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Better for Federal Governnent to have say in land matters

Tony Francis

AM D al |l the heartache and pai n of the hundreds of residents who have had
to abandon their homes and live a life of uncertainties, the saddest part
of the Bukit Antarabangsa episode is that it should not have happened.

Sci ence, Technol ogy and Environnent M ni ster Datuk Law H eng Di ng sai d
on Monday that the warning signs had been there fromthe early 1990s when
a detail ed study had decl ared that the area was prone to | andsli des.

Al t hough approval for housing at Bukit Antarabangsa was gi ven before the
study was conducted, surely the authorities could have ensured t hat
adequat e safety precauti ons were taken by the devel opers.

The nei ghbouring Hi ghl and Towers col | apse which clained 48 lives in
1993, only strengthened the case for closer nonitoring of the areato
ensure safety and renedi al action is taken at the slightest hint of
danger.

So, what happened?

There seens to be nore questions than answers. But it's obvious
sonet hi ng nmust be terribly wong with the way we handl e cri ses, especially
if they are all owed to happen despite the al armbells.

More so if they cone so soon after simlar incidents and after concerns
had been expressed over indiscrimnate hill-cutting and tree-felling, and
devel oprment on hillslopes. And after a | ot of prom ses.

Therein |ies our problem After each incident, State Governnents and
| ocal councils were quick to give assurances t hat precauti onary neasures
woul d be taken to ensure sinilar incidents would not recur.

Haven't we read headlines |ike "Warnings fell on deaf ears", "Errant
devel opers to be bl acklisted", "Comrittee formed to probe | andslide" or
"MB pronises action”.

As soon as the heat is off, what was said or prom sed is just as quickly
forgotten.

Action comittees and task force, while they nay serve a purpose, are
formed with such regularity these days that even reporters are enbarrassed
to brief their editors about them

Meetings are held, findings are made and nore often reports, sonetines
goi ng i nto vol unes and hence conpleted | ong after the incident, are | eft
to gat her dust wi th recommendati ons conpletely forgotten and | ost in tine.

As |l and matters come under the jurisdiction of the States, the Federa
Governnent says it sonetimes does not even know whether its
reconmendat i ons wer e i npl enent ed.

Then when tragedy strikes, the authorities becone reactive but offering
nei t her consol ati on nor apol ogy but frenetic finger-pointing.

Take Hi ghl and Towers. After one of the apartnent bl ocks coll apsed, it
was everybody's baby. Every single aspect about the place and its safety
was under scrutiny. Mjlis Perbandaran Anrpang Jaya even canme up with a
master plan for drai nage

Local councils were told to check high-rise buildings in their areas
within a week to determne if they were fit for occupation

In the neantine, other incidents cropped up and everyone was in the
"review' nood agai n.

Soon after the incident at the slip road to the Genting Highlands in
June 1995 which clainmed 20 |ives, then Deputy Prime M ni ster Datuk Seri
Anwar | brahi msaid the Governnment woul d reviewall hill devel opnent
activities.



Then, there were | andslides in Batu Pahat. A hillside had been stripped
bare for a housing project. Another directive cane, by the Mnistry of
Housi ng and Local Governnent, telling |l ocal authorities "to ensure
devel opers followregul ations to prevent a recurrence of the landslides in
Bat u Pahat".

Reactions get bolder with nore | andsli des. Penang had its Paya Terubong,
and conmi ssi oned Kunpul an I nstitut Kerja Raya to do a "conprehensive”
study in all high-risk and high-density areas on hill sl opes.

In the meantime, those staying in high-rise buildings overl ooking
hill sl opes were havi ng sl eepl ess nights each tinme it rained.

There have al so been many ot her studies. In May 1997, after anot her
i ncident, the Cabinet directed a reviewof all ongoing and pl anned
projects involving hill cutting and tree felling.

There were | one voi ces too, those who foresawthe rush to build and
bui | d during good econom c times, greatly inpacting the environnent and as
aresult were worried about the consequences.

In 1993, then Econom ¢ Advi ser to the Governnent, Tun Dai m Zai nuddi n,
had before the Hi ghl and Towers col | apse comment ed on the i ndi scrininate
"flattening of hills and uprooting of trees". He conmended Kual a Lunpur
City Hall then for freezing construction of condom ni unms and hoped ot hers
woul d foll ow suit.

In March 1997, Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad expressed
his concern after spotting froma helicopter a barren 138-hectare hill for
Taman Ukay Perdana, a housing project not too far away from Bukit
Ant ar abangsa.

The warnings were there. So, what are the excuses now?

Sonebody has to accept responsibility for the Bukit Antarabangsa
epi sode, for the gross inefficiency of not being al ert enough.

O herwise, it would be better, as the residents and NGOs are demandi ng,
for the State Governnment to surrender sonme of its powers inland matters
to the Federal Government to hel p i nprove pl anni ng and enf or cement of
hi Il sl ope devel opnent.

For most, however, the obvious and nost frequent reaction to
inefficiency is to swing the axe and watch the heads roll. The trouble
with us is that we keep our heads and all ow others to keep theirs.
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