15/ 04/ 1998
Open burning: Mire to get arrest powers

Al ex Choong

SEPANG, Tues. - In a nmove to check all forms of open burning, the National
Di saster Relief and Managenment Conmmittee has proposed that the power to

i nvestigate, arrest and prosecute under the Environmental Quality Act be
extended to several other authorities.

Conmi ttee chai rman Dat uk Mohaned Rahmat said a final decision was
expect ed t onorrow.

Anong the authorities, beside the Departnent of Environnent, proposed
for these powers, are the Police, Fire and Rescue Departnent, the Health
M nistry and the | ocal authorities.

"We will be | ooking at the category of officers who coul d be enpower ed
tocarry out the task," he said at a Press conference after visiting the
site of the peat fires at Paya | ndah at Kual a Langat.

Mohaned, who is also the Information Mnister said Prinme M nister Datuk
Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad and t he Cabi net were very concerned over open
burni ng that could bring back the haze to the country.

"It istimeto stop blam ng others for the haze ... we nust | ook at the
haze created by either the people or nature donestically."

On extendi ng the power to nab and prosecute of fenders, he said this
woul d conpl enent the efforts of the Departnent of Environnent.

Mohanmed sai d DOE di d not have enough manpower for a nationw de
operati on.

"Wth this nove, we can create a bi gger pool of officers," he said,
conparing it to the the power the arny was given by the Mnistry of
Primary Industries to detain illegal |oggers.

The M ni ster of Science, Technol ogy and Environnent Dat uk Law H eng Di ng
had sai d yest erday t he DOE woul d soon prosecute a | andowner and a conpany
for open burning infulfilment of its threat to deal sternly with those
responsi ble for land and forest fires.

He said the departnment woul d press for the maxi numfine of RMLOO, 000 and
a jail sentence of five years under the Act.

If convicted, they will also be nade to pay for the cost of putting out
the fires and for the enforcenent operations.

Mohaned said this was also first act by the conmttee to activate the
anti-haze action plan this year. This directive would be distributedin all
States and districts.

To a question whet her the Act provided for extension of powers to other
authorities, he said: "Yes, there are provisions in the Act."

Al so present with Mohamed on his visit tothe site were the director-
general of the National Security Council, Datuk Jaafar |Ismail, Kual a
Langat district officer Mohd Yusop Mat Judin, Sel angor Chief Police
O ficer Datuk Kanmaruddi n Hanzah and Director of Sel angor Fire Services and
Rescue Wan Mohd Nor | brahi m

On the fires in the Kual a Langat areas, he said, surface fires have been
cont ai ned but the peat fires had reached between 10 and 15 feet bel ow the
surface.

Mohaned who visited an 80-hectare site near Kanpung Seri Chedi ng added
that the fire-fighters were now building two "danms" in the waterways.

They had al so asked for an arny helicopter toairlift two water punps to
the inaccessible area to punp water.

"I't will take seven to 10 days for the water level torise as it has to
travel about 1.2 kmto the site," he added.



The i dea was to "fl ood" the periphery of this area, identified as being
seriously affected by peat fires.

This woul d rai se the water table to a | evel which could hel p overcone
the peat fires. The drought has led to a serious | owering of the water
table. Thus, the dry peat caught fire and was difficult to put out.

"Even after "flooding", the chances of a fire recurring remain," he
sai d. Const ant surveillance was needed.

Mohaned al so instructed the district office and rel evant authorities to
ask people in the Orang Asli settlenents in the areato refrain from
"slash and burn" | and cl eari ng.

He said fires had destroyed about 400 hect ares.

Mohanmed al so conmended the joint-efforts of the various agencies
i ncl udi ng personnel fromthe Royal Ml ay Regi nent in helping to fight the
fires.
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