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Kedah's future tied to judicious use of coastal zone

Abdul Azi z | brahi m

THE statenments made by Kedah Menteri Besar Datuk Seri Sanusi Junid on the
proposed mamot h coastal recl amation project to be inplenented al ong the
coastline of Kedah have drawn interesting cormments and critiques from
several readers and organi sati ons.

The first disclosure by Sanusi was made on Nov, 6 1996, followed by
clarifications, public comrents/critiques, and an articles on Nov 16, 17,
19, 21, and 26, respectively in the New Straits Ti nes.

Honestly, | amnot surprised by the wide attention focused on the
subj ect since reclamation project is newto this country; even the
practising civil engineers are generally not well-versed in the subject
| et alone the public. Coastal reclanmation involves to certain extent
geot echni cal engineering, but it resides mainly within the domain of
coastal engineering, which is represented by a very small community of
professionals currently, available in the country.

These practising coastal engineers |like nmyself, are consi dered pi oneers
inthe field and have been involved in npst reclamation projects currently
in planning and i npl enentation stages in this country.

Over the years we have accunul at ed val uabl e experi ence and know edge in
coastal reclamation and rel ated fields.

Together with other professionals/scientists of other disciplines, we
have contributed, directly or indirectly, towards the formul ati on of
rel evant policies/laws and regul ati ons/ gui del i nes.

These are carefully, thought out, tested policies/guidelines designed to
gui de the inplenentation of reclanmation projects in order to ensure the
protection of the environnment and resource sustainability. These
policies/guidelines are gazetted in the Environnental Quality Act 1987 and
govern the conduct of Environnental |npact Assessment studies for coastal
pr oj ect s.

Thi s suggests reclamation and its rel ated works need to have pri or
approval fromlocal authorities and Departnent of Environment (if nore
than 50 hectares) before it can proceed and be inplenented. These are the
normal procedures and all state agencies and consultants are aware of
t hese requirenents.

Wth the appoi ntnent of National Hydraulic Research Institute of
Mal aysia to plan, advise, carry out rel evant studies, and nonitor the
i npl ementation of the project, it is only natural that the existing
policies, statutes and guidelines will be followed stringently; after al
Nahrimis fornmed to provide expert advice on the stewardshi p and wi se use
of the country's water and coastal resources and space.

Prior to the Press statenent nmade by the Menteri Besar, Nahrim and
Kedah's state agenci es have deliberated in great details on the pros and
cons of the project. W concluded that proper planning, detailed studies
and design, and the adoption of the right nmethods and technol ogi es are
prerequi sites to a proper execution of the proposed project.

W are very well aware that the planning of such a mammot h proj ect
requires a broad overall perspective in identifying the inportant
econom ¢, nanagenent, environnental, conmercial, devel opnent, and soci al
i ssues.

For exanple, we, are very well aware that the adoption of unsuitable
met hod of m ning the offshore sand and dunpi ng on the nearshore area could
lead to long-termalteration of sediment budget, coastal erosion and



fl oodi ng, damage to nmangroves and fishing ground, and degradation of other
coastal resources, e.g. beach

In this regard, the planning of the project to be carried out by Nahrim
wi Il be guided by three basic principles: the principle of sustainability,
principle of accountability, and principle of equity. The project will be
pl anned, designed, and i nplenented with the assurance of resource
sustainability.

The project will be inplenmented with full responsibility or
accountability resting with the state and Nahrim The project will be
governed with equity in relationto its responsibilities and obligations
to the protection of the interests of |ocal communities in relationto
envi ronnment, renewabl e resources, and social conditions.

Thi s objective can be translated into action via the preparation of the
Kedah Coastal Reclamation Master Plan (currently in progress), the conduct
of macro EIA, the conduct of detail ed hydraulic study, and the execution
of post construction nmonitoring progranme. Al these actions will be taken
at certain levels during the i nplenentation period of the project.

About 64 per cent of the coastal zones of the country have been
devel oped for agriculture, aquacul ture, housing, infrastructural,

i ndustrial, comercial, and recreational purposes. The demands for these
coastal lands are rising and are partially being nmet via reclainmng from
t he sea.

In fact, coastal land reclanmation in Ml aysia has al ways been an on-
going activity since tine imenorial. W need | and reclainmed fromthe sea
because we need suitable, flat |ands for devel opnent and for accompdati ng
t he grow ng popul ati on. The much publicised earlier (1989) proposal to
reclaimthe entire west coast of Peninsular Mlaysia by Prime Mnister
Dat uk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohanmad was made on sinilar grounds.

The true scale of this need is reveal ed during a survey conducted by
Nahrimrecently, on behalf of the governnent. The survey indicates that
currently there are 67 coastal reclamation projects being planned and
gradual ly, inplenented in this country covering a potential 67,500
hect ares of coastal and nearshore area.

These statistics include the acreage of about 12,800 hectares proposed
for Kedah. The choice of shifting future devel opment to reclainmed land is
| ogi cal and justifiable because the existing coastal areas are either not
avail abl e since they, are already, heavily used, devel oped and gazetted
for other types of devel opment (e.g. padi farm ng in Kedah) or devel opnent
is totally forbidden due to environnental reasons or other factors.
Converting coastal |ands, e.g. in Kedah, fromexisting usage for pad
farm ng into comrercial or industrial purposes will not only create social
problens but, in the long run, cause food security problens to the
country.

Coastal |and of Kedah which are currently heavily used for padi farmng
shal |l not be disturbed as 41 per cent of rice production in the country is
produced in this area. The total acreage of |and dedicated to padi
cultivation in Mada and surroundi ng areas anounts to 213, 843 hectares and
this represents 35 per cent of the country's padi fields.

At the sane tine, heavy devel opment in the hinterlands (including,
catchment areas) nust be discouraged as it disturbs the sensitive
hydr ol ogi cal systemof the State's river and drai nage systens which will
seriously affect water requirenent for padi planting. On the other hand,
reclamati on of the sea does not involve | and acquisition and therefore
social problemis insignificant, if there is any.

There is no denial that coastal reclanmation project will cause sone
envi ronment al probl ems since about 50 per cent of the coastline of the
country is fringed by mangroves. O the total acreage of about 641, 000



hectares (1993, Forest Research Institute of Ml aysia), 365,00 hectares
can be found in Sabah, and 168,000 hectares in Sarawak.

O the remaining 110,000 hectares in Peninsular Ml aysia, only 8,000
hectares can be found in Kedah. The recent survey (1996) conducted by,
Nahrimvia G S nappi ng and aerial surveillance points towards further
degradation of this coastal resource. In Kedah, relatively nediumsize
areas of mangroves can still be found at Kual a Sangl ang and Kual a Muda
ar eas.

Qut si de these areas pockets of mangroves can be found with width | ess
than 50m and total destruction of mangroves was observed and recorded in
nmost ot her areas along the state's 100km | ong coastline. No doubt,
extensive reclamati on of the coastal area of Kedah for devel opnent may
still consequently result in a conflict of policies - between the need to
conserve and the need for devel opnent. However, the nmaster plan of
reclamation project for Kedah currently being prepared by Nahrimwi |l take
into account the inportance of mangroves in the mari ne ecosystem bal ance
and the potential conflicting | and uses.

Real i sing that coastal |and reclamati on cannot go together with the
i nshore fishing and sustai nabl e harvesti ng of mangrove forests in the sane
area without affecting the latter, the reclamation project in Kedah wll
be planned with a provision of preserving the existing nmangroves as wel |
as encouraging the proliferation of new generation of the forest.

This can be achieved via the provision of channel or water body between
reclai med | and and exi sting and through repl anti ng mangroves. In fact,
Nahrimis all ocated a substantial fund by the governnent to experinent in
mangrove forest enhancenent or replanting project and two sites have been
chosen - one at Kual a Sel angor, and another at Yan, Kedah. It is
envi sioned that replanting of mangroves will be made mandatory in certain
zones of any reclamation project in the country in the future.

Zoning of the reclamation project area according to types of industries
further help in mnimsing i npacts on the environment. Locating industries
that have the potential to affect the quality of the coastal water away
from mangrove areas, for exanple, helps to preserve the particular marine
resource
Zoning for the Kedah case is currently being inplenented in the master
pl anni ng stage of the project.

In summary, Kedah, |ike any other state in Malaysia is experiencing an
intensification ,and diversification of econonm ¢ and soci o- econoni c
devel opnent. These devel opnents are generally centred al ong the coasta
zone of the country and devel opnent pressures have changed trenendously
the trend of |and use pattern.

Kedah, being the rice bow of the country, cannot afford to convert
t hese val uabl e, inportant agricultural areas into other forms of economc
activities. This being the case, reclaining fromthe sea is the only
nat ural choice

Reclaiming fromthe sea, devel oping the area, and ensuring resource
sustainability can be achieved with the application of existing
| egislating acts, statutes, and sone ingenuity. | amof the opinion that
the sea is the last frontier and Kedah's future is inexorably tied to its
judicial use of the coastal zone.

(Prof Abdul Aziz Ibrahimis the Director-General, National Hydraulic
Research Institute of Malaysia, Mnistry of Agriculture)
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