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174 YEARS OF JOURNALISM

BALAI BERITA:
IT’S MORE THAN
A NEWSROOM
Editors who had led the storied
‘New Straits Times’ speak about the
newspaper’s legacy and its future

DATUK A KADIR JASIN

The prime minister’s special
adviser on media and commu-
nication, Datuk A. Kadir Jasin,
was appointed to the position for
good reason. He is a veteran
newsman and is arguably best
known for leading the New
Straits Times (NST) for a good
number of years, as group editor
and then group editor-in-chief.
Speaking in conjunction with
the newspaper’s 174th anniver-
sary, Kadir said the journalistic
landscape in Malaysia had un-
dergone a major transformation,
following the May 9 polls last
year.
“There is no longer a wahyu
(divine instruction) from Putra-
jaya. Government and ministers
are also not allowed to make
demands on journalists.
“The instanceswhenofficers to
ministers were reported to have
made demands on the media,
they were swiftly condemned.
Even when they are making de-
mands on government-owned
media outlets — this is not mak-
ing demands on NST, Utusan or
TV3, but demands purportedly
made to Radio Televisyen
Malaysia (RTM) — even then,
they were condemned, they have
to (issue) clarifications.”
Kadir said the government,
however, had the right andpower
over government-owned media
outlets, such as RTM.
“It belongs to the government.
If the previous BN government
could make a demand on RTM
why shouldn’t the current gov-
ernment?”
He added that the biggest dif-
ference, and this has been ac-
knowledged in regard to the cur-
r en t med ia l ands cape in
Malaysia, has been its freedom of

media index, which had im-
proved significantly this year.
“A true journalistwouldbe able
to maximise such a freedom, no
matter how small it is.”
Kadir, who began his journal-
istic journey with national news
agency Bernama in 1969, said
free press then amounted to pro-
paganda between the forces of
democracy and that of the so-
cialist or communist bloc.
“The democrats and the so-
cialist/communist both claimed
that they were the champions of
free press, so in a way, freemedia
or press freedom was open to
interpretation.
“I never felt that the so-called
freedom of the press, or the lack
of it, had constrained me in do-
ing my best as a reporter and
community commentator.
“The problem with many jour-
nalists and editors is that they
find comfort in using the lack of
freedom as an excuse in not
pushing and testing the bound-
aries.
“To me, it is just a question of
how and when you report ac-
curately, fairly and thoughtfully,
that even your enemies and de-
tractors cannot make a case
against you,” he said.
Kadir said many a writer and
editor in Malaysia these days
failed to practise the right of
reply.
“I believe unequivocally in the
cardinal rule of the right of reply.
Unfortunately, many writers and
editors in Malaysia either do not
practise it or do not know that
such a rule exists.
“By practising the right of re-
ply, you also avoid the hassle of
having to go to court when peo-
ple sue you for libel and slan-
der.”
Kadir said for some two
decades, the mainstream media

had ignored this practice partly
because it was governed and
guarded by the so-called wahyu.
“That’s why many Malaysian
mainstream media outlets lost
libel suits in court, some having
had to pay a large sum of money,
whereas the answer was pretty
simple — the right of reply. I
write and you reply, that’s all,” he
said.
Kadir said journalists should
be more critical in their thinking
and analysis.
“But at the end of the day, they
must be able to defend what they
write or what they say, therefore,
you have to be critical with the
essential support of good knowl-
edge and research.
“The real problem today is that
far too many journalists lack the
necessary knowledge, not know-
ing where to find the knowledge
is and do not have a strong
enough command of the lan-
guages to navigate the minefield
of journalism,” he said.
He questioned the practice of
the mainstream media quoting
posts from social media plat-
forms as sources for articles.

“I always wondered why main-
streammedia, some of themwith
more than 100 journalists,
should quote from FB (Facebook)
or Instagram. With hundreds of
journalists, the mainstream me-
dia should be the ones leading
news gathering and information
dissemination.
“Assuming that I posted some-
thing on my social media plat-
form, the social media platform
is not secure, somebody can just
open an account, resembling my
account and write something,
and you are familiar with my
social media identity, you may
not bother toomuch about it, you
could be quoting a fake account
under my name.
“A good journalist does not
take chances with his/her
sources of information... con-
firm, confirm, confirm, as well as
check, check, check.”
Kadir acknowledged that so-
cial media postings could be
used as a tip-off, but it needed to
be developed further.
“But there is nothing more im-
portant than mainstream media
journalists themselves originat-

ing or breaking the news.
“You should be the one, not
(users on) Facebook, Twitter or
WhatsApp.
“You should be the one, be-
cause you are the accredited jour-
nalist.
“Many on social media are not
accredited journalists and many
don’t even have an hour of jour-
nalism training.”
While acknowledging that the
digital media had impinged on
mainstream media, Kadir said
the latter, however, remained
relevant in the current land-
scape.
“I, myself, celebrate the diver-
sity of the medium. I shudder to
think about a world without ed-
itors and journalists.
“When everybody pretends to
be one (journalist) on social me-
dia, when they can’t even spell
straight,” he said.
Kadir said digital media had
made an impact on the main-
stream media as it provided an
alternative to its audience.
“Here we have a choice be-
tween digital and print.
“ You don’t have to discuss
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which is good and which is bad.
They (readers) have already
made a choice.
“They don’t think it matters to
them, they just make a choice...
okaylah that (a newspaper)
costs money, that (online plat-
form) doesn’t cost money,” he
said.

TAN SRI MOHD MUNIR
ABDUL MAJID

Describing his tenure as group
editor as the “wonderful New
Straits Times years”, Tan Sri Mo-
hd Munir Abdul Majid, who was
with NST from 1979 to 1986, said
the newspaper was a venerable
institution. Comparatively, NST
was established 174 years ago and
was older than The New York
Times (168 years), althoughnot as
old as The Times of London (234
years).
“My time at the NST is only a
small part of its illustrious his-
tory, but they were truly won-
derful years.
“Starting as leader writer at the
beginning of 1979 until I left as
group editor at the end of March
1986, my greatest memories are
of the spirit about the place, the
many strong characters and

some of the very best journalistic
writers in the country.
“Yes, there were challenges,
such as being kept on a tight
political leash, and therefore on
the back foot against The Star
newspaper, which was conceived
as anti-establishment and inde-
pendent.
“Of course, it was not, being
owned by MCA,” said Munir, 71.
“It is good now that we are
moving to a situation where the
media is not controlled by po-
litical parties. In any case, if the
conventional media were polit-
ically-controlled, it will soon be
totally swallowed up by social
media,” he said.
“We pushed the boundaries as
much as we could... we still man-
aged to write some crisp leaders
and feature articles.”
Munir covered extensively the
United Nations Conference on
Trade and Development (UNC-
TAD) in Manila, the Philippines,
in 1979, and on many overseas
trips interviewed personalities,
like the then Iraqi president Sad-
dam Hussein, Pakistani presi-
dent General Muhammad Zia ul-
Haq and Omani ruler Sultan Qa-
boos bin Said, among others.
“One of my bittersweet mem-

ories is being snubbed by (the
then British prime minister)
Margaret Thatcher in 1985 after
she had hurried to Malaysia fol-
lowing (Tun) Dr Mahathir (Mo-
hamad)’s effective ‘Buy British
Last’ policy.
“She claimed, in her repair job,
how close British-Malaysian re-
lations were.
“I contradicted her, reminding
the audience it could not be, as
she was only the first British
prime minister to visit Malaysia
since independence in 1957, and
that too because she had to re-
trieve the situation.
“At tea, she walked past me
when I was being introduced,
and refused to shake my hand,”
said Munir.
He added that they met sub-
sequently but she clearly did not
remember the incident. But Mu-
nir does.
Munir recalled launching a se-
ries of investigative reports in
TimesProbe and TimesFocus,
and also did personality pieces
on Man Against Corruption.
He added that NST had a great
number of talented and eminent
journalists during his time. He
singled out Adibah Amin,
Malaysia’s best-loved writer in

those days in Malay and English.
There were also Halinah Bamad-
haj (Helen Todd), whowas a hard,
sharp, no-nonsense writer, and
Supriya Bhar (Singh).
He named many others like
Kee Thuan Chye, Rehman
Rashid, Thor Kah Hoong and
Khor Eng Lee, not forgetting
sports editorsNorman Siebel and
Mansoor Rahman.
He recalled Kadir running
Business Times, and who also
used to write occasionally for
Berita Harian.
“And good-old P.C. Shivadas,
my deputy, a calm and amiable
character, who I used to call my
‘Gandhi’ and to tease: ‘If you
turned around and saw someone
about to stab you in the back,
you would say I like the way you
are holding the knife!” said Mu-
nir.
He added that he wanted to
make special mention of Zainah
Anwar for her groundbreaking
“Kafir Mengkafir” series, which
exposed the extent to which
(Datuk Seri Abdul) Hadi (Awang)
and Pas were playing God in
Terengganu, and deciding who
was and who was not a true Mus-
lim, with consequences from cra-
dle to grave.

“Oh, there were so many oth-
ers, who must forgive me if I do
not name them all.
“Yes, my girls, as I used to call
them, in the glass room who did
the Women’s section, and those
who covered entertainment.
Some of those girls were crazy,
one or two still are, and difficult,
but always fun.
“A lot of strong characters, who
clashed, andhad to bemanaged,”
he said.
Munir remembers Nada (New
Sunday Times editor Nadarajah
Arumugam Pillai), who was
called ‘The Incredible Sulk’ (be-
cause he rarely smiled) and Jo-
han (Bagley) and his ‘Bag of Mar-
bles’.
Johanwas aEuropeanwhohad
served as a military scout during
the Confrontation with Indone-
sia, and who converted to Islam.
“Johan could eat with his fin-
gers the hottest of sambal tumis
in the warong around Balai Beri-
ta. I could never match him.”

P.C. SHIVADAS

P.C. Shivadas saw his two-year
tenure as NST group editor as a
paradigm shift in the way the
country was governed.
It was during the era after Dr
Mahathir had taken over as the
fourth prime minister in 1981.
Shivadas, or Shiv as he is pop-
ularly known, said the newspa-
per sought to capture the fresh
mood sweeping the country, with
Dr Mahathir galvanising and
spurring the nation on.
“They were exciting times to
report on and to record. As far as
I was concerned, the challenge
then was getting the paper to
reflect the momentous changes
taking place,” said Shivadas, 78.
He had started his career in
1963 as a cadet reporter and re-
tired in 1996, serving as group
editor from 1986 to 1987.
In that period,DrMahathir had
alreadymade andwasmaking all
the changes he deemed fit for the
new direction and transforma-
tion of the nation, he said.
“The Look East Policy was cen-
tral. Industrialisationwas the un-
derpinning move, with policies
that led to the privatisaton of
public utilities aimed at improve-
ments in service delivery.
“I bore witness to the birth of
Proton, the made-in-Malaysia
car (in 1983), building of the
Penang Bridge (1985) and the
North-South Expressway project
that began in 1981 and was com-
pleted in 1994,” recalled Shiv-
adas.
Then, there was the develop-
ment of the Petronas Twin Tow-
ers, as the beacon of the new
Malaysia, Cyberjaya to incubate
new technology, the Kuala
Lumpur International Airport in
Sepang, and the new federal
administrative capital of Putra-
jaya.
Looking back, he marvelled at
the changes in technology in the
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It has been quite a ride, says former group editor Shivadas
time he spent with the paper —
reporters worked with typewrit-
ers, printing was done with “ho t
metal” linotype machines and re-
porters having to send stories via
the teleprinter or through the
p h o n e.

Photographers, he said, had to
take pictures with film, rush back
to the office and develop their
handiwork in a dark room. Then
came computerised typesetting
and today, it is practically paper-
less with desktops, laptops and
everything digital. “It ’s been
quite a ride,” he said.

DATUK ZAINUL ARIFIN
MOHAMED ISA

The common route to become a
journalist, nowadays, is often
through a university diploma or
degree in journalism. Then there
are other journalists, including
the likes of Datuk Zainul Arifin
Mohamed Isa, who made an im-
pact in the industry by taking a
different pathway.

Recalling his early years in
journalism, the former New
Straits Times Press (NSTP) group
managing editor said he stum-
bled on the vocation out of cu-
riosity and thought of it as noth-
ing more then a lark.

“I did not do journalism in
school. In fact, I was a science
student. When I left Universiti
Malaya, I was offered a job as an
ecologist with the Forest Re-
search Institute of Malaysia, as
w e l l  a s  a  s u b - e d i t o r  w i t h
the NST’s digital edition then
called Beriteks.

“Being a reporter… that was
what we called ourselves, as (be-
ing called a) journalist sounded
too pretentious. Soon it was
something that I thought I could
make a go at.

“In the end, I spent almost 30
years in one way or another —
subbing, reporting, editing, writ-
ing columns — with the NST. I
had performed rather adequately
to be noticed and was given op-
portunities to prove my worth,
including to head the NSTP
G ro u p’s editorial operations later
o n .”

Since then, the former Bu s i n e s s
Times editor went on to cover
many interesting assignments
and stories.

His most interesting and chal-
lenging assignment was during
the Asian Financial Crisis in 19 97
and 1998 when he was serving
as NST’s New York correspon-
dent.

Dr Mahathir, who was then
serving as the fourth prime min-
ister, was on a warpath with
American financier and billion-
aire investor George Soros.

Zainul, who was a regular at the
Wall Street credit rating agencies,

recalled how Dr Mahathir used to
lash out at Soros calling the cur-
rency speculator a financial
rogue and blaming him and the
likes of him for all the ills that
resulted from the financial crisis.

He remembered joining his ex-
boss, Kadir, on Dr Mahathir’s vis-
it to several South American
countrie s.

At all his stops, Zainul said, Dr
Mahathir never failed to mention
Soros and what a bad guy he was.

“One morning, I got a call from
the apartment from someone
who said he was from George
S oros’ office adding, in a rather
no-nonsense voice, ‘Mr Soros
would like to speak to you.’

“I switched on my reporter’s
mode and said: ‘How do I know
that it will be Mr Soros at the
other end of the line?’”

A meeting was hastily arranged
and a few hours later, Zainul was
ushered into the office of the
wo r l d ’s most influential fi-
nancier at Central Park South.

During the meeting, Soros
claimed his innocence by show-
ing reams of documents, alleged-
ly his trading records, as proof
that he never devalued the ring-
git.

“I remember telling him that I
had no way of verifying his doc-
uments, but will report on his
claim of innocence. It was an
hour-long interview, given his
reputation, it was too long, and
he could have made a few million
during that time trading on the
forex market,” said the former
Media Prima Digital chief exec-
utive officer.

Zainul, an award-winning
columnist, said he learned and

gained a lot in terms of experi-
ence with the newspaper.

Such a rewarding experience,
he said, gave him a better under-
standing of the workings of gov-
ernment, business and society.

“It sort of prepared me for life
beyond the newsroom. A great
thing about working for NST and
in journalism, generally, is the
opportunity to work with and to
get to know some of the most
talented and creative people in
the country.

“They became colleagues,
some acquaintances, and some
very good friends. Many have
moved on and some others doing
great things outside of journal-
ism.

“It is often said that there are
too many unqualified lawyers
and constitutional experts in
newsrooms, which is funny but
true, and it suggests the interest
reporters often have in matter s
of great importance, and often
how to convey them to the pub-
l i c.

“We share a certain level of cyn-
icism, which is an essential trait
for journalists, and yet much en-
thusiasm and hope for the coun-
try. The journalists I know
have a fairly thick skin, too, and
always have a higher level of cu-
rio sity.”

Despite the emergence of the
Internet and social media, Zainul
believes traditional media organ-
isations will continue to be the
leading source of information
due to their news-gathering pro-
cess, which includes checking
and double checking, and objec-
t iv i t y.

He said these were traits that

wo uld be useful as the public
grapples with what is true or fake
news.

Technology, he said, was often
a friend and foe. While it helped
journalists in the newsroom and
in the field, it also offers chal-
lenges to the industry.

“The challenge is obvious, as
the media the world over is grap-
pling with how to continue to be
relevant, and, more importantly
for media outlets, to be able to
perform their roles in society, and
be profitable, as well.

“For media platforms to sur-
vive, and thrive, content must be
relevant to their audience — what
is important in the newsroom
may not be so in the main street.
Yet, journalists must continue to
push to inform even on difficult
and not-so-sexy subjects as per
their roles in society.

“Media organisations and jour-
nalists must be true to their vo-
cation, which is to open a window
to the world for their audience.”

Zainul added that he was
blessed with his encounter with
the NST.

“It allowed my professional and
personal growth, and gave me op-
portunities that I could not have
imagined when I first set foot in
the newsroom.

“I am sure the current team will
navigate the challenges posed
not only by journalism, but the
media industry as well.

“Society is better served by hav-
ing all kind of views, and the na-
tion will benefit from having one
of its institutions remain true to
its role of reporting things. Hap-
py birthday, NST, and many hap-
py returns.”

DATUK HARDEV KAUR

A business journalist who rose
through the ranks, Hardev was
appointed group editor on May 1,
2004. Before her stint with the
NST, Hardev worked at RT M with
a RM2 per day salary after com-
pleting her degree at Universiti
M alaya.

Being in a male-dominated
field, Hardev said she was often
“as signe d” to hold the other jour-
nalis t s’ passports and give them a
wake-up call in the morning
when travelling abroad on a s-
signment s.

“I continued writing on eco-
nomics and still went out on as-
signments and had my own col-
u m n .”

Hardev, 69, said business writ-
ers then used to wait until 2am in
the office for the London Stock
Exchange to close.

She and her colleagues spent so
much time in the office that they
were often asked to pay rent.

Her story, “Buy British Last” on
Oct 1, 1981, got her into trouble for
“disrupting bilateral ties” and she
was then “advis ed” to leave the
country for a year. She took that
opportunity to further her stud-
ies in the United States.

During her tenure, NST re-
duced the size of the paper from
broadsheet to compact.

“On the first day, we distributed
the newspapers ourselves at 5am
near the Market Square in Petal-
ing Jaya. There were mixed re-
actions. Some accepted it, some
d i d n’t .”

Hardev stressed the ethics of
journalism and spoke about the
time they refused to reveal to a
minister who their source of a
controversial story was, despite
him threatening to sue.

“Managing people was the
biggest challenge. Dealing with
people was already a tough job. It
was even worse when dealing
with journalists who are natural-
ly people with big egos,” she said
commenting on the challenges
she faced then.

On government interference,
she said, “If there were any calls,
it did not come to me.”

Another challenge during her
days covering the prime minister
and ministers included the dif-
ficulty in sending stories back,
using telex machines, which were
time consuming and tiresome.
The heavy typewriters were also a
bane to carry around when on
assignments abroad.

“We used to scream at each oth-
er on work-related matters. But
once it’s done, we would go down
for a drink and all would be for-
gotten. Today, you can’t do that.”
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