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VWH LST now over shadowed by the continuing riots in Indonesia, the March
canp riots in Senenyi h and t he subsequent Press and governnental reaction
are worrying not only as an isolated incident but also as a hint of things
to conme. Wth so many differing crises (economnmc, environnental -air and
wat er, foreign confidence) upon our col | ective doorstep, effective crisis
managenent, both in ternms of the events and shapi ng perception of the
events is ever nore crucial. The events of the final days of March
precipitated a failure on both fronts.

The British Sunday paper, The Cbserver, ran a front page piece on the
riots quoting several escaped refugees who clainmed that the riots were
sparked of f by sone of their nunber vom ting bl ood. The Coserver joined in
t he refugees' specul ation that the voniting had been caused by sedati ves
bei ng added to the canp i nhabitants' food. This sparked off a runour of
poi soning which in turn precipitated the riots. The Cbserver, which in
association with the BBC al so nade a TV docunentary on the subject,
printed several pictures of the tightly bound corpses of refugees who had
di ed from gunshot wounds.

The i ncident and the reportage sparked of f condemati on from hunan
ri ghts groups and renewed requests fromthe UN H gh Comni ssi oner for
Ref ugees, Amesty I nternati onal and Western journalists toinspect the
canps. These requests continue to be refused. The reportage al so pronpted
a powerful reaction fromDatuk Seri Dr Mahathir: "They tell lies, they
suppress news about us and yet they accuse us. It's about time our Press
tells the truth about them"

The Cbserver ran another front-page article, repeating in equal detai
the incidents and its theories on it. The paper hints at gruesone human
rights abuses, and lists with cold relish all the other troubles, fromthe
snog, to the econony, water shortage and the threat to the Cormonweal th
Ganes, facing our country. The article ends with a description of the
tightly bound corpses and the i nnuendo-1aden question: "Wy bother to
handcuff a corpse?” Revealingly, it uses the term"regi me" wi thout further
el aboration to descri be t he Mal aysi an Gover nment .

The Observer's reaction does not seemto be in the best spirit of
obj ective journalism One unpl easant canp ri ot does not a despoti smnake,
and there does seemto be a slight taste of malice in the reportage.
Equal | y though, | don't think we hel ped ourselves by reacting to the
accusations by | ashing out at the foreign Press.

To conpound al | egati ons of human rights abuses with Press censorshipis
toinvite adverse publicity. At atine when there is quite enough bad news
inthe East to sell Western papers it makes little sense for us to be
provi di ng additi onal cannon fodder to bl ast away at i nvestor confidence
and our dwindling tourist trade.

Justified though the anger and frustration that Mal aysi ans and their
| eaders may feel at bei ng bonbarded by Western criticism two inportant
distinctions need to be borne high in mnd. Firstly the Western Press are
not the sanme peopl e as Wstern governnents. Papers |i ke The Cbserver have
a long tradition of objective journalism

They will expose what they see as corruption or cover-up in their own
countries as quickly as they will that which occurs overseas. They
legitimately see the investigative journalismas aresponsibility to those
who do not have a voice



Secondly even if we feel they are biased, we shoul d not all ow our anger
at themto prevent us searching for the truth indifficult situations
oursel ves. If we nust shoot the nessenger, the | east we can do i s heed the
nmessage.

G ven that the fact of the clash, and the death toll is not in dispute,
it should be uncontroversial to |lay out the possibilities as three
nmut ual | y excl usi ve scenari os:

* There is no truth to The Qobserver's conjectures. No sedatives or
poi sons wer e used, no handcuffed prisoners were shot and no human ri ghts
abuses took place. The officials reacted to the riots according to
accept abl e gui del i nes, and t he deat hs, whilst tragic, are not nurders or
the result of officially sanctioned brutality.

* Human rights abuses did take place, but these were the result of a few
canp wardens acting i ndependently w thout official authority or sanction

* Human ri ghts abuses did take place and these are governnment policy. In
the first scenario, then the nost obvi ous course of action would be to
t hr ow open the canp doors to the UN and Amesty and show t he worl d t hat we
are capabl e of dealingwith adifficult problemhumanely. Neither the ban
on the papers nor the denial of access to the canps nakes sense in this
scenari o, and shoul d be rethought.

In the second situation, there should be an i ndependent inquiry and
t hose responsi bl e shoul d be di sci pl i ned.

It is not an easy job, but all the nore inportant that those who perform
it should be aware of the need to carry it out as painlessly and justly as
possi bl e.

Certainly there is nothing to be gained by our | eaders conprom sing
their own integrity by defending i ndef ensi bl e acti ons.

The third scenario is nearly too awful to contenplate, and all the nore
reason to discredit with cl ear open objective facts those who are
contenplating it.

The difficulties within the canps are but tiny operational difficulties
conpared to the noral and | ogi stical issues that the refugee crisisis
precipitating.

The truth is that our econony with unenpl oynent rising canill afford
the strain of two mllion out-of-work inmgrants who are al ready here,
still less the boat | oads nore who are attenpting (often futile and

sonetines fatal) covert |andings every day.

But, by chucking themout and since the official governnent name given
to the repatriation exercise is "QOperati on GO AWAY", | presune that
euphem sns are not considered either tactful or necessary t hough we cast
theminto a turnoil both political and econom c far worse than our own.

That decision will not only cost many of themtheir freedomor |ives,
but al so reneges on prom ses i npli ed and expect ati ons encouraged by the
boomyears of tol erant and blind-eyed wel cone to our Asean nei ghbours.

Despite the cl ear econonic dictates of the situation, sentinent onthe
ground is mxed. Many hold strong feelings for the Indonesians.

Many will have rel atives who face starvation and i n sone cases
persecution if they were nmade toreturn. It is adifficult probl emand one
partly of our own creation.

Bet ween the rock and the hard place it may be that casualties are
i nevitable, but at | east we can try and ensure that our nationa
integrity, reputation and basic humanitarian principles are not anong
t hem
* Send feedback to arvi nd@essoptim st.clara.net or visit webpage -

WWw. pessoptim st.clara. netysite
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