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The | ast resort

THE Internal Security Act, which provides for detention without trial, is
bei ng used agai nst those whose activities are detrinental to the security
and continued wel | being of the country. It is not the intention of the
authorities to use the | egislation against political opponents or in
persecution of individuals. However, sonetines the perpetrators of
subversive acts are also politicians and their incarceration is exploited
and used as anmunition to condemn the governnent.

It has been the fashion for Qpposition politicians, the liberals and
human rights activists to cry foul, but in serving the larger interest of
the people, the ISAis a necessary evil.

Wthout its power and authority, those entrusted with the responsibility
of preserving peace will be fighting with their hands tied. So long as it
is used judiciously, they need not apol ogise. This resort to preventive
detention is not exclusive to Malaysia. Britain uses it. So does
Si ngapor e.

Critics who are fond of alleging that the Governnent under Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad is authoritarian because of the
detentions under the | SA should instead take a good, hard | ook at the
figures before passing judgnent. The nunber of | SA detentions under Dr
Mahathir's adm nistration is fewer than during the tine of his
predecessors. From 1981 to 2001, there were 1,203 | SA detentions or an
average of 60 per year. In conparison, there were 1,245 detentions or an
average of 249 a year during the tenure of Tun Hussein Onn (1976-80), 574
or 95 a year under Tun Abdul Razak (1970-75) and 1,199 or 119 a year under
Tunku Abdul Rahman (1960-69). Nunbers do not lie. Also, the nmuch-
criticised | SA detentions are actually fewer than the nunber of people
hel d under four other preventive detention | aws: the Dangerous Drugs
(Preventive Measures) Act (with 1,642 detentions), Emergency O dinance
(309), Crine Prevention Act (Restrictive Residence) (333) and Restricted
Resi dence Act (159).

Admittedly there m ght have been occasi ons when those detai ned under the
| SA felt they were unjustly held, but this could have been due nore to the
human failings of those who enployed the | SA rather than the weakness of
the legislation itself. But this still does not negate the role of the | SA
in protecting national security in our nulti-racial, multi-cultural and
mul ti-religious society.

The 1SAis not an instrument that is used to suppress the denocratic
systemin the country. On the contrary, given the delicate bal ance of
Mal aysi a's et hnic conposition in which sentinents and enoti ons can be
easily stirred up and exploited, the ISAis in fact an instrunent to
saf eguard denocratic institutions. Preventive detentions can nip in the
bud any trouble that nay get out of hand. The I SA, which cane into force
in 1960 with the official end of the energency, replaced the Energency
Regul ati ons which were introduced in 1948 when the comuni sts | aunched
their arned struggle. It was used to suppress the lingering threat of
comuni st subversion and arned upri si ngs.

A denocratic government owes it to the people who elected themto use
the 1SA as long as there is a threat to national security from subversive
el enments who will not hesitate to create chaos to seize power. However, in
keeping with the changing times when great currency is put on transparency
and accountability, the authorities have exercised restraint in the use of



the 1SA It is the weapon of |ast resort.
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