
Land quarrels
shatter calm

in Land of
the Hornbills[-> ?. d ?‘O 31 ?! 3 &hT Rfh? CHALMERS in Kuching

COURT casrx  sporadic protests and even killings over in-
digenous land rights issues are destroying the  calm of Sarawak
stattt  on Tlorn~~o  island.

Tr;~dition;~ll~  l)lx.id  [bans.  Penans  ;tnd  other groups used to
olx~yin~  their longhouse  hc~adtn~~n  :md thcl  au tho r i t i e s ,  a r e
bridling ai  Iog$n:: ;Intl  pl;lnt;ltion  ;Ic?i\‘ity  on land they  say is
anrt5tral.

I.ocxl campai~ncrs  point to a High Court victory indigenous
groups won in May as a spur to dozclns  of oth(>rs  with suits against
c~ornlxlnic~~  :lncl  tllc state, promising more>  lc>gsnl  hattles whatever
thv  (aw’s  outc~om~~  on appeal.

.Ju<t 1(x’  Ian Chin not only barred a pulp (3ompany  access to part
of a land conc(+xion,  but  also n-idt:ned  definitions of native
ancx,stral  land in a ruling campaignc~rs  said was a “significant
prc~c’c~tk~nt”  for nat  i\,(l land rights in Malaysia.

Yrxt growing conflicts over  land. sparked by  the authorities’
po1ic.y of clxploiting  Sarawak’s natural resources,  are unlikely to
affc,c,t  the  State  Govc~rnmc~nt’s  grip on power  in upcoming local
poll5.

C’hic+  Minister  Tan Sri Abdul  ‘l’aih Mahmud.  whose time at the
top  rnatcho~  Primt Ministc>r  Datuk  Stxri 1)r Mahathir Mohzmad’s
20 h,xsars,  bolit~ves  111~ parties of his Uariaan  Nasional will do
“qu~t(~  \v(xll” in statcx  oloc%ons  ducl  h(xforc  Novcmbc>r  ends.

With inc~rinibc~nts  in X-!  of the fi2  state assembly seats up for
gr;lbs.  11(1’s protxlhly  right not to be  worried.

l<xploitation  of tlit,  rich mineral. agricultural and rainforest
rCsour(‘oh  t1x hcslpcd  lift statcl  ptar  capita gross national product
from 1980’s liM2.665  to 2000’s (~stimatc~d  RMti,Z:IT,  at constant
prices.

I*:vt,n  in on(l  of the>  poorclr  nativrs  communities  downstream
from tht>  c,ontrcl\c~rsi;~l  Bakun dam sitra.  the headman’s home is
t~quippc~tl  with stclrtto,  TV and  vidflo  powc~rcd  for ;I fc>w  hours each
night by an  olxil(l ~:(~ncrator.

l3ut tIi(,  I~~sirs  appear  ntlglectcd.  Lvith poor sanitation, and
ablutions pc~ri‘ormc~d  at thcl  end  of a rain-fed tap.

Surround(~d  t)y  the  mrrhle  pillars, chand6liers and gilded
Ixlriotl  furnitures  in his ofl’icc~. Taib.  who succ~~~iod  his uncle as
i’hitxf  nlinibtcar  in 19X1,  said votc>rs  c>ndorsed  his ideas.

“lJ(~opl~~  fot,t it is prospcwus  and they  fwl  that we ought to
contiriuc~  this polic,y.” thy  &ye;lr-old  Taih told Reuters during an
intc~r\~it~w  in state’ (‘;ll)itill  Kriching.

Tlw  sm;lll  city  stands whclw  English xlvcwturer  ,James  Rrooke
put to shorts  in IH:IY.  clucxlting  10~1  rc+c>is to win fnvour with the
Sult;in  of I<runcli.

His appointment as Sarawak’s first white rajah began the reign
of three Brookes, a line ending in 1941 with violent Japanese
occupation in World War Two and eventual independence within
Malaisia  in 1963 along with Sabah and Singapore.

The  throwing off of colonial control prompted a concerted
development p&h  in Sarawak, where the rajahs’ classic divide-
and-rule policy had previously left territories of many native
groups intact to avoid confrontation.

Development since independence, while welcomed, has
prompted disputes over who really owns the soil, reflected by
1999’s killing of four land clearing contractors near Niah in the
north eastern coastal part of the state.

Few people in Sarawak now seriously resist the tug of the 21st
century It is more a question of how fast they  abandon old ways
of jungle farming, fishing and hunting for the cash economy.

But many are unhappy at the  division of state spoils, angry at
laws they say sequester ancestral lands mainly to benefit well-
connected oil  palm planters. rainforest loggers and politicians.

“It was one of the hot propaganda (issues) introduced by the
opposition at the last parliamentary elections hut it was not
based on fact,” says Taib.

“lt was more on manipulating perceptions,” he  added.
Others want money for the USSB.4 billion (US$l = KM3.80)

2.400MW  Rakun hydro project to go instead for schools, hospitals
and roads. Thev  sav  bv  the time it is completed in 2005, it will
generate far m&e iow&  than local demand can use.

The same goes for nearly I’SSI  billion lavished on wafer
foundry 1st  Silicon, Sarawak’s bid for technology-hub status.
which sparkles in pristine isolation on cleared former swamp
land near Kuching.

“Of course, our people do not say we don’t want development,”
says Raymond Abin  of the Borneo Resources Institute, a local
campaigner who may contest the election as an independent.

“In the first place. there must be genuine consultation with the
people in the longhouses.” he says. Longhouses are the tra-
ditional homes and meeting places for indigenous groups in parts
of Borneo island.

Such thinking is common and kfxy.  particularly in national
polls, ah  votes  in Malaysia’s largest state decide nearly 15 per cent
of Parliament’s 193 seats despite  a population of less than a tenth
of the rountr!‘s  22 million citizclns.

Whrther it translates into dissident support in state polls, or
national ones  due by the end of 2003,  is another thing.

Taib dell\-ered  28 seats in 1999 towards the coveted two-thirds
parliamentary majorit>-  Lyon  by  Dr  Mahathir’s ruling coalition.

A rag tag, ill-funded opposition boasts a couple of state  seats
held bv  independents  and two for the Peninsular-based DAP

Par6 Keadilan Nasional. led by supporters of jailed former
deuutv mime  minister Datuk Seri Anwar  Ibrahim, plans a state
e&t&  debut fighting more than half the seats.

The conservative Pas. taking sizeable chunks of Dr Mahathir’s
support among Peninsular -Malays,  holds little appeal for
Sarawak’s myriad Iban,  Chinese, Melanau and native groups like
the Penans of the interior.

Local journalists in the state’s tightly controlled media see
scant prospect of more than a handful of opposition gains.

Whichever way people vote the grievances over land rights look
like festering for a long time. - Reuters
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