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Culture And Media

Kuala Lumpur, 2 August (AKI) - An independent judicial process is needed to resolve
tensions between the Malaysian government and internet bloggers, a prominent lawyer
said on Thursday.

Nizam Bashir, a lawyer and Malaysian blogger, said the government was using
"exceptions in the law to restrict the freedom of expression guaranteed by the
Constitution".

"The average citizen, if summoned to court, is worried about being considered 'guilty'
until 'proven innocent'," he said.

"Because of this the government should reconsider its own actions and the judicial
system should be courageous and reinforce democratic principles. At the moment my
hope resides in the judicial system and I can only pray we don't get a bad response."

According to government leaks, prime minister Abdullah Ahmad Badawi, intends to call
elections before the end of the year or the beginning of 2008.

In the last few days the youth wing of the UMNO, the party of Malay-Islamic extraction
that leads the government coalition, has asked for the creation of 'cyber police' or an
official organ to patrol the Internet for unsuitable content.

The government has recently threatened to use the anti-terrorism law against bloggers
who write about Islam or other sensitive subjects. The law permits unlimited detention
without trial.

Last week, Raja Petra Kamarudin, from the blog 'Malaysia Today' which is critical of the
government, was interrogated by the police about the contents of his site.

Two weeks ago, another blogger Nathaniel Tan was arrested and jailed for five days for
comments that appeared on his blog regarding instances of government corruption. The
two cases are the latest in instances of intimidation in recent months.

In Malaysia, where most of the media is controlled by the government, bloggers have
assumed the role of 'watchdog' and have increased in number, professionalism and
credibility.

All-Blogs, the first national organisation of bloggers, was founded in April to protect
bloggers and to open a dialogue with the government.
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