06/ 01/ 1997
Turning life-giving rivers into killing machi nes

Datuk A Kadir Jasin

PRI ME M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mhamad said i n Sabah | ast Sat urday,
after visiting the scene of recent killer floods and neeting sone of the
victins, that a new regul ation has to be drawn up to ban the establishnent
of settlenents on river banks.

Let us hope that Dr Mahathir's plea will not fall on the deaf ears of
state governnents, which are responsible for land and settl enent matters.

If we think about it, we do not have to wait for a |law to be passed
before we realise that the relationship between human bei ngs and t he
rivers has changed. Building settlements close to rivers is no |longer a
wi se deci sion.

It was di fferent decades ago. People then built houses close to the
river in order to enjoy a better quality of Iife. The river provided them
wat er for household use and for farming, facilitated transportati on and
suppl enented their inconme. The unpolluted rivers were rich in acquatic
life.

Wth the hills, nountains, jungles, streans and rivers very nmuch in
their natural state, floods were noderate and predictabl e. Houses were
built on stilts and purpose-designed to withstand the vagaries of nature.

My old fam |y house in Tanah Merah in the district of Pendang, Kedah,
was a stone's throw fromthe Sungai Pendang, one of the larger tributaries
of the Kedah Ri ver

It was built high on stilts with all the necessary provisions to enable
us to live out weeks of heavy rain and floods. The open area, called the
pel antar, was | arge enough for washi ng and drying cl ot hes. Al npbst every
househol d had a sanpan for novenent during fl oods.

The vill agers nade no fuss when a cobra or civet cat sought refuge in
their houses. They were either killed or driven away. They summobned
neither the police nor the fire brigade.

Even Dr Mahathir's Maha Clinic in Alor Star was | ocated very close to
the Kedah River. Sone of his patients came for treatnment in notorboats and
sanpans.

But in the last two or three decades, the population of rural riverine
vill ages has dwi ndl ed as nore people nove to build |larger and better
houses cl ose to the roads, which have taken over the role of the rivers as
life's newarteries.

This, however, is not the case in towns and cities. Popul ation pressure,
the rising cost of land and, nore recently, the influx of foreign
immgrants have resulted in the proliferation of illegal riverine
settl ements.

Many of themare built on the river banks, right to the water's edge.
The deadly nature of Sabah fl oods was |argely because nost of the affected
houses were built on the river banks and rmud fl ats.

For disregarding nature, we have turned the life-giving rivers into
killing machines. And the fact that these riverside settlenments are
illegal does not nmitigate the culpability of state and |l ocal authorities.
They are in the habit of allow ng such settlenents to grow too big before
taki ng action, by which tinme the human and fi nancial costs of renoving
t hem have becone prohibitive.

Then, there is an unusual suggestion by a Press conmentator that
politicians who want to buy expensive properties abroad shoul d use a proxy
or kuda belang (striped horse) as he called it.



I wonder if such a suggestion should have been nmade at all for it could
be read to nean that a | eader could do somet hing wong or questionable
provi ded he keeps his nane out of it.

Whet her intentional or otherw se, such a suggestion is flawed and
dangerous. The fact that such a nmethod is wi dely enpl oyed does not nean it
shoul d be openly encouraged and accept ed.

Surely a person can del ay the purchase of a piece of property,
especially in a noderately active market |ike Australia, by a couple of
days or even weeks while attending to nore urgent matters at hone or
el sewhere rather than rushing to do it in a manner that rai ses many
unsettling questions.

| do not blanme well-to-do Malaysians if they want to buy houses or
apartments on Australia' s CGold Coast. Having been there for a conference
organi sed by the Pacific Area Newspaper Publishers' Association sone years
ago, | nust say that the Gold Coast is one of the best holiday resorts in
Australia.

Many foreigners, especially Japanese, have their holiday or retirenent
honmes there. There are many tourist attractions |like the underwater world,
the novie world, golf courses and casinos. It is a good hideaway for tired
busi nessmen and politicians.

Al said and done, mllion-dollar deals are sel dom conducted in cash,
and are often carried out through | awers, accounting firms or real estate
agents.
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