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by Mohd Hamdan Haiji Adnan

Developments of the rural media in Malaysia. especially 1in

the Peninsular has not been encouraging. This is a sad state of
atfair considering that about 60 per cent or 10 million of
Malaysia 17.1 million population still dwell in rural areas.

Also, since independence the biggest allocation of the national
budget have nearly always been for rural development. Yet after
more than 30 vears of independence, the rural media in Malavsia
has vyet to make an impact or'gain its proper place in nation
building and rural development.

Alsc, this is despite the fact that Malaysian leaders have
long perceive the country's mass media in what might be termed
the classical role for media in developing nations. Newell

Grenfell observed this in his book Switch On: Switch Off (1979).

He quoted an address to a seminar of newspaper editors and
publishers in 1974 by Tun Haji Abdul Razak, then Prime Minister
of Malavsia:

"The press and other mass media act as fanl] intermediary
hetween the Government and the people. Their functions and
responsikhkiiities are more important and complex in a multi-racial
country like Malaysia. All those concerned should take heed Lo
snsure tThat whatever is pubklished for the geheral public shouid
not  cause misunderstanding or be detrimental to certain grdups.
ITn this way the press and the mass media conld help the

Government faster the gprit of understanding and strengthen the

b=t
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friendship among the people ... The press should also avoid
publishing materials which give rise to tension among ... various
parties."

In 1its white paper entitiled "Towards Preserving Nationeal

Security in Kertas Perintah 14 Tahun 1988 presented to the

Malaysian Parliament, the government acknowledged the power of
the newspapers. It stated that "Newspapers play a very important
role 1in society by among other things providing news and
comments, and .publishing readers' views on certain subjects.
Newspapers also have a big influence in the formation of public
opinion. Those who own Newspapers and their editorial management
can play this role in various ways." However, despite this
expectation of the government. the mass media in Malaysia have
not really gone rural as expected if it i1s to play their role
more effectively in nation building.

A major vreason for this unhappy situation 1is that the
modern mass media in Malaysia 1s basicly wurban centered and
criented. Also. the modern mass media tradition in Malaysia. as
with most developing nations is a ;elatively recent phenomenon.

The Malaysian mass media. especially in the Peninsular being

urban-centred. closely reflected the patterns of the British
~olanial interests and administration. The print media. for
evample, emerged primarily to serve the commercial interests as

well as  the urban elites,

Algo., tne print media came to belng to serve communal
interests. The vyear 1805 saw the publication «f the first
Frolish  language newspaper in Pernang. Known as The Prince of
Nales Telard Gazette (1805-1827) it served British interests i1n




ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Nanyang Technological University Library

Malava, particularly the communities in the Straits Settlements

(Khoo, 1988). The first Chinese newspaperr‘ Chinese Monthly

Magazine was published in Melaka by William Milne, a missionary
who worked for the London Missionary Society. The Society
rublished the Chinese newspaper to propagate its religious
ectivity 1in mainland China (Tang, 1988). The Malay and Indian

communities were relatively late in publishing their own

vernacular newspapers. The first Malay buletin, Jawi Peranakan

first appeared 1in 1876. 1In the same year, the first Indian

huletin in Mslaysia, Tangai Sinegan was also published. The

ethnic clientele of such newspapers, created a demand for, and
ransequent ly  encouraged reportage of features and news items of
=thnic interest. Thus the economics of publication 1itself
nrapagated a structure of coverage which was heavily Dbiased
towards ethnic needs and concerns. This happened in spite of the
fact that the three vernacular bulletins were published in Penang
and Singapcre, were relatively cosmopolitan and British in
outlook (Arabi & Latiffah. 1988).

However . before we go any further in discussing the
developments and trend of Malaysia's rural mass media, it 1s
important to have some knowledge about the country.

Malavsia in Brief

-

As a nation. Malaysia 1s relatively new. It was formed in
1962 and consisted of 13 states., that is, nine states 1in the
Peninsular and two states in Borneo, namely, Sabah and Sarawak.

1] thirteen states had bhe=n under PBritish influence.
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Malaysia adheres to a kind of federal system. However, in
Malaysia the federal g? the ceﬁtral governmen;:has more say 1n
many 1ssues than the state government. Nevertheless, in land and
forest matters, the state governments have more rights than the
frederal government. Also, for the two new comers that formed
Malaveia. Sarawak and Sabah, they further have authority over
immigration and other matters that are meant to safeguard the
stare interest.

Malaysia has a constitutional monarchical parliamentary form
of  government. The government, by law, has to seek a fresh
mandate at the end of every five years. Malaysia is one of the
few developing nations that has regularly conducted elections
=ince the first one held in 1955.

Malaysia has Dbeen lucky to generally experience peclitical
stability since independence. This 1is despite persistent
mredictions that given the communal structure of the population
there would be incessant racial strive and chaos.

Malaysia has a land size of 127,581 square miles, It is
divided by the South China Sea into West or officially named as
Feninsular Malaysia and East Malaysia. In term of land mass,
East Malaysia 1s much bigger. However, in term of population.
the number of people in Peninsular Malaysia is about six times
more than in East Malaysia.

The total population of Malaysia is about 17.1 million. Tt
cemrvised of three main racial groups. the indegenous peaople oy
“nown in Malaysia as the Bumiputras (children of the land). fhe

"hin==+ and the Indians.
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The Bumiputra groups consist of various ethnic groups such as
the Malays, Senois. Se;angs. Temiar. etc. in the Peninsular with
Kadazans. Dusuns. Bajaus. Murut. etc.. in Sabhah and Thans.
Bidayuhs. Penans. Kelabit. etc. in Sarawak. The Chinese alsc have
their own subgroupings based on clans such as the Holkkiens,
Cantonese and Teo Chew. Also, the Indians are heterogencus.
They compose of sub categaries such as Malayialams. Punjabis and
with majority Tamils. Other naticnal minority groups include &ri
Lankans. Pakistanis and Eurasians. Each of these grcups have
their own religion, culture, language and practice.

As stated. about two-thirds of Malaysians live in rural areas
with meore so in Sabah and Sarawak. Generally. a big majcrity of
the indegenocus people are located outside the urban centres where
most of the Chinese dwell. A majority of the Indians are found
in the estates.

Even though Malaysia i1s sti]ll a developing country., 1t 1is
relatively rich. Malaysia's GNP per capita is about US$1.,800.
The economy is stahle and Qell recovering a recession with GDP
growth of about 7.4% (Asiaweek, Jan. 6. 1989).

Malaysians literacy level 1s currently about 85 per cent.
with the high side in urbhan centres and lower in rural areas.
Titeracy level is alse =slighly lower in East Malavsia. again with

more sa in the rural areas,

Malavsians are generally well expose to the mass media
Radio caverage 1= almost 100 per cent. Television has
ewtensively penetrated rural areas with electricity supply. As

foy the print media. a 1982 study revezled that only 42 per cent

of the rural adults read newspapers as compared to 72 per cent of

-
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urban adults. It was also implied that the percentages for

reading books and magazines would be much lower 1in the rural

areas. For 1989, it is e=stimated that the number of adults
reading newspapers and magazines would have increased by
approximately 10 per cent. The estimation is based on the growth

of newspapers and magazines circulations.

Mass Media in Malaysia

Malaysia's mass media systems is a mixture of government and
private—-enterprises. In order to be able to publish a newspaper
DY magazines one must get a permit to do sco. The permit can Dbe
applied from the Ministry <of Home Affairs. Publishers must seek
for new permit at the end of evervy vear. It is not an automatic
renewal. As for operating a television station. so far only one
company has been given licence to do so. Up to now there is no
private radio station. Licence tc¢ aperate thé electronic media
can be applied to the Ministry of Information.

As for the electronic media. radio is fully controlled by the
government . In the Peninsular. Radio Malaysia provides service
in four main languages: DBahasa Malaysia (the national language),
English. Chinese (plus the dialects). and Tamils. Each of these
languages are bhroadcasted through its own channels.

Alec, about two hours a day are allocated for the Orang Asli
(the abrogines of Malavsia) 1n the Semai and Temiar dialects.
The Orang Asli are usually located in rural settlements. in the

broadcast are made from Kuala

(1]

forest zone or its fringes.

Tumpnur  and usgually with the assistance ¢f the Department of

Abrogines
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Radio Malaysia in Sabah and Sarawak also brecadcast in the
languages of the two sggges indégenous people:

To ensure that the rural people are serve effectively by
radio. the Malaysian government has established a number of radioc
stations 1in the rural areas. Besides programmes on national
airtime, Radio Malaysia also broadcasts local programmes from its
regional stations in Penang, Ipoh, Kota Bahru, Kuala Terengganu.
Kuantan, Johor Bahru, Melaka, Alor Setar. Kota Kinabalu. Kuching,
Limbang, Sibu, Miri and Sri Aman.

RTM launched its regional station for the Federal Territory
of Labuan on August 31, 1986

The government local radio stations are encouraged ta produce
local programmes and sometimes using the dialects of the main
population of the particular area to ensure it meet the needs of
the intended listeners. Subjects of the local programmes usually
relates to the agricultural activities or the type of occupations

that 1involved the majority of local population. Television

Malaysia though centred in Kuala Lumpur, the nation's capital

city does produce programmes meant for rural areas. These are
seen 1n programmes like the locally produced agriculture
segments, Islamic study and the like that are meant to attract
and educate the rural audiences. Alsc. the Televisinon Malaveia

1

stations in Sabah and Sarawak are encouraged to nroduce thelr own

fn

lacal programmes which include magazine tyvne programmes. dramas
and musicals.

As such the published objectives aof Radic and
Malaveia (RTM) are as follows:

i. To explain in depth and with widest pocssible coverage
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the policies and programmes of the Government in order
to ensure ma;?hum understanding byl the public.

2. To stimulate public interest and opinion in order to
achieve changes in line with the requirements of the
Government .

3. To assist in promoting civic consciousness and foster—
ing the development of Malaysian arts and culture.

4. To provide suitable elements of popular education.
general information and entertainment.

As seen in the ordering of RTM's objectives., the priorities

are to inform and educate before entertain. Since. the level of

literacy 1is lower in the rural areas. the Malaysian government

has deemed it fit to utilise its electronic media to reach the

(o)

rural people. This is especially so with coverage of radio 100
per cent. Also, television will be 100 per cent when the dish
receiver established in Kuala Lumpur becomes fully operational in
1990. Nevertheless, when receiving programmes from all over the
world, RTM needs to be selective otherwise it can become counter-
productive.

As such, the Malaysian govenment recognizes that radic and
television constitute two major forms of mass media which are
important for communicating with the people. particularly those
in the rural areas.

On the other hand, the cgovernment has allowed a television

station popularly known as TV2 to cpervate as a private enterprise
and strongly competing for audience= and advertisments againsts
o aof television

its own two television channels Privat isa

came about in 1984. It emerged as & result of  the Malaysiz

™
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incorporation move. By its very nature of being a commercial

creature. TV3 1dis wurban centred and oriented to where its
lifeblood is, the city and town fonlks as well as the advertising

industry

As for the print media in Malaysia, there are currently
thirty-five daily newspapers: 20 in Mandarin. 3 in Bahasa
Malaysia. 8 in English and 3 in Tamil. Also, a number of daily

newspaperes in Sarawak and Sabah published in two or three

languages. For example in Sabah. the Daily Express and Sabah
Times are published in English. Bahasa Malaysiaz and Kadazan. In

Sarawak. The Bornec Post appeared in two languages, Bahasa and

English.

All the national newspapers are published in Kuala Lumpur,
the naticon's capital. Only in the state of Sabah and Sarawak are
newspapers published in jts state capitals and other major towns.
In Mglaysia, it is these newspapers that are located outside the
naticnal capital that can be termed as the rural print media. In
Sabah and Sarawak., these newspapers have seemed to survive
satisfactorily.

On the other hand. in Peninsular Malaysia even regional

newspapers never seem t0 prasper. This experiences have
discourage enterpreneours to set up rural press or community
newspapers. For example, national newspaper organisations that

have estahlished regional newspapers like Bintana Timcor in Penang

for  Utusan Group and Warta Tebrau in Johor for the New Straits

Times Group have found their venture unprofitable and were forced
te terminate +their publications. Hath of the newspapers have

been in Pahasa Malaysia to cater to the needs of the majority of



ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Nanyang Technological University Library

the rural people. Conversely. The Star an English newspaper that
began 1life as a provincial paper in Penang become a big success
after turning national. Another. English newspaper, The Echo
also originating in Penang. however. was not that lucky. It was

surviving well enough as a provincial newspaper for the northern

zone of Peninsualr Malaysia until it hecame The National  Echo

moving its headquarters to Kuala Lumpur and quickly became
insolvent.,

Nevertheless, currently, the majior national newspaper
organisations like the New Straits Times Group. Utusan Melayu
Group and The Star are publishing their newspapers to cater for
regional and the rural people needs. For example, the New
Straits Times Group published a nerthern edition, an eastern
edition. a central edition as well as a Sabah and Sarawak
edition. Each of these regional edition place special emphasize
on the news of the particular region it is intended for. The
slant or angle of the stories is also geared to the need of the
region concerned.

Newspaper groups like Utusan Melayu and The New Straits Times
have also established printing plants in certain regions of
Peninsular Malaysia to facilitate publication of their regional

editions. For example, the Utusan Melayu Group is now operating

i

cast of Pepinsular Malaysia while

[3]

3 printing plant in the East
The New Straits Times Group ig alsc doing so for the Norther Zone
=>f the Feninsular.

This devealopment and trend in Peninesular Malavsia 1s expected

to  discourage the birth and growth of rurel print mass media

which have 1t roeots 1in the rural areas. The adegquate

10
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communication infractrgipure in the Peninsular would also provide
the same effect. _

As for Sabah and Sarawak, their inadequate communication
infrastructure is believed to be one of the most important factor
contributing to the birth and nurture of their rural print media.
This 1is despite the fact that the literacy level in Sarawak and
Sabah 1s much lower than the Peninsular. However., with the rapid
increase of litercay in the two states the number of peaple
reading newspapers is also expected to rise.

Also, what is expected is that the current development and
trend of establishing printing plants away from Kuala Lumpur and
the keen competition among the major national newspapers to offer
regional editions would lead to the growth of rural journalism in
the Peninsualr. Further, it could provide journalists in rural
areas the opportunities to giver wider and comprehensive coverage
of their regions.

Malaysians, Dbesides having access to newspapers. radic and
television, are also expose to magazines which are either
published locally or are imported. The local ﬁagazines are
available in English, Bahasa Malaysia, Chinese and in Tamil.
Nearlv all the local magazines are produced in Kuala Lumpur. with

the rest being published in the various state capitals.

The Rural Print Mass Media in Malaysia

As stated the rural print mass media 1In Malaveia are

Fasically located in Sarawak and Sabah.
Sarawalk has 12 newspapers, one in the local languages (!lltusan
Sarawak). one in Bahasa and English (The Borneo Post). twao in

11
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"taking sides" should not be directed to the East Malaysian
- -

newspapers only, the national newspapers based in Kuala Lumpur

fair no better.

This state of affair occurs because even though newspaper
industry is generally a business concerns in Malaysia. political
parties or individuals with strong political motivations ar
connections have been known to own newspaper companies or have a

big share in the companies assets. For example. the youngest

daily in Sabah, Borneo Mail is reported to be own by the current

ruling party or someone very close to the party. As such. the
news content are very much in favour of the current state
government .

The birth of the Borneo Mail has also been strongly linked

to one of the local daily taking a strong stance against the
existing state government and giving coverage to serious
allegations against it. As a result, the state government had
directed all the state departments to stop subscribing to the
concerned daily; its chief editor. a Malayvsian but a non-Sabahan
work permit terminated and the newspapér company sued in court.
Further, another daily that had been seen as pro the ruling party
is now seen as neutral and sometimes borderinag on bheing toa
criticals

In Sarawak, one of the local newspaper that has been lahelled
as pro oppositions has been reparted to have been bought over by
individuals who are pro the current =fate government.

However. irregardless of ownerships. newspapers in Malaysia.

-1

urhan or rural have been judged az= @genevally hawving a liberal

policy. This means, that newspapers in  the country have
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English and the rest in Chinese (see table 1) published by the
private sectors. Mal;;sia‘s Information Depaftment in Sarawak
also produce four bulletins. two in Bahasa Malavsia. a monthly
and a bi weekly and twe in Than (the higgest ethnic group). a
monthly aﬁd a weekly.

Sabah has nine newspapers. Three of the newspapers are
published in three languages - Bahasa Malaysia, English and

Kadazan (language of the largest ethnic group in Sabah) while the

I

est are in Chinese (See tabhle 2).

Tt is observed that the Chinese lancuage newspapers are more
in terms of numbers as compared to the other languages newspapers
are linked to the Chinese infterest 1in commerce and their
tradition of giving importance to education. Therefore, it is of
no surprise that a number of the Chinese newspapers are located
in the other major towns of Sarawak and Sabah where they are of
the majority and where most of them are involved in businesses.

In term of contents, there is not much difference between the
various newspapers. Generally, they give emphasis on local news,
followed Dby national news and ASEAN news and finally the world
news. Also, the local newspapers do give importance to Dbusiness
news, especially if it has bearings on the local population. The
same goes for agricultural news, especially if it touches on the
nroduce of the local inhibitants.

Somehow. some of the newspapers are =seen as "taking sides”.
Thev can he seen as pro government or the ruling party. preo
oppositions and neutral. These allegations of the Sarawak and

Sabah newspapers taking sides are zeepn from the slants of their

h

coverages and their ownerships. However. these allegaticons o

12
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generally tried to be fair to all parties involved by giving

coverage to all considered newsworthy. This is so even for
diving coverage to the underdogs. the lower income groups, the

under previllege, rural people, etc.

a. Economic Viability of the Rural Media

In terms of circulation the rural newspapers in Sabah and
Sarawak range from 3000 to nearly 26,000 copies sold daily (see
table 1 & 2). Sarawak newsparers, however, have a higher
circulation than the Sabah newspapers. The highest circulation
in Sarawak 1s nearly 39.000 while in Sabah its only nearly 16,000
copies daily.

In Sarawak, the newspaper that has the most circulation is a

Chinese dailly based in Sibu an average size town about five hours

by beoat from the state capital. The daily entitled See Hua Daily
News has three editons published 1in three regional towns
of Sarawak and has a total daily circulation of 38,700 copies.

The second bigest selling newspapers in Sarawak is an English

dailyv. the Borneo Post with a circulation of 28,000.

In Sabah also the largest selling publications is a Chinese

naper called Asia Times. It has a rirculation of about 16,000
copies The second most sald publicaticon 18 a daily, Daily
Tpress a newspaper npuhlished 1in fthree languages (Bahasa

Malaveia, English and Kadazan) and having & circulation of about

The prices aof the rural print media range from 30 cents

i

o 70 cents Malavsian Capy. Somehow, the Chinese

L

da1lv 1S more expensive per copy than for the other languages.

14
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For example, the See Hua Daily News in Chinese is selling for 70
cents a copy while the People Mirror in English sells for 230

cents a copy while the Sarawak Tribune also in English is selling

for 40 cents a copy.

All the rural publications carry advertisments. The amount
of advertisments vary from one newspapers to the next. However,
it is observed that the newspapers located in the larger towns do
carry more advertisments.

To ensure that their publishing business is in good financial
position, the rural publishers do seek out printing jobs from
other business people in terms of publishing their occassiocnal
publications, calendars, business cards, greeting cards and other

miscelleneous.

b.Professionalism of the Rural Media/Management

In term of ownerships the rural media are owned by
individuals, family, political party. etc. Many of the smaller
publishing company, especially for the Chinese publications. are
usually owned and managed by family businesses.

However, the trend seems that as a publishing company
expanded there is a tendency for it going public and Influential
personalities or representatives aof certain political parties
trying to obtain a substantial share in it

Much can still be done to impraove the prafesesijonaliam of the

+ = F the man

rural media/management. For now. mos o the managers and

L

proprieters are self-made people. Hiring are conducted bhase on

levant fi=1d. Ir

the experience of the pottential emplicvees 1n relevan

15
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certain cases, children of the proprieters have managed to secure
relevant qualificatio;; and training and beiné asked to manage
the family businesses.

In term of editorial staff. also, much can be done to improve
their level of compentency and professicnalism. All the
participants of a five day workshop in "Training for Rural
Journalists" conducted by the Asian Mass Communication Hesearch
and Information Centre together with lacal or national press
institute in Sabah and Sarawak admitted that they sorely needed
training. Nearly all of them have na formal training in
journalism. They also admitted that their management o¢r chief
editors were self-made people. The participants felt that their

superiors themselves needed training. especially in the running

of a newspaper company.

c. Adoption of New Technoloqgy

In term of adopting new techneclogy the rural media is
generally slow in doing so. This is more connected to its costs
than actually being ignorant about ift. Most of the rural media
company are not that well of and many are barely surviving.
However, being more ewpose ta world because of their

responsibilities as media people the publishers are generally

aware of the development in the communication waerid. Their
regrests are that they cannot affort it RAlsa, a number =aid
that they are waiting for the price to drop lower or mare

afffordable to them.
Nevertheless. a few of th

Sarawak are begining to buy personal computers and other newsy

b
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computerised equipments. Those who have began to adopt the new
el

technology are begining to gain the upper hand over their

competitors and finding it indispensable. However, they also

have to work harder teo justifyv the cost and maintainence. They

are seeking to do other publications or other related Dbusinesses
rather than just depending on the publications of their

newspapers.

d.Public Access to and Participation in the Rural Media

In term of radio statiened in rural areas the public access
and participation to it is rather good. Pefsonnels in these
radio stations are encouraged to involve the people 1in their
various programmes. especially in voicing their problems. In
fact in many of these radic stations there are talk Dback
programmes where people can voice their problems over the
telephones. However, this i1s limited only to people who have
telephones or have public telephones installed in their villages.

Nevertherless, jounalists 1in these radia stations are
encouraged to go out and meet the pecple and gives relevant

caoverage to happenings in rural areas. The people access and

"

articipation in radioc can be further much increased though.
f

A=z for the print media in the rural areas., the public access
to participation to it can also be very much improved. However,
the rural media is not to be solely blamed for the situation. As
varticipants for the workshops on "Training for Rural
Journalists” lamented the communication infrastructrur are not
very adequate. They themselves find it very difficult to reach
these people. In Sarawak for example. djournalists are only able

17
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to reach some rural areas only with the assistance of the
Department of Informagion personnels who are kind enough tao
accomodate them in their Eransports when the situation arises.

Stringers who stay in the rural areas also complained abhout
the difficulty to send news fast when reguired and their news
normally become '"stale'" by the time it reaches the relevant
editors. Also, they complained about the attitudes of editors
towards rural news. Editors, they said, do not give priorities
to rural news and frequently used it only as fillers. On the
other hand, editors complained about the guality of news sent to
them by their strinéers or rural journalists.

Further, it seems, the rural areas only get mass media
coverage when something tragic or unusual occurs, and especially
when ministers or other important dignataries visited it.

Much can still be done to improve the public access and to

and participation in the Malaysian rural media.

NOTES

=_====

1 Paper presented at AMIC Seminar on "Developments and Trends
in the Rural Media in Asia".

2 Senior Lecturer. School of Mass Communication, Institut
Teknologi MARA.
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