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Nati onal Service canps a mrror of the outside world
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HERE i s anot her reason why Mal aysi ans shoul d | ook closely at what's
happeni ng i nsi de the Nati onal Service canps: the roller-coaster ride there
is a mcrocosmof everyday life.

The fights. The traces of gangsterism The | ax security. The cavalier
attitude of sone youngsters towards authority. The nunber of drop-outs.
The cliques built along racial |ines.

Al these formthe nosaic of Malaysian life.

For now, at |east, the question should be: How can we tackl e some of the
probl ens that have cropped up?

And chi ef anong these has to be racial polarisation. The idea of
Nati onal Service was conceived at a sem nar on patriotismlast year

The participants felt that sonmething drastic needed to be done to drag
Mal aysi an youth fromtheir racial enclaves and nake themidentify
t hensel ves nore as Mal aysi ans first, rather than Mal ays, Chi nese and
| ndi ans.

Sormreone noot ed the National Service idea fromthe floor and it was
supported by fornmer Prine Mnister Tun Dr Mahat hi r Mohamad and enbraced by
many Mal aysi ans.

Everyt hing then noved at break-neck speed. Defence Mnister Datuk Seri
Naj i b Razak was put in charge of the programe, and in February,

Mal aysia's National Service programe was rolled out.

I n between, the programme was scal ed down due to costs. Instead of
450, 000 trai nees, only 85,000 woul d take part. Instead of a six-nonth
stint, it was short-ened to three nonths.

Parents visiting their children at the canps have been struck by the
fact that trai nees seemto group along ethnic lines. The fewtrai nees who
wite journals in newspapers al so seemgenui nely amazed at shari ng space
wi th peopl e of different skin colour and religion.

And yet, nobody shoul d be surprised about racial polarisationinthe
canps. It is all around. Has been for years.

Aletter witer tothe New Straits Ti nes wondered: "Does anyone real ly
bel i eve that three nonths of National Service will instil in the trainees
the virtues of discipline, racial integration and patriotismthat 11 years
of schooling has failed to do?"

A soon-to- be-published 2003 survey on ethnic relations in 12 public
uni versities shows that nost under graduat es woul d prefer not sharing roons
wi th sonmeone of anot her race

More than 7,000 students were polled on a series of questions to find
out whet her et hni c consi deration was the single nost i nportant factor in
deci si on- maki ng.

Fi ndi ngs suggest that barriers between the races have broken down, but
under graduates still prefer moving in their own racial circle.

Dr Mansor Mohd Noor of Universiti Utara Ml aysia, who conducted the
survey, said: "W need to do sonething. O herwi se, the drifting away of
the races will continue.

"W need to reinvent the national school system™

The seeds of division are planted early.

Most parents send their children to vernacul ar ki ndergartens, where only
one race dom nates the enrol nent. This pattern of acci dental segregation
continues all along the education staircase

An indication of the growi ng ethnic divide: In 1964, 98 per cent of



Chi nese children went to Mal aysi a' s national school s; today, the nunber is
five per cent, the remai nder opting for Chi nese or private education

The shift was due in part to a perceived decline in the quality of
nati onal education, and in part tothe switch to the Malay | anguage as a
medi um of instruction, fromEnglish

The di sappearance of Chinese fromnational schools has created a
cleaving of the races that begins in primary school. National schools have
now becone over-whel m ngly Ml ay.

The number of Indian students attendi ng nati onal schools has al so
decreased over the years

Compoundi ng matters is the trend of Mal ay parents sending their children
toreligious schools. The end result: many Mal ays, Chinese and I ndi ans are
growi ng up without the regul ar interacti on between races, which used to be
nor m

Gerakan's Datuk S. Vijayaratnamsaid: "Wth regul ar i nteracti on between
races comes respect and tol erance for each other's religious beliefs and
culture.”

He i s spot on

A university professor marki ng exam nation scripts was shocked when a
few of his students believed that Mal aysia was not an Islanmic state
because there were churches and ot her places of worship here.

The three-nonth National Service training is the equival ent of |ast-

m nute cranmm ng for an exam nation. Sonetines it works, but nost of the
time, the results are a true reflection of the anount of work put in.

A better way of tackling racial polarisationis by making national
school attractive for everyone. One suggestionis to make Mandari n and
Tam | conpul sory in these school s, thereby encouragi ng Chi nese and | ndi an
parents to place their charges there.

Chi nese | anguage teachers can al so be brought in from China.

The Governnent is trying to make national schools attractive for Ml ay
parents who want their childrento get a better religi ous education. The
I slami ¢ syl labus is being upgraded to include conpul sory Arabic | anguage
courses for Muslimstudents and Quran recital for primary school children

There are al so pl ans to have conprehensi ve rel i gi ous educati on outsi de
school hours.

Only when there is a true m x of students attendi ng national schools,
will it berealistictotalk about tackling racial polarisation. Unti
t hen, expect Ml aysi an youth to behave |i ke strangers.

Strange was how two trainees at the U TMcanpus in Shah Alamfelt when
they cane face to face. One is a step away fromgoing abroad for his
education and the other has not seen the inside of a classroomfor three
years.

The latter is a drop-out and a |likely candidate for the special canp
bei ng set up for National Service delinquents. Again, dropping out of
school at a young age is not ararity in Mlaysia.

A study by the MCA showed that 24 per cent of students from Chi nese
primary school s did not conplete their secondary educati on. They work as
wai ters, in factories and stay on the margi ns of society.

Nati onal Service Council chairman Dat uk Ahnad Fawzi Mohd Basri bel i eves
that excluding this group will hel p reduce the nunber of unsavoury
incidents in the canps. Hi s idea nust be resisted.

A reader of the NST wote felt that the drop-outs should be encouraged
totake part in National Service. "Shouldn't they be targeted for Nationa
Service so that they gain some of the virtues the progranme i s supposed to
bring? If these very youths are margi nali sed, m ght they not turn out to
be the gangsters, crimnals and drug addicts of tonorrow," he added.

Finally, sonme parents were troubl ed over reports that sone trai nees were



menbers of gangs, had smuggl ed kni ves and ot her smal | weapons into the
canp and were involved in extortion. They wondered which catchnent these
trai nees were picked from

Here is the news. They cane fromsquatter col onies, m ddl e-class hones
and even those with crystal chandeliers.

The | atest statistics showthat juvenile crine rose by 22.7 per cent
| ast year over the previous year. Last year, there were 3,627 cases or an
average of 10 cases a day, conpared with 2,955 cases or ei ght cases a day
in 2002.

And j udgi ng by the 601 cases reported inthe first two nonths of this
year, the upward trend is likely to continue.

The nunber of yout hs and students arrested al so rose with 5, 326 yout hs
arrested | ast year conpared with 4,200 i n 2002.

So what's happening in canp is only a mrror of the outside world.
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