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Information Technology (IT) is big in Malaysia. In December 1996, the government launched National IT Agenda (NITA) to provide the foundation and framework for the utilisation of information and communication technology (ICT).

Their goal is to transform Malaysia into a developed nation by the 2020 in line with Prime Minister Dr Mahathir Mohamad’s Vision 2020.

According to the National Information Technology website, NITA plans to “utilise ICT to transform all of Malaysian society into an information society, then to a knowledge society and finally to a values-based knowledge society.”

To achieve this, Malaysia’s own Silicon Valley - The Multimedia Super Corridor (MSC) - which had cultivated the awareness about IT , at least in urban areas and selective parts in the country.

In Malaysia, internet was initially a  “harmless” tool to send mails, surf naughty websites or for research purposes as  Malaysians’  are generally content with what the traditional media had to offer.
However, that changed drastically after Sept 2, 1998 when the then deputy Prime Minister  Anwar Ibrahim was sacked from his ministerial post and for the next couple of months he was arrested, assaulted while in police detention and prosecuted for several charges.

Anwar claimed to be persecuted by Mahathir and his cronies in a political conspiracy to ruin his career and the unprecedented open confrontation between the two most influential men in the country naturally became a national topic.

The traditional media’s act to censor news related to Anwar and the opposition political parties (which supported him) did not go well with the general increase of political conscience – which had a hand in developing a sudden deep interest in democracy, human rights, good governance and independence of the judiciary.

The public soon got tired of the obvious identical, one-sided news causing a serious suspicion on the credibility of the traditional media.

The allegations by opposition leaders who claimed that had been frequently misquoted and misreported by the traditional media did not help the situation 

In search of alternative news, thousands were driven  to the Internet where hundred of websites were already set up to offer news contents which were different from what the government-controlled media had.

E-mails became a very a popular tool to exchange political views and disseminating information which cannot be found in the  traditional. Even those who have no access to the Internet were seen receiving and distributing e-mails.

Consequently, most major newspapers in Malaysia were affected. This is shown in a survey conducted by AC Nielsen which revealed that between 1998 and 2000, readership of major English dailies like the New Straits Times, The Malay Mail, The Sun and the Malays dailies  like Berita Harian and Utusan Malaysia, had  plunged between 27% and 37.5%.

Only two papers - The Star and Guang Ming, an English and Chinese daily respectively, - recorded slight increased in daily readership. (See Table 1)

The survey found that more Malaysians are spending more time on the Internet and pay TV adding that online publication like  - our online publication has a readership higher than some of the major dailies.

Table : Falling Readership in 2000
Newspaper

1998

2000

Var
The Star

1,090

1,021

-6.3

News Straits Times
 750

491

-34.5

Malay Mail

 241

105

-56.4

The Sun

227

145

-35.7

Berita Harian

1,993

1,404

-29.5

Utusan Malaysia
1,946

1,420

-27

Three years down the line  most publications - except for The Star- still have not recover to the height they had peaked in 1997. (See Table 2 provided by Audit Bureau of Circulations as at 2001)

Table : Circulation of Malaysia Publications (1997-2001)
Newspaper  

July ‘97
July ‘98
July ‘99 
July ‘00 
Jan ‘01

                   

- June ‘98
- June ‘99
- June ‘00 
- Dec ‘00        June‘01 

Berita Harian  

249,756
 227,181
196,240
212,757
231,528

Utusan Malaysia
267,765
246,617
 234,542
238,599
232,387

New Straits Times
155,977
139,001
135, 695
137,734
134,803

Malay Mail

48, 569
41, 420
36, 189
35, 443
32,977

Basically, the Internet is the only channel that provides independent news to the public. Of course there had been several attempts to provide such news via print publication and indeed they were popular but they did not survive long.

Internet publication has a better chance of survival because it has an edge over print media because it does not need to apply for a publication license from the government.

The government’s policy to promote Mahathir’s pet-project, the Multi-Media Super Corridor (MSC) also help Internet publications. To boost the MSC the government had pledged a list of guarantees that included no censorship in the Internet.

Although it was wary of the Internet’s potential to break free of its control of the press, the government resisted the temptation to impose censorship because of its great desire to attract foreign technology investment to Malaysia.

To its credit, the Malaysian government has kept very much to its “no censor”  pledge. It is this loophole that  Malaysiakini – the Internet publication where I worked for-  and other Internet publication use to produce articles to promote human rights issues.

Still, Internet publications are not exempted from the laws in the country. Even a harmless e-mail can get a person into a lot of trouble as experienced by bank officer Au Yong Wai who was charged with circulating a “seditious” rumour via e-mail about the purchase of knives by Indonesians here. 
Although he was later acquitted due to the lack of proof that he was the sender of the e-mail, he had to undergo detention and interrogation for more than two weeks.

Indeed, the government can come and close any Internet publication anytime and  they have a total of 35  laws which can impinge, directly and indirectly, on press freedoms  on their side.

Among the laws is the Official Secrets Act (OSA), almost all government documents can be labelled “State Secret” and thus not be eligible for release to the public.

 The OSA effectively inhibits civil servants from giving information, including those not strictly categorized as secret, for fear of retribution or demotion, or worse still, out of fear of being punished with a mandatory jail sentence.

To date two journalists who had been charged and fined for possessing secret documents but this were incidents before the law was amended to make the jail term mandatory. 

In addition, there is the Internal Security Act (ISA) which allows detention without trial, and a number of journalists have been arrested under this draconian law. Its threat casts an ominous shadow on the work done by all journalists.


The government needs only to use the word “national security” to arrest and detain anyone for an unlimited term and it is very difficult to legally challenge such detention orders.

Malaysiakini columnist Hishamuddin Rais is still under ISA detention since April last year after writing the article “Pilihanraya atau pilihan jalanraya” (Election or Street Demonstration) in his weekly column “Dotmai” .

Although the 51-year-old writer cum film producer has succeeded in challenging the arrest, the government had refused to release him and the six others political detainees who were also on the pretext of national security.

Hishamuddin who has a Diploma in French from the Catholic University Leuven La Neuve, basic art from Brixton College, London and a BA (Hons) in film, video and photography from Westminster University, London is currently being detained at the Kamunting Detention Centre in Perak.

Then, there is also the Printing Presses and Publications Act which provides the government the right to suspend or revoke printing and publishing permits. And its decision is not subject to review and cannot be challenged in court.

The act keeps the press on a short lease by also requiring annual applications for all printing and publishing permits.

In 1987, the licenses of three newspapers were revoked under this law in a sweeping crackdown on political dissent. The law also allows the government to fine or jail writers, editors, printers and publishers for spreading “false news”.

Recently, a number of anti-government publications ran foul of the law. The independent weekly Esklusif and pro-reform monthly magazines Detik and Al-Wasilah were banned, while the organ of opposition Islamic Party, Harakah, was punished with a reduction in its frequency from eight to two issues a month.

Given such a hostile environment, media organizations in Malaysia are not surprisingly obsessed with self-censorship and this explain why the only democratic space left in Malaysia is cyberspace.

There are few journalists are willing to go against such rigid laws which have shunned many of us effectively carrying our responsibilities as a “watchdog” to the society.
It is only out of sheer interest to promote freedom of speech and freedom to information that most online journalist are determined to stretch that small democratic space as much as possible.

It is difficult task as we online journalist do face problems like difficulties of getting response from the government officials and its agencies.

Due to the absence of official tags (which is issued to all working journalists in the mainstream media) we sometimes face problem in attending government functions.

However, this does not frustrate us much. It is the difficulty of reaching to the masses due to the limited penetration of the Internet, that is greatly troubling us. Without reaching the masses our effort for a civil society will have little effect.

About 15.8% of the country’s 23.5 million population have  access to the Internet  (see table for statistic provided by Country Commercial Guide Malaysia Year 2002) 

Table : Statistics on Internet and phone use in Malaysia

Telephone lines per hundred people - 20.5

Cellular phones - 2,265,000

Licensed Internet service providers - 7

Active ISPs - 6 (Tmnet, MIMOS, Maxis, Net, DiGi, Celcom, TimeDotCom)

Internet subscribers - 1,157,000

Internet users - 4,000,000

Personal Computers (units installed) -2,2000,000 (4 percent)

Indeed over time, our efforts would eventually bear its fruits. But most online publications do not have just that – time. Why, one might ask and the answer is simple: Time is money. In order to be sustainable, we must have money to bear the cost of operations.

Unfortunately in Malaysia, the number of hits does not promise lucrative advertisments and limited advertising industry in Malaysia worsened the situation.

Most business entities are still skeptical of the success of online advertising and only the corporate giants are seen as regular online advertisers but they are very selective.

However, most online publications have yet to succeed in persuading corporate giants to advertise with them as these companies are very reluctant to be associated with a publication that provides contents of political dissent of the ruling government.

Consequently, most of us rely on foreign grants and project based- funding to survive. But this comes with the risk of being accused to be a western imperialist by the government.
Last year Malaysiakini and its journalists had their loyalty severely tested as the traditional media accused that we are funded by an organisation which is headed by George Soros.  

But there is hope yet to improve the online publication in Malaysia.The recent information by International Data Corporation (IDC) said the number of Malaysian Internet users is expected to increase from three million (as at 2001) to six million by people by 2005. There were only about two million Internet users in Malaysia in 2000.
With the growing convergence between mobile phones and personal assistants (PDAs) and with very high penetration rate of mobile phones in Malaysia, it is believed that there will be an increasing number of users who will be accessing the Internet with mobile devices.
I would also like to use this opportunity to talk about Malaysiakini to those who do not  know. We started our operations in 1999 and despite being very new in this business we have 100,000 visitors daily which put us in the same league as major newspapers in this country.

It attracted a lot of readers because it provides news that can be verified as compared to most local websites like Anwar Online, Laman Reformasi, Black 14, Pemantau, and Komentar which provide news that can best be described as “rumours”.

The profile of Malaysiakini’s readership is telling. Visitors who are younger than18 are almost negligible, 0.02 percent. Teenagers are definitely not our market. Between 18-25, readership is eight percent, so we are not reaching college students either.

Half of our readers are between the ages of 26 and 40, and the majority of our readers are working professionals.
We are indeed introducing a new generation to the Internet as those who are 40 years old or older account for 46 percent of our readers. These are readers who are already in top management posts, who feel that they are not getting what they want from the highly censored traditional media.  Many go online specifically to visit Malaysiakini..

(Refer to Malaysiakini’s demographic on gender distribution, loyalty review, frequency of visits and preferred sections)

Table: Malaysiakini readership demographics 
Gender Distribution : 

88 % - Male

12 % - Female 

Age Group : 

47 % - 26 to 40

40 % - 40 and above

12 % - 18 to 25

1 % - 18 and below

Loyalty Review :

45 % - Since Nov 1999

39 % - Since Nov 2000

16 % - Since Nov 2001

Frequency of Visit :

60 % - Daily

17 % - Weekly

13 % - Twice Daily 

10 % - Thrice Daily

Preferred Section :

61 % - Free Section

39 % - Paid Section 

Table: Traffic on Malaysiakini - Valid Until August 31st, 2002
  

Frontpage  
News 

Letters 

Others 

Weekly 
90,000  
30,000  
40,000  
30,000  

Monthly  
360,000  
120,000  
160,000  
120,000  

The above figures reflect the minimum guaranteed traffic for each section. 

Highest day: Wednesday
Lowest day: Sunday 

Peak times: 10am-11am, 10pm-11pm 
Low times: 6-7pm, 2-6am

Our news were open for free but have locked it for subscribers in September this year. We hope to have more subscribers so that we can continue our efforts in providing independent news that in turn would help promote human rights and thus develop a civil society in Malaysia. 

Thank You

