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ITIS STILL EBB TI DE FOR THE KUALA KEDAH FI SHERVEN

By: Abdul Halim Taib

ALOR STAR: The small town of Kual a Kedah was once a bastion of the
state, repelling foreign aggressors like the Sianese and Achehnese forces
in the early days of history.

It was also the main point of entry for the ancient traders whose ships
and sailing vessels had to pass through Kual a Kedah before reaching the
state capital, Al or Star.

The town today is not however as spirited as in those bygone days.

Located at only a 15-mnute drive west of Alor Star, the town seens to
have been by-passed by the rapid devel opnments in the country and a good
nunber of the residents, who are mainly fishernen, are still mred in
poverty.

The infrastructures provided |ike the beautiful 10-kmroad from Si npang
Kual a to Kual a Kedah with its street lights akin to those in Putrajaya
seens like a misfit to the actual living conditions of the | ocal people.

The soci o-econom ¢ standing of the fishernmen of Kual a Kedah has not
changed much, even though the town is a ferry/boat term nal for travellers
bound for Langkaw .

For these fishing folks, it is Iike one long ebb tide despite various
programes and projects inplemented by the governnent to better their
livelihood and create the econonic inpetus. Anong such projects are the Tok
Pasai bridge |inking Kual a Kedah to Kampung Seberang Kota and houses for
fi shernen.

STRANGLEHOLD OF POVERTY
Chai rman of the Kual a Kedah Fi shernmen Associ ation (PNKK), Mhd Yusof
Ahmad, said a good nunber of the 5,000-o0dd residents who rely on fishing,

are still living in a hand-to-nouth existence.
"The standard of living of those who depend on the sea and dw ndling
catches is much poorer than those who till the padi fields in nearby areas

i ke Kanpung Kubang Rotan," he said.

O the Kual a Kedah fishernen, 30 per cent are inshore fishermen earning
an incone of RMROO to RMBOO a nonth while those working as crew or
"awak- awak" (around 60 per cent) take home RVA00 to RVb0OO a nonth.

The remai ning 10 per cent who are the boat owners net RWO00 to RM2, 000
a nonth, depending on the size of their boats.

Among the reasons cited by Yusof for the poverty level is the inability
of some fishernen to go to sea since their boats had been detained for a
| ong period by the authorities for some of fences.

"If the boats are detained for too |long, the fishernen cannot go to sea
whi ch nmeans that they are unable to pay their instalnents on the | oans they
took to buy the boats" he said.

Yusof said many of the residents could not break out of the vicious
cycle, and they could not afford even a decent hone.

"The 600 houses that were built for fishermen in Kanpung Seberang Kot a
are far from enough," he said.

O her contributing factors to their declining catches and health are
the silting and garbage swanping the estuary near the ferry term nal

GARBAGE SNARLS UP CATCHES
The rubbish floating in the waters of the fishing ground get entangled
in the nets, thus affecting the catches.



Equal ly distressing for the fishermen is to find their noorings damaged
by the strong waves coming in the wake of the fast boats or ferries plying
t he Langkawi run. The tongkangs with their | oads of cattle, clainmed to be
illegal, also caused danage to their noors, said Yusof.

He said the inshore fishernen are still using the traditional hand-held
nmet hods of fishing, while the others are considered conmercial fishernen.

Al these fishernen are divided into four categories: the Class A
fi shernen who are inshore, including those using the anchovies nets. Their
fishing ground extends fromthe shore to as far as they can go into the
sea.

The G ass B are fishernen who can fish fromfive nautical mles from
the shoreline onwards, while the dass C are those who have to fish from 12
nautical mles and beyond. The | ast category of Cass C2 are those who have
to fish beyond 70 nautical mles.

Yusof said the inshore fishernen who are nenbers of the association
will sell their catches to the association, while nost of those in the
ot her categories are working as boat hands.

PROFI T- SHARI NG SYSTEM

The crew nenbers of the big boats are paid through a profit-sharing
system known as "panggu" where the profits after deducting operationa
costs like fuels and ice are divided into two hal ves, one for the boat
owner and the other to be shared anong the crew

Yusof said anmpong the neasures taken by the association to help the
fishernen is the creation of a disaster relief fund and a petrol -subsidy
for the inshore fishernmen by the governnment, which has already provided a
di esel -subsidy for those with | arger boats.

He said the association which was established in 1972 had overcone the
probl enms posed by the "mddle nmen" for the 4,100 nenbers living in Kuala
Sangl ang to Kual a Sal a.

The PNKK is a union of four fishernen associations in Kedah, that is,

t he Fi shernmen Association of Tanjung Dawai, Yan, Pul au Langkawi and Kual a
Kedah, with a total nenbership of 8,000 nenbers.

And |ike a downward spiral, the poverty |level of the Kuala Kedah
fishernen has also affected their children's education. For exanple, three
of the seven children of Bahari Taib who Iives in a one-room squatter hut,
were forced to quit school because of poverty.

Bahari, 50, who has worked as a traditional fisherman for the |ast 38
years, said he makes about RVROO to RMBOO a nonth. He woul d nake | ess when
the weat her is bad.

Sai d Abdul Rahman, 57, an inshore fisherman in Kanpung Seberang Hul u,
is more lucky because two of his nine children are working in a nearby
factory and could help out with the famly
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Said who is also a religious teacher, has a side incone of RM300 a
month fromhis work as an imamin a nosque in his village

The Kedah State Exco menber for |ocal governments and agricul ture,
Dat uk Ahmad Bashah MI. Hani pah, said the state governnent has al ways been
aware of the plights of the fishernmen and are planning to turn Kual a Kedah
as an inportant port-town in the rice bow state.

To be inmplenented soon is the plan to devel op the whol e of Kual a Kedah
as a port-town with a nodern and orderly "fishing village" in the area.

The plans include the expansion of the ferry termnal, inline with the
vision of Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad hinsel f.

A recent state Exco neeting had al so decided to build another bridge in
Kual a Kedah. That bridge has been designed to be high enough to all ow ships



to pass through, simlar to the Sydney Bridge, and it would be a new
landmark in the state, he said.

Ahmad Bashah said the state governnent had allocated RVA0 nmillion as a
start for land reclamation work for the bridge that would take three years
to conplete.

In addition, work on the RML30-mi|lion coastal road |inking Kual a Kedah
to Kuala Sanglang in Perlis has already started and so has the RVMBO-million
work to wi den and deepen the estuary of the Kedah River.

He said the 600 houses built for the fishermen to nove in early this
year, is just the start of nore such houses to be built in future.

He al so pledged to bring the appeals of PNKK to the government to help
set up the disaster relief fund for the fishermen as well as the
petrol -subsidy if they could really assist the fishing folks.

Ahmad Bashah is confident that Kual a Kedah could re-invent itself to
re-capture those glorious days with governnental efforts and i nputs of
various facilities and anenities. -- Bernana
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