16/ 09/ 1997
Country put on haze alert (HL)

Tony Enmanuel

KUALA LUMPUR, Mon. - As the Air Pollutant Index hits the highest reading
today breaching the hazardous | evel in Gonbak for the first time at 1pm
the National Disaster Action Conmittee announced that the country has been
put on a haze alert.

The conmttee said the Fire Services and Rescue Departnent, police and
arny have been instructed to take action to curb the probl emof open
burni ng, including enforcenent and prosecuti on.

It al so advi sed people involved in outdoor activities in areas where the
APl readi ng had exceeded the 250 mark, to wear respiratory nmasks.

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad, when asked to comment on
the haze situation, said it did not warrant a state of energency to be
decl ared but the Government woul d continue nonitoring it.

"I't is not necessary to declare a state of energency ... not yet."

Dr Mahathir said this after touring the main termnal and satellite
bui |l di ngs at the Kuala Lunpur International Airport in Sepang.

At a neeting at the Prine Mnister's Departnent, the National Disaster
Action Conmittee, headed by Information M nister Datuk Mhanmed Rahmat, net
director-general s of the various departnents involved in tackling probl ens
caused by the haze.

Among t hose present at the five-hour nmeeting were National Security
Council director-general Datuk Jaffar |Ismail and Departnment of Environnent
acting director-general Rosnani | barahim

Speaking at a Press conference | ater, Mhanmed said a task force headed
by Jaffar, had been set up to fornulate steps to tackle the problem

The ei ght-nmenber task force conprises representatives fromthe DOE
Transport, Health, Housing and Local Government ministries, and
Met eor ol ogi cal Departnent, police, arnmed forces and Fire Services and
Rescue Departnent.

"They will work round-the-clock and a report will be tabled at
Wednesday' s Cabi net neeting to enable the Governnent to decide if a state
of energency shoul d be declared,” Mbhaned said, adding that the task force
woul d cl osely nonitor the situation over the next 48 hours and brief the
Cabi net accordingly.

He expl ained that although the Governnment had deci ded that a state of
emergency would be declared if APl hits the 500 mark, the task force was
taki ng precautionary neasures as the situation had reached an alert stage
after readi ngs reached very unheal thy and hazardous | evel s.

At 5pmtoday, the highest APl readi ng was recorded over Gonbak at 298
i ndex-points, followed by Kuala Lunpur (238) and Nilai (264).

The | owest readi ngs were recorded over Jerantut (21), Sungai Petani (68)
and Kota Baru (60).

Under the Mal aysian Air Pollutant Index, good air quality should have a
readi ng of zero to 50; 51 to 100 (noderate); 101 to 200 (unheal thy); 201
to 300 (very unheal thy) and 300 to 500 (hazardous).

Mohaned sai d cl oud-seedi ng woul d continue for as |ong as necessary.

Besi des t he ban on open burning, Mhanmed said other precautionary
nmeasur es under consi deration include recommending to the Governnent that
factories be directed to reduce em ssions, and that earthworks be reduced
at devel opment sites to check dust pollution.

On transportation, Mhanmed said the task force would recommend that the
Governnent mininmse the flowof traffic within the Klang Vall ey as exhaust



fumes had been identified as a contributing factor to the worsening of air
quality.

Mohanmed declined to el aborate.

On health, he said the Health Mnistry's representatives had indicated
that the Jerantut Hospital was prepared to accept patients fromhospitals
inthe city, if the need arose.

Mohanmed said the Health Mnistry had advised that schools be cl osed once
the APl exceeded the 400 nark.

It was reliably learnt the DOE has, since yesterday, began nonitoring
the APl hourly after the air quality worsened over the weekend. Only
readi ngs for 8am 1lam and 5pm are announced.
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