12/ 01/ 2002

Repayi ng | oans: A social obligation

IT 1S payback tine. Some 60 per cent of the nore than 100, 000 students who
t ook governnent study |oans and defaulted on their repaynents are being
hunted down by the Public Service Departnment (PSD) with the help of the
Nati onal Regi stration Departnent and the Inland Revenue Board. As a result
nore than half the nunber have been traced.

The PSD, in attenpting to ensure collection, is opening opportunities
for negotiations with the defaulters, including those who are unenpl oyed,
and appointing the post office as its collection agent. There are al so
pl ans to enabl e paynments through financial institutions. Al this on top
of what is currently available, anong which is the nethod of salary
deducti ons.

This last fact makes for the conclusion that the defaulters intended to
default carrying with it a nore disturbing inplication: their apparent
| ack of social responsibility. As the Prine Mnister, Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad, says Mal ay students - they account for the majority of
borrowers - who fail to repay their | oans not only deprive other students
of the facility, but also tarnish the image of the community.

Unl i ke schol arshi ps, | oans come fromfunds that are not expected to
deplete and then to be continuously replenished by the governnent over
tinme. Rather, as a result of the nodest interest rate attached to the
| oan, the funds are expected to be near self-sustainable. Therefore, when
one generation refuses to uphold their end of the bargain, it is the next
generation that suffers the consequence. One wonders, therefore, as to the
ef fecti veness of the education the | oan bought.

However, there are instances where legitimate extenuating circunstances
make default inevitable. It should be renmenbered that study | oans are
often forced on those who can |east afford them For these borrowers,
enpl oyment comes with commtnents to parents and ot her dependants, the
list for which only increases with tine.

Wuld it not have been better then that for this category of students a
schol arship be forthconming in the first place? They are, after all,
deserving of it on at |least two counts: their ability and their obvious
need.
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