20/ 04/ 2001

Putting national security on trial

THE report by the Human Ri ghts Comm ssion of Ml aysia, or Suhakam
recomendi ng t hat the Governnent reviewcertain | aws, including those that
allowfor detention without trial, is one of those fewthings that make
you fall off your chair or spill coffee on your shirt. Suhakam s report to
Parliament pulls no punches. It addresses concerns about | aws al | ow ng
detentionw thout trial, restrictions on press freedom the i ndependence
of judges, discrimnation agai nst worren, and the treatnment of native
people. Wiile it recognises the Governnent's economni ¢ devel opnent record,
it says that for many "a full stonmach is no | onger enough". The I nterna
Security Act (I1SA) is a successor to colonial |egislation passed to quel
communi st i nsurgency but Suhakamsays t he "days of the comuni st threat"
are over.

What rai ses eyebrows is the fact that Suhakamis an "of ficial" watchdog.
Its nenbers were selected by Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohanad
and t he organi sation receives its funding fromthe Governnment. For these
reasons, its ability to be inmpartial and credi bl e has been questi oned by
Mal aysia's critics. Several tines, Suhakamhad to cone out to reassure
| ocal as well as foreign non-governnmental organisations that it was an
i ndependent body and was not operating under Government interference or
i nfluence, even though it was funded by t he Mal aysi an Governnent and t he
t axpayers

Suhakamis not the only organi sati on whose integrity has cone under
suspi ci on because it is closely-linked to the Governnment. The judiciary
and Bank Negara have been accorded simlar treatnment fromMl aysia's
detractors, even though there are nore t han enough i nstances to showt hat
they are autononous. Certain corporate | eaders have had credit taken away
fromthemby peopl e who | abel them"cronies”, even t hough t hese corporate
| eaders nmay have succeeded on their own account and woul d have been
successful business people, anyway, if they had not forged close ties with
t he Government or individuals in the Governnent. George Soros, the
currency specul ator who is closely-linked to sone governnments in the Wst,
has seen it fit to categorise Mal aysia as one of the countries where
"unhol y" al l'i ances between governnent and busi ness exi st. The poi nt Soros
was trying to make was that such an alliance is a maj or reason for the
erosi on of freedomand denocracy.

Woul d Sor os have appl auded Suhakam s report? Perhaps, but what's certain
i s many observers who have placed Mal aysi a under their watch will be
rather excited: hereis an "official" watchdog turning against its own
mast er. But For Mal aysi ans, especial ly Mal aysi an NGOs, | et's hope the
Suhakamreport is seen inthe right context. Wether or not Ml aysi ans
agree with sonme or everything di shed out by the report, the i nportant
thing is to ensure that the ensui ng debates do not | ose sight of a couple
of facts of the natter.

Firstly, Suhakam s findi ngs do not necessarily reflect the demand or
wi sh of the majority of the people. The arrests of several people under
the ISArecently were seen as necessary by many Ml aysi ans who do not
agree with street denonstrations. They have seen how di sruptive such
protests, fromSeattle to Jakarta, could be. Secondly, like the death
penal ty, no person of sound nmind |likes the | SA or other such | aws. But
like the death penalty or life inprisonnent, these |l aws are necessary to
deter crimnal and destructive activities. Sure, the communi st threat has



ended for Malaysia. But that is also true for Indonesia and it does not
nmean | ndonesi ans do not face other threats. Sone of these threats are even
bi gger t han conmuni sm as t he I ndonesi ans have di scovered. So, are we
ready to do away with the protecti on now and put the nation and people's
security onthe line just to prove that we are |iberal and we are open?
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