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Provi sion won't help fight agai nst graft

A. Kadir Jasin

TWO very inportant devel opnents regarding corruption took place this week.
One was the statenment by the Acting Prinme Mnister, Datuk Seri Anwar

| brahi m on Monday that peopl e who accuse others of corruption will be
taken to court if their allegations are found to be untrue.

Speaking to the Press at the | obby of Parlianment House, he said a
provision to that effect had been incorporated in the proposed anendnents
to the Prevention of Corruption Act 1961 which will be tabled in the
current sitting of the Dewan Rakyat.

He said the new provision was aimed at protecting i nnocent people from
bei ng fal sel y accused.

Anwar said the Prine Mnister, Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad and the
ACA had received many al |l egations, including those contained in poison-pen
letters, which had turned out to be fal se.

Sone critics imedi ately | abell ed the decision retrogressive, saying
that it would place a danper on efforts to control and stanp out corrupt

practi ces.
Looking at it purely fromthe point of view of encouraging the public to
assist in the fight against the social ill, the provision could have the

ef fect of discouragi ng people fromreporting suspected cases of
corruption.

It has to be acknow edged that in the majority of cases involving
corrupt practices, it is inpossible to cone up with concrete proof even
after thorough investigations by the Anti-Corruption Agency.

Menbers of the public can at best suspect that a person is corrupt
either fromstories told about himor by observing his lifestyle.

As an exanple, let us take a State Executive Councillor who, in the eyes
of the public, is living beyond what can reasonably be expected on his
governnent sal ary and al | owances.

For a nmenber of the public to be able to nmake a report to the ACA or tip
of f the agency, he has to conduct a very thorough investigation which,
unless he is a trained investigator, will be inpossible.

Shoul d he proceed to make the report and it is later found that the Exco
menber had in fact inherited a considerable amount of wealth fromhis dead
kin, the person who nade the report could find hinself on the wong side
of the | aw

Furthernore, the term'malice' is debatable. An allegation cannot be
consi dered nmalicious sinply because it is proven to be untrue after a
t horough investigation by the ACA

W can be quite sure that nmenmbers of the public who are genuinely
concerned about corruption and who want to hel p the Governnent eradicate
corrupt practices will not nake all egations which are intended to frame or
def ame ot hers.

There may be a few irresponsi bl e ones who may use al |l egati ons of
corruption to cause trouble to their enem es. But even here, the ACA
cannot sinply dismss the allegations without first investigating them
There may still be sone truth in these allegations.

Wil e the new provision may hel p to nmake the anmendnents nore conpl et e,
its absolute necessity is a different issue altogether because there is a
wel | -established | egal recourse for people who feel that they have been
libelled and sl ander ed.

The ot her inportant devel opnent of the week is the holding of the multi-



party meeting on corruption in Kuala Lunmpur. Called the "Consensus Agai nst
Corruption”, it was held to create awareness anong the peopl e that
corruption should not be seen or treated as a "seasonal" issue.
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VWH LE nobody woul d argue with Anwar on the need to protect innocent people
fromfal se all egations, especially in a matter as serious and shameful as
corruption, we must also be mndful not to do things that nmay di scourage
the public fromtaking on a greater social responsibility.

Law al one cannot guarantee responsibility and civility. And | aw al one
will not stop the crooked and the corrupt unless it is nade anply clear to
themthat the public is watching.

Instead of putting up barriers that may di scourage the people from
playing a greater role in conbating corruption and other mal practices, we
shoul d be I owering themso that people with power and authority will be
encouraged to become nore transparent.

The idea and ideal of a civil society as envisaged by Anwar will be
difficult torealise if the people are strait-jacketed by restrictive | aws
and are continuously intimdated by those enforcing them

It does not fit the idea of a civil and caring society when on the one
hand, we nmake | aws to allow the people to organise thenselves into | ega
entities while on the other, we do things that stifle their freedom

In recent years, there appears to be the tendency anbng sone | aw
enforcenent agencies to resort to "a show of force" when faced with public
criticisns and al |l egati ons.

Wiile it is totally understandable that they have to protect their inage
in order to remain credible, the regularity and speed with which they use
their power to shield thensel ves is disquieting.

One of the reasons why "surat |ayang" and poi son-pen |l etters are ranpant
in our society in recent decades is because the people are afraid to cone
forward with reports and all egations for fear that they may end up getting
into trouble.

Al t hough nost of these letters are outright Iies with nothing nore than
a malicious intent, and are the work of cowards, some do contain very
strong el enents of truth.

On the other hand, menbers of the public, either in their individua
capacity or as nembers of non-governnental organisations, should be fair
and judicious in exercising their rights and freedom

Their criticisnms and all egations should be founded on facts and nmust be
properly document ed.

| amnot suggesting that they play the role of policenen or private
investigators, but it is helpful if they first determ ne as best as they
can the authenticity of the information supplied.

Shoul d they decide to speak to the nedia, they nust realise the likely
inmplications of their statenents to thensel ves and t he nedi a.
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BEI NG a regul ar traveller to Sarawak and Sabah, | can understand the
sentiment of the Deputy Mnister inthe Prine Mnister's Departnent, Datuk
Nazri Aziz, who recently called for the scrapping of |aws requiring

|l awyers fromthe peninsula to seek "ad hoc" adni ssion and to apply for
work permits to appear in courts in the two States.

And the fact that he found strong support in the Menber of Parlianent
for Jelutong, Karpal Singh, is not surprising considering that the DAP MP
and | awyer has to apply for adni ssion everytine he defends a client in
ei ther the Sabah or Sarawak courts.

Karpal praised Nazri, hinself a |lawer, for the call and described it as
realistic and pragmati c.

I amnot a lawer but like Nazri, am beginning to be unconfortable with



having to show ny international passport and having it stanped or, at the
very least, having to produce ny identity card and filling up a form each
time | arrive in Kuching and Kota Ki nabal u whi ch have been a part of

Mal aysi a for 34 years.

It has less to do with the |l aws governing the entry of people fromthe
peni nsul a i nto Sarawak and Sabah but with the hassle of having to carry
the international passport when | amnot |eaving the country or having to
fill up a special formon arrival

The disconfort turns to annoyance when | read the fine print in the
immgration stanmp which says: "Permitted to enter and renain in Ml aysia
for THREE MONTHS from t he date shown above."

And when hundreds of thousands of foreign inmmgrants - legal and ill ega
- are working in the two States, | feel absolutely offended when visiting
Sabah in June | ast year, the follow ng rem nder was al so stanped in ny
passport: "Not pernmitted to engage in enpl oynent, business or professiona
occupation”.

This is fast beconing a hassle when passport control el sewhere in the
worl d is becom ng nore rel axed and speedy. |In sone countries, the
imrgration authorities do not even bother to stanp visitors' passports.
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SEEI NG t he mani cured terraces of padi fields as the AIl N ppon Airways
Boeing 767 | was travelling on glided for a sharp landing at the hilltop
Okayama Airport, an hour's flight south of Tokyo, rem nded ne of the
enduring | ove affair between the Japanese people and rice.

Despite industrialisation, the ageing popul ati on and nore recently, the
liberalisation of the domestic rice trade, the Japanese remain |loyal to
rice grow ng.

Not a single plot of arable land, no matter how small or awkwardly
|l ocated, is left unplanted. Even in the mddle of the city of Ckayama, in
bet ween rows of houses, shops and factories, the land is irrigated and
padi is planted.

More than just a food crop and an economic activity, rice is an integra
part of the Japanese soul

Sadly, the situation seens to be the opposite in our country. Wile we
are still way behind Japan in terns of industrialisation and economic
standard, padi farmng is rapidly being neglected and abandoned.

Had it not been for the subsidy by the Governnment and the control on
padi and rice prices, nore padi |and woul d have been abandoned.

This is certainly not the best scenario when we have spent billions of
ringgit building dans and irrigation networks, training rice scientists
and i ntroduci ng mechani sati on.

It is against this discouragi ng background that we nust congratul ate the
Mal aysi an Agricul tural Research and Devel opnent Authority (Mardi) for
successfully devel opi ng a new strai n of high-yielding and di sease-
resi stant padi call ed MR185.

Introduced officially to farmers by the Agriculture Mnistry on Tuesday,
the new variety yields 11 per cent nore grains than the MR84 currently
favoured by growers.

In the sane context, we should wel come the nove by Bernas, the
privatised Padi and Rice Board, to grow padi on a conmercial scal e abroad.
Perhaps it nay want to examine the possibility of reviving padi growing in
abandoned rice fields so that we can becone | ess dependent on inports.
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