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LOCAL DEMOCRACY

Historic pilot local council polls
Penangites turned out enthusiastically to support a civil
society initiative towards local democracy
by Tan Seng Hai

Voters eagerly casting their votes

t was a crispy Sunday
morning after heavy rain
the night before at the
Penang Chinese Girls’
School Alumni building at Jalan
Bagan Jermal. About 15 people
had already gathered outside the
building from as early as 8.00am.
The multiracial crowd swelled to
more than 300 when registration
for voters closed at 10.00am. Many
more came later and could not register to vote. They had come to attend the election of nominees from
civil society for the position of
councillors for the Penang Island
Municipal Council (MPPP) and
the Seberang Perai Municipal
Council (MPSP) for 2011.

I

The elections were organised by the
Penang Forum. Nominations were
received about two weeks earlier
and closed two days before voting
day. A total of 24 candidates - 15

Standing room only in the hall

for MPPP and 9 for MPSP - were
vying for councillor positions.
Campaigning was only allowed
outside the voting hall and there
was no lack of creativity and enthusiasm among the candidates.
One group called themselves the
“red shirts” and dubbed their candidate “Super Ken”.
The morning started with Ms Lim
Kah Cheng, a third term MPPP
councillor, giving a brief history
of the council. She pointed out that
the Municipal Council of
Georgetown was established in
1857, the first local authority in
Malaya, after Singapore. The first
local election was held in 1951 but
this was suspended in 1965 under the Emergency Ordinance. In
1968, the Athi Nahappan Report
recommended the restoration of
local elections but this was never
carried out.
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Kah Cheng then presented some
of the governing laws of local
councils, the council’s structure
and the role of councillors. She
called on the council to make the
full council and the special committees meetings more public, and
the council’s budget more transparent by putting it up on the
MPPP website. She also urged the
state government to give back five
MPPP positions to public interest
civil society groups. She pointed
out that ‘NGOs’ like the Chambers
of Commerce are special interest
groups which do not serve the
wider common interests of civil
society and general ratepayers.
Ahmad Chik then informed the
audience about the Penang Forum
and what the Forum expercted of
those elected nominees. He also
announced that Penang Forum 3
endorses the Penang state

EDITOR'S

NOTE

In a creative initiative to push for the restoration of
local council elections, Penang civil society groups
under the Penang Forum held a public election to
select their nominees to serve in the MPPP and MPSP
for 2011. Tan Seng Hai reports on the historic poll.
The enthusiastic and smooth response to the balloting impressed visiting researcher Aya Fabros, who
compared it with polls in her home country, the
Philippines. We should think up more such creative
means of engagement rather than count the reasons for resignation, she writes. In doing so, we can
subvert the sources of our scepticism about elections
and democracy.
Addressing the gathered candidates and voters, Lim
Kah Cheng outlined the structure of local councils
and the role of councillors. She stressed that people
need to lobby for all important decisions and minutes of council meetings to be published on council
websites while the meetings proper should be open
to the public in a more meaningful way.
Another eye-opener was the Seksualti Merdeka 2010
fest at the Central Market in KL, which Julian Lee
and Yeoh Seng Guan attended. Civil society groups
have much to do to nurture a better understanding
of gender diversities in the country, the two of them
reflected.
Finally, Sarajun Hoda Abdul Hassan warns us to
pay close attention to the European Union’s attempt
to stitch up Free Trade Agreements with developing
nations. The fact that the Malaysian government
appears to be taking things so lightly is alarming,
he concludes.

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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- Low Swee Heong
- Dalbinder Singh Gill
For MPSP:
- Dr. Tiun Ling Ta
- Sivagurupatham a/l Vadivellu
- Teng Kim Chew
- Krishnan a/l Samiah
- Ung Teow Hong

Dr. Toh Kin Woon chairing the session with Kah Cheng (left) and Ahmad
Chik (right)

cleanliness issues. Another candidate was asked how he, as an
engineer, would be able to contribute as a councillor.

A candidate from the former police
personnel's association explaining
his stand

government’s no-plastic bags
policy. The packed audience overwhelmingly supported this by a
show of hands and a resounding
‘yes’.
The 24 candidates were allowed
three minutes each to present
themselves and their manifesto.
Issues raised varied from sustainable development, the environment and illegal hawkers.
Members from the floor were then
given the opportunity to query the
candidates. Candidates from the
ex-police association were asked
about their stand on the ISA and
law enforcement. A representative from the hawkers’ association
was asked how he was going to
solve unlicensed hawkers and

A total of 284 people cast their
votes. Enthusiastic voters eagerly
queued up. Vote counting and tallying was completed by about
3.30pm and the results were announced by the “election commissioners” Penang Forum steering
committee member Ahmad Chik
and
Aliran
president
P
Ramakrishnan. The elected nominees for councillors are:
For MPPP:
- Teo Lee Ken
- Dr. Lim Mah Hui
- Ms Chin Khuan Sui

Penang

Ramakrishnan said that it was a
historical day and the event was
a showcase for local democracy.
Prof Francis Loh of Penang Forum
said that the crowd’s enthusiasm
and spirit shows that Penangites
want to bring back local council
elections.
YB Chow Kon Yeow arrived in the
middle of the vote counting. In his
speech, he said that the event
showed that it is possible to have
local elections in Penang. He said
that he would bring the results to
the state government to consider
the elected nominees for appointment as councillors for 2011. q
Tan Seng Hai is a Penang
Forum steering committee member who helped
in organising the event.

Forum

Penang Forum is a coalition of more than 40 Penang-based
civil society organizations who first came together in April
2008. The steering committee comprises representatives from:
Aliran, Malayan Nature Society, Penang Heritage Trust,
Persatuan Orang Cacat Anggota Malaysia, Suaram Penang,
the Tg Bungah Residents Association, Sungai Nibong Residents Association, Women’s Centre for Change, etc.
More information about Penang Forum and PF3 can be obtained from the website: http: www.penangforum.net.
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DEMOCRACY
An observer’s dispatch

The Philippines and Penang:
The challenge of deepening
democracy
It is by thinking up more creative means of engagement,
rather than counting more reasons for resignation, that we
subvert the sources of our frustration and scepticism; and
begin to turn things around.
by Aya Fabros
t has been said that the
existing practice of elections in the Philippines
demonstrates what is
lacking and frustrating (rather
than what is dynamic and empowering) in our democracy. Elections may be necessary and important, but they are definitely an
insufficient element for deepening democracy. This is one crucial

I

message drawn from both Penang
Forum and the experience of the
Philippines as they strive to move
beyond the formal aspects of democracy

councillors. Observing the mock
elections, I had several exchanges
that could be summed up as: “You
don’t have to go through such
lengths in the Philippines, right?”

This November, the Penang Forum carried out a process of electing 10 people, who would be put
forward as civil society’s nominees to become local government

Local politics and
‘warped’ elections in
the
Philippines

Campaigning for Mayor in the Philippines
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The Philippines has been regarded as a vibrant democracy, if
only for conducting elections regularly. Many observers, however,
note that elections hardly ever
amounted to anything but a process to legitimise the smooth transfer of power from one elite family
to another.
In the Philippines, local elections
are carried out every three years,
in principle allowing citizens to
select their local governments. As
the Philippine political system
was essentially built from the bottom up (municipal and local elections starting in the 1900s led to

sian experience. Although the
means of ‘undemocratising our
democracies’ might differ (for instance, the suspension of local
elections and other civil liberties
in one, the perversion and hollowing out of elections and civil liberties in another; or too much party
politics in one, too little programmatic politics in another), there are
some parallels that may be drawn.

New guidelines from Philippine
Commission of Election (Comelec)

Campaigning for Congress in the
Philippines

the emergence and entrenchment
of powerful local political clans,
some of which are recognised vote
gatekeepers and ‘king makers,’
deciding outcomes of national
political contests, rather than the
other way around), it would be
virtually impossible for national
government these days to dominate local governments, cancel
elections and appoint local officials.

to such an elaborate process of
electing our nominees for local
council appointments, as in
Penang Forum 3. On the surface,
the situation in the Philippines
might be considered radically different from what is happening in
Malaysia, where local elections
have been suspended for decades
and local appointments are made
by the ruling party, consequently
perpetuating the rule of those in
power.

At the same time, the stakes of subnational politics are so high and
local power centres are so heavily
guarded/preserved, it would be
unthinkable for local elites to just
relinquish this arena. In fact, local elections are so tightly contested in the Philippines, these
occasions have always been
riddled by violence, usually between opposing political dynasties or even competing factions
within one family.

Different

but

Despite the regular conduct of elections, however, the Philippines is
nonetheless known as a most ‘undemocratic democracy’. Philippine politics continues to be dominated by elite dynasties and interests, an ‘anarchy of families’
where power and resources are
concentrated in the hands of a few;
and therefore where, governance
outcomes predominantly cater to
the needs and aspirations of the
powerful.

similar?

In these respects, it would be true
that we would not have to resort

Still, beyond the surface, Philippine politics, it seems, resonates
with some elements of the Malay-
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Both cases, while distinct, seem to
emphasise one important missing
dimension of democracy. It is
more importantly about distributing access to power, allowing citizens to participate in governance,
and gain access to decision-making, especially in matters that affect them. Where these more substantial aspects of democracy are
ignored, as the Penang Forum asserts and the Philippine experience exemplifies, the quality of
governance suffers, and democracy loses meaning and resonance
in the everyday lives of its citizens.
(I would not be surprised if the
meaning of elections/democracy
for us becomes so hollowed out
that many Filipino workers in
Malaysia would readily trade
their right to vote, for a right to a
functioning government that
would uphold their right-not-tobe-forced-to-migrate)

Substantive
democracy
rather
than
formal
democracy
Beyond these formal trappings, for
both countries, the more crucial
political project is deepening democracy. To my mind, this means
that apart from the regular conduct of elections, for instance, the
more substantial elements of democracy need to be revitalised and
institutionalised. For groups such

as those that make
up Penang Forum
3, the crucial factor
is to make ‘democracy’ work for all,
especially the poor
and marginalised.

turn deliver the (economic) goods. Rather
than submitting to the
prevailing consensus
that “politics is dirty,
therefore leave that to
the dirty politicians”,
the forum serves as a
reminder that the call
for alternative politics
has not died down.

In the Philippines,
attempts such as
the party-list system, have sought to
tweak the system
I appreciate this exerby reserving seats
cise as a process-inin parliament for
progress. Penang Fothese less-reprerum organisers consented sectors. On Voters checking their names before casting their ballots
sider this emerging platthe one hand, this
form as a first step. Inhas opened up
deed, it is a springboard
spaces for more dynamic, racy can be suppressed but its for collective discussions, where
organised, collective engagement, spirit cannot be killed. It lives on the debate and the call for a more
injecting issue-based politics into as long as it is inscribed in the substantive local democracy can
parliamentary discussions. On aspirations of the citizenry, with continue. It also provides a space
the other hand, it has also been or without elections.
for exercising the political imaginoted that these representatives
nation of a stifled citizenry. Over
still remain in the minority, skimthe course of my stay in Malaysia,
A first step
ming the peripheries of real
I have heard countless times how
power. Within this arena, some In this respect, the Penang Forum Malaysians are supposedly
observers raise concerns that over ‘mock’ elections in November “socialised to disengage”; that
the years, in practice, these should be taken seriously. Rather they have been raised to obey
sectoral discourses only reach the than simply reducing it to a num- rather than question, submit
margins of the mainstream, rather bers game, the Penang Forum elec- rather than engage.
than constituting core issues that tions should also be recognised for
Reclaiming
the
public
should be at the heart of policy- its discursive value. This exercise
making and governance. None- is a challenge to an existing narand the political
theless, it is recognised as a space rative of ‘democracy’ that claims
for intervention that, although im- to work. There are at least two re- During the process, it was very
perfect and limited, should be inforcing aspects in this narrative encouraging to hear young cannavigated, negotiated and that perpetuates ‘politics’ as we didates, coming from a generation
maximised.
know it today. This has something that does not have any direct exto do with the ‘nature of politics’ perience in local elections, talk
In Malaysia, similarly, platforms and the ‘place’ or ‘role’ of citizens. about the importance of public
such as the Penang Forum show
spaces, active citizenship and colthat even as formal avenues have As I see it, Penang Forum is a state- lective discussions. There were
been closed off, citizens and civil ment against this storyline that also some candidates, who sursociety can still find and even cre- relegates citizens to the sidelines prisingly, unabashedly upheld
ate spaces for more meaningful, of political engagement. It refutes regressive policies such as the ISA,
more issue-based political en- the discourse that asks and con- but what’s more notable here was
gagement. This character counts ditions citizens to step back, re- how participants patiently lisas
a
key
element
in linquish the political to the politi- tened to each candidate’s platdemocratisation. Local democ- cians and the parties, who will in form, eagerly heard each other out
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and respectfully challenged each
other’s ideas in a healthy discussion.
As I observed how people participated in this process, it was clear
that there were no ungrounded
illusions. In fact, a couple were
even critical enough to raise some
points for improvement, such as
ensuring increased awareness,
participation, and representation
in future rounds. Or even suggesting that in the future, it should
aim to select all council members
not just a few representatives.
Political engagement is never perfect, especially under conditions
where meaningful citizen participation has been actively suppressed. Our platforms while attempting to address these imperfect conditions are also shaped by
these conditions, at times reflecting some of its limitations. However, this is not enough reason to
retreat from meaningful intervention. The more restricted, the more
flawed, the more intolerable our
respective political systems become, the more we should
strengthen our resolve to reclaim
this arena. It is by thinking up
more creative means of engagement, rather than counting more
reasons for resignation, that we
subvert the sources of our frustration and scepticism; and begin to
turn things around. q

Aya is a Filipina research
associate with Focus on
the Global South who is
currently in Malaysia under the Asian Public Intellectuals
Fellowship
programme.
Penang Forum elections: A call for more substantive local democracy
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LOCAL ELECTIONS

Structure of local councils
and role of councillors
We need to lobby for all important decisions and minutes of
meetings to be made available on both councils websites and
for the actual council meetings to be open to the public
by Lim Kah Cheng
he Municipal Council of
Penang has a long and
proud history of local
elections with the first
elections being held way back in
1857. Its long history, however,
also partly explains why the
MPPP (Majlis Perbandaran Pulau
Pinang or Penang Island Municipal Council) is such a “dinosaur”
today. It is overwhelmed with
tons of documents, some dating
back to the 19th century, lots of
property which it is not managing well, and some ancient bylaws which have not been revised.

T

The Municipal Council of George
Town was established in 1857,
the first local authority in Malaya,
after Singapore. Three out of five
municipal commissioners were
elected by a limited franchise, but
these elections were abolished in
1913.
In 1951, local elections were reintroduced for nine of the 15 commissioners for George Town. By
1956, George Town had become
the first municipality in the Federation of Malaya to have a fullyelected council, with Councillor G
H Goh of the Alliance Party as its

Kah Cheng speaking at Penang Forum 3

first President.

ity in the country.

On 1 January 1957, George Town
became a city by a royal charter
granted by Queen Elizabeth II, becoming the first town in Malaysia
to become a city. The first Mayor
was Councillor D S Ramanathan
of the Labour Party.

A Royal Commission of Inquiry
under Senator Athi Nahappan,
reporting in 1968, recommended
the restoration of elected local
councils, but this was never carried out.

In 1965, the Federal Government
suspended local elections. At that
time, the City Council of George
Town was the richest local authorAliran Monthly : Vol.30(10) Page 9

Instead the Local Government Act
1976 provided for non-elected local councils and the local council
areas in Penang were permanently
merged into the two municipal

councils: Majlis Perbandaran
Pulau Pinang (MPPP) and Majlis
Perbandaran Seberang Perai
(MPSP).
Since 1966, as a result of administrative re-organisations, the City
of George Town no longer exists
as a legal entity and does not appear in the list of cities published
by the Federal Government although the City of George Town
Ordinance 1957 had not been repealed. Space does not allow me
to elaborate on this on-going debate.

Governing
laws/
legal
structure
of local authorities
The powers of local authorities are
provided under the Local Government Act 1976 (LGA).
The relationship between the
State Government and the local
authority is spelt out under Sections 9 and 10 of the LGA.
“S. 9: Power of State Authority to
issue directions
(1) The State Authority may from
time to time give the local authority directions of a general character, and not inconsistent with the
provisions of this Act, on the
policy to be followed in the exercise of the powers conferred and
the duties imposed on the local
authority by or under this Act in
relation to matters which appear
to the State Authority to affect the
interests of the local authority
area, and the local authority shall
as soon as possible give effect to
all such directions.”
“S.10. Councillors
(7) If the Mayor or President does
not agree with the other Council-

lors as to the exercise of any of his
powers or of the powers of the local authority, he shall refer the
matter to the Menteri Besar or Chief
Minister of the State whose decision thereon shall be final and
binding on the local authority.”
PART III of the LGA provides for
the appointment and discipline of
officers and employees of the local authorities. This is important
as the local authorities need to
assert more control over the performance of their staff instead of
being held back by the Public Service Department.
PART IV of the LGA provides for
the conduct of business by local
authorities. I would like to
emphasise the democratic powers
provided under Sections 23 and
27 of the LGA which should be
fully restored in practice.
“S. 23. Meetings of local authority to be public
All meetings of the local authority shall be open to the public and
to representatives of the Press unless the local authority by resolution at the meeting otherwise decides:
Provided that this section shall
not apply to any Committee of the
local authority unless such Committee by resolution otherwise decides.”

ings…. shall be kept at the office
of the local authority and shall at
all reasonable times be open to the
inspection of any Councillor or
rate-payer of the local authority
area and of any officer of the Government of the Federation or of the
State…., any of whom may at all
reasonable times make a copy of
any part thereof without fee.”
In the name of transparency and
accountability, we need to lobby
for the minutes of all proceedings
to be made available on both councils’ websites and for all applications for planning permissions,
building plans, etc to be displayed
there as well.
Other provisions of the LGA include Financial Provisions, Control of Public Places, Pollution of
Streams, Food, Markets, Sanitation and Nuisances, By-Laws and
Penalties, and Rating and Valuation.
The Town And Country Planning
Act 1976 provides for the proper
control and regulation of town
and country planning, development plans, tree preservation, the
Appeals Board, etc

Over the years, the full council
meetings which are open to the
public are shortened to just approving decisions already made
in the Committees which are not
open to the public. There is a need
to restore the original spirit of this
section.

The Street, Building and Drainage Act, 1974, ((which precedes
the LGA) consolidates laws relating to street, drainage and building in local authority areas. It is
the enabling legislation for the
Uniform Building By-Laws 1984
(UBBL), which control construction/inspection of structures, technical requirements for fire prevention, structural integrity, electrical
wiring, ventilation and sanitary
facilities.

“S.27. Minutes ….
(3) The minutes of all proceed-

I wish to emphasise By-law 34A
of the Uniform Buildings By-
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Structure

of

MPPP

Laws which was gazetted in
Penang on 11 November 1993.
These by-laws make it mandatory
for all buildings (except for existing shop houses and single family private dwelling houses) to
provide access to disabled persons to get into, out of and within
the buildings. Those built before
the commencement of these bylaws must be altered to comply
within three years of commencement. Unfortunately they are
largely not adhered to.
The Road Transport Act 1987 provides regulation of motor vehicles
and traffic on roads and parking,
protection of third parties against
risks arising out of the use of motor vehicles, etc. It is the enabling
legislation for local authorities to
regulate car parking provisions.

Work

of

councillors

All councillors must attend the ordinary meetings (Mesyuarat Biasa
Majlis, MBM) of the local authorities which take place once a month
to:
• be informed of the decisions of
the One Stop Centre (OSC),
which is the committee that
considers all the applications
for planning permission and
other plans. Only four councillors sit in the OSC together with
the President of the Council
and other officers;
• confirm the decisions of the
Committees;
• seek clarifications and sometimes debate on issues which
rarely happens as the councillors expect their fellow councillors to respect each other’s
decisions;
• make policy speeches; and
• meet the press.
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All Councillors are appointed to
two to four committees and each
committee meets at least once a
month. The Committees are:
• Pentadbiran dan Kewangan
(MPSP)
• Pengurusan
Kewangan
(MPPP)
• Pelesenan dan Penguatkuasa
(MPSP)
• Penguatkuasaan
dan
Pendidikan Awam (MPPP)
• Lalulintas dan Infrastruktur
(MPSP and MPPP)
• Pembangunan
dan
Pengindahan (MPSP)
• Perancangan
Pemajuan
(MPPP)
• Pusat Setempat (OSC) (MPSP
and MPPP)
• Kesihatan Awam (MPPP only)
• Pihak Berkuasa Perlantikan
dan Pihak Berkuasa Tatatertib
(MPPP and MPSP)
• Tender Boards (MPPP and
MPSP)
Most councillors also take part in
the following:
• Technical committees or task
forces, e.g. review building
guidelines, address problems,
cemetery, poverty programme,
bus stops, review of rent, dealing with stray cows, etc;
· Interviews of applicants, e.g.
for jobs, licences;
• Visits to Council properties,
Pulau Burung dump site, IWK
treatment plants and sites, etc;
• Inspections e.g. of eateries, advertisement buntings and
streamers;
• Briefings by and meetings
with other parties, eg the SPCA,
contractors (wishing to provide alternative LED lighting
or to put up bus stops), solid
waste, etc;

• Official functions organized by
the Penang State Government;
• Functions
of
other
organisations e.g. clan associations, museum, etc;
• Handling complaints by members of the public;
• Informal meetings with officers of the Councils, JKR, JPS;
etc
• Pre-MBM (for MPPP only) and
drafting of minutes.

Role

of

councillors

It is my view that the role of the
councillors is to:
• work to achieve the vision of
the council. In MPPP the motto
is “Leading We Serve”. Both
councils adopt the State
Government’s CAT principles.
As an NGO representative, I
work to promote the objectives
set out in the Penang Forum
Declaration;
• shape policies – e.g. on hawkers, use of open spaces, illegal
structures, traffic, tender procedures, use of resources e.g.
renting of premises;
• plan budgets/oversee expenses and income, e.g. every
month we check on income, expenses, arrears owing and
consider applications for use
of council properties;
• oversee the work of the officers/staff;
• act as a bridge between local
authorities and rate payers;
• check abuse and corruption;
• hold constructive dialogues
with the state and federal departments;
• help solve problems, e.g. stray
animals;
• not just address the symptoms
but look for longer term solu-
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tions, e.g. congestion related to
car park provisions, public
transport, bus stops and pavements, by-laws;
• promote positive values, e.g.
racial unity, good governance,
gender equality, empathy for
the disadvantaged groups

Prerequisites
of
a
councillor
• Personal integrity, honesty
and humility;
• Ability to make time for council work, which is a lot, including time needed to do ‘homework’, e.g. read minutes and
seek information;
• Mature enough to shoulder
heavy responsibilities, especially when the councils are
dealing with budgets of over
RM200 million a year;
• Some form of expertise to contribute;
• A desire to serve the people;
• Ability to be constructive;
• No hidden agenda for self enrichment or power;
• A vision and a passion to
achieve that vision.
• Courage to stand up for what
s/he believes in and to speak
up even if in the minority.
I can only conclude with an appeal: please vote wisely for the civil
society representatives to be nominated to the local authorities. q

Lim Kah Cheng, an
MPPP
Councillor,
made the above presentation at the Penang
Forum 3 elections held
on 14 November 2010.

PENANG FORUM

Penang Forum: Expectations of
the elected
rior to 14 November, all contestants had
declared that they had read, understood
and supported the principles contained in
the Penang Forum Declaration, first
adopted in April 2008.

P

Hence the elected are expected to promote the rights
of marginalized groups (including women, workers, rural communities, youth, senior citizens, the
disabled, homeless, as well as migrants and refugees); to protect Penang’s environment and preserve
its heritage; to stress balanced, integrated and sustainable planning; to address and respond to urban
services complaints; and to cater to the general interests of the entire Penang society, not just those
interests of specific interest groups to which they
might individually be affiliated.
All candidates, including the elected, were also informed of the following clause in the Local Govern-

ment Act 1976, Section 10(2) about eligibility and
suitability which reads: “Councillors of the local
authority…shall be persons ordinarily resident in the
local authority area who in the opinion of the State Authority have wide experience in local government affairs
or who have achieved distinction in any profession, commerce or industry, or are otherwise capable of representing the interests of their communities in the local authority area”.
Indeed, all contestants including the ten elected, had
declared that they do not hold office in any political
party or in any chamber of commerce; have not been
convicted as a criminal or declared a bankrupt; and
that they do not belong to any association that agitates for racial supremacy or racial hatred.
.
Released by: Loh Kok Wah
(on behalf of the Penang Forum Steering Committee).
14 Nov 2010

Penang Forum 3 endorses
Penang government’s
no-plastic bags policy
P

articipants at the Penang Forum 3 event
today overwhelmingly endorsed the state
government’s policy to ban plastic bags.

Penang Forum steering committee member Ahmad
Chik requested a show of hands from the more than
300 participants. The crowd responded with a large
show of hands and a loud ‘yes’ in support of the

policy.
The plastic bags manufacturers should think of the
long-term impact of plastic bags on the environment
and the wider interest of society.
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Penang Forum steering committee
14 November 2010
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Save

RRIM

heritage

The Selangor government must ensure that any proposed redevelopment of the RRIM land at Sungei Buloh preserves the historical buildings as well as the scenic south-eastern portion around Bukit Nibong.
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words and must include the
writer's name and address.
Pseudonyms may be used. Send
letters or emails to Editor (see
page 3 for address details).
Views expressed need not reflect
those of Aliran. If e-mailing,
include message in the e-mail
body itself.

To ensure our future generations remember and understand the role
of the rubber plantations in our country’s development, the Natural
Rubber Museum must be retained and part of RRIM must be kept as a
‘working’ estate, where schoolchildren and tourists can watch tappers at work.
Also worth fighting for is the Bukit Nibong section (the hill opposite
Subang Airport, accessible off Sg Buloh road, GPS 3°08’26"N
101°33’34"E). With its lush scenic trails and magnificent views, it will
serve well as a green lung for the area.
Let not greed destroy the legacy that is RRIM!
Aylwin Lim (via email)
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INTERVIEW

Azmi

Sharom,

human

being

If I am a human being, how can I be treated otherwise?
Equally so, how can I treat others otherwise?
by straits-mongrel
s more and more citizens get informed about
human rights and
equality, we will see
that ethnicity doesn’t matter any
more”

“A

YOU know him as the law academic with the semi-tochang hairstyle, those piercing eyes framed
in black plastic; eyes that can burn
a bigot in a flash. You probably
remember his bold pieces in Brave
New World, his fortnightly column
in The Star (The Real Social Contract, We must never allow the
mob to rule, Under Threat? What
Threat?).
One of academia’s few good men,
many say. He’s a brave one, echo
others.
The man rolls his eyes. “What’s
so extreme about what I do anyway? Look, the stuff that matters
to me - human rights, equality,
fundamental liberties - these are
values of a human being. I’m just
being human. Being human! I
don’t carry a bomb, I’m not plotting a coup, I don’t come anywhere near being a threat to national security.”
Welcome to the world of Azmi
Sharom, where in crisp humour-

laced lines, it’s a given that a spade
is called a spade. The main question is what are you going to do
about it.
“All too often, we hear racists stepping up to make announcements tuntutan ni, tuntutan tu - and we
get all flustered,” he observes in a
frown. “We can’t let these types
dictate how we feel. If some bigot
says ‘Go back to where you belong’,
a whole bunch of us end up moping in one corner and feel all hurt.
“But why should we care?” he
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asks incredulously, his head
slightly cocked.
“It should be ‘We’re born here. We
belong here, equally as much as
you. Equal, geddit?’ That’s how it
oughta be. There’s just not enough
of standing up to these people.
Take charge of your lives, folks.
“Sure it’s not easy - there’re two
tiers where racism is perpetuated.
One, it’s in the institutions - it’s
embedded in government policies; you’ve read all about them
especially in the alternative news.

I needn’t elaborate on that; it’s
boring. Two, personal attitude.
This one’s insidious. It lurks inside so many of us. The very same
people who cry out against racism bear racist tendencies themselves. You just need to listen to
conversations to know what I
mean.

ethnicity is everywhere. It’s always at the back of the mind, a
bothersome bug.

“We can fight both, and we
should. We need to take possession of our lives again. And mean
what we say, for crying out loud.”

The dare-to-think side of Azmi we
know today was forged on foreign
soil.

Change:
a matter of time
Azmi’s office in the Law Faculty
of University Malaya reveals an
organised person - books and
folders have their place; yet they
sit in spontaneous fashion, not
ordered like soldiers. Looking
about, you also catch the man’s
sense of humour and his life’s
pace - there’s a South Park 60’sstyle alarm clock that shows 11:36
and 46 sec. It’s stopped. On the
wall above the door hangs another
clock. It’s stopped too. And Azmi
doesn’t wear a watch. Time has
ceased being a linear arrow, it
seems; what’s to hurriedly measure about time anyway?
“These changes we seek, they’re
not going to happen overnight.
But as more and more citizens get
informed about human rights and
equality, we will see that ethnicity
doesn’t matter any more.
“In my own case, it took me years
to burn that away,” says the environmental law specialist. “Today
I don’t give a hoot about it anymore. But it took time. I grew up in
Penang. My parents are apolitical
- there was no politics on the dinner table - but, you know,

“Of course, the good thing about
growing up in Penang is you cannot date if you’re a racist. I mean,
Chinese girls were everywhere,”
his mischievous side shows.

“My dad sent me to the UK to do
my Sixth Form - his personal
funds by the way. Two key lessons
I learned. I remember the teachers
being openly critical of government policies. We were in Economics class, and the teacher was rationally ripping apart Thatcher’s
tax policies. I learned that there
was nothing wrong with being
critical. When rational it is, in fact,
constructive.
“The second was getting engaged
in honest conversations with
other Malaysians of different
background. A friend, half-Indian
ethnicity, basically told me this:
‘We just want to be equal’.”
Sheffield University, where Azmi
would go on to read Law, was also
a plough to the young man’s
newly-tilled mind. “Sheffield was
left-wing. There was a lot of discussion about fundamental justice and human rights issues. I
was very exposed to different
‘right’ views with regards to the
law. Generally, the premise was
there has to be a strong sense of
Justice. This I try to apply in my
own teaching.”
More than an education, Azmi
also borrowed other aspects of
Sheffield U’s bohemian lifestyle.
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(“Guys, you got to have a life.”)
He jams in a band.
“Please, to begin with, I don’t have
a band. Rather, my friends tolerate me in the group. But yes, music is a good outlet. I still play
futsal too,” says the man who
tried one year of law practice and
hated it. “I make space for recreation. Maybe it’s easier for me as
an academician to find the time,
but hey, the lawyers have faster
cars. They can get to places faster.”
And as an academic in a public
institution, might there be boundaries where he’s prevented from
venturing? “Honestly, I haven’t
been in a situation where I have
to hold back. Of course, you need
to know your rights. And your
parameters. You need to stay informed.”
And a parting advice for the concerned citizen: “Internalise. Really internalise the good stuff. All
those questions about equality,
they can only be answered by
someone who truly lives by it. It’s
as simple as this, ‘If I am a human
being, how can I be treated otherwise? Equally so, how can I treat
others otherwise?’.”
And you realise there’s really
nothing extreme in what Azmi
Sharom is saying. It’s all fundamental.
Human being stuff. q

Source: http://www.saya
anakbangsamalaysia.net/
index.php?option=com_
content&view=article&id
=477&catid=34&Ite mid=93
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PENANG FORUM 3

Preparing for Penang Forum 3
The Penang
g
Forum Steerin
ld
Committee he
ning
a series of plan
meetings

Arranging the
hall on
the eve of elec
tions

Animated
us
disc sions at
a pl an n in g
meeting
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Mapping out
logistics at
the election ve
nue

Polling day at Penang Forum 3
gister
Eager voters re
sk
at the front de

Ballot cards are given out to
voters upon registration

:
Last-minute canvassing
flefts
lea
t
ou
s
A candidate hand

All in red: Supporters of
candidate Teo Lee Ken
turn up in full force
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Toh Kin Woon (centre),
flanked by Lim Kah Cheng
(left) and Ahmad Chik (right),
chairs a session on the
structure of local council and
civil society’s expectations of
councillors

Candidate Low
Swee Heong
appeals for su
pport

Voters listen at
tentively

Enthusiastic voters
cast their ballots
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The running ta
lly of batch
totals for MP
PP candidates

Civil society volunteers
tes
count and record the vo

s
The winning candidate
wd
cro
the
acknowledge

YB Chow Kon
Yeow makes
a guest appear
ance at the
post-election
Penang Forum
press conferen
ce
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GENDER

Seksualiti
Merdeka
We are family!

2010:

Civil society groups have much to do to nurture a better
understanding of sexuality rights and gender diversities
in the country
by Julian Lee and Yeoh Seng Guan
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exuality rights have not
figured strongly in the
agenda of the human
rights movement in Malaysia thus far. Compared to the
political detainee, refugee, and
migrant worker, the shadowy figure of the ostensible “sexual deviant” has not elicited the degree of
attention that it deserves.

S

Partly, this state-of-affairs can be
attributed to the dominant heterosexual norms encoded in legislation and religious traditions
criminalising and demonising
“unnatural sex”. The central
thrust of these pronouncements is
that if these “deviants” are allowed to co-exist, the institution
of the family would be seriously
jeopardised and human society
would disintegrate. However, for
those familiar with historical realities in the region and with pioneering scholarship on human
sexuality in the last few decades,
this apocalyptic view of things is
problematic.

Sexuality
rights
festival
On 3-17 October, Seksualiti
Merdeka 2010,, a sexuality rights
festival, was held in the Central
Market Annexe Gallery in Kuala
Lumpur to address and de-mystify some of the misperceptions
and fear about sexual orientation
and gender identities in human
society and to advocate for better
recognition of the rights of “sexual
minority” groups and identities.
Civil society groups which supported the event included Amnesty International Malaysia, Bar
Council Malaysia, Empower, PT

Foundation, Suaram, United Nations Theme Group on HIV and
Women’s Candidacy Initiative.
This year’s edition was the third
in the now annual event. Seksualiti
Merdeka first unfolded in August
2008 when it coincided with that
year’s Merdeka celebrations.
Well-known cultural artists Pang
Khee Teik and Jerome Kugan are
the co-founders and organisers of
the annual festival. Inspired by
human rights activists like the late
Zaitun (“Toni”) Kassim, they
wanted to create a space to have
open dialogues about sex, sexual
identity and rights given that
these are taboo topics in Malaysian society. They also felt that the
usual tactic of the LGBTIQ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans-sexual,
inter-sex and queer) communities
of lying low was not the answer
to their problems given that so
many others are experiencing the
effects of homophobia – abuse,
violence and discrimination – in
Malaysia.
As its moral compass, the festival
refers to “The Yogyakarta Principles” (http://www.yogyakarta
principles.org/). A collection of 29
articles, “The Yogyakarta Principles” outlines an array of rights
and freedoms with respect to gender and sexuality which are
founded in international human
rights covenants to which most
countries are signatories. These
rights are seen as extendable to
LGBTIQ individuals based on
these international agreements
and decisions of authorised UN
bodies (such as the Human Rights
Committee which monitors the International Covenant on Civil
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and Political Rights). These rights
include the right to universal enjoyment of human rights; right to
recognition before the law; right
to privacy; protection from medical abuses; right to freedom of
thought, conscience and religion;
and the right to found a family.
Edmond Bon, chair of the human
rights committee of the Bar Council, launched the 2010 event by
saying that it is high time that the
relevant discriminatory clauses in
the Malaysian legislation on “unnatural sex” be decriminalised in
accordance with international human rights standards and progressive societies elsewhere in the
world.

All-women
punk
band
As in previous years, Seksualiti
Merdeka 2010 had a menu of creative and interactive events based
on the theme of “We are family”.
Weeks before the festival, internationally acclaimed artist Liew
Kung Yu had led a workshop for
five young individuals with diverse backgrounds on a journey
of self-discovery to produce two
artistic installations. Their
thought-provoking works were on
display throughout the festival.
On the first night, ‘Family Outing’,
a play specially written for the festival
by
award-winning
Singaporean playwright Alfian
Sa’at, was performed. It centered
on the dilemma of a young college
boy who is unsure as to whether
to reveal his sexuality to his
mother or not. The audience was
invited to provide suggestions to
the characters at various points of

the play on how to resolve the situation. The play had also toured
several local colleges and universities earlier.
Over the last three nights of the
play, ‘Rainbow Massacre’, an
exuberant musical feast was
staged. Hosted by ribald and hysterically funny drag queen,
Shelah, the concert featured numerous solo artists and bands
whose performances sought either to affirm the need to fight for
sexuality rights or which celebrated sexual diversity. Among
the performers were Tony Eussof,
Peter Ong and the crowd
favourite, the all-woman punk
band Shhh…diam! who sang
about French fries and bathrooms.
A somewhat more pensive event
was the screening of five short
films produced by the women’s
art collective, HerStory Malaysia.
The theme which these films
sought to reflect on was ‘Love, Sex
and Desire’. The film-makers
comprised Bernice Chauly, Crystal Woo, Mien Ly, Sharifah Amani
and Mislina Mustaffa. Among the
stand-out productions were
Sangkar (by Sharifah Amani) and
Happy Massages (by Mien Ly). In
the latter film, Mien Ly cooperated
with Ruby to tell her story which
drew on her experiences as a sex
worker. Through the film, the audience gained an insight into the
difficult lives of sex workers in
Malaysia and their negotiations
with customers and AIDS.
On the last day of Seksualiti
Merdeka 2010, Dr Farish Noor, representing The Other Malaysia, gave
a historical review of the chang-

ing notions of ‘modesty’ in Southeast Asia. With the arresting title
of ‘From modesty plates to
peranakan lingerie’, Farish observed that unlike current
sexualised preoccupations with
the female physical form, ‘modesty’ in pre-colonial Southeast
Asia was more linked to decorum
and balance, to a host of attitudes,
behavior and decorum befitting
her status. To illustrate how
changing notions of female modesty have imprinted textile culture
in the region, the packed hall was
also treated to a collection of
kembang and peranakan female
dresses worn by models.

Enthusiastic

response

Later in the same afternoon, several activists and scholars shared
snippets of their research findings
to illuminate the topic, ‘Even educated fleas do it: Sex, sexuality and
diversity in Malaysia’. While covering diverse topics, all the presentations in the panel complicated the narrow claims of ‘Asian
family values’ as the basis for definitively deciding what is ‘right’
and ‘wrong’.
Dr Julian Lee (Monash University) debunked the popular view
that homosexuality or sex simply
for pleasure (instead of reproduction) was not part “of nature”. He
provided several well documented cases of animals and insects performing “un-natural
sex”.
Angela Kuga Thas (Knowledge
and Rights with Young People
through Safer Spaces – KRYSS)
read excerpts of interviews con-

Aliran Monthly : Vol.30(10) Page 24

ducted among the LGBTIQ community in Kuala Lumpur. Human
rights activist Thilaga described
to the audience of over 100 individuals some of the abuses of
transsexuals in Malaysia. She did
this with the help of artist Shieko,
who illustrated Thilaga’s stories
with highly entertaining drawings on a whiteboard. Shieko also
lent her skills with the forum’s coorganiser Jac SM Kee’s
(APCWomen.org) input on the
evolution of Malaysia hantu and
pontianak myths.
Amir Muhammad (Matahari
Books) and Andrew Ng (Monash
University) meanwhile all looked
at a selection of locally made films
of different periods and genres to
discuss how female, male and
queer sexualities were depicted.
Dr Yeoh Seng Guan (Monash
University) shared a short ethnographic clip of transgender hijras
taking part in a Hindu festival in
honour of their patron goddess.
Judging from the enthusiastic discussions that were generated during Seksualiti Merdeka 2010, it is
evident there is much interest
among Malaysians in advancing
sexuality rights. In keeping with
their mission to build more democratic and humane space, civil
society groups have much to do
to nurture a better understanding
of sexuality rights and gender diversities in the country. q

Yeoh Seng Guan is an
Aliran exco member while
Julian Lee lectures in international studies.

POLITICS

Where have all our funds
gone, long time passing...?
A million ringgit per constituency adds up to RM 222 million
each year – and that is a huge amount of money!
by K Perumal
he Prime Minister’s Department makes generous annual allocations
to all the Barisan
Nasional Members of Parliament.
In 2006, RM2 million was allocated for each constituency, and
in 2007, RM1 million. Another
RM 1 million was allocated for
2008.

T

Opposition parliamentarians
have been raising the issue of constituency funds during question
time in Parliament. Why are we
not given these funds? Are you
attempting to punish the constituencies that voted for the opposition? Isn’t this contrary to the principle of non-discrimination as
enunciated in Article 8 of the Federal Constitution? A ministerial
spokesman from the PM’s Department replied that the constituency
funds are for all constituencies,
including those won by opposition politicians. The opposition
politicians are free to apply and
their applications will be considered.
The PSM MP for Sg Siput, Dr
Jeyakumar Devaraj, brought this
issue to Sungai Siput. The avail-

ability of this fund was made
known and was discussed at the
Sungai Siput Peoples’ Consultative Meeting. NGO groups were
invited to put forward their requests. Based on the responses
from the Sungai Siput public, the
PSM put forward a formal application for RM108,000 on 1 August
2008 for the following causes:
•
•
•
•
•
•

The idea was to follow-up with a
second round of applications
once the first batch was approved.

Coy

After a long silence, the State Development Office of the Prime
Minister’s Department replied in
a terse letter dated 24 September

Asrama Anak Yatim Nurul Ihsan
Rumah Orang Tua Wa Kiew Yi Shea
OKU Kuala Kangsar
Sekolah Gandhi
Sekolah Methodist
Three Orang Asli kampungs
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reply

RM 50,000
RM 10,000
RM 5,000
RM 25,000
RM 10,000
RM 8,000

2008 stating
“Dimaklumkan
bahawa cadangan permohonan ini
tidak dapat dipertimbangkan”
which means “You are hereby
notified that your application cannot be considered.”

single mothers’ association,
schools, and village committees.
The actual organisations were not
identified nor the amounts disbursed to each.

Belling
The people of Sungai Siput were
disappointed and dissatisfied
with this response. A 30-member
delegation accompanied Dr
Jeyakumar to the State Office of
the PM’s Department on 17 October 2008 to register a formal protest and at the same time to submit a set of supplementary applications
totalling
another
RM110,600, which represented
the additional proposals that had
been put forward by groups in
Sungai Siput after the first proposal was submitted.
There was no response to the second application. But to a question
that the Sungai Siput MP submitted, the PM’s Department replied
in March 2009 that RM952,550
was given out to 123 projects in
the Sg Siput constituency between
8 March and 13 December 2008.
Apparently, the PM’s Department
had been responding to applications submitted by BN leaders
from Sg Siput (despite the fact that
they had not been elected)!
The Sungai Siput MP then wrote
in asking for a full list of these 123
projects and the amount allocated
to each. The State Development Office (the state level representative
of the PM’s Department) has been
coy on this one. They first refused
to answer, but when several voters from the constituency also
wrote in officially asking how the
RM952,550 was allocated, we finally got a vague answer – the
funds were given to residents' associations, farmers’ associations,
disabled peoples’ association,

the

cat

An application for RM345,000 for
12 projects in 2009 and for
RM650,000 for 13 projects in 2010
was also not entertained by the
State development Office. We then
decided that someone had to bell
this recalcitrant cat! We obtained
the assistance of Sreenevasan, the
legal firm helmed by Dato Ambiga
(former Bar Council President) to
file for a Judicial Review of the
Prime Minister’s Department’s
decision to turn down our 2010
application.
A million ringgit per constituency adds up to RM 222 million
each year – and that is a huge
amount of money! It is more
than 25 per cent of the total annual budget of Penang state government. This sum is not a personal contribution from the
Prime Minister. Neither is it
drawn from BN funds. It represents the peoples’ money that is
held in trust by the government,
and it is totally unacceptable
that it is being used in such a
partisan, non-transparent fashion. It should be made available
to all MPs equally – for MPs need
funds to carry out their duties
properly, offices have to be maintained in the constituency, fulltime assistants and researchers
have to be paid, meet the people
sessions have to be organised.
All this will help in bringing
democracy to the people, and it
will not require RM1 million per
constituency!
Meanwhile, a proper system of
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accountability has to be put in
place to ensure that the MPs use
this allocation properly. All expenditure from this fund should
be open to public scrutiny. Only
then will people be reassured that
funds to service the constituency
are not channelled into the pockets of the MP and/or his cronies!
There has probably been a high
level of pilfering of the more than
RM3.3 million allocated to Sg
Siput since the 2008 elections –
which would explain why the
Prime Minister’s Department is so
reluctant to divulge details as to
how the funds were used in
Sungai Siput. Imagine the political fall-out!
At the press conference after filing the application on 29 October
2010, one of the reporters asked
Dr Jeyakumar if we had any
chance of winning. The Sg Siput
MP smiled and answered that
that was the same question asked
when he stood against Dato Seri
Samy Vellu. “We take our inspiration from Che Guevera who
said – Be realistic and do the impossible!” he added.
Three decades of mismanagement
has led to a situation where the
pilfering of public funds has become ‘standard operating procedure’. Re-establishing a culture of
accountability is going to be a
long haul struggle. We need more
of this sort of actions to sensitise
the Malaysian civil service as well
as the general public as to the
proper management of public
funds so that our people will expect and demand transparency
and accountability from the administration.
Gone to the BN, every cent
When will they ever learn, when
will they ever change? q

POLITICS

“Continuing the
aspirations”

people’s

The Shah Alam Summit Resolution
by Pakatan Chief Ministers

e, the Menteris Besar and
Chief Ministers participating in the Pakatan
Rakyat’s Menteri Besar/
Chief Minister Summit on this day
29 November 2010 in Shah Alam,
Selangor, have paid careful attention to and obtained the consent
of all the presentations in the economic, social, political and administrative aspects.

sires of all presentations and the
outcome of deep, thoughtful and
constructive partnership from
Summit participants, based on the
experience of all participants, with
this, we assert:

A. Desires

2. To practice the principles of
public administration, putting
faith-based values and norms

W

After taking into account the de-

1 . To continue to lead the state
governments and we are determined to meet the needs, desires and hopes of the people;
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agreed upon to practise transparency, accountability and
governance excellence;
3 . To fight corruption and to be
free from mismanagement of
public funds and to ensure
prudent financial management
in accordance with the principles of integrity;
4. To practise the economic philosophy of being fair and equitable to all people, giving priority to the poor and

marginalised to create a civil
society; and
5 . To ensure that State resources
are managed in a trustworthy,
sustainable and continuously
stable manner.
B. Promises
We hereby promise on the principle of consensus to:
1 . Develop an economic alliance
amongst the Pakatan Rakyat
states;
2. Provide for an investmentfriendly environment, which is
not bureaucratic, and without
unnecessary administration
(red-tape);
3 . Implement any policy development that can be agreed
upon, especially in the social,
economic and political areas;
4. Continue enhancement of
management and administrative improvements, either
through the involvement formal or informal leadership,
policy makers and officials of
the Pakatan Rakyat states; and
5 . Ensure common understanding and practices amongst
politicians and administrators
in order to establish positive relationships between state governments and party leadership.

and action agenda items:
1 . Reduce the increasing cost of
living especially amongst the
low-income groups and
marginalised society;
2. Recognise the people’s right to
information, with the formation of the Freedom of Information Enactment;
3 . Recognise the importance of
countering the BN media attacks, by forming a media infrastructure body with shared
news amongst Pakatan Rakyat
states;
4. Recognise people’s right to
land ownership, accelerating
the process of granting land
titles to those eligible;
5 . Recognise the right of citizens
to enjoy the necessary facilities
of a good quality of life, by improving the efficiency of local
authority services and any
agency under the State Government;
6. Give priority to housing
projects with reasonable financial provision, through the establishment of a housing taskforce in the State and District
levels;

C. Committed

7. Guarantee the ‘food security’
of states, by way of relief distribution system practices and
production standards to help
fishermen, farmers and breeders;

We are further committed to “continue the people’s aspirations”
according to a set of public policy

8. Ensure investments into economic projects, through the
Selangor government’s provi-
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sion of RM10 million as seed
money into a ‘club deal’ to help
all other Pakatan Rakyat
states;
9. Recognise the right of people
to freedom of choice, by working towards making Local
Government elections a reality;
1 0 .Create a sustainable living environment that is safe, clean
and green.
We are aware of the recent practice of the Federal Government to
erode the rights of the States
through policies that are not propeople; there exist limitations to
the State’s powers that ultimately
discriminate against Federalism,
and we recognise there are some
constraints in dealing with the
powers of the Federal Government.
However, we believe in having
good leadership in terms of vision
and direction in administering
the State, and hereby agree to establish coordination and sharing
of experiences and the establishment of joint committees for the development and advancement of
people of the State.
Thus a periodic series of forums
involving the executive council
and officers of each State shall be
implemented to increase the commitment to continue the ideals of
Pakatan Rakyat, to meet the
needs, desires and hopes of the
people.
We as the Menteri Besar/Chief
Minister’s States of Pakatan
Rakyat, accept this resolution to
be implemented. q

INTERNATIONAL

Mahatma,

Obama

and

India

Despite his tribute to Gandhi, it is obvious that Obama is
promoting skewed development which grinds down the poor
by Asghar Ali Engineer
bama on his recent trip
to India paid glowing
tribute to Mahatma
Gandhi and even said he
belongs not only to India but to
whole world. Needless to say it is
easier to pay tribute but very difficult indeed to act in conformity
with his philosophy. Anyone who
becomes Mahatma meets with the
same fate. We pay rich tribute to
him and ignore his teachings in
practice. In fact, the more we ignore his teachings, the richer
tends to be our tribute.

O

There are very few exceptions to
this rule. We Indians are guiltier
of ignoring Mahatma’s teachings
than others. All our politicians
ritually pay tribute to Mahatma;
we name roads after him, install
his statues and, what is ironical,
print his photograph on currency
notes of all denominations. Similarly all heads of states who visit
India are ritualistically taken to
Gandhiji’s Samadhi to lay
wreaths of flowers.
Obama’s tributes to Gandhiji, I
must say, was not merely ritualistic; it was more than that. It seems
it came from his heart. Obama after all is a follower of Martin
Luther King Jr., who was greatly
influenced by Gandhiji’s philoso-

phy of non-violence. What is the
distinguishing feature of Martin
Luther is that he practised nonviolence and won rights for African-Americans through non-violent means.

election and won the US presidency, he is far from practising
this philosophy.

Martin Luther King had to sacrifice his life for his ideals but he
liberated African Americans in the
1960s. Obama is also Martin
Luther’s follower; so what he said
in India was more than mere formality and had a ring of truth. But
having said this, some questions
would be in place. Martin Luther
practised what he believed and
empowered the African-Americans. Though Obama too believes
in Gandhiji’s philosophy of nonviolence, since he contested the

It is very important to note in the
case of Gandhi that he never involved himself in any kind of
power struggle. He never entertained the ambition to become
President or prime minister of India. The day India became independent and when government
formation was taking place in
Delhi, Gandhiji was far away in
Navakhali putting out the fire of
communal violence. He did not
even celebrate Indian independence, which came at a heavy cost
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What
Gandhi
stood for

of partition, on one hand, and,
mass killings, on the other. And
his priority was establishing
communal harmony. So he chose
to be in Navakhali, which was
burning in communal fire.
Secondly, anyone who takes
Gandhi seriously and claims to be
his follower must practice nonviolence which is not possible
without practising truth – ahimsa
and satyagraha (non-violence and
truth) go together. Any country
which is armed to the teeth to the
extent that it can destroy with
those arms this earth 10 times over
cannot practise non-violence.
America wages wars in so many
countries of Asia and Africa in the
name of security. In fact, the more
arms it possesses, the more it feels
insecure.
It has several hundred of the most
disastrous nuclear arms. Gandhiji
was totally against nuclear arms.

Thus, the first thing Obama can
do is to prepare an authentic
programme to eliminate nuclear
arms and then acquire the moral
right to ask other nuclear powers
to destroy all nuclear arms. Today,
even under Obama, the United
States is practising double standards. While it pressurises Iran
not to manufacture nuclear weapons, it directly or indirectly justifies Israel’s possession of more
than a hundred nuclear heads.
How can it exercise any moral
authority to ask Iran not to go for
nuclear arms? Such double standards are totally against
Gandhji’s philosophy of truth
and non-violence.
Thirdly, under Obama, as a true
follower of Gandhiji, America
must bring about genuine peace
in Palestine and get Palestinians
their rights. Gandhiji had said
that Palestine belongs to Palestinians as much as India belongs to

Indians or England belongs to the
English. I hope Obama has read
these words of Gandhiji and as
his follower, he should do everything possible, resisting all pressure, to restore Palestine to Palestinians as per the UN resolutions
of 1948 and 1967.
Yet another question is that of
liberalisation and globalisation.
Gandhji had said that real
progress and development is one
which benefits the least person in
the society or the poorest of the
poor. What we see in the world in
general and in India in particular
is just the opposite of that. The
poor are getting horribly poor and
the rich are getting vulgarly rich.
It is a well known fact that more
than 75 per cent people in India
are living on Rs25 a day which
cannot even buy a single meal.
It is obvious that Obama too is
promoting this kind of skewed
development, which results in
extreme polarisation between the
rich and the poor and grinds
down the poor. Gandhiji would
never approve of such ‘development’. It is this kind of unjust development which results in more
and more violence. America also
invades other countries not only
for its security but for its economic
‘prosperity’. Only a just society
can be a truly non-violent society.

Violence the result
injustice

The Obamas' comments in the visitors' book at the Gandhi Museum in
India.
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Today India is also witnessing so
much violence – be it Naxal violence or communal violence or
ethnic violence or caste violence
only because there is no justice.
Tribal areas are being plundered
by multinationals for minerals for
so-called development earning

billions of rupees whereas tribals
go hungry. Would Mahatma
Gandhi approve of such loot resulting in gross injustice?
Gandhiji laid down his life for the
protection of and justice for minorities. A Hindu fanatic shot him
dead accusing him of favouring
Muslims. Today political parties
directly or indirectly organise
communal riots to win elections.
Can this be a just democracy?
Agreed, no blame can go to
Obama for this state of affairs but
often communal violence also
takes place to hide the ugly reality from gross injustices. Communal solidarity is promoted to break
class solidarity. The poor of one
community are made to kill the
poor of another community.
Poverty and development
favouring the rich becomes the
cause of violence, which then
takes different forms including
communal violence. Even in western societies, racial feelings go up
during economic downturns. Just
imagine the extent of violence in
India where almost 75 per cent
people live either on or below the
poverty line. Such a developmental model simply cannot be acceptable by any admirer of
Gandhi.
Gandhi stressed simple living
with a stress on spirituality and
truth. A non-violent society is not
possible without simplicity, truth
and spirituality. A high standard
of living such as the Americans
and the Indian elite have will inevitably lead to violence as such
high standards are based on exploitation and injustice which inevitably result in the genesis of
violence. Modern economies are
based on generating artificial

needs and high levels of consumerism.

Points’ that there were no weapons of mass destruction in Iraq.

President Obama was, on the one
hand, admiring Gandhi and, on
the other, was all praise for the
high rate of growth of India
which, as pointed out above, benefits only the upper class elite.
Both admiration for Gandhi and
his philosophy of truth and nonviolence cannot simply go together. President Obama had
come to India mainly to create jobs
for Americans through collaboration with the economic growth of
India - not so much to express his
admiration for Gandhian philosophy.

This lie was spoken deliberately
and the entire media controlled by
the elite who benefit from such
lies readily obliged and propagated the theory of weapons of
mass destruction. All this is necessary for sustaining unjust patterns of economic growth. A
Gandhian with any measure of
sincerity cannot be part of such
unjust economic growth. A true
Gandhian has to be spirituallyoriented and has to equally concentrate on his or her spiritual
richness as much as the material
one.

We are aware that it is not easy
for Obama or for any American
President to bring about change
in the economic model and bring
down the level of consumerism. It
is easier said than done. No
American president can survive
such change. The American president cannot even reduce conventional armaments, let alone
nuclear armament as there are
strong linkages between military
and industry.

The modern economy is such that
the more one consumes, the more
one needs and the more one becomes hollow spiritually. No
growth deprived of morality and
spirituality can bring any joy to
the people. It can bring only stress
and tension. Many of Gandhiji’s
economic theories also need to be
critiqued as he was writing and
theorising during colonial times.
A Charkha (spinning wheel)
economy cannot work today but
some of Gandhiji’s insights are
valid even today as much as they
were during those days. There are
eternal truths and contextual
ones. We need not stick to contextual ones. q

But it is also true that as long as
America follows such a pattern of
economic growth and high standards of living at the cost of poorer
countries, there will be no peace
in the world. Also, it seems to be a
compulsion of the American military-industrial complex to sell armaments and provoke violence in
some or the other part of AfroAsian countries. Bush had said
with all conviction that there are
weapons of mass destruction in
Iraq and the US then destroyed
Iraq with their own weapons of
mass destruction and now he admits in his own book ‘Decision
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Asghar Ali Engineer is
associated with the Centre for the Study of Society and Secularism in
Mumbai.
Source: Secular Perspective, 16-30 November
2010.

ARMS RACE

Nobel Peace laureates urge
nuclear
weapons
abolition
The Hiroshima Declaration on the abolition of nuclear weapons
14 November 2010
he undersigned Nobel
Peace Laureates and
representatives of Nobel
Peace
Prize
organisations, gathered in
Hiroshima on 12-14 November
2010, after listening to the testimonies of the Hibakusha, have no
doubt that the use of nuclear
weapons against any people must
be regarded as a crime against
humanity and should henceforth
be prohibited.

T

We pay tribute to the courage and
suffering of the Hibakusha who
survived the atomic bombings of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945 and honour those that
have dedicated their lives to teaching the world about the horrors of
nuclear war. Like them, we pledge
ourselves to work for a future committed to peace, justice and security without nuclear weapons and
war.
“Nuclear weapons are unique in
their destructive power, in the
unspeakable human suffering
they cause, in the impossibility of
controlling their effects in space
and time, in the risks of escalation
they create, and in the threat they
pose to the environment, to future

generations, and indeed to the
survival of humanity.”

recognised with the Nobel Peace
Prize for its humanitarian work.

We strongly endorse this assessment by the International Committee of the Red Cross, three times

Twenty-five years ago in Geneva,
the leaders of the two largest
nuclear powers declared that “a
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nuclear war cannot be won and
must never be fought”. There has
been some substantive progress
since then. The agreements on intermediate range nuclear forces
(INF); strategic arms reductions
(START); and unilateral and bilateral initiatives on tactical
nuclear weapons, have eliminated tens of thousands of nuclear
weapons. We welcome the signing by the United States and Russia of the New START treaty and
the consensus Nuclear Disarmament Action Plan that was
adopted by the 2010 Nuclear NonProliferation Treaty Review Conference.
Nevertheless, there are still
enough nuclear weapons to destroy life on Earth many times over.
The proliferation of nuclear weapons and the possibility of their use
for acts of terrorism are additional
causes for deep concern. The
threats posed by nuclear weapons
did not disappear with the ending of the Cold War.
Nuclear weapons cannot be disinvented, but they can and must
be outlawed, just as chemical and
biological weapons, land-mines
and cluster munitions have been
declared illegal. Nuclear weapons, the most inhumane threat of
all, should likewise be outlawed
in keeping with the 2010 NPT Review Conference final document,
which reaffirmed “the need for all
States at all times to comply with
applicable international law, including international humanitarian law”.
Efforts to rid the world of nuclear
weapons must proceed along
with measures to strengthen in-

ternational law, demilitarise international relations and political
thinking and to address human
and security needs. Nuclear deterrence, power projection and
national prestige as arguments to
justify acquiring and retaining
nuclear weapons are totally outdated and must be rejected.
We support the UN Secretary
General’s proposal on nuclear
disarmament and proposals by
others to undertake work on a
universal treaty to prohibit the
use, development, production,
stockpiling or transfer of nuclear
weapons and nuclear weapon
technologies and components
and to provide for their complete
and verified elimination.
• We call upon heads of government, parliaments, mayors
and citizens to join us in affirming that the use of nuclear
weapons is immoral and illegal.
• We call for the ratification
without delay of the New
START agreement by the
United States and Russia and
for follow-on negotiations for
deeper cuts in all types of
nuclear weapons.
• We call on all the nuclear
weapon possessor states to
make deep cuts in their existing arsenals.
• We call on the relevant governments to take urgent steps to
implement the proposals
agreed on in the 2010 NPT Review Conference final document towards realising the objectives of the 1995 Resolution
on the Middle East.
• We call on China, the United
States, Egypt, Iran, Israel and
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Indonesia to ratify, and on India, Pakistan and North Korea
to sign and ratify the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, that
has already been ratified by
153 nations, so that the Treaty
can be brought into full legal
force.
• We call on nations to negotiate a universal treaty to abolish nuclear weapons, in partnership with civil society.
To ensure that the horrors of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki never
recur and to build a world based
on cooperation and peace, we issue this call of conscience. We
must all work together to achieve
a common good that is practical,
moral, legal and necessary – the
abolition of nuclear weapons. q
Hiroshima, 14 November 2010

The above was read out at
a well attended ceremony
at the Hiroshima Peace
Park by Jody Williams, a
woman with considerable
responsibility for the
grassroots organising that
led to the negotiation of the
Land Mines Treaty and the
Cluster Bomb Convention.
Among those who have
signed
are
Mikhail
Gorbachev,
Mairead
Corrigan Maguire, the
Dalai Lama, Shirin Ebadi,
FW DeKlerk, Jody Williams, the American Friends
Service Committee, and the
International Peace Bureau.

COLONISATION AGAIN Continued from page 40
The Asia Europe People’s Forum (AEPF) started in
1996 with a common desire among civil groups societies across Asia and Europe to open up dialogue,
promote solidarity and work towards changes that
favoured the people. This time, the circumstances
were a little more exceptional as Brussels is the European capital and the place where the European
Parliament sits. Hence, many EU parliamentarians
were there to lend a hand.

Galloping

into

Asia

The forum was mainly concerned about the fact that
while most governments are swayed in their trade
negotiations by powerful economic and financial
interests or selfish global corporations, their citizens
continue to face overlapping, prolonged and at
times catastrophic social, ecological, democratic and
economic crises.

Belgium Prime Minister Yves Leterme fielding concerns
of AEPF Delegates from Asia and EU

Armed with Free Trade Agreements and Economic
Partnership Agreements, these gigantic corporations, having exhausted their own home resources,
now plan to ride these European governments and
gallop into Asian markets. The rising two economies, China and India, clearly signal where the next
economic boom and the ‘gold mine’ would be.
So, in 2006, the EU came up with a new aggressive
trade strategy called Global Europe designed to force
Asian governments to open up their private and

Briefing of EU lobby groups

Delegates from Malaysia
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public sector markets including government contracts and to further deregulate their financial markets. Note that in 2008, the EU’s outward FDI totalled 3.3 trillion euros while inward FDI was just
2.4 trillion euros. Hence, the need for them to dictate
terms.
EU Trade Commissioner Karel De Gucht’s words
sum it all: “European investors need open, sound
and predictable business environments to thrive and
these proposals aim to strengthen the EU’s ability
to ensure a level playing field for them. In the long
run, a comprehensive investment policy will keep
Europe as the world’s number one player in the field
of foreign direct investment, ensure the best deal for
all European businesses, invigorate growth and create jobs at this crucial time.”
Asian and EU governments, by becoming enthusiastic partners with greedy corporate powers, some
without further consideration of their own people
or region, have become a source of great concern.
This is further complicated by the fact that bilateral
investment treaties establish additional terms and
conditions that legally bind protection levels granting them fair, equitable and non-discriminatory
treatments, protection from unlawful expropriations
and direct recourse to international arbitration. It
seems about 1,200 of these bilateral treaties have
already been concluded.
EU Trade Ministers meeting under the Lisbon Treaty
recently gave the Commission the green light to move
ahead with trade negotiations with Malaysia and

launched it with Prime Minister Najib Razak during the Asem meeting in Brussels. It has also started
negotiations with China, South Korea, India,
Singapore, Asean (being the third largest trading
partner after US and China), and other Asean states.
It also has Economic Partnership Agreements (EPA)
with developing countries in Africa, the Caribbean
and the Pacific.
Malaysian – EU statistics:
Exports
Goods
€14.7 bollion
Services
€ 1.9
FDI
€0.2 billion
Investment Stocks €4.5 billion

People

in

the

Imports
€9.7 billion
€2.6
€1.1 billion
€13 billion

dark

Failing to achieve block agreement and to beat any
dissent, efforts are now trained on simultaneous negotiations with several countries in the style of divide and rule. In Malaysia, for example, the leadership does not see it fit to share the details with its
own stakeholders or even bring them for debate in
Parliament. Very little is known about what these
government heads discussed, what their priorities
were, what compromises were made and at what
cost and what outcomes they reached. People worry
that these narrow discussions and predetermined
debates are known to be engineered by the neo-liberals offering small baits to unsuspecting states to
catch and control faster developing economies, gain
access to resources and deregulate other markets to
save their own ailing and dead-end economies.
With no engagement with civil society,
there is no way for people from both
regions to know how their lives would
be affected. The main concern in FTA
negotiations hovers around how to
make it possible for compromises to
work between different levels of economies: the developed with the under developed, the developed with the least
developed, and the differing local priorities. Other major concerns include
the just allocation of resources, trade
liberalisation, the fair distribution of
wealth, social security, and the most
alarming, the notion of just reciprocals.

Delegates from Malaysia with Forum Asia president
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People’s concerns about the profound urgent needs
for their national economies at the micro level are
just overwhelming and cannot be left to chance or
trial and error. There may be no second chance.
What is at stake is the huge concessions forked out
to these commercial giants and the serious effect to
workers’ rights that is feared would lead to considerable job cuts and further inequality and poverty. It
is to discuss these concerns that AEPF created the
space, dialogue, solidarity and strategies to address
them from the people’s perspective at both the Asean
and EU regions. The Klang MP rightly pointed out
in AEPF7 in Beijing that people were gathered to
understand how global crises could lead to opportunities for the renewal and regeneration of demands
for social justice.

People’s

recommendations

Thus stakeholders such as parliamentarians,
women’s groups, trade unions, NGOs, farmers, fishing folks, educationist, national and international
networks on social, political and economic fraternities gathered under the AEPF umbrella to discuss
these concerns. They used their resources to discuss,
share, debate, campaign and call for alternatives
and change, to divert and drive benefits instead back
to the people.
Although the concerns were many, AEPF this time
focused on three areas namely, EU-Asean free trade
agreements, the campaign for social protection and
alternative regionalism.

•

•
•
•

•

•

Tax to generate funds to support poverty alleviation and climate adaptation.
establish a new global reserve currency to ensure stabilised exchange rates as recommended
by the UN summit on the global crisis.
introduce stricter regulation of all financial actors, institutions and products
ban non-commercial speculation on commodities.
reform the governance of international financial
institutions to ensure fair representation of developing countries.
implement universal social protection policies,
essential in alleviating poverty, starting with the
UN Social Protection Floor Initiative to support
sustainable long-term social protection systems.
fully ratify and integrate into national laws the
commitments made in the Convention of the
Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination
against Women.

2) Support a just trade and investment system:
• agree to a moratorium on the EU’s Global Europe Strategy and all ongoing free trade negotiations between and within Asia and Europe.
• suspend all European member states Bilateral
Investment Treaties negotiations, until the new
EU investment policy framework with greater
balance between public and private interest is
palpably defined.
• have an independent investigation and stakeholder consultation process on the impact of current EU and Asia trade policies on poverty and

The following are, among others, the
AEPF8 recommendations in brief:
1) Promote sustainable solutions to the
economic and financial crises:
• pursue a comprehensive recovery
plan with people and the environment at its heart, based on principles
of redistribution of income and
wealth,
• enable countries to invest in lowcarbon development,
• sustain decent jobs, education and
meet other basic needs.
• introduce a Financial Transactions

Delegates from Malaysia, India and Belgium
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•

•

•

•
•

•
•

social, environmental and human
rights.
Replace the investor-to-state dispute
settlement mechanism, embedded in
international treaties, with a stateto-state mechanism.
recognise and strengthen small producers’ rights to trade protection
within their own domestic and regional markets in all EU-Asia trade
negotiations.
base its relations on the just principle of non-reciprocity and differential treatment
recognise and fully support food
sovereignty of individual countries A protest to
respect the right of a country to formulate and pursue its own development strategies and
economic models in the interest of its
own populace including allowing the regulation
of imports, exports and investments to fulfill its
home social, economic, civil and political rights.
promote and enable universal access to essential public services
be democratic and inclusive, subjecting any
agreement beforehand to a public and parliamentarian scrutiny and having regular review
and accountability mechanisms

3) Make corporations accountable to governments
• work, with the full involvement of the ILO towards the development of international legally
binding instruments to define and enforce corporations’ legal responsibilities and accountability for their activities.
• Increase transparency of corporate accounts by
adopting a country-by-country reporting standard for multinational companies.
• ensure that corporations annually disclose their
finances, environmental, workers safety, human
and labour rights, lobbying and tax records.
• create an international economic tribunal to adjudicate on transnational corporations and impose appropriate sanctions.
• introduce a high-quality, mandatory lobbying
transparency register, to end the excessive
political influence of corporate lobby groups and
close the revolving door between the European
Commission and industry lobbies.
• Close down tax havens.

demand cheaper medicines

4) Protect rights to food and water and promote agriculture, affordable food, energy and trade policies
• build on the July 2010 UN Resolution on the Fundamental Right to Water and Sanitation and increasing funding for publicly managed water
and sanitation infrastructure.
• take immediate action to curb financial speculation on food stocks and prices, restricting or prohibiting investment funds’ access to commodity
markets; introducing effective position limits, and
regulating OTC trade, including the clearing of
transactions.
• reform the EU Common Agricultural Policy and
export-led agricultural models to end dumping
of agricultural goods and supporting small-scale
sustainable food production and food sovereignty.
• stop promoting the use and production of industrial agrofuels; the EU should revoke its mandatory target on agrofuels by 2020.
• stop land grabs and forced land acquisitions and
guarantee access to land involved in small-scale
agricultural production.
5) Promote climate justice and shift towards a low
carbon economy.
The EU should:
• ensure global temperatures do not rise more than
1.5ºC to avoid catastrophic climate change.
• reduce their emissions by 40 per cent of their 1990
level by 2020 without offset - enabling greenhouse
gas concentrations to stabilise at 300ppm.
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• meet the costs of adaptation and mitigation based on differentiated responsibilities.
• invest in the just transition of the
economy comprising green decent
jobs, skills development, vocational
training, social dialogue and protection, and coordinated industrial policies.
• invest public funds generated by new
taxes in the rebuilding and expansion of public infrastructure (public
transport, sustainable local energy
systems etc).
• provide subsidies and aid to transi- Demo in front
tion to a low carbon economy.
medicine
• introduce an international tax on
shipping and aviation emissions to reduce emis- •
sions.
• support the creation of a climate and environmental justice tribunal.
5) Promote decent work and commit to core labour
standards, the creation of decent jobs, social dialogue
and social protection.
Both Asian and European governments should:
• ratify and implement ILO Conventions and Core
Labour Standards.
• support the finalisation of an ILO Convention
on Domestic Work at the International Labour
Conference in July 2011.
• ratify ILO Convention 132 on the Protection of
all Migrant Workers and Members of their Families.
• adopt national economic policies that guarantee
decent wages.
• create and protect decent jobs for all, particularly
for young people, women, disabled people and
workers within the informal sector and enforce
labour laws.
• initiate a process of “upwards” harmonisation
of workers incomes, social and labour rights in
Asia and Europe, including equal rights for migrant workers.
• guarantee access to social protection, job security, health care, maternity leave and essential
services for all workers, permanent, contract, disabled or migrant and their exploitation with full
access to immigration and legal redress mechanisms.

of EU Commission calling for access to affordable

end all forms of gender-based violence and discrimination against workers, including migrant
workers (e.g. obligatory pregnancy and/or STD
tests).

The United States is said to have about 1,000 advisers from senior industry players and the details of
FTAs or Bilateral Trade Agreements are shared and
discussed with their own stakeholders. At the same
time, the US and the EU demand that country in
Asia do not discuss these details with their own
stakeholders and keep them very secret.
Funnily enough, few officers in the Malaysian International Trade Ministry think they have thinking power to face and match the serious US and EU
FTAs coming in as a block or in bilateral forms with
all the mysterious details between the lines. The
Ministry thinks they are smarter than the Malaysian people and that they do not need to engage
with them. It even has no respect for the 200-plus
MPs elected by the people.
This FTA issue is so serious; it is seen as neocolonisation by new economic powers. And the fact
that the Malaysian government is taking it so lightly
is alarming. Not a few Malaysians feel as if we are
giving away the lives of our coming generations. q

Aliran exco member Sarajun Hoda attended
the AEPF Forum in Brussels.
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ALIRAN AGM

Speak out to prevent opportunistic
politicians from dictating nation's
direction
n his keynote address to the 34th AGM, P.
Ramakrishnan, who was re-elected as
Aliran president, expressed his regret that
certain opportunistic politicians have been
playing up racial issues that threatened to take Malaysia to the brink.

I

People should not allow this vocal minority to dictate the direction of our nation.
The national leaders instead of taking these trouble
makers to task appear to court them, which has further encouraged them to be more extremist in their
demands, ignoring the rights of citizenship.
Ramakrishnan reminded all that, following the May
13 tragedy, the Federal Constitution had been
amended to, among others, state that the citizenship of a national is beyond question. Yet, judging
from recent events, this provision of the Constitution does not appear to have been respected.
He recalled recent incidents including the cases of
the school heads in Johor and Kedah who made
racist remarks, the top aide of the Prime Minister
who uttered offending remarks at a 1Malaysia seminar in Malacca, and an Umno general assembly
delegate who suggested that the Chinese can be allowed to do business but they should not be given
voting rights.

Let us always remember: “The only thing necessary
for evil to triumph is for good men and women to do
nothing.”

Ramakrishnan lamented that in all these instances,
the national leaders did not act swiftly to castigate
the culprits while the majority of well-meaning Malaysians did not speak up to take to task these unreasonable people.

Also elected to the executive committee were Dr.
Prema Devaraj, Andrew Wong, Dr. Soon Chuan
Yean, Dr. Yeoh Seng Guan, Dr. Andrew Aeria,
Leena Mohan, Sarajun Hoda bin Abdul Hassan,
Angeline Loh, Dr Subramaniam Pillay, Dr Lye Tuck
Po and Ch’ng Teng Liang

The AGM also elected Dr. Francis Loh Kok Wah as
honorary secretary, Dr. Mustafa K. Anuar as honorary assistant secretary and Anil Netto as honorary
treasurer.

The silent majority must act whenever an injustice
is committed: they can write to the media, compel
their organisations to take a stand and not just wait
until the next general election.
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Dr Francis Loh
Hon Secretary
28 November 2010

TRADE JUSTICE

Colonisation

again?

The FTA issue is so serious; and the fact that the Malaysian
government is taking it so lightly is alarming
by Sarajun Hoda Abdul Hassan
ivil society activists from Asia
and Europe converged in Brussels, Belgium on 2-5 October
2010 for a people’s forum coinciding with Aseam 8, the eighth summit
of Asean and European heads of governments and states who were meeting to
put in place their priorities and roadmaps.

C

This occasion gave the civil society
groups representing about 60 per cent of
the world’s population an excellent opportunity to discuss, share their concerns
and bring possible corrections and
changes. The delegates were in high spirits, armed with array of facts and figures,
and determined.

Continued on page 34

A protest calling for access to affordable medicine

AEPF Delegates at the EU Parliament
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