23/ 09/ 2000
Preparing for next wave of “war refugees' fromthe Philippines

Shansul Akmar
THE | eat herback turtl es have reappeared in Port Di ckson after three
decades and that shoul d be reason enough for cel ebration.

Properly handl ed, the sightings of these near extinct species wll
definitely boost the tourismindustry besides contributing to the study of
| eat her backs.

Wil e the Negri Sembilan authorities chart out plans on how to attract
nmore | eat herbacks to their coast, their brethren in Sabah, with the
assi stance of security forces, are trying to figure out howto deal with
the anticipated i nflux of refugees fromsouth Philippines.

What's the rel evance between the two i ssues? one might ask.

Going back in tinme, one may renenber that it was when the country had
its hands full with the boat people fromwar-torn Vietnamthat people
sighted | eat herbacks in the Rantau Abang coast.

Coincidental it may be, but realities are such.

Whi |l e the whol e epi sode proves that history does repeat itself, it
shoul d al so serve to rem nd Mal aysi ans that history can al so be a good
t eacher.

During the height of the Vietnanese boat people, Ml aysia was under
trenendous pressure on what to do with themwhile waiting for themto be
repatriated

On one hand, the nation has to distinguish between the econoni c refugees
and the political ones, nmeaning those who ran away from Vi et namfor fear
of being persecuted for their ideological or political affiliation.

At the sane tinme, fishermen from Terengganu and Kel antan, the two States
that had to deal with the influx nost, were putting up a strong protest
agai nst their presence as islands |ike Pulau Bi dong and ot her bounti ful
fishing areas became off linmts.

There were also stories at that time, that many turtles, |eatherbacks
i ncluded, were killed for food by Vietnanese refugees who took shelter on
the islands of f Terengganu

By the late 1980s, the nation read horrifying stories of pirate attacks
on boat people attenpting to cone over to Mal aysi a.

After sone tinme, rape, nurder and bl oated bodi es washed ashore did not
beconme headl i ne news as they becane nornal occurrences.

At the sane tine, Ml aysia which hosted these refugees for a decade or
so, canme under international scrutiny especially onits treatnent of those
who had reached its shores.

The 1990s was a period when the nunber of boat people from Vi et nam
dwi ndl ed and, uncannily, so did the |eatherbacks.

Meanwhi | e, reports of refugees from Southern Phili ppines entering Sabah
inthe wake of military attacks on the Abu Sayyaf strongholds in that area
are not far-fetched.

In the first place, in Sabah especially, there is alreay a col ony of
illegal immgrants fromthat part of the Philippines.

Prior to this, the people of Sabah have, on numerous occasi ons, raised
their fears and disconfort over the growi ng presence of these inm grants
who had turned up in thousands to the Borneo State for econom c purposes.

Now, with the "war situation" in Southern Philippines, the crossovers
can be expected to be greater and cause further social, econonic and
security problenms in the State.

The exi stence of |arge nunbers of Filipino immigrants in Sabah will nake



the process of new inmgrants com ng over easier as they will have "ready-
made contacts" there.

If, the Vietnanmese boat people, despite not having their own "contact”

i n Terengganu and Kel antan were able to find their way to the two States
back in the 1980s, the situation will be worse with the Fili pinos.

Furthernore, as pointed out by an observer, Vietnamis much further away
from T Terengganu i f conpared with the di stance between Jol o and Sabah.

The way things are devel oping, Malaysia is clearly going to treat the
refugees fromthe Philippines the way she did with the Vietnanese of the
1980s.

Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mohamad has al ready spelt out the
"deal " that Filipinos entering Ml aysia from Southern Philippines to
escape attacks by the mlitary forces will be treated as war refugees.

They will, he said, be placed in special centres and not be allowed to
| eave the place unless they were willing to return home.

Probably not what the fleeing Filipinos want to hear but these are the
harsh realities of life.

At the sane tine, there are nunerous | essons that Ml aysians can | earn
fromboth the recent history of the Vietnanese refugees and the
cont enporary debacl e i nvol ving the Filipinos.

In the case of the Vietnanese, their problens were due to ideol ogica
polarity within and then perpetuated by the US interference.

Vietnamwas, prior toits war and its internal conflict, considered a
nation with superior cultural, econom c and soci al devel opnent than that
of Mal aysi a and ot her Asean nei ghbours.

On the other hand, the conflict between the Muslimmajority southern
Filipinos and the Manila adm nistration had originally been perceived to
have been sparked off by religious differences.

However, for Ml aysi ans, such circunstances in Vietnam and the Sout hern
Phi | i ppi nes, where narginalised groups and i deol ogi cal differences sparked
of f conflicts, it sounds alien.

At the sane tinme, elenments of these political and religious differences
are as prevalent in Malaysia as they were in Vietnamand the Philippines.
Forget about the Bal kan States and the M ddl e- East. They are too far

away to nake any sense to Ml aysi ans.

But then Vietnam the Philippines and the growi ng troubles in |Indonesia
too, could not be brushed aside.

Somehow or ot her, speaking of these may sound |li ke playing an old
record

After all, there is nothing to worry. The few | eat herbacks left in the
worl d, are returning to Mal aysi an shores.

( END)
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