23/ 09/ 1997

Fi ghting the flames toget her

THE rain | ast Sunday helped |ift the haze and i nprove the Air Poll utant

I ndex nationwide for a while. The index went up again swiftly in the
eveni ng. The same cycl e has been repeated over the past few weeks. As |ong
as we are dependent on rain to dispel the haze, relief will only be
tenmporary. For a nore definite solution, Ml aysia needs to nmobilise al
efforts towards this goal. The Government, private sector and the people
must tackle the problemat its source - the forest fires in Indonesia -
and take every neasure to stop activities that m ght worsen the haze

Al t hough identifying the source of the forest fires was sinplified by
the availability of satellite pictures, a vast country |ike |Indonesia nay
face difficulties in containing the fires. Add to this the currency and
share market turnoil in the region and it will becone crystal clear that
any help will be greatly appreci ated. The Ml aysi an Governnent has said
that it is prepared to assist its nei ghbour by sending personnel to fight
the fires, although certain parties have argued that this should have been
done a long tinme ago. Now that the "green light" has been given, it is
hoped that the haze's days are nunbered.

However, efforts to contain the forest fires should not be shoul dered by
t he Government al one. Non-governnental organi sations (NG3s), who have been
crying for swifter action, should initiate efforts to help contain the
fires. Rather than nmerely tal king and doi ng nothi ng, the NGOs shoul d work
together to keep the flanmes at bay. Constructive criticismincludes
of fering i deas on how a problemcan be resol ved; the [ east the NGOs can
do, given their extensive gl obal networks, is to convince their
counterparts in devel oped countries that this is a tinme for action, not
wor ds.

The private sector should al so come forward. Businesses, after all, are
anong the nost affected by the haze. When Sarawak decl ared a state of
energency | ast week, factories stopped their machines and offices had to
close. This is noney | ost and opportunities wasted. Wthin the private
sector, no one is expected to help nore than the Ml aysi an plantation
conmpani es said to be responsible for some of the fires. Sadly however
only one conpany has responded to the Governnent's call to assist the
I ndonesi an aut horities although there are 18 Ml aysi an pl antati on
compani es operating in Indonesia, including those involved in joint
ventures with Indonesian counterparts. As Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad sai d, these conpani es shoul d take i nmedi ate action to put
out the forest fires because the plantations need to be protected.
Furthernore, these firms shoul d have a sense of obligation to help since
they were given the chance to operate plantations in | ndonesia.

In tackling the forest fires at the earliest stage, perhaps Ml aysia can
share its experience in setting up voluntary fire fighting units,
especially in renote and rural areas with Indonesia. Under this voluntary
fire fighting schene, the Government provides the necessary fire fighting
equi prrent and machi nes to the | ocal people, while they (local people)
manage the units. Al though they nay not be as skilled as professiona
fireman, these voluntary fire fighters, who receive training fromthe Fire
Services Departnment, will be able to contain the fire and prevent it from
spreading. In a vast country like Indonesia, a voluntary fire fighting
unit can aid in containing bush fires and preventing a haze from spreadi ng
t hr oughout the region.



In this regard, the corporate sector can al so contribute by donating
fire engi nes and equi pnent to the voluntary units. Perhaps the Ml aysi an
pl antati on conmpani es can al so have their own voluntary fire fighting units
set up within their prem ses. They nay have to allocate extra expenditure
in their company's budget but think of it as a saviour to nillions of
peopl e who are currently experiencing a choki ng experience due to haze.
They may "burn" sonme noney doing this, but it will at |least be for a good
cause.
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