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Qur constitutional denocracy offers nuch to take pride in and cherish

John Teo

WHEN Prine M nister Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahnad Badawi recently paid an
official visit to the Philippines, reports were that he had an ani mat ed
di scussi on over lunch with President Joria Arroyo, in the presence of
hi gh Philippine officials including forner President Fidel Ranbs, on
Mal aysia's political and constitutional set-up

The Prime M nister reportedly argued forcefully that Malaysia's rel ative
success in recent years has been the result of a rigorous el ectoral system
backed by strong governing political parties and an effective civil
servi ce.

The fact that Mal aysia's brand of denbcracy has been functioni ng wel |,
with four snboth transitions of national |eadership in as nany decades,
has apparently not been | ost on the Filipinos who are reputed to have one
of the nost free-wheeling denocracies in the world.

It, therefore, should come as no surprise that a certain | oss of
confidence in the effectiveness of their own brand of denocracy has seen a
consti tuency devel opi ng anong sone powerful el enents of thoughtful, even
elitist, Filipinos advocating the adoption of a federal parlianmentary
constitutional set-up sinmlar to Ml aysia's.

That Mal aysi a has grown to becone sonet hi ng of the regional flavour of
t he nonth was highlighted by the fact that former Prime M nister Tun Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad has been invited to speak before the general assenbly of
I ndonesi a' s nati onal Chanber of Commerce and I ndustry next nonth.

It is also no secret that the creation of the Brunei, |ndonesi a,

Mal aysi a, Philippines-East Asean G owh Area (Bl MP- EAGA) 10 years ago was
| argely i nspired by adnirati on over how Sabah and Sarawak, | ong regarded
as relatively poor country cousins to Peninsul ar Mal aysi a, have prospered
as aut ononous and conparatively well-governed States within the Ml aysi an
federati on.

Since the federation in 1963, Sarawak has licked its festering Conmuni st
i nsurgency, curbed excessive political infighting anmong its potentially
fractious popul ati on and ushered i n an era of quite unprecedented econom ¢
growt h and devel opnent .

Simlarly, Sabah has finally seen the back of persistent problenms with
illegal mgration of people fromacross its porous and | ong coastline and
the resulting political hiccups they occasionally presentedto settleinto
hopeful |y a new era of growt h and devel opnent as Sarawak has enj oyed over
the past two decades.

In alnost all social and econom c indicators, Sabah and Sarawak | ead al
their Bl MP- EAGA counterparts, with the excepti on of Brunei, of course.

Bl MP- EAGA vi sitors fromKal i mantan, Sul awesi, Ml uku, West Papua in

I ndonesi a and M ndanao and Pal awan in the Philippines tothe two States
are invariably filled with envi ous surprise over the very obvi ous physi cal
signs of progress and rel atively high standards of |iving enjoyed in Sabah
and Sar awak.

There is clearly sonething to be said for | ocal empowernment as enshri ned
under our Federal and respective State Constitutions relating to the
separation of powers between the centre and the States.

The nore traditionalist anmong our own critics are far too easily
persuaded by their foreign counterparts with their own rudi mentary
know edge of the Mal aysi an systeminto disnissing our political systemas
authoritarian or even dictatorial sinply because we do not have - nor mss



- the classic check-and-bal ance of an alternating two-party system

Qur Federal Constitution provides for other healthy checks-and-bal ances
between States and the centre and the dictates and demands of our
het er ogenous popul ati on ensure even greater, if nore informal, checks-and-
bal ances.

That the Philippines, withits rather el aborate, US-styled formal system
of checks-and-bal ances, is nowrather desperately seeking to untie the
knots their systemis affordi ng themby shoppi ng around for a nore
practical systemof governance not unlike our own shoul d be vi ndi cation
enough agai nst sone elitist elenments in our mdst and their foreign
busybody friends who tirel essly harp on the fact that Ml aysia and
Mal aysi ans deserve "better".

Better the rough-and-ready systemthat works than a theoretically
flawl ess systemthat stands up to the scrutiny of |ocal and foreign snobs,
but fails the people it is intended to serve nmi serably, any day. There may
cone a day when our people collectively, and not just the elite, expect or
even demand changes to our systembut as things now stand, we have ot her
nore pressing priorities than to fix sonething that is not broken.
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