11/10/ 1999

Pol I ution: Act before being told

THE country is blessed with a multitude of rivers. They radi ate every
single State, the source of water for households and for the green fields
of padi wherever they are planted. But the problemis nost rivers, if all,
are polluted, expecially downstreamand in the estuaries. Nature
contributes its share as enbanknents dunp soil and nud wherever swoll en
rivers bend with heavily |l aden waters. Riverine settlenents add to their
col our and content with human, kitchen, household and ani mal waste. Stil
nost are "alive", engendering flora and fauna. But not so others. They are
bi ol ogi cally "dead".

The Departrment of Environnment has |ong cast a concerned eye over the
state of the rivers. Indeed, it has identified 18 to be the npst polluted
in the country. Anong themis Sungai Sepang. Paradoxically this "dead"
wat erway fl ows through an area where nearby is the gl eam ng state-of-art
multi-billion ringgit Kuala Lunpur International Airport. Al npst
everybody, every agency involved in the managenent of the country's river
systems, including the State Governnent of Sel angor, knew the existence of
this highly polluted river. But their reaction has so far been one of
beni gn negl ect.

But they will be jolted into action now that the Prinme M nister has
espied on a "blackish" river fromthe plane that flew himhonme from an
overseas trip and has nmade his observations known to high officials. If
precedence is any indicator, the relevent authorities would be spurred to
issue a flurry of edicts and engage in enforcenent exercises. They have
been quick to respond each tinme the Prine Mnister highlighted incidents
of environmental degradation. Once Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad spotted
a barren project site as he was taken on a helicopter ride. After he
menti oned t hat observation, action was taken agai nst the devel oper who was
taken to court and fined for breaching a condition in the Environmental
| npact Assessnent.

The question here is: nust the authorities need the proddi ng of the
Prime M nster before acting against polluters and environnment degraders?
The DCE had | ong known that the Sungai Sepang was a "dead" river. The
Sel angor State Governnent had | ong known who the polluters are. Wy did
the authorities not act against the swi ne breeders whose farmwaste
contribute nost to the despoiling the waters of the river? They did
enforce the relocation of those pig farns | ocated near the site of the
KLIA. Wy did they overl ook other farms |ocated further up along the
riverbank? Is it due to a lack of political and enforcement will? O is it
the sad consequence of preserving the status quo and not wanting to cause
too nuch disruption to ani mal breeders? Watever the reason, such a state
of affairs should not be allowed to persist.

In the specific instance of the Sungai Sepang they should rel ocate the
| ocations where they would contribute little or nothing to environnental
degradati on. They should be forced to institute neasures to ensure the
breeding farns remain clean all the tine. And while they are instituting
t hese exercises they should al so study the inpact of riverine settlenents.
Such habitats not only contribute to river pollution, they al so pose
hazards, very real hazards, to the households |iving along river banks.

Ri vers, especially after heavy rains have a natural tendency to eat up
river enbanknents, sometines taking away houses in their surging waters.
So act before being told or before tragedi es occur.
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