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Still a thorny issue

Chok Suat Ling

THE controversy surrounding the nerit-based public university intake this
year was just about to |lose steamand its earlier frenzied nmomentum when a
new announcenent stirred up public enotion all over again.

Anot her round of debate has started, and the situation |ooks set to
remain so for sone tinme to come - ironic for the announcenent was neant to
put to rest all murmurs of discontent concerning the practice of
nmeritocracy in the area of higher education

The spark that re-ignited the issue was the Prime Mnister's statenent
that a 10 per cent quota will be allocated to non-Bum puteras for
matricul ati on courses in public universities. The sane will apply for Mara
Juni or Science Col |l eges or Maktab Rendah Sains Mara (NMRSM .

Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad said the nove was ai ned at fostering
racial integration, and with it national unity.

The opening up of institutions traditionally and normally occupi ed only
by Bumi puteras is also viewed by many as a step towards the practice of
"true nmeritocracy” in higher education. It was calculated to quell the
di ssati sfaction expressed by certain quarters that the public university
intake this year was unfair as different pre-university qualifications
were used to determine entry. This practice, claimits critics, favoured
matricul ati on students as their programe is easier conpared to "the
hardest examination in the world", the unfortunate | abel accorded to the
Sijil Tinggi Persekol ahan Mal aysia. The new ruling was nmeant to help iron
out existing creases in the inplenentation of neritocracy, but as in any
new, bold nove in whatever direction, there are those who will inevitably
feel threatened.

Umo Yout h chief Datuk H shanmuddi n Hussein has retaliated by asking
private higher education institutions to allocate a 10 per cent quota for
Bum putera students. This, he argued, was necessary to bal ance the 10 per
cent allocated to non-Bum putera students at MRSM and matri cul ation
programes. Academics, politicians and other concerned parties have al so
spoken out agai nst the nove which they claimerodes Bum putera rights.
They also say it will not help make any significant inroads in fostering
racial integration as 10 per cent is too negligible a nunmber to nmake a
di scerni ble difference

On the other side are those who feel there is no justifiable reason for
anyone to feel threatened, nor is there a need to create a quota system at
private education institutions to make up for the 10 per cent that has
been taken away.

Datuk Seri Dr Ling Liong Sik was bew | dered by the suggestion for a
guota to be created at private educational institutions. The MCA president
asked: "What is the point of creating a quota when it is unlikely to be
filled? The Governnent has gi ven Bumi putera students anple opportunities.

H shanmuddi n has called Dr Ling arrogant for his statenent, and accused
himof attenpting to foil efforts at fostering racial integration.

Com ng fromthe head of a political nmovenent duty bound to chanpion the
rights of Malays, his statement is not unexpected. However, many find the
need for a 10 per cent Bum putera quota at private institutions puzzling,
i f not ridiculous.

For one, these institutions cater to demand and accept students as |ong
as they have the required qualifications and noney, irregardl ess of race
or even citizenship.



As Dr Ling said, there is no problemallocating even 30 or 40 per cent
for Bum putera students if that nany had applied for places. But the
problemnow is not many are applying, for a variety of reasons.

Deputy Education M nister Datuk Aziz Shansuddi n had expl ai ned the issue
at length, using the same argunent - it is not that the private coll eges
want to deny Bum putera students the places, it is just that there is no
denand.

In fact, allocating a 10 per cent quota for Bum puteras m ght be self-
defeating in the long run, when nore of themstart applying for places at
private education institutions. This situation is |likely. The bal ance and
di stribution of Bum putera and non-Bum putera at public and private
educational institutions is unlikely to remain the way it is forever,
especially now with neritocracy and changi ng econonmic realities. The 10
per cent allocated m ght then be too small and many Bum putera students
will find thensel ves denied places unless there is another policy change.
The existing situation, which allows narket forces to govern intake, nakes
the nobst sense at this point in tine.

But considering that enotion has already conme into the picture, it wll
be unrealistic to expect |logic and reason to prevail .

* The witer can be contacted at sling@stp.comny
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