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Resol vi ng wat er di sputes

By Abdul Razak Ahmad

KEDAH and Penang share Sungai Muda, but a dispute is shaping up over the
rights toits water. ABDUL RAZAK AHVAD exam nes Kedah's cl ai mi n aski ng
Penang to pay for the water it takes fromthe river.

A NI CE thing about life in the nei ghbouring northern States of Kedah and
Penang i s that you can spend a whol e day dousi ng strangers wi th water and
get away with it. Once a year, during the Songkran water festival
Mal aysi ans of all races armthenselves to the teeth with water pistols,
bucket s and hoses. They then proceed to drench everyone in sight in a
veritable "water-battle".

It's all good fun. Songkran marks the begi nning of the Si anese new year
and it's celebrated widely in the northern States including Perlis due to
the sizeabl e Mal aysi an Si anmese community there.

Ironically, the Kedah and Penang governnments too are engaged in a
"wat er-battle", an altogether nore serious one. The two are stuck in a
| ong- st andi ng debate over who owns the water in a river that flows through
both States. Their di sagreenment hi ghlights potential water di sputes |atent
i n ot her nei ghbouring States that share rivers, and enphasi ses t he need
for a centralised water managenent system

The Kedah-Penang "di spute” is centred on Sungai Mida which starts in
nort heast Kedah and fl ows west to the sea. The final stretch of the river
denmar cat es the border between Kedah and Seberang Prai, Penang.

Kedah wants Penang to pay for the raw water collected from Sungai Mida,
because nost of theriver lies in Kedah territory. But Penang taps Sunga
Miuda fromwithin its own borders, so it feels no need to pay anyone.

It is a mnor disagreenent between two very cl ose nei ghbours, but in
this case the water has been running under the bridge for a very | ong
time. Even the ghosts of treaties | ong forgotten have been i nvoked, and
experts are scranbling for maps.

Former Prinme M nister Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohamad | ast week cal |l ed for an
upward revi ew of the RMLO, 000 annual honorariumpaid for the acquisition
of Penang i sl and and Seberang Prai .

The honorariumwas in return for Sultan Abdul | ah of Kedah cedi ng Penang
in 1796 and Seberang Prai in 1800 to Captain Francis Light, who
represented Britain's East India Conpany, for protecting Kedah from
Si amese attacks.

But when Dr Mahathir al so asked Kedah to consi der seeki ng paynent from
Penang for water, which the latter has so far been receiving free, he
rai sed the question of whether Kedah had a case.

Dat uk Syed Muhammad Shahabudi n, president of the Ml aysi an Water
Associ ation - which brings together individuals and corporations i nvol ved
in water and wastewat er industries - explains the issue by sketching a
rough map of Kedah and Penang. He then draws in the main rivers, dans,
canal s and water treatnent plants.

Pointing to the map, Syed Muhanmad says there will be no problens for
Penang if the l evel in Sungai Miuda is nornmal, but supply will dry up if
there is a drought. And the river level is regulated by ensuring that an
adequat e nunmber of dans is built upstreamin Kedah

The water in the dans is rel eased during periods of drought to ensure
that supply in both Kedah and Penang r enai ns adequate. Al though the four
dams in Kedah - Pedu, Ahning, Mida and the upconing Beris dam- have been
built by the Federal Government, Kedah provided the | and required and



ensures that the catchnent areas are protected.

This I and happens to be prime for 1ogging. As Kedah is by its own
account a relatively poor State, tinber concessi ons woul d nmean nuch- needed
revenue.

"There shoul d therefore be some contribution by Penang for conpensation
towar ds Kedah's efforts i n nmaki ng sure there's enough water, that the
catchnment areas are preserved, and that |and was allocated for the
bui | di ng of dans," says Syed Mihammad.

Penang Chief Mnister Tan Sri Dr Koh Tsu Koon, responding to Dr
Mahathir's call, was reported to have said that it was i nappropriate to
ask Penang to pay for the water because Kedah does not incur any cost from
the treatment and di stribution of the rawwater, whi ch Penang undert akes
on its own. Koh al so said Penang was making its own contribution by
punpi ng the excess water fromthe river during tines of flooding.

It's a tough call to nake, but even if Penang agreed to pay, the problem
of inter-State water di sputes may not end, because there are others down
the line waiting to be resol ved.

Kedah i s al so seeki ng payment fromPerlis for water supplied to the
State. On the other hand, the water supplied to Langkawi, an island in
Kedah territory, originates fromrivers in Kedah's mainland, but it is
channel | ed through canals to Perlis fromwhere it is punped to the island.
And al t hough Mal acca pays Johor for water drawn from Sungai Miar, the
river itself originates not in Johor, but in Negri Semrbil an.

What's really needed to prevent future problens is an effective | ong-
termforumwhere potential inter-State water disputes can be settled. It's
actually in the pipeline, a Federal CGovernnent-proposed body known as the
Nati onal Water Commi ssion (NVC).

The N\C wi I | i npl ement policies on water and supervi se t he managenent of
the resource inthe States. The commission will have representatives from
the various ministries that deal with water, as well as the
representatives of Menteris Besar and Chief M nisters, the Chanbers of
Commerce and I ndustry and t he Federati on of Ml aysi an Consuners
Associ ati on.

The i dea of centralised managenent of water is not new. Dr Mahathir
voiced it back in 1991. One reason why the nove has been progressing at
snail's pace is because it is a very sensitive issue.

Water lies under the authority of the respective States and the Ml ay
Rul ers. One needs to tread very delicately, sonething best exenplified
when a statenment by Works M nister Datuk Seri S Sany Vel lu regardi ng the
wat er i ssue | ast year | anded himin hot water with the Sultan of Sel angor.

Sanmy Vel lu was reported to have said that the Sel angor Gover nment
refused to hand over the managerment of water supply to the Federal
Government. The Sel angor State Secretary responded by saying that the
Sul tan had al ready gi ven consent to the State Government to surrender
wat er managenent to the Federal Governnent, and that the Sultan was "angry
and shocked" at Sany Vellu's statenent.

The bi ggest benefit for the States under a centralised managenent system
isthat it will allowneighbours to plan for future requirenents together,
on a regional basis.

Because water is a State subject, the current strategy sees each State
searching for sources withinits boundaries until they are exhaust ed,
bef ore noving on to source for water el sewhere.

Pl anni ng on a regi onal basis neans a single potential source of water in
the regi on can be devel oped toget her by nei ghbouring States.

Wien the Mal aysi a- Si ngapor e wat er di spute was nmaki ng headl i nes, there
were jokes circulating in Alor Star about howthe State shoul d consi der
t aki ng newspaper adverti senments requesting Penang to pay for water.



The ads, went the joke's punch |ine, should run al ongsi de the ones taken
by the Governnent to explain the facts about the water dispute with
Si ngapore, and begin with: "And by the way, wi |l Penang al so pl ease
consi der paying Kedah for the water it's getting?"

Countri es have gone to war over precious natural resources, leadingto a
famous quote attributed to Mark Twai n that "whi skey is for drinking, water
is for fighting over".

In the case of the nei ghbouring States in Mal aysi a, perhaps a nore apt
saying to bear in mndis the one about the i nherent strength of fanmly
bonds: Air dicincang takkan putus.

Loosely transl ated, it means that a fl ow of water that's chopped up w ||
never be disrupted. But then again, even that saying won't work if the tap
runs dry.

( END)
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