A/Ialaysia Opp
feaves jihad
option open
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KUALA LUMPUR, Oct. 14} —
The Opposition party, PAS
(Pan Islamic Malaysian Party). |
has said it won’t issue any offi- |
cial order for its members to
fight in Afghanistan against
the US and allied forces, !

The party had recently de-
clared jihad against the USA.
“We leave it to each Muslim to
make their decision over the
matter,” the PAS president, Fad-
zil Noor, remarked yesterday.

He refuted suggestions by
Malaysia’s ruling party, Uni-
ted Malay National Organisa-
tion, that the PAS had no right
to declare jihad because it was
just a political party.

“This is a right of every Mus-
lim ... it doesn’t belong to just
PAS or Umno,” he said, in re- -
sponse to statements that the :
PAS’s call for jihad wouldn’t get
the backing of the government
and those who go to Afghani- :
stan for the purpose of fighting !
the US-led forces against the |
Taliban would not be helped by |
Malaysian missions overseas '
should they get into difficulties. -;
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/ Malaysia dismisses r%pb/rtw,uo

By Amit Baruah

SINGAPORE, OCT. 11. The Malaysian Deputy Prime
Minister, Mr. Abdullah Ahmad Badawi, said today
that his Government did not attach much impor-
tance to a New York Times report that terrorists link-
ed to the Al-Qaeda outfit in Malaysia would be
targeted in future by the United States.

In Manila, the Philippines National Security Ad-
viser, Mr. Rolio Golez, “dismissed” the newspaper
report, which said that Washington was likely to tar-
get terrorists tied to the Al- Qaeda in the Philippines,
Malaysia and Indonesia. Mr. Badawi was quoted as
saying by the Bernama news agency that his Govern-
ment did not attach much importance to the Times
report as it merely quoted an official. The Deputy
Prime Minister said that if the report was correct
then the United States must disclose this informa-
tion to Malaysia.

“ILhope that if there is anything undesirable which
they (the U.S.) feel will threaten their interests here
or the interests of others or that of our own Govern-
ment, they will not hesitate to inform us,” he said in

L4

Kuala Lumpur. This,\M Badawi said, would allow
Malaysia to exchange information with the U.S. to

take action against these\terrorists.

In Manila, Mr. Rolio Gglez stated that a team of
American military adviseks headed by a General
would arrive in the next few weeks to help local
troops address the problem of terrorism. He said the
U.S. team would discuss with Filipino officials the
possibilities of help in planning, training and ad-
justing their programmes to tackle international ter-
rorist problems. The obvious target in the
Philippines is the Abu Sayyaf group, which in the
recent past has taunted the United States to take
action against it. Foreign nationals, including Amer-
icans, have been targeted by this group which re-
portedly also has links to Osama bin Laden and his
Al-Qaeda movement. There is little doubt that Isla-
mist extremism is a problem in Malaysia, the Philip-
pines as well as Indonesia.

However, the Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo Govern-
ment in the Philippines has been unable to militarily
tackle the Abu Sayyaf, whose terrorists-have given
the slip to the military twice in recent months.
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Malaysia for world meet

\W"’}" R T By Amit Baruah gg’ Asa Mok
SINGAPORE, SEFT. 14 The Malaysian Prime Minister, Dr. Mahathir Moha-
mad, has called for a world conference against terrorism following
Tuesday's terrorist attacks in America in which some 5,000 persons
were feared killed.

“We need to look at terrorism as a crime that has to be addressed by
‘he whole world,” Dr. Mahathir told reporters in Kuala Lumpur after
signing a condolence book at the American embassy.

Dr. Mahathir, widely regarded as the leader of a moderate Muslim
ration, was quoted as saying: “Islamic countries should not side with
ellow Islamic countries while non-Islamic countries should not take
side with non-Islamic countries on who are their friends or enemies.”

According to the Malaysian leader, the root causes of terrorism had
o be addressed if the cycle of violence was to be broken.

Separately, the Malaysian Foreign Minister, Syed Hamid Albar, said

1¢ was “happy”’ that possible American retaliation was not directed at
Muslims.
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By Amit B

SINGAPORE, JULY 16. The Malaysian
Prime Minister, Dr. Mahathir Mo-
hamad, completed 20 years in of-
fice today.

A controversial personality, Dr.
Mahathir is one of the longest-
serving Heads of Government in
the world. He cited “‘stability and
relative racial harmony” as his
greatest achievement as Prime
Minister.

A man not afraid of speaking
his mind, Dr. Mahathir has
steered the ship of State accord-

ing to his own thought process — .

often criticising the Western
world for its way of doing things.
“I have not much time to think
about regrets,” the Prime Minis-
ter was quoted as saying at a press
conference today.

“I may have made some mis-
takes but T can’t regret the deci-
sions that I have made, although
they may be very unpopular and
caused me to lose support,” he
said. “But I believe I did these
things for the good of the country,
not for my own good because I
am going away. I can’t stay forev-
er’.

Referring to the political stabil-
ity and relative racial harmony,

. Dr. Mahatbhir stated: ‘In Malaysia,

we still live together, work togeth-
er, play together. We still have our
differences but we settle our dif-
ferences across the table.

“I hope Malaysia will continue
to be stable and able to grow rap-
idly. T also hope Malaysia will
continue to be free and not con-
trolled by any parties except Ma-
laysians,” he maintained.

The 1998 arrest of his one-time
deputy, Dr. Anwar Ibrahim, and
his subsequent conviction have
divided the Malays in Malaysia,
who constitute nearly 60 per cent
of the population.

There is little doubt that Dr.
Mabhathir’s popularity is at a per-
sonal low, but he is a fighter and
may well lead the United Malays
National Organisation (UMNO)
into the next election in 2004.

However, Dr. Mahathir is un-
fazed by what his critics think of

him and continues to remain en-
gaged with matters of State and
governance.

To a question on how he felt on
completing 20 years in office, Dr.
Mahathir said: “Don't know. If
you don’t remind me, I would
have forgotten. I hope I will be
able to retire as soon as I am al-
lowed to retire. At the moment, I
am not supposed ta mention it
because it has a very bad effect on
the market. Maybe, share prices
might go up if I retire, T don't
know. They said it may go down.”

The Prime Minister also dismis-
sed a protest yesterday against
the ““draconian’ Internal Security
Act.

“This is the new cuiture that
you have to protest against every-
thing, so you can expect these
things to happen all over the
world,” Dr. Mahathir maintained.
“I 'am told that some 100,000 peo-
ple will be protesting the G-7
meeting in Italy.. in Malaysia,
maybe 30 people, 100 people pro-
test. It's a small thing. I don’t see
why people should be worried
about these things.”

Paolitically, the Prime Minister is
facing several questions from
within UMNO. The unexplained
departure of his long-time associ-
ate, Mr. Daim Zainuddin, as Fi-
nance Minister, has also raised
questions.

The rise of the extremist Islamic
party or PAS has led to loss in sup-

7 Harmony is Malaysia’s
~\o-strength: Mahathir

port for UMNO and is definitely a
cause for worry for both UMNO
and the Prime Minister.

There is little doubt that the
legacy of Dr. Mahathir will be

controversial one — like t
long years he has spengifi office.

Jalil ftﬁranian

digsident

TEHERAN, JULY 16. An lranian pro-
reform journhlist, Mr. Akbar Ganji
(45), has beef given a six-year jail
sentence for harming State secu-
rity, a statenjent from Teheran’s

courthouse quoted by the radio
said today.
“Akbar Garlji was condemned

by a Teheran gourt to six years in
prison for collecting confidential
information Wwith the aim of
harming the |security of the
State,” the statbment said.

“Akbar Ganf was also con-
demned for insylting the founder
of the Islamic gepublic (the late
Ayatollah Ruhdllah Khomeini)
and the sacred Values of the re-
gime, and for prqpaganda against
the Islamic republic.”

The verdict whs definitive, it
said, implying that Mr. Ganji
could not appeal} Mr. Ganji was
sentenced to 10 Years in prison
followed by five ykars in internal
exile last January Hy a revolution-
ary court for attenfling a confer-
ence in Berlin that was judged
anti- Islamic. — Al

e i i . s



ay .
Fow

s he nears the anniver-

power, Mahathir bin
Mohamad spends
most of his time in a
newly built, grezn-domed office
grand city being built from
scratch.

In the valleys below are artifi-
cial lakes, meticulously planned
roads and parks, a giant pink

overlooking the beginnings of a 2
/

sary of two decades in -

ILDER

By THOMAS FULLER

gotten him noticed both domesti-
cally and abroad. In April, he told
an audience in Dubai that to
avoid the pitfalls of multiparty
democracy, - “some countries
must be ruled by dictators”.

In 1998, during the economic
crisis, he said he worried that if
currency speculators continued
to attack Russia, “then they may °
want to drop the bombs on those
who attack them”.

mosque and imposing buildings Today, the Prime Min- The Prime Minister makes few
1o house government ministries. ister repeatedly and apologies for such headline-
Putrajaya, as the budding city is openly warns oppo- catching, yet sometimes offen-
known,_1§ a fitting spot for Mr nents of the govérn- sive, comments. “I'm brash aznd
Mahathir’s twilight years. The t what th an abrasive but that's because I've
Prime Minister will perhaps be ment wha ey ¢ noticed when people are nice and
remembered as Southeast Asia’s expect if they challenge | jolite, they never get anywhere,”
Great Builder: He erected the him. In April he told he once said.
world’s tallest buildings, the Parliament that the By the standards of his own
Petronas Towers. He created the government was pre- political world, his brazen Ign-
modermn  face of Malaysia — pared to break with ‘so- guage is unusual. Mr Mahathir
highways, airports, museums, The Malaysian Prime Minister’s office alled int tional hails from a culture that values
hydroelectric dams and mass- building in Putrajaya. Mv Mabathiv calle }n ernation. courtesy, nonconfrontation and
transit systems. . lact week declaved the new administra- norms’ to preserve temperance. Rural politicians in
has also been

Mr  Mahathir
described as the most forward-

tive capital a fedeval tevicitory, dismiss-
ingy cvaticisu that the hige development

‘peace’. ‘You play with
fire, you are going to get _

Malaysia often apologise after
expressing strong views. Yet the

thipking leader,., ig, 1]16 Muslim_ WS @il EXEFAvAGARTE Waste offunds a lot of trouble inthis | ‘Prime Minister seems to' (hnve
:ve(])li:gcé{gnsttfgr;c; mao?]y;:;:j {1 rrl(l)gl country,’ he said. A on'Verbal conflict,”
ber to a thriving trading nation week later the Prime ver  the ears, Mr
that churns out rr%icrochips by the Minister carried o Mahathir’s ma)llstcry of the
millions. through with his threat. dynamics of Malay and
Yet the Prime Minister’s new The police detained ten | Chinese race relations also has
office in Putrajaya is fitting also Opposition figures who been paradoxical. The Malays,
because of its distance — 50 kilo- had vocally called for the people who brought him to
metres — from Kuala Lumpur, Mr Mahathir’ power, have abandoned him. And
the commercial hub and ersiwhile a s ouster

political capital. It is far from the
people who elected him, and far
from the growing number of crit-
ics and opponents who wish he
would step down and go away.

Mr Mahathir is increasingly
criticised and resented for the
failings of the less tangible side
of his rule: Institutions have
decayed, corruption has spread
and dissent has often been met
witii repression.

The story of Mahathir bin
Mohamad, 75, his critics say, is
that of a man who built a modern
nation but destroyed a democracy,
who used hope to inspire his coun-
trymen but then resorted to fear.

Today, partly as a result of
these failings, Mr Mahathir pre-
sides over a country gripped by
political uncertainty that verges
on paralysis. His party is losing
elections, largely because of per-
sonal antipathy to the Prime Min-
ister himself. His closest busi-
ness associates, the “cronies”
who helped finance and carry out
his large-scale construction pro-
jects, are deep.in debt.

Judges are for the first time
blowmg the whistle on rigged
elections and detention of gov-
ernment critics.

And a conservative Islamic
party is steadily winning support,
threatening the primacy of Mr
Mabhathir’s secular-oriented party
and putting the country’s domi-
nant Muslim community on a
road toward dangerous divisions.

The success or failure of Mr
Mahathir’s Malaysia in the com-
ing years is crucial both for the
country s 23 million citizens and,
to a lesser degree, for the more
than half-billion people of South-
cast Asia.

Malaysia is alternatively a bea-
con and a waming light for
Southeast Asia. In racial and reli-
gious terms, this relatively small
country is a Southeast Asian
microcosm of somewhat exag-
gerated proportions, a test case of
whether leaders can manage con-

flicts among Islam, Christianity
and Buddhism, between indige-
nous populations and ethnic Chi-
nese.

In economic terms, the country
presents a test of whether two
decades of intensive foreigy
investment, now trailing off, can
be lmnslalcd into a self-sustained
economy able to compete with
China —-‘p;_.whelher Malaysia

and the region will be eclipsed
and slide mto decline.

The coming months and years
will also determine whether Mr

Mahathir's personalised, pater-’

nalistic style of government — a
powerful executive, controlled
press and draconian laws —- suc-
ceeds in the most crucial test of
any system: a transfer of power.

Shahrir Samad, a former gov-
ernment minister, calls Mr
Mahathir the “only party leader |
know who is a liability to his
party”. And yet for a variely of
reasons, the Prime Minister
remains unchallenged from with-
in: Party officials say no one has
told Mr Mabhathir that they would
be better off without him.

“No one dares say it,” Mr
Shahrir said. “And of course no
one would say it to Mahathir

“directly.”

Chandra  Muzaffar, deputy
president of Keadilan, an Oppo-
sition party, says Mr Mabhathir is
still in power because of “his
obsession with power and con-
trol and dominance.”

“He can’t let go,” Mr Muzaffar
said. “He cannot step down.””

For many Malaysians, ambiva-
lence is the strongest feeling they
have toward Mr Mahathir. He is
the Prime Minister whose stew-
ardship over the economy
allowed a growing middle class
to build their homes, buy their
second cars’ and hire their
Indonesian maids.

or years Mr Mahathir spoke
Fto Malaysians’ basic con-

cerns, down to minute
details. Trained as a doctor, he is
known for inspecting the cleanli-
ness of toilets at airports, for
checking drains on city streets.
He orders bureaucrats to plant
trees.

Mr Mabhathir is praised for his
skill in keeping together a nation
of so many races that it is best
described not as a melting pot,
but a salad bowl.

Prodded by his daughter. he
also has stuck up for women’s
rights and AIDS awareness.

“I don’t care that people have
negative views,of him,” Marina
Mabhathir said about her father.
“But olmn people have a one-
dit gl undegstanding  of

him. -+

One of the Prime Mifister’s

sharpest critics, L.im Kit Siang,
the chairman of the seccond-
largest Opposition party, says Mr
Mabhathir is “either capable of
great good or great evil”.

“He is driven by a conviction
that everything he’s doing is right
and for the good of the country.”

en like Mr Lim know Mr
MMahathir’s darker side.

In 1987, the Prime Min-
ister ordered the detention with-
out trial of Mr Lim and about 120
other Opposition figures. Mr Lim
was released after a year and a
half without ever being, charged
with a crime.

Today, Mr Mahathir continues
his tough, authoritarian practices.
He controls the police and towers
over anyone in his Cabinet.

His most famous opponent,
Anwar Ibrahim, was once his
designated successor. Mr Anwar
was dismissed from government
in 1998 after an abortive effort to
unseat Mr Mahathir at a party
gathering. He was arrested under

spotlight on the excesses of his
paternalistic style. The move
destroyed a system of succession
that had worked smoothly since
Malaysia’s independence from
Britain in 1957.

“[ wish that [ could turn back
the clock a few years,” said the
Prime  Minister’'s  daughter.
“There were certain things that
could have been avoided, like the
black eye.” (Mr Anwar showed
up in court with a black eye.)

Mr Mahathir has never apolo-
gised for the beating and today
refers to Mr +Anwar’s spinal
injuries as a “backache”. (Aides
to the Prime Minister said he was
unavailable to be interviewed.)
.Lee Kuan Yew, the former
Prime Minister of Singapore and
Mr Mabhathir’s contemporary,
has described the Anwar affair as

n “unmitigated disaster”.

“I think that Dr Mahathir paid a
very heavy price,” -the elder
statesman said during -a visit to
Kuala Lumpur last year. “He
made an error of judgment, sev-

The success or failure of Mr Mahathir’s
Malaysia in the coming years is crucial
both for the country’s 23 million citizens
and, to a lesser degree, for the more than
half-billion people of Southeast Asia.
Malaysia is alternatively a beaconand a
warning light for Southeast Asia. In racial and
religious terms, this relatively small country
is a Southeast Asian microcosm of somewhat
exaggerated proportions, a tgst case of
whether leaders can manage conflicts among
Islam, Christianity and Buddhism, between
indigenous populations and ethnic Chinese

the country’s Internal Security
Act and subsequently beaten
while blindfolded and chained to
a bed in his cell.

The national police chief, who
admitted carrying out the beating
but said that Mr Mahathir was
unaware of his actions. was sen-
tenced to two months in prison
and served 40 days. Mr Anwar
was sentenced to 15 years in
prison for sodomy and abuse of
power, charges that he says were
politically motivated.

The dismissal and dismal treat-
ment of Mr Anwar were perhaps
the worst political calculation of
Mr. Mahathit’s career. puiling a

eral errors of judgment, which 1
{felt were most unfortunate.”

The dismissal was.also a turn-
ing point in the credibility that
Mr Mabhathir had with ordinary
Malaysians. The day after Mr

Anwar was dismissed,
Malaysians realised that the
country’s  government-friendly

media were not there to tell them
the news but to report Mr
Mahathir’s political agenda and
shape public opinion.

Mr Anwar, who for years had
been praised and heralded in the
media as the next Prime Minis-
ter, suddenly was dragged
through the mud and accused of

adultery, sddomy and abuse of
power. The public felt manipu-
lated in such a raw way that even

Malaysia’s nonpolitical masses .

reacted. It was the beginning of
Mr Mahathir’s steady decline in
popularity.

Today, the Prime Minister
repeatedly and openly warns
opponents of the govermnment
what they can expect if they chal-
lenge him. In April he told Par-
liament that the government was
prepared to break with “so-called
intemational norms” to preserve

“peace”.

“You play with fire, you are
going to get -a lot of trouble in
this country,” he said. A week
later the Prime Minister carried
through with his threat. The
police detained ten Opposition

figures who had vocally called -

for Mr Mahathir’s ouster. Four of
themp are still being held without
trial under the Internal Security
Act.

Mr Mabhathir’s power base is
also buttressed by his dominance
of the country’s pliant media. For
much of the past two decades, the
Prime Minister’s almost daily
comments to reporters have been
printed verbatim in the newspa-
pers. His portrait is on the walls
of every government office and
most shops. His writings — he is
the author of a half-dozen books
— are prominently displayed in
bookstores.

n March, a top government
Iaide suggested that the Prime
Minister’s world
offered as a course at universities.

“The time has come for the
institutions to come up with a
specific field of study on the
thoughts of Dr Mabhathir,” said
Dusuki Ahmad, the Prime Minis-
ter’s.political secretary.

Afi& two decades in power —
the official anniversary is July 16
— Mr Mahathir’s views have
become the country’s views. His

aspirations,  prejudices - - and
grudges and have become
nationalised.

Malaysia’s foreign policy is
guided by the Prime Minister’s
personal ideology. Mr Mahathir
invites world leaders like Fidel
Castro of Cuba and Hugoe Chavez
of Venezuela because they share,
his anti-Western rhetoric.

Mr Mabhathir’s sharp tongue has

view be thes

-the Chinese, who viewed him as a

Malay “ultra” and were appre-
hensive when he came to power,
are his most solid supporters.

This is far from the only para-
dox closing out ‘Mr Mahathir’s
rule. The Prime Minister was one
of the first politicians in South-
east Asia to recognise the impor-
tance of the Internet for econom-
ic development. Yet today many
of his critics .use the global net-
work to skirt Malaysia’s strict
publishing laws and disseminate
anti-government views.

Demands on the Prime Minister'
are mounting: Lawyers are call-
ing for a more independent judi-
cial system, businessmen want a
system of open bidding for gov-
ernment contracts, members of
the governing party want a hait to
bailouts of  influential cronies
and Chinese voters want a more
independent press.

The Opposition is scrutinising
gvery business deal that involves
Mr Mahathir’'s family, often
accusing the first family of nepo-
tism.

In  April, Mr Mokhzani
announced that he was stepping
down as the head of two high-
profile companies, a move that
some analysts interpreted as
cashing out before his father
leaves the scene.

Mr Mokhzani says he simply
realised that he is not capable of
ambition on the scale of his
father’s. “I’ve seen what my
father has to sacrifice as the
Prime Minister of Malaysia,” he
told a local newspaper in April.
“I'm not sure that I'm made of
e stuff as he is.”

“TaKen 1o; S
dissent facing the prime minister
are a formidable challenge and
could force him to either resign
or crack down harder. Already
there are signs of internal rifts,
such as the one with the coun-
try’s second most powerful man,
Daim Zainuddin, who resigned
as finance minister this month.

When Mr Mabhathir leaves, said
Mr Muzaffar, the Opposition
politician, “It will emerge from
all the lmle thmgs that have been
happening.” -

He added, “It will not be like
the Philippines or Indonesia: It
won’t be in the streets, it won’t

. be a dramatic event. It will be

something very quiet.”
By arrangement with the
International Herald Tribune
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By Amit Baru

SINGAPORE, MAY 24. In a surprisiNg move, the
Malaysian Prime Minister, Dr. Mahathir Mo-
hammad, today held a meeting with Opposi-
tion leaders but stuck to his decision that the
jailed former Deputy Prime Minister, Mr. An-
war Ibrahim, could not travel abroad for sur-
gery. “We are disappointed with the outcome
of the meeting,” Mr. Fadzil Noor, president of
the Parti Islam SeMalaysia (PAS), was quoted
as telling reporters after the meeting at Putra-
jaya, Malaysia’s new administrative capital.
“The Prime Minister told us that Anwar will
not be allowed to go abroad for treatment-
..that’s his final decision,” Mr. Fadzil stated,
adding that the meeting had been cordial.

Apart from the PAS president, leaders from
the National Justice Party (Keadilan) headed
by Mr. Anwar’s wife, Ms. Azizah Ismail, and
the Democratic Action Party (DAP) were pre-
sent at the meeting. Said to be the first meet-
ing of its kind, it comes close on the heels of
the Prime Minister trying to accommodate the
interests of different sections even as several
Opposition politicians have been placed un-
der detention in recent weeks.

Mr. Anwar, who is serving a 15- -year jail term
for abuse of power and sodomy, is suffering
from a slipped disc. Shifted last November to
hospital from his jail cell, Mr. Anwar moved
back to his prison on May 10 after he refused
to undergo surgery in Malaysia. ‘‘Dr. Mahathir

A small boy raises his first in support of

the Reformasi demonstration held at the

Human Rights Commission of Malaysia in
Kuala Lumpur on Thursday. — AFP

said the Government can allow the endoscop-
ic surgery to be dome here and to bring the

exnerts to Malavein 72 24

WMahathlr says no to treatment
¢ . abroad for Anwar

meeting. “We appealed to him numerous
times by giving reasons why Anwar needs sur-
gery abroad. We told him that it would cost
five times more than the estimated amount
(for surgery abroad) if the consultant comes to
Malaysia. But Dr. Mahathir said his decision
was final, that Anwar cannot go abroad,” the
PAS chief added.

It is an indication that Mr. Anwar remains a
“live issue” that the Prime Minister held a
meeting with Opposition politicians to discuss
the contentious issue of medical treatment for
his one-time chosen successor. Other than
this meeting, the Prime Minister, of late, has
made several moves which appear to be aimed
at regaining some of the ground lost by the
United Malays National Organisation (UM-
NO), the chief constituent of the Barisan Na-
sional (National Front) which rules the
country.

While the party continues to have a com-
fortable majority in Parliament, it has lost
electoral support in the last elections and also
faced defeat in a key by-election. From within
UMNO too, there has been criticism of the
Government. A general meeting of the orga-
nisation is scheduled to take place next
month. The Prime Minister has also appointed
a Chinese press secretary in a bid to win back
the support of the powerful Chinese commu-
nity in the country which was concerned
ahaut the Gavernment's approach to Chinese
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/A Chaff and the grain

N racial clashes broke out in

Kampung Medan in Malaysia,

rime reporters were despatched

there. Fdr safety reasons, many editors
tried sending Chinese reporters instead of
their Malay and Indian colleagues.
Working against tight deadlines, the
reporters did not just get the police side of
the story. They also talked to the residents.

To verify the number of victims who died
in the clashes, they double-checked with
their hospital sources. Sieving through the
information, they separated facts from
hearsay. The press did
not depend on one source.
In reporting fights
involving ethnic groups,
the press often takes
extra precautions.

In the Kampung Medan
incident, there is no
shortage of experts
claiming their accounts
are correct. They include
those who have never
even stepped into the
area. Foreign news
agencies, usually run by
a few correspondents, do
not have the manpower
to check out every detail
but this is no excuse for sloppy reporting.
Malaysians have reason to be concerned
with the accuracy of foreign media reports.
In some cases, the inaccurate and often
sensational reporting comes from
Malaysians working for foreign news
agencies in Malaysia. It is not clear
whether rewriting is done by their editors
based in another side of the world. But the
implications of irresponsible journalism
have been damaging. For example, the
Associated Press quoted an unnamed
Opposition leader as saying 13 people were
killed in four days of fighting in Kampung
Medan.

The report, carried prominently in the
International Herald Tribune on 14 March
said: "The figure is in line with reports of
about a dozen deaths from area residents
and hospital sources, all of whom asked not
to be identified. The figure could not be
confirmed." The Asian Wall Street Journal
on 14 March reported that the "actual
death toll was about a dozen, twice as high
as the official count." Associated Press has
also continuously reported the fighting as
being said to have been sparked by a
dispute between an Indian family holding a
funeral procession and a Malay one
celebrating a wedding.

But the writer has not verified whether a
funeral procession and a kenduri (feast)
was possible between 3 am and 5 am when
the incident took place. The foreign media
could have easily checked the number of
deaths if they seriously wanted to. The
Straits Times (Singapore) and Reuters
checked and reported that the six deaths

The ethnic clashes in
Malaysia was confined
to an area. To make it

seem like the whole

country was on fire
was not news
reporting. It was
fiction, says
WONG CHUN WAI

were accurate. Malaysiakini has given the
impression that it reproduced an
Opposition party statement without
checking the figure. It said: "Based on
reliable family and hospital sources, we fear
that the actual number of deaths is greater
than the official figure."

One US-based news Website, Stratfor,
gave an analysis of the incident under the
heading "Malaysia: Ethnic tensions
weakening Prime Minister's hold on
power." The report, read by policymakers
and businessmen, is particularly damaging
as it had little
information on the clash
but the writer gave the
impression that Malaysia
was unstable with a
possible outbreak of
racial riots. Although
some politicians have
claimed there is a link
between the foreign
media and the
Opposition, it does not
sound convincing.

It is more a case of
sensational and
irresponsible reporting
by the foreign media
reporters. There is a
lesson here, too. Despite the authorities’
mistrust of the foreign media, there is need
for the latter to have access to decision-
makers for accurate information. Our
leaders must also be prepared to tackle
issues head on instead of making vague and
banal references to outsiders and
troublemakers which no one can pinpoint.
Still, the home ministry and the police
have for the first time provided more
information to the press following a
directive from Malaysian Deputy Prime
Minister Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahmad
Badawi to give all the facts. And at press
briefings, the police readily answer all
questions. It is a break from the past. The
baggage from the 1969 riots appears to be
lighter now with more openness from the
home ministry and the police.

The question is whether the Malaysians
can handle news detailing racial
involvement without getting emotional
and, at the same time, get out of the self-
denial mindset. We don't need to get
worked up over media reports of such
fights. What is more important is the truth.
The timing of the Kampung Medan
incident is bad. For ordinary Malaysians,
they had hoped to benefit from tourist
arrivals for the Mega Sale Carnival and the
Formula One race. When foreign reporters
file jazzed-up reports of the Kampung
Medan incident,which was confined to a
neighbourhood, to make it look like the
whole country is on fire, it is no longer news
reporting — it is fiction.

— The Star/ Asia News Network P
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Malay e

riots show
plight of
Indlans i

£ ) sl

es broke out last week in a tough
crime-ridden neighbourhood out-
side Kuala Lumpur the violence
highlighted the plight of Malaysi-
/é’s impoverished ethnic Indian
minority.

for more than 30 years were Indj-
ans, a community regarded as the
poorest in the nation’s multicul-
tural society. Taman Desarig,
where the clashes occurred, isa
fringe of villages on the edgé of
Petaling Jaya, a satellite i‘g
south of Kuala Lumpur. It isd
ed into pockets of almost exclu-
sively Indian and Malay commu-
nities, along with some immi-
grant Indonesian workers.

It is also one of the nation’s
most violent plaés Ylica say
there were 53 murtlers Ii§t y#ir ih
the area, the highest rate in the
country. Indigenous Malays were
settled in Taman Desaria as part
of Malaysia’s New Economic
Plan, designed to lift the economic
and social lot of the majority eth-
nic group. :

The Indians arrived from rub-
ber plantations and erected slums
next door, and with no jobs many
turned to crime. A gang culture
flourished and, according to po-
lice, violence has been going on
there for the past decade.

Most of the Indians are Tamils.
Their forefathers came from
southern India around a century
ago to work in the plantations and
do the backbreaking work for
their British colonial masters,
such as building roads and rail-
ways. While Malaysia has trans-
formed itself into one of Southeast
Asia’s most developed nations, its
ethnic Indians are still bottom of
the heap, holding less than two
per cent of the country’s wealth.

While race issues are highly
charged, Malaysia’s record for
keeping the peace has been fairly
good since Malay-Chinese riots in
1969, when around 200 people
were killed after an electiong

The last serious conflict was in
1998, when nine people were hurt
in Hindu-Muslim clashes over the
relocation of a Hindu shrine in
northern Penang state.

The latest bloody fighting
erupted last week after an argu-
ment over a broken windscreen.
But days earlier there had been
skirmishes when a Hindu funeral
procession crossed the path of a
Malay wedding.

Even before these clashes taxi
drivers would seldom venture
into Taman Desaria.

“In this particular area you
not only have economic back-
wardness but a high level of drug
addiction as well,” activist
Charles Santiago said.

Indians have been blamed for
committing more serious crimes
than other ethnic groups in the
country though ake up less
than a tenth e country’s popu-

lation.
Y

Four of the six people killed in |
the nation’s worst ethnic violence
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Chinese missile base
spotted near Taiwa

A US SPY satellite has detected a
new Chinese missile base oppo-
site Taiwan inthe past few weeks,
the Washington Times reported
today.

“The base is located several
miles northeast of Xianyou and
some 135 miles from Taiwan
where China has placed its newest
short-range missiles that target
the island,” it said gquoting US
intelligence sources.

Nearly 100 CSS-7 short-range
ballistic missiles and mobile
launchers are deployed there, the
report said. The base just discov-
ered is the second short-range
missile base for CSS-7s, said offi-
cials familiar with intelligence
reports of the Discovery. “It gives
them two facilities with CSS-7s
that are within range of Taiwan,”
a senior official said. US intelli-
gence agencies tracked a train
loaded with missiles and launch-
ers from a factory in central
China to the base.

PTI, Washington

,;

ahathir blames Opposmon

for Indlan-Malay clashes7 o

Kuala Lumpur March 16

THE OPPOSITION is responsible
for recent clashes between Indi-
ans and Malays Malaysian Prime
Minister Mahathir Mohamad
has said and added that it has
instigated poor to protest against
the Government.

“We can see how they are sym-
pathising with the squatters by
visiting the sick and injured in
the hospital, “ he said yesterday,
referring to the clashes between
Malays and Indians in a poor
neighbourhood on the south-
western fringe of Kuala Lumpur.

Mahathir said it is an opposi-
tion ploy to gain political
mileage out of the clashes that
has already claimed six lives,
while injuring 48 others.

He said the opposition did not
seem to have any humanitarian
consideration. On rumours cir-

culating followmg t e ashes
between two groups of residents
in Jalan Klang Lamalwhere the
poor neighbourhood is located,
Mahathir said they were being
circulated by certainjunknown
groups
He said this group was deliber-

“We can see how the
Opposition is instigating
the poor to protest against

the Government”

ately playing up stories that hun-
dreds of Malays were killed just
to arouse the anger of the
Malays.

“If such riots are allowed to
continue, there is a possibility
that the Government will be top-

pled This is what the opposmon
aspires for,” he said.

Mahathir said the people
should not create rumours since
those who do so, would be doing
it for a “particular reason.”

He said reports of the number
of casualties following the clash-
es exceeding six deaths, not only
showed that the “inventor of the
news was ill-informed but was
also creating his own stories.”

He dismissed the casualties
following the clashes as false,

Official figures for the casual-
ties include 6 dead, 48 injured
and 220 detained, out of which 57
have been released on bail after
interrogation.

However, several foreign
media and a Malaysian online
newspaper reported the

and reports.

Pool Berny/
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Malaysian leader jailed .
— By Amit Baruah W

SINGAPORE: The detained Malaysian Opposition leader, Mr.
Mohamad Ezam Mohamad Nor, was remanded to custody fi
three days as the police continued to investigate an alleged
offence of sedition. Mr. Ezam, youth chief of the National Justice
Party or Keadilan, has said he
was misquoted by a pro-
Government newspaper that he
had called for protests to unseat
the Prime Minister, Dr.
Mahathir Mohammad's
Government. Mr. Tian Chua, a
Keadilan vice-president,
described the arrest without
charge as ‘“‘extremely irregular,
extremely unfair” and aimed at
stifling Opposition leaders. Mr.
Chua also criticised the arrest of
nine other activists, including
three women, outside the police §
station where the 38- year-old e
Mr. Ezam was being detained. They were part of a group of 60
activists who held a candlelight vigil in support of the Keadilan
youth wing chief. “We believe that Dr. Mahathlr has lost his
mandate to be the leader of the nation. it’s time for him to step
down and we will put pressure until h& does,” Mr. Chua was
quoted as saying in Kuala Lumpur.

Putin online

-v

e sidelines. These were
among the answers Mr. Putin
gave on Tuesday to some of
the thousands of questions
sent via the Internet by
Russians eager for a rare
online session with their
President. Some foreigners and
Russians abroad also took part.
More than 15,000 queries
came in to the Russian
Internet news agencies
gazeta.ru and strana.ru, which
were collecting the questions
along with the British
Broadcasting Corp. Sitting in

MOsScOW: The Russian front of a laptop in a Kremlin
President, Mr. Vladimir Putin, ~ Studio, Mr. Putin spent an
goes to soccer matches even hour answering 18 of the
though he seems to bring his questions passed on by

team bad luck. He likes to journalists from the three news
read Tolstoy and Alexander organisations. The unusual
Dumas. And he considers it his online session appeared to be
family’s private business that an attempt to reach out to
Russia’s First Lady, his wife Russia’s younger and largely
Lyudmila, often remains on liberal voters. — AP
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Lee warns Malays against
@+ race-based politics

By Amit Baruah

SINGAPORE, MARCH 5, ‘“‘Globalisa-
tion has spread and reéinforced Is-
lamic forces throughout the
world. It is a part of globalisation.
These are realities,” said Singa-
pore’s Senior Minister, Mr. Lee
Kuan Yew, in a recent speech to
Malay-Muslim professionals.

Mr. Lee’s remarks came at a
dialogue session intended to seek
clarification on his 1999 remarks
that the Singapore Armed Forces
(SAF) must check the background
of a religious Malay-Muslim offi-
cer before he could be put in
charge of a machine-gun unit.

“Under severe stress, loyalty
can change in unpredictable
ways. How an individual reacts
can be heavily influenced by how
the group or community to whom
be belongs reacts,” Mr. Lee said.

“Loyalty relationships are not
static. They evolve in a dynamic,
changing environment... we are
not changing in isolation. Singa-
pore is the mirror image of the
multi-racial divide in Malaysia,”
he said. History, he said, was re-
plete with examples of how, when
the survival of their people of na-
tion is at stake, Governments
must take hard decisions and ex-
ercise policies of prudence.

For nearly every job, the Senior
Minister said, a person’s race and
religion were irrelevant. “But in

the security services because of
our context, we cannot ignore
race and religion in deciding suit-
ability,” he remarked.

Whether a Malay SAF officer
made it to the top depended sole-
ly on merit. Malay officers have
risen through the ranks and held
senior appointments as Lieuten-
ant Colonels and Colonels.

“Outside the SAF, there are Ma-
lay and Muslim officers deployed
in the most sensitive appoint-
ments in our security agencies.
Our concerns about conflicting
realities are real. We know of at
least one case where foreign in-
telligence agencies approached
one of our senior officers because
he was Malay,” Mr. Lee stated.

Integration, Mr. Lee said, was a
two-way process. “‘The Govern-
ment would like our Malays to be
an integral part of our society, but
cannot force them... if Malays in
Singapore show that they prefer

* to be separate, the other commu-

nities will pick up these signals
and react accordingly. As the ma-
jority race, the Chinese have to
show a willingness to expand the
common ground by including
other races...

“Recent moves by the AMP (As-
sociation of Malay Professionals)
can undo what we have achieved
over the last 35 years of gradual
integration... it is naive to believe

that AMP can create a collective
Malay communal leadership
without causing other races to
mobilise their own counter-
parts...” he said. ‘“Race-based
politics will pull apart our society
as parties contest to better ad-
vance their own community in-

terests. On the other hand,
multi-racial politics encourages
integration.  Integration  has

brought benefits to all,” Mr. Lee
maintained.

“Separate development must
lead to a drifting apart of our so-
ciety into Malay, Chinese, Indians
and other communal segments.
This will be a setback for all, not
least for the Malays,” he said.
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