30/ 03/ 2003

Transparency the key to PR success

KUCHI NG Sat. - Not enough is being done to correct faulty ideas and
conpl ex mi sconceptions about WMalaysia that flourish here and abroad, New
Straits Times Press (M Bhd group editor-in-chief Tan Sri Abdul | ah Ahmad
sai d today.

Saying that the country was often the "victim of m sconception”,
Abdul I ah said the potential inpact of a false and negative internationa
i mage was obvious, with the nost imediate effect nobst |likely seen in
tourism and foreign investnent.

He said the pervasiveness of Pas political influence and its effect on
the rights of Ml aysian wonen was another elenent of national life that
was often m sunderstood or blown out of proportion

"Tourism Mal aysi a adverti senents featuring footage of our sunlit beaches
and ruhi bbah popul ace nay be good tourist |ures.

"But they fall far short of addressing the nmore conplex m sconceptions
about Ml aysia that flourish overseas,” Abdullah said in his keynote
address at a conference on "Public Relations and Crisis Managenent in
Public Service and Corporate Sector" at the Holiday |Inn here

The sem nar, by the Sarawak Devel opnment Institute and Ki aniaga Sdn Bhd
was opened by Deputy State Secretary Datuk Salleh Sul ai man.

The sem nar was attended by chief executive officers of conpanies, top
civil servants, and managers.

"The sane can be said of national public relations efforts ained at
Mal aysi ans thensel ves.

"Al though well-intentioned, the advertisenents that we have broadcast on
tel evision for decades, pronoting everything from racial harnony to
i nformati on technol ogy, are no |longer sufficient."

Abdul | ah said current public relations efforts |acked the sophistication
needed to convince nore cynical ninds.

For exanple, said Abdullah, when the Government arrested several nenbers
of Kumpulan Mlitan Ml aysia in 2001, the action was not fully appreciated
by certain quarters until after the events of Sept 11

"This is a disturbing indication of how we can mi shandl e public
relations with our own public."

According to Abdullah, Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhamad had
| ong been the country's best and npbst recognisable public relations nan.

However, said Abdullah, national public relations efforts could not be a
oneman enterprise.

Stressing that the time for "singalong TV ads and facile slogans" were
over, he said what was needed was a nore nodern, urbane nessage, bol stered
al so by better production val ues.

"Public relations disasters are usually caused by conflicting
objectives. | count our handling of the severe episode of haze a few years
ago as anong our worst, because our authorities were conflicted between
their desire to keep the public infornmed and the need to stem public
alarm"

Abdul | ah said while public relations was an equally integral nechani sm
of crisis managenent, the key to its success was transparency.

"We can take, as an exanmple from the m croperspective, the 1989 Exxon
Val dez oil spill in Alaska. Instead of seeing the media as its partner in
comuni cati on, Exxon Mbile regarded the Press w th suspicion

"The conpany's refusal to conmunicate its plans on how to deal with the



di saster for over a week after it took place only turned the nedia and
public opinion against it.

"When conpany spokesnen did nake statenents about Exxon Mobile's ability
to handle the oil spill, they only ended up contradicting news footage and
on-site witness reports about the severity of the accident.”

Anot her exanple closer to hone, he said, followed an incident |ast
August in which a 60kg safety wheel fell off a KL Mnorail train and hit a
reporter.

"Again, the train operator KL Mpnorail System Sdn Bhd's immedi ate
strategy following the accident was to essentially stay silent.

"Rat her than make the incident go away, a tactic that relies on the
short-lived nature of public nmenory, the conpany's strategy backfired and
only served to fan nedia interest.”

Abdul | ah advi sed that under such circunstances, transparency, a
willingness to be upfront about the facts, was the best route to take

"Indeed, after a nmeeting with several editors, the conpany heeded their
advice and allowed reporters into the assenbly plant so that public
concerns about the safety of the nonorail trains could be answered."

He cautioned, however, the nedia were not to be used nerely as an organ
of dissem nation. Editors, he said, were trained to identify pure spin, or
sone approximation of the truth, when they see it.

Saying that his criticismof the public relations industry in the
country had not changed nmuch over the years, Abdullah added that PR often
nm st ook or confused the packaging for what it was neant to contain.

"Thus PR is associated in the public mind with publicity, puffery and
hype. In a world that has grown cynical - towards politics, big business
and even the nedia - public relations is increasingly seen to be about
pol i shing surfaces.

"In recent tines, an increasingly savvy public has seen PR nerely as a
vehicle for spin. For a topical case of spin the kind we are all wary of
- we can look to the public relations canpaign that the US is waging in an
attenpt to convince the world that war with Irag was necessary."

He said the US presented a nunber of reasons for war, fromthe
nonproliferation of weapons of mass destruction, the defence of denocracy
and the salvation of the Iraqgi people, to the prevention of terrorist
hostilities and progression in the establishment of a Pal estinian state.

"But all these barely mask the imredi ate purpose of war for the United
States, which is uninpeded access to Iraqi oil."
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