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TI ME

It is indeed an honour for nme to be here today anobngst
experts on wetl ands devel opnent. | am al so honoured to be

gi ven the opportunity to officiate at the opening of this
Conference. To all the foreign participants, | bid thema
warm " Sel amat Datang". | hope you can find the tinme to | ook
around this city of Kuala Lunpur and al so other parts of our
green country.

2. It is acknow edged that wetl ands and their resources
play a critical role in supporting the lives of mllions of
peopl e throughout the world. Wetlands not only provide a

wi de range of valuable products to society, including fish,
fodder and tinmber, but also performa nunber of natura

bi ophysi cal functions such as flow regul ati on and
groundwat er recharge. They are therefore rel evant for
research and understanding to ensure that their
contributions to the devel opnent of the ecosystens are

mai nt ai ned.

3. As we neet here today, these |ife-sustaining systens
remai n under threat. Many wetlands especially in the North
have been destroyed or degraded through over-exploitation or
environnent al | y unsound devel opnment. As usual people at

| arge are the biggest destroyers and polluters. Accordingly
only they are in a position to protect their environment,
particularly the wetlands. They need to be committed to
sustai ning the environnent, whether it is wetl ands,
drylands, marine |land or the highlands. Al too often
however, this responsibility is left to the government. But
no government can fight agai nst the continuous and massive
pol lution that people perpetrate, whether deliberately or

t hrough circunmstances. O course, when people are poor the
pollution is nore extensive. Unable to pay for waste

di sposal or to dispose of it with care for the environnent,
they just throw their waste around them The result is

pol lution and destruction. Poverty is therefore the biggest
cause of pollution and they who inpoverish people are
directly guilty of polluting.

4. Ml aysia has nore than three m|Ilion hectares of

wet | ands covering nearly 10 percent of its |land area. The
mai n wetl ands are | akes, swanp forests, mangroves, swanps,
shal | ow coastal waters and coral reefs. Many of these areas
are critical for production of fish, tinmber and other forest



products, for water supply, flood nmitigation and al so
recreation. Estimates have been made that Ml aysi an
wet | ands contribute over US$2 billion to the econony every
year directly and indirectly.

5. Many Mal aysi an wet| ands support uni que forests of

val uabl e trees such as mangroves. The swanp forests of

Sel angor, Pahang and Sarawak are sone of the best and nost

i nportant exanples of these in the world. It may not be
possi ble to preserve every square neter of these swanps but
where it is preserved it can already generate wealth through
the great interest in eco-tourismshown |ately. The Matang
mangrove forest in Perak State is internationally recogni sed
as one of the best managed wetlands in the world, with a
sust ai nabl e forest nmanagenent system of nearly 100 years,

whi ch has maintained high yields of forest products. At the
same time, it has supported one of Ml aysia's |argest

i nshore fisheries and remains rich with wildlife.

6. Scientists fromaround the world have cone to study
wet | and habitats and species in Malaysia. Strategic
research is an inportant prerequisite for sustainable
resource managenent and it is encouraging that severa
Mal aysi an sci enti sts have now becone | eadi ng experts in
these fiel ds.

7. Three years ago, at the Rio de Janeiro Earth Summt,
the international community adopted the Ri o de Janeiro
Decl arati on on Environnment and Devel opment as well as Agenda
21. The Decl aration set out fundanmental principles while
Agenda 21 spelt out specific programres of action

Col lectively the Declaration and the progranme of action
underscored the conmon resol ve of the global conmunity to
saf eqguard the environnent while pronoting an ecofriendly
devel opnent process. It was agreed that environnenta
consi derati ons would be factored into the devel opnment
process, for the benefit of the present and future
gener at i ons.

8. It was al so agreed that devel oped countries woul d

assi st devel opi ng countries w th adequate and additiona
resources to enable themto nake the transition towards an
eco-friendly devel opnent process, often referred to as
sust ai nabl e devel opnent. Wiile the vast majority of
devel opi ng countries have abided by the R o conpact,
regrettably the devel oped countries have not fulfilled their
hal f of the bargain.

9. Although many devel opi ng countries including Mlaysia
are prepared, and in fact are conmmtted to play our part for
our collective good, we will not be held hostage by those
bent on retarding the devel opment process of devel oping
countries. The onus of change towards sustainable

devel opnent nust be borne equitably by all. Devel oping
countries made earnest conmtnents to participate in what
was to be a new gl obal effort to save the planet from

envi ronnent al damage, encouraged by the expectation of



assi stance by way of additional and new financial resources
and technol ogy transfer. These have not been forthcom ng
The Conventions have been caught up in wangling over
procedures and interpretations of agreed texts. And

devel oped countries see in the concern for environnenta
protection only opportunities to sell the technol ogy that

t hey have devel oped for profit.

10. The task of caring for our environnment including the
wet | ands i nvol ves the entire spectrum of society. The
public and private sectors as well as the rest of society
can and nust nmake their contributions. Gven the
increasingly inportant role which the private sector plays
as the engine of growth, the private sector nust strengthen
its coomitnent to care for the environment. | am happy to
note the involvement and support of several |ocal menbers of
the private sector to this Conference. It is a clear

mani festation of their serious concern for the environment.

11. | believe that |ocal NGOs can al so play a proactive
role in the conservation of the environnent. For this to
happen they need to becone highly professional, to focus on
real issues affecting society and to understand the bal ance
that nmust be reached between devel opnent and environmnent.
NGOs nust accept the fact that nothing danages the

envi ronnent nore than poverty. Huge forests have been
totally deci mated because the only fuel the poor can afford
is wood. To use other fuel they need wealth and weal th can
only cone through weal th-creating devel opnent. The smal

envi ronnental sacrifice which has to be made in order to
develop is far less than the damage due to unmtigated
poverty.

12. Admittedly wealth, through nass consunption, will also
contribute towards pollution. But there is nuch that the
rich can do to reduce their polluting ways. Certainly they
can reduce wasteful consunption, as, for exanple, the

em ssi on of carbon dioxide from heedl ess fuel burning. By
being willing to pay nore for their luxuries they can
subsi dise the installation of various pollution control
nmeasures. Indeed they can pay to preserve the wetl ands and
ot her natural heritage wthout, for exanple, forcing the
poor countries to preserve their forest in order to absorb
t he noxi ous gases produced by the rich

13. | understand that follow ng your |ast two days of

del i berations, you have agreed in principle to establish a
new gl obal organi sation to sustain and restore wetlands and
their resources world-w de

14. As you create a new gl obal organisation, | hope you
will bear in mnd the need of devel oping countries to
devel op, and that the preservation of the wetlands nust be
equi tably shared between the rich and the poor
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