10/ 02/ 1999
Kanmpung Gel am| andslide a tragedy that was waiting to happen

Joseph Bi ngkasan

THE | oss of 17 lives in a | andslide on Sunday i n Kampung Gel am Sandakan
coul d have been avoided if the squatters had conplied with the State
Governnent's directive to vacate the area several years ago.

The Sandakan Muni ci pal Council issued eviction orders | ast year to about
30 fam lies who had established a squatter col ony wi th houses sandw ched
between two hills several years ago

Soci al Services Mnister Datuk Raynmond Tan Shu Ki ah sai d severa
attenpts to denolish the houses were met with protests fromthe villagers,
who were nostly foreigners.

"Children and ol d peopl e were made to stay inside their houses to
prevent the denolition exercises."

Ni ne days of continuous rain was the mai n cause of the sudden novenent
of earth fromthe top of both hills, burying four houses about 4amon
Sunday.

The 17 kil l ed were sl eepi ng when wat er washed down tonnes of mnud,
boul ders and uprooted trees, crushing their houses. Three fanmilies were
al most wi ped out.

Inasinlar incident three years ago i n Taman Poh Heng, Batu Sapi, not
far fromKanpung Gel am five people were killed when a | andslide hit their
houses after several days of downpour

Tan, the assenbl yman for Tanjung Papat, one of the two State
constituenci es in Sandakan, sai d Kampung Gel amwas not one of the 17
| andsl i de-prone areas identified by the State Natural Disaster Conmittee.

Though the affected residents are nostly foreigners but staying in the
State with valid travel documents, every effort is being made to render
assi stance to them

Squatting i n Kanpung Gel amhas been conveni ent for the residents who are
nmost |y hawkers operating in several markets wi thin the Sandakan
muni ci pality.

To prevent anot her recurrence, Chief Mnister Tan Sri Bernard Donpok
who has toured the vill age, has directed the nunici pal council to denolish
all the renaining squatter houses.

He said this latest order to evict the renaining squatters was to avoid
a simlar disaster due to the unpredictabl e weather in the east coast.

"W (the Government) are in the process of studying the | ocations of
squatter col oni es throughout the State in the interest of public safety,”
he said.

Donpok sai d the Sunday incident should be a rem nder to those squatting
in areas such as river banks and hill slopes to heed the Governnent's cal
to nove out.

Wth the disaster fresh on their mnds, the people may be willing to
heed such advice - but for how | ong?

The Kanpung Gel ami nci dent brings to nmind anot her di saster in Decenber
1996 which kil l ed about 300 people, the magjority of themforeigners,
includingillegal immigrants, |iving al ong several rivers in Keni ngau

In the incident, tropical typhoon "Geg" brought heavy rains resulting
ina flood which brought down tonnes of nud and uprooted trees w pi ng out
squatter houses on the river banks.

Fol | owi ng t he Keni ngau i nci dent, the Governnent ordered that no new
structures be allowed on river banks. Survivors were also not allowed to
rebuil d houses at the sane spot.



Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad, who t oured Keni ngau in
the aftermath of "Greg", also directed all State Governnents to check and
take action to deter people fromresiding on river banks.

But in the sane areas now, the survivors plus newconers have rapidly
est abl i shed new squatter col onies.

The same wi || happen i n Kanpung Gel amif the authorities, particularly
t he Sandakan Municipal Council, is not firminits action to declare the
area "out of bounds" for human habitation.

Dat uk Anpong Puyun, a respected | eader i n Sandakan, said there were
several areas within the nunicipality and surroundi ng areas suitable for
the re-settlenment of squatters.

He bel i eves the municipal council woul d be able to conduct its survey of
sui tabl e areas for relocation so that those squatting on every avail abl e
open area in the municipality could be noved out.

Those i nvol ved in the search and rescue operations in Kanpung Gel am
deserve to be commended for their swift, orderly and efficient work.

A t eam headed by Sandakan police chi ef Assistant Comm ssi oner Hashi m
Mohd Yusof was at the scene minutes after being inforned of the incident
about 6am

They managed to pull out the first victimat 7.30amand the 17th at
6. 50pm

Sabah police chief Datuk Mamat Talib said "a big thank you" must al so be
extended to the nore than 100 of fi cers and nmen i nvol ved i n nmaki ng t he
operations a success.

Apart fromthe police, the others involved in the operations were
personnel fromthe Fire and Rescue Departnent, General Operations Force,
the mlitary, Sandakan Minici pal Council, Rela, Public Wrks Departnent,
Duchess of Kent Hospital, the Mal aysi an Red Crescent Society and the
public.
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