29/ 07/ 1999
Questions linger over South Indian Labour Fund Board issue

Pat vi nder Si ngh
WAS it necessary for the Government to take over the adm nistration of the
Sout h | ndi an Labour Fund Boar d?

This is the crucial question that shoul d be asked in the wake of the
furore over the recent decision to dissolve the fund.

To answer this, one has to go back to the original objectives behind the
setting up of the board and whet her these had been net over tinme - 41
years to be exact.

The board was established to repatriate to India retired and elderly
Sout h I ndi ans brought in to work in Malaya by the British.

It was also to ook after the welfare of the workers and their
dependant s or orphans.

At last count, the board was adm nistering an old fol k's hone in Ni bong
Tebal with 38 i nmat es.

In effect, its assets of RM.36 million and a 6.07ha | and bank in Bukit
Panchor, Ni bong Tebal, were being used to | ook after a small group of
peopl e.

The | and was donated by the late Penang tycoon N.T.S. ArunugamPill ai .

The last time it repatriated soneone was in 1993. For the record, the
board has repatriated sonme 27,000 South Indian | abourers since its
i nception.

The answer to the original question is obvious. The original terns of
ref erence have been nore than net.

The truth, however, is that the original objectives of the board are not
rel evant anynore.

Is it then time to take stock and carry on, keeping as closely as
possible to the spirit of the South |Indian Labour Fund Board Act 1958 as
envi saged by the founding fathers?

This is what the Governnment, via the MC, is trying to do. The Human
Resources M nistry which oversees the adninistration of the board will use
the board's assets to help the Indian conmunity at | arge.

It proposes to do so by establishing a skills training centre for the
I ndi an community which will enable themto participate nore effectively in
t he devel opnent process.

It is understood that half the fund's cash assets would be used to begin
construction of the centre while a decision on howto rai se nore noney
woul d be rmade | ater.

The rest of the noney has been handed over to the Welfare Departnment to
pay monthly allowances to the inmates at the hone.

If anything is in error, it may be the question of timng of the nove to
di ssol ve the board.

The question which some are asking is why now and not 20 years ago when
t he board had al nost exhausted its responsibilities?.

A pertinent question as little has changed over the past two decades or
so. No one has answered this question with the rhetoric concentrating nore
on whether or not the board shoul d be dissol ved.

Sone have advi sed caution in not dissolving the board in haste.

The Governnent all eges the controversy revol ving around the issue boils
down to politics.

The MCis alleging that the Opposition is trying to nake politica
capital of the issue, especially with the election around the corner.

Conversely, others may be tenpted to think that with polls com ng soon,



the Governnent is trying to use the skills training centre to garner votes
fromthe I ndian comunity.

Personalities also seemto be clouding the issue with M C president
Datuk Seri S. Sany Vellu and DAP national vice-chairman M Kul asegaran
| ocki ng horns in an encounter outside Parlianent.

That the fund conmes under the purview of the Human Resources Mnistry
and not the M C was perhaps | ost on sone.

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad said opposition to the
di ssol ution of the fund was political and ained at attacking the MC and
its | eadership.

Deputy Human Resources M nister Datuk Dr Affifudin Orar when w ndi ng up
debate on the South | ndian Labour Fund (Dissolution) Bill 1999 said that
the Governnment's aimwas to bring South Indians into the mainstream of
nati onal devel opnent.

Kul asegaran charged the Government had no "noral standing" to divest al
powers, rights, privileges, duties, |land, assets, liabilities and
obligations vested with the board.

"The fund was set up without a single sen comng fromthe Governnent.

"Thus, what is the justification for dissolving the fund and board?" he
asked, describing the passing of the dissolution Bill as the "darkest" day
for the I ndian community.

The Mal aysi an Hi ndu Youth Council, on the other hand, is of the opinion
that Indian plantation workers and the Indian conmunity shoul d exerci se
direct control over the fund.

Conmon to all opinions on the issue are estate workers and their
dependant s.

It may be prudent for the Human Resources Mnistry to ensure that the
cash and | and assets of the fund be used to directly benefit this
community which has remained in the wi ngs of devel opnent for far too | ong.

This could be done in lieu of a special fund to | ook after the welfare
of estate workers and their dependants as suggested by Ml aysi an Trades
Uni on Congress president Senator Zainal Ranpak.

In the final analysis, the end must justify the neans.

(END)



	Questions linger over South Indian Labour Fund Board issue (NST 29/07/1999)

