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An era ends

A Kadir Jasin

ON Saturday April 20, two news itens struck me. One was the folding up of
Foh Hup Omi bus Conpany and the other was the inpending incorporation of
t he Busi ness Tinmes newspaper into the New Straits Times (NST).

They were both, in a sense, personal tragedies. The Foh Hup Omi bus
Conmpany provided ne with an affordable node of transportation in the
initial years of ny career with Bernama, the national news agency.

In those days, it was perfectly respectable for young journalists to
ride a bus to work or to go for an assignnent. The only awkward thi ng was
riding a Foh Hup, Sri Jaya or Len bus with the pasar-bound mak ci k and
amah, dressed in a long sleeved shirt and tie. For Bernana reporters,
wearing a tie was conpul sory.

That was before | could afford to own an early “60's 1,200cc Vol kswagen
Beetl e, which | bought in Alor Setar for a couple of hundred ringgit, and
| ater an MG saloon with a two-tone col our which | purchased in Kual a
Lunpur for RMB, 200.

According to a Dow Jones newswi re report published by |ocal newspapers,
Busi ness Tines was being cl osed down with the aimof “cutting costs and
boosting circulation of the listed group's flagship, the New Straits
Ti mes' .

The New Straits Tinmes Press (M Bhd (NSTP) said a few days | ater that
Busi ness Times will become a section of the NST. This, as sone may recall
i s going back to the pre-1976 days when Busi ness Tinmes was an NST pul | -out
before it was |aunched on Cct 4, 1976 as a separate newspaper.

I ndeed, nany newspapers, newspaper conpanies and a nyriad of other
busi nesses slipped into the red as a result of the 1997 regi onal econonic
crisis.

For the newspapers (and the nagazi nes too), the crunch was their heavy
reliance on advertising on the revenue side and on inported newsprint on
t he expenditure side.

VWhen the regional econony went into recession, advertising fell. It was
only natural that advertisers spent |ess when consunption fell. Cutting
back on advertising and buying fewer copies of newspapers and nagazi nes
were the favourite cost-cutting neasures.

VWhen the ringgit tunbled fromaround RM.50 to the US dollar to as | ow
as RWA. 20 during the crisis, the cost of inported newsprint, which
constituted as much as 40 per cent of the cost of producing a copy of a
newspaper, rose sharply. Even locally manufactured newsprint is sold in US
dol I ars.

After having been around for nore than 25 years, it is excusabl e that
many people have forgotten the history of the paper. It was one of three
newspapers |launched in the region as a testinony to the confidence of
newspaper publishers in Ml aysia, Singapore and the United States that
“the energing Asian econom es were ready for full-pledged business
newspapers'.

Thus, Business Tinmes was | aunched in Ml aysia by NSTP and i n Si ngapore
by Si ngapore Press Holdings Ltd (SPH). The New York-based Dow Jones and
Company | aunched the Asian Wall Street Journal in Hong Kong.

For several years, the three newspapers were cross-held by the three
publishers - each holding shares in the other. It was a benefici al
arrangenent as it allowed the sharing of experience and, to a degree,
editorial resources.



Bot h the Mal aysi an and Si ngaporean editions of Business Tines broke even
very quickly and were profitable by the early 1980s, thanks to good
advertising support, especially fromthe shipping industry and ground-
br eaki ng reports.

On the Mal aysi an side, credit nust be given to people |ike Tengku
Razal ei gh Hanzah, Datuk Junus Sudin and the | ate Datuk Zakuan Ariff for
their pioneering roles in giving birth to the paper as well as to Datuk
Desa Pachi and Datuk Ni k I brahimKam | for helping to nurture it.

Busi ness Tinmes received the earliest boost to its reputation through its
i n-depth coverage of the difficult and sonetinmes acrinonious profit-
shari ng agreenment negotiations between Petronas and the nultinational oi
conpanies in late 1976 and early 1977.

Driven by the need to prove thensel ves, Business Tines' editors and
journalists worked hard to make sense of the unfanmiliar subject, and in so
doi ng, devel oped their own “Deep Throats' in Petronas, the oil conpanies
and the Governnent.

The nost hel pful were Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad, who was then
Deputy Prine Mnister, and Raja Tun Mhar Raja Badi ozanan, then Econom c
Advi sor to the Governnent. They woul d speak to Business Tines reporters,
usual ly on the phone, late in the evening.

The biggest break for Business Tinmes cane in 1981 when it broke the news
on the "Buy British Last' policy which saw t he Ml aysi an Gover nnent
according the lowest priority to British goods and services. It was anong
Dr Mahathir's earliest “shock treatnent' of the Mal aysi an psyche when he
became the Prime Mnister in June that year. It was in retaliation to the
British Governnent's decision to double the fees of Ml aysi an students
studying in the United Ki ngdom

But breaki ng maj or news and pi oneering business journalismwere not the
only distinctions of Business Tines. It was also a fertile training ground
for journalists, managers and anal ysts. The paper nurtured and propelled
the careers of many well-known journalists and newspaper managers.

Among them were Datuk V K Chin, the Editorial Advisor of the Star, and
Dat uk Steven Tan, the Managing Director of Star Publications Bhd. Chin, or
V K as he is better known in the nedia fraternity, was Business Tines'
first News Editor. He went on to becone the Editor-in-Chief of the Star
It was V K who, together with Henry Chang, encouraged me to switch from
Bernama to the New Straits Times G oup back in 1976, several nonths before
Busi ness Tines hit the street on Cct 4.

Chang went on to becone the first Ml aysian editor of Business Tinmes. He
was summoned horme froma training stint at the headquarters of the London
Fi nanci al Tinmes when the paper's English editor, Kevin Rafferty, had his
contract termnated for allegedly offending the then Fi nance M nister
Tengku Razal ei gh

Tan was the first Malaysian to becone the corporate editor of the paper.
He too took over from another expatriate English journalist. Tan's
successful transformation froma journalist to high-ranking business
executive has sonmething to do with the baptismby fire he went through at
Busi ness Ti nes.

O her ex-Business Tines editors and senior journalists include Datuk
Ahmad A Talib, the Goup Editor of New Straits Times Sdn Bhd, Datuk Ahnmad
Rej al Arbee, the Goup Editor of Berita Harian Sdn Bhd, and P Gunasegar am
Editor-at-Large of The Edge busi ness weekly.

Then there are those who successfully used their experience in economc
and business reporting in Business Tinmes to plunge into the business and
corporate world at honme and abroad.

VWhen Tun Dai m Zai nuddin, in his first round as Fi nance M nister
“forced' stock broking conpanies to set up research units, the expertise



of Business Tines journalists was again drawn upon. Many of its senior
econom ¢ and corporate witers left to becone anal ysts and researchers.

So, the Ml aysi an Business Tines, as we knowit, will becone history,
survived only by its nanesake in Singapore and a distant cousin in Hong
Kong.

And there may be a parallel somewhere between its story and the story of
Foh Hup Omi bus Conpany - that in the world of business, nothing is
const ant .

The witer worked for Business Tinmes from1976 to 1983, rising from
specialist witer to News Editor and Associ ate Editor



	An era ends (NST 01/05/2002)

