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Don't leave it to Dr Mahathir al one

A Kadir Jasin

"AND we must not forget that people who cover their heads commt as nmany
sexual crinmes as people who do not. This is because we place nore stress
on the covering of the head than on preventing crines.”

W TH that damming indictnment, the Prine Mnister, Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad, | aunched an attack on Muslins who place nore stress on formthan
on the spirit, substance and the true teachings of Islam

Acknowl edgi ng that what he was saying would not be to the |iking of many
peopl e, including nmany Umo nenbers, the party president nade an
i npassi oned plea to party | eaders and nenbers to defend the true teachings
of Islamand reject all forns of extrem sm

While he was clearly forced to nake these very strong statenments by the
spate of controversial fatwa (religious rulings) on the daily practices of
the country's Muslins and enforcenent by religious officials, his decision
for the Umo general assenbly to debate the issue is no |less significant.

It is a widely known fact that since the controversy started nearly
three nonths ago followi ng the arrest of three Misli mcontestants of a
beauty pageant by the Sel angor Religious Affairs Departnent for allegedly
exposing the aurat (the part of the body that has to be covered), Dr
Mahat hir has been | ess than happy with the response of Umo | eaders to the
i ssue.

He felt that while nbst of themwere indifferent toit, others were too
scared to make their views known.

What seened to disturb himnpst was the awareness that there are Ummo
| eaders, including some Menteris Besar and Chief Mnisters, who are in
cahoots with these zeal ous religious officials by encouraging themin
their actions or who are too scared to offer advice for fear of being
unpopul ar.

Dr Mahathir fired the first salvo against these zeal ous officials upon
his return froma two-nonth vacati on overseas on July 22 when he urged
themto use their "little power” nerely to arrest and handcuff those
accused of breaking Islanmic | aws.

This was foll owed by his briefing to the Malay Rulers at the nmeeting of
the Conference of Rulers and the Menteris Besar soon after on the need to
standardise Islamc laws in all States.

What happened afterwards was both expected and understandable. Wile Dr
Mahat hir was squarely condemmed in the Friday sernons of many nosques in
the country, including being branded nurtad (apostate), the majority of
Umo | eaders froze

They were speechl ess except behind closed doors. And when they did speak
up, it was to say that Dr Mahathir had touched on sonething very sensitive
or that only he could have said that.

The initial reaction to Dr Mahathir's presidential address on Friday was
not very nuch different. Everybody congratul ated himfor his bol dness and
said that only he coul d express such an opinion

My question is: Way only Dr Mahathir? What then is the role of other
Umo | eaders?

Are they not speaking out because they are in favour of zeal ous and
shal | ow i npl ementation of Islanmic |laws? Or because they think the approach
taken by Umo and the Governnent in matters concerning Islamis incorrect?

Are they not convinced that the econom c progress and social justice
brought about by the Umo-|ed Governnent are in line with the demands of



I sl anf?

What about the successful introduction of Islanmic and interest-free
banki ng, the setting up of the International Islamc University and
hel pi ng oppressed Miuslins in Bosnia, Palestine and el sewhere?

Are these less of a priority than covering the head, dressing up |ike
Arabs and arresting beauty contestants?

If Umo | eaders and nenbers are sincere and care about their future and
the future of their children and grandchildren, the good nane of the

country, religious and ethnic tol erance and above all, the good nane of
I slam they should stand up and resi st hypocrisy, fanaticismand
extrem sm
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NEVER mind if the Prine Mnister took a swi pe at Pas and sone zeal ous
religious officials in his speech.

To nmy mind, Pas and the extrem st elenents are able to do | ess danage to
t he peace and harnony of our nulti-ethnic and nulti-religious society than
t he hypocrisy, reticence and inactivity of Umo | eaders and nenbers.

If Umo | eaders and nenbers are not convinced that they are doing the
right things for Islamand Mislins, they should either cross over to Pas
or be prepared to face the consequences of being rendered hel pl ess by the
extrem st el enents.

Surely the many Muslimnations, which have openly praised our country
and best owed upon our | eaders esteened awards cannot all be wong in their
assessnent. If Umo | eaders are reluctant to speak out agai nst extreni sm
for fear that they may become unpopul ar, they have no busi ness remnaining
in the | eadership.

O are they still not convinced by the exanples of Islamc
civilisations, nations and comrunities which were destroyed by extreni sm
as cited by Dr Mahathir in his address?

Sone of the exanples nmight be historical. But many are current events
that receive daily coverage in the local and international nmedia - reports
and pictures of innocent Muslimuvillagers being slaughtered by Miuslim
fanatics in the name of Islamand Muslimnations co-operating with non-
Muslims to wage war on Muslim nei ghbours.

Granted that not every Umo | eader is schooled in Islamc theol ogy. But
all of us have basic know edge of the religion and its practices. Islamis
not a nysterious or nystical religion that is beyond the conprehensi on of
the ordinary mnd

After all, it is not Islamthat is the subject of debate but the manner
Islamc laws, in particular the fatwa, are nade and i npl enent ed.

Surely it is not beyond the conprehensi on of every Umo | eader which is
nmore inportant to Islamand the well-being of its umah (followers) -
arresting beauty contestants or putting behind bars fathers who rape their
daughters and other girls.

O to figure out which has higher priority: barring Muslimnen from
participating in body-building contests and acting agai nst religious
officials who steal the zakat (lslamc property tax) noney.

Extrem smand fanatici sm whether they are the product of a well co-
ordi nat ed canpai gn or of inaptitude, are the best ways to kill Islam Any
enenmy of Islamwho is worth his salt knows that |Islams worst eneny is
extrem smand fanatici sm

This is the case with many Islamc countries in the Mddl e East and
North Africa where Muslins are killing Muslins in the nane of Islam In
the end, there will be no Muslins left to profess the religion.

Umo | eaders are chall enged to take seriously Dr Mahathir's assertion
that a | eader of an Islamic community has not only the power but the
responsibility to gui de the ummah.
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ACCORDI NG t o phot ographers who covered the Umo assenbly, Dr Mhathir
excused hinself for a few nmi nutes on the opening day of the sitting to
assess the haze situation.

What he saw was certainly not reassuring. Wiile some gloomhas lifted
of f the Kual a Lumpur stock and noney markets, the city is still shrouded
by the haze

By now it should be clear that there is only so nuch confort we can take
in blam ng the I ndonesian forest fires for the haze.

Even though the I ndonesi an Governnent has admitted to the w despread
burning of its forests, there is little to be gained by blam ng that
country especially when none of the nations in this region has the
capacity to fight forest fires in renote pl aces.

This type of fire can only be brought under control using the costly
wat er bonbi ng nethod for which specially fitted aeropl anes and helicopters
are needed.

Only the rich and advanced nations in North America and Europe have
t hese water bombers. For the nations of this region, it was only in the
| ast few years that they were exposed to such technol ogy through
denonstration flights at air shows. In the neantine, forests continue to
burn.

Whi | e snoke fromthe burning forests is contributing to the prol onged
and wi despread haze, we cannot ignore the |ocal sources of pollution such
as factory and notor vehicle em ssion.

At least, this is the case in the urban areas where the concentration of
factories, comrercial buildings and notor vehicles is high.

Take the case of the Klang Valley over the extended Merdeka cel ebrati ons
weekend. Wth factories and offices closed and fewer notor vehicles on the
road as well as a noderate ampunt of rain, Kuala Lunpur and its
surroundi ngs enjoyed fairly clear skies.

But on Tuesday, when offices and factories reopened and notor vehicles
returned to the roads in full force, haze envel oped the city al nost
instantly.

This was confirmed by the Meteorol ogi cal Departnment. It said the daily
readi ngs for total suspended particul ates for the weekend were
significantly |ower than the days preceeding it.

The m crogrammes per cubic nmetre reading for Petaling Jaya decreased
from2178.1 on Aug 29 to 109.7 on Aug 30 and 75 on Aug 31.

However, with factories and offices reopened and the traffic back to
normal , Tuesday's readi ng showed the suspended particul ates to be at 108.5
m crogrames per cubic netre.

I nstead of cl osing down factories and stopping notor vehicles from
entering the city in the worst case scenario, it is best that we consider
a nore permanent and | ess econonically puni shing sol ution.

We can begin by encouraging industries to use | ess polluting
manuf act uri ng net hods. Those which cannot afford to do so or which are not
willing to should be given the option to relocate to | ess congested
i ndusti al zones outside the Klang Vall ey.

The occasional action agai nst snoke bel ching notor vehicl es does not
hel p much. It is good only for publicity and public relations. In the |ong
run, we nust inplenment stringent snoke eni ssion standards for notor
vehi cl es by naki ng conpul sory the use of catalytic convertors and doi ng
away with two-stroke engines.

There are an estimated 7.2 million nmotor vehicles in the country, of
which 3.8 mllion are notorcycles. The majority of notorcycles are powered
by the polluting two-stroke engines.

Based on popul ation, Ml aysia is beaten only by Taiwan in notorcycle



ownership. There are 190 notorcycles for every 1,000 people in Ml aysia as
against 333 in Taiwan, 33 in Indonesia and 17 in India and Chi na. Taiwan,
whi ch is plagued by notor vehicle-induced pollution, has plans to phase
out two-stroke engi nes altogether by the year 2000.

The cost of installing snoke reduction devices and replaci ng the two-
stroke engine with the nore efficient four-stroke one will, in the |ong
run, be cheaper than cleaning up the environment and treating ill nesses
caused by pollution and haze. A considerable anbunt of productivity is
| ost daily due to these illnesses.

It may in the beginning be burdensone to vehicle owners. But if the
additional cost is spread over the operational life of the vehicles, the
extra cost may ampunt to only a few sen a day.

This is certainly better than being envel oped in haze and snpg, and
dependi ng on such tenporary neasures as rain-naking. Although rain-nmaking
is a proven technol ogy, we nust always be m ndful of the dangers of
mani pul ati ng nature to solve a problemwhich is essentually caused by our
own ni srmanagenent .

( END)
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