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Hillary Clinton honours Ambiga

Part 1 : Picking on the right to choose
The Malay Mail, 8 June 2012, by Terence Fernandez and Asrul Hadi Abdullah Sani

Bersih 3.0 co-chairman Datuk Ambiga Sreenevasan tells Terence Fernandez and Asrul Hadi Abdullah Sani that the people were 
punished on April 28 for voicing a simple request for a clean electoral process.

THE MALAY MAIL: It’s a dirty job but why do you do it? And when 
was your foray into activism?

DATUK S. AMBIGA: When I became the president of the Bar Council, 
that is not so much activism but advocacy for causes. So, it seems a 
short step before that, to do what I am doing now. But I never for one 
minute imagined that electoral reform would be such a hot issue. 
To me, it was a no brainer. Free and fair elections can’t possibly get 
anyone excited. But I could not have been more wrong!

When I took it on, civil society came to see me. I wasn’t involved in 
Bersih 1.0. I didn’t even attend Bersih 1.0. It took place in September 
2007, then you had the elections.

Bersih 1.0 was driven very much by political parties and NGOs. So, obviously a lot of people won elections 
and became MPs, like those who drove Bersih 1.0. Then, things went quiet for Bersih for awhile.

I was approached end of 2009 after I finished my term at the Bar Council. I said “yes”, provided that it is 
purely a civil society movement.

TMM: Who’s “they”?

AMBIGA: Civil society advocates like Wong Chin Huat and Maria Chin Abdullah. We started by trying to 
engage the Election Commission (EC) and very quickly realised that they were humouring us. They were 
listening to us but they were not changing and the Sarawak state elections proved it: the amount of fraud 
and obvious vote buying that was taking place and a lot of other instances if irregularities.

That is when we decided to have Bersih 2.0. Of course the rest is history. I suppose I don’t consider myself 
so much as an activist but as an advocate still. However, I do think that we have had some positive results, 
setting up of the Parliamentary Select Committee on electoral reform and so forth.

TMM: What is your take on how Bersih 3.0 was handled and what’s happening now?

AMBIGA: I think the government is making a big mistake. I do not know what its end game is because it is 
not winning any hearts or minds. I cannot understand this, you see. Is this really what it wants?

TMM: One supposes, if you look at what happened on the streets, the message is that, if you are going to 
push the authorities to the limit, this is what is going to happen.

AMBIGA: Yes.

TMM: Were you surprised at how much the public has embraced the message?

AMBIGA: I am overwhelmed actually. This is the difference between Bersih 2.0 and Bersih 3.0. The 
demonisation in Bersih 2.0 took place before that rally. Again targeting me.

That actually moved quite a lot of the middle ground because we were wondering how we were going to 
get people interested in free and fair elections. But when the government came down so hard, I think a 
lot of people were horrified that it could go so far. And I think that was one of the reasons why we had the 
numbers that we did the first time around.
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This time, the demonisation is taking place after. The first thing the home minister said was, there was no 
issue, there was no traction and so on but then why come down hard on the demonstrators?

Because they were … even I was, surprised at the numbers. And people came there not for violence. They 
came there peacefully. It wasn’t even on their minds ... for any untoward incident to take place. And as 
long as we were in control, there was no violence.

The violence occurred after the tear gas was shot, then mayhem ensued.

TMM: Did you send out a message to disperse?

AMBIGA: That was about 2.40pm, after the barriers were breached and the tear gas was shot. The barriers 
being breached is something that requires more investigation because it was reported that the barriers 
were already being moved and people were given the impression that they could go into Dataran Merdeka. 
We are getting those reports.

If you are looking at the issue of the barriers, we just don’t look at that incident where Azmin Ali was 
alleged to have instigated people to breach them. You need to look at the whole scenario because there 
was a lot going on and it’s clear to me that there were agent provocateurs.

I think the authorities had a different plan which was executed eventually and I think the ultimate plan was 
to teach the people a lesson. That was my reading to it.

TMM: We were told the main concern was the overwhelming numbers of Malays?

AMBIGA: There was this other issue, a rumour that a policeman was killed. Many people heard this and 
when Chin Huat was beaten up, he was told that they are angry because a policeman was killed.

That was the reason given to many people as to why they were beaten up. So who was responsible in 
spreading that rumour? That seems to have been used as reason for the anger shown by the police. Is that 
why the cops went on a rampage? There is no doubt a full investigation has to take place. If we have made 
mistakes, we are prepared to own up.

But there cannot be any reason for the violence. Unfortunately, the mainstream media only show the 
violence purportedly by Bersih supporters.

TMM: What measures were taken by Bersih to ensure safety on both sides that day?

AMBIGA: We had about 6, 000 people doing security and crowd control. Actually Unit Amal did a very 
good job. The question that needs to be asked is, if they say the intention was violence, there was no 
violence until after 3pm, after the tear gas was fired.

However, everyone seems to think that crowd control is entirely our responsibility. That is not the case. We 
are a group of NGOs. It is shared responsibility.

We have a responsibility to some extent but the major part of the responsibility has to be by the police 
because they are responsible for security.

They are the ones who have the means for crowd control.

But that day felt like we were left on our own. The police were taking a “wait and see” approach. You 
know, wait for them to make a mistake. To be fair to the cops, initially they were fine. They were standing 
in the periphery and not interfering, neither were they helping. And that was fine but suddenly something 
changed drastically after the tear gas was fired. They were different police all together.

It was like Jekyll and Hyde. So what brought that on? Just a few people breaching a barrier, whom they 
could have arrested?
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The barrier was not guarded at all. The barbed wire was removed, which I think was the right thing to do 
because you don’t want people to get hurt. But if you really want to stop people going in, you just have to 
stand there and have a police cordon. So I am not sure what the intention was.

As far as we are concerned, the steps we took was there and we issued guidelines and in every place 
whoever spoke to the crowd, emphasised it had to be peaceful and orderly.

Quite frankly the people were wonderful because they were absolutely wellbehaved.

People came there to sit actually; in fact they were having fun. It was like a carnival. The food businesses 
were roaring that day.

TMM: Can you enlighten us on what steps you took to ensure that there was no breach of the Peaceful 
Assembly Act. Street protests are not allowed in the Act.

AMBIGA: It was not a street protest; people were moving to get to a place where the assembly was 
supposed to take place.

But here is the thing, they were all operating under different legislations. City Hall was operating under 
local council laws. The police got a court order under the Penal Code. I don’t know where the Peaceful 
Assembly Act came in actually.

The rally was on April 28 but the Act was brought into force on April 30. So, the way I look at the court 
order, it only said you cannot go into the green area. Therefore, anywhere else is fine. If you recall, the 
police said we could gather at the meeting points the day before.

So what breaches were we committing? And don’t forget they served us the order only on April 27, so we 
could not get the message out to everybody that we will not breach the court order.

When you say Peaceful Assembly Act, we gave notice to the police more than 10 days before the rally, but 
before the Act was enforced.

Under the Act if you give a notice, the police cannot reject. They can only impose conditions. They never 
imposed any conditions. If no conditions exist, it means we can proceed as planned. It is not so clear-cut 
that we fall under the Peaceful Assembly Act at all and if we did fall under the Act, why get the court 
order? Each authority seemed to be handling it under different legislation.

TMM: Was the choice of April 28 an attempt to circumvent the Act?

AMBIGA: Oh no! But the police although it was not brought into force, was more or less acting in accordance 
with the Peaceful Assembly Act. There were many rallies before this and the police handled them very 
well.

TMM: Critics say Bersih has too many generals and not many soldiers that is why there are allegations that 
Pakatan Rakyat had hijacked Bersih?

AMBIGA: In my view, there were 250,000 soldiers. You cannot hijack the agenda of Bersih or the agenda 
of 250,000 people.

TMM: But you can’t dismiss it completely as there is an association with the Opposition.

AMBIGA: They support us but we invite everybody. It’s like having a party, you invite group A and group B. 
Only group B comes. Group A stays out but whinges about group B being there.

TMM: Did you send out invites?

AMBIGA: No, we openly and always invited everybody. In fact, on that day if a Barisan Nasional (BN) MP 
had been there, we would have allowed him to speak as well.

When people talk about the Opposition, they forget that they are the elected representatives and these 
are people that the public had voted into office.
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They have a right to hear them. But as far as we are concerned, our programme that day did not include 
any political leaders. It was entirely NGOs who were going to speak. Our programme didn’t have a speech 
by any politician.

Yes, Datuk Seri Anwar Ibrahim was at Masjid Negara. They were all over the place that day but they were 
talking to their supporters. That is something we can’t control.

But that was not our aim at all. The main stage where I was, there weren’t supposed to be any politicians 
speaking.

TMM: But there were!

AMBIGA: No, that was when Anwar came in later. I wasn’t aware he was coming to speak and I couldn’t stop 
him. As I mentioned earlier, even if a BN MP had been there, he would have been given the opportunity 
to speak.

TMM: But there lies the problem because of your association with Pakatan Rakyat. You seem to be one-
sided and have your own political agenda.

AMBIGA: Look at the numbers. Look at the people.

Again, don’t look at that one moment when they were all on the stage. My own view is look at the 250,000 
turnout.

There may have been some Pakatan supporters but look at the rest of the people. The huge number of 
aunties, uncles and youths who came there just for free and fair elections.

My own view is look at the crowd and judge for yourselves whether you think this an Opposition thing.

Also, it is no surprise that they support free and fair elections. They feel they are hard done by the system. 
It is a way of demonising Bersih. I mean if BN was there, there wouldn’t have been any complaints.

TMM: Do you think you should consciously disassociate yourself from all political parties to maintain 
neutrality?

AMBIGA: We think that is what we are doing but if political parties support us, I welcome their support.

I have no issue with that, which is why BN should support us because they could reach 250,000 people if 
they did. At the end of the day, it would have been wonderful if they came and walked with the rakyat.

I honestly thought that it would be different this time. That they would say they are coming and hear the 
rakyat out. Instead, people were beaten and tear-gassed.

The supporters were punished that day. If the supporters were violent — and I don’t condone it — it’s 
because they saw the manner in which their friends were being treated. So that was their response. In 
fact, the tear gas itself was an act of violence because of the way it was shot. I was caught in that. It was 
shot straight into the crowd and the crowd was shoulder to shoulder. And it was tear gas after tear gas.

TMM: There were children in Bersih, you condone parents bringing children to rallies?

AMBIGA: I know it is in the Public Assembly Act but I don’t know we have an issue as long as the parents 
are responsible for them. We don’t have an issue with children.

TMM: Shouldn’t there be some guidelines or advisory because being a veteran of two rallies, you would 
have known what can transpire on the streets.

AMBIGA: The responsibility lies with the parents ultimately but I wouldn’t encourage small children. You 
see, a lot of people came out treating it like a carnival.

TMM: But you saw what happened in Bersih 2.0.
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AMBIGA: But this time the authorities said it was going to be different and that was the impression given. 
As long as you don’t step into the green part of Dataran Merdeka, it was fine. They were laughing and 
joking with the public which is why we cannot understand when it turned.

I can understand if they shot one tear gas because of the breach and that was it. People would have 
moved. What was the need to go after them in the way they did? They had tear gas, gliders and pulled 
people out of shops.

This went on till 7pm. And nothing makes the people angrier than the Government pretending all of that 
didn’t happen.

You downplay injuries when the fact is that people suffered. They were only interested in the reporters 
who were injured because it is not good press.

TMM: Were you hit?

AMBIGA: Tear gas, yes. But beaten, no. I ran into Masjid India. I was with a group of women and we 
couldn’t come out because we could hear violence. I could hear people getting beaten up out of shape but 
I didn’t see it. The truth has to be told!

TMM: Let’s talk about the legal suit. Can a government sue its citizens?

AMBIGA: I have no issue with the government taking whatever action deemed fit. It is something you 
expect. You may be charged but I didn’t expect a civil suit.

So, they have to do what they have to do and we have to do what we have to do, defend it vigorously. A 
government can sue (its citizens) but whether it should, is a different thing altogether.

Part 2 : Unfinished business of Bersih 3.0
The Malay Mail, 12 June 2012, by Terence Fernandez and Asrul Hadi Abdullah Sani

BERSIH co-chairman Datuk S. Ambiga tells Terence Fernandez and Asrul Hadi Abdullah Sani about the worrying trend of political 
intimidation and rule of law in this conclusion of a two-part interview.

The Malay Mail: How much is the attack against you been based on racism and prejudice?

Datuk S. Ambiga: It is racist, sexist, you name it! It fits every bill.

TMM: Does it reflect how Malaysian politics have come down to?

Ambiga: This is part of the larger issue of political violence that really has to be addressed. But what they 
were trying to do was punish me.

What is horrendous is that they can say and do anything. They can insult my religion, my ethnicity, they 
can say and do anything and get away with it.

And they only do it because they know they can get away with it. They can do it at my door-step and that to 
me is horrendous. Whoever says that this is a peaceful assembly is completely wrong. Peaceful assemblies 
are held at public places. This is not a public place so the deputy inspector general of Police set a very bad 
example by saying there is no offence. I can name many offences, starting with criminal intimidation.

I was under siege in my own home! I was shocked to see Mat Rempit. Do they think this is acceptable to 
do to a person in their own home?



INFO JOHORE BAR – JUNE 201242

TMM: The authorities could have done more to protect your neighbourhood?

Ambiga: I am not blaming the cops and City Hall officers on the ground who did a good job. I am blaming 
those that gave the orders because they really could have prevented this from happening, but they 
deliberately did not want to.

I want to know if this happened outside the prime minister’s house, would they have allowed it to escalate 
to this stage?

My quarrel is with those in authority because they could have nipped it in the bud instead of making 
statements like “there is no offence”.

They allowed it to escalate to a point where this area became a war zone. Is that fair to the neighbours? Is 
this the kind of Malaysia you want? Is this is the kind of Malaysia you want to create?

TMM: Who do you think gave the orders?

Ambiga: Well, ultimately who takes responsibility? It should be the top cops and ultimately the home 
minister. But there is not even a single comment in respect to this.

What does that tell you? And it is not the first time this has happened. It is the same response to the 
political violence that took place in Lembah Pantai and Johor.

Same type of lack of response and it is very irresponsible. The people have to teach our leaders what it 
means to have a sense of decency. People have shown so many signs of support. I had flowers, people just 
turning up to show support.

So I am afraid standards in society are not coming from those at the top. They are not setting the right 
standards for the society. It is coming from the people.

TMM: Despite the condemnation by MCA and Umno secretary-general Tengku Adnan Tengku Mansor, do 
you feel it is a case of double talk?

Ambiga: It came all too late. They started panicking when they realised that people on the ground were 
not happy and they don’t like racist attacks.

In Malacca for example, they adulterated my name and they put the word babi (pig) inside.

As you know, my name is a name of a Goddess. So I am sorry, but those sorts of things you have got to 
come out immediately and respond. Still those in charge acted like it had never happened.

I have decided that it is really for the people to judge and it really has to translate to votes. What they have 
done is that they have outsourced their thuggery to others and I am confident in saying that because of 
their lack of reaction.

TMM: So you don’t think Barisan Nasional has succeeded in shifting focus from Bersih?

Ambiga: The more they attack me, the more Bersih is in the news every day. If they don’t want Bersih to 
be in the news, they should stop talking about us. They should stop this sort of things. To me actually, it is 
keeping Bersih on the front page which is a good thing because when you say Bersih it is eight demands. 
So even when you attack Bersih, it is talked about every day. So they have done us a favour.

TMM: Is there going to be a Bersih 4.0?

Ambiga: We haven’t decided yet because there is a lot of unfinished business with Bersih 3.0, one of which 
is getting justice for those who were injured. That is top priority.

We are collecting all the information for the Suhakam inquiry and assisting everybody with medical aid. 
The other priority is helping those who the government is gunning for. They are going after some of these 
participants. We have concerns for them because one of them has reported they had been beaten up 
while in police custody.
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The other priority is a twopronged approach to the elections, which is voter education — encouraging 
voters to come out and vote through our popular “Jom 100” campaign.

The second is, working with Tindak Malaysia and NGOs in voter education in relation to polling day.

We also have a “Jom Pantau” campaign where members of the public become election observers 
themselves. So that if they see in the run-up to elections, for example, that posters are being put up when 
it shouldn’t be happening, they will take pictures and send it to a website. We are training the public so 
they know what to look out for.

TMM: Are you happy with the Independent Panel headed by former inspectorgeneral of police Tun Hanif 
Omar?

Ambiga: Why must you get a former police chief? Isn’t there anyone else?

TMM: But Hanif is known as a no-nonsense cop. In fact, the police force started deteriorating after his 
retirement.

Ambiga: Yes, but the fact that he made adverse remarks about Bersih disqualifies him! This is what I am 
saying, all these panels of inquiry is a mere reaction … a pathetic attempt at damage control.

TMM: One accusations that have been against Bersih is that you have yet to engage the Election 
Commission.

Ambiga: We want them to resign. We don’t want to talk to people who we think should not be there. 
There is nothing to engage. We have engaged them before and it is a waste of time.

You see, there is also an issue of them being Umno members which have been swept under the carpet. 
There is no total disclosure on when they joined and left. Don’t forget there is the old Umno and new 
Umno so that filing of the form took place in the old Umno, what about the new Umno?

So for me there is no full and frank disclosure on that issue in relation to the truth and everybody is just 
not talking about it.

Whatever it is, let’s have the record. Surely, (Datuk Seri) Nazri Aziz saying that the chairman is no more a 
member is not good enough. When was he a member? There is a real issue. So I don’t think there is any 
point any more at all because look at the comments they make about Bersih.

Look at how they attacked the Opposition? Does that immediately tell you that they are not independent? 
They have shown very clearly where their loyalties lie. So my own view is that it’s a waste of time.

TMM: What is your suggestion for the EC? Complete overhaul?

Ambiga: Yes. The constitution says that the Agong should appoint members of the EC that enjoy public 
confidence.

This latest survey shows that they do not enjoy public confidence. So how do you go into an election when 
the public have doubts about the integrity of the system?

I think it is Bangladesh that delayed the polls until the whole electoral roll was cleaned up. We suggested 
an independent panel after Bersih 2.0. We said bi-partisan, all of us work hard to clean up the electoral 
roll. They refused.

They don’t want to do it, why? My issue is this, if you have nothing to hide, why are you so against an 
independent panel looking at the electoral roll?

If you have confidence in your system, bring in the foreign observers. Bring them in now and not only 
during the elections!

TMM: The EC keeps harping on the fact if they are not independent, BN would not have lost five states.
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Ambiga: I think the Opposition won despite the flawed process! For me, it is not about Opposition winning 
or BN winning. I don’t care who wins as long as it is through a fair and clean process.

TMM: What are your views on party hopping?

Ambiga: To me actually, the best thing to do is to resign and face the electorate again but there is a 
problem with that because under the federal constitution once you resign you can’t face re-election for a 
while. That is why people are hopping. Ideally, they should be removed.

TMM: You have repeatedly apologise to the future generations.

Ambiga: I didn’t do enough to fight the rot that was setting in which is the result of what we are seeing 
today. We should have stood up to corruption and abuse of power much earlier. I think we have failed our 
next generation because it is the responsibility of everyone to make sure that things go right.

TMM: Is that what you tell yourself when you look at the mirror every day? When you ask “why am I doing 
this?”

Ambiga: Yes (laughter). “Why me?” I have asked myself that question many times, but it is just circumstance 
really. But Bersih now represents much more to a lot of people.

It really empowered the people and I think they have risen above so many divides; racial divides, religious 
divides. It’s been very empowering to the people and I can see that when I am under attack, immediately 
people rally around. Unbelievable.

People have offered to pay for my security system. I have had to stop people coming. I didn’t ask for it. It 
is just happening and if they, the leaders, don’t read the ground, hey are making a big mistake.

TMM: How long are you going to lead Bersih?

Ambiga: I don’t believe in staying in a place too long. I always think that we have to set the example for 
other leaders to come out. We have to vacate so that the rejuvenation keeps taking place.

You see this is a bottom-up movement. If leaders just stay there and carry on, it won’t work. he process will 
require us, the steering committee to step down and at the right moment, new group will take over.

TMM: Has the threats against you hastened your wish to step down?

Ambiga: Not because of the attacks but we have always believed in succession.

But I am human. Of course, I have had moments but you shake it off because you then see the support 
that you have. It is just plain wrong to give in to intimidation. We will all step down when we want to, not 
because other people want us to.


