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The good, bad and ugly anong journalists

Kal i mul I ah Hassan

IN the past few nonths, it has becone fashionable for many in the

i nternational Press and sone investment houses to indul ge in Ml aysia-
bashing. But in this rat pack node, many things have been forgotten, such
as the fact that since 1981 Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mhanmad
and fell ow Mal aysi ans have built up a nation which stands tall.

I wite, however, not about Ml aysia's achi evenents. This letter is
about perceptions built up by some in the international Press and |ike-

m nded anal ysts who, during the recession years of the early and m d-
1980s, never gave countries like Mal aysia a chance but who qui ckly changed
their tune when the econony recovered and, for a decade afterwards, could
not stop tal king about the "Asian mracle."

Now, the herd instinct is back and no one wants to express views to the
contrary. For to do so would seemto be goi ng agai nst conventional w sdom
And goi ng agai nst conventional w sdom woul d nmean standi ng out and
appearing to be siding with Dr Mahathir, the man decl ared by George Soros
as "a nmenace to his own country". That cannot do because it is generally
not in the nature of those without a stake in this country to go agai nst
conventional wi sdom

For close to eight years, | was a foreign correspondent. | worked with
t he best ampongst them and unfortunately nmet the worst anpbngst them as
wel I .

The foreign Press in Malaysia is nade up of many Ml aysians but in
recent years, a larger nunber of foreign nationals, their organisations
attracted by the "Asian nmiracle", has been posted here. Sone of them have
had wi de experi ence working el sewhere, sonme have barely cut their teeth.

But experience, fromny own encounters, does not necessarily a good
journalist make. Some of the experienced ones are even | ess ethical than
t hose young, clean-cut foreigners who cone across as brash and arrogant
and who seemingly still believe white and might is right.

In close to 17 years as a journalist, | know that some of the Ml aysi ans
working for the foreign Press canme to senior positions by virtue of their
experience, maturity and vast know edge of the country.

They were those who wote with a great sense of responsibility because
they knew their witings could have far-reaching effects. Arong them|
woul d certainly count Mervin Nambi ar of Agence France Presse and Wng Puan
Wah who for many years worked for the Australian Broadcasting Corporation.

Then, there were those Ml aysians who felt the need to be critica
because they needed to prove to their editors in Hong Kong or Singapore or
the United States that they could be totally inpartial in reporting about
their own country.

These were the npst unpredictabl e because nore often than not, they
erred against the side of caution nerely to prove to their foreign peers
and editors that they were "good, objective inpartial journalists not
driven by nationalismnor patriotism" The probl emwas that nobody ever
said by being fair and objective, they were any | ess patriotic or any | ess
Mal aysi an.

To nme, then and now, this group is doing the greatest disfavour to the
profession and to the country. For while basking in the praise of their
editors and the diplomatic cocktail circuit, they did and are doi ng great
harmto the country because of their insecurities and desire to be
accepted by their foreign enployers and col | eagues.



Anong the foreign nationals, many just want to nake a name for
thensel ves. Accuracy is a noot point. The nore sensational a story, the
better. One good exanple is a weekly Hong Kong-based regi onal nagazi ne's
seni or correspondent who has had so nany of his stories denied. Even in ny
days as a foreign correspondent, for the nany regular |Iunches and di nners
we had with mnisters and newsnakers, they nade it a point to make sure he
was not invited.

However, the denials never stopped this journalist from making
m sl eadi ng reports because his editors believed that | eaders of a "third
wor | d" country |ike Ml aysia cannot be telling the truth, even if they
said the journalist never spoke to themfor the article but quoted them
froman interview 24 nonths earlier

When | joined Reuters in 1987, a new chief correspondent was posted to
Kual a Lunpur, fresh fromsix years of reporting in Brussels and the Ivory
Coast, and three days of briefing in Hong Kong about Ml aysi a.

On the day he arrived, | was doing a story on the MV Doul ous, a ship
stocked with books on Christianity which was docking at Port Klang. Sone
Musl i m yout h groups had protested against the ship coming to Mal aysia. The
correspondent, a Britih national who had backpacked t hrough Mal aysia a
decade earlier, told me to weave in the fact that there had been racial
riots in Malaysia in 1969.

When | objected that the riots had nothing to do with the protests
against the ship's arrival, he insisted that | had to be fair and
objective in reporting the story. |I nockingly called himBwana because he
still seened to be living in the days of the British Raj, thinking that
the natives did not know what was good for them

I left Reuters soon after but this correspondent went on to becone a
seni or sub-editor in Hong Kong presumably still believing that after his
three-day briefing and his short stint in Kuala Lunmpur, he knew nore about
Mal aysi a t han any Mal aysi an.

But these exanples do not nmean that all foreign nationals are bad
journalists, just as not all who work for the local Press are ethical and
good journalists. There are many good journalists fromthe foreign Press
who have worked in Ml aysia and the region and who are a credit to their
organi sati ons wherever they are.

Peopl e |i ke Agence France Presse's M chell e Cooper and Nanbi ar, Reuters
Jose Katigbak, Far Eastern Econom c Review s Rodney Tasker and M chael
Vati kiotis and Asi aweek's Assif Shanmeen and Bi nu Thomas cone to m nd.

But unfortunately, we and the rest of the world have of |ate been
exposed not only to the worst of those in the foreign Press, but also to
t he bad ones who fly in for a day or two, talk to one or two people, and
form opi nions which are related to the rest of the world hungry to know
about the "vani shing Asian nmicracle".

If one were to surf the Internet and read news reports fromaround the
world on Mal aysia and on Dr Mahathir, one would get the distinct
i npression that:

* Mal aysia is a pariah, standing al one agai nst the rest of the world;

* Mal aysia's econonmy is on the verge of coll apse;

* Malaysia is a country in political turnmoil and its population wll
soon take to the streets, either in racial strife or in a show of people
power demanding that its | eader step down; and

* Dr Mahathir, who was losing his political grip, was bent on destroying
what ever Mal aysi a had achi eved but he woul d soon be forced out of office.

These news reports also inplied, sone openly declaring, that the Asian
tigers were in effect paper tigers and the boomof the | ast decade was a
"flash in the pan" and that this "disaster" facing these countries had
been just waiting to happen



Never mind that nmany of these prophets of doomare the sane ones who
barely nonths ago were singing prai ses of the well-mnaged econom es of
these Asian tigers. Like Morgan Stanley. Or like the Political and
Econom ¢ Ri sk Consul tancy which in its report on Malaysia in June said it
woul d be a relief when Dr Mahathir returned fromhis two-nonth | eave, as
his presence woul d encourage stability and direction for the country.

But after the currency crisis began, Mbrgan Stanley took a totally
ant agoni stic stand agai nst Mal aysia and its | eaders, totally out of sync
with the role of an investnment house. Bruce Gal e of PERC was reported by
Reuters to have cast doubts on the imrediate future of Ml aysia despite
his gl owi ng report of a few nonths ago.

It nmust be renmenbered that during the debate on curbing the powers of
the rulers several years ago, it was PERC whi ch published a report saying
there had been violent clashes in sonme rural villages between "royalist"
and "anti-royalist" forces and it was Reuters which sent this report
around the world quoting PERC. O course, the fact that there never were
any such cl ashes did not natter.

Reuters has established a reputation as the world's forenpst news
agency. This is largely through its unbeatabl e worl dwi de network and
reputation for accuracy.

Wiile not intending to cast doubts on Reuters' overall reputation, the
news agency mrust acknow edge that there are and will continue to be
journalists inits fold who are | ess than professional and biased in their
reporting because of:

* either their need to get the "inpacts" or "hits" to further their
prof essi onal career;

* or because of their lack of contacts thereby forcing themto resort to
calling up "dial-a-quote" anal ysts who thensel ves | ack definitive
know edge; or

* pecause of their |ack of experience and i nherent personal bias.

Towar ds the end of Septenber and early | ast nonth when the US doll ar was
rising fast against the ringgit, one Reuters journalist in particular, who
is based in its Kuala Lunpur bureau, was prolific in witing two, three,
four breaking stories a day to neet the different tinme zones.

Journalists can be fast but when reporting such inportant matters,
especially for Reuters which can nove and shake markets, a good journali st
takes extra precautions to safeguard accuracy.

Do we not renenber the glitch by Reuters m stakenly quoting two exchange
rates for Asian currencies which led to a rush of buying in the ringgit
earlier this nonth?

Quoting unnaned anal ysts, basing stories on unverified | ocal newspaper
reports and passing judgnent and personal opinions are certainly not what
Reuters is renowned for. But if one were to read the Reuters reports
during this period, that is what one would see - one journalist's
prejudices for the whole world's markets to react to.

One nust al so renenber Reuters reporting on the period of "unrest" in
Sabah in 1986 when fish bonbs were expl oding in several parts of the
State. The agency |likened the situation to Lebanon in al nost every
despatch it sent out from Kota Ki nabal u.

The death toll in Sabah at the end of that period of unrest was five. A
tragic event certainly, but definitely not Lebanon. Anyone who has been to
Bei rut can inmagi ne what the turmoil in Lebanon had been like during the

massacres of Shatila and Sabra in 1992.

Then there is the Washi ngton Post journalist who flew into Kuala Lunpur
for a day and ended up witing a story on the haze, on the so-called
di fferences between Dr Mahathir and his deputy, and a conmentary on the
Sout heast Asian tigers.



Fromthis journalist's stories, it was obvious he spoke to at |east two
Mal aysi ans, one of whomis froma think-tank, and anot her an
environnmentalist. OF course, there are the usual quotes from "people
afraid to say negative things about Dr Mahathir"” and the usual politica
scientist inalittle-known university in Hong Kong and the usual unnaned
anal ysts with vast financial know edge.

The bottomine is that the reporter spent slightly nore than one day to
get informati on on what must be the biggest environnental and financia
crisis to hit the region in years.

The Washi ngton Post journalist is an "old Asia hand" and in general, we
must agree his perspectives are sounder than those shown by many of the
other foreign journalists who "parachuted" into Bangkok, Jakarta, Kual a
Lunpur and Manila, to wite about the "boomthat went bust".

Still, the Washington Post is syndicated and its articles read by
deci si on makers throughout the world. Did these peopl e know that what they
were reading was the result of a journalist's 24-hour foray into a
Mal aysi a whi ch had taken 40 years to build up?

Then, there is the Southeast Asia correspondent of the Sydney Mbrning
Heral d who is based i n Bangkok and has witten several articles on the
"crisis" facing Mal aysia. He was, | must stress, witing from Bangkok
because the articles were datelined Bangkok. That journalist wote that Dr
Mahat hir "may step down" and his concl usi on was based on "conments made by
Dr Mahathir hinself." Unless all the Ml aysi an newspapers and agenci es
m ssed that story, | cannot renmenber Dr Mahathir having said anything even
close to that. In fact, if anything, the Prinme Mnister said he woul d not
step down in the face of the crisis because it was not his nature to run
away when there was a probl em

| wonder if Australia would take kindly to a New Zeal and newspaper
reporting on Canberra from Papua New Qui nea. | can inagi ne the headlines
over the recent case of paedophiles:

Australian Child Sex Scandals - Politicians and Judges |Inplicated

Many comritting suicide to avoid stigma

O maybe anot her such headline to reflect the recent cases of violence
agai nst Asians in Queensl| and:

Asi anoci de i n Queensl and

Whi t e suprenaci st Hanson nakes political headway

O course, we in Ml aysia know that such stories, if they did appear,
could not be true because we have known Australians for many, nany years
because of their presence in Butterworth. They |love their beer, they | ove
fun and, by and large, they are not normally racist and neither are they
paedophi | es. They are ordi nary human beings just |ike us.

But news reports could nmake themout to be otherw se, |ike many reports
whi ch have originated fromAustralia in recent years about how t he
original Aborigine population were and are bei ng treated.

The Sydney Morning Heral d, The Australian and The Age are respectable
newspapers and have a wel |l -earned reputation for good journalism

Yet, sonetines, when reporting on other people's backyards, sone of
facts for the sake of col our.

Sone days ago, Thailand's The Nation newspaper in an editorial said it
was time for Dr Mahathir to go as he had outlived his useful ness. This is
not the first tine it or its rival, the Bangkok Post, has nade such
comment s about Ml aysia and its | eaders.

To blame Dr Mahathir for Thailand's financial crisis is incredible, to
say the | east, because everyone knows it was Thailand's econonic crisis
whi ch sparked the region's financial woes.

Still, in the exercise of journalistic |icence, The Nation and the Post
had for years carried articles by a Ml aysian journalist whose credibility



inthe region's journalistic fraternity was and is, to say the | east,
guesti onabl e.

That this journalist for years contributed to other publications,

i ncluding Ti ne and Newsweek, and was never arrested under the "draconi an"
Internal Security Act nust speak poorly for the ability of the "much
dreaded Mal aysi an security forces"” to weed out mal contents and those with
an alternative view.

But despite such reports, one thing is for certain - fighting the
world's Press is a battle no one can win because there are so many factors
i nvol ved - individual biases, institutional biases, colonial hang-ups,
raci al hang-ups, superiority conmplexes, inferiority conplexes, religious
bi ases, regional biases - and no one can expect to cope with and def eat
all that.

Qur only hope is that journalists hold true to the ethics their
profession is supposed to cherish - fairness and objectivity. Unless, of
course, they are content with being at the opposite end of the nora
spectrumas Earl Charl es Spencer said.

Until there is strict adherence to the spirit of fair play and justice,
we will have to brace ourselves to face the pack nentality of journalists
whenever there is an issue in our country or region.

At the sane tinme, our newsnakers, including the think-tanks and non-
governnental organi sations, should |learn to differentiate between t he good
and the bad. So long as they entertain the habitual offenders, it is |like
telling a criminal that it is okay to commt a crine.

Mal aysi a needs to get its message across to the world and, to do this,
it needs to speak to the international Press and anal ysts. There are
enough good journalists in both the |ocal and foreign nmedia to do this. As
for those who fly in, it may be best if their credentials are checked
before interviews are granted.

If we ourselves do not take the necessary precautions, then we shoul d
take a share of the blane for the bad Press we get.

Subang Jaya
( END)
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