21 MAR 2003
S pore-PR
AUTHOR EXPLAINS WHY M SI A NEEDS BETTER PR

SI NGAPORE, March 21 (Bernama) -- Too often, silly side issues on
Mal aysi a have been allowed to grab the international headlines. \Wy?

Co-author of '"Big in Asia'" (2003) M chael Backman said the recent raid
on the office of the online publication Ml aysiakini was the | atest exanple
on why the value of good external public relations "should never be
under val ued. "

"Unfortunately,” he wote in his comentary published in the |oca
tabloid ' Today', "the grand conspiracy theorists like to pin these things
on the very top of Ml aysia' s government."

"The reality is that often, junior officials, in their eagerness to
i npress their seniors, overanticipate what should be done," said Backman
who is al so author of Asian Eclipse (1999, 2001).

Descri bing Mal aysia as "one country in Asia that underperforns on the
PR and information front," Backman cited The Ml bourne Age newspaper which
had the headline on Jan 22, 'Mahathir raids Internet critic.'

Dr Mahathir, he said, did no such thing. "He probably had no advance
warning that the raid was to take place, and yet an Australian newspaper
pi nned the act squarely on him"

Backman said that although his visit to Perth | ast week was a brief
one, it was long enough for himto see the headline 'Mahathir won't be
m ssed' in a local West Australian newspaper. It was a piece about Dr
Mahat hir's planned resignation in Cctober.

The report, he said, belittled Dr Mahathir and his achi evenents and
even conpared hi munfavourably to I ndonesia's President Megawati
Sukar noputri .

"The truth is that Dr Mahathir is one of the cleverest politicians in
Asi a and Mal aysi ans have enjoyed unprecedented prosperity under his rule,”
he said.

Wiy do Mal aysia and Dr Mahathir attract such headlines, asked Backnman

Too often, he said, government decisions in Malaysia and the processes
behi nd them were not fully explai ned.

The nmedia, he said, were seen as a foe when it should be seen as a
friend, the nmeans by which the governnent's policies could be conmunicated
and justified.

"Expl anations are often too defensive or sinply lacking in
sophi stication."

And yet, he said, journalists were the |ink between governnent and the
el ectorate, they were the m ddl emen of denocracies, and they needed to be
treated as such.

Backman said that paying too little regard to the PR side of things had
allowed two things to happen. It has all owed some journalists to assunme the
wor st nmotives and to see conspiracies where often there are none.

And it has allowed the Kuala Lunpur gossip mll to work overtinme to the
poi nt where utterly absurd pieces of malicious gossip, about business and
political figures, do the rounds unchecked.
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