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Di m ni shed al | ure

Bhupi nder Si ngh
SUSANA Goh of Sandakan, Sabah, worked as a tenporary teacher for 18 years
for a nonthly pay of RM595.

She then underwent a special holiday training course and graduated as a
trainee teacher in three years. Hoping this would be her ticket to better
prospects, she applied to the Education Mnistry in 1998 to be put on a
hi gher pay scal e.

She was in for a shock. The mnistry offered her a job with a salary of
RM630, much | ower than what she was getting as a tenporary teacher
Her shortcom ng - she did not have a credit in Bahasa Melayu at the Sijil
Pel aj aran Mal aysia (SPM |evel. Goh was given five years to obtain the
credit, failing which her appointnment woul d automatically be term nated.

Wth an unenpl oyed husband and two school goi ng children, she is worri ed.
What woul d happen if she failed to get that elusive credit that could
change her life in her remaining 10 years in the Mal aysian civil service?
Stories like hers are not all that rare in the public sector. The civil
servi ce was once considered the place to work in as it offered good pay,
respectability and job security. "In the old days, a pre-condition to
marriage was that the suitor have a job in government service!' says Siva
Subramani am president of the Congress of Unions of Enployees in the
Public and Civil Services (Cuepacs). If he didn't, there was little
chance of marriage."'

Today, the public sector offers secure enpl oynent but the honour and
respect it used to command in the old days have sonmewhat di m ni shed
I nstead, the nore vibrant private sector, with its prospects of higher
sal aries and better career devel opnent opportunities has cast a strong
i npressi on on the mnds of the Ml aysian public.

So strong is the draw that the governnent now sees the brain drain from
the public sector to the private as a possi ble problem Subramani amtoo
does not dismiss this possibility.

"While the public sector is still able to attract peopl e because of the
pensi on, nedical benefits and job security it offers, the service has an
agei ng wor kforce, which is worrying. New graduates do not want to join the
civil service as the job-seeking concept anpbngst the new generation has
changed, ' says Subramani am

"Graduates today prefer to work in the private sector because they can
earn much nore. This sector usually pays enpl oyees for their productivity,
know edge and skills and offers benefits such as annual bonuses, profit-
sharing and paid holidays while the governnent offers annual salary
i ncrements and performance bonuses under the National Renuneration System
(NRS),"' which Subranmani am says i s open to abuse.

"So there is an incentive for private-sector workers to work harder
because they get direct benefits in the formof overtinme pay, for
exanpl e,' he adds.

The government salary structure is based on the pyramd systemfor
pronoti on purposes and the nmain casualties of this systemare
prof essi onal s such as doctors, |awers and engi neers, whose pay | evels
change at a fixed rate annually al though they may have gai ned extensive
experience over the years.

A doctor with five years service in the public sector woul d nake about
RM2, 800 a nonth while a doctor in a private clinic would easily earn
doubl e.



The Prime M nister hinmself nmakes about RM24,000 a nonth with pay and
al | onances, which is about what a second board manufacturing conpany's or
m d-si ze bank's chi ef executive officer would make. And that's not
counting the perks, bonuses, overseas trips, etc.

The governnent's ability to nmeet higher salaries is limted by its
ability to earn revenue fromtaxation and charges. Hence, the kind of
flexibility the private sector denonstrates with remunerations is not
possible for the civil service inits present formand size.

This is evident if we |look at the wage-earner estimates (see table). The
majority of civil servants are earning bel ow RML, 500 a nonth whil e those
earni ng sal ari es above RMB, 500 nmake up about 1 per cent of the total
Federal public sector workers.

The | ow pay levels could give rise to problens such as corruption
because of ever increasing |living costs. The | arge disparity between wage
earners in the public service and private sector and within the sectors
t hensel ves has | ed the Ml aysi an Trades Uni on Congress (MIUC) to propose a
m ni mum nont hly wage of RML, 200, which after nuch debate has been revised
to RMVBOO.

The governnent and the Ml aysi an Enpl oyers Federation (MEF) have
generally rejected this proposal. Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad has sai d that wages nust be based on productivity and coll ective
bar gai ni ng. The governnent is mndful of the need for wage |l evels to
remai n conpetitive agai nst regi onal econom es.

The civil service faces the chall enge of nodernising and adapting itself
to the needs of a devel opi ng econony and changi ng technol ogies. Its
present organi sational structures, work processes and managerial practices
cannot neet the chall enges of a nbdern econony and society.

Deputy Prine M nister Abdullah Ahmad Badawi has said that in this age of

t he knowl edge econony, digital technol ogy and gl obalisation, the continued
success of the civil service will depend on how quickly it adapts to serve
the public interest nore effectively. The service requires a | eaner

organi sational structure and highly trained and experienced civil

servants.

Herein probably lies the solution to the problemof |ow renuneration in
the public sector. A smaller civil sector using technol ogy and wor ki ng
efficiently with its limted resources should be nore productive and al |l ow
the governnment to allocate nore resources for sal aries and decrease
payouts for pensions and benefits such as heal thcare. The governnent has
adopted privatisation as a means to this end.

VWhat is the renunerative outlook for civil servants in the inredi ate
future? The governnment's ability to cater to the demands for higher wages
is constrained by its need to spend on devel opnment as the econony recovers
fromthe financial crisis of 1997. The Federal and state fiscal accounts
are currently running a deficit.

The government as well as state governments will have to finance sone of
t he devel opnent cost directly and indirectly. There will likely be an
increase in public debt that will see nore resources diverted to debt
servi ci ng.

This all points to a downside for civil servants but a recovering
econony w |l mean nmore revenue. Wether governnent revenues increase nore
than expenditure will determ ne the salary outl ook for civil servants.
Since the governnment is mndful of the needs of its enployees, it is
likely that they can expect sone changes in a couple of years, barring any
shocks to the econony.

As for Susana Goh, well, she will still need to get her credit in Bahasa
Mel ayu.
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