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Senat ors show new spirit

By Chow Kum Hor

SOMVETI MES referred to as an “old fol ks hone' or “rubber stanp', the Dewan
Negara recently showed it i s anything but that when in an unprecedent ed
nove, the House returned a Bill to the Dewan Rakyat for anendnent. Has the
Upper House of Mal aysia's legislature truly conme of age, asks CHOWNKUM
HOR.

ITis not very often that the usually dull and sedate Dewan Negara
sittings stir keen public interest, but during the | ast session, the
Senate did just that. On July 26, the Dewan Negara, for the first time in
its 49-year history sent back a Bill to be re-tabled in the Dewan Rakyat
because two words - human beings - were not included init.

The Senators want the words to be included in clause 8 of the Pesticides
(Amrendnents) 2004 Bill.

Wth the inclusion, pesticides that cause harmto humans face de-
registration too - not just to plants, animals and property as sti pul ated
in the original wording of the Bill

The Dewan Negara, however, passed the Bill, with amendnents to be nade
in the Dewan Rakyat.

The Bill will now be re-tabled in the Dewan Rakyat at the next sitting
and debated again in the Dewan Negar a.

"The incident is an eye-opener," says Senator Datuk Dr S. Vijayaratnam
who is al so Gerakan vice-president.

"Thi s shows Senators do read the bills before debate. The Senate i s not
a rubber stanp as sone peopl e thought it to be."

It is not difficult to see why the Upper House has been perceived as a
rubber stanp in the past.

For one, it has been customary for the House to pass bills endorsed by
t he Dewan Rakyat | ock, stock and barrel.

After all, bills passed by the Dewan Rakyat are deened to have under gone
extensive debate and scrutiny by a larger house (the Dewan Rakyat has 219
nmenbers conpared to the 69-strong Senate).

Furthernore, alnost all Senators are in sone way |inked to the
Gover nment, whether by virtue of being office-bearers in political parties
or from"friendly" non-governnental organi sations.

Only four Senators are nominated by Pas through the State quota.

But when the Senate | ast nonth decided to take exception to the
Pesticides Bill passed by t he Dewan Rakyat earlier, the argunment that the
Upper House is a rubber stamp no | onger hol ds water.

In fact, even Qpposition MPs in the Dewan Rakyat, who often accuse BN
MPs (fromboth Houses) of blindly passing bills, were equally guilty of
doi ng the same when they voted in favour of passing the said Bill.

But beyond | ast nonth's incident, just how far has the Dewan Negara
evolved into aninstitution that forns the cornerstone of a First Wrld
Par | i anent ?

Alot, says Mnister inthe Prinme Mnister's Departnent in charge of
Parliament Datuk Seri Nazri Aziz.

"I was a Senator nyself. Now, as the Mnister in charge of Parlianent, |
can see that the quality of debate has gone up. Senators do nore research
t hese days," says Nazri, who spent two terns in the Upper House before
contesting i n the Chenderoh parlianmentary seat in 1995.

Dr Vijayaratnamsays he is often frustrated that question tinme is al ways
cut short in the House but this only goes to showthat Senators are



beconi ng nore participative and di scerning.

Unli ke their Dewan Rakyat counterparts who are bogged down by
commitments intheir respective constituencies, Senators can spend nore
time going through bills and doing research.

O course, unlike the Dewan Rakyat, heated exchanges are rare during the
usual ly dry debates in the BN-dom nated Dewan Negara. The kind of drana
and barbs that col our the Lower House sittings is also hard to cone by in
t he Dewan Negar a.

"This all ows i ssues to be discussed in a nore non-parti san and obj ective
manner, " says Nazri, who is a | awyer by training.

"The Senate is a place for national issues to be discussed seriously and
not for people to poke fun at one another."

Dr Vijayaratnamsays he is glad that "one or two" Opposition Senators
have al so adopted a non-partisan approach when debating i ssues.

The Upper House, as the name suggests, is after all supposed to be a
dignifiedinstitution where bills are debated and i ssues highlightedin a
civil, objective manner.

But what of views that the Dewan Negara is "retirenent home" or "centre
for rejects" who did not nake the cut to be candidates for the general
el ection?

Under the Federal Constitution, only those aged 30 and above can sit in
the Senate, conpared to 21 for the Dewan Rakyat. Naturally, the fornmer
wi | | have nore ol der nenbers.

Nazri subscribes to the "old is gold" theory. Wth experience behind
them the seniors, he says, generally provide nore quality inputs than the
20- sonet hings fromthe Lower House.

Di smi ssing Senators as "rejects"” sinply ignores the fact that sone of
t he nost established names in Mal aysian politics are former Senate
menbers.

They include former Prinme M nister Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohamad, Gerakan
president Datuk Seri Dr LimKeng Yai k and ex-Fi nance M nister Tun Daim
Zai nuddi n.

Under Dr Mahathir's admi nistration before he retired | ast year, a record
nunber of Senators were appointed mnisters, some of whomheld key
portfolios |ike Education.

More recently, bureaucrat Tan Sri Nor Mbhanmed Yakcop was nmade a Senat or,
and subsequently Second Fi nance Mnister, allowing himto | ead the
mnistry relatively free of political pressures.

Al'l said, thereis still an entrenched vi ewthat nenbership in the Dewan
Rakyat is nore "glanorous”. Its menbers have after all been directly
el ected, hence their claimto | ead the rakyat.

Senators still privately conplain that when invited to functions, they
are given seats in the back row whil e the Dewan Rakyat menbers and
assenbl ynmen get VIP treatnent.

Constitutional |aw expert Prof Dr Shad Sal eem Farugi of Universiti
Teknol ogi Mara says if the Dewan Negara i s serious about shedding its
"second-cl ass" i nmage, reforns nmust be made.

"Article 45 of the Federal Constitution says that the system of
appoi nting nenbers to the Senate can be abol i shed.

"It al so says Senators fromthe States can be el ected just |ike Dewan
Rakyat MPs. These have not been done."

He adds that the process of originating bills has al ways been fromthe
Dewan Rakyat al though the Senate is enpowered to do t he sane.

Faruqi foresees that one day both Houses of Parlianent will have el ected
menbers, not unlike the United States.

"The time to get the ball rolling is now W are not talking about
radi cal refornms. One House can start changing first. Sonetinmes reforns can



be infectious," says the | ecturer.
The Dewan Negara has conme a | ong way since its inception 49 years ago
but maj or reforns appear to have el uded t he august house.
But by breaking tradition | ast month, the Senators have shown they are
deternmined to hold their heads high.
( END)
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