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Ri ver basin info systemcrucial
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"LEARN from our mistakes,” urges Junichi Yoshitani who works for Japan's
M nistry of Construction. He should know. Before Japan's 1997 River Act
came into force to allow free access to information and public
participation in decision-making on inpending projects, the mnistry faced
hostility and strong resistance froml ocal comuniti es.

Al t hough sonme of the projects woul d have benefited | ocal comunities in
the long run, the | atter fought hard against the mnistry sinply because
information was not forthcom ng. Adnitting that the Japanese governnent
machi nery - as recently as 10 years ago - was a typical top-down,
bureaucratic set-up, Yoshitani says decisions were nade excl uding the very
peopl e who woul d be affected by them

Not surprisingly, it took the ministry 28 years to build a dam across
the Nagara River to control flooding. It was first proposed in 1968 but
nmounting protests against it delayed the project. It was only in 1996 that
t he Nagara Dam was conpl et ed.

Public criticismagainst the mnistry drove it to change the way things
were done. What are the | essons learnt fromthe long, bitter battle?
Yoshi tani responds succinctly: "The government cannot keep data and
technical reports confidential."

On the other hand, the ministry has found, albeit late, that when
i nformation was rel eased voluntarily and unconditionally, opponents
st opped protesting.

Access to information that is current and accurate - as opposed to
propaganda to gl oss over mistakes - is therefore crucial when it involves
t he nmanagenent of |and, forests and water resources. Ot herw se, public
m strust of the governnment grows deeper even as the current water crisis
wor sens. This was the resoundi ng nessage heard at the recent senmi nar on
"Establishnment of River Basin Information Systeni organised by the
Drai nage and Irrigation Departnent (DI D) and Japan | nternational
Cooperati on Agency (JICA).

DI D deputy director-general Dr H ew Ki mLoi says nmaking inforned
deci sions on water resources cannot be over-enphasi sed. To i nprove
resource managenent, public agencies nmust work together to devel op a one-
stop centre where data on | and uses, forests, rivers, |akes, groundwater
and ot her vital resources can be sourced sinultaneously. Hence, the need
to establish a river basin infornmation system

I nformati on technol ogy hol ds the key to overconing the probl em of
duplication of work anong State and Federal agencies while saving tine to
retrieve data.

IT al so all ows sone roomfor transparency and accountability. Wth the
right | T application, obtaining crucial data, especially when it involves
| and conversions, degazetting of forest reserves and | oggi ng of forests
desi gnated as water catchment areas can be detected quickly.

Wth IT tools such as the geographic informati on systemand the use of
computers linked to satellites, hot spots (such as forest fires and open
burning) and the extent of environmental degradation can be easily
unearthed. This in turn will enable pronpt action to be taken.

The creation of a river basin information systemis therefore crucial
In fact, the success of the proposed National Water Council - to be headed
by Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad - and the State-1evel
river basin authority for the respective 150 rivers nati onwi de hi nges on



the availability of data.

The sooner we get on board the information superhi ghway on resource
managenent, the better.

A systematic river information systemw |l allow individuals from
different discipline to sit together for a conmon purpose, exhorts Dr Mohd
Fadhl il ah Mahnood of DID s river engineering unit.

To integrate river basin nmanagenent, he says, the current practice of
collecting and collating data nmust end. Firstly, ways nmust be found to
reconcile the different formats of storing information as sone are in
nunerical forms while others are maps and structural plans.

Most of the existing database systens are for the exclusive use of the
respecti ve government agencies. These di scourage i nfornmation-sharing,
giving rise to the conmon probl emof presenting an inconmplete picture of
the situation.

The Federal - State dichotony over natural resources al so hinders pronpt
deci sions to be nmade. Says Mhd Fadhillah: "Data on river basin is largely
in the hands of the Federal government but it is the State government who
decides the fate of the rivers with its choice of |and uses."

Further, nost of the information stored at State-level is still in non-
digitised form There is a danger to it because no one knows for sure
whi ch set of information is the nost current one when critical decisions
have to be nade.

To hel p Mal aysia overcone its data collection problem JICA has stepped
in. Team | eader Maki hi ko O ogawa says the Perak River basin - which anbng
ot hers, has four hydroel ectric power danms across it - has been sel ected
for a pilot study in river basin informati on systemupon the Mal aysi an
government's request,

Wth JICA contributing over 60 mllion yen to the project, sophisticated
comput er hardware has been acquired to hel p technical experts do the
gr oundwor k.

G ven the nultitude of parties involved - directly and indirectly - in
t he managenent and utilisation of rivers, G ogawa has projected that the
project proper will begin in the year 2001 and end in 2020.

The establishnent of the fundanmental devices, he says, will begin in the
8th Mal aysia Plan (year 2001-2005). They include the setting up of the
systenms for hydrol ogi cal -gaugi ng, data processing and data transm ssi on.
This will be followed by the installation of automatic water quality-
gaugi ng system radar rainfall gauging systemand satellite systemin the
respective 9th, 10th and 11 Mal aysia Pl an peri ods.

Wiile the nove to create a river information systemis |auded, it
remains to be seen how technocrats are going to dissemnate information to
the public. WII they disclose the data without fear or favour? O wll
they play the rol e of gatekeepers?

Experiences in devel oped countri es have shown that it pays when
governnents al |l ow access to infornmati on on devel oprmental projects that
af fect comunities.
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