06/ 02/ 2003

Flattened by a lack of will

IT is beconming as old as the hills, this recurring debate and periodic
reprimand over the indiscrimnate and baneful devel opnent of our

hi ghl ands. The Prime Mnister has issued his rebuke for the unpteenth
time. Read his lips - don't cut the hills. Sinple.

O course, it shouldn't in the first place rest entirely on Datuk Seri
Dr Mahathir Mhanmad to speak up to get things noving and for the enforcers
to act. The laws are already there - whether it is the Land Conservation
Act, the National Land Code or other by-laws enacted by State Governnents
and local authorities. It is now, and has been, a nere question of wll.

The Land Conservation Act, for instance, spells out quite clearly
i nstances of illegal |and devel opnent and clearing of hillslopes as well
as the requirenent of pernmits for such activities. There's also provision
for jail sentences, but only in default of a maxi mum RVb, 000 fine. |ndeed
many ot her |egal provisions connected with the issue are enforceable,
including the one recently applied by the Caneron Hi ghlands district
council on a conmpany over the use of heavy nmachinery in the clearing of
hillslopes for which a conpound fine of RVMBOO is the penalty.

To debate over which |aws the Caneron Hi ghl ands authorities should have
enpl oyed against the culprit would be an acadenic exercise at this stage
A nore critical question would be to determ ne whether there is indeed a
will or resolve anmpbng our so-called guardians of the environnment to tackle
the problem For instance, if the present |aws do not provide adequate
penalties, is there a will to change that and, say, make the |awbreakers
go to jail? And is there enough resolve to sustain action against hill
devel opnent ?

The | atest engagenment in the episode has cone from Pahang Menteri Besar
Dat uk Seri Adnan Yaakob, who has ordered an inmmediate stop to al
devel opnent work in Caneron Hi ghlands. The statenment nmay have a famliar
ring toit, but will be even nore effective if followed up with the
required commitment and resolve by the enforcing authorities. No nore
excuses nust be tolerated, or else the same situation and state of affairs
will go on indefinitely. Tougher action nust be taken, if the State
Governnents, district offices and |local councils are not to be seen as
behol den to nobney-grubbi ng devel opers and profiteers.
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