24/ 07/ 1999
Cty's rich heritage nay be preserved if project takes off

Mari na Emmranuel
PENANG, Fri. - Georgetown's heritage-rich inner city may be preserved if a
proposed soci al housi ng programre by the State Governnent takes off.

Counting on approval by the Federal Government for a three-year
extension to the Rent Control (Repeal) Act 1997, the State is | ooking at
ref ur bi shing existing rent-controll ed shophouses, godowns and di | api dat ed
houses so that the inner city will not be bereft of econom c and soci al
activities once the repeal takes effect.

The viability of this plan is being determ ned by the Penang Heritage
Trust by studying the pattern of use of these buildings located in "multi-
et hni ¢c" areas.

They include Little India, Lebuh Armenian, Lebuh Muntri and Lorong
Stewart.

A soci al housing concept will be developed in two nonths and present ed
to the Chief Mnister for subnission to the Federal Governnent.

"Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad is synpathetic to the
cause of social housing in Penang and has shown an openness to suggestions
on how al ternative housing can be provided to the poor in the inner city,"
State Economic Planning Conmittee chairman Datuk Dr Toh Kin Won told the
New Straits Times.

Penang is hoping to obtain a loan fromthe Federal authorities for the
ref urbi shment of the pre-war buil dings, he added.

The inner city is the hub of the State's comercial, admnistrative,
|l egal and artistic activities and 8,259 of Penang's 12,672 rent-controlled
prem ses are | ocated i n Geor get own.

Toh, who chairs a sub-comrittee on the inplications of the repeal of the
Act, said while the State was hopeful its request to the Prinme M nister
for an extension to the repeal of the Act would be granted, an alternative
pl an of action in housing affected residents was already in place, just in
case.

"Nearly 1,000 | owcost flats at Rifle Range and Jal an Sungai woul d be
all ocated at very mninmal rental to elderly, disabled and single tenants
who may find thenselves in a lurch by Dec 31, 1999."

To help those affected by the repeal of the Act which came into effect
in Septenber 1997, the Government had granted a grace period until Dec 31,
1999, during which tine owners can only charge a graded rental bel ow
mar ket rates.

The full effect of the repeal would only be felt on Jan 1, 2000 when
mar ket forces decide the rental rates.

Toh said the original figure froma Universiti Sains Ml aysia census in
1994 that 16,000 people in 12,672 rent-controlled buildings in Penang
woul d be affected by the repeal of the Act would need to be revised.

A registration exercise his conmttee conducted in 1997 to determ ne the
exact nunber of affected people needing alternative housing only recorded
4,000 househol ds.

Furthernore, fromthe 1,100 offers nade by the State Housing Division to
af fected tenants for | owcost housing units in G een Lane and Paya
Terubong, only 200 had accept ed.

"We are therefore assum ng the other tenants do not need alternative
housi ng. "

However, the State Assenbl ymen from Kanpung Kol am Pengkal an Kot a and
Padang Kota, Limdn Soon, Lee Hack Tei k and Teng Chang Yeow respectively



- hone to nost of CGeorgetown's residents affected by the repeal of the Act
- have been maki ng door-to-door enquiries fromtheir constituents on why
they refused State offers of | ow cost housing units.
"W shoul d have a better picture of this soon."
( END)
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