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Ensuring snmooth flow of water for the future

By Raj an Mbses

THE managenent of Mal aysia's water supply to the public and industry by
those in charge has rapidly and literally gone down the drain in recent
years.

Hundreds of thousands of irate consuners and househol ds, especially
those in the popul ous and fast-devel oping Klang Valley, are at their wits’
end dai ly over the naggi ng probl emof just getting potable water from
their taps. Leave al one higher water pressure.

After all, it is only logical that because we live in a tropical country
bl essed with anpl e rain, our rivers, reservoirs and hence our taps should
be overflowi ng with water.

Not so.

Sad to say, the managers and operators of water-supply facilities in
several key Mal aysian States have failed to live up to high consuner
expectati ons and fast-changing tines.

I nst ead of neeting consunmer needs and boosting efficiency, they ended up
owing billions of ringgit to operators of water-treatnent plants, thanks
to | ax managenent and enforcemnent.

They nyopical ly enbroil ed thensel ves i n negotiations for costly
privatisation projects that were only pi eceneal solutions to a nore
fundanental and | arger water problem

Recently, the Public Accounts Committee declared that State Governments
al one do not have the capacity to resol ve wat er nanagenent probl ens, and
sai d poor Federal -State co-ordination was the main cause of the di sastrous
state of water nmanagenment nati onw de.

Many wat er managers have pl aced great enphasis on procuring nore and
nmore raw water, treating it and then piping it out to an ever-grow ng base
of consuners.

But they have many tinmes failed to realise that old and soneti nes
anci ent pipes are bursting at the seans here and t here because they can't
take the pressure fromthe extra water punped out.

This has resulted in | owwater pressure, or even no water pressure, in
sone residential areas, causing hardshi ps and disruptiontofamlylife.
Not enough attenti on has been pai d over the years to replacing old water
pi pes, al though the consuner base has been grow ng fast.

Anot her key reason for the poor water supply situationin Malaysiais
the high | evel of non-revenue water (NRW, which now stands at around 20-
60 per cent of all water supplied, depending on the State.

NRWis due to | eakage fromol d water pipes, theft of water and i nproper

or inefficient billing systens, and is a high cost factor in the | ocal
wat er sector. The Sel angor State Government, for exanpl e, owes suppliers
of its treated water close to RML. 4 billion, a debt piled up over the
years.

The wat er business is big business.

The Government anticipates it will spend RVb2 billion on inplenmenting

and supporting water-related projects until the year 2050.

Inthe Klang Val |l ey and surrounding areas, where the need for water is
growi ng by t he day, Sel angor (together wi th Kual a Lunpur and Putraj aya)
coul d spend up to RML4 billion to adequately neet consumer demand.

Ahead of his retirenment last July, fornmer Prine Mnister Tun Dr Mahathir
Mohamad nmade a bol d and significant nove that will have a | asting i npact
and consequences on t he managenment of water supply now.



He chaired a neeting of the National Water Council and managed to cajol e
all States in the peninsula to surrender their water rights to the Federal
Gover nment, so supply managenent coul d be carried out centrally in a co-
ordi nated and orderly manner.

Acting very quickly, his successor Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahnad Badawi set
up a newmnistry called the Mnistry of Energy, Water and Conmuni cati ons
after the elections in March to specifically address and resol ve this hot,
bread-and-butter issue of water nanagemnent.

The Gover nnent has al so pl edged to provi de water supply throughout the
nation to all househol ds by the year 2010, sparking the need for all
involved to up the game on the water front.

Taki ng the cue, the mnister in charge of water, Datuk Seri Dr Li mKeng
Yai k, has nmoved swiftly.

He recently caused a nmaj or buzz anmong water industry players by
declaring that state water privatisation and projects would be put on hold
pendi ng the establishment of a National Water Services Commissionto
regul ate the industry by the end of the year.

He has studied the British water regul ati on and operation system and
hopes to adapt sonme of its useful features to the new Mal aysi an syst em now
i n the making.

Dr Limsays a holistic approach i s needed to avoi d past m stakes in the
managenent and di stribution of water. For water privatisation to be
successful, the chosen operator nmust be responsi bl e for the whol e wat er
chain fromprocuring rawwater to water treatnment, distribution, billing
and finally the nost inportant part: the bill collections.

A major problemin Malaysia is the hefty capital expenditure needed by
private operators to set up the infrastructure and run water treatnent,
distribution and billing systens.

"I'f you push all the capital expenditure to the privati sed conpany, they
will only have one thing in nmind: transfer the costs to the consumer. Qur
wat er players are nore interested in capital expenditure rather than
operating expenditure," Dr Li msays, adding the cost of the water would
t hen be too high for the custoner.

Hs mnistry is, therefore, working with a group of British and | ocal
bankers and consultants to draft plans for the creati on of the conmi ssion,
and al so to di scover novel and cheaper ways of funding future water
proj ects.

This could include the creation, with Bank Negara's hel p, of sone kind
of attractive government bonds to rai se cheaper funds for water projects.

Dr Li mexpects the national water regulator, the conmm ssion, to be
established by the end of this year and to set benchmarks and perfornmance
standards private water operators and aspirants nust adhere to in order to
be involved in projects.

The next step in his strategy is that in the weeks and nont hs ahead,
fol |l owi ng Cabi net approval, his mnistry will nove to stemthe fl ow of NRW
and ensure water quality by checking pi pes and water treatnment plants
nat i onwi de.

This should in tine help restore sone of the | ost NRWwater to consuners
and i mprove the supply situation sonewhat.

Dr Li mhas appealed for tinme to repair the severe danmage done in the
past to Mal aysia's water supply systemby poor nanagenent.

Meanwhi | e, he urges the public to refrain fromwasting water or face
hi gher costs, suggests that groundwater be tapped where there nmay be a
| ooni ng shortages, such as in Sel angor, and has sought nore efficient and
maxi m sed use of water fromexisting river systens for treatnent.
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