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Water issue nmay yet |leave a bad taste in the nouth, Newater or not

Koh Lay Chin
AFTER many rounds of negoti ations, Singapore has decided to let the first
of its two water deals with Kuala Lunpur |apse after 2011

Si ngaporean | eaders hope this will help ease the tension in relations.
Furthernore, they are confident that their newfound "Newater"” w ||l nake
the republic self-sufficient in the commodity.

It woul d seemthat Singapore's reduction of its dependency on Ml aysi an
water would be a plus for both countries and a boon for bilatera
rel ations.

Si ngapore Prime M nister Goh Chok Tong, recently pictured swi gging a
bottle of Newater, said: "If necessary, we will just be conpletely self-
sufficient.”

H s Ml aysian counterpart Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad, when asked
about Singapore not renew ng that agreement, said today: "The fact is that
we are losing nmoney selling to them If they stop taking fromus, then we
won't | ose any noney."

Water is the thorniest of the bilateral issues between the two
countries, and many wonder whether Singapore's decision will allow other
points of contention to be speedily overconme. Opinion polls in newspapers
and the electronic nmedia hail Newater, with many singing praises of howit
is good for the republic's people.

It woul d seem Si ngaporeans prefer the water reclained fromwaste fl ow ng
through toilet bows and kitchen sinks to paying nore for fresh water from
across the Causeway.

Dr Mahathir has said the revenue fromselling water at three sen per
t housand gallons (a price fixed in 1927) is a negligible anount for the
Mal aysi an econony.

Johor has begun construction of its RVb49 million Semanggar treat ment
pl ant and distribution system which will allow Mal aysia to cease buying
treated water fromthe Public Uilities Board of Singapore by the end of
next year.

Al t hough the | apse of the agreenent seens to nean Singapore and Mal aysi a
will be self-reliant on a treated water supply in the long run, the end of
one contentious issue still poses questions for both countries.

Firstly, although Singapore wants to depend on its limted donestic
resources, desalinated seawater and Newater for its daily consunption, one
wonders if this takes into account a rising population and infrastructura
devel opnent .

Whul d recycl ed water be enough for Singapore when its natural water
resources are limted and desalination is twice as costly?

Al t hough Si ngapore al so plans to source as much as 4.5 billion gallons
of water daily fromlndonesia' s Ri au province, many believe that buying
water from Malaysia will remain a necessary option

VWil e Mal aysia has the right to denmand a nore reasonable price, having
stuck with three sen per 1,000 gallons for three-quarters of a century,

t he deci sion by Singapore not to renew the contract woul d nean nore water
for Johor and other States.

However, the need for nore water treatment plants for the | ocal popul ace
cannot be overstat ed.

Syari kat Air Johor Hol dings (SAJH), which is constructing the Semanggar
pl ant says that this is "not a problent

SAJH cor por at e conmuni cati ons nmanager Azm Mahnood said SAJH was nore



than ready to supply enough treated water for the State.

"In addition to Johor's current plants, the Semanggar plant will be able
to treat around 37.5 mllion gallons daily," he said.

There is still the issue of the water price for the remaining years
until 2011, which will be discussed when tal ks resune next nonth.

Currently Mal aysia gets RMLO, 500 per day for the raw water it supplies
to Singapore, but has to pay Singapore RML8,500 daily for the treated
water it receives.

Mal aysi a and Si ngapore signed two water pacts in 1961 and 1962, with the
fornmer agreeing to supply 350 million gallons of raw water daily to
Si ngapore at three sen per 1,000 gallons. Ml aysia wuld al so buy back 37
mllion gallons at 50 sen per 1,000 gall ons.

The two agreenents end in 2011 and 2061 respectively, and the island
republic has offered to pay 45 sen per 1,000 gallons fromnow until 2011
and 60 sen after that until 2061

Mal aysi @' s counter-proposal would set prices at 60 sen until 2007 and a
fixed RM3 from 2007 to 2011, which is cheap conpared with the RVB per
1, 000 gal l ons Hong Kong pays to China, for exanple.

Si ngapore's recycled waste water, Newater, apparently tastes all right
toits citizens, but whether allow ng one of the agreements to | apse will
hel p i nprove rel ati ons between the two countries or |eave a bad taste in
the mouth on both sides is yet to be known.
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