08/ 11/ 1998
Envi rons conservation nmustn't be conpromi sed in these tines

Est her Tan
THE envi ronnental inplications of the economic crisis are receiving nore
attention of late, not only in Mal aysia but the whol e region.

During a downturn, the environnent is usually accorded |less priority as
government resources are diverted to other nore basic needs.

However, sust ai nabl e managenent of the environnent shoul d not be
conprom sed as this woul d only bring about nore problens in the |l ong run
As past experiences have shown, the cost of cleaning up the environnent is
hi gh.

Therefore, the proposed all ocati on of RM265 nmillion under next year's
Budget is seen as a positive nove. The anpbunt is significant considering
the fact that the country is facing an econoni c downt urn.

This is exactly why non-governnental organi sations and environnentalists
have stressed the need to optinise the use of the noney.

The economic situation necessitates the need to prioritise and the
i mpl enentation of effective and i nnovative approaches.

Wrl d Wde Fund for Nature Mal aysia's policy anal yst Andrew Ng said t he
Gover nment shoul d channel nost of the resources to enforcenent.

This is to ensure pre-enptive action is taken to enforce the laws and to
prevent the costly inmpact of environnental problens. It will reduce the
need for pollution control and ensure natural resources are properly
managed.

Ng said the environnent has to be treated in nuch the sane way as the
econony, citing the tough stance taken by Bank Negara in curbing
specul ation and junp-starting the econony.

"More focus shoul d be given to enforcenent and proper nmanagenent rat her
than nonitoring," he said.

Former DCE director-general Tan Meng Leng feels the sane way about
studies. He says there is no point in carrying out nore studi es about the
probl enms the country is facing

What i s needed nowis inplenentation of programres which can sol ve and
prevent environnental degradation

"W nust renmenber that early i npl ementation saves cost,” said Tan

Mal aysi an Nature Soci ety chai rman Datuk Dr Sall eh Mohd Nor said
prevention nust i nvol ve creati ng awar eness. And awar eness i s somet hi ng
that is sorely lacking in the country.

"We have enough projects on policies and we have enough consul tanci es.
W need to go to the ground, | ook at the problens and tackle them

"W need to increase awareness at the grassroots | evel, anong the
children and community," he said.

It is inportant for the people to be aware of the need to conserve and
protect the environment. Everyone, including the devel oper and the
manuf act urer, nust be sensitive towards the environnent.

Envi ronnental Protection Society of Mal aysi a advi ser Gurmit Singh
pointed out that it was inportant for the DOE to spend all the noney
all ocated for the departnent.

In previous years, it had not fully utilised its allocations.

"What is the use of allocating noney if the departnent is not making
full use of it?" he asked.

Economi ¢ crises have an inmpact on the environment because people will be
unwi I ling to pay for environnental inprovenent and i ndustry will stop
i nvesting in cleaner technol ogi es.



It also | eads to unenpl oynent and abj ect poverty. This is when the
pl underi ng of nature begins, worsening the exploitation of soil, forestry
and fishery resources

That was why Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad, in
presenting the Budget, had stressed the need to conserve and prot ect
natural resources particularly water catchnents and forests.

These concerns were al so nmentioned in the National Econom c Recovery
Pl an.

Mor eover, the recent water crisis which affected thousands of people in
various parts of the country had brought to the forefront the need to
seriously conserve natural resources, especially forests and catchment
ar eas.

Forests, apart frommuaintaining biodiversity and regul ati ng the cli mate,
are a vital conponent in sustaining water supply.

The extensive deforestation, especially around catchnent areas, reflects
how the i nportance of this resource i s being negl ected.

Due to t he anount of degradation that has al ready taken place, Salleh
said efforts should be made to rehabilitate forests.

"It is not enough to just protect forests. W have to | ook at all the
areas whi ch have been degraded," he said.

WAF' s Ng sai d ensuring proper nmanagenent of forests al so neant tackling
wat er shortage problens. This is because nost of the catchnent areas in
Peni nsul ar Mal aysia are in forest reserves.

Forestry Department statistics showthat of the 4.7 million hectares of
forest reserves inthe peninsula, 1.37 million hectares are classified as
wat er cat chrment forests.

O the 1.37 mllion hectares, nore than 63 per cent are in productive
forests where | ogging is all owed.

Ri ver managenent is just as essential when dealing with catchnent areas.
Ng said river reserves nmust be properly maintai ned and enforcenent strict.
"Pl anni ng approach shoul d be holistic and integrated i n nature. Funds

shoul d be allocated to these activities," he added.

Local authorities nmust ensure proper | and use by carefully planning the
types of activities that can be all owed near and around rivers.

Haphazard devel opnment and ad hoc planning will only mean nore pol |l ution
probl ens.

Due to financial Iimtations, it is best for |ocal governments to work
toget her with Federal agenci es and non-governnental organisations in
noni toring and enforcenent activities.

A cut in spending allocation reduces public agencies' ability to nonitor
and protect the environnent especially natural resources. Such a
col l aboration will not only help cut cost but will also ensure efforts are
effective.

Sal | eh said perhaps it was tinme for the Governnment to i ntroduce natura
resour ce accounti ng whi ch woul d provi de econom c val ue to natura
resources. This ensures that the neasure of the country's wealth will
i ncl ude environment al degradati on and the | oss of natural resources.

It must be realised that natural resource depletion carries a hidden
cost. Future generations will be deprived of this crucial gift of nature
which is irreplaceable.
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