16/ 05/ 1998

Contractors on the carpet

I TS about time. This can be the only reaction to news that action will be
t aken agai nst those responsi bl e for bursting water mains, after one such

i nci dent unexpectedly left a mllion people in the Kl ang Valley high and
dry |l ast weekend. Wth pipes bursting all at once, and at a ti ne when

wat er supply is severely affected in several States, every little bit done
to maintain the systemwoul d hel p keep angry protests at bay.

Curiously enough, Wrks Mnister Datuk Seri S. Samy Vel lu appears to
have gone of f tangent in explaining howtwo recent incidents occurred.
Wth public emotions still highly-charged, no one is in the mobod to share
his obvious pride in "nmy nmen" having tackled the repairs in "record tine".
Just days ago, he and his officials were hard put to say exactly when
wat er supply woul d be restored to the affected parts of the Kl ang Val |l ey.

It is a well-known phenormenon that sheer relief often creates an
exagger at ed sense of bravado after a nmjor catastrophe has been averted.
However, figures in authority rmust not only learn to read consumer
sentinment nore accurately, but be able to direct official energy to fixing
what is broken. In this case, the i ssue has noved on to one of prevention
rather than cure.

For far too | ong now, contractors have been able to get away with
bursting water mai ns or damagi ng el ectricity and tel econmruni cati ons
cables. If the departnents concerned have been on their toes in penalising
them the public has yet to hear an accounting of "action" taken. The
worry i s that such incidents go unpuni shed once the hue and cry di e down.

Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad has repeatedly called for
Mal aysi ans to adopt a culture of maintenance, and with good reason. The
man hours spent on repairs, opportunity costs foregone by consuners of
utility supplies, revenue | oss to suppliers, and damage to property al
add up.

It istimetothink in econonmic terns if Malaysiais to |leave behind a
third-world i mage of dry taps or bl ackouts, especially when these too-
frequent epi sodes can usual ly be traced back to carel ess contractors.
Wil e the rel evant agencies tritely lay bl ane on this quarter, they have
never expl ai ned why punitive neasures have not had a deterrent effect.

Today, questions can legitimtely be raised about the ability of
agenci es to keep track of projects under their own jurisdiction and those
undertaken by others like |l ocal councils and individuals. Thisis
compounded by varyi ng degrees of conpetence anobng contractors or sub-
contractors and the quality of supervision over their workers.

I's proven negligence punished with a fine and | oss of deposit, or is
t here al so di shonourabl e mentionin a blacklist? Do contractors pay for
the cost of repairs, or is this met out of public taxes as in the case of
repai rs by the Wat erwor ks Depart nment ? Answers, please.

Utility suppliers too have to look within, torectify systemc faults
towards a "zero disruption" target. At very least, this should involve
upgr adi ng t he networ k of agei ng pi pes and cabl es, nappi ng the tangl e of
equi prent in the distribution system and keeping a cl ose eye on
devel opnent around sensitive sites |ocated closeto utility equipnent.

A long-suffering public that has had to "bear with" this or that
br eakdown woul d per haps be nore forgiving, if it is convinced that these
provi de useful |essons - not excuses - to the authorities concerned.
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