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Haze cl ouds out any gai ns on environnent front

Sreerema Banoo

ACHI EVEMENTS on t he environnent front, if any, turned hazy in 1997 when
t hi ck snbg shrouded the country and nmany parts of the region for nost of
the second hal f.

Once again, forest fires in Indonesia were identified as the cause, this
time exacerbated by the El N no South-East Gscillation, a phenonmenon that
occurs every two or five years which results in a global shift of warmair
and consequently trade wi nds and ocean currents.

In July, when the haze first rolled in, it was rem niscent of the 1994
situation with the country's air quality suddenly turning poor. But no one
expected the Air Pollutant Index (API) to touch the 500-nmark, |et al one
ri se beyond 800.

Kuchi ng gai ned particular notoriety by being the first city in the
country to be put on "Early Alert 2" under the haze action plan -
formul ated by the Nati onal Conmittee on the haze.

This was foll owed by a state of energency bei ng decl ared i n Sarawak by
Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohanad on Septenber 19, when the
APl breached the 500-1evel in Kuching.

And as the APl clinbed further, at one point to as high as 839 in
Kuchi ng, evacuation was even consi dered. Fortunately, there was no need
for such an exercise as the APl edged | ower subsequently.

Still, it was reported that the 10-day energency had cost the state a
total of RML billion, with the tourismindustry particularly badly hit.
Hotel s, for exanpl e, sawtheir average occupancy rate plunge to 30 per
cent.

In addition, a total of 890 F50 and B737 Mal aysia Airlines donestic
flights were cancelled in Septenber, with the Kuching, Sibu, Bintulu and
Mri airports having to close to all operations for a nunber of days
towards the end of the nonth.

To address the problem cloud-seeding operations were conducted and the
city fol k were advi sed to car pool. Devel opers were also told to take
steps to ensure that construction work did not result in kicking up dust
clouds that would worsen the situation

In addition, sone 1, 200 Mal aysi an firenmen were sent to hel p put out the
forest fires in Kalimantan and Surmatra. Thankfully, the rains, though
del ayed, finally cane. The fl ames were doused and the air cleansed.

Wil e the haze was particularly bad this year, it has to be recogni sed
that it is still a seasonal and epi sodic problem and sois the El N no
phenonmenon. Air pollution on the other hand i s not.

This nmeans that efforts to nmaintain clean air and cl ear skies nust cone
inthe formof nore than nmere reactive and | argel y ad-hoc neasures.

I npl ement ati on and enforcement too have to be stressed.

The 1996 Environnental Quality Report showed that notor vehicles were a
maj or contributor to air pollution, emtting 2.4 mllion tonnes of carbon
nonoxi de, 457,900 tonnes of nitrogen oxi de and 19, 000 tonnes of
particul ates into the environnent during the year

Current neasures, for exanple in the case of Kuching, included | oad-
sheddi ng by industry and a switch to | ow sul phur content fuel, requiring
manufacturers to make intermttent adjustments.

This highlights the need for long-termstrategi es such as the Clean A r
Action Pl an which was formul ated in 1994, based on the findi ngs of a RMLO
mllion joint study by the Department of Environment and the Japan



I nternati onal Cooperation Agency.

The study concluded that air quality in the Kl ang Val |l ey woul d wor sen by
the year 2005 if steps were not taken to ease traffic congestion and
conpel industries to switch to nore environment-friendly fuels.

It has been deci ded that the plan woul d be inpl enented "in stages”.

The year however ended on a positive note with Asean Environnent
M ni sters adopting a regi onal action plan which set out definite
progranmes to address the haze problem principally to boost the
grouping's capability to detect and nonitor forest fires, and for quick
action. Mrre inportantly, fire prevention is a key objective.

Cal |l ed the Regi onal Haze Action Plan, it will be inplemented by March
next year.
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