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Joi nt concessions an inportant factor in resolving squatter problens

Abdul Razak Ahrad

IN the Sean Connery novie Entrapnment, the Petronas Twin Towers were
artificially grafted agai nst an unreasonably decadent background of
negl ect and poverty.

Such portrayals are unfair but international news nagazi nes have al so
been known to use photographs of decrepit areas in Kanpung Baru with the
gleam ng towers in the background, in order to gain a simlar effect.

However, as unreasonabl e as Hol | ywood and the international news
magazi nes are for using such depictions, so too the attitude of residents
in these areas who demand exorbitant suns before they agree.

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad' s observati on on Sunday
t hat excessive demands by squatters and residents in areas earnarked for
devel oprent have made it difficult for the Governnent to rel ocate them
needs serious consi deration

Take the case of the still-unconcluded plans to devel op the Kanpung Baru
area, which sticks out |like a sore thunb agai nst the nodern skyline
gracing the city centre

Dr Mahathir said he was saddened by the attitude of residents who demand
up to RML, 000 per square feet as conpensati on.

"W want to devel op Kanmpung Baru for the Malays. But if they want
simlar rates to that of their surroundings, we will not be able to help
them ™"

For such residents and many squatters, the persistence of the squatter
problemis nore often than not due to a vicious cycle of manipul ati on by
political interests.

An exanpl e of this could be seen | ast Wdnesday, when a group of 75 DAP
and Pas menbers from Kanpung M dah Dal amin Cheras turned up at Umo
headquarters in Kual a Lunpur.

Declaring that they had left their parties, the group wanted to join
umo.

A brief ceremony was hel d where the group of people subnitted their
application fornms to the Deputy Prine Mnister's political secretary
Mahadzi r Khal i d.

A menber of the group, Abdul Rahman Maarip, said they |eft DAP and Pas
because the Cpposition parties were not delivering on their prom se of
hel pi ng the group resol ve conpensation issues for their relocation to
anot her area.

"Opposition | eaders like Parti Keadilan Nasional deputy president Dr
Chandra Muzaffar and the DAP's Lim Guan Eng pronised to hel p solve our
probl ens before the (1999) general el ection.

"Until now, all those promi ses remain as such. W feel only Ummo can
hel p us."

For Opposition parties, the squatters represent a ripe audi ence of
potential supporters, whose dissatisfaction can easily be turned agai nst
t he Government.

Thus the many cases where squatters attenpt desperate nmeasures to
prevent bulldozers fromleveling their illegal homes, like |ying down in
front of the bulldozers.

Many pro- Qpposi ti on Non- Government al Organi sations al so chanpi on the
plight of the squatters.

Their argunent, that access to affordable housing for every citizen, has
merit. But it does not negate the fact that squatters are illega



occupi ers of land, either private or Governnent - owned.

It does not detract fromthe paradoxical displays of wealth and | uxury
in sone squatter areas said to be popul ated by people too poor to rent
houses.

Many NGOs argue instead that poverty is relative and that ownership of
cars by a minute segnent of squatters does not make t hem undeserving

The NGOs want to portray squatters as hapl ess, voiceless victins of
devel opnent, who bel i eve what NGOs say and oppose the Government because
the Governnent is inherently evil and corrupt.

For the squatters though, political parties represent a nore beneficial
shoul der to cry on in resolving their plight.

Take the stereotypical sequence of events in many a squatter col ony.

First, an industrious group of "settlers" build ranshackl e dwellings on
private or Governent-owned | and.

Their actions go "unnoticed" and their nunbers swell. The settl enent
proliferates, and after sone years, the original settlers build even nore
houses, which they sell, or rent.

Politics enters the fray at this point. Party branches are established,
either when authorities start getting serious about evicting them or when
talk of relocation in | owcost housing schenes start to surface.

For the pragmatic squatters who establish Barisan Nasional party
branches in their settlenents, an inportant reason for itis to secure | ow
cost housi ng.

Unfortunately, sone time after the | ast batch of keys are handed over,
the grunbling resunmes over how many settlers did not get honmes, and how
others got nore than their fair share.

The squatters renmain and the cycle repeats. The |low cost flats and
houses are rented out, while nore deserving people end-up renting or
buyi ng squatter houses.

Areas planned for devel opnment get bogged down in similar problens, and
what results are the decrepit areas in Kanpung Baru, eyesores and
persi stent squatter problens.

It should not take a veritable disaster |like the outbreak of fire or the
recent Kanmpung Medan cl ashes before the authorities step in and take
deci si ve action.

Such probl ems are not insurnountabl e.

VWhat's inportant is for both the Governnment and affected residents and
squatters to realise that any conclusion to their joint probl ens nust
i nvol ve joi nt concessi ons.

If nothing el se, the aimshould be to ensure that there are no
conflicitng areas of extrene wealth and poverty existing unconfortably
side by side. That is not an unreasonable thing to ask for.
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