Land quarrels
shatter calm
In Land of
the Hornbills
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COURT cases. sporadic protests and even killings over in-
digenous land rights issues are dedtroying the cadm of Sarawek
state on Borneo idand.

Traditionally placid [bans, Penans and other groups used to
obeving their onghouse headmen and the authorities, are
bridling af logging and plantation activity on land they sy is
ancestral.

Local campaigners point to a High Court victory indigenous
groups won in May asa spur to dozens of others with suits against
companics and the date, promisng more legal battles whatever
the case’s outcome 0N ;u)f)(}al,

Just 1ee lan Chin not only barred a pulp company access to part
of aland concession, but also widened definitions of native
ancestral land in a ruling campajgners sad was a “sgnificant
precedent™ for pat jve land rights in Mdaysa

Yet growing conflicts over land. spaked hy the authorities
policy of exploiting Sarawek’'s naturd resowrces, are unlikely to
affect the State Government's grip on power in upcoming loca
polls,

Chiel Minister Tan Si Abdul Taib Mahmud, whose time & the
top matches Prime Minister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad's
20 years, believes the paties of his Barisan Nasond will do
“quite well™ in state elections due before November ends.

With incumbents in 58 of the ¢2 state assembly seats up for
grabs. he's probably right not to pe worried.

Exploitation of the rich minerd. agricultura and rainforest
resources has helped lift state per capita gross nationd product
from 1980°s RM2.665 to 2000's estimated RM6,235 at constant
prices.

Even in one of the poorer native communities downsream
from the controversial Bakun dam site. the hesdman’'s home is
equipped with stereo, TV and video powered for a few hours eech
night an on-site generator., o

But {he basics appear neglected, with poor sanitation, and
ablutions performed a the end of a ranfed tap.

Surrounded by the marble pillars, chandeliers and gilded
period furniture in his office, Taib. Who succeeded his unde as
Chief Minister in 1981, sad voters endorsed his ideas.

“People feel it is prosperous and they feel that we ought to
continue this poliey.” the 65-year-old Taib told Reuters during an
interview in state capital Kuching.

The small city stands where English adventurer James Rrooke

put to shore in 1839, quelling local rebeis to win fnvour with the
Sultan of Brunet.

His gppointment as Sarawak's fird white rgjah an the reign
of three Brookes, a line ending in 1941 with violent
occupation in World War Two and eventud independence within
Malaysia in 1963 dong with Sabhah and Singapore.

The throwing off of colonid control. prompted a concerted
development push in Saawak, where the rgahs dassc divide-
and-rule policy had previoudy Ileft territories of many naive
groups intact to avoid confrontation.

Development since independence, while welcomed, has
prompted disputes over who redly owns the soil, reflected by
1999's killing of four land clearing contractors near Nigh in the
north eastern coadta part of the Sate.

Few people in Sarawak now serioudy 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 a the divison of date spoils, angry at
lawvs they say sequester ancestra lands mainly to benefit  well-
connected oil pdm planters rainforest loggers and politicians.

“It was one of the hot |oropaganda issues) introduced by the
oppostion a the last parliamentary dections hut it was not
based on fact,” says Tab.

“It was more on manipulating perceptions” he added.

Others want money for the USSB.4 hillion (US$1 = KM3.80)
2,400MW Bakun hydro project to go instead for schools, hospitals
and roads. Thev say by the time it is completed in 2005, it will
generate far more power then locd demand can use.

The same goes for nearly USS1 billion lavished on wefer
foundry 1st Slicon, Sarawak’s bid for technology-hub datus.
which sparkles in pridine isolation on cdeared former swamp
land near Kuching.

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

“In the firgt place.” there must be genuine consultation with the
people in the longhouses” he syS Longhouses ae the tra
ditiona homes and meeting places for indigenous groups in parts
of Borneo idand.

Such thinking is common and key. icularly in_national
polls, as votes In Maaysa's largest state decide nearly 15 per cent
of Parliament’s 193 seats despite a population of less than a tenth
of the countryv's 22 million citizens.

Whether it trandates into dissdent support in state polls, or
nationd ones due by the end of 2004, is another thing.

Tab delivered 28 sedts in 1999 towards the coveted two-thirds
paliamentary majority won by Dr Mahahir's ruling codition.

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

Par6 Keadilan Nadond. led by supporters of jaled former
deuuty prime minigter Datuk Seri Anwar lbrahim, plans a date
election debut fighting more than hdf the seeis

The consarvetive Pes. taking sizeable chunks of Dr Mahathir's
support among Peninsular Malays, holds little appeal for
Saavak’'s myriad Iban, Chinese, Mdanau and native groups like
the Penans of the interior.

Locad journdids in the dat€s ti htI%/ 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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