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Getting at the root of delays in inplementing sinple projects

Rashi d Yusof

MORE i nti mat e detail s on how bureaucratic procedures are sl owi ng down

si npl e governnent projects |ike repairing schools, surau and road- buil di ng
wor ks came out into the open this week, as the del ays are di ssected ever
nore cl osely due to the econom ¢ downt urn.

Dat uk Annuar Musa - the Rural Devel opment M nister, whose Mnistry
oversees about half the estimated RML billion worth of these small- and
nmedi um scal e projects a year - disclosed some startling facts on Thursday.

"Repairing a kanmpung bridge, a project which at times cost as little as
RMB, 000, needs 10 steps, spreadi ng over nont hs," sai d Annuar, exasper at ed
by the red tape.

At a tinme when the small projects are urgently needed - they provide
jobs to contractors who have to hire workers and, overall, inproves
l'ivelihood - the project docunent still goes through the | abyrinth,
begi nni ng at the approvi ng body, such as the wakil rakyat.

It makes stopovers at the District Office and the State Devel oprment
O fice, before descending on the | npl enentation and Co-ordination Unit at
the Prime Mnister's Departnent, which will issue the warrant, only if
there i s nothing wong with project.

Its return journey takes the sanme route. "But the DOis required to cal
for quotations, a process which can take a nonth. Yet, the job can be just
about repl aci ng sone pi eces of wood," said Annuar, after chairing a
nmont hly neeting to assess infrastructure projects under the Mnistry.

At the neeting, Annuar was none too pleased to | earn about the sl ow
i mpl enentation of rural electricity and water supply schenes and of work
i nvol ving 2, 700 road projects covering 3,000km worth RML85 million this
year.

When tol d that the final project paper was still being drafted for a
nunber of rural electricity projects for which funds have al ready been
gi ven, Annuar retorted: "That shoul d have been done before the project was
approved. "

The exasperation comes at a tinme when nost peopl e have cone to expect
work to be acconplished at great speed.

Make no m stake about it. The Mal aysian civil service is seen as the
best anobng the devel opi ng nations and is now striving to achi eve the
i nternational standards for managenent and product/service excell ence -
| SO 9000 - by the year 2000.

The argunent is that the current situati on demands i nnovati on so that
the downturn is not severely felt by the people, especially the poor

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad had al ready i ssued a
directive for red tape to be mnimsed in projects that can spur economnic
growt h, sayi ng government enpl oyees coul d no | onger operate at the current
pace gi ven the econonic situation

Inthis context, a comment on the need to effectively inplenment the
Nat i onal Econom ¢ Recovery Pl an, by MP for Tanbun, Ahmad Husni Hanadzl ah,
who i s an economni st, may be rel evant.

He said | ast week: "The culture of working from8amto 4pm with routine
cof fee breaks nust go ... we are nmoving into the 21st century."

Then, | ast Sunday, Deputy Prine M nister Datuk Seri Anwar |brahim
di ssastisfied by the inplenentation of small projects Annuar was referring
to, sl apped an Aug 31 deadline for the projects to get off the ground. As
a foll owup, Anwar acconpani ed by Annuar, then inspected sone of these



projects in central Perak, to push for speedy i npl enentation

It isarelief, therefore, that efforts are being made to sinplify
procedures. Al ready, the Entrepreneur Devel opnment M nistry headed by Dat uk
Miust apa Mohanmed has been abl e to di sburse a lot nore nmoney to small-scale
entrepreneurs since it asked applicants to deal withit directly fromthis
nmont h.

"When banks were disbursing it, only | oans of between RVM60, 000 and
RM70, 000 were gi ven out weekly. Now we are rel easi ng RVb00, 000 to
RM700, 000 a week, " said an official, who nonet hel ess under st ood t he need
for procedures as a formof safeguard. "But the current situation requires
us to be innovative."

For, too stringent procedures leave little roomfor flexibility. "The
civil service has a command structure. Thus, people down the line wait for
orders, afraid of doing the wong things," reasoned Chua Ti an Chang,
director of Labour Research Centre, a company whi ch, anbng others
conducts | abour-rel ated studies.

VWi ch probably expl ains an unofficial termreportedly called tawakuff in
sone sections of the bureaucracy which nmeans a project has neither been
approved nor rejected.

Annuar, on his part, said the influential Village Devel opment and
Security Conmittees shoul d take over the small projects to circunmvent the
red tape.

Educati on M ni ster Datuk Seri Najib Tun Razak, too, raised the need for
the State Educati on Departnents, instead of the Public Wrks Departnent,

to carry out sone sinple projects, |ike building functional classroons.
We are probably wi tnessing the Mal aysian civil service's version of "do-
it-yoursel f" taking shape here. One poser may still crop up, though. "Wy

t he urgency was not apparent before?"

Annuar, of Pas-rul ed Kel antan, described the reporter's question as Pas-
style, saying:

"Way shoul d you ook at it fromthat angle? It is better nowthan never
especially when there is an urgent need to ensure the livelihood of the
poor is not affected by the downturn.”
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