27/ 12/ 1999
Peopl e shoul d be all owed bigger role in protecting the environment

Est her Tan

HEADS of departnments of the Science, Technol ogy and Environment M nistry
wer e expecting the usual briefing during Wednesday' s post-Cabi net neeti ng
the week before last. Instead, Mnister Datuk Law Hi eng Di ng unveiled his
new five-year vision to inprove the mnistry.

H s message was clear. Mnistry enpl oyees nust performtheir duties to
their best ability in order to neet the people' s expectations and to serve
them better.

This is indeed a noble aim one which should have been the main thrust
of public adm nistration right fromthe start.

The next step, however, is to ensure the idea is not confined to paper
al one, but is translated into action by the various departnents and
agenci es under the mnistry.

Pl ans and programmes should be drawn up to nmake thema reality. Since it
is for the people's benefit, common sense will tell that the plans should
be charted with the people's needs in mnd.

"The ministry has to be close to the people, its target audi ence. The
officials have to go down to the grassroots to get a better picture," said
Federati on of Ml aysi an Consuner Associ ations president Professor Mhd
Hanmdan Adnan.

As far as the man in the street is concerned, words such as "proactive"
and "focus-oriented" spelt out in the new vision do not nake sense. He is
nmor e concerned about issues that are nore apparent.

He wants to know if the green |lung behind his house will be there
tomorrow or if it will make way for a devel opnent project. He wants to
know if his apartnment sitting precariously on the hillslope will collapse
during a downpour, or if his car will be swept under a torrent of nud
while he is driving al ong the highway.

CGone are the days when the people's concerns were confined to whether
they would have rice on their plates the next day. Wth econom ¢ progress,
access to education and the advent of information technol ogy cone hi gher
expectations and an i ncreased awar eness.

The peopl e know they have the right to a clean environnment. They are
awar e that safeguardi ng the environnment neans protecting thensel ves and
the future generations.

They want the assurance that those entrusted with the task of protecting
t he environnment are doing their job.

They want to know if these people are doing their best to ensure they do
not breathe in filthy air or drink poi soned water.

The departments must be seen to be enforcing the | aws and i npl ementi ng
t he policies.

It is inperative for the departnments and agencies to be transparent.

They have to keep the people informed about the current situation to
assuage fears and erase suspicions that may arise fromacti ons taken by
t he depart nents.

In return, the departnents will gain the trust, confidence,
under st andi ng and co-operation of the people.

It is also crucial for the people to be allowed to play a part in the
drawi ng up of policies. They nust be consulted, especially when they wll
be affected by deci sions or new policies adopted by the departnents.

Handan sai d departnents should be ready to accept criticismand
suggestions instead of reacting to themwi th aninobsity. He said public



agenci es had the tendency to think of criticismas sonething unacceptabl e.

Non- gover nment al or gani sati ons are one of the best sources for getting
feedback and ideas as they, nore often than not, have the experti se.

"They shoul d avoi d maki ng use of NGOs for w ndow dressing. Sone
departnents invite representatives fromthe NGOs to sit on their panels
just for that purpose.

"They do not listen to the NGOs' views at all and we resent that,'
Handan

In his new vision, Law said the departnents under his mnistry would
have to be focus-oriented. To do this, they nmust set targets and then comne
up with programes to achi eve these targets.

The Departnent of Environnment has been doing this by comng up with
enm ssi on and di scharge standards for the various areas and industries, for
i nstance.

These targets, however, nust be continously updated to neet the needs of
the tinme.

In order to inprove, all departnments nust re-evaluate their performances
and nust be willing to adnmit past m stakes and weaknesses.

They have to strengthen their capabilities and expertise to enhance
their services.

This is especially inportant for the DOE which is entrusted to protect
the environnent, the Ml aysi an Meteorol ogi cal Services which has to
i mprove its weather forecasts, and the Sci ence and Technol ogy Di vi sion
which is to help the country neet its vision of becomng an industrialised
nati on.

Law s new directive is in line with Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanad' s
i nstructions to Cabi net menbers on Wednesday.

The Prime M nister had asked all the mnisters to fulfil their promi ses,
and understand and talk to the people to inprove their quality of life. He
had al so urged the mnisters to pay equal attention to the environment.

In this regard, Handan said all mnisters should keep report cards to
enabl e the people to judge their perfornmances.

Per haps this suggestion should al so be extended to all departnents and
agenci es.

sai d
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