20/ 09/ 1997

State of haze energency in Sarawak

PRI ME M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad yesterday announced a state
of haze enmergency for the whole of Sarawak when the Air Pollutant |ndex
(APl') breached the 600-mark, far surpassing the hazardous |level of 301 to
500.

Dr Mahathir, as national operations director, in his declaration letter
announced that the state of energency will be in force until revoked.

The decl arati on of haze energency was announced by Information M nister
Dat uk Mohaned Rahmat, as chairman of the National Disaster Relief
Managerment Conmittee, at a news conference yesterday at the Nationa
Operations Room Prine Mnister's Departnent in Kuala Lunpur at 10.43am

Sarawak Chief Mnister Tan Sri Abdul Taib Mahrmud, who is also the state
operations director, announced the state of emergency over Radi o RTM
Kuchi ng.

The state of emergency, however, does not involve inposing a curfew,
according to the declaration letter signed by the prinme mnister, copies
of which were distributed to the nass nedi a.

It al so does not involve any changes to the state governnent's
adm ni stration style and system

The APl in Sarawak breached the 400-nmark yesterday, forcing the
Governnent to close schools in the state yesterday. The situation
deteriorated with the APl hitting the 625-mark at 9am yesterday and 635 an
hour later, five tinmes the | evel of 136 on Thursday norning.

According to the declaration, although a curfeww |l not be inposed, the
Royal Mal aysia Police and the Armed Forces are directed to arrange and
take the necessary steps to ensure peace and security in Sarawak.

Wth the declaration, the Sarawak Di saster Relief and Management
Conmittee is enpowered to order the closure of all governnent and private
sector offices, except the essential services like hospitals and food
supply outlets.

Al'l schools were closed while factories and estate operations and
construction and quarry works nust stop.

The whol e country had been shrouded in haze for the past nonth due to
the raging fires in hundred of thousands of hectares of forests in Sumatra
and Kal i mantan, | ndonesia, which is facing a drought.

The situation deteriorated | ast weekend with the
APl readings in several states, especially, Sarawak, Kuala Lunpur and
Negeri Senbilan (N lai area), breaching the hazardous | evel of 301-500.

Peopl e have started to wear nmasks to reduce breathing in particul ate
matter while the Cabinet has drawn up an action plan which includes
nmobi lising the police and nilitary to act against open burning which can
aggravate the situation.

Mohamed stressed that the haze energency was decl ared to safeguard the
health of the people in the affected areas and to prevent accidents due to
poor visibility caused by the haze.

He did not want the people to misinterpret the order and cause
unnecessary concern

He said that through this decision, the Governnent wanted the peopl e of
Sarawak to renain indoors and not to go out unl ess necessary.

If they have to go out they should wear nmasks as a precaution agai nst
the effects of the haze.

"W want to create an atnosphere where the people will be safer," he



sai d.

Mohaned al so asked all parties to avoid pointing the finger at and
bl am ng anyone for the current haze and instead to concentrate on hel pi ng
to overcone the problem

"What is inportant now is how we can help put out the forest fires (in
Indonesia). This is the tinme for the Association of South-East Asian
Nati ons (Asean) spirit to come into play to help Indonesia," said Mhaned
who al so rem nded political parties not to politicise the haze issue

The Governnent hoped that the problemw || be over quickly because it
does not want the state of energency to be extended nati onwi de, he said.

"I't was not easy for the Governnent to declare this emergency because it
affects the people's Iives and the country's econony," he said.

Mohamed said the Governnent is asking Asean nmenbers, especially
Si ngapore, and France and Japan to hel p I ndonesia put out the forest fires
because the situation had reached di sastrous proportions.

He woul d contact the Indonesian authorities to informthemof the
assi stance offered, including sending a fire services and rescue teamto
hel p put out the fires and a Royal Mal aysian Air Force Skyvan to carry out
cl oud- seedi ng.

( END)
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