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Fiction and bias drive foreign nedia s denonisation of Dr Mahathir

Ashraf Abdul I ah

THE Associ ated Press blatantly conprom sed two of the cardinal principles
of journalism- accuracy and good faith - when it transmtted across the
gl obe the erroneous report on the Prime Mnister's statenent in Parlianent
on Monday, and waited three days before making a correction.

It mssed out on accuracy because the report, witten by one Sean Yoong,
quot ed Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad for what he didn't say.

The AP went on to ignore good faith when it chose not to report the
clarification Dr Mahathir's office made a day after the erroneous report
was published by various newspapers throughout the world.

The AP admitted making a mstake only after the Prime Mnister's office
sent an official conplaint to the AP, addressed to its Kual a Lunmpur news
editor Rohan Sullivan, on Wednesday. It, however, nade no apol ogy to Dr
Mahat hir.

An apology to the Prime Mnister is in fact warranted because Yoong's
report was not only taken out of context, but was totally wong.

VWhile the Prine Mnister had said that the terrorists should have
attacked Israel if they were unhappy over the Pal estinian issue and not
the Wrl d Trade Center where nmany nationalities were working, Yoong's
report quoted Dr Mahathir as asking the United States and Britain to
attack the Israelis.

Even a young buddi ng reporter woul d have been able to tell the
difference. It | ooks quite obvious that Yoong did not have his pul se on
t he whol e i ssue or did not bother to do his homeworKk.

Anyone who has been following the issue would be able to tell that the
Governnent is consistent in its stand against terrorism on the US-I|ed
attacks agai nst Af ghani stan and the Pal estini an i ssue.

A good question woul d be whet her Yoong was present at the Dewan Rakyat
when Dr Mahat hir made the statenent. Having covered Parlianentary
proceedi ngs for a decade or so, this witer can tell that it is not the
usual practice for reporters representing foreign wire agencies to attend
Parl i anmentary sessi ons.

However, the issue here is not where Yoong sourced the story, but the
damage that he had done with a single erroneous report.

The report was picked up by the Asian Wall Street Journal, The
| ndependent and the Bel fast Tel egraph, to nanme a few. To the readers of
these newspapers, the Prine Mnister is anti-semtic.

They will certainly think so because neither the AP nor the other
foreign wire services in Malaysia reported the clarification issued by the
Prime Mnister's Ofice on Tuesday.

The foreign wire services are fond of carrying erroneous reports and
maki ng no effort to correct them- even if they do, which is ararity, it
often cones too |late

It was so in 1997, when Dr Mahathir was quoted as saying that efforts to
i npede the econony of Mal aysia and other Miuslimcountries were due to the
conspiracy of the Jews. The Prine Mnister made no such remarks, but that
was what was reported

As the m stake was never corrected, the Prine Mnister remnined, in the
eyes of sone, anti-semtic.

As a result several US congressnmen took the matter to Congress and the
US al nost denounced Mal aysia as a racist state. Fortunately, the Congress
knew better of Ml aysia and the resol ution brought by a few congressnen



was thrown out without debate. Many saw it as an attenpt by the foreign
Press to pit the Prine Mnister against the Jews.

The fact is, the Mal aysian Governnent is not anti-senitic. One needs no
rem nder that it was Dr Mahathir's Cabi net which decided to all ow the
Israeli teamto take part in the International Cricket Council Trophy in
Kual a Lunpur in April 1997.

At the Asia-Pacific Econom c Co-operation neeting in Bandar Seri Begawan
| ast year, the Agence France Presse reported that International Trade and
I ndustry Mnister Datuk Seri Rafidah Aziz and United States Trade
Representati ve Charl ene Bar chef sky "exchanged words that can be consi dered
not polite"

Bot h Rafi dah and Barchefsky | ater expressed shock because the neeting
was held in a cordial atnmosphere. As it turned out, the so-called heated
exchange of words was nerely a fignent of the reporter's fertile
i magi nati on.

Frustrated by the fact that both Barchefsky and Rafi dah had
categorically denied the report, the AFP filed another story a day |later,
calling poor Rafidah "Madam Rapid Fire", and describing her as a "portly
57-year-ol d".

O course, the earlier story which clained that Rafidah and Barchef sky
had a row, was, as usual, never corrected.

But it will be good to wait and see whether the AP will issue a public
apology to the Prine Mnister for the error inits report.

The correction which the AP had sent out yesterday is obviously too late
because the damage has al ready been done. Furthernore, there is no
guarantee that all the newspapers who had carried the erroneous report
woul d now publish the clarification that the AP i ssued yesterday.

This is especially because the clarification only cane three days after
the error was made. Surely the AP, being a news agency, is aware that old
news i s no news.

Nevertheless, if the AP wants to uphold its professionalism integrity
and credibility, it has to issue a public apology to the Prime Mnister.
O herwise, its notives and intentions will fromnow on be questi oned.

The content of anything that sells itself as journalismshould be free
of any notive other than informng its custoners or readers. It should not
be influenced by anything el se. But we have seen in the past the pattern
of m schievous reporting on Dr Mahat hir and Ml aysi a.

Reason, conmmon sense and facts have nothing to do with their deliberate
denoni sation of Dr Mahathir

There is only one real reason: the Western nedia is enslaved to their
political masters and in their nmasters' schene of things, Dr Mahathir is
an anat hema because he is not the glob of gullibility that they wish him
to be.

In other words, he does not dance to their tune.

The way they ignore explanati ons and demands for corrections shows that
the foreign Press have del usi ons of nonopoly over factual correctness.

It is enblemati c of sheer arrogance and | ack of accountability.

One has to denystify the reading process when it conmes to the reports
filed by AP and ot her agenci es.

A strenuous chore, neverthel ess here are the guidelines on howto read
reports filed by them First, deternmine fact fromfiction; catch the bias,
strai ghten the slant and coax out every facet of the story.

Press freedomis defended by the ability to maintain its credibility.
Clearly, these agencies failed thensel ves.

If the same was done just across the causeway down south, they woul d
have been nade to pay for their mschief, and pay dearly at that.
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