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Bakun hydro project to proceed, says Mahathir

Adel i ne Ong; Shahri nman Johari

THE Government will proceed wi th the Bakun hydroel ectric project in

Sar awak as soon as possi bl e given the i ncrease i n power dermand as a result
of the econom c rebound, Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad
says.

The project, whichis to be scaled down froman earlier plan for a

2,400- negawatt power house, will be | ed by Tenaga Nasi onal Bhd (Tenaga).
"W were thinking of 500mw but already there is talk that it should be

bi gger,"” the Prine Mnister said.

The RML3. 6 billion damwas anong several big infrastructure projects
deferred foll owi ng a downturn i n econom ¢ activities as the country cane
under pressure fromthe effects of the financial crisis which swept the
region in md-1997.

The Gover nment has since taken over the assets and liabilities of Bakun
Hydroel ectric Corp (BHC), the consortiumtasked with devel opi ng the

proj ect .

They include the river diversion tunnels, Bakun Resort, Bakun airport

and Tubau jetty.

"Wth the quick recovery of the econony, electricity demand has pi cked

up.

We need energy now. W have not been generating (new power) for quite sone
time ... because of the recession, we had projected that electricity

requi renents would go down.

"Now, because of the rebound, demand for power has picked up ... even

hi gher than before the recession. So, it is obvious that we need to put up
nmor e power plants quickly,” Dr Mahathir told reporters after opening the
Worl d Renewabl e Energy Congress 1999 in Kual a Lunpur.

The Governnment will participate in the project but other parties can

come on-board as wel|.

"We have not settled the matter with the previ ous owners but once the
agreenent is signed and once we legally take over the project, we wl

t hi nk about inviting others to participate,” he added.

BHC s shar ehol ders were Ekran Bhd (42. 6 per cent), Sarawak Gover nment
(25.3 per cent), Sarawak El ectricity Supply Corp (Sesco, 12 per cent), and
Khazanah Nasi onal , Tenaga and the Enpl oyees' Provi dent Fund (6.67 per cent
each).

Dr Mahathir saidtime is required to effect the takeover but it should

not take too | ong because an alum niumsnelting facility, which will
require cheap energy, is expected to be set up in the area soon

The t akeover will cost several billionringgit as the | ocal currency has
depreci ated, he added.
"Nevertheless, it will still be viable ... but the scope will have to be

determined first," the Prime Mnister said.

As for earlier plans to lay the world' s | ongest undersea transm ssion
cable to transfer energy fromSarawak to the peninsula, Dr Mahathir said
inviewof its high cost, the Government is reconsidering.

It would account for half of the cost of the entire devel oprment.
"Instead, we will site energy-intensive industries in that area, and
even in Sabah," he said.

Meanwhi | e, anal ysts said the Bakun project, having been scal ed down,
shoul d not exert too much pressure on Tenaga's cash flow, although it is
still unclear what specific role the national utility would be playing -



as nmerely the project nanager or as a maj or sharehol der as wel | .
M Choong Wai Kee of JM Sassoon & Co Sdn Bhd said the i nvestnent cost is
expected to be around RVb billion.
Tenaga executive chairman Tan Sri Ahmad Tajuddin Ali had previously said
t he conpany woul d be managi ng the project until the i ssue of ownership was
resol ved by the Government.
Tenaga has subnmitted a joint proposal with Sesco to nanage the proj ect
whi ch of fers strategi c and synergi stic advant ages, Choong sai d.
Tenaga shares put on 15 sen to RVMB. 70 yesterday whil e Ekran, the day's
nost active stock, gained 54 sen to RML. 63.
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