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Peaceful assenblies can go wong

A. Kadir Jasin
TAN Sri Musa Hitamis support for a peaceful assenbly on the eve of a
proposed unaut hori sed gat hering | ast Friday i n Kual a Lunpur unnerved sone
peopl e.

The chai rman of the newl y-forned Mal aysi an Human Ri ghts Conmi ssi on
t hought the criticisnms were an affront to hi mand ot her nenbers of the
commi ssi on

Musa' s detractors saw his statenent as an endorsenent of a protest
gat hering planned to coincide with the H gh Court verdict of the sodony
trial of Datuk Seri Anwar | brahim

The protest, billed Perhinpunan Rakyat - Bebaskan Si st em Kehaki nan
(Peopl e's Assermbly - Free the Judicial System) - fizzled out when the
court postponed the verdict. Asmaller gathering took place on Friday and
a handful of participants were arrested.

I't i s understandabl e that Musa as chairman of the conm ssion would |ike
to establish his reputation as an unbi ased and i ndependent protector of

human rights in the country. It is, after all, the role of the conm ssion
to protect and pronote fundanental human rights which include the right of
assenbl y.

But some observers are sceptical. Rightly or wongly, they sensed
politics in his statement. They pointed out that the former Deputy Prine
M ni ster was not politically unbiased.

Thi s, according to sone sources, i s because Misa continues to talk
politics and dispense political advice to his circle of friends and
pr ot eges.

O course, as a promni nent Ml aysian and one who is comitted to
denocratic ideals, Misa has every right to express his opinion on politics
and ot her issues.

But the circunstances under whi ch the statenent was nmade caused his
notive and his wi sdomto be questioned.

As the Johor Umo Youth head Dr Nasrah Sali mwas reported as saying,
Musa' s statenent could be interpreted as giving the green light for the
proposed assenbly.

He said Musa, as a former Hone M nister, was well aware of the risks
involved in allow ng such an assenbly.

The young Johor | eader went on to remind his State's elder politician to
be m ndful of the sensitivities of the Mal aysi an soci ety and not to be
carried away wi th what he call ed the Western ways.

Whet her they are Eastern or Western ways, | amsure Misa has not
forgotten his own experience and i nvol verent in handling these so-called
peaceful assenblies. He surely knows just howeasy it is for things to go
terribly wong.

Renenber the 1974 student-led denonstration in Baling, Kedah, and the
ones pitching the Chinese and the Malays in the | ate 80s?

The | atter happened at a time when Umo and the Governnent were seen as
weak follow ng the acrinoni ous chall enge to Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohanmad' s | eadership of the party i n which Misa was a key partici pant.

The assenblies and gat herings, sone of which were held in tenples,
started of f as sinple protests over the appoi ntment of non- Chi nese
educat ed t eachers as seni or assi stants and princi pals of Chi nese school s.
But t hey soon degenerated i nto a conmunal confrontation

Bei ng a denocrat and one who, without fear or favour, freely expresses



hi s opi ni on of other people and i ssues, Misa shoul d not be too sensitive
to criticism

It goes to showthat there is freedomin this country and that the
conmi ssion is independent. It has to be when the very sane peopl e who
debat ed and approved its formation in Parlianment are unhappy withits
st and.

BUT to be fair to Musa, we have to acknow edge that he has a poi nt when
he sai d peaceful assenblies should be allowed. He was nerely stating a
fact.

Such assenblies and gatherings are not alien to this country. They
continue to be all owed dependi ng on the assessnent of the police and ot her
| aw enf or cement agenci es.

Take the el ecti on canpai gn as an exanple. Despite the restrictions on
electionrallies, the ceramah that replaced themattracted as many peopl e
and were as voci ferous.

The speakers taking part in these political tal ks could be speaki ng from
inside a hall or an enclosed area as stipul ated by | aw, but the audi ence
often overfl owed i nto the nearby cof f eeshops, football fields and streets.

Very sel domwas action taken agai nst the organi sers, speakers and
nmenber s of the audi ence for breaking the rules for as | ong as | aw and
order were nmintained.

It becones a probl emonly when organi sers of these assenblies insist on
hol di ng themin the open and linking their protests to an enotionally-
charged event or issue.

Surely we have not forgotten the reformasi roadshow of 1998 i n Kual a
Lunmpur and el sewhere?

Despite being held illegally, including at the National Mdsque, these
assenbl i es were not stopped until incitenent and viol ence crept in.

Even so, the partici pants were given repeat ed warni ngs and suffi ci ent
time to disperse before the police noved in to arrest those who defied the
or der.

Still, there were casualties on the side of the protesters and the
police. The rioters al so danaged public property and di srupted busi ness by
i nvadi ng shoppi ng conpl exes to avoi d arrest.

The organi sers of these gatherings deliberately chose places and venues
t hat guaranteed themmaxi mumattention, in particular fromthe Western
medi a.

And what coul d be nore visible than the vicinity of Dataran Merdeka,
which is one of city's busiest spots, and the National Msque nearby?

Furt hernore, we nust understand the predi canent of the | aw enforcenent
agenci es. They cannot afford to ri sk anot her viol ent incident soon after
the Al -Ma' unah debacl e which clained the |ives of two non-Muslinms - one a
policeman and the other a soldier

Wth the benefit of hindsight, it would have been better if Misa and
politicians had not been i nvol ved i n endorsi ng or condemni ng t he proposed
gat heri ng.

The organi sers might have a political notive in wanting to stage the
protest. But at the end of the day, it boils down to | aw and order. As
such, it shoul d have been |l eft entirely to the discretion of the police.

ITis arelief to hear the assurance by the Attorney-General, Tan Sri
Moht ar Abdul | ah, and the I nspector-General of Police, Tan Sri Norian Mi
that the 27 nenbers of the deviationist A -M'unah group involved in the
theft of firearns fromtwo nilitary installations in Gik, Perak, early
| ast month woul d be charged

There was confusion and fear that the crimnals would not be charged
when t heir custodi al remand was changed t o detenti on under the Interna
Security Act earlier in the week.



Fol I owi ng the | SA detention, the prosecution of the group was deferred.
Nori an said they woul d be charged in two weeks' tine.

They are expected to face charges rangi ng fromrobbery to ki dnappi ng and
murder. One or nore of these charges can | ead to a death sentence.

Moht ar said he was satisfied that there was sufficient evidence to
warrant the prosecution of those invol ved.

"In the interest of national security, | have decided to defer the
prosecution of these crimnals for the time being," he added.

Moht ar said the i nvestigation into the incident had been conpl eted, and
that police had submitted their reports to his office

"I amsatisfied that police had conducted a thorough i nvestigation," he
sai d, addi ng that he and his senior officers had conducted a detail ed
study on the papers.

Inthe meantinme, it isinteresting to see if any |lawer or party wll
cone forward to represent these people. O course, they are entitledto a
court-appoi nted counsel if they do not have one or cannot afford one.
Alternatively, they may choose to def end t hemsel ves.

DEPUTY Prine M nister Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad Badawi bl aned the hijack
of a police car and the theft of a subnmachi ne gun in an attenpted robbery
on July 27 on kecuai an (negligence).

It is reassuring that "M Nice GQuy and M C ean" is tal king strai ght and
not maki ng excuses.

It does not do the image of the country any good when fully armed
pol i cenen | ose their patrol car and weapon to a bunbling robber

Fortunately, the perpetrator was not a professional robber but a drug
addict and small-time felon. Had he been a real crininal, the patrol car
and the gun woul d not have been so speedily recovered.

Many police and military weapon | ost or stol en had never been recovered.
Many rmay have ended up in the hands of crimnals and used in robberies and
nmur der s

As for the Deputy Prime Mnister, | amsure he knows that being M C ean
and M Nice Guy al one i s not enough. He has to be tough when toughness is
required. Gtherwi se, there is danger that sone unscrupul ous peopl e may
t ake advant age of his niceness.

But he cannot do it al one. The people who proclaimthat they | ove him
respect himand are working for hi mshould not say or do things that could
tarnish his image |i ke scranbling for projects and using his name to get
one.

I amnot saying they are doing this and | amnot suggesting that
Abdullah is allowing it to happen. It is just a thought.

I THANK a fell ow scribe (or, shall | say, a former scribe since |like ne,
she too |l eft the enpl oynent of this newspaper), for the encouragi ng e-
mai | .

In an e-world, e-mail is becom ng e-nmust. But |ike everything else, too
much e-nmail is not good. Too nuch tine spent readi ng and even nore tine
responding. The latter is not always possible.

But unlike nme, the scri be does not continue witing her hugely popul ar
weekly anal ysis. She should have if she can

She said the trouble with people is they |ike to over-pat thensel ves on
t he back for capturing the tiger, when, inthe first place, they should
not have allowed it to escape

But | et ne assure her that | was not after Defence Mnister Datuk Seri
Naji b Tun Razak's bl ood. | have no reason to.

| have known hima very long tinme and | think we understand each ot her
wel | enough. | first interviewed himin 1977 when he was a political
greenhorn. Since then he has conme a | ong way.

The problem if any, is with people who have a penchant for readi ng



media criticismas an orchestration or a dark agenda.

I thank Najib for accepting ny criticismin good spirit.

| also thank reader S. A Rahi mof Kuala Lunmpur for his response to | ast
week' s colum. He was of the opinion that foreign investors are hol di ng
back "because of uncertainties brought about by actions taken by the
aut horities which created non-transparenci es and w t hout (good) corporate
gover nance al t hough we preach both matters".

( END)
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