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One heritage structure of great significance has been overl ooked

Tunku Sofi ah Jewa

OF late, our national dailies have given a |l ot of space to opinions
expressed by prom nent persons regarding the bl atant disregard by
devel opers of the the environnent and buil di ngs of heritage val ue.

On the environnmental front, what nust have incensed every right-n nded
citizen of the country is surely the report which resulted fromthe Prine
M ni ster's chance observation fromhis helicopter of the vast area of
rai nforest that had been turned into "desert” in Hulu Kl ang.

One wonders whether, as destruction on a nassive scale would invariably
have taken place by the time the Press gets hold of the news, renedial
steps by the authorities would be possible at all after the devel opers had
achi eved their fait acconpli of sorts.

The i nportance of buildings of heritage val ue has often been highlighted
by such lum naries as Tan Sri Ahmad Sarji, Datuk Sri Sanusi Junid and
Dat uk Lee Lam Thye.

Exi sting laws and regul ati ons have hel ped preserve structures such as
the Central Market in Kuala Lunpur, the Anti-Corruption Agency's buil ding
at Jal an Sul ai man, the forner Majestic Hotel at Jalan Sultan H shanuddin
and the Industrial Court at Jal an Bel anda.

But it is extrenmely sad that one particular structure, the heritage
val ue of which would surely exceed all these and other historical
bui |l di ngs put together, is outside the anbit of current |aws from
destruction and has been totally ignored and left to the mercy of
devel opers.

That structure is the Stadium Merdeka - that very historical place where
my uncle, our first Prime Mnister Tunku Abdul Rahman Putra, declared our
nation's i ndependence fromGeat Britain on the norning of Aug 31, 1957

Excuses for the destruction of the stadiumare nany and i npressive. You
can say the stadiumforns part of the city's | and-scarce golden triangle
and devel opers shoul d not be deprived of exploiting every avail able inch
of it. Devel opnent of the area will enhance the beauty and val ue of the
city as a whole.

Wth other nore nodern sports stadiunms built or in the course of being
built away fromthe hurly-burly and traffic jans of Kuala Lunmpur, Stadium
Mer deka has indeed outlived its purpose.

In this nodern day and age, the stadi um seens an anachroni sm whi ch
shoul d give way to nega-devel opnents, with perhaps a bronze tabl et
enbossed with the words: "Here once stood Stadi um Merdeka where our
nation's i ndependence was procl ai ned by Tunku Abdul Rahman Putra on
31.8.1957."

It is rather ironic that the various |laws for the preservation of
hi storical buildings (legally, those built a hundred years or nore ago) in
the country have only been used as authority for the protection of
bui I di ngs built by our col onial nasters.

According to a report attributed to Housing and Local Governnent
M ni ster Datuk Dr Ting Chew Peh, the preservation of historical buildings
| ess than a century old, which are unprotected under existing antiquity
regul ations, is the subject matter of a proposed new | egi sl ation
tentatively called the Conservation of Heritage Buil di ngs Act.

St adi um Merdeka may be a pile of bricks by the time the proposed
Conservation Act cones into being. If legal authority is indeed required
to save the stadium resort can be had under the foll owi ng provisions of



the Antiquities Act 1976:

* Section 2 (1): "... historical site" means a site which has been
decl ared in accordance with the provisions of section 15 to be a
historical site...";

* Section 15(1): The Mnister nmay by order declare... any site to be a
historical site and may determine the linmts of such... site".

But is a legal reason really necessary to preserve Stadi um Merdeka? The
Italian Government and its Japanese counterpart sought no |l egal authority
to respectively preserve the Col osseumin Rome or the Atom c Bonb Done at
the Hiroshi ma Peace Menorial Park.

By the same token, no | egal authority need actually be sought to
preserve the stadium Qur nation was born there and that shoul d be reason
enough.

In fairness to those who reportedly nmay |l ose billions of ringgit should
t he proposed devel opnent on the stadiumland be abandoned, an alternative
site can be given to themin exchange, unless of course a gift to the
nation of their rights over the stadiumby these kind devel opers can be
envi saged.

Even in this day and age, Stadium Merdeka is not without utility. Soccer
mat ches, sports chanpi onshi ps and parades have been, and continue to be,
hel d there. So have public entertai nment shows.

O all the buildings ny uncle had hel ped build during his tenure in
of fice, none was dearer to himthan Stadi um Merdeka for it was there that
t he proudest nonment of his life took place.

On the occasion of his 80th birthday on Feb 8, 1983, | presented him
with a painting of his Proclamation of |ndependence. | had conmi ssioned it
through a local well-known arti st.

It was then that my uncle confided to me in witing of his deep
affection for the Stadium "Stadium Merdeka is here for all to see in
Kual a Lunpur."” He said this in reply to ny question as to why he had
decided to present ny gift to himto the Museum Pelanin in Al or Star,

i nstead of the National Miuseumin Kual a Lunpur

| really do not know to whom | should address this appeal to save the
stadi umfromdestruction

The Federal Governnment's new adninistrative centre, costing al nost RWV21
billion, has been named "Putrajaya” in nmy uncle's honour.

And hardly two weeks ago the Prime M nister announced anot her signa
honour for nmy late uncle. Universiti Pertanian Mal aysia has now been
renaned Uni versity Putra Ml aysi a.

For a man whose strained relationship with my uncle during the declining
years of the latter's life was public know edge, Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad' s action to posthunously honour the Tunku borders on nore than
magnanimty - it is clearly an act of statesmanship of the highest order,
one which even his nost bitter political foe cannot but admre.

Conme Aug 31 this year, when Mal aysia celebrates its 40th anniversary of
her independence, it is ny fervent hope that Stadi um Merdeka remmins
intact as it has al ways been since the first shouts of Merdeka heral ded
the birth of our nation, for us to adnire and cherish forever.

Kual a Lunpur
( END)
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