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Malaysia's pro-government newspaper
sues two bloggers for defamation

The Associated Press Published: January 18, 2007
KUALA LUMPUR, Malaysia: A pro-government Malaysian daily has = E-Mail Article

sued two popular Internet bloggers for defamation in what a critic said
Thursday would have a "chilling effect" on freedom of speech.
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The lawsuits by English-language New Straits Times marked the first i 3-Column Format
time Malaysian bloggers have been taken to court for publishing
comments on the Internet in a country where much of the traditional
media are controlled by political parties or the government.
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The first suit was filed on Jan. 11 against Jeff Ooi, whose Text Size = *
"Screenshots" blogs carry daily commentaries on the political situation

in the country. The blog is widely read by Malaysians.

His case will be heard on Jan. 30. The other suit is against Ahiruddin Attan, filed on Tuesday,
which will be heard on Jan. 25. Both bloggers disclosed on their Web sites Thursday that they
had been sued for defamation.

A spokesman of the New Straits Times Press (Malaysia) Bhd. group, which owns the
newspaper, confirmed that the lawsuits were filed.

"We are not seeking to close them down. At the same time
we do not support people making defamatory statements
whether online or in print," said the spokesman who cannot
be identified under company rules. "We should allow the law
to takes its own course."
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The plaintiffs are the New Straits Times Press (Malaysia) Bhd. group, the group's chief
executive Syed Faisal Albar, former group editor-in-chief Kalimullah Masheerul Hassan, current
group editor-in-chief Hishamuddin Aun and former Times editor Brendan Pereira.

Neither the plaintiffs nor the defendants elaborated on what invited the defamation lawsuits. But
the Times is believed to have been angered by a series of articles since the middle of last year,
alleging Kalimullah and Pereira were agents of neighboring Singapore.

The two countries share uneasy relations and being branded a Singapore agent is considered a
serious insult in Malaysia. Details of the articles cannot be reproduced because of their
allegedly defamatory character.

Opposition leader Lim Kit Siang slammed the New Straits Times for the lawsuit, calling them a
"grave development in the defense of the legal rights of bloggers and citizen journalists in
Malaysia to break the stifling monopoly of the mainstream media."

He said the suits will have a "chilling effect on freedom of bloggers" because the high cost of
litigation would "cripple and paralyze the individual blogger."

The amount of damages sought by the New Straits Times was not known.
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