12/ 05/ 2001
Time factor holds up tabling of Bills

Ram an Sai d
THE third session of the Tenth Parliament was adjourned sine die yesterday
after sitting for 28 days.

Al t hough a nunber of Bills were passed, nine have to be carried forward
due to lack of time. They will be re-tabled at the next sitting, schedul ed
for July.

This is not the first time Bills have been deferred. The Dewan Rakyat is
al ways fighting for time to clear its business.

This is still happening even after sitting hours are extended.

Renenber a few years ago when Parlianment only net in the afternoons?

I f the hours had not been extended, there would now be a mountain of
Bills and notions waiting to be di sposed of.

A Government official said it was frustrating when Bills failed to be
passed. "In sone cases, they have been brought before the House at two
sittings, but have to be pulled back due to time constraints.

"Sometinmes, their turns are taken by other Bills. This usually happens
to |l egislations considered as | ess pressing "

Kerk Kim Hock (DAP-Kota Ml aka) said the House should stick to the
orders of the day and not change it at one's whi mand fancy.

"There shoul d not be queue-junping. But | guess the Governnment can do
anything it likes," he | anented.

A case in point was on Thursday - the last day of sitting - when a dozen
Bills and notions by the Finance Mnistry were pushed forward. MPs stayed
on until 8.30pm (the House is usually adjourned at 5.30pn) before business
was concl uded.

The Opposition has al ways been unhappy when the Governnent tries to
settle so many things in a short time, arguing that Bills should not be
"bul | dozed" t hrough.

Two solutions can be offered to clear the backlog. First, the days
al | ocat ed shoul d be increased to allow MPs nore time to debate the Bills.

But some quarters m ght oppose this, arguing that if Parlianment is in
session all the tine, nothing el se could be done, like attending to party
wor k.

Setting aside sone time for the party and attending to their
constituencies is inportant, or else MPs will be in danger of |osing touch
with their voters and grassroot supporters.

They said MPs could not serve their constituencies well if they have to
be in the capital all year round attending Parlianent. D stance woul d not
pose nuch of a problemto the Yang Berhormat from Kual a Lunpur or Sel angor
but how about MPs from Sabah and Sar awak?

Goi ng back to their kawasan is as equally inportant as being present in
Parliament. For Barisan Nasional MPs, the Prime M nister m ght have warned
that they would not be selected to contest in the general election if they
pont eng Parli anent.

But negl ecting the constituencies is also politically suicidal as
candi dates who only nake their rounds when el ections are just round the
corner are the ones often dunped by voters.

Second, tinme nanagerment shoul d be incul cated anong MPs.

For a start, some discipline is needed when debating. Too often, MPs
stray fromthe topics being debated although the anmendnents sought under
the Bills are specific.

Sone tend to deliver political speeches whenever given the fl oor



causing themto | ose track of the subject being debated.

For instance, anmendments to the Enpl oyees' Provident Fund Act does not
mean t hat everything connected to EPF can be raised or questioned.

MPs have been reninded many tinmes by the Chair on this but it seenms to
have fallen on deaf ears.

They shoul d al so pl an anong t hensel ves on issues to be raised. It wll
be a waste of tine if they are to delve on the sane points when debati ng.

Al so, both the backbenchers and Opposition can determnm ne who anong t hem
shoul d speak. For exanple, the Opposition MPs have their own shadow
Cabi net who shoul d be given the task to debate on Bills related to their

"portfolios".
On Wednesday, Education Mnister Tan Sri Musa Mohanad addressed the
House on the failure of Sijil Pelajaran Ml aysia top scorers to gain

adm ssion into | ocal universities.

He had i nvoked Section 14 (1) of the Standing Orders which allows the
Governnent to address the House on issues.

Reporters joked with himthat it was unusual to see a Mnister in
Parliament on a Wednesday norni ng because the Cabinet was holding its
weekl y neeting then.

"Yes ... | have been excused for a while but | will be going back to the
nmeeting after this," he said, obliging a request for a Press conference at
t he | obby.

An MP said he could not remenmber the |last time the Governnment had
i nvoked the section, adding it should be used nore often as an avenue to
provide information on issues before the Opposition had the chance to
exploit them

Concurred an Qpposition MP who felt it was incunbent of the Governnent
to provide Parlianent with a proper explanation on issues.

"Parliament is the highest body in the country. It is difficult to say
there is transparency if the Governnent does not want to come here and
explain."

The highlights of this session, opened by the Yang di-Pertuan Agong on
March 19, were the tabling of the Third Qutline Perspective Plan (OPP3)
and the Eighth Ml aysia Plan, both by Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad.

A suppl enentary budget seeking RVb billion ainmed at stimulating the
econony followi ng the slowdown in the US was al so presented to MPs, who
| ater approved it.

Meanwhi | e, Kerk becane the first MP to be thrown out of the House for
failing to adhere to the Speaker's ruling. He was al so suspended for three
days.

A nunber of notions were tabled by MPs but all of themwere rejected by
the Chair, except one on the April 26 flash floods forwarded by Fong Kui
Lun (DAP-Bukit Bi ntang).

The Speaker's deci si on caught many by surprise. Even DAP MPs were not
pl eased, arguing that if a notion on flash floods could be accepted, the
Speaker shoul d not have rejected earlier notions on the Kampung Medan
clashes and public outcry on the failure of top students to gain adni ssion
into universities.

They clainmed the notion was all owed to show that denbcracy was very nuch
alive.

Besi des t he usual skirm shes between backbenchers and the Opposition,
ot her highlights were the wearing of arnbands and badges by the Opposition
as a sign of protest against the arrest of 10 reformasi | eaders under the
Internal Security Act.

Att endance anong the MPs is still low. There were occasi ons when the
House | acked quorum but no one objected. However, many turned up when Dr



Mahat hir tabled the OPP3 and Ei ghth Ml aysi a Pl an.
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