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S pore- Medi a
GOH S PRESS SECRETARY PLAYS THE BALANCI NG ACT

SI NGAPORE, Feb 25 (Bernama) --"Stop the Dr Mhat hir-bashi ng” was the
message that Burhan Gafoor, Press Secretary to Prime Mnister Goh Chok Tong
was trying to convey to the Singapore nedia in his letter published in the
Sunday Ti nes, headed, "Let's Reply Wth Dignity".

Burhan was referring to an article by Straits Tinmes witer, Paul Jacob,
headl i ned "W sayang you too, Dr Mhathir", published at a tinme when CGoh
was getting ready to fly to Malaysia for the Non-Aligned Movenment (NAM
summ t in Kuala Lumpur.

The witer, in a vitriolic open letter to Ml aysian Prinme M nister
Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad | ast Saturday, asked Dr Mahathir: "Tell ne,
isit arequirenent to be an entertainer to qualify for politics?" and
remarked "There are very few of your kind around. It is a vanishing breed."

In a prom nent rejoinder, Burhan said: "The article was in poor taste.
It is an exanple of the type of articles that the nedia, on both sides of
t he Causeway, should avoid. Watever others may say about us, it is better
toreply in a dignified manner and set the record straight by stating the
facts. "

Indeed it was bad timng. It came just before Goh left for Kuala Lunpur
to nmeet Dr Mahathir

ohservers said the nmedia fromboth sides of the Causeway, had been
going into overdrive over the water issue and the disputed island of Pul au
Batu Puteh, or Pedra Branca, as Singapore calls it.

Mal aysi a was furious when Singapore nade public letters between
Mal aysi an and Singapore | eaders, with the Singapore nedia having a field
day reporting every detail. Ml aysia cried foul over the release of the
letters, saying that Singapore had not acted in good faith.

The verbal spats between both sides dragged on. Even the signing of a
speci al agreenment to refer the dispute over the sovereignty issue of Pul au
Batu Puteh to the International Court of Justice (1CJ) was nmarred by a
| engt hy argunent and counter-argunent between Foreign Mnister Datuk Seri
Syed Hanmi d Al bar and his Singapore counterpart, S.Jayakunar.

Then, Dr Mahathir visited Johor Baharu, and reveal ed that Goh had
opposed the building of a new bridge to link both countries, because the
latter was nostal gic over the Causeway.

It was a quick response fromthe Singapore Mnistry of Foreign Affairs
(MFA), spokesman, who called Dr Mahathir a great story teller. The
Si ngapore media reported it.

"Till that point, the script was running al ong expected |lines. But over
t he weekend, there was an unexpected twist", Joy Frances wote in Today, a
tabl oid owned by Medi aCorp Press.

"It was an overzeal ously anti-Mhathir commentary. It imediately
invited a reaction fromthe press secretary of M Goh," said Frances in a
front-page story headlined: 'Media Catch-22."

Vi ce- Dean of the Nanyang Technol ogi cal University's School of
Conmmuni cation and Information, Dr Ang Peng Hua tol d Today: Ml aysi an
politicians |like Dr Mahathir see ST (Straits Tinmes) as being the voice of
t he Si ngapore government."

"Ml aysi ans do see our papers as toeing the official line and this is
probably why (the governnment) here wanted to distance itself fromthe
article," said Dr Ang.

Medi a consul tant Margaret Thomas, former Deputy Editor of the Business



Times said: "This is the price the government pays for having such a strong
backing for the paper. ST will still be seen as reflecting the party line
in sone way and Singapore too will be judged by it", she was quoted as
saying i n Today.

In this case, the timng was especially bad.

Wote, Frances: "Coming, as it did, just after the spats over Pedra
Branca and the water issue, and just before Goh left for Kuala Lunpur to
meet Dr Mahathir, the article could have cast a chill over that neeting if
t he Mal aysi ans had perceived the article as a baroneter of what the
Si ngapor e governnment wanted to convey."

Said Dr Ang: "Now, the chilling effect could be on the |local nedia. "I
think you will be seeing fewer of these kinds of commentaries and | think
that was the intention," he predicted. "The governnent would want to coo
down the heat and the exchange of words."

Paul Jacob, the man in the eye of the storm told Today: "I am not
| osing any sleep over it."

The question is will there be I ess of such conmentaries after the NAM
sunmi t ?
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