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Rai si ng awar eness of need to appreciate our rivers, keep themclean

El i zabet h John
THE transformati on of Sungai Raga froma dirty river that no one had heard
of, into the beauty it is today is a truly anazi ng one.

Amazi ng not just because the river is now crystal clear and the water
good enough to drink, but al so because 156 famlies in a village in Yan,
Kedah made that transformati on possible.

The six-kilonmetre Sungai Raga, with its source in the forest reserves in
the foothills of Gunung Jerai, was rehabilitated four years ago under the
"Love Your River" campaign

The national canpaign, organi sed by the Departnent of Irrigation and
Drai nage, was introduced in 1993 to rai se consci ousness anong Mal aysi ans
on the need to appreciate rivers and keep themfree frompollution.

The mai n progranmme under this canmpaign is the river-adoption schene
where a Village Security and Devel opnent Comm ttee, school or district,
under the gotong-royong concept, selects a river for mmintenance.

When t he programe began, there were 73 rivers under this schene and
this nunber grew to 160 | ast year as nore schools and village comrttees
took to the idea of river rehabilitation

Abdul Razak Mohd Noor, senior engineer of DID s River Engi neering
Depart ment who has been in charge of the programre since its inception,
says there have been stories of both success and failure.

He added, however, that the main factor that decided the fate of a river
rehabilitation project was whether the nmenbers of a village comrittee or
school could work as a team

Abdul Razak said DID only acted as a catal yst expl ai ni ng the programe
to the people and getting themexcited about it. The decision to take up
the chal l enge and nmake the programme work was entirely in the hands of the
peopl e.

In the case of Sungai Raga, he said, they were fortunate that there was
nmore consensus than politicking anmong village comittee nenbers where the
latter were able to garner and maintain the support needed to nmake Sunga
Raga a three tinme winner at the national |evel.

He al so cited the exanple of a school in Baling that had the support not
only of teachers and students, but also of parents who would take tinme off
to join their children in gotong-royong work, although it was not required
of them

Abdul Razak and anot her | ong-serving engi neer on the project Razak
Rashi d believe that the canpai gn has been successful in raising awareness
of the need for clean rivers.

However, Razak Rashid points to a 1996 survey by the Kedah DI D which
shows that although 95 per cent of 8,700 people surveyed said clean rivers
were inportant, alnost 42 per cent felt that the dirty work of cleaning up
was the Governnent's responsibility.

Clearly, it is one thing getting the public to see the inportance of
clean rivers and quite another to get theminvol ved. Even in Kedah, where
nmost of the winning rivers are | ocated, the job of convincing the public
has not been an easy one.

Kedah DI D deputy director K J. Abrahamsaid it took quite a while and a
| ot of convincing before many village conmittees took to the idea.

There were al so no takers for sonme rivers that were up for adoption
because they were just a little too far away fromany village or school.

Anot her pressing problemthe three officers rai sed was that nost of the



rivers being " watched" and maintai ned under the adoption schene were
rural ones. The only urban rives adopted for rehabilitation are the odd
few in Johor and one in Serenban.

Wth a limted nunber of officers who are already pulled in too nmany
directions, and with limted funds, DID faces an uphill task of caring for
the larger portion of the nation's urban rivers.

Here they point to a need for greater contribution fromthe private
sector as urban rivers are nore polluted and need nore funds, tinme and
attention.

Besi des, they said, the urban public's response to the river adoption
scherme has been very poor and this group cannot be depended upon for the
ki nd of collective action seen in the rural areas.

There is also a greater need for co-ordination and co-operation between
several State and Federal authorities that have jurisdiction over rivers
and rel ated matters.

This is a problem DI D hopes will be solved by the setting up of a
centralised River Authority in every State as proposed by the Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohanad recently.

Geater political will is also essential for the future of rivers and
this neans a clear allocation of duties and responsibilities and the
Gover nnent hol di ng the responsi bl e bodies to their word.

There shoul d not be anynore finger-pointing when things go wong.

Despite having the odds stacked against it, the departnent soldiers on
spurred by success stories |like that of Sungai Raga.

Kedah itself has much to be proud of with two village committees and
several schools having won national titles.

Sai d Abdul Razak: "All States have done well but Kedah has been a
shi ni ng exanpl e because it was the will of the people that nmade such a
great difference here.

"It stands as a sign that anything can be achieved if the people put
their minds to it.

Abr aham however, warns that too nuch euphoria over the w ns may
distract us fromthe fact that many rivers in the country are still badly
polluted and in dire need of rehabilitation.

As part of long-termplans to boost education efforts, the State DI D has
approached the Educati on Department asking for a | esson on river
cleanliness to be taught in classroons every year

They are willing to provide the materials free of charge and have
offered to train teachers on the subject if required.

Meanwhi l e, the river that changed the |ives of Kanpung Raga fol k
continues to attract tourists every day. Wth it comes nuch need noney for
fam lies still in the Special Programme for the Hardcore Poor, for their
children's education and for the devel opment of the village.

One menber of the Village Committee for the River Adoption Schene, Tahir
Ahmad said: "We never realised howinportant the environment was and the
river never nmeant anything to us but now the view of the whol e kanpung has
changed.

"What we gave to the river - all our efforts, the river has given back
to us."

If only this was the attitude of all Mal aysi ans.

( END)
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