
life in Sabah, Sarawak and the
Peninsula so different from each
other that they will really seem like
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A foreigner under the ‘Malaysia,
My Second Home’ programme
can get a 10-year residence visa
in both Sabah and Sarawak. A
Peninsula Malaysian, however,
wanting to spend a lengthy sojourn in both states is only entitled
to a three-month visit pass that
must be constantly renewed by
exiting and re-entering the states.
As well, all Peninsular Malaysians who work in both states but
who are not attached to the federal civil service are required to
apply for a work visa, which must
be renewed annually or every two
years. All Peninsular Malaysians
are required to leave the state
upon retirement - the exception
being only when a Peninsular
Malaysian is granted PR status or
is married to a local. Sabahans
and Sarawakians working and
living in Peninsular Malaysia
face no such hurdles.
“Immigration controls therefore
no longer serve any meaningful
purpose. They only reinforce the
mental and psychological divides in our mind instead of
building up a sense of oneness
and emotional belonging. It is
time we removed these barriers
to unity.”
Aeria thus believes that talk of the
20-point and 18-point agreements
is mere rhetoric and that the solution to Sabah and Sarawak’s woes
lies in looking towards the future
instead of to the past.
“What we do need today are more
just and respectful policies and

more development funds that deliberately aim at overturning the
hitherto neglect of both Sabah and
Sarawak in the national developmental agenda.

. . . via recognising
diversity
“Policies must recognise the
unique religious, cultural and linguistic diversities of the peoples
of Sabah and Sarawak as being
as important as any other mainstream ethnic community in the
country.
“Recognition of the main languages of Sabah (KadazanDusun) and Sarawak (Iban) has
to be officially institutionalised at
all levels.”
For the youths interviewed for this
article, the only lasting solution
would be mutual separation although this is forbidden in the two
agreements.
Marketing executive Mike Cheng
points to how well Singapore has
done when it left Malaysia in
1965.
“They broke away and made it
big. Borneo is larger in size and
we have more resources; so it is
very possible that we could do just
as well.Unless the Federal Government is sincere about doing
justice to Sarawak and Sabah, we
feel we would be better off on our
own.”
Kuching-based Adam was ecstatic over the prospect.
“It would be the only way where
we could finally control all our
resources to use it for our people.

“Now we only get five per cent of
the oil revenue; imagine what we
could do with all of it. It’s not that
I do not love Malaysia, but I feel
that if we were on our own maybe
the people of Sarawak can finally
be the masters of their land.”
However, this option is extremely
difficult. The 1963 Malaysia Act
forbids secession.

. . . via the ballot box?
A better bet to healing the rift
would be for voters to enact political change on the ground, starting with their local leaders.
This is already happening as seen
in the 2008 general elections
where support in middle-class,
urban constituencies is shifting
towards non-BN candidates and
parties.
Aeria, however, feels that parties
such as the DAP and Parti
Keadilan Rakyat offer little substantial value for the electorate in
terms of principles or policies.
“There is presently no opposition
worth talking about to even begin
contesting elections here.”
Not too long ago, people used the
same line of argument when discussing opposition parties in Peninsular Malaysia, before March
2008.
In fact, much of the speculation in
the run-up to that election predicted that BN would win handily in all states except Kelantan.
No one, not even the Pakatan
Rakyat parties themselves, expected them to keep Kelantan and
take over four more states.
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Though how the Pakatan administrations are currently faring is
debatable, their victories have
brought changes in attitude in
how the BN relates to the aspirations of Malaysians.
It could be argued that the
liberalisation of the economy by
stripping away pro-Malay regulations and a review of the Internal Security Act could not have
been done if the BN had not lost
ground last year.
Though much of the rhetoric was
inflammatory, the concerns highlighted by the banned Hindu
Rights Action Front on behalf of
the Indian community have made
the Prime Minister himself pay serious attention to this ethnic
group.
A loud and clear signal at the ballot box would jolt the local and
federal BN that the populace rejects their current divide-and-deprive methods.
There is thus every possibility that
Sabahans and Sarawakians will
soon see the end of Peninsulastyle racism, the start of more
funds to the states and more respect for indigenous rights.
But for that to happen, they have
to believe that there is hope - not
only for change through the ballot box but for a better shared destiny between East and West Malaysia. q

Sheridan Mahavera is a
journalist who used to
work with a major mainstream newspaper.
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The

East-West

Malaysia

divide

An interview with Andrew Aeria
by Sheridan Mahavera
other.

Q: After 46 years of association
with Malaya, Sabahans and
Sarawakians feel just as disconnected emotionally with the
people from “Semenanjung” as
their grandparents were before
1963. Why do you think this has
happened and what are its root
causes?

8

Root

Causes

First, it is inappropriate to lump
all Sabahans and Sarawakians
together as an aggregated whole.
In my opinion, not all Sabahans
and Sarawakians feel disconnected emotionally from the
people of Semenanjung (and viceversa). There are many who blend
in seamlessly both ways. But certainly, one cannot deny that there
still exists a sense of dis-connect
among many segments of Sabah,

AM12:11

Sarawak and even Peninsular
Malaysian society towards their
fellow citizens across the South
China Sea.
Second, we cannot escape our geography. Distance and the South
China Sea divide the peoples of
the peninsula from those of
Borneo. And our transport links
between both regions aren’t superlative either. Certainly, they are
much better today than before. But
historically, it has always been
prohibitively expensive and timeconsuming to travel between both
territories. This has discouraged
social interaction between us. This
has partly had an impact upon
Sabah, Sarawak and Peninsula
society and how we view each
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Third, the states of Peninsular
Malaysia, Sarawak and Sabah all
have different socio-cultural
make-ups and politically-administratively different histories. And
despite merger in 1963, the Alliance/BN Federal Government
(led by an increasingly chauvinistic Umno) has consistently
sought to impose its own ethnic
(especially
Malay-Muslim)
worldview and imaginings of
what it means to be Malaysian
upon the whole country. In their
policies, the Umno/BN Federal
Government has had little appreciation of the sheer diversity of
ethnicities, faiths, languages,
lifestyles, dreams and hopes of
Sabahans and Sarawakians. This
has partly contributed towards
the continuing sense of emotional
dis-connect.
Fourth, the Federal Government
presently gives greater priority to
celebrating Merdeka Day on 31
August instead of Malaysia Day
on 16 September. Like it or not, the
BN state governments in Sabah
and Sarawak are forced to do likewise. Considering that the 1963
merger to form Malaysia was a
joining of equals instead of a subjugation of Borneo by Kuala
Lumpur, this celebration of 31
August speaks volumes about
what the BN federal government

The Rungus of Sabah: Well known for their fine weavings

thinks of the position of Sabah
and Sarawak within the federation. How else does one interpret
this symbolism?
Fifth, KL has tended to treat independent-minded leaders from
Sabah and Sarawak with an ironfist instead of engaging them as
political partners as per the idea
of a genuinely-equal partnership
of three territories which formed
Malaysia via merger. Both
Sarawak and Sabah have seen this
iron-fist on many occasions, with
its people suffering the consequences of elite-level fights, emergencies and tense political standoffs. KL only entertains and supports leaders that are pliable and
who are willing to be co-opted into
the federal BN mould. As noted
in the work of a young academic,
Dr Faisal S. Hazis (2008), KL only
entertains leaders in Sabah and
Sarawak who are willing to a)
safeguard national interests; b)
maintain Malay-Muslim dominance; c) ensure the federal BN’s
continued dominance of state and
parliamentary elections; d) transfer the rights to extract natural resources to the federal government;
and e) provide political stability

within the federation. Complicating matters is that these co-opted
local leaders then are allowed a
relatively free hand to also greedily exploit the resources of their
respective states of Sabah and
Sarawak. Thus, although local,
these Sabahan/Sarawakian leaders (and their business cronies)
are seen as political
and
economic
agents of KL, who
are promoted and
protected by KL
power – which
adds to the continued
perception
problem of an emotional dis-connect.
Sixth, Peninsula
Malaysia society
remains largely ignorant of the sociopolitical, economic
and cultural realities of Sabah and
Sarawak society.
Why so? Again, the
Umno-led federal
government
is
partly responsible
given their desire to
mould Malaysia in

their own narrow ethnic worldview. But at the same time, the
national mainstream media are
also responsible since they have
long taken their media cues from
the federal government. This historical lack of a dynamic media
scene which provides a critical
and comprehensive view of national life has contributed to a
deep-seated national bias in the
country where focus on the peninsula takes precedence within
the federation over that of Sabah/
Sarawak. Such media messages
have led to the construction of an
imagined reality such that many
(although not all) West Malaysians perceive West Malaysia as
“Malaysia” while Sabah and
Sarawak are perceived as being
part of a “foreign land”.
Seventh, the existence of regionalbased political parties in Sabah
and Sarawak (many members of

A priestess conducts a ritual ceremony near Kudat.
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the BN) like PBS,
LDP, PBB, SUPP,
PRS, SNAP, SAPP, etc
not only maintains a
regional-based
worldview (i.e. us in
Sabah/Sarawak versus them from West
Malaysia) in their
overall political outlook but they also
make it a centralplank of their election
campaigns to ask
Sabahans
and
Sarawakians to vote
for their own regional parties and
not for West Malaysian parties. This regional outlook
of Sabah/Sarawak political parties thus contributes to a deep
sense of division; often inflaming
sentiments of regional-sectarian
differences between Malaysians
for electoral gain and cheap political mileage. Put differently,
such political parties divide instead of unite. Just as race- and
religious-based political parties in
West Malaysia are responsible for
contributing towards the deepening problem of ethno-religious
sectarianism in the country, so too
regional-based parties in Sabah
and Sarawak contribute towards
a deepening sense of deeply divisive but vacuous regional-sentiments. This kind of political parties only promote a “tempurung”
(coconut shell) kind of thinking.
Finally, immigration control between Peninsular Malaysia(PM)
and Sabah/Sarawak. Although
agreed to by the decision-makers
in 1963, I think these controls have
served to divide us and our common imaginings of a united nation. Where in the self-respecting
democratic world – apart from

Malaysia – does a country have
internal immigration controls that
limit the rights of movement and
rights of citizens to work? Such
controls not only run contrary to
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (and arguably also
our Federal Constitution) but also
have a negative impact upon the
psyche of those who travel between PM and Sabah/Sarawak.
They only reinforce the perception
of division and difference instead
of unity.

As well, times and thinking have changed. Restricting the movement
and work of Malaysian
citizens in an era of
globalisation is potentially suffocating for the
economies of Sabah/
Sarawak and Malaysia
as a whole. How do you
attract talent to help develop local economies if
Malaysians are treated as
foreigners in their own
country having to renew
their work permits every
year or once every two
years? In the meantime,
retired pensioners from
Europe, Australia and Japan are
given 10-year Malaysia My Second-Home Visas to settle down in
Sabah and Sarawak without all
the immigration hassles! Further,
what does this say to citizens and
pensioners from Peninsular Malaysia who wish to settle down in
beautiful Sabah and Sarawak?
Presently, under the immigration
controls, this right to settle down
in Sabah/Sarawak is not available to West Malaysians even if
we have worked here for decades.

Immigration controls in Sabah/
Sarawak may have been perceived as necessary back in 1963
because Sabah/Sarawak feared
being overwhelmed by an influx
of immigrants from PM. And yet,
the statistical record suggests that
more Sabahans and Sarawakians
have travelled to the peninsula
over the years to work and settle
down there than vice-versa. So,
why do the state governments of
Sabah/Sarawak continue maintaining immigration controls
when they don’t even serve the
original purpose they were enacted for?

Thus, immigration controls in
Sabah/Sarawak no longer serve
any meaningful purpose. If anything, they only serve to reinforce
the mental and psychological divides in our mind instead of building up a sense of oneness and
emotional belonging. It is time we
removed these barriers to unity if
we truly believe in the idea of
1Malaysia. Otherwise, we perpetuate division. But obviously,
the dull thinking of our politicians
(and judges) have not changed
much since 1963 since they maintain immigration control for reasons best known to themselves
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and justified by their own unfathomable logic. After all, Parliament
has amended our constitution
numerous times over the last 46
years to suit evolving times and
situations. Thus, to claim that we
cannot remove immigration controls because it is a 1963 constitutional provision is a genuinely
lame excuse. Like I said earlier,
times and thinking have changed.

History
Q: There have been assertions
that the people of Sabah and
Sarawak were not too keen on
joining with Malaya when the
idea was first mooted in 1963 at
the time the Cobbold Commission went around to survey their
opinions. It has also been suggested that the two states were
pressed to join largely because
of the relationship that Tunku
Abdul Rahman had cultivated
with leaders from these two
States. This view postulates that
in reality, the commission’s findings showed that a majority of the
populace did not want to join.
Could this be the main reason
why there has been no real and
substantive affinity between the
people of the peninsula and
Sabah and Sarawak?
A close reading of the merger literature shows that there was no
conclusive majority agreement by
the citizens of Sabah and Sarawak
to join Malaya, Singapore and
Brunei in forming Malaysia. It was
the British who twisted the arms
of leaders in Sabah, Sarawak and
Malaya to form Malaysia via
merger in their haste to decolonise
from the region.
Nonetheless, 46 years of nationbuilding have passed. If there ex-

ists little substantive affinity between the people of the peninsula
and Sabah and Sarawak today,
we should not continue to blame
history. It’s a bit pathetic to do so.
If at all merger and the formation
of Malaysia was perceived to be
“a mistake” or an “unwilling
compromise”, then surely 46 years
is a long enough time period to
correct that “mistake” and rebuild
the trust and bonds between us,
right? Thus, the perception of low
affinity between our peoples today should really be attributed to
our hitherto inadequate attempts
at forging a genuine sense of nationhood, of national identity, one
that is inclusive of all our diverse
backgrounds and respectful of all
our values and dreams.

throughout the former British
Empire have succeeded at making
a go at nationhood and nationbuilding despite having a small
population and little resources.
But not all have succeeded
equally while some have failed.
Similarly, many large countries
have managed to make a go of nationhood and nation-building but
others have not succeeded as well.
Thus, maybe Sabah and Sarawak
(had they formed their own country back in 1963) could have made
of go of things on their own. And
maybe not. Who knows? Does it
matter anymore? Why look back
at what could have been instead
of working concretely with what
we have now and where we want
to go as a nation?

Q: I interviewed historian Khoo
Kay Kim and he says that the formation of Malaysia was mainly
initiated by the British through
Tunku Abdul Rahman. The Brits
had wanted to ensure that Sabah,
Sarawak, Brunei and Singapore
were not gobbled up by Indonesia as Sukarno at the time was
flirting with Communism. So he
believes though the populace of
Sabah and Sarawak did not really consent to joining Malaysia,
it was in retrospect preferable to
both States being absorbed by Indonesia. The country already
owned Kalimantan and could
have easily have marched into
Sabah and Sarawak. Do you feel
that in the 60s, Sabah and
Sarawak could have had a different and better future than joining either Malaya or Indonesia,
or was joining either inevitable?

Elections

I think this is a moot question for
us today. Decolonisation has always been at best a difficult process. Many tiny countries
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Q: If it is true that the East Malaysian populace is resentful of
being constantly maltreated by
the peninsula-centred BN Federal Government, why do election results show consistent support for BN parties? Why is
Pakatan Rakyat, whose pledges
include appointing a deputy PM
for the region and more equitable treatment for the two
States, rejected by voters?
I think it is inaccurate to suggest
that the whole East Malaysian
populace is resentful of being constantly maltreated by the “Peninsula-centred BN Federal Government”. Not all East Malaysians are
resentful about their treatment by
the BN Federal government. Large
segments of local Sabahans and
Sarawakians have made huge fortunes and built good professional
careers with the help of the BN
Federal government since 1963.
Hundreds of thousands of

Sabahans and Sarawakians have
benefited in one way or another.

basis in both states in recent history.

Maybe things will change in future, I do not know.

And yet, this said, there are still
hundreds of thousands, who feel
a deep-seated sense of deprivation
and loss; who sense maltreatment
at being neglected, marginalised
or treated as second or even thirdclass citizens in their own land.
This is undeniable.

And then, there is the question of
a credible opposition. Pray tell me,
where is the credible opposition
today in Sabah and Sarawak?
Former opposition parties SUPP
and SNAP (in the 1960s) and PBS
and PBDS (in the 1980s) once
flourished. But once they joined
the BN government, they lost all
credibility and are now weak
shells of their former selves. There
is presently no opposition worth
talking about to even begin contesting elections here. The ethnically-inclined DAP has weak and
limited appeal because it is only
interested in playing to the Chinese gallery in urban areas. PKR
presently is also weak. They may
have big dreams of winning future elections but so far, they have
only managed to showcase how
disorganised they are in Sabah

Taking all these factors together,
it’s not hard to understand why
BN has won so many previous
elections in Sabah and Sarawak.

Why do election results show
consistent support for BN parties?
Well, partly because the BN has
delivered somewhat in Sabah and
Sarawak. Infrastructure has been
built, housing, utilities/amenities
and public services have improved, and incomes have risen.
But so too poverty has deepened
and income inequality has increased. This too is undeniable.
Given the resource-based structure of the economies of Sabah and
Sarawak, job opportunities are severely limited and
more and more natives are forced to
work
outside
Sabah
and
Sarawak to earn
decent levels of income. In other
words, the BN has
delivered a very
bitter-sweet form
of developmentdeprivation in
East Malaysia. As
well, to ensure it
wins as many
seats as possible in
every election, the BN has consistently bullied, bluffed and bribed
their way to victory. They have
always had the money, the media
and the machinery of an incumbent government to assist them in
elections. Indeed, the BN has
never fought an election on a fair

and Sarawak. They have little
idea as to how best to move forward with a politically viable
programme. As well, PKR presently attracts more BN political
discards and former wannabe
political clowns into their ranks
than genuine quality people.
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Go

it

alone?

Q: Those who I interviewed were
enormously attracted to the idea
that both states go it alone now,
whether in terms of more autonomy or complete secession
from the Federation. This way,
they would be able to keep their
petroleum and timber revenues
and shake off BN interference.
What are the benefits or shortcomings to such an idea? Or do
you feel Sabah and Sarawak’s
destiny is still with Malaysia?
I think Sabah and Sarawak’s destiny is still with Malaysia. What
we have achieved
in terms of development over the last 46
years should not be
dismissed just because we have numerous
serious
problems currently
facing our respective societies. And
yes, many things
could have been
done better. But I
think we should not
throw the baby out
with the dirty bath
water.
Still, since we are a democracy, if
East Malaysians want to articulate the idea of going it alone (be it
via limited autonomy or via secession), then they should be free to
do so with no restrictions imposed
upon their person. Neither should

they fear being detained under the
draconian ISA. Any self-respecting democracy wanting to forge
strong bonds of nationhood
should be mature enough to
handle this discourse and debate.
Indeed, why can’t we have a
healthy debate about this? Who
knows? It may be that we all end
up understanding each other better and growing closer instead of
growing apart.
As for petroleum resources, I
think they should be shared more
equitably between the federal government and ALL state governments (including Terengganu
and Kelantan) as a matter of right
and not charity (wang ehsan). If a
higher percentage is thought
fairer, then let’s have a substantive debate in parliament. But
along with a more equitable division of petroleum resources, I
would also like to see greater accountability and transparency in
the disbursement of all petroleum
resources by all governments, be
they state or federal. As for timber
revenues, they are already in the
purview of each state government.
Q: What would you prescribe to
close the East-West Malaysia divide?
If we want to enhance the sense of
belonging, of being Malaysian
among
Sabahans
and
Sarawakians and to “close the
East-West divide”, I think we
must
move
beyond
the
“tempurung-thinking” promoted
by all Sabah’s and Sarawak’s regional-based political parties. We
would also need to address the existence of other like-minded
“tempurung-thinking” race- and
religion-based parties in West
Malaysia for they too act to divide

instead of unite us as a nation. In
place of these “tempurung-thinking” political parties, we need a
political environment that is more
ideologically-based, i.e. political
parties that actually articulate
substantive political-economic
and socio-cultural electoral platforms that outline policies which
transcend race, religion, regionalism, gender, etc. and which focus
on human welfare, community
well being and environmental
sustainability.
Q: Some have said that a return
to the 20-point agreement and reinstituting the points that have
been changed over years (bringing back state-controlled education and more control over finances) would be a good starting
point to heal the rifts. What do
you think?
You mentioned the immigration
barriers being one of the reasons
for the divide between the peninsula and Sabah and Sarawak .
When I re-read some of the other
points in the agreement, some of
them - state-controlled education,
English for official purposes and
independent financial control –
seemed to be aimed at granting
more autonomy. Yet these points
could, like the immigration controls, deepen the differences between the two regions and its
peoples. What do you think?
Let me address both these questions together. But before I answer
these questions, let me make a few
points.
First, when the Federation of Malaya became independent in 1957,
it was a federation of eleven states
on the peninsula with clear demarcation of constitutional pow-
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ers between federal and state governments. Similarly when Malaysia was formed in 1963, there
were clear demarcation of powers
enshrined in the constitution between the federal government and
the state governments of Sabah
and Sarawak. Over the years,
however, there have been strong
political forces that have slowly
but surely eroded state-powers
and made Malaysia a more
centralised state, with KL being
dominant over all (and not only
over Sabah/Sarawak).
Much of the original state powers
in Sabah/Sarawak that were significant have since been eroded by
constitutional
amendments
pushed through by the federal BN
government but with the full
agreement and compliance of the
then BN state governments in
Sabah/Sarawak. For example, the
Petroleum Development Act of
1974, which handed over control
of petroleum resources in the
whole country to Petronas and
which allocates five per cent of
royalties to each oil-producing
state (including Sabah and
Sarawak) is a case in point. Both
Sabah and Sarawak BN state governments at that time fully supported the handing over of their
petroleum resources, voted for it
in parliament and then voted for
amendments to their own state
constitutions to this effect. Similarly, like it or not, Labuan’s
handover to the Federal Government in 1984.
Second, the 20-point agreement
was never enshrined as a constitutional document. Instead, it was
more of a gentleman’s agreement
between Tunku and the then
Sabah/Sarawak leaders with elements of the agreement (like edu-

cation, temporary use of English,
issues of religion and civil service)
written into the 1963 Malaysia
Agreement. Since then, however,
numerous constitutional amendments and administrative procedures have watered down many
of those elements.

headway in forging a real Malaysian identity. After all, what does
the 20-point agreement mean to
the
poorest
and
most
marginalised in Sabah and
Sarawak? I think their needs are
more urgent than mere political
rhetoric.

Now to answer your questions.

Thus, what we do need today are
better policies (i.e. more just, respectful and with better delivery)
and more development funds that
deliberately aim at overturning
the hitherto neglect of both Sabah
and Sarawak in the national development agenda. This neglect
has been going on for far too long.
After all, the key reason that “persuaded” the then leaders of Sabah
and Sarawak to agree to merger
in 1963 was the promise of development funds to help develop
both states within Malaysia. Instead, 46 years on, despite having
huge natural resources, Sabah is
the poorest state in the federation!
Sarawak is not far behind with
deep wealth and income inequalities along with the country’s worst
environmental track record! We
need to address this to ensure that
in our rush to development, we do
not leave whole communities (like
remote rural communities – e.g.
the Penan, the disabled and the
stateless children) behind or end
up destroying traditional legacies
like ancestral native lands or even
displacing whole communities
(i.e. in Sabah) with a massive influx of foreign migrant workers.

In my view, much of the issues in
the 20-point agreement are
highly-emotive and politicallycharged having being used over
the last four decades more as political rhetoric to advance the prospects of the various regional political parties in Sabah/Sarawak;
the leaders of whom have gone on
to enrich themselves after gaining
power. In turn, the substance of
the 20-points has been largely ignored by the federal BN government in its hegemonic desire to
makeover East Malaysia within a
West Malaysian mould. The 20points has seldom – if at all – featured as a platform to alleviate the
plight of the ordinary people of
Sabah/Sarawak or even to benefit
them.
Thus, I am not convinced that returning “state-controlled education and more control over finances”, or indigenising the local
state civil services, etc. would even
begin to address the issue of the
East-West Malaysia divide and
deepen our sense of a common
Malaysian identity.

Looking

Forward

Like I said previously, times have
changed. Globalisation has swept
over East and West Malaysia and
we have to look to the future instead of the vacuous past of political rhetoric if we want to make

Development policies must also be
more inclusive of minorities and
be professionally-implemented.
They must also comply with the
normal democratic demands of
transparency and accountability
at all levels. Corruption is currently a curse that cripples much
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in our country. We need to do
things more professionally with
less leakages in the implementation of development policy.
As well, national policies must
recognise the unique religious,
cultural and linguistic diversities
of the peoples of Sabah and
Sarawak as being as important as
any other mainstream ethnic
community in the country. Further, recognition of the main languages of Sabah (i.e. KadazanDusun) and Sarawak (i.e. Iban)
have
to
be
officially
institutionalised at all levels if we
are serious about addressing the
East-West divide. In other words,
our nation-building outlook has
to be more multi-cultural and accepting of our rich diversity instead of being so mono-hegemonic
in its current form. Inclusiveness,
respect and equality should be the
new keywords of Malaysianbuilding. Additionally, there is a
need to educate West Malaysians
about the peoples of Sabah/
Sarawak. There is currently just
too much ignorance about Sabah/
Sarawak in the peninsula. This
has to be part and parcel of any
revised national approach to forging a new Malaysian identity.
As I see it, these would be better
starting points to healing the current East-West Malaysian rift than
talking about the 20-points. q
Dr Andrew Aeria is
Assoc. Professor of Politics in Universiti Malaysia Sarawak. Sheridan
Mahavera is a journalist
who used to work with a
major mainstream newspaper.

COVER STORY: FEDERAL-STATE RELATIONS

The
with

20-point
Sabah

agreement

(A similar 18-point agreement was made with Sarawak but with
certain differences)
he 20-point agreement,
or the 20-point memorandum, is an agreement
made between the state
of Sabah (then North Borneo) with
what would be the federal government of Malaysia prior to the formation of Malaysia in 16 September 1963. A similar agreement
was made between the state of
Sarawak and the federal government but with certain differences
in their 18-point agreement.

T

History
The agreement was written for the
main purpose of safeguarding the
interests, rights, and the autonomy of the people of Sabah
upon the formation of the federation of Malaysia. It was originally
envisaged that Sabah be one of the
four entities in the federation, the
others being Malaya, Singapore,
and Sarawak. However as times
passed, Sabah and Sarawak have
ended up being merely one of the
13 states in the federation.

The

position

today

There has been numerous calls
for the agreement to be reviewed
to take into account social, economic, and political changes over
time.

Point 1: Religion
While there was no objection to
Islam being the national religion
of Malaysia there should be no
State religion in North Borneo,
and the provisions relating to Islam in the present Constitution of
Malaya should not apply to North
Borneo
Point 2: Language
· a. Malay should be the national language of the Federation
· b. English should
continue to be used
for a period of 10
years after Malaysia Day
· c. English should be
an official language
of North Borneo for
all purposes, State
or Federal, without
limitation of time.
Point 3: Constitution
Whilst accepting that
the present Constitution of the Federation
of Malaya should form
the basis of the Constitution of Malaysia, the
Constitution of Malaysia should be a completely new document
drafted and agreed in
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the light of a free association of
states and should not be a series
of amendments to a Constitution
drafted and agreed by different
states in totally different circumstances. A new Constitution for
North Borneo (Sabah) was of
course essential.
Point 4: Head of Federation
The Head of State in North Borneo
should not be eligible for election
as Head of the Federation

Point 5: Name of Federation
“Malaysia” but not “Melayu
Raya”
·
Point 6: Immigration
Control over immigration into any
part of Malaysia from outside
should rest with the Central Government but entry into North
Borneo should also require the approval of the State Government.
The Federal Government should
not be able to veto the entry of persons into North Borneo for State
Government purposes except on
strictly security grounds. North
Borneo should have unfettered
control over the movements of
persons other than those in Federal Government employ from
other parts of Malaysia into North
Borneo.
Point 7: Right of Secession
There should be no right to secede
from the Federation
Point 8: Borneanisation
Borneanisation of the public service should proceed as quickly as
possible.
Point 9: British Officers
Every effort should be made to
encourage British Officers to remain in the public service until
their places can be taken by suitably qualified people from North
Borneo
Point 10: Citizenship
The recommendation in paragraph 148(k) of the Report of the
Cobbold Commission should govern the citizenship rights in the
Federation of North Borneo subject to the following amendments:
· a) sub-paragraph (i) should
not contain the proviso as to
five years residence
· b) in order to tie up with our

law, sub-paragraph (ii)(a)
should read “7 out of 10 years”
instead of “8 out of 10 years”
c) sub-paragraph (iii) should
not contain any restriction tied
to the citizenship of parents –
a person born in North Borneo
after Malaysia must be federal
citizen.

Point 11: Tariffs and Finance
North Borneo should retain control of its own finance, development and tariff, and should have
the right to work up its own taxation and to raise loans on its own
credit.
Point 12: Special position of indigenous races
In principle, the indigenous races
of North Borneo should enjoy special rights analogous to those enjoyed by Malays in Malaya, but
the present Malays’ formula in
this regard is not necessarily applicable in North Borneo
Point 13: State Government
· the Prime Minister should be
elected by unofficial members
of Legislative Council
· There should be a proper Ministerial system in North Borneo
Point 14: Transitional period
This should be seven years and
during such period legislative
power must be left with the State
of North Borneo by the Constitution and not be merely delegated
to the State Government by the
Federal Government
Point 15: Education
The existing educational system
of North Borneo should be maintained and for this reason it
should be under state control
Point 16: Constitutional safe-
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guards
No amendment modification or
withdrawal of any special safeguard granted to North Borneo
should be made by the Central
Government without the positive
concurrence of the Government of
the State of North Borneo
The power of amending the Constitution of the State of North
Borneo should belong exclusively
to the people in the state. (Note:
The United Party, The Democratic
Party and the Pasok Momogun
Party considered that a threefourth majority would be required
in order to effect any amendment
to the Federal and State Constitutions whereas the UNKO and
USNO considered a two-thirds
majority would be sufficient)
Point 17: Representation in Federal Parliament
This should take account not only
of the population of North Borneo
but also of its seize and potentialities and in any case should not
be less than that of Singapore
Point 18: Name of Head of State
Yang di-Pertua Negara
Point 19: Name of State
Sabah
Point 20: Land, Forests, Local
Government, etc.
The provisions in the Constitution
of the Federation in respect of the
powers of the National Land
Council should not apply in
North Borneo. Likewise, the National Council for Local Government should not apply in North
Borneo. q
Source:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/20point_agreement_%28Sabah%29
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GOOD GOVERNANCE

Good
governance?
Err, w h a t ’ s t h a t ?
An awareness-raising workshop to empower youths
by Anil Netto

ake 25 youths and
young working adults,
throw them into a room
with academics, veteran
activists and “senior youth” who
had plunged into civil society
work, get them all to talk about
good governance - and what do
you get?

T

Bewildered looks (“What’s that
got to do with us?”), animated discussion, laughter – and in the process, some new awareness of how
youth can get involved in promoting good governance. .
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Aliran held this one-day workshop at a hotel in Penang on 26
September 2009, aimed at identifying issues that are important to
the youth and then discerning
how youth can participate in influencing the decision-making
process of those issues.
The workshop, which was
funded by the Canadian High
Commission, also introduced the
participants to the role of civil society groups and activists who are
already involved in good governance issues. The hope is that it
would encourage the youths to
live up to their role as active citizens and inspire them to get involved in issues that are of concern to them.

The

proceedings

Icebreakers were held to lighten
up the proceedings and to encourage participants to interact. In the
first session, led by Prof. Francis,
the youth were divided into
groups and asked to discuss and
highlight the issues that were important to them. The participants
sat at a round-table and listed
down the issues that they felt were
important. The rapporteurs for
each group then presented their
findings to the rest of the participants. Perhaps not surprisingly,
issues related to education and the
working environment figured
prominently in their discussions.
In
the
second
session,
Subramaniam outlined what
good governance was all about.
He listed and elaborated on half a
dozen principles of good governance: participation, transparency and accountability, effectiveness and efficient use of resources,
equity and inclusiveness, rule of
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the role of new media and how
social networking tools like
Facebook, Twitter and even certain online computer games could
be used as tools in creating awareness of governance issues among
youth. These tools could also be
used to push for greater accountability from governments and corporations.
Finally, Soh Sook Hwa facilitated
the last session, encouraging the
youths to speak up about their
impressions of the workshop and
what it had meant to them.

law and responsiveness to the
needs of citizens. (Powerpoint
slides available.)
This was followed by an activity,
a game. The participants were divided into two groups and each
participant was called up and
given a slip of paper with an example of a specific governance issue. They were asked to state
whether this was an instance of
good governance or bad governance and identify the good governance principle involved. If their
answer was correct, the group
was awarded points. Dr Subra
and Prof Francis served as the
judges.

In the afternoon session,
three older
y o u t h s
shared their
experience of
how they got
involved in
governance
i s s u e s ,
through their
involvement
in civil society
work,
academia
and church groups. They recounted the reasons that drove
them to get involved in participating in the governance issues of the
day with each explaining how
they wanted to make a difference
in the issues that mattered instead
of remaining as passive observers.
Next
Kah
Cheng
and
Subramaniam, who have both engaged with government officials
in the course of their civil society
work, shared their experience and
stressed the importance of youth
taking an active part in the decision-making process.
Anil and Kris then talked about
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A

new

awareness

For many of them, the workshop
was an eye opener as it was their
first encounter with issues of good
governance,
participation
through activism and civil society involvement in governance issues.
For a few, it was too much to take
as they had never come into contact with public interest and governance issues – but all the same,
seeds of awareness had been
planted and the participants
could see that that they need not
remain as passive observers in the
decision-making process..
On the whole, the workshop provided the participants with an
insight into how they could be
empowered to play a role in governance by making their voices
heard on issues that matter to
them. q

Aliran hon treasurer Anil
Netto is a freelance writer
and blogger.

MARGINALISED COMMUNITY

From exploitative “development”
to sexual exploitation
A more holistic and sustainable model of development is
needed to put an end to the sexual exploitation of indigenous
women and children
by Dr Prema Devaraj
t took a year for the allegations of sexual abuse
of Penan women and
children, which first
came to light in September 2008,
to be confirmed. The Malaysian
public were told “Yes, it’s true”
in September 2009 when the report from the National Taskforce
investigating these allegations
was finally made public (1).
Again, just like a year ago, we
heard a round of calls for perpetrators to be brought to justice,
denials by some Sarawak State
officials and their supporters with
counter accusations of bad NGOs
and third party interference plus
the usual NGO “non-cooperation” accusations by the police (2,
3).

I

• There are cases of molestation
by drivers when children board
vehicles on their journey to or
from school.
• There are incidences of rape of
women by employees of the
logging camps.
• Then there are also instances
of young women living in poverty in the interiors being enticed into sexual activity with
promises of a better life in the
city, or with promises of a job
in the city or simply with gifts
of cash or kind, sometimes
given to their parents.
• There are also women who

So what do we know?

photo by Colin Nicholas

Yes, there have been incidences of
sexual abuse/sexual exploitation
of Penan women and children in
the Baram region. However the
full extent of these abuses/exploitation (i.e. the number of incidences and different indigenous
communities affected) has not yet
been determined. The situation
seems complex with a variety of
occurring scenarios (1).
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These incidences are not just recent happenings – they have been
going on for a few years now. Why
has it taken so long for it to surface?

Difficulty

of

the

victims

Disclosing incidences of sexual
assault or exploitation can be extremely difficult for many victims.
It can take a long time for someone to disclose an incident (if at
all) depending on a variety of factors including how fearful they
are, the level of support they have
and the level of trust they have for
the people around them.
Disclosing an incident of sexual
abuse or exploitation to someone
is very different from wanting to
lodge a police report about it.
Some victims may not want to go

curity or given senior positions in
the companies. Worse still are the
claims that some state agency representatives are directly involved
in the sexual exploitation of
women. How has this situation
arisen?

Accessing help from state authorities when one lives in the interiors of Sarawak can be extremely
difficult. Many indigenous communities are living in remote areas, often lacking in basic infrastructure and facilities. The existing poverty levels make it difficult
for them to afford independent
travel to the closest town to lodge
complaints to the authorities.
Their isolation, combined with the
poverty levels often result in many
of them being dependent on the
logging companies (who employ
some of the alleged perpetrators)
in their area for basic transport
and other amenities.

Over the last 20 years (at least),
the Sarawak state government has
pursued a concept of development
where land is viewed as a resource which should be exploited
for maximum commercial benefit.
This has meant that land has been
‘developed’ by various projects
including deforestation, logging,
mining, oil palm plantation development, tree plantation and infrastructure, hydroelectric projects
and tourist developments.

Added to this is the palpable lack
of trust many indigenous communities have towards state authorities and agencies (5). So although the victims
or their families
may have come
into contact with
state authorities or
agencies, they may
not have disclosed
the incidents to
them. Some claim state authorities/school authorities do not believe them. Others have alleged
that state authorities have close
links with the logging companies
with retired government personnel being placed in charge of se-

Aliran Monthly : Vol.29(8) Page 23

The

local

situation

Many of these projects have encroached upon and destroyed
native customary land. This approach to land usage and development is in stark contrast with
the indigenous peoples’ concept

photo by Colin Nicholas

marry employees of the logging company only to be deserted once the logging company ceases operations in that
particular area (4).
• There are allegations of government officials who demand
‘a girl for the evening’ when
they visit long houses (5).

public about their victimization.
Facing the criminal justice system
can be daunting and some may
fear the possibility of repercussions from the perpetrators. Some
just want to let people know that
it is happening and hopefully
someone will do something about
it.

of land stewardship and their relationship to the land. It has resulted in an ongoing battle between indigenous communities
and the state government over the
rights to native customary land
on which development projects

cal force, tear gassed and imprisoned (6). The most recent
incident was the arrest of a
group of indigenous people
and activists who wanted to
hand over a petition to the
Chief Minister of Sarawak regarding the proposed
Murum Dam, which will see
about a thousand indigenous people being uprooted
from their homes on native
customary land and resettled elsewhere (7,8).

have been planned and implemented (6).
Over the years, many indigenous
communities have protested these
types of land ‘development’
schemes which have destroyed
their land, their livelihoods and
their culture. Many have taken (or
tried to take) their cases to court.
But by and large, their claims to
native customary land rights have
been ignored or lost. There are numerous accounts of how the state
government was quick to mobilise
police, special field forces, forest
department officials and amended
laws to push this type of ‘development’ through. Indigenous
peoples who protested were
treated as ‘obstacles’ to development especially those who erected
blockades. It was common to hear
of indigenous peoples being arrested, harassed, subjected to ill
treatment with the use of physi-

The lack of recognition of
native customary land rights
by the state government, the
many amendments to land
legislation which resulted in
the curtailment of native customary claims and the often
painful experience of land
development schemes has
left many indigenous communities disillusioned and distrustful of the state government’s
intentions towards them (9). Their
mistrust is exacerbated by the activities of some private companies
engaged in a variety of ‘land development’ schemes (sanctioned
by the state government) which
have behaved in an utterly disrespectful and unaccountable manner when it comes to native customary rights matters (9). In many
instances, the indigenous communities have had to negotiate with
these companies instead of the
state regarding their native customary claims.
This tenacious pursuing of ‘development’ by the state has resulted
not only in a loss of trust of the
indigenous people towards them
but worse, an enormous power
differential between state authorities (including their corporate
partners/local consortiums) and
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the indigenous communities.
Many of the indigenous communities have been left in an extremely vulnerable position —
displaced from their land, culture
and security.

Contextualising
the
sexual
exploitation
The sexual exploitation of indigenous women in the interiors of
Sarawak should be viewed
against a background of indigenous people being displaced
from their land, culture and security. It is a direct consequence of a
model of development which disregards the rights of indigenous
communities. The existing power
differential between the state and
the indigenous people in the interiors of Sarawak has created a situation where many indigenous
communities continue to be isolated, live in poverty (10), are
disempowered
and
are
marginalised. They are thus easily exploitable, including the occurrence of sexual abuse or exploitation of their women and children.

Are protests antidevelopment?
If the commercial exploitation of
land in Sarawak is placing people
at risk, are we then saying stop all
development? Are indigenous
peoples against genuine development? Are NGO types trying to
keep indigenous people in the forest? Far from it. Indigenous people
want development and a future
for their children. But, as aptly put
by an indigenous person, “Development does not mean stealing
our land, our culture and our dignity as human beings. That is not
development, but theft.”” (9)

One has to ask that if the
commercialisation of land is the
only way of progress, why is it that
so many indigenous peoples still
do not have decent access to
health, education, identity documents and infra-structure? So, really, who does this type of development benefit?
There are of course state-conducted poverty eradication
programmes and other measures
taken by the state to address some
of the problems indigenous
peoples face. But these efforts are
insufficient and hampered by a
lack of respect towards indigenous peoples and their cultures
(5). The government claims they
are bringing indigenous people
into the mainstream of development and that indigenous people
must “change their attitudes” (9).
But what does this really mean to
the indigenous people? They have
seen the impact of measuring development purely in terms of economic growth. With the variety of
development projects implemented in Sarawak including the
hydro-electric dams, deforestation
and plantation schemes, many
have witnessed a growing social
injustice, an amplified gap between the rich and the poor, more
environmental degradation, less
sustainable use of resources, and
a loss of autonomy over their own
lives.
These types of development
projects have resulted in family
and community breakdown, social dislocation, alienation and a
degradation of moral and spiritual values, as well as, a loss of
their culture (9). If indigenous
communities have seen this why
then should they follow the same

concept of development? It is no
wonder that they protest this type
of development.

The

way

forward

We urgently need to seek alternatives to the present concept of development that is being pursued.
We need an alternative model
where indigenous people are
placed in control of their lives and
their future, where they are consulted, where issues such as social
equity,
morality,
sustainability, food security,
sound environmental management become part of the equation
of development, where there is respect for adat, culture, local experiences and skills (11).
There is no shortage of guidelines
or principles for one to act on. We
have a long list including:
• the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights 1948;
• the Federal Constitution of
Malaysia 1957;
• the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women
(CEDAW) 1979;
• the Convention on the Rights
of the Child (CRC) 1989;
• the Declaration on the Rights
of Indigenous Peoples of
Sarawak, Sabah and Peninsular Malaysia 1993;
• the Malaysian Human Rights
Charter 1994;
• the UN Declaration on Rights
of Indigenous Peoples 2007
and so on.
We cannot continue to keep silent
for then we become complicit in
what is happening. Our voices of
protest must be loud enough to be
heard and also constructive
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enough to create the change we
want for this country and for fellow Malaysians, including our
indigenous sisters and brothers.
Will we rise to this challenge?
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HEART TO HEART

Travel
toilets

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

woes and airport
in Bolehland

Where the unexpected is expected and
the unpredictable predictable
by Angeline Loh
couple of friends and I
were one day having tea
at our usual watering
hole,
our
local
‘kopitiam’. In-between mouthfuls
of crispy roti canai with dhal curry
and spicy crunchy pasembur and
slurpy ‘prawn mee’, we got talking about our airport adventures.
My friends are also the foot-loose
kind and love to travel to different
places in the world. I was grumbling about my latest bad spat of

A

flight cancellations, once on my
return from Thailand and again
when taking a domestic flight to
KL.
When you’re in a foreign country and have no inkling that the
flights have been cancelled,
you’re likely to have a bit of a
shock when you get to the airport. So, I was stranded at
Bangkok airport, not knowing
for how long, dragging my lug-
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gage around with me, as it
couldn’t be checked in at any
counter since I didn’t have a
flight. Due to the cancellation, a
few hundred other passengers
on these flights to the same destination were also standing or
sitting around on chairs or suitcases looking similarly lost or
resigned to a long wait. That
wait can sometimes be an overnight stay at the airport if more
cancellations or delays happen.

Luckily, the airline I took was efficient enough to cater for such
emergencies and did their best to
alleviate the situation by trying to
find alternative carriers to the relevant destinations that had seats
for impromptu passengers. Still,
you get shunted from counter to
counter of different airlines until
one agrees to take you on. I finally
got a late-ish flight with the same
airline to KL instead of to Penang,
and ended up having to stay overnight in the grand five-star Pan
Pacific Hotel at KLIA, hoping to
catch a flight back to Penang reasonably early the next morning. I
had been in this travel limbo from
about 4.00pm (Thai time) in
Bangkok and landed in KLIA
around midnight. Thank goodness, all paid for by the good airline; otherwise I would probably
be spending a night at Bangkok
Airport or KLIA, sleeping on a few
seats in the cold air-conditioning,
as I’ve seen other people do.

celled, and the next one available
would be at about 2.00pm. The
carrier, was our wonderful national airline. The cancellation of
one flight causes havoc with the
backlog of a hundred-plus passengers having to be transferred
to a later flight that could be already half-full. So, when the question of a meal provision by the airline arose, I requested lunch.
Okay, I got my lunch voucher, after it had been changed to breakfast then back to lunch again.
We couldn’t help having a huge
laugh at how things were so
disorganised at Penang International Airport, and similarly at
KLIA (as my friends tell me).
Ooo…KLIA is another long story,
from my experience as well. Anyway, it would be good to share this
joke with you.

Havoc

at

the

airport

Eventually after further hassle
with our national carrier and two
trips down to the third (by mistake) and fourth floors of KLIA in
search of the office of our initial
airline that we found it to be closed
at 8.00 in the morning, we (i.e. a
Japanese passenger who had been
similarly stranded in Bangkok
and I) eventually completed the
circuitous route to Penang.

You see, the airline had negotiated
the lunch provision with only one
food outlet in Penang International Airport to cater for a few
hundred delayed passengers.
This food outlet happens to be a
small one with a limited number
of tables in its space with extremely limited seating. The tables
are small with single chairs. They
have small roundtables and larger
rectangular tables, but these are
very restricted in number to fit the
space allotted to this outlet.

The cancellation of my domestic
flight from Penang to KL was really a rather unfunny joke and a
total waste of time. Having taken
the trouble to wake up early to be
at the airport at least one hour before departure time at 10.35am, it
was another annoying surprise to
be told that the flight was can-

From noon, the eatery, which was
already a quarter full of customers, was over-run by a huge crowd
of passengers, including those
waiting to board the 2.00pm flight
to KL. Each order was promised
in “20 minutes”, that’s long
enough to wait normally, but
when I finally got my food after

Annoying

surprise
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asking if it would be arriving
soon, it was nearly 45 minutes
later. Strangely, the very moment
the food finally reached my table,
the gate for my flight opened, so
the food was gobbled down as fast
as possible and I had a quick run
through airport security to the gate
to be in time to board the flight.
Airports very often give you a
work out, even using the
‘walkalators’, as it is usually a
long walk to boarding gates.
The silly thing about all this was,
that right next to this food outlet
was a McDonald’s eatery that
had a large seating area with fair
sized tables that could cater for a
larger number of people and
downstairs on the arrivals floor
was a Kenny Rogers Roasters outlet that also had more than ample
room to accommodate a large
crowd of people. If the airline
managers had thought a little
more about it, they could have provided lunch vouchers that gave
stranded passengers a choice of
outlets where the vouches would
be accepted. I feel really sorry for
the staff of the little “Coffee Bean”
outlet that had to stave off harassment from customers because it
was impossible to cope with a
sudden surge in orders that they
were probably unprepared for.
Then we come to seating in the airport. The amount of seating provided before passengers go
through security to boarding
gates is amazingly limited to a
long row of seats on one side near
Air Asia check-in counters and a
few seats sparsely scattered near
some pillars a little further away.
There are ‘massage chairs’ that
were being used as ordinary
chairs as people had to wait for
some hours before going to board-

ing gates.
Delayed passengers had to stay
in the area (although there are restaurants on the way to the boarding gates) because they couldn’t
use the lunch vouchers in any
food outlet other than the little
“Coffee Bean”. Some people had
no choice but to sit at tables in
McDonalds although they were
not McDonald’s customers. At
least, McDonald’s staff understood the situation and allowed
the spill-over from the “Coffee
Bean” crowd to sit at tables in their
space.
Earlier, I saw one smart guy, who
got lunch from “Coffee Bean” and
went to consume it in peace in the
McDonald’s space. Since I’d come
early to the airport, I had breakfast at McDonald’s and spent the
rest of the time reading a newspaper and checking out the airport
shops. Sadly, for those businesses,
I didn’t buy anything. I’m generally a bad shopper tending to
wonder if I really need something
before I make a purchase. This
goes for most things except books.
Then … one has to visit the toilet
from time to time.

Bolehland
toilets,
an
unforgettable
experience
If you’ve been to foreign airports,
you will unavoidably make comparisons between toilets you have
used there and those in airports
here. You know, referring to my
earlier experience of being
stranded in Bangkok Suvarnabhumi Airport, I’d rather have
been stranded there than in
Penang International or KLIA.

Toilets in Bangkok Suvarnabhumi
Airport are perfumed, floors are
dry and liquid hand-washing
soap is always topped up regularly. A good supply of toilet paper and paper towels is always
available. Air dryers are usually
in good working order. The Thais
are very clean.
My friends and I have also been
to airports in Europe, Hong Kong,
and Singapore to name a few
places. In many of those foreign
airports, you would not feel reluctant to have to leave your luggage
on the floor, if you have no choice.
The floors are dry and clean and
don’t smell of urine or anything
else unmentionable. The UK has
some of the cleanest public toilets
in the world, by my judgement.
With a grimace, my friend Linda
said, “ Eee! So embarrassing-lah
our airport toilets soooo dirty,
compared to other countries!”
Yes, it is embarrassing, because,
toilets are the first thing a traveller encounters when they first set
foot on our national soil at the airport, even before they get to immigration check-points. This gives
the foreign tourist, business person, migrant worker or visitor, the
first ‘flavour’ and impression of
the country they have arrived in.
It’s best left to your imagination
what kind of impression Malaysia makes on these visitors with
dirty, smelly toilets where handwashing liquid soap and toilet
paper may be in short supply,
paper towel dispensers are empty
and air hand-dryers don’t work.
Moreover, floors are wet and foul
smelling where children may
have peed, and one has to gingerly
pick ones way through tissue litter to find a dry spot to stand on
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or even to put a bag if no strong
hook or clean surface seems to exist in the cubicle. In the “Ladies”,
sanitary bins are frequently full to
overflowing with sanitary rubbish that appears not to have been
regularly cleared. I dread to think
what the “Gents” might be like.
If you were a tourist who has
landed in this country for the very
first time, a visit to our airport toilets might make you feel like taking the first flight home before going beyond Immigration. Fortunately for us but unfortunately for
you, your return date will persuade you to continue your travel
according to plan. In any case, we
hope you will enjoy your ‘adventure’ in Malaysia and possibly
forgive and forget the state of our
toilets.
Well, Malaysia Airports Berhad,
like many of our government departments and quangos (semigovernment corporations) usually
like to think they’re doing a wonderful job and like to be praised
for it. Yet, I wonder, if the hype of
‘Visit Malaysia’ years and slogans of ‘Budi bahasa adalah
kebudayaan kita’ will restore order
and common sense when problems arise, and deodorise the toilet stink?
At any rate, all are welcome to
this dear beloved “Bolehland”
where the unexpected is expected and the unpredictable
predicted. Malaysia is a truly
amazing place with its first
world façade and third world
habits and mentality. q

Aliran member Angeline is
a regular contributor.

RACISM

My tryst with racism in Korea
After suffering racial abuse, one migrant speaks out about
the need for an anti-racism bill in Korea
by Bonojit Hussain
he recent incident of racist abuse against me that
triggered off heated debates on racism in South
Korea is not the first time that I
experienced race-based discrimination here. But that became a
moment for me when I felt enough
was enough. I might not be the
only one to feel so, but I definitely
thought that it needs to be taken
up more seriously, for better condition of living for all migrants
and colored people. Today, I
stand here against “all those conditions that degrade and abase
human conditions”, which stops
human beings from creative work,
since our minds are mostly preoccupied with experiences of injustice, inequity and discrimination. In extremely modest terms, I
see myself standing in line with
all those individuals, initiatives
and movements, at least in the
modern world, that have courageously sought to break this silence surrounding all manner of
exploitation, inequity and injustice, including racism.

T

It is indeed an honor and a rare
opportunity to be speaking in
front of this gathering of alert
minds. However, I must confess
that I have not been able to go
through the draft bill prepared by
the honourable Mr Jun Byung

Hun on behalf of the Democratic
Party; hence I find myself not to
be in a position to comment on the
content of the bill itself. But I must
say that a bill for an “anti-racism”
law is a welcome step at least for
the 1.1 million-strong migrant
communities. Having said this,
today I will mostly share my personal experiences of racist abuse
in Korea and express some of my
opinions.

Recounting
my
experiences
As many of you might have read
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in the newspapers, my
companion Ms Jisun
Han and I were subjected to severe racist
abuse, which almost
turned into a physical
altercation. It was on
10 July while travelling in a public bus,
when suddenly a Korean man identified as
Mr Park, 41, dressed in
suit and tie started yelling at me by shouting,
“Dirty! You dirty son
of a bitch”, “Where are
you from you stinky
bastard”. Then he
started shouting, “You
Arab! You Arab”,
“You must be an
Arab”. It is noteworthy that Mr.
Park was sitting at least two
metres away. If at all I smelled, I
must have smelled strongly and
extremely bad for him to smell me
from two metres away.
When Ms. Han confronted Mr.
Park to ask why he was behaving
like this, he didn’t spare her. He
shouted her down by saying,
“Who are you? Aren’t you a
Jocheon[1] bitch?” Mr. Park further shouted at her, “You Jocheon
bitch, does it feel good to date a
black bastard? Then in fact Mr
Park kicked Ms Han.

Let me again tell you that this is
not the first time I have been
abused in Korea. Whenever
people feel uncomfortable about
my presence they don’t hesitate
for a moment to shout me down
as “bastard”. Let me give you another example. A few months ago,
I was travelling in a bus after work
and I felt asleep. I wound up in
the bus terminal; suddenly I woke
up as someone kicked me around
my thighs. I saw it was the bus
driver who was wiping the floor
of the bus. His hands were busy;
so he didn’t hesitate to use his legs
to wake me up. I wonder if he
would have had the courage to do
that if I was a Caucasian from a
western country, or for that matter, if I was a Korean.
Another very subtle discrimination faced by South Asians, Southeast Asians and Africans everyday happens in the subway. I
have noticed for a couple of years
that most Koreans don’t feel comfortable sitting next to these
groups of people. It happens to me
as well almost everyday. If there
is an empty seat next to me, it often remains empty until I get up.
This everyday experience might
appear trivial to many people but
it has a tremendous impact on the
person who faces it. If you keep

reminding a child for a long time
that s/he is stupid, that child
starts believing it. It is no different
with migrants; if they are reminded all the time on the subways, buses, streets that they are
not equal human beings, it has a
serious impact on their physiological make-up. Sometimes I
also ask myself – Am I not an equal
human being as the Koreans or
the Westerners?

Male-centric
ultranationalism
There is one aspect of the incident
on that bus which has not been
paid enough attention. The incident was not only racist in nature
but it was also much gendered.
Here it is noteworthy to mention
the abusive words against Ms
Han again. Mr Park said, “Who
are you? Aren’t you a Jocheon
bitch?” Mr Park further shouted
at her, “You Jocheon bitch, does it
feel good to date a black bastard?”
Why did he call Ms Han a
“Jocheon bitch” and why did he
ask her “does it feel good to date a
black bastard?” It is because, like
in many other nations, in Korea,
women are seen as the repository
of national honour. So, it is not tolerated when the women is perceived to be in
a relationship
with an “inferior” foreign
man.
Whenever Ms
Han and I have
travelled in a
public
bus,
most of the time
we have faced
hostilities from
Korean men.

Aliran Monthly : Vol.29(8) Page 30

But it is not only the experience of
Ms Han; I have met numerous
Korean women who have faced
similar situations. In fact, after our
story was published in the media,
I received many emails from Korean women married to foreigners who are now living in other
countries. Invariably, most of them
wrote to me that when they got
married, they were called ‘prostitute’ by relatives and sometimes
by their own family members.
Personally, I am surprised that Mr
Park has not been indicted by the
prosecution on charges of sexual
harassment as well. In this case,
in most countries with sexual harassment laws, Mr. Park would
have been undoubtedly indicted
on charges of sexual harassment.

Institutional
violence:
racist
behaviour
of the Police
I was disturbed and hurt by what
Mr Park did on that bus. But I am
more disturbed and shocked by
how the police behaved. They
were clearly but implicitly racist
towards me, and they were totally
gender insensitive towards Ms
Han. Inside the police station, the
police (men) didn’t have the common yet legal sense to separate Mr
Park from us. I guess many of you
can imagine the abusive situation
inside the police station especially
as it involves a young Korean
woman and a middle-aged Korean man. In front of 10 or more
policemen, Mr Park continued
abusing Ms Han by repeatedly
saying, “You dumb ass, why are
doing this? Aren’t both of us Korean?” Mr Park was chasing us
like a dog chases cats. And the
police did absolutely nothing de-

spite our repeated complaints.
Moreover, they did not believe my
identity. I produced before them
my Alien Registration Card and
my University Identity Card. Then
one police man commented to me,
“How can you be a Professor?”
and he took back my Alien Registration Card without explanation.
It took the police more than one
hour to verify my identity. Recently, I jokingly told a journalist
that “Korean police are very diligent; they don’t even believe their
own Ministry of Justice without
verifying.” I didn’t make that card
at home; it was issued to me by
the Ministry of Justice. Why did
the police suspect my identity? It
is because they have deep prejudice against people of “colour”
from South Asia, Southeast Asia
and Africa. They could not imagine that a person who looks like a
migrant factory worker could actually be intelligent enough to be
a professor.
Furthermore, whenever the police
were speaking to Mr. Park or Ms
Han, they were using Jondaenmal
(polite Korean language) all the
time. But the moment they spoke
to me, they would switch to
Banmal (a rude and derogatory
form of Korean), the switching
from Jondaemal to Banmal was so
swift and natural. Some of you
might think that this is too trivial,
but if you think over it, it is not
that trivial. The policemen shared
the same mentality as Mr Park;
thinking that I am a migrant
worker, they thought that they
could treat me as they want, the
assumption being that “migrant
workers” are not equal to Koreans
or Americans.
Why did I say I am more dis-

turbed
and
shocked
by
this? Mr Park is
just a citizen
who hurled racial slurs at me,
but the Police
Department is
one of the most
important and
prominent
branches of the
Korean state. If
one of the most
prominent branches of the State
itself is racist then the argument
can be put forth that the Korean
Government as a structure is also
racist.

Reaction
towards
me:
Denial of right to live
without
fear
and
dignity
After the media reported about Ms
Han’s and my story, I have been
getting mixed responses from
various sections of Korean society. Everyday many strangers
come up to me on the streets and
they talk to me, apologise, sometimes buy me coffee. It is a good
feeling. But, on the other hand,
there is a dark side to all this. Such
is the hatred towards migrants in
Korea that I have been getting
“threatening calls” in my office
phone; the internet is full of abuse
against me. In fact, on the night of
10 September, one Korean youth
tried to physically assault me but
he failed to do so. Since that night,
I don’t feel safe anymore to walk
on the streets at night. I get paranoid that someone might
recognise me and that person
might not like what I have been
doing regarding racism in Korea.
It is as if the nights have been
snatched away from me.
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I feel my circumstances in Korea
have taken away one of my basic
rights as a human being, i.e. the
right to live without fear and with
dignity.

Why

an anti-racism
law?

There are 1.1 million migrants in
Korea today. Let’s ask ourselves
why there are so many migrants
in Korea. Is it because all these
migrants have nowhere else to go?
Or is it because Korea needs them?
Let’s not forget Korea is a country
with a very low birth rate, Korea
needs all these migrants to run the
small factories, to fish in the seas,
to teach languages, etc.
If you allow me, I will make a bold
claim here: Korea is a part of the
global village today, but sadly
Korea’s economic development
has superseded its social development. And on the same note, let
me say that, by not having an antiracism law/provision, not only
mine but also the personal rights
of hundreds and thousands of migrants are infringed upon everyday, forcing us to believe that we
are not equal human beings just
because we come from economically poor countries and belong
to a certain “skin colour”. One re-

cent study stated that by 2040, 14
per cent of the population in Korea will be migrants. To me it
seems that racist discrimination
is like a “time bomb” in Korea: if
nothing is done to redress it now,
it will explode 30 or 40 years later.
And it will be a situation of racial
riots which the authorities will
not be able to control very easily.
But let me tell you that I am not
here to stand and speak to satisfy
my “ego” as a person who has
“raised some (non) pertinent questions in South Korea”. Nor do I
see myself as the singular primary
architect of this campaign against
racism in South Korea. I am merely
a trigger. I am here to raise my
voice and fight against injustice,
fight for my fellow human beings,
to say that every act of injustice
and abuse affects the entire society and makes it unhappy. I believe that all of us want to live in
peace and happiness.
My presence here today is not to
say that racism is a typical unacknowledged feature of Korean society; no society is homogeneous;
people are different and it is for
all of us to recognise that differences are the life-line of any society and need to be accepted and
protected. It is not against any individual or nation that I am standing here today, but I am standing
against the idea that makes us
demons sometimes, very often,
consciously or otherwise. It is
purely contingent that I happen
to be an Indian. I would have
taken this up even in the land of
my birth or anywhere in the
world, should the need arise. The
issue is important for me.
My experience in Korea cannot be
weighed only with these negative

experiences; I have also received
kindness and love from people
here. And it is with the love of
people that I have pursued the
case of one abuse and tried to make
it as an example for Korea, whose
progress will remain stunted and
farcical if it does not address this
deep-rooted issue and extend a
structural/legal protection of dignity, rights and love to people who
are different. Korea is responsible
towards it citizens and foreigners,
and it is undoubtedly a happy
and historic occasion for people
of Korea and me to be sitting here
today to acknowledge the need of
an “anti-racism” law, which will
surely make positive inroads into
the society for a happier tomorrow. Whether our skin is black,
brown, yellow or white, we share
the same world, the same pains
and happiness. It is our differences that make humanity so
colourful and beautiful. By saying
that one colour is superior to another, we can make things ugly;
turn the world into mayhem of
abuses. It is in our hands to keep
this world beautiful, not from anyone else, but from us. A nation is
truly meaningful, not by its geographical boundaries, racial
populace, weapons or industries,
but its efforts and systems to protect the people (citizens and
guests alike), ensure their dignity,
rights, freedom, equality and life.
While it is important that a law
should be legislated to protect
people’s differences, their dignity
and freedom, it is also important
that these are not important merely
as values in themselves. The law
is not an end but part of a longer
process which will create a condition for people to become conscious of the value of civilities and
choose equality and freedom, not
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out of fear of a law, but out of conscious choice.
Let me end with the words of
Bertoldt Brecht :
“And yet we know well,
even hatred of vileness
distorts a man’s features.
Even anger at injustice
makes hoarse his voice. Ah, we
who desired to prepare the soil for
kindness
could not ourselves be kind.
—B. Brecht,
translated by Michael Hamburger
[1] Jocheon refers to the name of
Korea during Japanese colonialism. Today this term is seen as derogatory in Korea. q

Bonojit Hussain is currently a Research Professor at SungKongHoe University, Seoul. He is also
concurrently programme
officer at the Asian Regional Exchange for New
Alternatives. Prior to coming to Seoul, he was a political activist in India for
nearly a decade where he
was involved in social
movements of progressive
students working on environmental issues, informal
sector workers’ rights, and
university
democratisation. He delivered this
address at a “Consultative
Public Hearing” on an
anti-racism bill at the National Assembly in Korea.

WHY I CAN'T SUPPORT NAJIB'S BUDGET Continued from page 40
These are just some of the steps
taken by our government to make
Malaysia the preferred destination for FDI. But in doing so the
government is mortgaging the
rights of workers to appease and
attract foreign investors.
This is why I am disappointed
with the 2010 Budget. The slogan
is nice to hear. “People First”! As
a socialist I like the slogan. But the
walk does not reflect the talk. The
walk proposed in the 2010 Budget is going to disadvantage the
ordinary people of Malaysia.
AM20:11

riod it took to settle his case. In
some cases this has taken six
years, and workers have been able
to claim compensation for the entire period.
However, two years ago, the government amended this section to
limit the amount of compensation
that can be claimed to only 24
months no matter how long the
case takes to be settled. This has
reduced the costs for a company
that wishes to expunge active
union leaders from their workforce and thus has weakened the
union movement.
The reluctance of the Human Resources Minister to refer cases to
the Industrial Court is another
factor that has weakened the
labour movement. In Malaysia,
workers have to get the permission of the Minister to file their
case in the Industrial Court. Over
the past one year, the Human Resources Minister has turned
down 75 per cent of the applications to file in the Industrial Court.

Liberalisation
and health care
The other major strategy in the
government’s drive to get foreign
capital to invest in and stimulate
the Malaysian economy is to
liberalise the economy.
Tuan Speaker, I agree that
liberalisation might grow the Malaysian economy in the short term.
But the benefits of this growth will
not accrue evenly to all layers of
society. The richer groups will
tend to benefit while the middle
income and the poor families will
find their situation even worse because of this liberalisation.
Allow me to take up some specific
proposals in the Budget tabled on
23 October to show why I am saying liberalisation will adversely
affect the poorer 60 per cent of the
Malaysian population.
Let’s take the issue of Health Tourism. It is public knowledge that
the quality of care in government
hospitals is deteriorating and that
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the main cause of this is the relative lack of experienced doctors in
government service. Despite the
fact that about 70 per cent of admissions are to government hospitals, only 30 per cent of all the
specialists in Malaysia are in the
government sector. This is the
main cause of the dropping level
of health care.
Health tourism will expand the
business of the private hospitals,
and this will definitely accelerate
the brain drain and exacerbate the
shortage of doctors’ problem in
the government hospitals. So,
whose interests are served by this
policy of promoting health tourism, Tuan Speaker – the people’s
or the interests of the GLCs now
owning the private hospitals?
In his budget speech, the Prime
Minister said that the government
would reduce in stages its involvement in the economy especially in sectors where it is now
competing with the private sector.
He added that the government
will begin by privatising profitable
entities owned by the Finance
Ministry.
I wish to draw the attention of the
House that the Institut Jantung
Negara (IJN) is also a company
owned by the Finance Ministry,
and it is running well. Although
the PM did not specify which entities are on the list for
privatisation, we must remember
that the IJN was almost privatised
to Sime Darby last year – and that
too very hurriedly!
Sime Darby owns the most developed cardiology unit in the pri-

vate sector. If it is able to acquire
by far the best cardiology unit in
the government sector as well, it
would have a virtual monopoly
of cardiology services. If this were
to happen, whose interests are
being served? The people’s? Or
those of Sime Darby?

Regressive

• a deterioration in the Gini
Coeffecient.
• rising costs and shortages in
essential items including food.
And in all of this, the poorest 20
per cent suffer the worst deterioration in living standards.

taxation

The third point that I would like
to touch on is changes to the tax
regime. In the 2010 Budget Proposal tabled by the PM, the uppermost tax bracket for personal
income tax is reduced by 1 per cent
to 26 per cent. This may not seem
like much, until you take into cognisance the fact that personal and
company taxes have been reduced
progressively over the past 20
years. In 1988, company tax was
40 per cent of profits. It now stands
at 26 per cent.
Tuan Speaker, a government must
have its revenue to administer the
country and provide services to
the public. The issue here is the
source of this revenue. Is it coming mainly from the richer individuals and the corporations, or
is it going to be squeezed out of
ordinary folks?
The “business friendly” approach that our government has
adopted has led to the shifting of
the tax burden to the poorer 60 per
cent of the population.
In the 2010 Budget Proposal, the
PM says that the government is in
the final stages of fine-tuning the
Goods and Services Tax (GST)
prior to its implementation.
Please allow me to read an extract
from page 9 of The Star Biznews
dated 29 October 2009 which re-
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veals how the corporate sector
views this initiative
“The Goods and Services Tax will
stabilise the government’s finances
in the long run says Ernest &
Young. XX, one of it’s partners suggested that the strategy would be to
start low and pull up the rate every
few years. As in most countries with
the GST in place, a reduction in
corporate and personal tax will follow suit he said.”
Whose interests are being advanced, Tuan Speaker? The ordinary rakyat or that of the rich and
corporate sector. But the PM’s slogan was catchy, wasn’t it?
“People First.”

Liberalisation
in
developing
countries
Tuan Speaker, the experience of
other developing countries is that
liberalisation of the economy
leads to
• a deterioration in the income
and quality of life for the bottom 60 per cent of the population.
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Tuan Speaker, I now wish to refer
to the recent experience of India.
Please permit me to read a few
extracts from an article that was
carried in the New Straits Times
on 19 October 2009 titled “India
Story is back as foreign money pours
in” .
“Foreign investors have been racing to put their money in Asia’s
third-largest economy drawn by
a slew of upbeat economic indicators.
“The benchmark Sensex index is
already up nearly 80 per cent so
far this year – ranking it among
the top 10 performers globally –
as foreign investors have pumped
in US$13.6 billion into stocks.
“Corporate profits are expected to
log an average 23 per cent growth
this fiscal year.”
In page 17 of the same paper, and
on the same day, there is another
article on India titled, “It’s the stick
for India as it gets tough on
Naxals” which says –
“A fierce battle is raging between the
Manmohan Singh government and
the votaries of Mao Zedong.
“The Naxals’ rise has been phenomenal in the last five years. Attempts to build roads and set up
industries have fuelled resistance.
Poor handling has stirred conflicts.

To these economists in the EPU
and Ministry of Finance, may I
suggest that you do some research
on the effect of liberalisation on
the Gini Coefficient of countries
in Africa and South America.
Look also into the impact of
liberalisation on food security in
Haiti, Colombia, Egypt and other
countries.

photo by Colin Nicholas

One government estimate suggests the extremists have pockets
of influence in 20 states. Extremist violence affects 223 of India’s
625 districts.”
Are these two trends completely
unrelated you think? On one side
we see corporate profits soaring
and FDI funds flooding in, while
on the other we witness the armed
rebellion of poor farmers and the
tribal people under the tutelage of
the Naxalites.
I believe that these two trends are
causally
connected.
The
marginalisation of poorer sectors
by the neoliberal trajectory of
growth is, to me, the main cause
why the Naxalites have been able
to rally so many of India’s poor
into an armed insurrection
against the State.
Social justice and public security
We do not have an armed insurrection in Malaysia. But we can
already see the symptoms of
marginalisation and social exclusion in our society – the Mat
Rempit phenomenon as well as
the emergence of Indian youth
gangs. Our streets are no longer
safe, and violent crime rates are
soaring!

The 2010 Budget calls for more
police personnel and better enforcement. But the truth of the
matter is that social justice is the
best guarantor of our safety from
violence in the streets. If the form
of development continues to exclude and marginalise a significant proportion of the poor among
us, then the anger will spill out
into the streets, and no amount of
sloganeering like “People First”
will be able to stem that anger.
Having more police to catch the
youth and building more jails to
hold them is not the way to solve
the problem of the rising crime
rate. We need to implement a more
balanced economic policy – one
in which ordinary workers get a
decent wage, which enables them
to obtain all the basic necessities
and services that they and their
families need. A just development
will build social solidarity, which
is a much better preventer of street
crime than well-armed policemen!
We have many well read and intelligent economists working in
the EPU and the Finance Ministry. I really can’t understand how
these intelligent economists can
help craft a strategy that will disadvantage a large sector of our
population.
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I would also strongly recommend
an article by Prof Martin HartLandsberg in the September 2009
issue of Monthly Review, which addresses some of the above issues in
greater depth. A copy of this magazine can be found in the Parliament
Library. Do take a little time to read
and digest the analysis.
Tuan Speaker, I agree 100 per cent
with the PM’s slogan that the
People should come First. But this
is not going to happen under an
economic strategy that puts the
interests of corporations in the
forefront.
This is why I am disappointed –
only the slogan is acceptable. The
policies and approaches contained in the 2010 Budget are going to worsen the economic hardships that the poorer 60 per cent
of our population are already facing.
I am sorry, but I cannot support a
budget such as this. q

Dr Jeyakumar Devaraj, an
Aliran member, is the
Member of Parliament for
Sungai Siput. He made this
speech during the debate on
the Budget in Parliament.

years, a 50 per cent reduction.

A record of Aliran's stand on current affairs.

Corruption
is
corruption!
Corruption is corruption, Mr
Prime Minister. There are no two
ways about it. You cannot
minimise the crime by camouflaging the offence under some other
label. Neither can you make it disappear by simply declaring “that
the offence committed by Isa was
not an offence under the law”.
It is not true that Tan Sri Mohd Isa
Abdul Samad only breached
party ethics. That would be a lie.
He was found guilty of indulging
in money politics to secure his victory in the Umno party elections
for the post of Vice-President in
1994. He won the post with the
highest number of votes. In fact,
he wasn’t satisfied with the number of votes he garnered. He then
quipped that he expected to win
his position with an even higher
majority!
Following his victory, complaints
were lodged with the Umno Disciplinary Board accusing Isa of
having resorted to money to secure

his victory. The Disciplinary
Board instituted an investigation
to probe into the allegations of
money politics. It called up witnesses to collect evidence and establish proof of the allegation. Isa
was given ample opportunity to
defend himself. After what must
be deemed as a very thorough and
fair investigation, the Disciplinary
Board found him guilty. He was
stripped of his position and suspended for six years, a two-term
period. On appeal, his sentence
was drastically reduced to three

Tan Sri Mohd Isa
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Isa was such a powerful force
within Umno with wide ranging
influence. It would have been very
difficult to find such a personality guilty but the evidence surely
must have been overwhelming
that the Board had no other alternative except to convict him. Eminent people sat on the Disciplinary Board among whom were Tan
Sri Zaki Azmi, the present Chief
Justice, and Tengku Ahmad
Rithaudeen, a one time long-serving cabinet minister and lawyer.
So the verdict has total credibility
and substance to quash any question of impropriety in their decision.
For the PM to claim that the offence was merely a technical one
and that it was not an offence under the law is preposterous.
Money politics is a criminal offence, it is an act of corruption,
and if the PM has any other notion, then this matter should be referred to the MACC to seek their
professional opinion! It is rather
disappointing that the MACC did
not move in to investigate Isa for
corruption. If an Opposition per-

Tan Sri Zaki Azmi

son was embroiled in similar circumstances, there would be no
doubt as to how the MACC would
have acted.
Umno did Isa a favour by not referring Isa’s money politics to the
MACC. If that was done then, today Umno will not have this
shameful episode of offering a corrupt politician as its candidate at
the Bagan Pinang by-election.
P Ramakrishnan
President
Aliran
7 October 2009

Abuse of Sri Lankan
asylum
seekers
and
refugees
Human rights group Suaram has
made a shocking claim that four
Sri Lankan embassy officials were
at the Pekan Nanas Immigration
Detention Centre (IDC), Johor,
yesterday to force Sri Lankan refugees detained there to sign repatriation agreements.
It was reported in the Malaysian
Mirror (21 October) that the refugees were beaten and kicked by
these officials when they refused
to sign the repatriation agreements. The group assaulted was
part of the 108 UNHCR registered
refugees detained at Pekan Nanas
IDC. The number includes 10
women - with one in her eighth
month of pregnancy - and 10 children.
One Sri Lankan woman refugee
went on hunger-strike on 13 October and has since been joined
by nine more women and five
men, to protest their detentions
despite these refugees being
recognised by the UNHCR. On 8

September, 122 Sri Lankans were
arrested at a hotel in Johor: 108 of
them were sent to Pekan Nanas
IDC and 14 asylum seekers were
sent to the Simpang Renggam IDC.
According to Suaram, the 122 Sri
Lankans, who were staying in
Kuala Lumpur, were promised
jobs in Johor Baru by an agent for
payment of fees.
(Apart from the Johor incident,
another 207 UNHCR-recognised
Sri Lankan refugees are being
held at the KLIA Immigration Depot. Suhakam officers, we learn,
have been denied access to investigate a complaint regarding the
detention of these asylum seekers
and refugees by the Immigration
Department).
Aliran condemns what is seen as
collusion between the Sri Lankan
diplomatic authorities and the
Malaysian Government in committing such a shameless contravention of the principle of nonrefoulement of refugees and asylum seekers. This clearly goes
against the basic tenets of human
rights under the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and other
international human rights laws
forming customary international
law, which should be observed by
all countries irrespective of
whether they have ratified the relevant UN conventions.
Aliran notes that Malaysia in
spite of being a party to the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination Against
Women (Cedaw) and the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child
(CRC) regrettably has not seen fit
to honour many of the provisions
contained in both these international human rights treatises, especially in relation to migrants.
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We demand:
• the immediate release of all
UNHCR-recognised refugees
and that they be given to the
UN Refugee Agency’s protection;
• the exemption from arrest of
UNHCR cardholders and
• the recognition of UNHCR
documentation by all security
enforcement bodies, including
Rela.
• that UNHCR be given free access as a matter of right to undocumented asylum seekers to
facilitate their registration
with UNHCR.
• Suhakam personnel be similarly allowed free access to
asylum seekers, refugees and
undocumented migrants in detention to investigate complaints of human rights abuse
during the arrest and detention
of these unfortunate migrants.
Aliran Executive Committee
21 October 2009

Operation
Lallang
Remembered
Twenty-two years ago, the then
PM Dr Mahathir Mohamad committed a heinous crime by ordering the detention of 106 concerned
Malaysians for his self-preservation. He was under extreme political pressure and his response
to this challenge was to be highhanded and undemocratic. He
resorted to the use of the infamous
ISA to smack down the dissidents,
social activists and opposition
figures.
He was then conveniently rolled
into three-in-one: prime minister,
home minister and justice minister. As prime minister, he was all
powerful to do whatever he

wanted to; as home minister he
resorted to the use of the ISA and
signed the detention papers to put
away 106 Malaysians without
charging them in an open court of
law where they could have exercised their legitimate right to defend themselves; as justice minister, he shamefully denied them
their natural justice.
This is why October 27 will be a
day of shame for this nation and
Mahathir will be forever part of
that shame. He was the one who
perpetrated this unjust act that
took away the freedom of Malaysians without a just cause.

Though we justly despised colonial rule, we had no qualms in
retaining a colonial law that had
imposed and inflicted untold misery on numerous citizens of this
country. We gained independence
but we retained the undemocratic
colonial instruments of oppression that imprisoned the citizens
and denied them their inalienable
right to freedom.
As long as this nefarious law remains in our statute books, the
struggle to abolish this law will
continue unabated. We know that
only with struggle, change will
come. Until we achieve that
change we crave for, the struggle
will continue.
This is our pledge to the nation.
P Ramakrishnan
President
Aliran
27 October 2009

The Chaotic Perak
State
Assembly

AM28:7

Law and order has completely
broken down in the Perak State
Assembly. What we are witnessing today is a farce that has
brought down the dignity of the
State Assembly.

by underhand tactics with the assistance of corrupt politicians.
Anarchy reigns supreme in the
Perak State Assembly today.
This is what is to be expected
when the majority mandate of
Perakians are nullified by three
unscrupulous political “frogs”
who betrayed their mandate by
switching party and making a
mockery of Parliamentary democracy.
For this chaotic situation in the
Perak State Assembly, the Barisan
Nasional must be held accountable. It is they who masterminded
the toppling of the Perak Pakatan
State Government. It was our
Prime Minister who engineered
the fall of a duly elected government of the people. For all his talk
of democracy and 1Malaysia, he
has miserably failed to unite the
people or persuade them to share
his vision for the nation.
This is not the government the
people wanted or elected or supported. This is the government
thrust upon them by foul means.
They don’t feel themselves as part
of this undemocratically foisted
government.

This may be the first occasion in
the entire history of parliamentary democracy when two separate Assemblies have met under
one roof simultaneously presided over by two Speakers, with
two different agendas tabled
and debated.

Even at this stage, it is never too
late to right the grievous wrong to
put matters right. The only solution is to dissolve the Perak State
Assembly to seek a fresh mandate
of the people. If the BN is very confident and is convinced that
Perakians are solidly behind the
BN, this is the time to put that belief to the test.

This circus will be the order of the
day when parliamentary procedures and principles are ignored
frustrating the will of the people

P Ramakrishnan
President,
Aliran
28 October 2009
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some fear that it might sooner than
later — the citizenship issue is
receiving some attention at long
last.
No politician, especially those
from the BN, will pass up a chance
to glorify himself or herself and
the fantastic job they are doing.
Letters must not exceed 250
words and must include the
writer's name and address.
Pseudonyms may be used. Send
letters or emails to Editor (see
page 3 for address details).
Views expressed need not reflect
those of Aliran. If e-mailing,
include message in the e-mail
body itself.

Interpreting
MSM
news
At independence citizenship was
promised to the 500,000, mostly
Indians and Chinese stateless
persons but subsequently the Alliance
and
then
the
BNgovernment failed to solve the
problem in a meaningful way.
Now that the BN ship has run into
political stormy waters — and

The picture above showing
Hishamuddin, our Minister for
Home Affairs, standing in front of
stacks of boxes containing unresolved citizenship applications
appears to be a cheapskate advertisement to show how efficient
and hardworking he is! Of
course, the unspoken message is
that all previous Ministers of
Home Affairs — Mahathir,
Abdullah Badawi and Syed
Hamid Albar — were apparently
downright inefficient and guilty
of dereliction of duty in not clearing this horrendous backlog
which has left the applicants in
misery.
Come, come Hishamuddin, didn’t
you know that your predecessors
were in fact very busy with other
issues. Mahathir during his long

tenure as Education Minister,
DPM and PM was apparently
busy destroying the Constitution
— ISA, OSA, Sedition Act, Printing Presses and Publications Act,
University and University and
Colleges Act, practising what is
seen as nepotism and cronyism,
destroying the once independent
institutions like Civil Service, the
Police, the Judiciary, the EC, ROS
etc, all of which became merely
BNtools.
Abdullah Badawi was busy doing nothing substantial because
UMNO embarrassingly emasculated him.
Under Syed Hamid Albar nothing
was done with regard to the police brutality against the Bersih
and Hindraf peace-marchers and
the unjustified ISA arrests of Raja
Petra, Teresa Kok and reporter
Tan. He has to answer how and
why Bala, the private detective,
withdrew his affidavit within 24
hours after making serious allegations implicating Najib and
who had facilitated the mysterious and sudden disappearance of
Bala.
Dear readers, the
mainstream
print and electronic
media
dish out to Malaysians a daily
dose of garbage
news. However,
once in a while
you can gleam a
few gems for
your amusement.
Tota
Penang
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BUDGET 2010

Why I c a n ’ t s u p p o rt
Najib’s Budget
I agree 100 per cent with the PM’s slogan that the People
should come First. But this is not going to happen under an
economic strategy that puts the interests of corporations in
the forefront
by Dr Jeyakumar Devaraj
rankly, I am disappointed with the Budget
tabled by the Prime Minister on 23 October 2009.
Although the Prime Minister declares that he cares for the rakyat
and the slogan “People first” is
repeated several times in his presentation, the budget that he has
tabled is suffused with many
macro-economic policies that are
going to cause problems to our
people.

jor factor depressing
workers’ wages in Malaysia. At present Tan Sri
Speaker, the wage for an
ordinary factory worker
in Sg Siput is about
RM450 per month unless
the worker puts in overtime.

F

RM450 a month is not a
living wage that can sustain the expenses of a
family. It is just pocket
money! But this is the
wage regime that our
government maintains in
line with its “businessfriendly” stance.

Attracting FDI or Direct Foreign
Investment to Malaysia has been
put forward by the Prime Minister as one of the main drivers of
the Malaysian economy. Let’s
take a closer look at this policy.
How are we to attract FDI to Malaysia given the intense competition among other countries in the
region for FDI? Our government
appears to have adopted the following approaches to ensure the
profitability of investments made
by the foreign investor including
the following three:
• One – a low basic wage
• Two – measures to weaken
unions

• Three – steps to water down
existing legal safeguards for
workers.

Mortgaging
workers’ rights
The government has allowed the
importation of some 3 million migrant workers. They have flooded
the labour market, and are a maAliran Monthly : Vol.29(8) Page 40

As I mentioned earlier,
our government has been
dismantling some of the protection that workers in this country
used to enjoy. Let me give an example, Mr Speaker. Section 30 of
the Industrial Relation Act allowed a worker who could prove
to the Industrial Court that he had
been unfairly dismissed to claim
compensation for the entire pe-

Continued on page 33

