20/ 09/ 1997

Seei ng through the haze clearly

FOR weeks now Mal aysi ans have tal ked about nothing but the ringgit, the
stock market and the haze. Prices of shares have stabilised sonewhat and
everyone has found out they are still alive despite the weaker ringgit.
But the haze has taken over our lives. The air we breathe gets worse by
the day, sunshine no |longer greets us in the norning, and the bl ue skies
have di ssapeared. The nonent Mal aysi ans dreaded cane yesterday, when
Sarawak decl ared a state of energency because the haze | evel throughout
the state clinbed above 600 points, far higher than the desi gnated
"dangerous" level on the Air Pollutant |Index (APlI) scale.

The cause of the haze is no secret; President Suharto has al ready
apol ogi sed publicly to other countries in the region for the raging forest
fires that have caused t he bl anket of m sty unheal thy snpbg. Mal aysi a
appreciates Suharto's gesture and would like to help. Prinme Mnister Datuk
Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad even asked two Mal aysi an pl antation conpani es
said to be responsible for some of the fires in Indonesia to help put out
the fires. The Associ ation of Sout h-East Asian Nations environent
m nisters have net in Jakarta to find ways to jointly fight the fires.
Contrary to sone reports, the haze is not just Malaysia' s problem its
cover over the region includes Singapore, |Indonesia, the Brunei, and wll
wi den and t hicken unl ess the authorities do sonething quick and effective
to douse the fires eating up forests and pl antati ons.

It is too early to assess the econonic inpact of the haze - people are
nmore concerned, and rightfully so, with the effects on their health. The
respiratory-mask is both the best-selling itemin nost supernmarkets and
the | atest fashion statenent, but these sane supernarkets al so have fewer
custonmers. Restaurants and public places will continue to | ose patrons.
Airlines have had to cancel or reschedule flights and many holi daynmakers
are altering plans and headi ng away from Kual a Lunpur, Bali and Phuket.
What happens if the haze gets so bad that factories and offices have to
cl ose down? Are there provisions that say the workers nust be paid? Even
Human Resources M nister Datuk LimAh Lek has not thought about this. He
said he was sure that Ml aysi an enpl oyers and workers coul d work sonet hi ng
out if it really cones to that.

But what's nore sure at this point is the countries affected in this
regi on need assi stance - expert assistance - to bring the fires in
I ndonesi a under control. What's also certain, is that none is i medi ately
forthcom ng. Three years ago, when the haze first hit the country and Dr
Mahat hir called on the environnental | y-obsessed West to extend their
expertise in fighting forest fires, many environnental i sts thought that
Mal aysia wanted to pull wool over their eyes, that the real cause for the
haze was the country's rapid devel opnent, the | ack of regulations to
puni sh polluting factories, the two-stroke engi nes of small notorcycles,
open burning and the fact that there were just too many cars. The
Gover nnent has addressed every one of these possibilities, and the haze is
her e agai n.

And - surprise, surprise - when one can hear better than one can see in
this haze, environnmentalists have been rather nute or if they had said
sonmet hing, rather inaudible. Are they also at a loss as to how they shoul d
tackl e the snbg of Sout h-East Asia? Or are they | ess concerned because it
i s happening here and not in Europe or America? Wiy are they not pressing
their governnments to extend the necessary assi stance, expertise and



equi prrent needed to fight the fires? Apart fromthe French - who were al so
in Kuala Lumpur in 1993 to help us deal with the Hi ghland Towers tragedy -
no one has cone forth with hel p. Perhaps they quite happy that with the
fire, less tropical tinber will find its way to their markets and hones?
The haze may bl ock our vision, hurt our throats and irritate our nostrils,
but it has also given us a clearer picture of what these so-called
environnmentalists truly are. And if we think we should wait for their
governnents to help, we'd have better luck waiting for the fire to die out
by itself.
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