20/ 04/ 2001
Straight talk in the press needed

Seri Menanti
DEAR SIR

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mbhamad sai d weakness in the
Printing Presses and Publications Act needs to be addressed to further
curb the spread of lies in the high-technol ogy i nformation world. He said
under the present set-up, many of the punishments provi ded under the | aws
"do not commensurate with the crime” conmtted. Even | may agree wi th him

Under the reviewed laws, if it comes to that, it nust al so be included
for newspapers to put the nanes of the spokesnen or sources of the news
that appears in their publications, so that the peopl e can gauge the
truthful ness and the sincerity of the news stories.

An exanpl e of an unsubstanti ated and sensational i sed news story that
appeared on one of the local, influential dailies' front page recently
said: "ARMY LINK: Soldiers recruitedto help refornasi activists, say
police". The story, quoting an unnaned police officer, said the Speci al
Branch had been nmonitoring the activities of the group since 1998, when it
was forned soon after the sacking of Datuk Seri Anwar |brahi mas Deputy
Prinme Mnister.

The "unnaned police officer" said this group wanted to topple the
Gover nment by using force, and anong those recruited were security
of ficers, an expert in explosives, silat nasters, teachers and ot her
i nfluential people. Wll, it makes good readi ng, keeps your adrenaline
punpi ng. As | have said in the past, when i naccurate things have been
printed usually the damage has been done.

The article insinuates that the strong fabric of the Armed Forces'
integrity appears to be shredded, giving an i npression that the security
of the country i s now conproni sed. And, such an inaccurate nessage i s not
good for the country's well-being, especially when the econony is starting
to revive.

When nalicious news report inplicating a mnistry is printed, any
responsi bl e mi ni ster cannot just sit back and take the insinuations
lightly. Inthis case the minister nust initiate sone kind of action,
especially when the integrity of the disciplined Armed Forces is being
quest i oned.

Lately, there has been a spate of Armed Forces bashing, ranging from
Armed Forces personnel not having adequate housing (al |l egedly sone
"500, 000" are living in squal or or sub-standard housing) to ex-servicenen
bei ng negl ected by the Governnent. Repeated clarifications by the Mnistry
of Defence over the disparaging reports have fallen on the deaf ears of
the detractors

Having said that and if the nedia |l aws were to be tightened, it should
al so i ncl ude curbing "powerful" columists frombei ng personal and
vi ndi ctive when writing about a subject. Inpartiality is goodjournalism
One col umi st caused great consternation, especially anong Umo | eaders
and supporters, when he liberally chastised and denigrated a certain
politician, whomhe referred to as "VYB Zi g Zag".

After scrutinising and anal ysing the nmystery of YB Zig Zag, | amsure he
isreferring to nore than one politician in Umo. Mst of the tine, | have
concl uded, he was referring to none other than Dr Mahathir.

Let us refer to his colum that appeared on April 8, as a sanple, in
whi ch he said: "YB Zig Zag i s one of the estinmated 60 per cent of Umo
di vi si onal | eaders who have been returned unopposed... The private



findings of the diarist indicate that seven parlianentary constituencies
inYB Zi g Zag's state are under the "Pas effect”, and YB Zig Zag's is the
nost vul nerabl e.

| have again concluded that the columist is referring to Dr Mahathir.
It is true that out of the 15 parlianmentary constituencies in Dr
Mahat hi r' s home state, eight have gone to the opposition and only seven
are left, and that could be read as "under the Pas effect".

Anot her sanple: "Of late YB Zig Zag, |ike Mary Archer (w fe of
Jeffrey)... Has kept a lowprofile... Wll if you want to get ahead
politically, you may want to knowhim.." | don't think the columist is
referring to politicians such as Tan Sri Mihyi ddi n Yassin (an Umo vice-
president), or Datuk Seri Najib Tun Razak (another vice-president) or even
Tun Dai m Zai nuddi n (Fi nance M nister). He MJST be referring to Dr
Mahathir, the way | see it! Wio else! Ch! | can go on. Wiat's the point!?

However one point is for sure, let us not create any nore |ingering
di ssatisfaction anong the rakyat and Umo supporters as to who actually is
this infamous YB Zig Zag. A chance for a colum in such an influential
dai l y newspaper shoul d be put to good use, instead of engaging in literary
verbosity and creating unnecessary angui sh anong Umo | eaders.

This is especially so when the country is divided in so nany ways,
especi al ly anong the Mal ays. | just wish the columist had the guts to
call a spade a spade and nane the politician whomhe reviles and refers to
as Zig Zag, and | et the people decide if what he said is true. Then |l et us
have sone peace of mnd.
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