
The nation's economic 
pie in perspective 

A F I G U R E just a tad more t h a n 
the n u m b e r of letters in the En-
g l i sh a lphabet i s c reat ing b i g 
waves in the country — to be 
specif ic, it is 26 .1 . 

Tha t is the difference be-
tween the A s i a n Strategic a n d 
Leadersh ip Institute's (Asli) es-
t imates on Bumiputera corpo-
rate equity ownersh ip (45 per 
cent) a n d the government 's 
(18.9 pe r cent). 

B u t i f v i ewed w i t h i n the con -
text o f c ompany shareho ld ings 
for the who l e country , the 26.1 
pe r cent difference magni f ies 
m a n y fold. A n d i f taken w i th in 
the context of pol i t ical reper-
cussions in a mu l t i r ac i a l c oun-
try, the. different f igures be-
come a mat te r of even greater 
concern . 

The dispute over economic 
da ta — or specif ical ly, h o w i t 
was obta ined — has been a hot 
potato ever s ince A s l i academic 
Dr L i m Teck Ghee c l a imed that 
the B u m i p u t e r a share o f the 
corporate pie w a s as h i g h as 45 
pe rcen t . 

L im's f indings were con -
tained in his paper . "Corpora te 
Equi ty D is t r ibut ion : Past 
Trends a n d Future Po l ic ies " . 
He has smce res igned as d i r ec -
tor o f As l i ' s Centre for Pub l i c 
Pol icy Studies after his pape r 
c a m e u n d e r f i r e . A s l i pres ident 
M i r z a n Maha th i r w i t h d r e w the 
study after admi t t ing to f laws in 
its methodology. 

F o r once , the publ ic has tak-
en an u n u s u a l interest i n the 
usua l l y dry subject o f who 
owns h o w m u c h o f w h a t . A n d i t 
has become a t a lk ing po int that 
st irs as m u c h emot i on as c o n -
ce rn . 

Pu l a i M e m b e r o f Pa r l i ament 
Datuk N u r J a z l a n M o h a m e d 
says U m n o grassroots have 
b e en uneasy w i t h As l i ' s report . 
He says a ma jor po in t of con -
tention is that the repor t as-
sumes a l l gove rnment - l inked 
companies (GLCs) are B u m i -
putera-owned. 

"If A s l i wants to see it that 
way, then a l l GLCs shou ld be 
t rans fe r red to Ma lays . 

"Unhapp iness over this is ap-
parent on the g round , " says 
N u r Ja z l an , w h o i s P u l a i U m n o 
d iv is ion chief. 

The A s h repor t controversy 
is also expected to be a s i z z l ing 
issue for delegates to the U m n o 

genera l assembly, scheduled 
f rom Nov 13 to 17. 

I t i s not only a m o n g M a l a y s 
that the topic is hotly debated, 
The th ink- tank 's f i gures have 
a l so d r a w n the attention o f the 
Chinese c o m m u n i t y to the 
methodology used by the gov-
e rnment to calculate equity. 

So, w h a t is the b ig deal about 
the B u m i p u t e r a share in 
Ma lays ian companies? 

Univers i t i U t a r a M a l a y s i a 
pol i t ical analyst Dr M o h a m e d 
Mus ta f a Ishak puts the contro-
versy i n perspect ive: 

" I f B u m i p u t e r a equity i s 45 
per Cent, then sure ly the next 
quest ion is , w h y the n e e d for 
B u m i p u t e r a r i ghts? It has im-
pl icat ions for government po l i -
c y a n d i t ( removing ind igenous 
rights) is one th ing U m n o wil l 
never accep ta t present." 

In o the r words , i f As l i ' s re-
port is taken to be correct , t h en 
i t means i t is t ime the govern-
ment d id away w i th the affir-
mative act ion to he lp the B u m i -
putera . 

T h e first o f such p ro -
g rammes was the N e w E c o -
nomic Pol icy (NEP) , conce ived 
after the M a y 13, 1 9 6 9 race r i -
ots to combat poverty a n d re-
s t ructure society. The N E P set a 
target o f 30 p e r cent equity 
ownersh ip for B u m i p u t e r a . Al-
though the N E P ended in 1990, 
successive p r o g r a m m e s under 
the Na t i ona l Deve lopment P o l i -
cy (1990 to 2000) a n d the Na-
t iona l V i s i o n Pol icy (2000 to 
2010) cont inue to st ick w i t h the 
30 per cent goal . 

T h i s expla ins w h y A s l i ' s re-
po r t generated so m u c h inter-
est — a n d emot ion — on the 
g round . 

Un i v e r s i t i K ebangsaan M a l a -
ysia 's Institute o f M a l a y W o r l d 
a n d Civ i l isat ion d i rector Prof 
Da tuk D r Shamsu l A m r i B a -
h a r u d d i n says pub l i c r eac t i on 
is unders tandab le as this is the 
first time! the methodology of 
ca lcu la t ing B u m i p u t e r a equity 
has b e en openly debated. 

" In Ma lays i a , it is good to 
have d iscussions on issues. I t 
doesn't mat te r w h a t the issues 
are. We need discussions be-
cause the alternative is t ak ing 
up our parangs," he says. 

B u t S h a m s u l i s conce rned 
that m u c h o f the d iscuss ion on 
this topic h a s b e en ethnic ised 
a n d people are beg inn ing to 
v i ew the subject f rom the i r o w n 
r a c i a l p r i sms . 

He says the gap be tween 
As l i ' s a n d the government 's f i g -
ure is too b i g , a n d this creates 
the impress i on that the gove rn -
ment massaged the statistics to 
suit i ts po l i t i ca l ends . 

T h i s only in fur ia tes the 
non -Bumipu t e ra w h o feel 
cheated, S h a m s u l adds. Not 
surpr is ing ly , cal ls for the gov-
e rnment to m a k e pub l i c its 
methodology for ca lcu la t ing 
B u m i p u t e r a equity came p r i -
m a r i l y f r om the n o n - B u m i p u t -
e ra . 

L ead ing the cho rus i s Ger -
akan president Da tuk S e r i Dr 
L i m K e n g Yaik , w h o i s also En-
ergy, Water and C o m m u n i c a -
tions Min is t e r . 

D r L i m h a d sa id that wh i l e 
G e r a k a n stood by the off icial 
f igures, t r ansparency on the 
mat ter wou ld not give r o o m to 
other part ies to quest ion the 
government 's f indings. 

But the veteran pol i t ic ian's 
app roach in m a k i n g the re -
quest d id not go w e l l w i th some 
of his col leagues in govern-
m e n t P r i m e M in i s t e r Da tuk 
S e r i A b d u l l a h A h m a d B a d a w i 
sa id i t was a l l r i ght to seek an-
swers from the government — 
just d rop the sa r casm, i n s i n u a -
t i ons a n d innuendoes . 

A b d u l l a h said the govern-
ment d i d not " l ead a n d he " a n d 
w a n t e d the best for a l l 
Ma lays ians , not a pa r t i cu l a r 
ethnic group. 

In any event, d iscuss ion of 
this issue — - a s w i t h any other 
"sens i t ive" topic — has t a k e n 
on a r a c i a l s lant , when i t s h o u l d 
have b e en dealt wi th cool ly and 
cl inical ly. 

For example , debate over 
whe the r to use p a r va lue or 
m a r k e t value to calculate share 
ownersh ip has been hi jacked 
by those w h o suggest that the 
government has a h i dden 
agenda by us ing the former. 

A n d this has r i l e d h i s to r i an 
P ro f Datuk Dr Khoo Kay K i m . 

He says it is good to openly 
ta lk about any topic, even sen-
sitive ones. B u t w h e n the de-
bate shows signs of sp i ra l l ing 
out of contro l or reaches a t ip-
p ing point , the open d i scuss i on 
must end. 
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Closed-door talks may be the best answer 
• FROM PAGE 20 

"We do not want to set people's 
emotions on fire. We do not want 
more ethnic champ ions to surface. 
Wha t we wan t is for more people to 
bu i l d br idges be tween the different 
ethnic groups," adds Khoo , who 
helped draft the R u k u n Negara . 

What Khoo is say ing is that after a 
cer ta in po in t , d iscussions on explo-
sive issues have to be done in a con-
trolled env i ronment where emotions 
are kept in check a n d facts looked in-
to objectively. 

G e r a k a n cent ra l committee m e m -
ber Senator Gooi Hoe H i n has a n a m e 

for s u c h a setting: the Nat iona l Eco -
nomic Consultative C o u n c i l (NECC). 

G i ven the direct ion debate over the 
subject has taken, Gooi , who is also 
Dr L im ' s f o rmer po l i t i ca l secretary, 
suggests i t is h igh t ime the N E C C I I I 
was set up. 

N E C C I was establ ished to del iber-
ate the post -1990 economic strate-
gies to rep lace the NEP . The N E C C II 
he lped draft the country 's 10-year 
economic b luepr int , the Nat iona l Vi-
s i on Policy. 

Both counci ls were made up o l ' rep-
resentatives f r om pol i t ica l part iees 
a n d interest groups arid the i r 
c losed-door discussions are sa id to be 

just as in f lamed. 
" N E C C III w i l l a l low all levels of so-

ciety to part ic ipate in a mean ing fu l 
way to b r i n g about a more susta in-
able Ma l a y s i an economy to he lp face 
the chal lenges of a global ised wor ld . 
It w i l l also look into a fair a n d equ i -
table d is tr ibut ion o f wea l th whe r e the 
poor a n d underpr iv i l eged , i r respec-
tive of race , w i l l benefit, ' ' Gooi says. 

Gooi 's G e r a k a n colleague Datuk Dr 
Toh K i n Woon says the f a c i a l focus 
generated f r om the A s l i r epor t fal lout 
has d iver ted attention f rom the m o r e 
ser ious p r ob l em o f unequa l wea l th 
d is t r ibut ion within ethnic groups. 

Toh, a Penang executive counc i l 

member , says the Gini coefficient for 
a l l races h a d gone up be tween 1999 
a n d 2004. w i t h the B u m i p u t e r a expe-
r i enc ing the highest r ise . 

The G in i coefficient for Bumipu t -
eras went up f rom 0.433 in 1999 to 
0.452 in 2004 , the Ch inese f r o m 
0.434 to 0.446, a n d the Indians 0.413 
to 0.425. 

T h e G i n i coefficient measures in-
equal i ty o f income d is t r ibut ion: The 
h igher the f igure, the more d ispro-
port ionate the d is tr ibut ion. 

"It is time we looked at unequa l 
weal th d is tr ibut ion a n d played d o w n 
the race factor. W h a t are the causes? 
Is it because of leakages, top m a n y 

pr ivat isat ion projects or because the 
government has not p layed a b i g 
enough role in ensur ing fa irer d i s t r i -
bu t i on? " asks Toh, a f o rmer eco-
nomics professor in Un ivers i t i K e -
b a n g s a a n Ma lays ia . 

Bu t cons ider ing that emot i on a n d 
n a r r o w rac i a l v iews have crept into 
the debate over As l i ' s contested f ind-
ings, there is no assurance that dis-
cussions on re lated topics w i l l not end 
up w i t h the same fate. 

That be ing the case, h is tor ian Khoo 
says there is only one w a y out: "If ra-
t iona l debate; cannot take p lace in the 
open, you might as w e l l ca l l it off be-
fore it boi ls over." 


