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One for all ... all for one

CALL it transformasi. Mal aysi ans have been presented with a direct
opportunity to put participatory denocracy into practice through the
Second National Econom ¢ Consultative Council. The challenge is sinple -
use it or lose it.

Qbviously, there is nothing |ike meani ngful expression to make the
rakyat feel a part of the process of change. That it comes at a crucial
stage of the nation's march to devel oped status is indicative of the fresh
enphasi s placed on the views of the people.

The council should find the means to turn this into a dynam c exerci se
t hat engages al |l thinking Mal aysians. Long-standi ng concerns, practica
suggestions and constructive views are there for the recording, but these
have to be gathered in an orderly and incl usive manner.

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad has said he wants a policy
that is aggressive and strategic, one which involves a paradi gmshift.
Bei ng entrusted to cone up with "futuristic and relevant" ideas to help
the nation achi eve devel oped status, the council itself should avoid
passivity by inviting public views only through nmenoranda. This could
danpen ent husi asm al nost i mmedi atel y, as not everyone has the capacity to
shape opinion into a formal docunent.

The seven working conmittees under the council could instead fornulate a
basi ¢ questionnaire or comrent formthat is specific to goals in each area
of work. Feedback can thus be made relevant to the topic at hand and woul d
be easier to conpile and eval uate for policy-naki ng purposes.

Civil society groups, the media and an el ectronic website with e-nail
facility should be utilised to extend the survey nationwi de. This period
woul d al so be useful in explaining issues, educating the public and
encouragi ng their ownership of the policy that is in the making. Meetings
intown halls and community centres should be the order of the day, to
i nvol ve people at the grassroots and obtain consensus.

At another level, the council will have to rely on the expertise of its
menbers who represent all shades of political, econom c and soci al
opi ni on. Many woul d have been invol ved i n previous vehicles that advanced
soci al justice and economic growh. This time, however, a quantum/| eap
will be necessary in formulating policies that anticipate needs of the
next decade.

There is no substitute for homework on the issues involved and to |ink
this with far-sighted strategi es bei ng adopted worl dwi de. Each comm ttee
shoul d i ncorporate | arger concerns such as bridging incone disparities,
enpower nent of marginalised comunities, and bal anci ng social and
envi ronnmental concerns with econoni ¢ needs.

The council is obliged to accombdate reasonabl e comments so that this
does not end up as an exercise in tokenism Even as the policy under each
commttee is drawn up over the comng year, the draft should be rel eased
for further comment. The public should have sight of what has been
i ncluded before the statenment of intent and rel ated action-plans are
finalised.

Tedi ous and tine-consunming as this nmay seem it would be worthwhile
review ng, redefining and redirecting interest to aspects of devel opnent
that will require public involvenent to succeed. If nothing else, it would
teach Mal aysi ans that they are responsible for their own future.
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