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New Economic
Impressive but

Model:
deeply flawed

Reign in the Hyenas! Invite in the Sabre-Toothed Tigers!
The NEM policies are actually recycled neo-liberal
IMF/World Bank prescriptions
by Jeyakumar Devaraj
he Prime Minister and
the National Economic
Advisory
Council
(NEAC) should be congratulated for coming up with the
New Economic Model Policy,
which was unveiled by the PM on
30 March 2010 at the Invest Malaysia 2010 conference. As a
policy statement outlining the
road-map to expand the Malaysian Economy over the next 10
years and beyond, the NEM Policy
statement is commendable: it is
comprehensive, covers the entire
spectrum of Malaysia’s political
and economic system and is internally consistent. It is an appropriate and entirely reasonable
policy response to the problems
faced by the Malaysian economy
– if one is constrained to remain
within the free-market paradigm.
If one wishes to fault it from within

T

this paradigm, one could argue
that many of its policy thrusts
have been lifted from the Pakatan
Rakyat’s (PR) prescription for reform of the Malaysian politicoeconomic system.
Particularly praiseworthy is the
uncharacteristic honesty about
the current situation of the Malaysian economy. Let me quote from
the Executive Summary
• The gap between the rich and
poor is widening. The bottom
40 per cent of households
earned less than RM1,500 per
month in 2008 (Pg 6).
• Rent seeking, patronage and
opaque government procurement have raised the cost of
doing business and has engendered corruption (Pg 7).
• Malaysia’s economic engine is

slowing. Since 1998, growth
has been lower than in other
crisis-affected countries (Pg 5).
• Much of the aid hasn’t reached
the poorest of the Bumiputras.
• There has been a loss of skilled
labour because of discriminatory policies.
All these problems have been

If one wishes to fault it from within this paradigm, one
could argue that many of its policy thrusts have been
lifted from the Pakatan Rakyat’s (PR) prescription for
reform of the Malaysian politico-economic system.
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EDITOR'S

NOTE

Najib’s New Economic Model may look impressive
on the surface. But, in our cover story, Jeyakumar
Devaraj asserts that NEM policies are actually recycled neo-liberal IMF/World Bank prescriptions
for developing countries.
Francis Loh, for his part, wonders how the NEM’s
plan to decentralise decision-making can be possible when the BN federal government is uninterested in sharing power with state and local governments. In the past, there was too much obsession
with economic growth. In view of rising social inequality, Toh Kin Woon says it is always important
to ask: Who in society is benefiting from this growth?
We also carry a report on a forum Kin Woon moderated discussing what is wrong with our health care
service. The free market system cannot guarantee equitable access to health care services; the government
has to ensure that the people get access to the services
they need instead of introducing policies such as the
Full-Paying Patients scheme. The FPP scheme is not
just a Malaysian thing; Silvia Vignato reports on her
frustrating experience with the FPP in Italy.
And then there are the communities who have been
marginalised from the economic mainstream.
Yogeswaran reports on a rare Orang Asli protest
over the government’s Orang Asli land policy.
Anwar Ibrahim had tried to push for accountability
from within Umno - but he was promptly sacked
from the party, recalls Hishamuddin Yahaya.
The struggle for change will not come easy; nor are
there any short-cuts. While elections are important,
they should be seen in the context of a much larger
struggle for reforms and change spanning decades,
reminds Anil Netto.
Aliran is an organisation for ‘social democratic
reform’. We advocate freedom, justice and
solidarity; comment critically on social issues, offer
analysis and alternative ideas keeping in mind
the national and global picture based on universal
human rights and spiritual values. We are listed
on the roster of the Economic and Social Council of
the United Nations. Founded in 1977, Aliran
welcomes all Malaysians above 21 to be members.
Contact the Hon. Secretary or visit our webpage.
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highlighted by the PR for several
years. The BN government’s response until now has been one of
denial. But here, in this policy
statement we see a breath of fresh
air. At least the reality has set in –
spades are being called spades to an extent.
We also have to acknowledge that
the Prime Minister has taken a
bold stand in signalling to the
small but very influential stratum
of Bumiputra “entreupreners”
who have been enriching themselves through rent-seeking behavior and opaque tendering processes, that these practices are inimical to the further development
of the Malaysian economy, and
therefore need to stop. These “rent
seekers” make up a disproportionately large portion of the
Umno leadership at the divisional
level. It remains to be seen if the
PM can contain the wrath of this
small but influential group of
Umno politician-businessmen,
whose unease is already spilling
out in movements such as
Perkasa.

Recycling
neo-liberal
prescriptions
However for all its breadth and
“comprehensiveness”, the New
Economic Model is a deeply
flawed policy. It is essentially the
re-cycling of policy prescriptions
from the neoliberal school. Some
of the major policy prescriptions

outlined in the Executive Summary include –
• The private sector (which produces for profit) is to be the
main driver of the economy. (Pg
14)
• To attain this the government
will attempt to attract in more
Foreign Direct Investors.
• Direct state participation in the
economy is to be reduced. Divest GLCs in industries where
the private sector is operating
efficiently.
• Functions better provided by
the private sector (including, I
suppose, tertiary education,
health care, housing and public transport!) should not be
duplicated by public institutions.
• Distortions in the domestic
pricing system - brought about
by subsidies and price controls - must be removed.
• The tax structure is to be revamped by widening the tax
base with a Goods and Services Tax so that personal and
corporate tax can be reduced
(P24 of the Executive Summary).
All these policies are being presented as if they are something
novel and innovative when they
actually have been the standard
advice of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank
for
developing
countries:
Liberalise! Make your economy

more conducive for investors – for
Global Capital! Create conditions
for the capitalists to make good
profits! Trust that the Free Market
will bring development to all
strata of society including the
poorest 40 per cent.
This just hasn’t happened in
other countries. The neo-liberal
approach (and that is the correct
term for what the NEAC has proposed) has led to increasing Gini
coefficients (a measure of income
inequality) and a deterioration of
the conditions for the poorer half
of society in all the countries that
implemented these policies.
Sloganeering by itself doesn’t create an equitable society!
Sure, the Prime Minister has
talked about being “inclusive”
and that there will be a comprehensive safety net for the poorer
40 per cent of the population. The
slogan of “sustainability” has
been roped in to allay the fears of
those concerned about the environment. But slogans or mere
statements of claim do not shape
social reality. Policies do – and the
policy
mix
proposed
is
unashamedly pro-business.
Malaysians must recall the time
when a previous prime minister
unveiled his Vision 2020 program
about 15 years ago. Building a
“Caring Society” was one of the
main objectives of that Vision.

All these policies are being presented as if they are
something novel and innovative when they actually have
been the standard advice of the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) and World Bank for developing countries.
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Then he went on to undermine
health care, open tertiary education to the private sector and
privatise utilities such as water
and electricity. The “caring” and
“communal” aspects of Malaysian Society were undermined.
Now we live in a society where
our streets are not safe, gang violence is commonplace, delinquency in schools has soared and
child abuse has become rampant.
Clearly we are moving away from
the goal of creating a Caring Society! Nice-sounding phrases are
not enough if they are used to camouflage policies that are pro-business and pro-profit.
Yes, Malaysia needs change. A
small layer of people (and it is a
multi-ethnic group) have used the
policy of affirmative action for the
Bumiputra to enrich themselves
through rent seeking, over-priced
contracts and naked corruption.
The majority of the Bumiputra
have only received a minor portion of the economic assistance
that they were supposed to have
received, and a large number of
them are still mired in poverty –
the rates are much higher for the
East Malaysians and Orang Asli.
All this has to change. But not
along the lines proposed by the
Prime Minister and the NEAC.
Their prescription of – Reign in
the Hyenas and invite in the Sabre Toothed Tigers – will spell disaster for the poorer half of our
society.

The

larger

picture

Concerned Malaysians need to
take cognisance of the following
facts:
• The global capitalist economy
is ailing. The drive for profits
by cutting production costs has

reduced wages all over the
world. As a result there is insufficient demand to fuel an
economy predicated on the
profit motive. The world
economy is in for a long period
of stagnation.
• We are reaching the limits of
our environment. Oil is going
to run out in the next 30 years.
There is a high possibility that
global warming is going to
lead to ecological disaster and
disruption of human society on
a scale never seen before. We
need to reduce our carbon footprint, and urgently. Wasteful
consumption has to stop – but
such consumption is profitable
to the businesses!
• Modern, industrialised economies can be built without entrepreneurs. The USSR is an
example of that. Yes, it was a
dictatorship with a terrible
human rights record. But the
fact remains that a backward
European country could develop into the second superpower within a span of 40
years without the help of capitalists i.e. capitalists are not essential for the development of
an advanced industrial
economy.
The question we need to ask ourselves is – can we devise a truly
democratic political system to administer an economy where production is not for profits but is
centred on human need

Towards a NEW
paradigm
We need to explore these alternatives. All the great religious leaders could not have got it wrong
when they advocated a more humane and caring society. We need
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to think out of the box. We need to
look at the experiments taking
place in Latin America where
democratically elected governments in Venezuela and Bolivia,
which keep touching base with
the voters through referendums
periodically, are trying to re-distribute the wealth of the country.
In the process they have unlocked
the power of poor communities to
help themselves and build a better, more caring society.
We need to work towards an alternative world order, starting
with a community of nations that
believe that:
• people come before profits;
• trade should be for the mutual
benefit of the peoples of both
nations and not to maximise
the profits of the largest corporations;
• knowledge is the collective
property of all mankind and
should not be hoarded by corporations and used to generate profits.
We can’t leave the planning for
the future to the Prime Minister
and to the NEAC. They are clearly
still stuck inside the old and tired
neo-liberal box. Ordinary Malaysian need to start engaging in determining the future of our society. It is too important an issue to
leave to politicians. The PM has
said that the government will get
feedback from society. Perhaps
that is a good forum to start the
process of dialogue about what
sort of society we wish to build
for future generations. q
Dr Jeyakumar Devaraj, an
Aliran member, is the
Member of Parliament for
Sungai Siput

Table C – Approach to economic development: the old versus NEM

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Old Approach

New Approach

Growth primarily through
capital accumulation. Focus
on investment in production
and physical infrastructure in
combination with low skilled labour
for low value added exports

Growth through productivity. Focus on
innovative processes and cutting-edge
technology, supported by healthy level
of private investment and talent, for high
value added goods and services

Dominant state participation in
the economy
economy. Large direct public
investment (including through
GLCs) in selected economic
sectors

Private sector-led growth. Promote
competition across and within sectors
to revive private investment and market
dynamism

Centralised strategic planning.
Guidance and approval from the
federal authorities for economic
decisions

Localised autonomy in decisionmaking.
Empower state and local
authorities to develop and support growth
initiatives, and encourage competition between localities

Balanced regional growth.
Disperse economic activities
across states to spread benefits
from development

Cluster- and corridor-based economic
activities. Concentration of economic
activities for economies of scale and
better provision of supporting services

Favour specific industries and
firms. Grant preferential treatment
in the form of incentives and
financing to selected entities

Favour technologically capable
industries and firms. Grant incentives
to support innovation and risk-taking to
enable enterpreneurs to develop higher
value added products and services

Export dependence on G-3 (US,
Europe and Japan) markets.
Part of production chain to supply
consumer goods and components
to traditional markets

Asian and Middle East orientation.
Develop and integrate actively into
regional production and financial
networks to leverage on flows of
investment, trade and ideas

Restrictions on foreign skilled
workers. Fear that foreign talent
would displace local workers

Retain and attract skilled
professionals. Embrace talent, both
local and foreign, needed to spur an
innovative, high value added economy

Source: New Economic Model, pg15.
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Rising social
in Malaysia

inequality

It is always important to ask the key question:
who in society is benefiting from economic
growth? Instead, the obsession is only with
growth
by Toh Kin Woon
ecently,
Malaysia’s
mainstream media carried prominently news
about Malaysia’s 40
richest businessmen or tycoons. A
few among them count as among
the richest in Asia, with wealth
running in the billions of US dollars.

R

But I don’t consider having a few
billionaires as an indicator of successful economic development.
On the contrary, I feel that there is
a defect in our country’s developmental record.
The nurturing of several billionaires is one indicator of a heavy
concentration of wealth and income in the hands of a few. Little
wonder the gap between the richest 5 per cent of households and
the bottom 40 per cent is getting
wider. Malaysia’s Gini coefficient,
which is a crude measure of income inequality, is among the
highest in Asia.
Despite rising inequality, there
seems little concern about it. Except for a few, policy makers, politicians, especially from the

Barisan Nasional, and even the
public at large give hardly any
attention to such social injustice
and its negative ramifications.
They may be concerned about the
incidence of absolute poverty.
Even the rich and powerful would
be put off by the sight of poverty,
such as dilapidated housing,
hunger, disease and sickness, and
would support state programmes
to eradicate poverty.
It is a different matter, however,
when it comes to calls for a redistribution of income and
wealth through state intervention. The relatively well off, including even the middle class
and state elites, are hardly enthusiastic about creating a more
egalitarian society. They will
not, for example, support high
direct taxes to finance state provision of health care, an efficient
and cheap public transport system, and welfare payments to
the poor and aged. They want
low taxes, a small public sector,
and more reliance on private
initiatives to provide social
goods.
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Many years ago, when I was
studying for my MA in development economics in a British university, I learnt that it is always
important to ask the key question as to who in society is benefiting from growth. This, unfortunately, is not much asked
these days. Instead, the obsession is only with growth.
Until today, I am still troubled
by this question. I want to see
the realisation of a more egalitarian Malaysian society, in
which all citizens lead dignified lives. Hence, I would like the
government to adopt measures
that can close the gap between
the rich and poor.
Rather than having a few billionaires, I would rather have a society where there the bulk of society
are members of the middle class.
Egalitarianism is a goal we should
all strive for. q

Datuk Dr Toh Kin Woon
is an Aliran member

COVER STORY

Empowering
authorities

state
under

and local
NEM?

How will Najib’s decentralisation of decision-making be
possible when the BN federal government is uninterested in
sharing power with state and local governments?
by Francis Loh
n his briefing to foreign
investors and other interested parties in Washington in mid-April
2010, Prime Minister Najib Tun
Abdul Razak reportedly discussed his plans to bring about
‘National Transformation’ in Malaysia, in order to realise ‘Vision
2020’.

I

The ‘four pillars’ of this National
Transformation are:
• fostering ‘1Malaysia’ (People
First, Performance Now)
launched in April 2009;
• the ‘Government Transformation Programme’ (which has
six National Key Result Areas)
launched in Jan 2010;
• the ‘New Economic Model’ to
be achieved through an Economic
Transformation
Programme’ comprising eight
Strategic Reform Initiatives
(SRIs) announced in March
2010; and
• the 10th Malaysia Plan earmarked for a June 2010 launch.
Najib admitted that it would be
difficult to bring about this transformation of Malaysia but re-

marked that “when things get
tough, the tough get going!” Brave
talk!
Thus far we have witnessed much
fanfare surrounding the launching of these various programmes.
It would be a long time yet before
results become evident, even
longer before we see ‘transformation’. In the event, most of the
programmes have been developed
around the numerous complaints
that Malaysians have been highlighting over the past decades and
which came to focus in the run up
to the March 2008 election..

Translating
proposals
into
policies
As I see it, the problem does not
lie in the proposed programmes.
Indeed, there is much in the
programmes that Malaysians
should support. The problem, I
believe, would be in translating
these nice proposals into concrete
policies, creating the necessary
institutions, and recruiting and/
or re-training the needed personnel to implement the nitty gritty
plans at the local levels, and of
course, finding the money to
Aliran Monthly : Vol.30(3) Page 8

implement these plans and
projects (without the money getting hijacked along the way as in
the Port Klang Free Zone case).
I want to focus on only one of the
eight Strategic Reform Initiatives
(SRIs) mentioned in the Economic
Transformation Programme. SRI
Number 3 is about moving away
from the old approach of
‘centralised strategic planning’ to
the new approach of ‘localised
autonomy in decision-making’.
Or as the document states, moving from ‘guidance and approval
from the federal authorities for
economic decisions’ to ‘empower
state and local authorities to develop and support growth initiatives…’.
Yes, SRI No 3 is to move towards
decentralisation in decision making and devolution of powers.
This is in keeping with trends in
governance throughout the world
wherein greater efficiency and
accountability have been found
when decision making is most
localised, the so-called principle
of ‘subsidiarity’.
But those of us who have been fol-

lowing developments since 8
March 2008, will also be aware
that the BN federal government
has been most disinterested in
sharing power with the state and
local levels of government, particularly when they are in the
hands of the opposition PR governments.
For starters, the existing Constitutional arrangements in terms of
legislative jurisdictions and revenue assignments are skewed in
favour of the federal government.
The Malaysian federal system is
an unusually centralised one. In
fact, the federal government can,
technically speaking, deny development funds to the PR-state governments. Or when funds are provided, they are channelled away
from the PR-led state governments
to the State Development Officers
of those states, who are answerable to the Implementation and
Co-ordination Unit of the PM’s
Department.
The on-going spat between the
Kelantan state government and

the federal government over the
former’s claim to petroleum royalty, which the latter rejects, is a
related case in point. In Penang,
the ‘development’ of the expanded
Botanical Gardens and the upgrading of the Penang Hill Railway under the charge of the federal Minister of Tourism(!!) has
led to much controversy. A principal criticism is that these people
from Putrajaya do not understand
what Penangites want and have
not consulted the rakyat adequately. On its part, the Penang
state government has stood by
claiming that the matter is out of
its hands, which is not necessarily the case.

Who will introduce
the bill to amend
the
constitution?
In the event, will the federal government begin to devolve power
to the state and local authorities?
Will the federal government willingly share its revenue collection
assignments with the states and
local authorities? When and who

will introduce the necessary bills
to amend the Constitution in parliament?
Secondly, apart from the federal
bias in the constitutional design,
centralisation has also been fostered due to the 50-plus years of
uninterrupted BN rule. The abolition of local authority elections in
the 1970s has facilitated the penetration of the BN federal government not only into the states but
also into that third tier of local
government. There is now a
clamour for bringing back local
government elections which
should facilitate the realisation of
SRI No3, i.e. ‘empowering state
and local government authorities’. But the federal government
does not seem to be in the mood to
share power. Cakap tak serupa
bikin?
And thirdly, the development
process, underscored by the
implementation of the NEP, had
contributed further to the
centralisation of power. Not only
did the federal government set up
numerous statutory bodies and
GLCs, but regulatory bodies like
the Commercial Vehicles Licensing Board (CVLB) were also
charged
with
promoting
Bumiputera participation in the
transportation industry via licensing commercial vehicles.
Consequently the licensing of
taxis and buses, even the routing
of buses in local authorities, came
under the purview of the federal
authorities, in this case the CVLB.
Will the federal government now
reverse this centralisation process? Where does it start? q
Francis Loh is honorary
secretary of Aliran

Source: New Economic Model, pg8
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POLITICS

Anwar
The

Ibrahim:
fundamentalist

Anwar had planned to push for accountability
and good governance from within Umno –
but he was sacked from the party at lightning speed
by Dato Hishamuddin Yahaya
Anwar’s

n February, a very influential Australian MP
described Dato Seri
Anwar Ibrahim as “intelligent and articulate and passionate democrat. He is committed to a thorough reform of Malaysian Government, to rid it of
cronyism, corruption and authoritarian tendencides that have
gained ground since Mahathir
Mohamad became Prime Minister
in 1981.”

I

The

(1974)

I first met Anwar 40 years ago at
Malaysia Hall in London. Lean
and with a gaunt face, the un-pretentious and affable celebrated
student leader struck me as one
humble and modest and down-toearth individual – a portrait of
one among equals. I took to him
immediately.

reformist

Anwar is a reformist and reformists everywhere seem to share the
same fate. To give a few examples:
Benigno Aquino (Ninoy) of the
Philippines was shot on the
tarmac of Manila Airport as soon
as he embarked from self exile in
the US. The revered Indian leader,
Mahatma Gandhi, was shot at
point blank range. Martin Luther
King and Malcolm X of the United
States were both shot in public.
Abdul Kadir Audah and Hassan
Al Banna of Egypt were hanged
and shot in the street respectively
under Gamal Abdul Nasser’s regime. Anwar was incarcerated in
Kamunting in 1974 and later im-

Arrest

Benigno Aquino

prisoned in Sungai Buloh for more
than six years.
Social and political reformers are
never safe inside or outside the
courthouse. Outside, their lives
hinge on the barrel of a gun. Inside the courthouse, they are like
slaves thrown into the lions’
arena of the ancient Roman Coliseum, with prosecutors enjoying
control of the Court albeit using
dubious charges.
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I next met him in 1974 as his friend
and defence counsel when he was
first arrested for unlawful assembly (the mammoth Baling Demonstration involving hundreds of
university students) and later
charged under the ISA. For that, I
was pulled up by the then Home
Affairs Minister, Ghazali Shafie
(later made a Tun), who was told
by the then Prime Minister, the late
Tun Abdul Razak, that I was defending this maverick Anwar, despite me being a government
backbencher (I was the MP for
Maran, Pahang.) Tun Ghazali
was sombre and I was even more
sombre.
I was restless for a few days, until
I made an appointment to see Tun
Razak at his official residence in

Sri Taman. As I entered the gate
of Sri Taman, the young and handsome Najib was driving to go to
work. He lowered his window
screen, smiled broadly and said,
“Political problems?” “Yes, “I replied, and he disappered.

Meeting

the

Tun

The late Tun gave me more than
half an hour of his precious time
to talk exclusively about Anwar.
As usual the late Tun never displayed his anger, no matter how
angry he was, a very rare quality
that even the late Tun Ghafar
Baba confessed that he feared the
Tun even more because of this
trait. What actually transpired in
my meeting with the Tun is a secret best kept to myself.
Three things emerged in my mind
after that memorable meeting with
the Tun. First, I felt that I had lost
favour with the Tun and my political future, then and there, was
dashed! Second, I learnt from the
Tun that Anwar was a one hundred per cent purpose-driven individual whom Tun described as
“recalcitrant”. Third, the mammoth demonstration had certainly
left an impact and what’s even
more far-reaching is something I
will not divulge. Tun’s parting
words to me: don’t leave Abim but
stay and advise Anwar, which I
never did.

Formation

of

speaks of his emotional and psychological make up. It is also the
manifestation of his religion-oriented soul which cherishes the
high moral values in life, a rare
quality found in an individual of
his generation. To associate a
man of his credentials with any
contemptible act is like putting a
square peg into a round hole.

Abim

Anwar was the doyen and icon of
Islamic fundamentalism (a term
not to be misunderstood and associated with extremism or terrorism). Where Umno and Pas were
equally myopic and lacked imagination, Anwar came to the fore to
fill this gap. Anwar and his col-

Hasan al Banna

leagues formed the Malaysian
Muslim Youth Movement (Abim)
to unite all the Muslim youths under a single organisation. Once
united, they were trained and
taught wholesome Islamic values:
a sense of high self-esteem and
taught to be reliable and independent, responsible to self and community and to develop in themselves the virtues of honesty and
integrity, to live in peace and harmony, to be tolerant culturally and
religiously and all the rest of it,
which covers the entire gamut of
life.
On careful analysis, one will
realise that the larger political Islam harnessed through Abim was
the result of the genius of Anwar.
It reflects his philosophical and
intellectual mindset which underpins his political convictions.
To testify the validity of his Islamic
thought, Yusof Qurdhawi, the
world renowned ulama, gave his
full endorsement to what Anwar
did, and the two even became
close friends to this day. The formation of Abim and what it aspires to is the embodiment of
Anwar’s thought and emotions,
the unfolding of his inner self that
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Now confronted with a multifarious accusations by ruling members of Parliament in its present
sitting, the steel in the man is
clearly displayed. He is still
standing tall above others, unwavering with a clear message “My
voice is loud and clear, and I have
nothing to fear.” It’s a David and
Goliath situation – Anwar, a man
who moves the nation to its knees.

Yayasan

Anda

The establishment of a private
school, Yayasan Anda in Kg Baru,
Kuala Lumpur, spoke volumes of
this man. It was a school set up
solely to cater for school dropouts,
giving them a second chance to
achieve academic success.
Yayasan Anda is testimony to
Anwar’s selflessness. When almost all of his fellow graduates
joined the civil service with the
rank of “officers”, Anwar, chose
a different path, regarded puerile
by many, as the pay was pittance
compared to the officers in the civil
service.
Nevertheless, Anwar chose to
teach there, with neither prospect
for promotion nor bonuses or
other perks enjoyed by his colleagues in the civil service – an
unusual undertaking by today’s
standards, which others may find
difficult to understand. But
Anwar lived to be dictated by his

are very much subject to his acumen, which in turn is very much
subject to his innate intelligence.
Judges too are seldom free of political leanings and often, their
judgements are also influenced by
their emotional state.

Gandhi

inner conscience and the knowledge that “knowledge” is not a
tool for self-enrichment but when
acquired must be dessiminated
for the well-being of others.
Such passionate compassion
could not have emanated from a
factory churned-out graduates,
but from one with firm religious
conviction, who would not compromise principles with material
gains. It was for this reason too
that a certain influential Pas leader
referred to Anwar insan kamil (infallible human being) in terms of
religious transgression.

Anwar’s court
conviction
A Muslim will not fall into the
same pit twice. Anwar never fell
once, although he was previously
convicted, imprisoned and sealed
with a blue eye. The conviction
did not tell all, although it was
proved “beyond reasonable
doubt”. In our system of justice,
what’s reasonable or unreasonable doubt is the judge’s exclusive
propriety. His findings based on
the evidence adduced before him

We have heard cases in the United
States where a man was imprisoned for twenty years, only to be
freed when the real culprit (who
was nearing death) gave himself
up and confessed to the crime.
The innocent man was totally disoriented and with most of his productive life wasted, no amount of
government compensation could
make up for his suffering.
Recently, a man from Texas, USA,
Timothy Cole, who died nine
years ago in prison, was given a
posthumous pardon after he was
found not guilty of rape. He spent
13 years in prison for nothing.
The truth about Dato Taha’s
death (remember the Negeri Exco
member?) was never known, although Dato Mokhtar Hashim
was sentenced to prison for the alleged crime. The judgment of
Hashim Yeop Sani sent shockwaves in the legal profession, including in the AG’s chambers.
The fact that Mokhtar was given
a royal pardon showed that the
evidence in the case was somewhat hazy and its veracity questionable.
It is worthwhile to remember what
the Holy Prophet , peace be upon
him, said, “Out of three judges, two
are dwellers of hell.” And again
the Holy Prophet, peace be upon
him, said, “A person may have
won the case, because he is a better speaker than the other.” Even
the Prophet himself asked forgive-
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ness from Allah, in case he judged
wrongly. It is for this reason, that
Muslim judges are taught that it
is better to make a wrong decision
and not punish the guilty than to
make a wrong decision and punish the innocent.

Anwar

and

Umno

Anwar did not anticipate that he
would one day join Umno because of its secular policy and
practices. But he joined Umno in
the 1982 by invitation, because it
was feared that unless Umno took
him in, Pas would grab him.
Anwar’s credentials led Umno to
raise its hopes in him and his meteoric rise proved this. At the same
time Anwar was forewarned by
his close associates that should
he join Umno, he would one day
find himself a victim of conspiracy
by a rogue group within Umno
who would want to maintain the
status quo. But Anwar took a different view. He planned to position himself so that he could establish accountability and good
governance from within. True, as
predicted, his effort was met by a
hatched plan against him; he was
sacked from Umno at lightning
speed and left high and dry.
But Anwar is a survivor. He holds
on fast to the old Malay proverb
that a warrior’s death is in the
arena of combat. Anwar will survive or at the very least it may be a
precursor to a long-awaited
reformasi. q

Dato
Hishamuddin
Yahaya is a lawyer
and former MP for
Maran.

RELIGION

Should religion
on
power?

be

centred

The tragedy of a large number of Muslim countries is that the
common people have no say in governance. The time has
come for the supremacy of the people to be recognised
by Asghar Ali Engineer
hould religion be power
centred? It is an important question in view of
what is happening in the
world today when dangerous
weapons are in the hands of some
nations on the one hand, and religious fanatics, on the other. In fact
religion, by its very nature, cannot ever be in pursuit of power,
and if at all it gets associated with
power, it is either due to some historical factors or due to the lust
for power by its followers.

S

Religion, primarily, is a spiritual
and moral entity and comes into
existence due to social degeneration or the neglect of moral and
spiritual values by the people
among whom religion comes into
existence. Be it Buddha, Mahavira,
Moses, Jesus or Mohammad
(PBUH), each was seriously perturbed by the moral and spiritual
decline around them and gave to
the world a spiritual and moral
system, never a political doctrine.
However, with the passage of
time, these religions came close to
power structures and their followers’ prime aims became political

power rather than their moral and
spiritual upliftment as intended
by its founders. Let alone primacy
of moral and spiritual concern due to political power struggles
among followers, morality takes
a sharp dip and religion at best
turns into institutions focusing on
certain rituals. Rituals, too, are
then performed mechanically, losing touch with the spirituality in
which they were originally deeply
rooted.
To justify involvement with political power, new doctrines are invented and theologically justified.
As long as religion remains aloof
from political power, it remains an
inspiration for the moral and
spiritual transformation of the individual as well as of society. The
only concern of its followers remains with moral excellence.
Nothing else matters and worldly
interests are subsumed by spiritual values.

From
spirituality
to the quest
for
power
Christianity, for example, re-
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mained the religion of oppressed
people for three long centuries
and until then Christians remained an exemplar of spirituality. They were oppressed and
faced persecution in the Roman
Empire. Wherever they went, they
went as harbingers of morality
and good news for the people of
the area. But once the Roman Emperor adopted Christianity, its priority began to change, and ultimately the Church itself became a
power centre and papal authority became focused on political,
rather than spiritual, authority.
Scheming, conspiracies and wars
found its new home in the
Church. Its moral and spiritual
excellence was lost and at last its
spiritual authority was challenged and the inevitable split
took place.
Islam met this fate immediately
after the death of the Holy
Prophet. The Prophet was mainly
concerned with moral and spiritual values and he, through the
Qur’an, declared Allah’s and his
sympathy with the weaker sections of society. In fact, the Qur’an
talks of empowering the weak and

making them the inheritor of this
earth (28:5). The Bible also says
the meek shall inherit the earth.
During the Meccan period, the
main concern of the Qur’an was
to fight moral corruption in society and sensitise the people to the
sufferings of the weaker sections
of society – the widows, orphans,
the needy and the poor - as the
rich in Mecca had neglected them.
The Prophet himself had experienced the travails of an orphan
and had experienced poverty in
the midst of riches. Justice was his
top priority.
The rich of Mecca were arrogant
and felt they would not ever be
held accountable for their greed
and insensitivity the poor and the
weak. They ridiculed the very idea
of the hereafter and maintained
there was no life after this life;
hence, for them, their power and
wealth was everything. All the
time, they were engaged in the
accumulation of riches; nothing
else mattered.
The Qur’an tried, through
Mohammed, the messenger of Allah, to make them aware of higher
realities and spiritual values and
to pull them out of crass materialism and their obsession with
wealth and worldly affairs. They
were too arrogant to understand
the spiritual side - except for a few
who favourably responded to the
Prophet’s call. The majority of
Meccans, instead of reflecting on
what the Prophet (PBUH) was
calling them to, in their arrogance
of wealth and power, began to
persecute him and his followers.
The Prophet of Islam and his followers migrated to Madina and
people there responded enthusi-

astically to the call and became
his helpers (Ansar). The reason
was obvious: there were no
wealthy people there like the ones
in Mecca. Whereas in Mecca, Islam was seen by the rich as hostile to their worldly interests as it
exhorted them to spend their
wealth in the way of Allah, the
people of Madina had no such
interests. They saw Islam, on the
other hand, as helpful, uniting
them and ending their long standing inter-tribal feuds. Islam came
to them as a peace maker, bringing about social transformation.
However, there were other challenges to the Muslims in Madina.
The Meccan tribal chiefs and the
rich still saw in Islam a challenge
to their interest as it was a great
spiritual and moral force. It certainly threatened their interests
and hence they began to conspire
to wipe it out so that they could
pursue their material interests.
Thus the developments in Madina
should be seen in the light of this
historical situation and the tension between a clash of interests.

Vested
interests
block
social
transformation
Whenever any attempt is made by
any prophet, seer or visionary to
bring about social transformation
for the better, all vested interests
join hands to throw the efforts off
track and resort to war and violence. This is precisely what happened to the Prophet of Islam and
his followers. He (the Prophet)
could not rest in peace in Madina
and carry on his mission. The
Meccans repeatedly attacked the
Muslims, and the Jews in Madina
conspired with the Meccan
Quresh as the Jews of Madina felt
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threatened by the emerging influence of Muslims that was dislodging them. Thus they readily conspired with the Meccan unbelievers to dislodge the Muslims from
Madina and re-establish their influence.
Because of all this, the Prophet
(PBUH) was forced to defend the
nascent Muslim community and
had to organise Muslims for defence. However, his priority was
not to fight wars of defence but to
bring about the spiritual transformation of his followers. He was
constantly socially engaged, giving them, through Allah’s revelation, laws to better their social and
personal lives. Thus, the bulk of
the Qur’anic revelation in the
Madinese period consists of these
laws, which became the corpus of
shari’ah laws subsequently.
Thus, jihad in the Qur’an primarily meant social struggle for the
meaningful transformation of human society. It never meant war.
All usages of the word jihad and
its derivatives in Qur’an are in
this sense. However, after the
death of the Prophet, jihad underwent a change of meaning and it
began to be used for war. It should
also be noted that the Prophet
never created a paid army during
his life time as war was never his
priority. He was forced to fight in
defence. Had it been his priority,
he would have easily created such
an army. It remained a voluntary
effort for him to meet the exigencies of the situation.
The Prophet (PBUH), even when
engaged in social struggles or
while making efforts to defend the
nascent community, never neglected moral priorities. Thus, the
Qur’an, even in the Madinese pe-

riod, is full of exhortations for
truth, justice, compassion, doing
good to others and other-worldly
consciousness and accountability
to Allah on the Day of Judgment.
Spiritual and moral values were
supreme for him. He did not create power structures in his life as
he knew very well, power would
sow the seeds of discord among
Muslims. The emphasis in the
Qur’an remained social rather
than creating political organisation. Thus the Qur’an says,
“You are a best community raised
up for people you enjoin good and
forbid evil and you believe in Allah” (3:109).
The Prophet did not indulge in
any war of aggression, much
less that of conquest, nor did he
create any state structure even
though a large segment of Arabs
had embraced Islam during his
life time. He remained steadfast
in this. He remained head of a
community of Muslims and a
supreme authority. He was everything for the Muslims: legislative, executive as well as judiciary. No one could have taken
his position as such.

Power
structures
emerge
However, after his death, a power
structure began to emerge and
Muslims got involved in a power
struggle and hence they split into
two over who should succeed the
Prophet (PBUH). Even those who
gathered in the Saqifa Banu Sa’ida
to elect the successor to the
Prophet khalifa differed among
themselves. Claims and counter
claims were made amidst chaotic
scenes. Power struggles always
divide.

The institution of the khilafat remained controversial and was
embroiled in a power struggle
among different tribes, clans and
groups. Moral and spiritual priorities were gradually lost until
the institution of the khilafat also
disappeared and was transformed into a hereditary institution, in other words, a monarchy.
Also, conquests became the rule
and two great empires, Roman as
well as Sassanids, were shattered.
Now a doctrine had to be formulated - that in Islam religion and
political power cannot be separated - and this belief became common among Muslims and consequently other subsequent doctrines like dar al-Islam and dar alharb (i.e. abode of Islam and abode
of war) emerged. These doctrines
have nothing to do with Qur’anic
teachings and are the result of the
politicisation of Islam. Many eminent companions of the Prophet
like Abu Dharr Ghifari and others thus withdrew themselves
from the power struggle and gave
priority to what the Qur’an and
Prophet had given priority.

Arrogance

of

power

We would like to deal with contemporary Muslim society in this
section. One thousand four hundred years of uninterrupted belief
that power is a must if Islam is to
survive, and the revival of the concept of Islamic state in the postcolonial period, has created its
own consequences. All the
shari’ah formulations which were
made while Muslims were in
power also made them more rigid.
Muslim ulama and jurists are not
ready to re-think them. The criminal law in some Islamic countries
like Saudi Arabia is harsh and
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rejects all modern developments
and advances in the science of
criminology and criminal punishments.
In Iran too, the clergy is all powerful after the Islamic revolution
and refuses to change a wee bit. It
is the result of an arrogance of
power. Religion loses its appeal if
there is no place for forgiveness
and compassion in it. In Islam,
Allah’s two names are Merciful
and Compassionate (al-Rahman
and Rahim) and yet one finds
anything but mercy and compassion in the practice of Islam in
Muslim countries. The Muslim
rulers believe in harsh punishments, not only for crimes but also
for political opposition and often
they seek Islamic legitimacy in
doing so. Various harsh punishments for crime also in a way
sends a message to the ruled – submit or else face harsh punishment.
In contrast to the behaviour of
Muslim rulers in an Islamic state,
the behaviour of Sufis reflect Islamic values and spirituality.
Sufis were much closer to the spirit
of Islam than Muslim rulers. Sufis
always emphasised humility and
compassion and believed in the
freedom of conscience. Muslim
rulers always tried to punish freedom of conscience and discouraged tolerance of other religions.
I would like to refer to the recent
controversy over the use of the
term ‘Allah’ by Christians in Malaysia. Apart from the ulama, even
the Malaysian Government has
prohibited the use of the term ‘Allah’ by Christians. It was extremely ridiculous. Thus, power
always breeds arrogance and intolerance. Power can never be tol-

erant of the other’s power; the very
logic of power is to exclude the
other. Other’s power creates insecurity.
Religion, on the other hand, promotes both compassion and tolerance. Sufis, who maintained
their distance from power, practised both these virtues. Sufis like
Muhiyuddin Ibn Arabi and
Maulana Rum give central importance to love and even declare that
their religion and shari’ah is love.
Love of power and power of love
are exclusive of each other. Rulers believe in love of power and
Sufis in power of love.
Power divides and love unites,
and Muhiyuddin Ibn Arabi and
Maulana Rum understood this
very well. Despite the theological
assertion of unity of all Muslims,
history never witnessed unity of
all Muslims except during the period of the Prophet. Since power
became the issue after his death,
Muslims have been divided till
today. Muslim nations are divided into more than 50 different
nations today, and no Muslim can
enter any other country without a
visa. The Saudis, who never tire
of declaring the Qur’an as their
constitution, do not admit even
fellow Arabs from other countries
to settle there, let alone non-Arab
Muslims from other countries.

The

power

game

Power has become so absolute in
Muslim countries that in most of
the Muslim countries there is no
democracy as the Muslim rulers
refuse to share power with their
own people. Though the fundamental principle of Islam is shura’
(mutual consultation) which in
modern day politics translates as

democratic rule in consultation
with common Muslims; yet it is
monarchs, sheikhs and dictators
who wield absolute power in
most of the Muslim countries. On
the one hand, one finds well enunciated principles of human rights
in the Qur’an, no one can utter this
word in many Muslim countries.
There have been instances of human rights activists being jailed
in countries like Egypt and Saudi
Arabia.
The latest weapon of power
struggle today in some Muslim
countries is that of terror attacks.
Hundreds of innocent Muslim
lives are being sacrificed daily by
such attacks. Afghanistan, Pakistan and Iraq, among other countries, have become battle grounds
of terrorism. If it is not a power
game, what is it? The killing of
shi’ahs in Iraq by al-Qaeda supporters is nothing but about bringing the recent passing of power in
the hands of shi’ahs to an end.
In Pakistan, the scenario is much more
complex.
The
Taliban there are
being supported by
ISI (the Pakistan intelligence agency)
and a section of the
Pakistan army. The
Pakistan
army
wants to retain supreme power in its
own hands and
does not want a civilian government
to enjoy power. The
moment the army
sees signs of an
elected government
becoming powerful, it stages either
a direct coup or

Zia ul Haq
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sends signals to the elected government that ‘we are the boss’.
It was Zia ul Haq, a military ruler,
who declared Pakistan to be an
‘Islamic state’ and enforced various provisions of Islamic punishments to create fear and awe to establish his absolute power. He encouraged sectarian forces and reinforced religious orthodoxy to
legitimise his power and to win
over orthodox ulama to his side.
All this did immense damage to
the democratic institutions which
Pakistan had inherited.
Zia also welcomed American intrusions into Pakistan’s internal
affairs and even considered the
Afghan struggle against the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan as a
boon. Thus, with the help of the
CIA, the Taliban came into existence, and they have become the
greatest menace to the very existence of Pakistan. The Taliban
could not have carried out such
terror attacks without the tacit

support of a section of army officers in Pakistan.
Pakistan as an Islamic state, has
become a curse to its people - rather
than a boon if true Islamic values
had been followed. But then, in
the power game, there is no place
for values. It is indeed a great irony
that those people who apparently
fight for the supremacy of
shari’ah law kill mercilessly and
without any justification. The
Qur’an declared ‘ilm (knowledge)
as nur (light) and made acquisition of knowledge obligatory (but
they) attack and destroy schools
and glorify ignorance which has
been described as darkness by the
Qur’an.
Afghanistan is also home to terror today thanks to the power
play between different sections of
the ruling classes. To buy guns
and other highly destructive
weapons, they smuggle and sell
opium in the international market, destroying the lives of thousands of young men and women
throughout the world. This is prohibited in Islam. Thus those who
demand the enforcement of
shariah want to spread the drug
habit which is forbidden in
shariah. One can argue all this
happens in other non-Muslim
countries also. Yes, quite true and
perhaps much worse also happens but then it does not happen
in the name of religion. My argument is that let the sanctity of religion not be sullied in this manner. The logic of power and that
of religion are mutually exclusive.

Religious
democratic

and
values

Religion, if left to itself, can be a
very valuable asset. Religion is all

about values of the love, justice,
compassion and humility. It is religion which should make powerobsessed rulers behave rather
than politics dominating religion
and distorting it and making religion a handy tool in the hands of
rulers. The Prophet of Islam has
been described in the Qur’an as
Rahmah lil Alamin (mercy of the
world). However, power-obsessed rulers made life hell for
their own people in the name of
religion.
In a modern day democratic polity, very little scope exists for mixing politics with religion, and it is
the doctrine of separation of religion and politics which is followed. However, it does not mean
that politics would mean ceasing
power and ruling according to
the whims of rulers. Democratic
polity has its own principles and
values, which are not very different from the religious values of
justice and equal human dignity.
For many, religion is all about the
other world, and theology should
deal with other world issues i.e.
of life after death. It may or may
not be so in the case of some religions, but governance should not
be on the basis of religion. In a democracy, all citizens are equal irrespective of religion, language or
culture. Thus, if religion is associated with politics, it would be invariably that of the majority community and those belonging to the
minority community would be
discriminated. It is not acceptable
in a democratic polity.
Thus most important thing in
Muslim
countries
is
to
democratise the polity and leave
religion to people and their conscience. The State should not in-
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terfere in its domain. The state’s
primary duty is to provide clean
government and to protect law
and order. Religion, on the other
hand, deals with theological and
philosophical questions which
are not the state’s domain.
Religion gives us not only values
but also meaning and direction in
life. One would be confused about
the purpose of one’s life without
religion. Religion will become a
boon if it is left to the people and
their conscience, and individual
and communities can enrich their
lives and cultures with its help.
Politics, on the other hand,
should deal with the basic needs
of existence. Thus religion would
look after the spiritual side of life
and politics the material and
physical side.
The modern-day state has to provide a variety of services to its citizens which simply did not exist
in earlier times, and this is not
possible without a democratic
state responsible to the people, not
to a few theologians. If religion
becomes supreme for the state, the
rulers will be responsible only to
ulama or priests, not to the people.
An elected government is in no
way responsible to a bunch of
priests.
This is the tragedy of a large number of Muslim countries. The common people have no say in governance. The time has come for the
supremacy of the people to be
recognised. q
Asghar Ali Engineer is
chairman of the Centre for
the Study of Society and
Secularism in Mumbai.

HERITAGE

David vs Goliath MPPP and Boustead
Boustead should not penalise the people of Penang
he Penang Forum, a coalition of public interest
groups and individuals,
notes with dismay that
Boustead is claiming compensation from the MPPP for consequential losses in having to reduce its hotel from 12 to
five storeys. Before the
matter develops further,
perhaps
Boustead
would wish to reconsider its position carefully taking the longterm big-picture view
and the following.

T

Boustead should not
have been given approval for 12 storeys in
a heritage area in the
first place by the previous administration. It
was the Federal Government that
chose to apply for and accept having George Town and Melaka
jointly inscribed by Unesco as a
World Heritage Site, which
brought with it several obligations, one of which was to restrict
the height of new buildings in the
core zone. The Penang Government was merely its fulfilling international obligation. Not to have
done so was unthinkable; losing
the listing so soon after getting it
would have been extremely damaging for our international reputation.

Questions of international prestige aside, being a World Heritage
Site brings with it enormous economic benefits, which everybody,
Boustead included, will enjoy.
Some sites have reported a fivefold increase in visitors in as
Hotel Royal Bintang: Artist

(who will ultimately pay) for the
folly of our past leaders. Bear in
mind that the MPPP is operating
on a tight budget: its projected revenue for 2010 is a mere RM230
million, giving rise to a budget
deficit of RM40 million. An economic Goliath bullying
impression a puny David (like the
MPPP) is an unpretty
spectacle that is unlikely
to do Boustead’s image
any
justice nor would it be a
manifestation of good
corporate social responsibility.

many years. For Penang, the
world heritage listing is a godsend that has the potential to reverse its slow decline as a destination for international tourists.
The issue now is that Boustead is
seeking compensation from the
local government in Penang, ultimately at the expense of
Penangites. As a responsible corporate citizen, Boustead, with an
annual group profit before tax of
RM502 million from revenue of
RM5.4 billion in 2009, should not
penalise the people of Penang
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The company should
also remind itself that
Penang’s gain is also
our (and Boustead’s)
gain and similarly
Penang’s loss is our collective
loss. In the long term, Boustead
will probably earn more from a
down-sized hotel in a World Heritage Site than from a full-scale
hotel in a de-listed World Heritage
Site.
Finally, we call on the Federal
Government to take a more active
interest in these developments and
take some responsibility in resolving this unfortunate situation.
Penang Forum Working Group
10 April 2010

ORANG ASLI

Orang Asli protest:
Demands
and
relevance
There are legal reasons for the government to consider
policies affecting Orang Asli carefully
Some 2,500 Orang Asli
gathered in Putrajaya on
17 March 2010 to oppose
a proposed Orang Asli
land policy. Yogeswaran
Subramaniam looks at
what they want and examines if their demands
are ‘relevant’ from the
government’s perspective.

n an unprecedented
event, 2,500 Orang Asli
from various parts of
Peninsular Malaysia
congregated in Putrajaya on 17
March 2010 to show their discontentment towards a proposed Orang Asli land policy approved by
the National Land Council three
months earlier. The merits of the
proposed policy have been discussed elsewhere (see e.g. Proposed Orang Asli Land Policy:
Planned Poverty?) and will not be
repeated here.

I

This article seeks to address two
other fundamental questions:
What do the Orang Asli community want in terms of land? Are
these demands, from a government perspective, ‘relevant’? The
answer can be found in the memo-

randum presented to both the
Prime Minister’s Department and
Rural and Regional Development
Ministry on that day.
The memorandum was reportedly
signed by over 12,000 Orang Asli.
Perhaps more importantly, this
number included the Persatuan
Orang Asli Semenanjung Malaysia, Gabungan NGO Orang Asli
Semenanjung Malaysia and many
influential Orang Asli leaders.
Thus, the memorandum can
safely be said to contain the voice
of a substantial section of the Orang Asli population.
Despite its importance, relatively
little media attention has been
given to the contents of the protest memorandum. Worse still,
there are reports that have comAliran Monthly : Vol.30(3) Page 19

pletely missed the crux of Orang
Asli grouses against the proposed
policy. Based on the contents of
the memorandum, this article
seeks, in simple terms, to remedy
some misconceptions on the land
needs of the Orang Asli and make
an argument for the memorandum’s relevance.
In summary, the memorandum
unreservedly (1) objects to the proposed land policy; and (2) demands retraction of the proposed
land policy and calls for the recognition of Orang Asli customary
territories having regard to,
amongst others, international
standards as contained in the
United Nations Declaration on
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.
The main text of the protest memorandum (in Bahasa Malaysia) as

provided by the Jaringan
Kampong Orang Asli Perak can
be accessed here.
Contrary to some reports, it is not
the size of the plantation lands
under the proposed policy that is
in issue but the whole underlying
concept of the policy. As can be
observed from the memorandum,
the Orang Asli reject the policy as
a whole. Moreover, the Orang Asli
want recognition of their customary lands and, at the same time,
development of these lands on
their own terms.
This brings me to an age-old argument against the recognition of
Indigenous customary land
rights. Certain quarters argue that
such recognition is an obstacle to
social and economic development.
It is said that recognition would
trap communities like the Orang
Asli in some sort of time warp that
would not see them enjoy the
fruits of modern mainstream development.
Recent experience from other jurisdictions has shown that this is
not the case. Customary land
rights strengthen autonomy, social norms of responsibility and
social capital of Indigenous communities. Economically, these
land rights can provide a means
for development through its intrinsic value, which can be exploited when desired and if in the
interests of the community.
Like many other Indigenous communities worldwide, it would
seem that the Orang Asli are not
anti-development but wish to
chart their own destiny through a
process of gradual empowerment
that affords them dignity and autonomy. Orang Asli control over

their customary lands and its usage coupled with government
guidance is the key if this route is
to be taken.
The application of standard development and poverty eradication policies to Orang Asli oversimplifies Orang Asli culture and
may well produce adverse results.
Whilst it is true that Orang Asli
are in desperate need of improved
infrastructure, health and education, their special attachment to
the lands should be factored into
the implementation of any such
policies.
No other community in Peninsular
Malaysia,
whether
marginalised or not, has a similar
social, economic and cultural dependence on customary lands. On
this score alone, the government
ought to introduce policies that
cater to Orang Asli sensitivities
and distinctiveness so that an equitable outcome is achieved. This
would necessarily include the recognition of Orang Asli customary
land rights.
Other than moral and sympathetic reasons, should the government bother at all about the memorandum? It does not take a ‘legal
expert’ to conclude that, unlike
Malays and natives of Sabah and
Sarawak, Orang Asli are not explicitly mentioned in the special
privilege provision in the Federal
Constitution (article 153). However, Art 8(5)(c) of the Federal Constitution and the case of Kerajaan
Negeri Selangor v Sagong bin Tasi
([2005] 6 MLJ 289) place Orang
Asli in a special position if compared to other communities in
Malaysia.
Under Art 8(5)(c), the Federal gov-
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ernment is empowered to legislate
for the “protection, well-being or
advancement” of the Orang Asli.
To argue that legislation or executive action resulting in the cultural
devastation of Orang Asli is for
their “protection, well-being or
advancement” would be, at best,
arduous.
Further, the common law fiduciary duty owed by the government to the Orang Asli as decided
by the Court of Appeal in Kerajaan
Negeri Selangor v Sagong bin Tasi
([2005] 6 MLJ 289 at pp 311-4) may
be used to test any government
action in relation to the Orang
Asli. Accordingly, there are legal
reasons for the government to consider policies affecting Orang Asli
carefully.
That said, it is heartening to note
that the federal government, in
response to the memorandum,
has initiated dialogue with the
Orang Asli to review the proposed policy. I earnestly hope
that the government silences the
critics (including me) and rethinks its intransigent stand on
Orang Asli customary land
rights thus far. In this sense, the
government’s response would
be a stern examination of the
extent of their will in applying
the ‘cultural diversity’ principle
of the 1Malaysia concept. q

Yogeswaran
Subramaniam, an Aliran member, is pursing a doctoral
thesis in the Reform of
Orang Asli Land rights at
the Faculty of Law, University of New South
Wales, Sydney.

ORANG ASLI

Proposed Orang
policy:
Planned

Asli land
poverty?

Land is not available as of right and depends on state discretion
The obvious starting
point for Orang Asli empowerment would be
their exercise of control
over their customary
lands, says Yogeswaran
Subramaniam.

he recent policy granting land titles to the Orang Asli has far-reaching consequences for the
150,000-strong Orang Asli community. It appears to be limited in
economic utility and, more importantly, in flat contradiction of the
1Malaysia concept.

T

In short, the proposed policy involves the granting of two to six
acres of plantation lands and up
to a quarter of an acre for housing
to each Orang Asli head of household. The policy is subject to two
main qualifications that impact
upon its economic utility.
First, land forming part of this
policy is subject to availability.
This means that the land is not
available as of right and depends
on state discretion. If past records
are anything to go by, the states’
performance for gazetting Orang
Asli reserves has been nothing

short of dismal.
Second, Orang Asli households
would have to reimburse the appointed developer for all costs in
relation to the development of the
land from proceeds gained from
the plantation. Other than the obvious room for abuse in the development process itself, Orang Asli
would additionally have to start
their ‘new’ life in the market
economy under the burden of debt.
Sources also indicate that the estimated 50,000 hectares allocated
under the proposed policy is well
short of the 140,000 hectares of
customary land currently occupied by the Orang Asli. Have we
not taken enough of their land?
The policy does not recognise OrAliran Monthly : Vol.30(3) Page 21

ang Asli customary lands. To
compound matters, Orang Asli
who accept the deal will not be
able to bring any claims to the
courts for customary lands or loss
of such lands.
Subject to further elaboration of the
amending law, Orang Asli are left
to either accept the policy where
they lose their customary lands or
chance their arm in court for recognition of their customary lands.
If the latter course of action is
taken, Orang Asli can expect the
governments (except maybe for
Selangor state) to contest such
claims to the hilt.
The Orang Asli community is
unique compared to other ethnic
groups in Malaysia. Unlike other
communities, Orang Asli culture,

identity and nationhood is inextricably linked to their customary
lands. Land is central to the identity of an Orang Asli person, providing, physical, cultural, economic and spiritual nourishment.
Top-down policies that change
the face of Orang Asli land into
plantations are devastating and
traumatic to Orang Asli culture
and identity. Ironically, the 1Malaysia concept regards ethnic diversity as an asset and explicitly
rejects the concept of assimilation
where ethnic identity vanishes.
If we can accept perceived outlandishness of cultures and practices of the three main ethnic
groups in Peninsular Malaysia, it
should not to be too difficult to ‘tolerate’ the unique relationship between Orang Asli and their lands.
1Malaysia demands that we do
so.
It is thus puzzling that the proposed land policy disregards Or-

ang Asli customary lands. Whilst
it is true that economic independence is vital to Orang Asli wellbeing, it should not be toyed with
at the expense of their identity.
The answer lies in empowerment,
where Orang Asli, with technical
assistance from all parties concerned, are empowered to determine their own priorities in their
cultural, social, political and development. Experiences in Australia, Canada and United States
have shown that there is a direct
link between enabling an Aboriginal community to exercise control
over its own affairs and improved
social and economic outcomes.
The obvious starting point for
such empowerment would be the
exercise of control over Orang Asli
customary lands. Unfortunately,
this is not at all apparent from the
proposed land policy. If diversity
of culture is to be celebrated as an
asset, it is time for the government
to rethink the land policy. q

Re
this
piece
by
Yogeswaran, besides the
issue of customary rights,
the amount of land allocated amounts to a policy
of planned poverty.
There are around 40,000
Orang Asli households in
the country. Thus, 50,000
hectares amount to just
over 1 hectare a household. No forests, no other
resources.
Even assuming that Orang Asli want to operate
oil palm smallholdings, 1
ha a household would
produce
around
15
tonnes a year, and even
assuming RM500 a
tonne, this would result in
net earnings of around
RM5,000 a year, or just
over RM400 a month, well
below the official poverty
line income for an average household of five.
- Ketuanan Rakyat

For the full memorandum go to:
http://www.aliran.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1256:memobantahan-dasar-pemberimilikan-tanah-orang-asli&catid=95:2010&Itemid=48
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talk that quiet sabotage by Little
Napoleons to undermine opposition-controlled states is taking
place. In the Buah Pala settlement
case in Penang, it was a civil servant at the land office who accepted the late instalment, apparently without sanction from the
government, in violation of the
clause in the agreement which
stated that late payment automatically makes the agreement null
and void. Guan Eng could not
dismiss the civil servant for negligence.

Civil
Service
Apolitical?
Our PM has made a call for the
Civil Service to be apolitical meaning it should serve the elected government of the day. This will ensure that the people’s will is respected.

MB for a day. Now under Zambry,
the State Secretary lives happily
ever after and will probably be rewarded, if not already, for his services rendered.
In the Pakatan Rakyat-controlled
states – Kedah, Penang, Selangor
and Kelantan – the Civil Service
is said to favour BN and there is

This is how mature democracies
work. This is the hallmark of developed countries like the USA,
the UK and European countries.
In these countries the Civil Service
functions efficiently and will not
tolerate interference by politicians.
A free print and electronic media
ensures that any attempt by politicians to subvert the Civil Service
will be exposed with consequent
punishment.
However, the PM has shown that
he does not walk the talk. In the
Perak crisis the State Secretary,
Abdul
Rahman
Hashim
, clearly favoured UMNO. If the
PM really believes what he says,
the State Secretary should have
been sacked – which Nizar rightly
did when he was reinstated as

We can understand the people’s
perception about the negative role
played by the civil service in the
PR-controlled states. After all,
post 8 March 2008, saw missing
files, shredded documents and
minutes of meetings in Kedah,
Penang, Perak and Selangor to
cover up administrative malpractice, corruption, land scams,
abuse of power etc. by the previous BN administrations.

Q Q Q Q Q
Pussyfoot

Guan Eng could not dismiss the
civil servant for negligence
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Pollsters

In all advanced countries opinion
polls are widely used to evaluate
public policies on economics, finance, education, health, the judiciary, poverty eradication, ethnic relations etc. etc. Also, the performance of political leaders is
constantly evaluated. Nothing
escapes the pollsters. The Gallup
Poll is a benchmark to appraise a
wide variety of government activities. Opinion polls serve as a barometer to gauge public opinion
and perception of government action on important national issues.
These opinion polls are an important feature of a participatory democracy and they reveal public
perceptions and influence public

lieved that the Pakatan Rakyat
would not make any headway,
given the so-called track record of
the BN. Remember Toyo saying
that he will ensure that there will
be zero opposition in Selangor.
The “hero” never realised he
would become zero. This is a classic example of a victim of the lies
the BN leaders and mainstream
media tell daily.

Toyo: Zero opposition in Selangor?

policy.
However, in Malaysia both the
print and electronic media, which
are
government-controlled,
strenuously avoid conducting
opinion polls because they are
afraid. If an opinion poll reveals
a negative vote against a government policy or a political leader,
the editor or the journalist risks
being sacked and the newspaper
may lose its printing licence.
Truth will really hurt.
This scenario can produce some
surprises for the powers-that-be.
The political leaders of BN believe
their own lies, and those told by
the mainstream media. For example, just before the elections in
1969, the then Secretary-General
of Umno, the late Khir Johari is on
record as having said that the Alliance will win 97 per cent of the
ballots. The Alliance lost Penang
and in both Selangor and Perak
the Alliance and the Opposition
were level in terms of seats. Again
before 8 March 2008, the BN be-

In Malaysia we get an occasional
poll conducted by the Merdeka
Centre. An academic from a local
university cynically remarked
that the most interesting and reliable poll is the one conducted by
Durex on the sex habits of Malaysians. The daily “Yes-No” poll
conducted by NTV7 is a joke.
There was an occasion when the
question was changed when the
results were announced! (Most
likely the producer got a call from
the Ministry of Information).
There have also been occasions
when the results of polls were not
announced! The choice of subjects
by NTV7 are of little significance.
For example, “MU will win the
EPL championship.” Who really
cares? How interesting if topics
like the following are polled:
1 . Najib is doing a good job.
2. Anwar is not guilty of sodomy.
3 . The MACC is efficient and impartial.
4. The police are impartial.
5 . The education system is good.
6. The ISA should be abolished.
7. Najib had nothing to do with
Altantuya.
8. You feel safe in your home and
on the street.
9. We believe government statistics.
How about it NTV7? You claim
you are the “feel good” channel.
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Conduct polls on issues of national importance so that the
people can ‘feel good’ for a
change.

Q Q Q Q Q
Demonstrasi
Luar
Kebudayaan?
It was recently reported that last
year 420 demonstrations were
held in the country. Most of these
were organised either by Umno or
pro-Umno NGOs, normally without police permits.
When PKR and Hindraf
organised peaceful demonstrations, the show of brutal force by
the police was despicable and irresponsible. The reckless use of
tear gas and chemical-laced water cannon appalled right thinking Malaysians.
The Information Minister then,
Zam, used the mainstream print
and electronic media to portray
the peaceful demonstrations as
uncultured, violent and evil. RTM
flashed the “Demonstrasi Luar

Demonstration outside the Selangor Chinese
Assembly Hall

Kebudayaan” slogan on TV every few minutes for
days on end.
In fact, as far as Umno is concerned, organising
demonstrations is their culture. Umno’s opposition to the Malayan Union started off with a demonstration. It was an Umno demonstration outside the Majestic Hotel in KL that forced the rulers to withdraw their support for the Malayan
Union. Umno Youth organised a demonstration
outside the Selangor Chinese Assembly Hall to
protest against the 17-point election demand submitted by Suqiu and threatened “rivers of blood”
if the Plan was not withdrawn. Then it was an
Umno mob that disrupted the Apcet II Forum by
going into the hotel and smashing chairs and
tables. Wasn’t it Umno instigated mobs that successfully disrupted the Article 11 Group duing
their forums? Remember Khairy yelling like a
mad man outside the American Embassy when
he led the Umno Youth protestors? Even the sanctity of Parliament was violated when an Umno
Youth mob tried to prevent Karpal Singh from
entering Parliament House. It was Umno supporters who organised the “cow head” demonstration to protest against the siting of a Hindu
temple in a Malay majority area.
After 8 March 2008, countless demonstrations were
organised by Umno against the Pakatan Rakyat.
Soon after the general election, Umno supporters
organised a demonstration to accuse Lim Guan Eng,
CM of Penang, of attempting to abolish the NEP because he wanted to institute an open tender system.
This year in February a demonstration was
organised by Umno supporters to protest against

Lim Guan Eng on imaginary charges that he was
oppressing and discriminating against the Malays.
There was another protest in the same month falsely
accusing Lim Guan Eng of victimising Malay
stallholders. Lim Guan Eng provided unassailable
statistics to prove that more Chinese stallholders
suffered than Malays or Indians in the City
Council’s actions against illegal constructions. But
to the diseased minds of those Umno supporters
nothing mattered.
The recent Umno demonstration led by Khairy was
outside the Australian Embassy to protest against
the support of 50 Aussie Parliamentarians for Anwar
during the Sodomy II trial. John Kerry also issued a
statement supporting Anwar but Umno Youth, for
obvious reasons, did not organise a demonstration
outside the American Embassy. Perhaps the brave
Umno Youth warriors chickened out because Big
Brother is capable of retaliatory action, especially
after the loss of two jet engines. The CIA probably
knew where they were headed for.
So whom were Umno and Zam trying to fool with
their “Demon-strasi Luar Kebudayaan” lie?
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Q Q Q Q Q

HEALTHCARE

Against the privatisation
public health care

of

The free market system cannot guarantee equitable access to
health care services and it is the duty of the government to ensure
that the people get access to services they deserve and need
by masterwordsmith
forum on ‘What is
wrong with our health
care system?’ was held
at Kompleks Penyayang
on 20 March 2010. The speakers
were Dr Jeyakumar Devaraj (MP
for Sg. Siput, Parti Sosialis Malaysia), Dr T Jayabalan (Worker’s
Health & Safety, Penang) and a
guest speaker, Puan Rozita bt
Ahmad. The forum was moderated by Dr Toh Kin Woon.

A

Toh began by reiterating health
care as an important social service
provided by the government to
citizens which must be easily accessible, adequate in supply and
affordable to the masses. He hopes
to see health care being provided
on the basis of need and not on
the ability to pay. He highlighted
two recent trends which go
against such principles:
• In March this year, the Health
Ministry introduced the FullPaying Patients (FPP) scheme
in four public hospitals in
Malaysia including Hospital
Sultan Bahiyah in Alor Setar,
Hospital Serdang and Hospital Sg Buloh in Selangor, and
Hospital Sultan Ismail in

Johor. This scheme, which will
be expanded to more hospitals
soon, allows doctors in government service to charge full
fees to those patients who can
afford them. This may result in
discrimination against those
patients who cannot afford to
pay.
• Toh also highlighted the implications of the current emphasis on medical tourism as it
would raise prices in private
health care service as well as
extract already scarce medical
experts from public hospitals.
He pointed out that Parti Sosialis
Malaysia has been the only group
that has consistently campaigned
against the privatisation of public health care service. With that,
he introduced Dr T Jayabalan.

A

fundamental

shift

Dr. Jayabalan began his talk by
presenting his slides entitled ‘Affordable Health Care’. He
emphasised that even though
health care is a basic and fundamental right of all citizens, our
country does not have a national
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health policy to date.
He gave an account of the development of the public health care
services. Initially, the health care
system was a well-managed system that the British colonial administration handed down to the
then Malayan government. Its
main aim was to look after the
health needs of British expatriates
and local government officials. By
the time we achieved independence, some basic services and
private health care were in place
in major cities. However rural
health care was noticeably absent.
During the earlier years after Independence, a rural health service
was put in place.
By the 1980s, the country’s health
care services saw a fundamental
shift in financing. Tun Dr
Mahathir was the main architect
of such a change. The emphasis
was that private funding was
needed to pay for health care services. Soon after, we witnessed
privatisation of different sectors of
public hospital services such as
pharmaceutical procurement,
procurement of prosthesis and
hospital equipment, laundry ser-

vices, and biological waste management. By 1991, the privatisation master plan was introduced and fully implemented.
Private medical clinics were introduced in many teaching hospitals.
Of late, there was a suggestion to
sell Institute Jantung Negara (IJN)
to listed firm Sime Darby. This
was met with much objection from
the public. Some public teaching
hospitals such as Universiti
Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM) and
Universiti Hospital have private
wings where full-fee paying patients do not have to wait as long
a time as non-paying patients.
Dr Jayabalan further brought to
attention the government’s recent
drive to promote medical tourism,
which he said is indirectly delaying local citizens access to medical services because private hospitals would be wooing more foreigners to seek medical treatment
here. When private hospitals expand their services or when new
private hospitals are built, they
would be pinching experienced
doctors, nurses and para-medical
staff from government hospitals.
This will further aggravate the already severe shortage of personnel in government hospitals. It
will also disrupt the mentoring
and teaching of young doctors,
newly qualified nurses and paramedical staff. The end result can
only be a deteriorating standard
of care in government hospitals.

The

implications of
privatisation

Dr Jayabalan further highlighted
the following points:

The restructuring of health care
can be seen in a few areas,
namely:
• Privatisation of government
hospitals as mentioned above.
Such decisions were made by
the Economic Planning Unit
reporting to the Prime
Minister’s Office rather than
the Health Ministry, with the
result that economic priorities
over-rule the consideration to
provide health services to all.
• Health tourism — The promotion of health tourism will further extract scarce and invaluable medical personnel from
the government hospitals.
• Proliferation of Health Maintenance
Organisations
(HMOs) and private insurance
schemes. Such commercial
organisations will further promote private health care services on a for-profit basis.
He also pointed out the implications: private wings in public hospitals would lead to:
• Human resources shortage the already existing manpower shortage will be further
exacerbated.
• Inadequate infrastructure - existing wards in government
hospitals would have to be
converted to private wings to
accommodate full-paying paying patients. This would lead
to further shortages of beds for
non-paying patients.
• The costs of upgrading hospitals to have private wings
would be borne by public funds
while only a few who can afford to pay for them would enjoy the benefit.
• Discrimination by hospital
staff against non-paying pa-
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tients would arise.
With the on-going trend of
privatisation of health care services, equity, accountability and
accessibility to health care services will be jeopardised. Dr.
Jayabalan highlighted a few problems we are already facing:
• Burgeoning private insurance
costs;
• Rising health care costs;
• Access to services restricted in
some cases where patients cannot afford to pay;
• Expensive medication;
• Shortage of staff and work overload at government hospitals.
Certainly, there are many problems besetting the health care system in our country. He concluded
by citing a few main points:
• The provision of health care
and costing via market mechanisms is contradictory to the
provision of health coverage
for all and equal access;
• Private insurance is incompatible with public social insurance as private insurance is
geared to attain profit and
would cover only those who
can afford to pay while leaving out those who are poor or
are considered to be at high
risk.. The old and the sick, who
need health services most, are
thus left out of private insurance schemes.
• There must be provision of essential health care services regardless of social classes and
geographical areas;
Dr Jayabalan concluded by
emphasising that the Health Ministry should not implement
privatisation of public health care

services by stealth and underhand measures. Furthermore,
such decision-making process
must be transparent to include all
stakeholders such as the medical
and allied professions, the trade
unions and the public at large.
Dr Toh commented that Dr.
Jayabalan had given a comprehensive presentation of health
care with particular attention paid
to the negative implications of recent trends. He introduced the
next speaker, MP Dr Jeyakumar.

Undermining
public
hospitals
Dr Jeyakumar began his presentation by stating that only one
third of the country’s medical doctors are serving in government
hospitals and they have to serve
three quarters of the population.
As such, they are overwhelmed by
the ever-increasing work load.
Patients seeking treatment at public hospitals have to endure long
queues and a deteriorating standard of service. Any further moves
to privatise the public hospitals
will further add to the woes already faced by these patients.
He also pointed out that Parti
Sosialis Malaysia is the only political party that has been actively
campaigning
against
the
privatisation of public health
care. He explained that the main
motivating factor in promoting
privatisation is to seek more profit.
He highlighted some controversial statements made by government leaders which confirmed
such an intention.
He informed the audience that in
April 2008, the Health Ministry
had given licenses to build 45 new

private hospitals. He asked,
where would so many new hospitals look to in order to recruit
new medical and nursing staff?
These new hospitals would not be
not teaching hospitals where they
would be committed to educate
medical and nursing students
and produce more doctors and
nurses for the country. Their sole
aim would be to provide services
for profit. As such, they would
most likely recruit their staff from
government hospitals. It is estimated that for each private hospital established, about 10 senior
medical experts would be
poached from a government hospital in the same vicinity. This
would severely affect the standard
of service provision at the government hospitals at a time when
there is already a severe shortage
of doctors in the public sector. It
would be a waste of public funds
for the government to train these
doctors only to have them pinched
by the private sector.
The departure of senior medical
consultants from public hospitals
would also result in shifting the
already heavy work load to medical staff who choose to remain
behind. Many less experienced
doctors would be called upon to
perform surgeries and duties
which are beyond their capabilities.
Similar situations would result in
the further shortage of nurses,
para-medical staff, laboratory
technicians and engineering staff
in the public hospitals.
Jeyakumar reiterated that government hospitals are important institutions for training medical students, young doctors and paramedical staff. They are the centres
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for passing on skills and experience to the next generations of
health care providers.
All these factors will cause a deterioration of services provided at
the public hospitals.
Jeyakumar then discussed issues
related to the privatisation of Pharmaceutical and Prosthetics Supply to the public hospitals. Recently their contract has been renewed for another ten years.
Many sectors of the public hospitals have also been privatised.
These include the laundry services, the biological waste disposal services and the engineering services.
Such privatised sectors are examples of the crony capitalist system with contracts awarded to
government-linked corporations
run by political supporters. The
lack of competition and accountability has resulted in inefficiency,
inflated prices and leakages.
He stressed that the government,
as the custodian of the public
health care system, must develop,
maintain and strengthen the public health care system instead of
undermining it. He was particularly concerned as recent policies
implemented by the Director General of Health, the Health Minister and even the Prime Minister
continue to undermine the public
health care system.

Neo-liberal

policies

Jeyakumar reminded the audience of Aneurin Bevin’s statement
in 1952. Bevin was a member of
the Labour Party of the United
Kingdom who was the main architect in establishing the Na-

tional Health Service in Britain.
He said, “No society can legitimately call itself civilised if a sick
person is denied medical aid because of lack of means.”
Jeyakumar stressed that the free
market system cannot guarantee
equitable access to health care services and it is the duty of the government to ensure that the people
get access to services they deserve
and need.
He brought to light certain
changes which indicate a shift
from the social democratic system
to a neo-liberal economic system.
For instance, whereas in the past,
health care services were provided by the government, we now
have a free market system taking
over the provision of health care
services. The government has
gradually abandoned its social
responsibility towards the rakyat
and let the little regulated market
forces take over the provision of
health care. The result is that
health care has now become a
commodity to be sold and purchased. Those who can ill afford
to pay for it, and they now comprise the majority of the population, will be left to fend for themselves.
He viewed the privatisation of
public health care system as an
example of the continuing dismantling of the social safety net.
This is the direct consequence of
the Barisan Nasional pursuing
neo-liberal economic policies.
Malaysia is not facing this assault
alone. In fact, the capitalist ruling
classes in many nations have imposed neo-liberal policies to
maximise the profits of private
corporations while at the same
time dismantling the social ser-

vices previously won by the
masses. This attack has gained
momentum after the end of the
Cold War as the ruling capitalist
class no longer fear the threat of
revolts by the working class.
Toh noted that Jeyakumar had offered a refreshing look at the problems besetting our health care system. The cause lies in the deliberate shift from social democracy to
neo-liberalism. He cited the Goods
and Services Tax (GST), a regressive tax, as another example of a
neo-liberal policy introduced to
further beggar the rakyat.
Puan Rozita then gave a firsthand witness account of how she
lost her husband, Encik Ahmad
Nazri Ibrahim, as a result of the
privatisation of the Prosthesis
Procurement Services of the public hospitals and the bureaucratic
procedures involved.
Her husband Encik Ahmad Nazri
Ibrahim, 48, suffered from shortness of breath one day and was
rushed to a public hospital, where
he was informed that he needed
to have three stents inserted in his
heart vessels to relieve the blockages. The cost: RM19,000, to be
paid in cash or by a bank draft.
The family did not have ready
cash but had funds in the EPF.
The EPF, however, refused to issue a letter of guarantee, citing
the reason that this was not the
usual procedure. The family
then appealed to the DAP to solicit for donations from the public.
However, the funds came in too
late as during the waiting period
her husband suffered a massive
heart attack, lapsed into a coma
and succumbed to heart failure.
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This is a tragic example of how
the pay-first policy as a result of
the privatisation of the prosthesis
procurement department of the
public hospital led to a delay in
the treatment of a patient, resulting in his untimely death.
Following this, there was a lively
discussion with more questions
raised by the audience including
Darshan Singh, Mr Lim Kean
Chye (founder member of the Malayan Democratic Union), Datuk
Seri Dr T Devaraj, Mr. Lee and others. The meeting ended with a
round of applause to the speakers and the chair.
I left the forum with a heavy heart
and wondered why PSM is the
only party that is concerned about
the health care system. Many
other points were raised and it is
just impractical to list them all.
Suffice to say that there are many
issues in this area which must be
tackled to improve the quality of
health care for our citizens. This
will bring untold benefits both in
the short and the long term. I earnestly hope that there will be other
leaders like Dr Jeyakumar and Dr
Jayabalan who truly have the welfare of citizens at heart. q

This article was written by
blogger Masterwordsmith
and originally appeared on
http://masterwordsmithunplugged.blogspot.com/
with the title The Changing Landscape of Health
Care. The version published here has been edited
by the Sembang-sembang
Forum and further edited
by Aliran.

HEALTHCARE

Insanity: The ‘full-paying patient’
scheme in Italy
The old – and perverse - idea that if you want a good cure,
you need to pay for it is creeping back. Is this progress?
by Silvia Vignato
n Italy, there is a staterun, tax-funded universal health care system in
which every citizen is
entitled to the same level of care
regardless of his or her actual contribution in taxes. The tax system
is such that, in salaried jobs, taxes
are deducted at source.

I

To me, this means that each
month, roughly 300 euros is cut
from my salary (1.900 € net) and
sent to National Health. I never
see that money. It disappears into
the State and makes me feel that
we are all safe - and entitled to

protection.
This sense of security is not something old. When I was a child, in
the late 1960s, my mother would
say that if you go to National
Health, you are likely to receive
poor treatment. In her view, you
needed to pay for good doctors to
take good care of you. You preferred to go to private clinics
rather than to public hospitals,
where the poor go.

passed that stated that you did
not need to be a worker to be
granted free treatment. Being a
citizen was enough. At the same
time, an effort was made to secure
the best practitioners and equipment for the public health system.
Good practices became widespread. This is why citizens, not
only the poor, started turning towards National Health with a
sense of trust and entitlement.
Like me, who grew up by it.

The change in feelings towards
National Health occurred in the
late 1970s. In 1978 a law was

Actually, in Italy, medical care is
not 100 per cent “free”. Whatever
the needs, and unless you belong
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out dates through her computer.
If I accepted seeing any gynaecologist available in the whole
area of Milan, one who is less busy
than Doctor So-And-So, I could get
a visit on 20 March, she said. To
speed it up, I needed a different
prescription with the word “Urgent” stated on it, she said.
So I went back to the GP, queued
up again and asked the doctor to
write out two new prescriptions
to state that it was “urgent”.

to special categories (e.g the elderly, chronic patients, pregnant
women), you pay what we call “il
ticket”, a quite mysterious percentage of the total price of the medical - up to 36 € for each procedure.
It can add up to quite a sum, but it
is still widely accepted.
Talking of good practices and
trust is also a delicate matter. Trust
is not equally spread throughout
the country. You do have places
in Italy where the National Health
works better than others - the devolution of power from the State to
the regions has opened many
doors for vast bags of corruption,
and in many a region the public
structures are obsolete and overcrowded. But Milan, the city
where I live, is not supposed to be
such a place. Milan is supposed
to be a well organised, corruptionfree area. You pay your taxes, you
get your services.
“If you are in a hurry, you pay for
it”
In January 2010, I realised I had a
gynaecological problem. Getting

to see a specialist through the
National Health is complicated,
so before considering it I actually
waited until I was really not feeling well and not getting any better spontaneously. Mind you, I
was not dying, I was simply sick.
On 13 January, I finally went to
see my GP and told her that I
needed to see Dr So-And-So, the
gynaecologist who had me under
her care, and that I thought I
needed a swab test. The GP wrote
out the prescription for both the
visit and the test and I went home.
You do not pay for your GP; she
gets a salary for seeing patients,
so until then, I still held my trust
in free care.
I then dialled the unique number
for reservations in Milan, and
asked for my appointment with
Dr So-And-So.
The girl on the other end of the
line told me that the first available
date was 24 April.
I argued that I was sick, but of
course, she could not do anything
about that; she is just hired to give
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But the GP said she could not do
that because I was not an urgent
case; “urgent case”, according to
her understanding, means you are
dying.
I argued that it was not true. I had
an infection which needed to be
addressed urgently, even though
I was not (so I hoped) dying.
“Well, if you really want to be seen
in a hurry, you pay for it!” she
said.
I thought she was joking. Was it a
luxury, then, to be cured of something banal but nevertheless quite
nasty? So I pleaded again.
“Call the hospital where your
gynaecologist works and book a
private visit, if you really want,”
she insisted. Then she got angry:
“What, you want to be visited
when you want? You should
thank God that we are in Italy and
you only wait three months for a
visit! In other European countries,
you wait much, much longer.”
I was appalled. She was lying. So
I told her it is not true that in
France, where I lived for 10 years,
you wait such a long time. I am

entitled to be cured when I need, I
insisted.
But the power was with her. She
refused and I was out on the street,
furious - and sick. So I called the
hospital, and indeed, I could book
a visit within a week in the hospital itself with Doctor So-And-So
for 96 € plus the cost of the swab,
36 €.
Paying 132 € is not unaffordable
for me. It is still quite a bit,
though. It should not happen
twice in a month. Moreover, it is
especially bitter to pay such a
sum if I consider the monthly
300 € which I pay to finance the
salaries of both my GP and the
hospital gynaecologist. Do I
want to be cured or to be right, I
wondered. I felt guilty to be putting financial considerations
above my health.

Dubious

alternatives

I had a choice, though. How come
I sort of knew what the problem
was with me? I had searched the
Internet for forums where the
symptoms I had were described. I
looked up statistics showing that
30 per cent of women suffer from
this particular bacterial infection,
so why not me. Of course, I had
also read clear warnings about the
need to cure it thoroughly lest it
becomes chronic and leads to
other major ailments. In the end, I
did exactly what you are not supposed to do: a do-it-yourself,
Internet-based self diagnosis and
therapy. And what I feared would
happen, happened: I was not correctly cured and the infection
came back again.
Before leaving for my fieldwork in
Asia, I felt awful. I then submitted

to the system, using another tool
of power instead of money: personal networks. Somebody I know
in the university knows somebody
in that hospital. I had my visit and
examination at once and for free,
without paying “il ticket” and bypassing those who were either
booked three months earlier
through the Unique Number or
paying under the full-paying patient scheme. I got my medicines
and felt better. I
had played it
dirty, though. I
could do that.
The feeling that
each month I
pay taxes for
everybody to be
safe had gone.
I live in a very
popular part of
the city. What
happens to a
migrant waitress, or to a 17year old callcentre kid, or to
a
part-time
cashier in the
supermarket if
they suffer from the infection I had
(it affects 30 per cent of adult
women)? They earn 800 € per
month and do not know people
in the university hospital.
Like me, they learn from being told
by the GP that being cured when
you need to be cured is a luxury.
Feeling well itself is a luxury; even
in minor ailments like this one, if
you cannot pay, you endure pain,
sickness, and maybe worse consequences. Like me, they learn that
if they want an immediate cure,
they can look up unqualified healers: they can search the internet,
buy other traditional medicines,
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consult a healer. Or just do nothing.
Unlike me, they cannot choose to
go with the system, even though I
feel bad about it.
It is a powerful device. It creates a
difference exactly where you are
supposed to be all alike - before
sickness and pain, and it creates
it in the name of the State and in-

scribes it in the most intimate parts
of a person: her body, her inside.
It also engenders mistrust towards
the State at a very immediate, intuitive level of perception.
The old – and perverse - idea that
if you want a good cure, you need
to pay for it is creeping back. Is
this progress? q

Silvia Vignato is an Italian anthropologist with
an interest in Southeast
Asia.

vestigated.
What was revealed was shocking
enough and disturbing.
Zulkifli claimed that he was asked
to come out with a statutory declaration (SD) linking Prime Minister Datuk Seri Najib Abdul
Razak and his wife with the
Altantuya Shaaribuu murder
trial.

A record of Aliran's stand on current affairs.

Why is Zulkifli
off the hook?
It is bewildering that Zulkifili
Noordin, the MP for Kulim
Bandar Baru, who made stunning
allegations and serious accusations in Parliament on 24 March
2010, has not been hauled up to
give police statements. Instead he
is accompanying the Prime Minister to Washington.
This development has raised eyebrows in many circles. In fact,
people are wondering if this was
a reward for the explosive revelation that was calculated to cast the
Pakatan Rakyat in a very poor
light.
There is justification for this belief. The MP for Bayan Baru,
Datuk
Zahrain
Mohamed
Hashim, who lambasted Parti
Keadilan Rakyat and Anwar in
Parliament on 17 March 2010,
soon afterwards accompanied
Minister in the Prime Minister’s
Department, Datuk Seri Nazri
Aziz, to Washington. This was
seen as rewarding Zahrain for his

“hit man” job.
Incidentally, Zahrain is also accompanying Najib to Washington, making it the second trip
within a month for him to Washington . Why so soon, is anybody’s
guess but having been there earlier he could possibly be a tourist
guide for Zulkifli!
Unsurprisingly, both of them received fantastic coverage in the
print media, radio and television.
They were given maximum coverage to denigrade PKR and the
Pakatan Rakyat-led Penang state
government. Compare this to substantive debates in Parliament
which very often become footnotes simply because they were
not sensational enough to hurt the
Opposition.
The point I’m trying to make is
this: Why, in the national interest, wasn’t there a protest from
those who were implicated in the
allegations? The Prime Minister
and the Minister in his Department were both unruffled by the
revelations that deserved to be in-
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According to him, “I was once
asked to involve the prime minister and his wife in the murder
case. Among others, I was asked
to get an SD (saying) Najib and
his wife were involved in the case.
… And the reward offered was
capable of shaking our faith.”
I don’t seem to remember reading
about the Prime Minister acting
with horror over this insane disclosure. No Umno leader, as I recall, had called for a through investigation of this allegation. No
one had suggested the setting up
of a Royal Commission of Inquiry
to get to the bottom of this scandalous revelation.
If anybody wanted to frame the
Prime Minister of the country with
a fraudulent allegation, it must be
a matter of serious concern that
warranted immediate action. But
why wasn’t this so in this case?
Shouldn’t we have attempted to
identify the person who offered
the reward to implicate the Prime
Minister and his wife?
Shouldn’t statements be taken
from those involved in this plot to
smear the name of the Prime Minister and his wife?
This was not the only disclosure

by Zulkifli. He also revealed that
he was requested to link the son
of Minister in the Prime Minister’s
Department Datuk Sri Nazri Aziz
with those who had pleaded
guilty in a murder case in Sri
Hartamas in 2004.

Refer Lim Kit Siang
to the Rights and
Privileges
Committee

And again there was no discernible reaction of disbelief and horror from the implicated party. The
vocal Nazri did not demand that
Zulkifli must disclose the names
of the faceless “third party” behind this fabrication of evidence.
This apart, what is flabbergasting
is the fact that Zulkifli, as an officer of the court, did not deem it
fit to lodge a police report immediately after he was asked to come
out with a statutory declaration
implicating the Prime Minister
and his wife and requested to link
the son of Nazri to a murder that
he was not guilty of. This was
apparently and without doubt an
intention to commit a criminal act
and it should have been reported.
By remaining quiet all this while,
he has given the impression that
he was acquiescent to this criminal intention. It can be construed
that he had aided and abetted this
proposed crime. That being the
case, can he then be charged as
an accessory to this crime for not
reporting the matter to the police?
We hope that our legal luminaries, the police and those implicated in this case will provide the
answers that the nation awaits
anxiously.
P Ramakrishnan
President
10 April 2010

Failure to do so would imply
the BN dominated Parliament is
trying to cover up a lie
arisan MP for Pasir
Salak Tajuddin Abdul
Rahman had alleged in
Parliament on 6 April
2010 that Lim Kit Siang had
served as a political officer to
former Singapore Prime Minister
Lee Kuan Yew.

B

Tajuddin had also alleged that “a
leader in Penang” was selling
state secrets to Hong Kong and
Singapore .
We can presume that he was referring to Lim Guan Eng, the
Penang Chief Minister.
Kit Siang reacted by flatly stating,
“This is not true, so he (Tajuddin)
should be referred to the committee.”
Accordingly, Kit Siang moved a
motion to refer Tajuddin to the
Rights and Privileges Committee.
But Tajuddin was adamant in his
allegation and countered Kit
Siang’s denial by claiming in the
House, “I don’t like to lie or make
slanderous statements with malicious intent. I am responsible for
what I say.”
In responding to Kit Siang’s motion, Tajuddin took an uncompro-
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Lim Kit Siang

Lee Kuan Yew

IGP: Give priority to serious
allegation

AG:
Start
framing
charges

Lim Guan Eng:
Suspend him

mising position. He stated, “If the
House thinks I should be referred
to the committee, no problem. I
will take it. I’m prepared to face
all the consequences. If you want
to suspend me, go ahead but I believe in what I said.”

leges Committee to take action
against Kit Siang for misleading the
House. Failure to do so would imply that the BN dominated Parliament is trying to cover up a lie –
worse still, it may be construed that
Parliament is protecting a lie.

In this case, both of them could
not be lying – but one of them definitely did. The question is: Who
was lying?

They must also take action to suspend Lim Guan Eng from Parliament because he has been accused
of selling state secrets to foreign
countries. This is a treasonable action and the person guilty of this
conduct is a traitor to this nation.
No traitor should be sitting in our
Parliament.

When Kit Siang’s motion was put
to the vote, it was defeated by 82
to 56 votes.
What was the implication of this
voting?
Simply put, the Barisan Nasional
MPs took a position that Tajuddin
was telling the truth and that Kit
Siang was lying. It meant that they
did not believe Kit Siang’s denial
that he did not serve as a political
officer to Lee Kuan Yew. It meant
that Tajuddin did not mislead the
House but it was Kit Siang who
was guilty of misleading.
This being the case, the BN MPs
should refer Kit Siang to the Rights
and Privileges Committee. They
have no other course or choice except to compel the Rights and Privi-

The IGP, Tan Sri Musa Hassan,
must give priority to investigating
this serious allegation. He should
drop all other cases and concentrate on this as a matter of urgency. The AG, Tan Sri Abdul
Gani Patail, must start framing
charges against Guan Eng at once.
The hands of the IGP and the AG
have been strengthened by
Parliament’s voting.
Both of them should spring into
action now that they have
Parliament’s backing.
Obviously, Tajuddin has the evidence to back up his allegations.

Aliran Monthly : Vol.30(3) Page 36

That’s why he didn’t mind being
referred to the Rights and Privileges
Committee. This case, therefore,
should be wrapped up in a jiffy.
If Parliament fails to act, then
Tajuddin must publicly make his
allegations outside Parliament because he has the evidence. Remember what he said: “I don’t like
to lie...” In other words, he was
telling the truth and that he has
the evidence to back up his accusation.
Under the circumstances, would
Kit Siang or Guan Eng dare to sue
him? Even if they did, Tajuddin
should be able to provide the evidence in the court of law and fix
them for good.
We cannot have a liar and a traitor smugly sitting in Parliament,
making a mockery of our democratic process.
Parliament, Tajuddin, the IGP
and the AG all owe it to the nation to act in the national interest.
They must not fail us.
P Ramakrishnan
President
13 April 2010

BEYOND THE ELECTORAL PROCESS Continued from page 40
people tend to put a lot of hope in
elections in bringing about deep
and meaningful change. Of
course, elections play an important role in bringing about long
term social, political and economic policy changes.
But often the excitement in the aftermath of elections gives way to
disappointment and disillusionment if the changes are only fleeting or illusory or if compromises
are made along the way.
Looking back at the last century,
some of the biggest movements for
change came about largely outside
or were larger than the electoral
process. These movements
spanned many years, even decades rather than short five-year
terms.
Gandhi, Martin Luther King and
Mandela were some of the biggest
names and towering figures of the
20th century. What they all had
in common was that they were
rallying points for countless numbers of people who aspired for real
and meaningful change. Gandhi
was the symbol of the anti-colonial movement not just in India
but across Asia and Africa, Martin Luther King was the rallying
point for the US civil rights movement and Mandela was the icon
of the anti-apartheid movement.
What did these movements have
in common? They were bigger
than the political process. They
were not just the work of single
individuals or leaders, but they
represented movements of ordinary people moving towards an
idea whose time had come, gradually building up momentum towards a critical mass.

It was a critical mass like this
which led to the downfall of
Marcos after elections that were
seen to be rigged, even though
hopes for real reforms in the Philippines especially land reform
have disappointed some.

Long

Struggle

These popular movements were
the result of the cumulative actions and campaigns and hard
work of many unsung ordinary
individuals, female and male,
young and old, sometimes stretching beyond borders in a display
of human solidarity over many
years, even decades.
If we are looking for shortcuts to
bring about real change in society, we are going to be disappointed. There are no short-cuts.
The movement for justice has to
spread, bit by bit, sending out
ripples throughout the world.
And we cannot rely on political
change alone, though a two-coalition system, would be a big step
forward.
But the momentum for change
must come from more Malaysians
struggling for change - continuing and building on the efforts of
previous generations from the
1920s onwards: the anti-colonial
movement, the trade unionists, the
peasant activists, the human
rights activists, the women’s
groups, the reformasi group,
Hindraf, Bersih, the Abolish ISA
movement, and of course, so many
ordinary concerned Malaysians.
All these, and not just the opposition political parties have played
an important role in sustaining
and keeping alive the struggle for
change.
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From a global perspective, no lasting change - women’s right to
vote, the 8-hour work day, independence from colonial rule - has
come about without long years of
hard work, struggle, and even persecution.
And if today, the Pakatan controls
four state governments, it is due
largely to the efforts of so many
different groups over the years.
Twenty years ago, who would
have imagined the DAP and Pas
working together in a coalition; a
dozen years ago, there was no
PKR or Parti Sosialis Malaysia;
not even a Suhakam (for what it’s
worth).

Raising

awareness

We have come a long way and
these efforts must continue until
real justice and inclusiveness is
achieved not only for all Malaysians but also for the guests in our
land - migrant workers, refugees,
and asylum seekers.
So elections are important but they
should be seen in the context of a
much larger struggle for reforms
and change played out over decades. Sure, there will be blips
along the way, like the setback in
1995 and more recently, Hulu
Selangor, but if we keep in mind
the larger movement, we may look
back at these moments as occasions to learn and re-strategise
and patch up weaknesses.
These occasions remind us that
we still have a lot of work to do
to raise awareness among the
people about the importance of
joining hands with their fellow
Malaysians in the struggle for
justice. q
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In 1987, we were listed on the roster of the Economic
and Social Council of the United Nations.

Have you heard?
The Aliran Singers are coming to the Klang Valley
for a “People First, Democracy Now” dinner!
Join them for a night filled with music and dance
performances and meet old friends and new in the
struggle for a just society. Reflect on what has been
achieved and be inspired and uplifted.
Never heard of Aliran? We are an organisation for
‘social democratic reform’ that was founded in 1977.
We advocate freedom, justice and solidarity; comment critically on social issues and offer independent analyses and alternative ideas. All this while
keeping in mind the national and global picture
based on universal human rights and spiritual values.

We put across our message to the public through
the publication of our journal, Aliran Monthly,
which has been published for more than 30 years,
and through thoughtful commentaries on our
website (aliran.com). Occasionally we organise talks,
forums and workshops.
Our main source of income is from the sales of Aliran
Monthly, donations and fund-raising activities.
This dinner is part of our fund-raising effort this
year. It will feature songs and dances with a human
rights theme by various groups, rounded off with
presentations by the Aliran Singers.

Date:
Saturday, 26 June 2010
Venue: PJ Civic Centre
For contributions and invitations,
contact:
Klang Valley
Sarajun 0 1 9 - 5 4 5 1 9 0 4
Vijaya 016-4589486
Edda
012-2215075
Penang
Aliran 0 4 - 6 5 8 5 2 5 1
Aliran Monthly : Vol.30(3) Page 39

DEMOCRACY

Beyond the electoral process:
The struggle for change
elections are important but they should be seen in the context
of a much larger struggle for reforms and change played out
over decades.
by Anil Netto
he Hulu Selangor byelection is over and for
many Malaysians hoping for reforms and
change, it was a disappointment.

T

Given the drop in votes in some of
the kampungs and Felda settlements, some are even worried that
PKR might even meet the same
fate as Semangat 46 after the disastrous (for the opposition, that
is) 1995 general election, when
the party just folded up and its
remaining members joined Umno
Baru.
Now, we look ahead to the Sibu
by-election, which promises to be
just as closely contested.

Whitewash
While the disappointment over
Hulu Selangor still lingers, it
might be useful to recall the 1995
general election.
In the previous general election in
1990, opposition parties had put
up a strong showing. They were
aided by the political turbulence
of the late 1980s (the Operasi
Lalang ISA crackdown, the judicial crisis, the split and dissolu-

tion of the original Umno).
Thus, when the 1995 general election came along, there were real
hopes that more political change
was possible including a two-coalition system. But it was also apparent that the economy was
booming and the changes made
by Mahathir to liberalise culture
and higher education had boosted
support for the Barisan among
minority communities.

political ferment and, building on
the seeds of change planted years,
even decades earlier, the reformasi
movement was born. Young Malaysians of all ethnic groups
joined hands with veteran activists and politicians to move the
country inexorably forward towards real reforms and change
even as the old order tried to hold
them back.

Critical

Mass

In the event, the Barisan romped
to victory, in the process almost
wiping out the opposition in
Penang. Activists who were hoping for reforms and change were
crushed and wrung their hands
in despair.

In this season of by-elections, a
coming election in Sarawak and
national elections in the Philippines, perhaps it would be timely
to step back and reflect on the role
of elections in bringing about real
change.

But what happened next? The
Asian Financial Crisis and
reformasi heralded a new era of

In many parts of the world, many
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