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Hi | | sl opes- Safety (News Anal ysi s)
FATE OF HI LLSLOPE HOUSI NG LI ES W TH TENANTS THEMSELVES

By: Azman U ang

KUALA LUMPUR, May 20 (Bernama) -- Amidst the proposals and
count er- proposal s on how best to deal with the latest round of |andslides
that once again threaten the lives of residents of hillslope housing areas
at Bukit Antarabangsa here, the wi sdom of Prof Handan Adnan appears to meke
the nost sense -- "Don't Buy Hillsl ope Property".

At a glance, the latest appeal by the president of the Federation of
Mal aysi an Consuners Associ ation (Fonta) seens to smack of anti-devel opnent
but on close scrutiny, it may overcone once and for all a recurring problem
which at tinmes, assune tragic proportions.

It also neans that in the final analysis, it is for the tenants, both
owners and renters of property on what Handan calls "unstabl e areas
vul nerabl e to human negligence and natural disasters" to determine for
t hensel ves the safety aspects of their property.

They could do so by not accepting the word or assurance of safety by
professionals |like architects, engineers, builders as well as the |oca
authorities as the gospel truth.

The | essons of the 1993 Hi ghl and Towers condom ni umtragedy that
clainmed 48 lives -- just near |ast Saturday's nmjor |andslide at Bukit
Ant ar abangsa that forced 1,000 residents to vacate two condoni ni um bl ocks
-- appear to be quite in vain, judging by the nunber of hillslope property
devel oprent still taking place.

Wel | before the Hi ghland Towers tragedy, there had been reports of
occasional |andslides on the hillslope behind the coll apsed bl ock but for
unknown reasons, the tenants or the authorities chose to ignore the
i mri nent dangers, sonething characteristically Ml aysian.

It was wi dely believed that the | andslide near the Hi ghland Towers
condom ni umwas due to the then constructi on of Athenaeum On The Peak
condom ni um whose tenants had to flee followi ng Saturday's | andsli des.

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad had this to say when he
i nspected the scene of the | andslide yesterday: "At the |last Highland
Towers tragedy anniversary, nmy wife had nmet relatives of victins and after
that she had witten a letter to the New Straits Tines rem nding readers of
unmanaged hi |l | sope devel opnent.

"When she learnt that | was coming to visit Bukit Antarabangsa, she
sai d that she knew then that something like this could happen again

"If she could think such, I amsure there are others who woul d have
al so thought Iikew se".

Dr Mahat hir descri bed how negligent tenants of such housing areas could
be when he said: "But we (Ml aysi ans) have al ways been very casual. W
forget miseries in good tinmes, when the going gets tough we cry, we seek
hel p fromthe government"

The harrowi ng trauma of the Hi ghland Towers tragedy, told in vivid
details for weeks on end -- even shown on live television -- had not been
an effective "advertisenent” to scare people from buying such property, or
to stay in one.

O course, in many instances, people becone wiser with the benefit of
hi ndsi ght after |ives have been | ost. Follow ng the Hi ghl and Towers
tragedy, for exanple, nany said that the condom ni um bl ock shoul d not have
been built in the first place because the hillslopes "l ooked so fragile".

Per haps t he biggest folly of housebuyers had been also in being too
trusting of what in Malaysia is comonly called CF (Certificate of Fitness)



in the case of a | anded property.

Handan says the resident of unstable areas such as hill sl opes should
question how approval s were given by the I ocal authorities, adding that
"corruption is also an i ssue to be consi dered".

One inherent weakness is the fact that local councils and state
governnents at present are the only authorised bodies to approve projects.

Handan says other mnistries such as the Science, Technol ogy and
Envi ronnent M nistry should al so be involved in giving approval for a
stronger check and bal ance nmechanismto be in pl ace.

A senior local architect said one of the weakest |links in the Ml aysi an
construction industry had been that while professionals |ike doctors,
| awyers, accountants and architects were governed by their own Code of
Conduct, there's none for builders of construction projects, despite the
serious inplications of matters |ike construction defects.

"I't's like the doctors having their Code of Conduct but not the
surgeons who do the operation on the operating table," he told Bernama

And construction defects are one of the nost conmon stories told and
heard i n Ml aysi a.

There's hardly been reports of any deterrent action taken by the
authorities agai nst those responsi ble for sub-standard construction,
including for the all too frequent fatal m shaps at construction sites,
except for the standard tenporary "Stop Wrk" order.

Conpare the situation to South Korea. When a shoppi ng conpl ex and a
bridge coll apsed in Seoul several years ago, the authorities i mediately
detai ned the contractors and sone even received prison sentence soon after.

The revel ation by Science, Technol ogy and Environment M nister Datuk
Law Hi eng Ding that the Federal authorties were "hel pless" in enforcing
stringent laws for hillslope devel opnment at the state level is also
di sturbing, to say the |east.

This is because as things stand, land nmatters fall under the
jurisdiction of the state governnents.

Whet her the Federal governnent will now want to have a say in | and
matters given the fact that some states, as shown by the | andslides at
Buki t Ant arabangsa, had been quite unconcerned with safety aspects of |and
devel opnent -- until it is too late -- remains to be seen.

At | east the residents around Bukit Antarabangsa can thank their | ucky
stars. They were given a warning of the possible threat to cone | ast
Saturday, unlike the fateful Saturday of Dec 11, 1993, when the H ghl and
Towers condomi ni um col | apsed |i ke a deck of cards just w thin seconds.

If tenants of hillslope housing were to heed Handan's advice, then such
property devel opment woul d phase itself out naturally.

It would not only prevent |oss of lives but the merry-go-round of
finger-pointing by the authorities everytinme a tragedy strikes.

Peopl e who |ive on such unstable grounds could not, in all fairness, be
too demandi ng of the authorities when in the first place, they too were
booki ng their own destiny by staying there.
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