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West ern nedia should be punished if disregard for fair play continues

Abdul | ah Tan
THE Western nedi a have their own gl obal agenda i.e. defending the free
mar ket and its attendant "free flow of capital”.

This i s understandabl e. Their very survival depends on foll ow ng where
the US and Western capital goes.

Wthout a free flow of capital, especially the short-term"hot noney"
type, the dermand for information fromthis global nmedia network will
di m ni sh.

They certainly are not happy that we are taking steps that can threaten
t he foundation of the gl obal business.

They do want other nations to realise the way we do that "hot nmoney" can
pl ay havoc on national economni es unless properly controlled and regul at ed.
The West does not want regul ation.

We acknow edge that "hot noney" nmay not come to Malaysia for the tine
being. And if it remains a destabilising factor, we shoul d be courageous
enough to say no to it.

However, we believe that long-termforeign direct investnments will not
be di scouraged as in the case of Blue Circle Group increasing its
investnent in the cenment industry in Ml aysia. Foreign conpanies |ike
Shell and Nestle have been in Malaysia for a long tine and will continue
to growwith the country. Mich as you may not like to hear it, these are
the facts and a nore bal anced vi ew.

* Why are there two standards - one for the Wst and one for Asia. The
US has always |owered interest rates in a crisis. During the junk bond
crisis, the Federal Reserve |lowered interest rates.

Very recently interest rates were again |l owered as Federal Reserve
chairman Al an G eenspan feared that the Asian and Russian crises may
spread to the US. So why ask us to tighten credit when the West will do
t he opposite? What is the agenda?

* Last week, the Federal Reserve forced several investnment banks to bai
out a failed hedge fund for fear that its |arge exposure to the banking
system may pose a systemic risk. This, sinply put, is cronyismand a
bai | out .

Why have the Western nmedi a not screaned "cronyi sm' and "bail out” at
Greenspan instead of |evelling such accusations at Prinme M nister Datuk
Seri Dr Mahathir Mohanad at every opportunity? Two standards and two sets
of rules? W all live in glass houses so please don't throw stones.

* After the dismissal of Datuk Seri Anwar |brahimand especially after
his arrest, the Western nedia rained "dictator" criticisns on Dr Mahathir
and are suggesting that Anwar may be innocent. Wy pre-judge?

As a matter of fact, you will discover that many Mal aysi ans, who know
more of the facts than the Western media, think otherw se. They believe Dr
Mahat hir has acted responsi bly as a gentl eman and st at esman.

* It is obvious that CNBC has been pro-Anwar right fromthe beginning.
Why shoul d a nedi a conpany take sides? Its business is to report the news
and not influence opinion of the masses.

The fact of the matter is that the boss has sacked his ex-deputy and
arrested himfor reasons which will be known when the case goes to trial.
After all, President Bill dinton has to answer to Congress for his sexua
m sdeneanour; so |l et the case be heard.

CNBC gave Anwar a lot of airtime for interviews, made suggestions that
peopl e here are unhappy with his renoval and that Dr Mahathir is



intolerant and a dictator. | amsure sonme are unhappy but if you take the
trouble to talk to enough people, you will realise that there are a | ot of
happy people in this country and an overwhel m ng groundswel | of support
for Dr Mahathir

In his own interest, Anwar has incited denpnstrations. At this tinme of
economc difficulty, this is not in Malaysia's interest; so does he really
Il ove his country or is he interested only in saving hinself by any nmeans
and net hods, regardl ess of the costs and damage to the country?

* CNBC s portrayal of the recent denmonstrations has been grossly
m sl eading. Wiilst it is correct that a few thousand of Anwar's supporters

denonstrated, there was no violence. Mre inportantly, life was normal in
all other parts of the country. In fact, nost evenings in Bangsar, a
fashi onabl e suburban centre in Kuala Lunpur, people partied till late
every night.

We appreciate that CNBCis in the business of selling news but please
don't sell disinformation to the extent that it affects our country's
i mge abroad. Like every country, we need tourists so don't do us injury
to suit your own interest.

It should be noted that our nei ghbour, Singapore, especially under Lee
Kuan Yew, has | ong advocated and still practises a policy of strict
supervision of the international foreign nedia in terns of what they are
allowed to wite inrelationto the internal affairs and politics of the
republic.

The golden rule is that foreign publications are not allowed to wite
untruths, cast aspersions on governnment policies, make any comment on any
internal issue with intention to mslead, and generally to render opinions
on any internal policy which are specul ative and not deened to be
responsi bl e st at enent s.

Si ngapore has a long history of demandi ng and enforcing strict
di scipline against the foreign nedia. Any intransigence will bring forth
i medi ate and harsh retaliation by the Governnent.

Errant foreign publications may be banned or suffer severe restrictions
on their circulation. Wth a severely curtailed circulation, these foreign
publications will | ose nobney in Singapore; so they will have to toe the
official line and respect the donmestic policy of their host country if
they want to continue to distribute and sell their publications.

Maj or publications such as the Asian Wall Street Journal, Far Eastern
Econom ¢ Review, International Herald Tribune, etc, have experienced this
formof retaliation by the Singaporean Governnment. Fromtinme to tine, some
of these publications and their witers have al so been taken to court.

Furthernore, the Singaporean Government will not hesitate to arrest and
detain local and foreign parties under the republic's Internal Security
Act if their actions are deened prejudicial to national interests. For
exanpl e, several nenbers of a local religious group were arrested in the
m d- 80s under the | SA for anti-governnment activities deened to be agai nst
national interest and had to make public confessions on tel evision before
t hey were rel eased.

In the late 80s, a well-known journalist for the Asian Wall Street
Journal working and living in Singapore was gi ven advance infornation that
he woul d be arrested under the | SA for persistently witing negative,
critical and factually incorrect articles on Singapore's new y-forned
second board of the stock exchange (Sesdaq).

This journalist |eft Singapore before he could be arrested and noved to
Kual a Lunpur where he continued to work for AWSJ until he left for
Washi ngton in 1994 to take on an assignment for a Ml aysi an publicati on.

Last year, a visiting American |lecturer at the National University of
Si ngapore wwote a critical article on the Singaporean Government and



published it in the International Herald Tribune. The lecturer fled
Si ngapore before he could be arrested and the Governnent sued the Tribune.

Si ngapore's apparent hard stand agai nst irresponsible foreign
publications can be justified on the grounds that the playing field is not
| evel between the | ocal nmedia of small countries and international nedia
conmpani es. International media conmpani es such as Ti me Warner own and
control several publications including Tine and Fortune, and have al so
merged with CNN, the global television news network which broadcasts
round-t he-cl ock

The [ ocal media of Asian countries do not have the international
circul ation and audi ence to influence gl obal opinion so they cannot be a
threat to Western countries.

Even so, the nmedia in this country are generally careful and responsible
intheir comrentaries on the affairs of our nei ghbours and their | eaders
and they do not have the habit of passing irresponsi ble comments, naking
harsh judgments, trying to influence opinion and casting aspersi ons on
Western | eaders. This is very nuch part of the Asian culture where we are
sensitive, tolerant and respectful of the interests of others.

Mal aysi ans are generally aggrieved by CNBC s and AWAJ' s sensati onal i st
reports on Mal aysia. Many woul d al so ask of themto stop taking sides,
stop being prejudiced, and, be fair to Dr Mahathir. Oherw se, we would
urge the Mal aysi an Governnent to adopt Singapore-style "hardball" tactics
with the Press where errant nedia conpanies and their reporters will be
sued, have their circul ation banned or restricted, and errant reporters
det ai ned under the | SA

Furthernore, Mal aysian conpanies will be forbidden fromadvertising in
t hese nedi a conpani es' publications. This way, they can't make fun of us
and take our nopney at the same tine.

What Mal aysians are basically saying to foreign nmedia conpanies is this
- be fair and truthful in your reporting. We realise that you are big
power ful corporations and giants |ike CNN and CNBC broadcast round-the-
clock; so what you say and how you say it will influence the opinion of
the world. Malaysia is a small country so the playing field is not I|evel
because whatever we may want to say woul d not be as effective as what you
medi a gi ants report.

If the foreign media continue to ignore our pleas - our CGovernnent
shoul d ban those guilty ones fromoperating in the country. It is better
to have no news than to have untruthful news.

In an unequal world we are justified in introducing sone nmeasures to
provi de sone re-bal ancing so that we can m nim se sone of the inequality.

( END)
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