"Yes, Malaysians may be more mature now, but issues like race

and religion are still sensitive, even a mature country like

America is sensitive about race and religion.'

Abdullah and Ong at the general assembly yesterday. With them are MCA deputy president and Transport Minister Datuk Seri Chan Kong
Choy (left) and Deputy Prime Minister Datuk Seri Najib Razak.

KUALA LUMPUR: The SME Bank

and other government-lending
institutions for entrepreneurs
must not discriminate against

non-Malay businessmen applying
for loans.

This was the Prime Minister's
response to grouses from Chinese
small- and medium-size enter-
prises and it drew strong ap-
plause from delegates at the
MCA's 53rd annual general as-
sembly yesterday.

"The SME Bank should not dis-
criminate against any party. It
should provide aid to all appli-
cants regardless of race," Datuk
Seri Abdullah Ahmad Badawi
said in his opening address at the
meeting.

He added that such problems
were also raised by Chinese min-
isters at the Cabinet level and dis-
cussed "openly and honestly".

"l have taken note of what Ong
had said in his speech about the
complaints by Chinese business-
men,"headded,referringtothe
presidential address earlier by

MCA president Datuk Seri Ong Ka
Ting.

Earlier this month, Ong led a
group
from guilds and associations in a
three-hour dialogue with Abdul-
lah on economic issues and chal-
lenges faced by non-Malay en-
trepreneurs.

Abdullah said the Government
wanted to enlarge the economic

of Chinese businessmen

pie as it would then be easier to
share. For example, he said, a
small Chinese family-owned shop
could consider partnering with
Malay landowners to enlarge and
diversify their business by selling
products to all races and and em-
ploying amulti-racialworkforce.

"This is what I mean by enlarg-
ing the pie to share the benefits."

He also reassured the Chinese
community over some racial re-
marks that had caused uneasi-
ness.

He said Umno appreciated the
"loyal friendship" of MCA during
its difficult times.

"Whatever the problem, we still

moderation
and consensus of Barisan Nasion-

see the tolerance,
al-component parties.

"As BN chairman, [understand
my responsibility to the coalition
and the people who come from
different races and practise dif-
ferent religions."

He said some people were still
discussing Article 121(a) of the
Federal Constitution on the juris-
diction of Syariah and civil courts
and other sensitive issues.

They  thought that since
Malaysians were now more ma-
ture, the Government should al-
low the discussion to continue, he
added.

"Yes, Malaysians may be more
mature now, but issues like race
and religion are still sensitive,
even a mature country like Amer-
ica is sensitive aboutrace and re-
ligion.

"As human beings, we can't
avoid feeling sensitive when race
and religion are brought up. Ifwe
can't controlthe problems as are-
sult (of uncontrolled discussion),

then it is better to avoid them.

"When one party raises an ar-
gument, another party responds
and so on. My advice to everyone
is not to raise issues that would
make things difficult for all ofus."”

On Chinese national-type
schools, he said it was important
to ensure the pupils were taught
how to live in a multiracial coun-
try and to avoid racial prejudices.

"This also goes for students in
other vernacular schools and reli-
gious schools."”

Later, after launching the Na-
tional Watercolour Arts Festival
at the National Art Gallery, Ab-
dullah advised leaders to be care-
ful when making political state-
ments.

His statement was also directed
at deputy Umno Youth chief
Khairy Jamaluddin over his re-
cent statements that drew the ire
of MCA and the Chinese commu-
nity.

Khairy had stated while open-
ingan Umno Youth division meet-
ing that the Chinese would take
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advantage of Malay disunity if
Umno was not united.

"My advice to Khairy and other
leaders is that we ought to be
careful when making statements,
as some statements when made
in relation to specific issues can
cause misunderstanding.

"In Barisan Nasional, we have
parties that represent different
races so we should be careful
when speaking about specific is-
sues," he said, addingthat Khairy
should explain what he meant by
his statement since it had turned
into anissue.

Khairy, who is also Abdullah's
son-in-law, had claimed that he
was misunderstood and had nev-
er intended to hurt the feelings of
the Chinese community.

Asked ifhe considered Khairy's
statement as extremist and
whether he (Khairy) should apol-
ogise, Abdullah said it depended
on what exactly he had said and
meant.

He said he was not entirely cer-
tain aboutKhairy's remarks.



