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Maki ng the right noves in their youth

Harris Taib
THE essential ingredient in sporting excellence is the presence of a solid
devel oprent programre whi ch woul d ensure continuity and progress.

Yet this is sonething nost Ml aysian sports do not have

Whi | e a handful of associ ations have gone through the troubl e of picking
young talent and turning theminto i nternationally-conpetitive athletes,
the mgjority hardly knowwhat devel opnent entails, littlerealisingits
i nport ance.

For years, the conmon excuse everyone seened to have got away with was
the lack of funds, but this can no | onger be acceptabl e since the
associ ati ons now have a | ot of sponsorship ringgit fromthe private
sector.

It is no secret that npst Mal aysian sports rely on that handful of
athl etes for success and these athl etes have either refused toretire or
cannot afford to.

A l ook at Mal aysi an soccer will reveal that although it has been 10
years since the League turned professional, Mlaysia have yet to inpress
at the regional stage

This is unlike South Korea who have gone to four Wirld Cups.

The fault lies in the | ack of proper devel opnent, although soccer is the
nunber one sport in Ml aysia and pl ayed by al nbst every school boy and even
girls are taking up the sport now.

Even the Prem er League, the platformfor the elite, does not want to
ri sk devel opi ng youngsters at the expense of losing a shot at thetitle.

"What Mal aysi an sports need is to re-activate the club system which
woul d enabl e nore potential athletes to be unearthed,” said A ynpic
Counci | of Mal aysia (OCM secretary Sieh Kok Chi.

"Take soccer for exanple. Instead of restricted to | ooking for a
national teamfromonly 14 teams, the sel ectors can easily shortli st
hundreds from cl ubs. "

I ndeed t he presence of nore teans woul d gi ve a better representation of
tal ent when scouting for national players.

Si eh poi nted out that such practice would help elimnate favouritismor
personal agendas as sone associ ati ons have been known to deliberately shut
t he door on promising athletes to protect their existing stable of
sportsnen.

"I f every nei ghbourhood had a sports club and proper basic facilities,
it woul d encourage nore people to take up sports for conpetition or for
heal th and recreational purposes.

"The problemnowis there nay be potential athletes who do not have an
avenue they can turn to in pursuing a particular sport seriously."”

OCM vi ce- presi dent Tunku | nran Tuanku Ja' afar | ast nonth pointed out
that there was an absence of sports culture, and that interest for sports
had undeni ably gone down at the schools.

"In fact, sports takes the back seat in our education system where
physi cal education is reduced to a once-a-week activity," he said.

So lacking is interest that Ml aysi ans are predom nantly known to be
sports ent husi asts who rather watch tel evi sion instead of buying a ticket
to catch any event live

At an International A ynpic Council Forumfor Devel opnent in Kual a
Lunmpur | ast nonth, del egates stressed the i nportance of sponsors at junior
or grassroots |evel.



One rel evant point was whil e sone sponsors were quick to invest in
sports at the highest level, they failed to realise that without success
at the junior level, it would be inpossible to produce international-class
at hl et es.

Mal aysi an t enpi n bowl i ng head coach Sid Al | en, whose athl et es enj oyed
consi derabl e success at the recent Conmonweal t h Ganes, made sonme sense out
of the success Ml aysi an at hl et es gai ned.

“"When it cane to the crunch, it was our athletes who on their own,
whet her at the bowing all ey, shooting range or track arena, delivered the
medal s.

"If they coul d not produce, no anount of cheering or hone advant age
woul d hel p. "

The introduction of the Rakan Sukan progranme in 1994, where private
sector sponsorship for five years was secured for a nunber of sports
associ ati ons, was supposed t o have spear headed t he hunt for fresh tal ent.

But controversies surrounded the programre with al | egati ons of
sponsor shi p noni es dedi cat ed f or devel opment was i nstead redirected by
several sports associations for other purposes.

Ironically, it was only two years ago that Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hir Moharmad criticised athl etes and officials for excessive
politicking, infighting and | ack of discipline which has grossly hurt
Mal aysi an sports.

He said certain officials still fought to cling on to power although
t hey had no nore i deas or programes which could contribute to the success
of their sports bodies.

Whi | e t he Government continued to provide financial assistance and build
facilities, Dr Mahathir believed those i nvolved in sports nust realise
their role and fulfil their responsibilities.

"W need to | ook at the devel opnent of sports fromour own perspective
and not blindly followor do what ot hers say,"” he had told the i naugural
national sports convention in April 1996.

There was also a call recently to revive the spirit of volunteerism -
whi ch had produced successful sports in the 1960s and 1970s - at a tine
when at hl et es wer e bei ng generously rewarded for their perfornmance, and
when bribery and match-fixi ng becane apparent, especially in soccer.

"This sprit is eroding and | fear it will no longer be there. If this
happens, what ever services rendered by athletes (and officials) will have
to be paid in cash,” said Dr Mahathir

"Thi s comrerci al approach will be detrinmental to the devel opment of
sports. "

Shoul d the club systembe reactivated, it will demand basic
infrastructure being built not only at district |evel, but in every
nei ghbour hood.

Nati onal Unity and Soci al Devel opnent M nister Datin Paduka Zal eha
Ismai| had recently suggested just this, and even proposed that | oca
authorities allowresidential prenises to be converted into fitness
centres.

Dr Mahat hir had al so commented that the international class facilities
built for the Conmonweal th Ganes shoul d not becore white el ephants.

"They were not nmeant for one event but for future use," he said.

And future does not necessarily nean hosting events, but allow ng
maxi mumuse of these prestigious sporting arenas - sonething you don't
hear of when it comes to the | poh and Kual a Lunpur vel odrones, and the
Shah Al am nai n and i ndoor stadiunms to nanme a few.

As it is today, even school sports facilities are being underutili sed.

Ter engganu Menteri Besar Tan Sri Wan Mokhtar Ahmad recently nenti oned
sonet hi ng very novi ng, whi ch agai n, highlights the | ack of devel oprment in



Mal aysi an sport.

He said it was ironic that Terengganu had not devel oped even one wort hy
swi rmer despite being priviligedto have 270 kil onmetres of beaches, 10
maj or rivers, Tasik Kenyir and numerous sw nmi ng pool s.

Al the facilities one can i magi ne not only w dely made avail abl e, but
sone built for prestige, all as a service to Ml aysi ans.

Now al I we need are the sportsnen to start making use of the facilities.

This is where the sports associ ations nust realise that their roleis
not just to assist the stars, but also make stars out of the occasional

sportsnen.
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