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Bakun dam proj ect back on track

Johannes Ri du

MALAYSI A is certainly living up to its nanme of being a | and of

superl atives. Already boasting several structures of the "highest"” and

"l ongest” variety, it will soon have another - a concrete-face rockfilled
hydr o- power dam the tallest in the world.

Devel oped to its full potential, the damw || be able to generate up to
2,400 megawatts of electricity, a seemngly inpossible feat just three
years ago when the nation faced an econoni ¢ downt urn.

The Bakun project, approved in 1993 and initially estinated to cost
RML3.5 billion, was anmong the many projects severely affected.

Ekran Berhad, its forner turnkey contractor, discontinued work on the
project at the height of the dowmnturn in late 1997

There were those who felt then that the project was "a big mistake".

But the econony has since recovered and a high growh rate is now
expected. And with that, work on the project has resumned.

The Governnent directed the resunption of tunnelling work for the
project in Novenber |ast year (see story on river diversion work).

Wrk on this conmponent of the controversial project, undertaken by
Korean construction gi ant Dong Ah Construction Ltd, is proceedi ng ahead of
schedule. "W are ahead by at | east two nonths,"” Dong Ah's project nanager
Jung Hyun Ik said when net at the Bakun site recently. The nation's strong
econom ¢ growh in recent nonths has pronpted the Governnent to expedite
t he project.

"The Governnent has spent millions of ringgit (on Bakun). If we don't
continue, we will lose out,” Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mhamad
had sai d.

However, several issues renain unresolved, one of which was pointed out
by Sarawak Deputy Chief Mnister Tan Sri Dr George Chan.

"There is no point constructing the damup to its full capacity if we
cannot absorb the energy," he said.

Dr Mahat hir, however, has prom sed that nore energy-intensive industries
woul d be located in Bintulu to absorb power generated fromthe dam

A study is al so being conducted on the possibility of exporting
electricity fromBakun to Sabah via a 530kmtransm ssion |ine.

Al so under consideration is the sale of excess power to Brunei and
Kal i mantan. But this is only if the conceptualisation of the Borneo Power
Gid project can be realised.

There are those who feel that a smaller damwoul d be nuch nore viable -
one generating 500 negawatts of electricity.

Anot her suggestion is to retain the height of the dambut to operate
only four of the proposed ei ght generation turbines.

The proposal for a smaller damis based on the fact that electricity
demand i n Sabah and Sarawak is not anticipated to surpass 2,400 negawatts.

Based on a 10-year power demand projection in Sarawak and Sabah, the
growth rate is between six and 12 per cent annually. This neans it wll
take nore than 20 years to fully-utilise the 2,400 negawatts of
electricity generated from Bakun.

Tan Chuan Ngan, a | ocal consultant for the Bakun project, said a smaller
dam of about 121 nmetres high would take a shorter tine - sonme four years -
to build.

"Afull-scale damwith a height of 235 nmetres will take between six and
ei ght years to conplete."



The sheer size of the Bakun dam has al so rai sed other concerns.

A | arger damwoul d nmean a hi gher demand for construction and buil di ng
materi al s such as cenent and st eel

As such, its critics urged for greater transparency in the
i npl ement ati on of the project.

They want the Government to ensure that the contract for the damis main
components are awarded through public tender.

The Governnent can call for the project tender as early as July next
year. The tendering process and a technical study on the main dam
conponents will take at | east one-and-a-half years to conplete.

"Construction will probably start at the end of next year," said Tan.

O her issues to be resolved includes the project's equity ratio.

The Sarawak Governnent is already seeking "a sizeable equity” in the
project. "It would be interesting to see how these natters are settled,"
sai d an observer.

But regardl ess of who gets what and by how nuch, the project has, and
will, proceed.

It is crucial in propelling Sarawak's industrial sector to greater
hei ghts, and this will directly revolutionise the State econony.

The econony is still largely agro-based and centred on prinary resources
- notably tinber, oil and gas.

This has deprived a | arge section of the state's working popul ation from
ear ni ng hi gher wages.

Besi des, the | ocal workforce stands to gain fromthe training provided
by foreign-owned, energy-intensive industries which will forseeably be
est abl i shed upon the conpl etion of the project.

For this reason alone, it can be said that the decision to go ahead with
the project is econonically justifiable.

Even the nore than 9,000 di splaced tribal residents in Belaga - nostly
Kayan and Kenyah - are starting to appreciate the project's benefits.

A new townshi p has been proposed at the Asap Resettl enent area.

A 190kmtar-seal ed Bakun-Bi ntul u road, schedul ed for conpletion by the
end of this year, will also be linked to the resettl ement area, shortening
the journey fromAsap to Bintulu by about five hours.

The Kayan and Kenyah who are now staying in Asap nust be provided with
decent paying jobs in the oil pal mestates or the Bakun dam construction
site.

Al ready, there is news that the | ocal residents working at the
pl antati on there and at the Bakun damsite are not paid well.

The officials and parties who are directly or indirectly involved in
this project nmust pay attention to this issue.

Failure to address it, no matter how mnor it may seem woul d underm ne
the country's capability of enbarking on a nega hydro-dam proj ect.
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