MALAYSIA

Ain‘t Misbehaving

Mdahathir Draws the Line on Cabinet Misconduct

L was an honor rarcly granted and Joseph

Chong was one of the chosen few. When

the Malaysian businessman ran for par-
liament in April, no less than Deputy Prime
Minister Anwar thrahim announced his
candidacy. Not without hesitation. Chong,
was fined $12,377 in Singapore in 1993 for
criminal breach of trust. Anyone convicted
in Malaysia of an olfense that carries a
penalty ol more than $777 cannot run for
office. Anwar endorsed Chong
alter Altorney-General Mohtar
Abdullah said the prohibition
does not apply to crimes commit-
ted abroad.

Chong won but his past
hounded him. On polling day. he
swore crudely at a journalist who
asked him about the convictions.
“Our law applies to what hap-
pened i this country and not in
other countries,” Prime Minister
Mahathir Mohamad took pains o
point out. “We don't accept
that,” says Chong’s defeated op-
ponent, Sanusi Osman. “Doces it
mean that you can go outside
Malaysia and commit all sorts of
crimes, come back, get clected
and niaybe even become a cabi-
net ninister?” ‘

The barb was well atmed.
Before the clections, Anwar
stressed that the ruling coalition
would not back candidates tainted
by “cven a suspicion ol corrup-
tion.” In the past year, several
high olficials have been accused
of financial and sexual impropri--
cly. Muahathir moved carly in
May. In announcing his new cab-
inet, the PM said rules of conduct

conduct of office holders is good.”

Several scandals have recently rocked
public confidence in government, Last year
Rahim Tamby Chik was forced to resigh as
chief minister of Malacca. The atlorney-
general decided there were insufficient
grounds to prosecute him for an alleged
affair with a schoolgirl. But Rahim was
charged with corruption in conneetion with
what critics call his “unexplained wealth.”

share allocations. She is not direetly impli-
cated in that suit, but revelations during the
initial hearings led o the contlict-of-interest
allegations against her.

In Johore state, a church group and a
pluntation owner separately liled cases
accusing Chief Minister Muhyiddin Yassin
ol involvement in improper land acquisition
deals. Muhyiddin stepped down as chiefl
minister 1o run for parliament last month,
He won and was named as expected to the
cabinct — but only as Minister of Youth
and Sports. Some felt Mahathir's decision
o award him a junior post was nieant as a
message 1o the PM™s appointees about his
high expectations on their conduct.

Mahathir can hardly be happy with the
furor over Chong, owner of Sabah
Shipyard, the country’s largest
bouatbuilder. Observers wonder
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Chong; Rahim: New code of ethics for senior officials

why Anwar, who zcalously
guards his Mr. Clean image, is
associated at all with the new MPp,
though many recall how influen-
tal the tycoon has been in Sabah.
Last year, Anwar lcd the cam-
paign to regain control of the
state. The ruling coalition narrow-
Iy tost in state clections but
formed the government anyway
when rival legislators were wooed
over to the coalition camp.

Given Mahathir’s Tocus on
cthics, the well-connected Chong
is likely to remain on the back
benches. Some want him out of

were being dratted for senior olfi-
cials. “There have always been
puidelines, bul this new code 18
more specific,” says an insider. “Now-
adays. you better be cleaner than clean.”
The code will set down clear conflict-
of-interest rules, define the himits of busi-
ness mvolvement and even cover sexual
indiscretions, The delails are not expected
10 be made public and only the prime min-
ister ¢ decide what action to take against
violators. Some in Malaysia are uncomfort-
able with the fact that the code will not
become faw. Still, Mahathir’'s announce-
ment won broad support. “ICs long over-
due,” says Bar Coungjl head Hendon
Mohumed. “Any code that regulates the
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His passport impounded, the resigned chiel’
minister is scheduled to stand trial in June.
Early this year, International Trade
Minister Rafidah Aziz was accused of vio-
lating conllict-ol-interest guidelines. She
was present when a committee in her min-
istry allocated a large number of stocks o
her son-in-law, under a governiment policy
on sharing the country’s corporate wealth.
Relatives of Mahathir and Anwar were also
beneficiaries. The Anti-Corruption Agency
is investigating, though Ralidah was reap-
pointed 1o the cabinet. She will testify in
court June 15 in a cheating case involving
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Rafidah; Muhyiddin: “Better be cleaner than clean”

partiament altogether. “Chong is
not fit to be a representative,”
says oppositionist Syed Husin
Ali. For his part, Syed Ibrahim
Rahman, a legal adviser to the op-
position Islamic Party of Malay-
sk, wants more openness about
the new code of ethics. *“The way
it is, there can be a whitewash,”
he argues. Opposition MP Lim
Guan Eng urges cnactment of the
code into Taw: “Those who trans-
gress know that the worst thal can
happen to them is that they get the
sack. If the PM forgives you,
that’s the end ol it”

The Bar Council’s Hendon
agrees. “1Cs dangerous to make this code
discretionary,” she says. “It could be exer-
cised in a discriminatory way.” But Maha-
thir makes a distinction between criminal
acts and unethical conduct. “If a person
commils an offense under the law, then we
will take fegal action,” says the prime min-
ister. “If 10 1s against the code, we can ter-
minate his service.™ 1y the end, everything
hinges on action at the top. Muses Hendon:
“There’s a Malay saying: the tree doesn’t
move unless there's a wind.” Malaysians
are wailing to sec how strongly the new
wind will blow. u
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