06/ 03/ 1997
There cannot be quick answers to social problens

Har un Hashi m

| SALUTE the Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad for his usua
forthrightness in acknow edgi ng that we have a serious social problem
affecting the youths of this country. He is convening a neeting this nonth
of the | eaders of the conponent parties of the Barisan Nasional to discuss
the problem He is also inviting others who can assist. From past
experience, once the PMgets involved and shows the way, positive results
seemto foll ow

The Prime M nister's concern of the probl emhas been expressed i n many
of his speeches these |ast few years but he has obviously reached the
poi nt when exhortations al one are not enough. He has now decl ared war.

| have no doubt that solutions and renedies will be found. One thing,
however, is clear. There cannot be any qui ck answers as the probl ens of
i ndi scipline, |epak, bohsia, drug abuse and abandonment of babies are al
interrel ated.

In finding quick solutions, there is a danger that only the synptons of
the probl ens are addressed but the causes are ignored.

For the problens to be dealt with effectively nmuch data has to be
gat hered and research done. W need facts and figures. Perhaps the police,
the wel fare departnment, the probation office and vol untary organi sations
can help with the statistics and other useful information. Basically who
are causi ng these problens and why.

That young people will cause probl ens was foreseen by the Governnent
nmore than 50 years ago when it enacted the Juvenile Courts Act of 1947. At
that time, the problens caused by young people were rather limted. Mstly
they were naughty children who got out of control. Some were just
rebel i ous because their parents were divorced. Poverty sonehow was not
the cause of young crim nal behaviour.

Initially and for several decades after the establishnent of the
Juvenile Court, it was presided over by the President of the Sessions
Court assisted by two advisers who were voluntary social workers |ike Ms
Ramachandran of Kual a Lunpur. The white-haired | ady was a famliar figure
on Court Hill

When | was President of the Sessions Court, | had very few juvenile
cases, usually not nore than one case at each sitting. W had plenty of
time to deal with the case thoroughly. | always insisted that the parents
or guardi ans be present during the hearing. | also nade the parents pay
the fine and any damage caused by their children. And after the case, to
order the parents to sign a bond for the child's future good behavi our
Both parents and the young offender were really terrified at bei ng haul ed
up in court and they never had to cone back.

The present situation is nuch nore conplicated but the | aw has
practically remai ned unchanged. Juvenile Court cases have increased
trenendously. To conpound the problem Juvenile Courts are now presided by
young nagi strates who thensel ves are not even parents, certainly not a
parent of the age group of of fenders being prosecuted before them The
jurisdiction should be transferred back to the Sessions Court and the
j udges appoi nted shoul d be a grade hi gher than existing Sessions Court
judges. This will ensure that only experienced and mature judges preside
in such courts.

The Juvenile Courts Act itself should be conpletely revanped and call ed
the Family Protection Act. The reason for the name change is to provide a



global viewto all concerned that the famly is a sacred institution that
has to be preserved and protected. This is consistent with Islamwhich
regards the famly as the basic unit of the ummah and the nation. It is
al so consistent with Asian cultures, as for exanple, filial piety anongst
the Chinese. This is why people balik kampung during Hari Raya, Chinese
New Year and Deepaval i

The Family Protection Act should be all-enconpassing with provisions not
only for the establishnent of the Family Court and rul es of procedure as
contained in the present Juvenile Courts Act but al so i ncludes provisions
relating to child abuse; exposure and abandonnment of children; incest;
statutory rape; prohibition agai nst enpl oynment of children in certain
occupations; drug abuse; cohabitation; custody, adoption and guardi anship
of infants; maintenance of marri ed wonen and chil dren; and domestic
vi ol ence, now contained in no less than 18 different Acts of Parlianent.

The focus of the | aw should be the protection of the famly and not just
juvenil e del i nquency.

In the old days it was said: Uneasy lies the head that wears the Crown.
Today the Head of Governnent carries a far greater burden. W w sh you
well, Prime Mnister.
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