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COUNTRY REPORT ON MALAYSIA

by

Enc'k Dol Ramii
Generat Manager, BERNAMA

Some Background

A compreherisive nistory of the mass media and communication arts

in Matays'a yet remans ‘o be written. However, with the development

of the mass ccmmurica* on programmes iniroduced since the early seventies
In ai least triree instiiut.ons of nigher learning (Universiti Sains Malaysia,
Urivers:t Kebargsaan Ma avs.a and MARA Institute of Technoiogy) we may
expec: sucn a vauable referernce materjal to become available in the not-
toc-d.slart furure, L k2wise, we none and Dray that through the agency of
inese irstautions rpore and better teained communication practlitioners,
reacners | researcriec~s and adme:ascsirglors wili emerge 10 meet the present

zcute demand-ard-suoniy S AT on,

Mearwn,'e 2 very brief skeich o7 the background, h.storical or
o-mer w:ge  oFf ime va~icus prarches of tne communication arts in Malaysia
mighs prove useful [nopooyeging US witn a betier perspective of the Seminar
aiscussions to foclicw o 'ne treme orf '""Mass Med!a and Socio-Economic

Change',

As a natlion, Maiavsia s sivi! young, having just celebrated its
15:n birinday on 31st August 1978. Previousiy, the states of Mal-aysia
were urder British ruie, some of them for over 80 years. in 1957, the
'l srates 'n Wes: Maiavsie became ‘ndependen! and were known as the
i-edera‘ion of Ma'aya. In 19863. Sabah, Sarawak and Singapore joined

‘he Federaticn, which was nercefer'h known as the Federation of
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Maia,;s 2. Wher Singapore sepa~aied in 1955. there were 13 siates lefi.

Trere are (wo urnique features about Maziays.a, e first berng its
mutii-rac:al compos'iar: and 'he secord beirg the prysica! ard cultural
d fferences berweer East and Wes! Malays a. Botn these features have
had a cicse re:ailonsnip wiih the origin, developmen: and current slatus
of (re mass med.a 'n Ma‘aysia. For exampie, ‘he ex's1-ng print media
‘- Ma'ays.3 use ihe ranguages of ‘he different eihr.c groups and reflect
the.r \niteres's, i',s5 also worth poing ina! me level of mass med:.a
penairatinn, deveiocormen' and Socr 3! cation is higne~ it Wesi Maiays:a

‘tan N E2st Ma'ays a.

~ Matays u, ire vree ma.or communicar on mad.a - print, elecironic

A=l s raee S g fcancy 2iepped up the'™ roies as agen's of change.

.aze and enierta .. each .n i1s own way with

]

¢ “fer g Sivis. degress of cmrensity andes o6 o SLECES

5, Toa s Med s - e C.des
~eed Clapiy a2 poon med.a ericy e tongest hslory of mass
ST Sa G 2 S 2cCe o ' € TCunity L @aiirg Heck ta the ealiy
I ESEr e g oo v s e emaesgence of sucr fpewspacers L iney can
T g2 Ce 24 22 ire Crarese Monin:y Magaz:ne f.ost nubirsned in Malacca
- — e . — i e

1875 2nd & Ergr sn-rzngusge Pernarng Gezeite feounded 'n 1838.

SLLEEqQuen s Sues ne yvears mare Engiigs and vernacular-language
rewsizavers . closer e the preser: day defin ron of ihe Press, came Int0
pront, The Ergiisn-language goress in Majays:a as 'n many other Asian
CGrits €5 . Came w.m™ the ceo.ior zer=s and, beftore 1957 1 cerved me

iterest of imper:ai Britain me~e tnan tha: of 'ne general oubiic urges s a4 dsiov,

Because of iihe un:.que p:ural character of Malays:a's popuration, 1%
tcca! press tends 1o develicp aiong muiti—iingua! and fa.nily rac:at nnes, wiin
newspapers ava-iabie n 'ne four major iarguages spoken n the couriry:Maiay
(the nationai and cfficial targuage), Engiisn, Chinese and indian. Other

dialects fer smaller m.rne~.tv groups also exist as. for example, in Punjabi
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and Kadazan (a dialect of Sabah), the latter in the form of a daily supplement

rather than a separate newspaper,

infrastructure facilities in Malaysia are reasonably well developed
to the extent that newspapers produced in the national capital (Kuala Lumpur)
more often than not become available even in the smaller towns of mainland
Malaysia and in the State capitals of Sabah and Sarawak by the same
afternoon. Telecommunication facilities ( phone, telex and teieprinter)
including satellite links spanning the South Chin Sea between Peninsular
Malaysia and Sabah/Sarawak also keep the 12 states of Malaysia in ciose

and daily contact with one anot er ,

Media "hardware' too have advanced to a fair degree of sophisti-
cation wiin offset and colour-printing firms. One newspaper group (The

New Straits Times) has already adopted for some time now the latest

recnrique in copy editting using computerisation and the elecironic screen,

To date, Maiaysian dailies toial 26, weeklies (actually Sunday
adivicrs) 10, bi-week!y and fortnightly publications one each - ail privaie

=BT

(@]

= efforis, This number is separate from the daiiy bi-!ingual cutputs
=7 Maiaysia's national news agency BERNAMA and from 141 other regular
szriodiczis of a generaliy educarionai, infcrmative and entertairment
rature pubtished in (ke four major Malaysian languages on a weekiy,
Doeweekiy, monthiy, quarterly, bi-annually and annual basis. Withcut
2>xcention al! tnese cublications - dailies and periodicals alike - are
cequmed to carry a printing permit renewable annually caited the KDN
abbreviation for Kementerian Dalam Negeri (Malay for the Ministry of
Heme Affairs which licenses all publications meant for public sale and
sumption), Non-rerewal of a KDN usualiy means cessation cf the periodical
concerned. Malaysian publishers have always considered this constraint

unnecessary and have agitated against it on and off for quite some time now,

The state of financial health and, therefore, of physica! progress
and development of the average Malaysian newspaper and to some extent
other periodicais too depends largely on advertising revenue rather than

on street sailes. In Malaysia apparently, the larger the established
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circulation figure, the higher the advertising rates chargeable and the
more viable becomes the publication concerned, Like any other business,
the saying "'success breeds success' also applies to the communication

industry,

b. BERNAMA - unique and non-profit-making

BERNAMA - Malaysia's national news agency - bec.me operational
as a non-profit-making statutory body in 1968 with policy-decision invested
in a Board of Governors drawn from the Malaysian press and Goevernment
mass media in equal number. The Board is headed by a Chairman ;ointly
app> nied by both parties. It is, therefore, a unique cocperative venture
beiween the Malaysian press andthe Goverrment mass media (principaliy
Rad:ioc and Television Maiaysia) al!l paying subscription fees to BERNAMA

which provides a daiiv rews service in Malay and English via teleprinter.

Apart from baving an office or bureau in every Siate capital in
ine coun'ry , BERNAMA ziso operates a foreign correspondent office in
Jakartia and Bargkok. 1is plan 1o cover the ASEAN sub-region news-wise
wit! pecome compiete wnen an office is set uo 'n Manila next year and *f
the Sicgapore Gevernment approves BERNAMA!!s appiication to siart a

simita~ cffice in the islard Repubiic,

Like any olther news agencies and newspapers, BERNAMA supplements
“is regurar staff with (tringers iocated 'n virtually every district in

ine couniry,

in Malaysia, the internationa! wire services (REUTER, AP and UP1.
freely se!l their news directly to loca! subscribers thus in a way coempei ra
with BERNAMA, In the case of the Agence France-Presse, BERNAN.A Has
contracted to sell and distr:bute AFP worlid news - general as well as

economic -- to jocal clients.

BERNAMA's plan for physical expansion includes a Photo Service
next year and Radicu: - Teletype Service (RTT) within three years for

overseas news itransmission purpose,
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(= The Elecirenic Medis; a @overnmer: monopoly

The most slgniflcant mass media development of the century I8
in the broadcasting field = radio and TV. Thia is especially 8o 6'nce
the 1950's when the impact of solid-state technology (tranelstorisation)
resulted in eneap and portable radie receiving eels proliferating thus
revolutionielng mass communication., |l leadsa Lo the concept of the ""Global
Village" when people the world over were enabled to anjoy one another's
rnews, visws and culture Instantly at virtually little or no exira cost,

Before World War 11, Malaysla already had some form of radio
broadcasting of low power when the Malayan Wireless Society began
tnrice weekiy transmissions from Petaling Hi!l, Kuala Lumpur, on 325 meters
medumwave in 1930-31, and when Station Z2HJ of the Penang Wireless
Sccrety broadcast daily in Malay, Tamil, Chinese and English on 49.3 meters

Shortwave,

Wish the conguest of Malaysia (ca!'ed "Malaya' then) by the Japanese
m:i tary, brcadcasting was developed professionally as an instrument of
saparese propaganda, with radio starions !ocated at Penang, Kuala Lumbur,
Se~emopan and Malacca and the trarsmitter power raised to a respectable 10

Kil. valis,

Wiih the return of the British colonial administration and the
tecinning of the 12-Year Emergercy (1948-1960) involving Communis:
cerrorism, radio broadcasting especially after the 1957 Merdeka vear
began to develop rapidly. More stations and higher-powered transmitters
~anging upg to 750 kilowatt strength were installed and the broadcas! nours
and programme variety greatly extended to cater to all tastes and sections
of tne communitv, Today Radio Malaysia's transmissior: hours in 13
larnguages and diaiects on a national , overseas, regional and local broad-
cast scale (inciuding FM .Ster‘eophonic Service and regulér programmes
fo » schools) total nearly 1,000 hours a week. Its blanket coverage with
overlapping mediumwave, shortwave and FM singnals can be described as

total and pervasive,
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Television came to Malaysia late in 1962 with a black-and-white
625 line system on a one-network and four-ianguage basis initially. A
second network scorn followed in 1968. Present!y the bulk of the country
inciuding the more populated areas of Sabah and Sarawak, linked via
satellite and an extensive microwave network system, are exposed !0
Terevision signals, Colour transmission on the PAL system is scheduled

to start in December this year.

Radio and TV services Iin Ma'aysia, owned and operated sclely by
Governmen:, are placed under the portfolio of the Ministry cf Information which
aiso controls the Department of In.~mation Services and Filem
Negara Maiaysia (Malaysian Film Unit). A recent 1977 survey by a private sector
agercy ~epurted Radio Malaysials daily audience at 5,088,000 and TV
Maiaysia's at 5,235,000 in a country cf less thar 12,000,000 people.

¢, The Fiim Media - stil. nct fuily develcped.

The fitm industry in Malaysia /s a pcsi-World War ! phencmencn,

Cegun bv ivate comparnies {iniftaily Shaw Brothers and Cathay Organise-

o
=

1icrian ke case of feature films) and by 'ne Government's cwn Mgiayan

W

FFrum Unit in 'ne case of decumentary and cubiic’ v -lyne fiims, 11 's g
hesat witn proorems consistent with a somewhat painfui pericd of adolescent

growih, especially iy the creative fieid,

Fiom cutsut is stiil desuitory and low n the case of feature firms
bui there have been promising signs of growing sophistication in acting
and production which augur wetl for this industry, Renewed interest in
film—-going among Maiaysians now enjoy'ng a reiaiively high-='ara>-~ -4
living and exposed to a da'ly diet of syndicaied TV programmes rev sme-
thing ¢ do in kKindling this development. The film adverrising indus.~y 102
has begun tc be !ucrative and competitive. It may weil grovide the necessz
impeius 10 a mo. e vigorous growlh in the feature film industry as a whe e,
There are still abundant subjects and materials not 10 say 'alerit in Ma.aysi»

ready for fi!m exploitation,
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e. Pubiic Relations - a jate starter.

Public Relations is the youngest and as yet smalle.'t mass
communication industry in Malaysia. It may not remain so for |long due
to its beginning tc be recognised by local or-ganisati.on' - both Government
and private alike - as an essential ingredient in successful dealing with
the public and in corporate image projections. Presently there is a
national Inst’ 1te of Public Relations set up in 1962 to ook after the
cteitssional interests of its practitioners, drawing up guidelines and a
code of conduct and providing iocal information and training for tne

industry as a whole,

fo Advertising - also relativeiy new
b4

Theugh advertising has existed in Malaysia for some time, its
deveiopment intoc an organised branch of the mass communication industry s
reiatively new, Presentiy there are some 50 advertising agencies and
counseliors mosily Malayvsian-owned, However, the big advertising agencies
are foreign-owned or are jocal branches of fereign-based interrational
agenc’es. There are twc corganications !ooking after the interests of
advertising agencies, namely the Malaysian Association of Advertisers

and ithe Associatior: ¢f Accredited Adverti..'ng Agencies.

Government Mass Media ~ internse ard wervasive

As stated earlier, the Ministry of Infcrmation operates and
coordinates all Government mass media activities through its three main
departments: of Broadcasting (Radio and TV Malaysia - the most pervasive},
of Information Services {(organising Government exhibiticns, distributiong
pamphlets, obtaining feedback, operating Mobile Units, etc) and Filem Negara

Malaysia., !ts multi-media objectives are described briefly as follows:

(a) to explain in depth and with the widest possible coverage the

policies and programmes of the Government,

(b) to stimulate public interest and opinion in order to bring about

e

e A TR R
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(c) 10 assist in promct 1g civ'C consc eusness and fosiering the |

development of Maiaysiarn arts and culwure, and

(d) to provide suitable material for popuiar education, genera!'

infcrmation and entertainment,

In ~ecen! years emphasis nas been given by the Mimsiry 1o
prog~ammes desigried 1c 1eip bring abou! the desired socia! change, 1¢C
aChieve 'nis, increasing attention is being given 1c develcpmenti-sucoort
communication. The machirery of all three depariments is geared 1owardrs
Frometing nationatl unity in keeping with the principies of RUKUNEGARA -
ire naticrial ideciogy, ensuring that ihe peop'e are fuliy aware of ine
z.ms and objectives of the Third Malays a Plan ard New Eccrnemic Policy
gnd, fimsily, encourag ng ke pecplels participation in the varicus mea: .°es

urder iziken by the Govarnment c.ne!p achieve the gcals of narionai deveicpmen:,

‘ne Th'rd Ma'aysia Pian (19:3-1980)

czcocnemic Poicy

1E cerira’ '‘neme of socio-economic change in Malays'a, as fan
e e Governmean! and 18 macninery are concerned, reyw | o o o

mCanam T Poiice, A pr af expiananon of the NEP and its impiicalions s,

A major 3ssault on poverty, a vigoraus and cortinunus efforr n

tmie task of restruciuring society as well as strengihen:ng Mataysia’'s natona;

-4

securirty are 'ne triple thrusts of the Third Majaysia Developmenit Piar
‘rvoiving a projecied expenditure of ME1E.5 biliion by Governmen: and

M32€.5 piition by the privaie sector.

The New Economic Policy enunciated as an afiermath of the sericus
Tatiel ricts of May 13, 1969, and re-emphasised in the Third Five- " zar
aims at eradicaling poverty among all Maiaysians irrespective of
Tacez wwnether of Malay, Chinese or Iindian e'hnic or .31:1)_. and at restruciuring
Socie'.z\._

L]
[

\

\
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V

Restructuring aims at eliminating the present identification of
racial groups with economic functions. Generally speaking, in present-
day Malaysia, slightly more than half of the population i.e. the Bumiputras
(Malays and other Indigenous people) comprising the »norer racial group,

are engaged In agriculture, The other but more affluent half, Malaysians

of Chinese and Indian origin especially the former, are to be found in

the more |ucrative manufacturing, industrial, professional and business
fields of urbanised society, The New Economic Policy, therefore,

places great emphasis on the need to redress socio-economic imbalance
within the Malaysian society at the eariies! possible without depriving any
~acial group in the process. Its basic objective is the creation of a socio-
economic environment in which a united nation (though multi-racial, multi-
cuiturai and multi-religious) would evolve out of the daily interact on of
Malaysiars of ail races in ail sectars of the econemy across the geographical
reg.ons of the country, There is, fortunately, an abu dance of inter-racial
geedwi.i and rclerance in Malaysia, very much mcre so ithan «n say Northern

:reiand, Lebanon and Ethiopia.

Ceommirnication Probiems reiated te the New Economic Policy

Pianned deveicpment through public sector spending armed ar
corT~ecrting imbaiance and resiructuring society wiii tend ro initiatly
accentuate rather than reduce these imbaiances, The initia! benefits from
e construction of multi-million doilar irrigation schemes, for exanple ,
will accrue to urban entregreneurs and construction workers before they
benefit the rural poor for whom these schemes are meant, On the same
basis, it can be expecied that efforts 1o urbanise and integrate the
Bumiputras into the mainstream of modern economic suciety wouid &,s0

berefit the other communities firs:.

This process of planned public sectcr spending affects the spead of
rest. ucturing. It is important to understand and emphasise this. Otherwise

‘the Maiays and other indigenous peopie wili become embittered because they

m
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are not receiving wnat they nave been promi: ed, while other Malaysians

wiil also be embittered because the emphasis on the deveiopment of the
Bumipuiras deflects their sights from the berefits they themseives are already
receiving from the img'ementation of these schemes. In the atmosphere

so created, the whole purpose of the New Economic Policy will be retarded

or reduced to nothing,

To exp'ain away all these apparent contradictions to the people
convincingly wiil certainiy tax *heentire machinery and ialent of the
Maizysian communicaiion system. Hence in Malaysia, perhaps more than
anywhere eise in tne worid, nationai development and communication go hand

ir nara,

Ttre Rura: and Agricuitural Sector

While ocveriy i1s fourd in boibh urbanised and rural societies never-

‘'re;ezs it is more prevalen:, as elsewnere in the worid, 1n rhe rural areas.

nmuiti-~acia! Maieays:a, agriculiure s corsidered the most important

n

rgie sectcr - eccnomc.aliv, socially and potiiically. it contributies over
45% 2. fe~eigr excnange & “rings with Maiays'a as the world's bigges:
preocucer of matural  rubber, paim oil and pepper, |*' empioys nearly 50%
1,%00,000Ci cf the tctaiwork force.....but, ironically, accounts for the

highest inciderce of poverty ip the country,

About 69% cf a!l poor Maiaysian households (earning less than M$200
a month) are engaged in agricultura! pursuits with Bumiputras (Matays and
other indigenous peopie) predominating, It is essentially in the rura! area,
therefore, triat subversive and anti-nationa! elements will find it easie~

ic make neadway,

To correct this sociceconomic imbalance, the Malaysian Government has
allocated M$4,7 biilion tc agricul!ture under the present Third Five-Yea:
Deveiopment P*an {1976-1 980), an increase of 98% over the Second Five-Year
Plan (1971-1975).
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And as Matays'a wili continue tc >e an agricultural scc;ety for a
long "ime in spite of her present vigorous efforts at industratisation,
it 's 'ne rural area whicnh necessarily demands all out remed;a! efforts

81 correciing socic—-economic imbatlances.

Media Re.e

While the Government media machinery in Malaysia ‘s heavily commitied

1o na‘‘on-build'ng efforts as irdica:zed eartier in this brief Reper!, orivate
sec'or med's are ‘ess energetic understandabl!y. Nevertheless mos! are
acutery aware of their sccial resporsibility in a hefercgencus scciely and
na.e acred cositve'y ard constructively as voiuntary ‘'protecror ¢f the
ervironmerny, of the needy and distressed, publiciy pointing out gcis of
cizeriminal.on, '~jusice, vandalism and oiher soc:a!l ills, wniie going

2121 N.inp G2 ernrrent in iLs campaign against drug abuse and the rising

it st S~ it

Coire fural audience and, thereforg, more aiigned to Governmen! nirk’ g

'y 22 'note~ms of the New Economic Policy., The Eng: sn rargeave

&

3

REDSBRC! S
Lress 3preats (0 zddress ltself o the interest of a broader muito- macas

Zh0 mis e s snicated urpan readersmip. The Chinese ianguage and indian-
.arguadas ¢2ss, on the ¢'hner nand, continue ro cater for the:r respective
e.d'ence, ‘£ss sopnisticated than the English -educated perhaps by, .n ne
case of Ok rese-speaking readers, generaliy more affluent ard business-
minded. Ore sigrificant and snowbailing developmenrt is the urufy.ng force

cf ‘ncreas'ng use znd understanding of the narional language by non-Malay
Citizers resditarir irom the present educaton and official cerresponiaence
policv, More and more non-Maliays are reading Malay-languag: newsicai = »
and periedicals now than ever befoare. 1t may resuit in the Malay-ianqiuage

press undergoing a fundamental chnange in its present characier and policy ,

Anotner viia' coint to ncte is that mos! if not all newspapers and
pericdicals cbserve the ;mportance of promoting natiocnal unity, reiigious

tolerance and« Nter-racial goodwili....mindful of the possibility of a


http://oud~er.ce
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second May 13 (racia! riots) otherwise. As such, news with racial under-

tones i carefuiily scrutinised and edit ed in this context.

A relatively new and apparently common ground for active press
attention ip present day Malaysi.. is consumer protection and education ~
perhaps as a contribution to fighting down inflation among other things.
Several newspapers in .i.most all languages carry regular consumer
columns apart from news items. The consumer movement is in fact gathering
momentum and getting better organised and coordinated with multi-media
Suppoit and consumer associations actively promoting it. This might be
one of the reasons why Mr. Anwar Fazal of Malaysia - a very active
consumeris: - has been elected the first Asian to become President of the
~JCU (internationa! Organisatiorn of Consumers' Union) with headquariers

31 The Hague,

Anoiner discernible new developmeni is multi-media support for
sCcTicgical pratection and preservation to improve the quality of life in
Mz:svsia, The Encau-Rempin Trop:-al Rain Fores! issue was a near-
crassic "Ombudsmzanr! case of the local press and cther media successtutly
1siidanng against loggirg companies working out lheir timber concessians (mere,

.

ze'¢ ang TV Maiays.a 1ce entered into the frav,

The reauiremert of KDN {»rinting permit) renewali annua!'y has teer
menticrned eariler, Perhaos it may row be necessary 10 mention aboui
Freedom of the Press - more a Western concept and interpretation than

otherwise,

There is no specific reference to Freedem of the Press in v ¢ < = &
present constitut on, but there is provision for freedom of speech and
expression which, by judicial decisions, includes freedom of the press anrc

circutlation.

But, as elsewhere in the world, this freedom is not absolute and by
ihe very special nature of Malaysia's pluralistic society {multi-racial,

muiti-cu'turai, and multi-religious) and the fact that the immigrant races
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almost equal the native population numerically, certaln laws and
amendments tocthe laws and to the Constlitution have become necessary to
IImit this freedom. The Constltution, for instance, has been amended to
restrict freedom of speech and expression on certaln sensitive Issues such
as the national language, the status of the Malay Rulers, the speclal
position of "Bumlputras' (Indlgenous or native population) and the
legitimate Interests of .the other races - Malaysians of Chinese, Indlan
and other ethnic origins, The Sedition Act has been amended to restrict
speech and expression Inciting hostile feelings between races and religiojs.
There are also as elsewhere in the world laws governing libel and slander.
:and in Malaysia the controversial Internal Security Act relating to
subversives and subver sive publications exists, But even within such a
restricted framework that the media are allowe. to operate, there is

plenty of scope for.the Malaysian journalists to carry out objective and

faithful reporting of events and issues and to criticise official policies

and programmes affecting public and national interests.

Multi-media exercise

In Malaysia regrettably there are as yet very few opportunities
for media practitioners, teachers, researchers and managers to meet
periodically, if not regularly, the better to share thoughts, ideas and
experiences. Such ahattempt is being planned by the Malaysian Press
Institute and hopefully responses from those concerned will result in
Malaysian communicators benefitting mutually from such contact and exposure,
The publication of a regular multi-media periodical for Malaysia devoted to

technical and professional upliftment seems to be overdue.,

Conclusion

The general picture of the state of the mass media and communication
arts in Malaysia is very encouraging on the whole. Legal and other constraints
do exist but these are more in the nature of challenges which communication
practitioners and administrators will exercise their judgement and talent to
overcome. As in other worthwhile and rapidly expanding professions, commu-
nicators in the various mass media fields need to constantly update their know-
ledge and skill, hence the need for higher training and exposure to modern think-

ing and techniques to keep up with the times.



