10/ 04/ 1997
Prot ect environnment fromdevel opers

Har un Hashi m

ITis said that everytine Datuk Sari Dr Mahathir Mohanad sneezes, |esser
politicians and bureaucrats are gal vanised into action, all echoing with
simlar refrain what shoul d have been obvious if only they had done
somet hi ng about it nuch earlier.

So said a politician recently, perhaps with tongue in cheek.

I amrem nded of the old days of a granmpophone and record conpany wth
the brand nanme of His Master's Voice. The conpany's |ogo depicted a horn
and a dog.

The dog will be in a sitting position with its ears practically glued to
the exit end of the horn, a picture of rapt attention, obedi ence and
| oyal ty.

Time and again, for nore than 15 years, the Prine Mnister has been cast
inthe role of an oracle for something to be done about anything only
after he had spoken.

It now seenms a long tine ago when we ware i nvaded by wave after wave of
Vi et nanese r ef ugees.

The Governnent appealed to the world community for assistance because we
could not afford to acconmpdate and feed the thousands who cane to our
shores and i sl ands.

Qur pleas fell on deaf ears for a long tine until Dr Mahat hir spoke out
i n obvi ous desperation.

The western Press reported that the Ml aysi an Government had ordered the
army to "shoot" any nore refugees.

Tan Sri Ghazali Shafie, who was the Foreign Mnister at the tine,
clarified the statenent.

He said that what Dr Mahathir actually said was "to shoo" the refugees
away.

The m sreported statenent, however, drew worl dw de attenti on and soon
thereafter our Vietnanese refugee problemreceived the proper attention it
deserved, including fromthe United Nations.

The | atest sneeze came about when the Prine Mnister was flying by
hel i copter from Terengganu to return to Kuala Lunpur.

Fromthe air he was horrified at the sight of what |ooked |ike a desert
inthe mddle of a tropical jungle.

Bul | dozers had viciously levelled hills and stripped a rain forest bare,
landfilling a river in the process.

The | ocal authority responsible for the admnistration of the area said
that the project was designed to have been devel oped in five phases. It
had issued five conpliance notices to the devel oper, all of which had
obvi ously been i gnored.

The devel oper had taken the easy and cheap way out by cutting down the
trees and levelling the entire area in one go.

It is easy to issue notices, however strongly worded and t hreat eni ng,
but without follow up and | aw enforcenent, the effect of such notices is
no nore than an irritant to devel opers.

But this particular episode is not uni que. Devel opnent projects are
progressing simultaneously all over the place.

The truth of the matter is that our regul atory agenci es do not have the
man- power resources to keep an eye on all the projects all at once.

In addition, there is too nmuch trust that everybody will conply with the
regul ati ons and approval guidelines.



It is assunmed that the professionals will observe the ethics of their
respecti ve professions.

Regrettably these assunptions are now m spl aced because there i s not
enough of themto be on the ground.

In the 1960s when | was building ny house, | had weekly site neetings
with the architect, the structural engineer and the contractor for the six
nmonths that it took to build the house.

Al materials to be used were subject to inspection and approval of the
architect. The main contract price was only RM38, 000!

Today it is difficult to find an architect who will be interested to
design, let al one supervise a house under construction if the estinmated
cost is less than RV mi | lion!

At issue here is the environnent. Qur forests and rivers nust be
preserved and protected, otherwise we and the future generations wll be
in serious trouble.

Devel opnent is inevitable and i ndeed a necessity but it should not be at
t he expense of the environnent which once | ost may never be recovered.

Perhaps the tinme has conme to enpower the Mnistry of Science, Technol ogy
and Environment with extraordi nary supervisory and executive powers |ike
requiring its approval before a forest is degazetted by the State
Authority or even granting tinber |ogging |icences.

Too often too | ate much damage has been done. W cannot afford any nore
nasi sudah nenj adi bubur

And certainly awaiting the Prime Mnister's next sneeze is not sonething
to be proud of.

( END)
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