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Feel i ng good about the tines

Rose I smail; Shareem Anry; Sharon Nel son

A recent survey indicates optim smabout the national econony and a young
generation's surprisinginterest inpolitics. ROSEI|SMAI L, SHAREEMAMRY
and SHARON NELSON report.

NEWS fromt he econom ¢ front has been especially rosy in recent days,
wi t h hi gher-than-expected gross donmestic product figures and the Kual a
Lurmpur St ock Exchange Conposite Index clinbing to a four-year high.

But Mal aysi ans were upbeat about the economny even before this: according
to a national survey carried out | ast Decenber, 57 per cent of respondents
believed that their fam|y's econonic status woul d i nprove over the next
year.

The optim smwas shared across racial |lines, with the Indian conmunity
only slightly | ess sangui ne about their econom c prospects. Mst
Mal aysi ans al so reported being satisfiedwththeir standard of |iving,
with 76 per cent saying that they were content with their ability to pay
for needs such as housing, furniture, travel, recreation, cars and food.

Chi nese respondents were t he happi est, followed by the Mal ays. | ndi ans,
however, were split over the issue: while 52 per cent said they were
satisfied, 48 per cent were either non-conmittal or dissatisfied.

The difference in the | evel of contentment between | ndi ans and t he ot her
raci al communities about standards of |iving was pronounced, although
anal ysts point out that it is not necessarily the | ower-incone group
that's feeling unhappy. M ddl e-class Indians - educated and informed - may
be the nmost vocal in their dissatisfaction

The survey polled 1,017 randoni y sel ect ed peopl e by tel ephone, with the
sanpl e structured according to race, gender and State.

It was conducted by the Sel angor-based Merdeka Centre for Opinion
Research, in collaborationwith Institute Kajian Mal aysi a dan
Ant ar abangsa' s two-year study of the Mal aysi an el ectoral system The
Friedrich Naumann Foundati on from Ger many sponsored t he survey.

Despite their optimsm Ml aysians said the econony remai ned a top
concern: 12 per cent of respondents said it topped their list of national
i ssues. This was followed by crine and public safety, and donestic
political stability.

Mal ays generally felt nore strongly about these affairs, with their
attention on politics fixed primarily on the friction between Umo and
Pas.

In a gender breakdown of the results, wonen ranked both the econony and
crime on top of their list of national issues, while nmen fingered the
econony and | ocal politics as being nbst inportant. Female interest in the
econony - traditionally a nale concern - nay be a reflection of their
growi ng stake in the jobnarket and i ncreasing financi al enpower nent.

Meanwhi | e, Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahnmad Badawi 's performance as Prine
M ni ster ranked just fifthin the respondents' |ist of national concerns,
taking only six per cent of the votes. At the time of the survey, Abdull ah
had only been in office for one-and-a-half nonths. While his inclusion in
the list may have indicated the people's anxiety over the transition
peri od fromTun Dr Mahat hir Mohanad to Abdul | ah, the latter's | owranking
inthe list of national issues may be a reflection of the people's
satisfaction with his performance at the tine.

When asked to pi npoint issues of concern in their nei ghbourhood,
respondents |isted social problens, crine, the local econony (jobs, basic



cost of living, etc), friction between political parties and traffic and
accidents in the top five

Each racial community, however, differed fromone anot her when asked to
nane their number one worry. Wil e Mal ays chose social problenms, and
Chi nese said that they fretted nost about crinme, Indians ranked both crine
and access to education at the top of their list.

Whi | e weaknesses in the Tanmi | national school systemis a | ongstandi ng
i ssue, anong mi ddl e-cl ass I ndi ans especially, this particular statistic
may al so i ndicate that the I ndian community feels that nany educati ona
resources are out of its reach, both financially and | ogi stically.

Anot her point of interest was how Chi nese respondents expressed no
concern about access to education or political friction. Their |ack of
interest in politics may be due to satisfaction that infighting wthin MCA
has been resol ved. But political apathy could be another reason
especially as 86 per cent of Chinese said they were not involved in any
political party.

The survey al so asked respondents to rank a series of econom c factors
according to how seriously they viewed themas problens. The |ist energed
as foll ows: househol d expenses, cost of education, jobs, cost of
heal t hcare, sal ary squeeze, conpetition w th China and t axes.

The i ncl usi on of China departs fromthis |ist of otherwi se donestic
econom ¢ concerns, and clearly shows howthe i ssue has captured the
attention not just of econom sts, businessnen and politicians, but of the
rakyat as well.

It's worth noting however, that on a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 used to
denote "Very Serious Problem, none of these issues rated higher than a
6. 1.

Meanwhi |l e, the widely-held belief that the Internet woul d becone a
vi abl e source of news and i nformati on for Mal aysi ans has been debunked:
nost people still rely on vernacul ar newspapers.

The survey also indicates that the different races are generally not
readi ng each ot her's vernacul ar papers. The possibility of an information
gap anong Mal ays, | ndians and Chi nese is an i ssue that deserves further
st udy.

* More stories on voter perceptions tonorrow



	Feeling good about the times (NST 28/02/2004)

