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Private sector's role in conbating nation's social ills

Datuk A Kadir Jasin

IN the 1950s and 1960s, when he was a governnent nedical officer and | ater
a private practitioner in Alor Star, Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhamad' s
preoccupation was treating the people, nostly Ml ays, of physical illness
- anything fromkudis buta (scab) to tubercul osis.

Through these contacts, his conmtnment to conmunity service was
rei nforced. He becane nore convinced that the problens facing the Ml ays
were not confined to physical illness and di sease al one. They suffered a
wor se nmal ady - backwar dness.

Serving in places |like Langkawi in the 1950s as a young doctor and Kota
Star Sel atan (now Pendang) in the 1960s as a novice Menber of Parlianent
convi nced himof the rel ationship between the poor standard of health of
the Mal ays and t heir backwardness.

He and his wife, Datin Seri Dr Siti Hasmah Mohd Ali, had the distinction
of being the first nedical couple at the tine when nodern nedi cal practice
was still a rarity anong the Ml ays.

Dr Mahat hir becanme even nore convinced that the poverty anong Mal ays and
t he unequal econonic opportunity were the root cause of the May 13 1969
communal riots which occurred days after the near defeat of Parti
Peri katan (the Alliance Party and predecessor of Barisan Nasional) in the
general el ection.

Dr Mahathir | ost his Kota Setar Sel atan constituency to Pas' Yusof Rawa
when the non-Mal ay voters, nostly Chinese, turned their backs on the
Al'li ance and supported Pas.

He went on to wite "The Malay Di |l etma” which many students of politics
and history credited with being the basis for his political and economc
agenda during the New Econonic Policy period (1970-1990).

When Dr Mahathir took over the | eadership of the country in 1981, the
NEP was hal f way through its |ife and significant progress had been nade
i n reduci ng poverty. Mich of the poverty-induced illnesses affecting the
Mal ays had al so been eradi cat ed.

But for Dr Mahathir it was not to be snpboth sailing. Four years into his
stewardshi p, Mal aysia faced yet another type of illness - econonic
recession. Induced to a | arge extent by the del ayed effects of the second
oil crisis, the econony went into a tailspin

Once again the good doctor had to prescribe a bitter pill to the nation
whi ch had by then becone accustomed to his penchant for shock treatnents.
Sone aspects of the NEP were held in abeyance, investnent rules
liberalised and the privatization policy introduced.

The econony not only recovered speedily but took off in a nanner that
has cone to be accepted as extraordinary by world standards. For the past
ei ght years, the econony had grown by nore than 8 per cent a year.

Unfortunately, on the back of this rapid growth, another formof ail nent
has reared its ugly head in our society. Sone people say these soci al
di seases - dadah addiction, donestic violence, child abuse, prenarital
sex, | epak and bohsia - are |linked to econonic progress.

They argue that rapid econom c growh has transforned our society to the
extent that it can no | onger cope with seemi ngly comon probl ens, allow ng
themto beconme endenic.

Dr Mahat hir had taken these problens to the Muslinms in a neeting | ast
Wednesday at the Islamic Centre in Kuala Lunmpur. He expressed the sane
concern in his Hari Raya Aidilfitri message



As much as the business community has benefited fromDr Mahathir's bold
policies and his personal guidance, it is only natural that his concern
about these problens should be shared by our busi nessnen.

Wiile it is acknow edged that the Ml aysi an busi ness comuni ty has
al ways been supporting comunity-based projects within and outside
of ficial supervision, the problens Dr Mahat hir spoke about require a new
ki nd of understandi ng and conmm t ment by our busi nessmen and corporate
executi ves.

These problens, if |left unattended and unchecked, will eventually affect
t he busi ness comunity adversely as well. It will not only be deprived of
the nmuch needed manpower but al so the market for their products and
servi ces.

Busi nessnmen and their associations do not have to wait for the
CGovernnent to ask for their assistance and cooperation. They shoul d
per haps suggest to the Governnment what they can and will do to assist in
fighting the nal ai se.

The Mal aysia Incorporated spirit is a two-way traffic. The private
sector should be as keen to help the Governnent as nuch as the Gover nnent
is helping the private sector.
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