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Don't criticise for the sake of criticising

Lokman Mansor

MALAYSI A was back among the top headlines in Asia | ast week with the
arrests of several Opposition politicians and the editor and publisher of
Pas in-house (but sold in the open) newspaper Harakah

As expected, the arrests drewcriticismfromvarious interest groups and
foreign nedia. These critics, because they are | ocated in a foreign
country, merely criticised for criticisms sake.

They did not concern thenselves with the laws in Malaysia, or with the
of fences that these people allegedly conmitted. In addition, their
comrent s showed j ust howignorant they are of the real situationinthe
country.

The Australian and The Austral i an Financi al Review, for exanple, said
the arrests showed up Mal aysi a as a backward-| ooking state and woul d deter
i nvest nent s.

What provoked these publications to say this we do not know. Perhaps it
was a dry day for news in Australia, or maybe the fact that their owner is
reportedly nmedi a nogul Rupert Miurdoch, hinmself once a target of criticism
by Prine M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad, had sonething to do with
it.

In any case, when asked about this | ast week, Deputy Prinme M nister
Dat uk Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad Badawi replied that foreign investors have not
been deterred at all by the arrests. In fact, Abdull ah said, investors
have returned in force to take advant age of Mal aysia's econom ¢ and
financial market revival, and they will continue to invest here because of
its peaceful environment and robust econony.

"The econony is strengthening and will continue to expand. There are
many opportunities for investors to secure good returns. This is what
attracts them" he said. Abdullah said foreigninvestors will be concerned
with the political affairs of a country if they canlead to instability.
What t hey want i s peace, security, and an envi ronnment conducive to do
busi ness.

"We have provi ded what they want,"” he said.

Even wi t hout Abdul | ah's comments, the signs were already crystal clear
t hat Mal aysi a remai ns a haven for foreigninvestors, if only these foreign
critics would bother to see for themsel ves.

I nvest ment house Merrill Lynch, in a research report covering the
performance of selected Asian stock markets during the first two weeks of
t he new year, says Mal aysia is nowthe "best perform ng market in Asia".

Followi ng the start of trading after the Hari Raya holidays, the
benchmar k Kual a Lunpur Conposite | ndex has been posting average gai ns of
20 points every day, pushing it closer to the 1,000 nark. On Friday it
cl osed at 953. 96.

Deal ers and anal ysts have attributed the rally to the returnin
confidence of foreign fund managers, many of themthe sanme ones who had
| eft Mal aysi an shores at the begi nning of the Asian financial crisis of
1997.

Even when Mal aysi a stood alone with its capital controls, criticised by
i nternational econoni sts and experts who argued over economni c i deol ogy,
practical investors understood the benefits of the neasures and that it
was still business as usual for them

These i nvest ors understand what Mal aysia has to offer, and will continue
to cone in droves for the opportunities available to them They know nore



about the country's real situation than the editors of newspapers in their
honme countries.

But it will continue to be an uphill battle for Ml aysia to get across
its side of the story. I n one of CNBC Asi a' s news progranmes yest er day,
when reporting on the arrests, no nenti on was made of the of fences the
Qpposition politicians are charged with.

Their viewers were not told that one of the politicians accused the
Gover nment of poi soning Datuk Seri Anwar | brahi m(nmedi cal tests proved he
wasn't poi soned), that another bl anmed the police for the 1969 raci al
riots, and that a third was i n possessi on of secret governnent docunents.

Nor were they told that under Mal aysi an | aw, anyt hing that m ght fuel
hatred t owards the Governnent, police or particul ar races can be deened as
threathening the security of this multiracial, nmultireligious and
mul ticultural country. Maybe they did not have enough tine to go i nto such
perspecti ve.

"Whoever conmits an of fence nmust be charged in court. Are the foreign
medi a sayi ng that because these peopl e are nmenbers of the Opposition they
enjoy imunity under the | aw that they cannot be taken to court for the
of fences they commt? The | aw does not discrimnate between those in
government and the opposition," Abdullah said | ast week.

Unfortunately, for a group that does not make the effort to understand
and see for thensel ves what the situationisreally likein Malaysia, it
i s perhaps too nmuch to expect the foreign nedia and their interest groups
to listen to what we have to say.
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