13/ 06/ 1997
Upcom ng wet |l and sanctuary set to be ecol ogi cal watershed

Shar eem Anty

H GH hopes are riding on the Ml aysi an Wetl and Sanctuary, with
environnmental experts placing their bets that it will spark a drive to
establish a network of protected wetland areas throughout the country and
t he region.

The ambi tious plan invol ves devel opi ng 5, 000ha of degraded tin m ne
| and, | ogged peat swanp forests, |arge open | akes and the Kual a Langat
Per manent Peat Swanp forest into a nerve centre of research and education
activities.

"I't's the first project of this nature and nmagnitude in the Third
World," said Wetlands International Asia Pacific chairman Anwar Fai zal .

"I't has nade trenmendous progress in assenbling the right team in
attracting political commtnment fromkey figures right to the very top and
in assenbling the core resources and the physical space."

The creation of the sanctuary cones at a time when the world is just
waking up to the realisation that it can't afford to allow wetlands to
di sappear under the wei ght of devel opnent.

Al t hough they only take up six per cent of the earth's surface, wetland
areas harbour about 20 per cent of all known species and serve crucial
environnmental functions such as erosion and fl ood preventi on.

Anwar, for one, thinks the sanctuary could go a long way in putting an
end to an old ethic which ignored the val ue of wetland areas.

"Wet | ands are under serious stress and many areas have been damaged. The
devastation is apparent throughout Asia, and the sanctuary is inportant
because it can herald a turning point towards a new respect," he said.

Ei ghty-si x per cent of the wetland resources in France have been
depl eted, while Spain has | ost about 60 per cent of its original wetland
ar ea.

Al nost 70 per cent of the Philippines' nmangrove resources vani shed by

1980, while in California, Chio, lowa and Illinois in the United States,
nmore than 85 per cent of the wetlands have been destroyed.
Mal aysia has its own catal ogue of sins. In April, the New Straits Ti nes

hi ghli ghted a huge gaffe at Tasik Chini, where a dambuilt in 1994 to
raise the water |evel for ferrying purposes only caused the surroundi ng
forest to be fl ooded, destroying 22ha of indigenous trees.

I n sout h-west Johor, oil discharge from passing ships and tree-felling
in the mangrove areas have danaged t he swanp vegetation, which has | ong
acted as a buffer zone for the Tanjung Piai coastline.

And in Sungai Pinang and the Penang coastal fishing area, uncontrolled
traw i ng, aqua-culture, toxic waste pollution and | and recl amati on have
all contributed to the depletion of fish stocks in the area.

In view of the nistakes al ready made, hopes are high that the sanctuary
woul d focus conservation efforts and line up nore sites nationwi de to be
ratified for protection under the Ranmsar Convention

The convention is a treaty under which governnents nonminate sites froma
list of wetlands deened to be of international inportance. So far,

Mal aysi a has nomi nated Tasi k Bera i n Pahang.

"There are potentially a lot of areas in the country that could be
identified as Ransar sites, such as nmangrove areas al ong the Perak coast,
and the Klias Peninsular in western Sabah," said Dr |Isabelle Louis, deputy
executive director of Wrld Wde Fund for Nature Ml aysi a.

"Mal aysia is also a signhatory to the Convention of Biological Diversity.



These are all international comritnments and we are now responsi ble for
meeting their requirenents.

"Tasi k Bera is an excellent start. Establishing a network of Ransar
sites in Malaysia is a process, and since land is a state matter, the onus
is on the State Governnments to support Ml aysia's international
agreenents," she said.

The sanctuary, she added, would then conpl ement the network of sites
rather than stand al one as an isolated effort.

Compl eted plans for the sanctuary are expected to be presented to Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad by m d- August while parts of the
sanctuary will be opened by Septenber next year.

An international workshop began on Tuesday to di scuss the sanctuary's
design, and the project got a huge boost and nod fromthe internationa
conmuni ty when the United Nations recently pledged RWM2.5 nillion for the
sanct uary's devel opnent.

That, and the news that the local financial and busi ness comunity had
pl edged a further RM3.5 mllion, helped to alleviate fears that the
sanctuary might be derailed even before it had a chance to get off the
ground.

Concern was fuelled by news reports about sand m ni ng causi ng serious
damage to the area, although the Sel angor State Governnment has pl edged to
put an end to it.

"The devel opment of the sanctuary will be fraught with chall enges and
dangers," said Anwar. "There will be threats of m suse, overuse and a | ack
of understanding, so we nust be watchful and alert."

Anot her concern is that the sanctuary would | ose sight of its origina
objective and fall prey to the conmercial or eco-tourismactivities.

"W nust keep the faith and ensure that all interactive elenments with
peopl e nust be kept in balance, with the whol e concept of understanding a
sensitive ecosystemin mnd," said Anwar.
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