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A “strange creature' in court

Chow Kum Hor
KOO Chi n Nam does not stand out in a crowm of |awers. But this 54-year-
old certainly does when he "goes to court”. In his case, nore often than

not, the Syariah Court.

In the Syariah Court, he handl es, anong others, divorce cases. Koo
quotes provisions in the syariah laws and in the civil laws w th equa
ease.

Koo, a nmenber of the MCA's |legal bureau, is one of five non-Mislim
syari ah | awyers in the country.

Descri bing hinself as a "strange creature", Koo said his reason for
becomi ng a syariah | awer was inspired by the Iranian revolution in the
| ate 70s.

Khoo's interest in Islamc principles and the syariah was fired by the
political devel opnents in Iran then.

"When | saw how t he revol ution overthrew the Shah, | was very concerned
about the rise of the Islamc novenent. In the 1980s, Ml aysia started to
i ntroduce Islamic values in its admnistration.

"I was very curious to know nmore about this Islamc novenent. This
pronpted ne to enrol in IlUto study syariah |law," said Koo, who is al so
Federal Territory MCA religious bureau head.

Koo was a Bachel or of Humanities graduate from Universiti Sains Ml aysia
and possessed a certificate in education froma teaching college in Penang
when he decided to enrol in the International Islamc University in 1984.

He was anpong the second batch of students pursuing their |aw degrees
(LLB). Koo spent seven years in the university, graduating with a D pl ona
in Syariah Law and Masters in Conparative Law besides his LLB and woul d
have continued with a PhDif his wi fe had not advised hi magainst it.

The emerging issue of Islamic state in the country has nade nany non-
Musl i ms concerned. For the MCA, Koo undoubtedly is the right man for the
job to explain the issue

Koo has been actively going round the country to give his views on the
recent announcenment that Malaysia is an Islamc country.

Hi s background often nakes people curious and he is invariably asked
what it was like for a non-Miuslimand a Chinese to be in a Miuslim
envi ronment .

He tells you that he faced no problens getting along with his majority
Musl i mvarsity mates, who nunbered about 50 then.

Koo is a Christian (Methodist) and this fact has made peopl e nore
curious about his acconplishnments. He said that he did not see any
conflict between his religion and his profession.

Bui | di ng on the understandi ng and respect for Mislinms which he devel oped
i n campus, Koo now has five Muslins in his firm The only other non-Mislim
inthe firmis his | egal assistant who handles civil cases.

Koo's office is located in Wsna Methodi st at Lorong Hang Jebat, Kual a
Lunpur, which al so houses the national Mthodi st secretariat. Methodist is
one of the nost influential Christian denomnations in the country.

He said that there is nothing wong with being a Christian and a syariah
| awyer.

"Both religions have the sane roots. In fact, there are a | ot of
simlarities between the Bible and the Quran", said Koo who speaks a
little Arabic, a language he picked up in university. H s command of the
| anguage has deteriorated over the years, but Koo still retains a working



command of Arabic.

Whet her quoting provisions in the GCvil Law Act 1984 or syariah | aws of
the respective States, Koo has no problens arguing his case in both
courts.

At present, he handles nostly civil litigation cases involving conmpanies
and at times works together with | awers fromother firns.

In syariah courts, Koo clainmed his clients include VIPs involved in
di vorce, custody of children and i nheritance cases but refused to divul ge
the nanes of sone of the high-profil ed people.

"I have al so handl ed cases where Muslins were charged with drinking
l'iquor or gambling. | have no problens. They cone to nme although I ama
non- Musl im" he added.

Koo's family al so has no objections to his involvenent in what is
perceived to be a "Malay-Musl i field. In fact, one of his sons is
following in his footstep and is pursuing a | aw degree in the IlU

"I have no objections. They can be whatever they want as long as it is
not illegal or inmmoral."

But Koo's mmin concern nowis Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir
Mohamad' s announcenent that Malaysia is an Islanic country.

"I understand the Prine M nister probably nade the announcenent to help
Umo overcone Pas' growi ng influence, especially in the rural Ml ay areas.
"What | amworried is that there may be overzeal ous civil servants who
go overboard in the inplenentation of Islanm c values. Look at the attenpt

at renani ng Jal an Koo Chong Kong to Jal an Tabung Haji," he said.

But whether the country would go the way of Iran or retain its status
quo depends very much on the outcone of the next general el ection,
schedul ed i n 2004, Koo sai d.

"I amsure the voters are mature enough and | believe as long as Dr
Mahat hir still leads the country, Malaysia will be safe,” he added.
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