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FOREWORD 

Economic development in Malaysia has left a complex and troubled 
environmental legacy. The detritus ofBritish colonial rule remains 
in the form of tin mine pits, extensive rubber and oi l palm 

plantations, fel led forests and the network of roads and ra il ways used to 
ferry goods to marke t. Although it wrecked .lasting changes in the land and 
the manner of its explo itation colonial rule hardly faced the challenges of 
conservation and pollution, or the environmental consequences of 
unmitigated resource exploitation. 

Independent Malaysia inherited the modern governance structure and 
economic philosophy imparted under colonia li sm. Environ mental 
concerns were in corporated during the global wave of environmental 
awaken ing in the 1970s. The glow of industrial capitalism began to be 
darkened by the rea lisation that its technologies and its massive and 
geographically unequal resource consumption were threatening the 
viability of both human and natural life. The planet itself was imperiled 
by stra tospheric ozone depletion caused by aerosol and refrigerant 
chemicals. Humanity now faces the potentially catastrophic threat of global 
warming as a direct result of industrial economies' dependence on fossil 
fuels and the felling of vast swathes of forests on a once green planet. Sea 
levels may rise, coastal cities will be inundated, weather patterns will turn 
increasingly unruly and destructive, life-sustaining crops may fail, many 
species will face extinction and human civilisation will pushed to its limits 
in order to survive and prosper. 

The concerns of this book are more national, though no less mundane or 
unimpo rtant than these critical global environmental challenges. In these 
pages we attempt to assess the results of Malaysia 's environmental 
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performance in several key areas as they are reflected in the public record. 
Broadly, these are divided into critical ecosystems - forests, freshwater, 
marine and coastal resources - and areas of social and ecological concern 
- urban an d air po llution, environmental laws and policies, 
environmental justice for communities and environmental awareness. 
The adequacy or lack of government policy will be discussed alongside 
analyses of publicly-available data on the state of our environment. A 
minimum of ecological or technical information has been included to 
assist the lay reader. 

A great deal of detail is provided in the following chapters. Those impatient 
to hear the highlights should jump straight to the 'Conclusion' which 
summarises the major findings of the research. 

It is important to note that most, if not all , of the information presented in 
this publication were taken from reports, studies, books, presentations 
and materials accessible to everyone. It is thus as much a report on the 
state of public information on the environment as it is a critique of the 
quality and comprehensiveness of that information. 

Governments rely on information to make sound decisions. If that 
information is poor, flawed or too limited then the policies it helps shape 
will likely be distorted, as will claims of success or setback. Sadly, it appears 
that we have a long way to go before we have adequate information let 
alone policy which will help us resolve our nation's environmental crisis. 
Yet what we do have leaves us a clear message once statistical games are 
overcome. 

Our forests, the symbol of Malaysia's green and verdant land, are sliding 
steadily into depletion. The flora and fauna which these forests sustain are 
also in jeopardy. If effective measures are not taken to curtail continued 
deforestation, then the vision which will greet our eyes in 2020 will be of 
a largely desolate and denuded Malaysia. Our wonderful stretches of wild 
jungle will be replaced by monotonous rows of plantations or industrial 
wastelands. 

In many other areas the outlook for Malaysians has worsened. The rights 
of citizens and communities to live free of debilitating pollution and its 
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disruptive effects on health and quality of life have taken a back seat to 

mega projects and poorly regulated development. 

Malaysians have become wise to the fact that national progress and a good 

life are not just a matter of mere economic growth. A healthy economy 
requires healthy ecosystems; it is the environment which provides the 

physical basis of economic development. The preservation of the 
environment and its limited capacity for self-renewal is therefore crucial 
for future economic activity, let alone growth. Yet the conviction that it is 

essential to keep the environment clean, safe and healthy for present and 
future generations often falters when it comes to pressuring the government 
to take responsible and correct action. 

It is the right of every Malaysian to demand a clean environment and the 
conservation of our natural heritage for present and future generations. 
The twenty-first century's challenges demand a better-informed public 

and responsive policy makers. Public participation in decision making 
processes will be of great value in tackling the problems of environmental 
exploitation, pollution and depletion. 

Policy makers in response to environmental groups often say that "we 

have to have a balanced approach" in considering the interests of the 
economy and the environment. We cannot agree more. However, if 

development thus far has already given rise to an imbalance where the 

environment has suffered very much at the expense of economy, is it not 

imperative that we tilt the scales in favour of the environment and take a 

more balanced and sustainable approach then we have done thus far? 

Therein lies our fundamental challenge. 

We hope that both enlightened policy-makers and concerned citizens 
will be able to make good use of the information provided herein. Malaysia 

has prospered for the first five decades of its existence, without safeguarding 

our environment. The next five decades will surely be ones of decline if 
we do not fundamentally change. Forests cannot be restored by 

plantations. Species should not be relegated to history. Fresh air and not 
the haze should fill our cities and homes. Human lives should not be 

forced through sickness and suffering in the pursuit of growth and wealth. 

To ignore the warning signs despite all the evidence is to condem n 
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ourselves to environmental suicide. We have choices that we can make 

towards a more sustainable and sane future. The issue is whether we want 

to! It is our hope that this book will motivate us to make the right decisions 
to act now before the situation is completely irreversible. 

S.M. Mohamed Idris, 
President, 

Sahabat Alam Malaysia 

NOTE: We would like to acknowledge thanks to Yin Shao Loong for 
updating, redrafting and adding new research to this publication . 



INTRODUCTION 

A DEPLETION ECONOMY 

The Malaysian environment is out of balance. After a century of rav 
ages visited upon its natural resources the accumulated toll is mani

festing itself in the form of denuded hill slopes, polluted riv~rs, enda~
gered and extinct species, foul air, contaminated food supplies and ch_
matic changes. The introduction of exotic species such as rubber and 011 
palm has changed the Malaysian landscape forever, as lowland rai nfores:s, 
mangroves, wet lands and other habitats diminished to make_land av_a1!
able for these economic crops. At sea, trawler overfishing decimates lim
ited fisheries stocks and makes it difficult for traditional fishers to earn a 
living with meagre catches. As one of the world's largest tropical log sup_pli
ers, Malaysian forests continue to deteriorate due to overzealous loggmg, 
with little emphasis on protecting non-commercial species and replant
ing programmes. 

Since the country's independence and its transformation into an industr
ialised economy, pollution and resource contamination have prevailed in 
its river systems, wetlands, marine environments and urban centres. Wa
ter quality continues to decline owing to sewage, animal wastes, sil tation 
and even heavy metal contamination emanating from improper factory 
waste disposal. The same pollutants eventually invade sensitive coastal 
habitats and accumulate in the breeding grounds of aquatic species. Oil 
tankers and other ships plying the busy waterways off East and West Ma
laysia discharge sludge into the open seas. Back on terra firma , emissions 
from power plants, factories and motor vehicles, together with open burn
ing of agricultural and urban waste, infuse the atmosphere with noxious 
gases and h~rmful microscopic matter. 

Consumers and communities are now more at risk than ever before from 
the dangers of toxic substances. The excessive use of pesticides on crops, 
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padi fields and even golf courses, coupled with extensive chemical use in 
manufacturing, pose increasing threats to workers, farmers and the envi
ronment. Untreated waste material and unsanitary disposal practices con
tribute to environmental health problems in both the urban workplace 
and in rural areas and lead to frequent outbreaks of diseases, poisonings 
and other unhealthy consequences. 

The devastating impact of rampant development on the hills, beaches and 
forests continues to transform diverse and stable habitats into damaged 
ecosystems. A preference for mega-projects over more environmentally 
friendly options disturbs the natural balance of water catchment zones, 
riddles hill slopes with unstable soils and erodes our natural heritage, from 
fragi le coral reefs to rugged montane highlands. Deforestation and other 
land clearance activi ties not only compromise the quality of rivers and 
wetland reserves, but also influences climatic changes and an overall in
crease in temperatures, resulting in more problems for urban heat sinks 
and the cultivation of temperate crops. 

ENVIRONMENTAL CROSSROADS 

Sustaining high growth rates does not equate to sustainable development. 
Malaysia's unrelenting growth surges fuelled by the abundance of natural 
resources and raw materials have paved the way for progress. As this natu
ral wealth is irreversibly exhausted the impoverished remainder is all we 
have left to work with in order to create economic value. The attempt to 
transform the physical environment into raw material for Malaysia lnc.'s 
corporate mercantilism is straining natural potentials to breaking point 
in order to chase dreams of economic grandeur. Malaysia's long suffering 
working population is feeling the social, cultural and health strains of this 
relentless pursuit of progress. As long as they are strapped to model of the 
depletion economy they will see what gains they make wither away as the 
environment degrades. 

It was not until the onset of the Asian financial crisis in 1998 that the fast
track style of development was forced to slow down, as exemplified by the 
scaling back of the Bakun Dam project (by shelving the undersea-cable to 
the Peninsular from Sarawak) and the shelving of the Highland Resort 
Highway. The unfavourable market conditions enabled everyone to pause 
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and take another look at Malaysia's environmental and economic well
being in the late 1990s. For this purpose, the National Economic Advisory 
Council was established to oversee the circumstances and seek solutions 
from all sectors of professional society, including those concerned over 
the unabated use of natural resources. However, Malaysia's economy does 
not stop at its borders, by history and by design we are firmly wedded to the 
larger global economy, and the use and abuse of our natural resources is 
profoundly influenced by this relationship. Since the colonial period Ma
laysia's natural wealth has been used to underwrite the consumption of 
wealthier nations and peoples. This continues to describe our present ori
entation in broad terms although the balance today is more in our na
tional favour. All the same, there is great inequality within Malaysia over 
access to and enjoyment of natural resources. 

The 21st century will not be able to proceed like the last one. It will be 
impossible to duplicate the pattern of development that has taken Malay
sia from coconut orchards to Cyberjaya. First of all, there are too few natu
ral renewable resources remaining to sustain the excessive exploitation 
rates of the previous century. And whatever can be harvested from steep
sloped forests, limited fishery stocks, and polluted waterways will only last 
a few decades if short-term thinking continues to pervade commercial 
activities. Secondly, the steady output of greenhouse gases, toxic chemi
cals, hazardous waste and organic loads into the environment is over
whelming the natural capacity of forests , oceans, land and the atmosphere 
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to absorb pollutants and contaminants. Nature also has its limits and 
Malaysia is on the verge of testing that hypothesis to the extreme. 

SUSTAINABLE LIVING 

Environmental deterioration expresses itself in both the physical and so
cial realms. The aforementioned characteristics of unhealthy ecosystems 
are easily attributed to the mismanagement of natural resources. On the 
human scale, poverty, disease, loss of income and a decline in the overall 
quality of life are additional consequences of improper resource utilisa
tion and inequitable distribution of the benefits arising from national 
goods. Physical damage becomes even more problematic when ecological 
considerations are not part of the planning processes, so much so that 
adverse impacts may negate the gains made by the benefits of growth. The 
social consequences of degradation usually fall heaviest on poorer com
munities and indigenous peoples, who rely on the sustenance provided by 
forests, rivers and seas. But not only remote populations are affected; the 
urban poor also suffer disproportionately from pollution, ill health, un
sanitary living conditions and limited earnings potential. 

For nearly fifty years Malaysia has travelled on the path to progress without 
sober reflection on the unsightly side of development, preferring to forge 
ahead until disaster strikes. Environmental concerns should not be seen 
as somehow separable from development ambitions. The time is long over-
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due for a new approach to our environmental as well as economic progress. 
Government policy and decision making needs to hold sustainable devel
opment at the heart of our national achievements. Without integrating 
environmental implications economic development will exhaust its natu
ral basis. Without integrating economic development needs environmen
tal concerns will find themselves alienated from the need to improve the 
living standards of the poor and disadvantaged. So what makes for good 
sustainable development policy? 

POLICY FOR SUSTAINABLE LIVING 

In order to formulate effective policies for sustainable development sev
eral factors need to be met. At the minimum these include: 

• A Sound Theoretical Framework - Development policy and plan
ning should recognise that in addition to human labour and the workings 
of finan ce an indisputable pillar of economic development is the contri
bution of nature in the form of materials, energy, and a hospitable climate 
and environment. Tools such as Natural Resource Accounting can, if ap
plied comprehensively, help gauge the quantitative and qualitative contri
bution of nature. In practice, finance is extensively catalogued whilst la
bour is often undervalued and natural resources are often considered in
finite. Resources which are not renewable need to be carefully managed. 
Policies should not promote inequality between social groups neither 
should they be financially prodigal nor ecologically destructive. An holis
ti c and scientific understanding of how ecosystems function and the im
pacts of human interaction with the natural environment needs to be 
incorporated into policy fo rmulation and decision making. Likewise, de
cision makers need a substantive understanding of how degradation of the 
natural environment leads to suffering and ill-health amongst animal and 
human populations. Although it is seldom considered, many aspects of 
our cultures depend on a healthy environment whether. they be popular 
forms of recreation or elements of religion. 

• Accurate and Relevant Data - The data with which government 
ministries base their decisions upon needs to be accurate, up to date and 
relevant to holistic resource management. Coordinating bodies and 
overarching decision makers need to have common and consistent data in 
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order to plan effectively on a national basis as well as to monitor progress 
or its lack. Picking the wrong data to track progress or using bad data is 
likely to lead to serious oversight and false predictions. 

• Apprapriate Institutions and Policies - The sound and sustainable 
management of our country's natural resources and the protection of the 
environment for the benefit of nature and humans requires appropriately 
designed institutions. These provide the basis for appropriate and effective 
laws and policies as well as relevant and useful avenues for action and 
public service. Where single overarching authorities are unwieldy or im
practical effective coordination between sectoral institutions based on 
common policy goals is still a necessity .. Institutions which are solely fo
cused on resource exploitation or which do not cooperate constructively 
with their peers or the public form a barrier to progress. 

• Good Governance, Transparency and Accountability- Decision
making must be grounded in good governance, transparency and account
ability. Where laws give wide discretion to the government to act, as in the 
access, use and management of natural resources, it is presumed that this 
power is used to fo rge the public interest. Corruption, cronyism, abuse 
and misuse of power should have no place in our society if the public 
interest and the environment is to be safeguarded. 
• Effective Implementation and Enforcement - It is no use having 
good policies, plans and laws on paper if they are not implemented or 
enforced if public confidence in the government and it's apparatus is to be 
inspired. 

• Public Participation and Awareness - Policy making which will 
benefit society is likely to be flawed if it is a solely specialist and top-down 
affair. As the subjects of development policies the public needs to be able 
to participate in decision making in meaningful ways. Government, no 
matter how well resourced, cannot know on the ground conditions in the 
way locals do. Furthermore, democracies should have open avenues of 
participation for citizens beyond simple elections. Solid public awareness 
of environmental and development issues is a basis for this as is the confi
dence that matters of concern can be brought up with government without 
fear or unfair treatment. 

.. 



• 

A 

16 Malaysian Environment in Crisis 

This book aims to chart out where the public and the government stand in 
relation to these factors. The subsequent chapters tackle how the govern
ment sees Malaysia's environment through publicly available data (and 
the adequacy of such data), where policy stands at present, and where it 
could be improved. Additional chapters take on urban environmental 
problems, the state of environmental laws and policies, environmental 
justice and rural communities. 

In understanding how the government builds up its picture of the state of/ 
Malaysia's environment there are two principle sources we will refer to 
throughout this book, namely the Department of Statistics' Compendium 
of Environmental Statistics and the Economic Planning Unit's (EPU) 
Malaysian Quality of Life Index. These two agencies are critical points of 
inter-ministerial and inter-agency planning and decision-making. Based 
upon data supplied by various parts of government to the Department of 
Statistics the EPU helps formulate overall development policy in Malay
sia. How it reads data and which data it reads will go a long way towards 
helping us understand how the government perceives our environmental 
cns1s. 

PUBLIC DATA ON ENVIRONMENTAL STATISTICS 

The Department of Statistics set out to compile Malaysia's environmental 
record at the end of the 1990s. Based on a systematic framework borrowed 
from the United Nations, these environmental statistics integrate socio
economic information along with environmental parameters. The objec
tives of the Department of Statistics seem to be a move in the right direc
tion: 

"Its objective is to provide an effective tool to respond to the current em
phasis in policy-making and analysis in environmentally sound and sus
tainable development. The development must be compatible with long
term economic growth. It is a useful planning tool because it addresses 
two major concerns commonly faced by many countries i.e. the depletion 
of natural resources and neglect of new scarcities as well as the degradation 
of environmental quality." 

INTRODUCTION 1, 

The use of environmental statistics as a tool relies on a model that com
prises three main factors. Seeking to acknowledge the pressures exerted by 
agriculture, fisheri es, forestry, transport, industry and energy, among oth
ers, the first component deals with the impacts of human activities on the 
environment. The next factor pertains to the state or conditions of the 
environment - air, water, biodiversity, land resources, human settlements 
and cultural aspects. Lastly the third factor attempts to account for the 
response of institutions and individuals by means of legislation, economic 
instruments, new technologies, international obligations and commu
nity values. In late 1998, Malaysia's first Compendium of Environmental 
Statisti cs was published and focused data analysis on four main issues -
Air/ Atmosphere, Water/ Aquatic Environment (Inland and Marine), Land/ 
Terrestrial Environment and Urban Environment/Human Settlements. 1 

Of course the compendium is reliant on the quality of data it receives from 
government agencies and other sources. lt has not attempted thus far to 
consolidate and harmonise data between such agencies, therefore making 
some parts internally inconsistent. But it is a first step towards producing 
timely, coordinated and accurate environmental data for the country. The 
Department of Statistics' effort to become the central depository for pub
licly accessible information is a promising beginning. 

Important policy-making departments in the government rely upon such/ 
statistics in order to gauge the impact of their policies and where fu ture 
improvements may be needed. The accuracy or inaccuracy of such data 
can have significant impacts on whether the upper echelons of govern
ment have a clear picture of how Malaysia is faring, which brings us to the 
attempts to quantify Malaysia's quality of life. 

; THE PULSE OF PROGRESS: MALAYSIAN QUALITY OF LIFE 

The passing of the Mahathir era is an opportune moment to reassess the 
quality oflife of Malaysians. After two decades of rapid economic develop
ment and dramatic environmental change we can start to assess whether 
we have really benefited from the path we have taken. Attempting to quan
tify the good life in Malaysia, the Economic Planning Unit (EPU) initiated 
the Malaysian Quality of Life report in i 999, an index now consisting of 
11 areas and 41 indicators to provide an aggregate measure of our living 
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status. Covering a broad range of factors, the Malaysian Quality of Life 
Index (MQLI ) includes income and distribution, health, education, hous
ing, family life, public safety, social participation, working life, transport 
and communications, culture and leisure, and last but not least the envi
ronment. Each of these components is a composite measure of several 
different indicators that are tallied up for an annual rating. The latest ver
sion of the report, published in 2004 analyses the decade from 1990 to 
2002. The MQLI registered a gradual upward trend from 100.0 in 1990 
(the base year) to 109.82 by 2002. 2 

This report offers a useful marker to assess how the government measures 
and reports on progress. If it holds up to scrutiny then we could say that the 
government has a good grasp on how its development policy affects our 
quality of life as EPU defines it. lfit fai ls however, th en we need to under
stand just how far off the mark the government may be. With that in mind 
let us take a brief walkth rough of some of its main fac ts an d figures. 

'4 On an overall basis, the indicators showed that there were major improve
ments in securing housing and piped water, providing ed ucation, keepi ng 
unemployment low and reducing poverty levels. There were only two out 
of the eleven components that declined over the period measured- pub
lic safety and the envi ronment. The environment registered a fa ll of 1.8 
points during the period 1990-2002, essentially due to the decline in both 
air and water quality. Vehicle accidents and traffic-related deaths, coupled 
with higher crime rates, accounted for the negative results in public safety. 
A closer look at the environment indicators explains the decline and the 
potential problems associated with data input and trend analyses. 

Environmental Indicators 

The report attributes the decline in environmental quality to essen tially 
the drop in both air and water quality. 

The air quality worsened as ind icated by the Air Pollution Index (A PI ) of 
the Department of En vironment's 50 air-quality monitoring stati ons 
throughout th e country. The AP I measures ozone, ca rbon dioxide, nitogen 
diox ide and sulphu r di oxide levels, as we ll as the amoun t of particulate 
ma tter. The report states that the rapid industrial growth and urbanisation 
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together with the high demand for transportation have contributed to
wards air pollution especially in urban areas. Motor vehicles, factories and 
power generation plants, the burning of municipal and industrial wastes 
as well as the transboundary haze problem were blamed for the decline in 
air quality. 

The standardised Water Quality Index (WQI) used by the Department of 
I Environment to classify river pollution was used to determine the overall 

quality of water. In short, water quality is terrible and has grown worse. The 
percentage of clean rivers fell to 40% in 2002 from 53% in 1990. Besides 
the usual sewage from households and farms, factory effluents and soil 
erosion contaminants, were identified as the main sources of river water 
pollution. 

The third Environment Index indicator used in the computation was the 
/ percentage of forested land to total land area in Malaysia. Curiously enough, 

out of the three indicators used, forested land was the only one to have a 
positive overall value. The EPU claims that the percentage of forested to 
total land area increased from 58.9% to 61.3% during the period 1990 to 
2002. The increase was attributed to reforestation efforts and the establish
ment of forest plantations. In the 2000 MQLI report, it should not escape 
notice that the EPU chose to remind readers that Virgin Jungle Reserves 
have continued to be established and that "forest harvesting and all other 
related infrastructure development in both Permanent Forest Estate and 
state land forest are strictly coordinated and regulated in accordance with 
the prescribed forest management and harvesting plans."3 Furthermore it 
claims that "this is to ensure the level oflog production is compatible with 
the need to protect and maintain environmental quality and ecological 
balance". Subsequent chapters will show just how uncoordinated forest 
harvesting and development is and how other parts of the government have 
acknowledged that existing management plans are wanting. The govern
ment figures on the actual extent of Malaysia's forests are inconsistent 
across several ministries and include dubious categories of 'forest'. 

In the 2000 MQLI report the EPU stated that: "To ensure the continued 
exis tence of tropical forests, various strategies have been undertaken to 
retain natural forests, to create man-made forests in strategic locations 
and to rehabilitate logged-over forests ."4 How can natural forests be re-

• 
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tained by creating man-made forests in strategic locations? What is a man

made fores t? In the coded language of forestry, such references can only 
apply to plantations. And plantations do not a forest make. If environ
mental quality oflife were being measured, which would you rather have, 
a biologically diverse nature-made tropical forest or a monocropped, man
made plantation? If plantations are counted in the final tally as forested 

land, then that might explain the remarkably high forest figures. But in 

reality this is a measure of percent tree cover, not forested land. 

Retaining natural forests via protected areas and rehabilitating secondary 

forests are really the only viable options to maintain a high percentage of 
forested lands. Even these options are at threat, since economic pressure 
causes more and more encroachment on hill and highland forests and on 

the boundaries of nature reserves. Logged-over forests may be sufficient in 

quantity to be counted in the Environmental Index, but the quality and 
conditions of many of these depleted habitats are less than what might be 

considered a benefit to society. 

The lack of more detailed information regarding assessment criteria illus

trate the potential limitations in establishing an Environment Index to 
quantify quality. If the index is going to be used in subsequent years, then 

it is very important to understand the selection of indicators in detail. For 

water quality, the WQI is a proven tool that utilises a range of parameters 
including the API for air quality. As noted by the 2000 report , "forests play 

a crucial role in the conservation of soil, water, wildlife and in the protec
tion of the environment and is [sic] thus important for the maintenance of 

the ecosystem." Therefore, it is essential that proper clarification of all 

parameters used to assess the percentage of forested lands, as well as other 

indicators, is forthcoming from the beginning. Otherwise, we will not know 

the basis of the assessment or how positive or negative adj ustments are 

justified. 

As indicated above, the Environment Index has only taken into account 
three indicators - that of air quality, rivers and forests. These indicators 

alone show there is already an overall negative trend in the quality of our 
environment. A more comprehensive analysis of the quality of our envi
ronment and natural resources, as we have done in this report , would have 
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revealed an even bleaker scenario in terms of the sustainability of our 
resources and quality of life in the long term. 

The whole point of the MQLI, as put forth by ex-premier Dr. Mahathir 
Mohamad, is that "the assessment of the impact of development should 
not be limited to economic considerations alone but should also encom
pass aspects that better reflect changes in the quality of life." In the envi

ronmental context, the changes are not improving the quality of life, but 
are instead subtracting from it. 

There are a few questions for Malaysia to address: Is the negative trend in 

our environmental condition due to the impact of development based 
mainly on economic considerations? Is it possible to prevent further de
clines in the trend or even to improve our environmental situation with

out adequately evaluating how our economic policies and activities have 
negatively impacted the environment? 

The Environment Index in the Malaysia Quality of Life 2004 report should 

be taken as a warning to stop the adverse impacts of our economic policies 
and activities on the environment. 

This reversal in trend can only result through taking concrete measures to 
reduce resource depletion and degradation, pollution and toxicity, pro

tecting the lower-income groups fro m the side-effects of development , 

fu lfilling peoples' basic needs first without adversely affecting the environ

ment and, most importantly, integrating environmental considerations 

and imperatives into economic planning and activities . 

The long-term sustainability of the economy's resource base could be dam

aged irreversibly unless serious efforts are made to plan resource use from 

a long-term perspective and not a short-term basis. Thus, accurate and 
appropriate data, a sound policy framework and the necessary institutions 

to carry out sustainable policies are what the government needs in order to 
pursue this. The subsequent chapters can be read as opening moves of a 
deeper critique of the changes needed in order to make Malaysia not sim

ply a developed country, but a sustainable one also. 
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ENVIRONMENTAL EQUALITY 

After half a century of over-exploitation the environmental crisis can no 

longer be avoided, just like its better attended-to economic counterpart. 

The short -term mental ity of using up the natural resource base to main

tain economic activity flies in the face of sustainable long-term manage
ment and the fut ure welfare of all Malaysians. More emphasis must be 

apportioned to satisfying the basic needs and requirements of marginalised 
peoples and improvi ng the quality of li fe for everyone, especially lower

inco me groups. 

Natural resources exploited in o rder to generate revenues fo r the govern 
ment should ultimately be used to secure a better environment and living 

cond itions fo r all citizens, whether located in cities o r remote villages. No 

single sec to r of oc iety should benefit unfairl y from the natural riches tha t 

are part and parce l of our natural heritage . And no one sho uld suffer the 
indignities of the lack of proper sanitation, waste disposal, clean drinking 

water and other fundamental necessities that a progressive nation should 

provide. The urban monuments to showcase Malaysia's modern status 

will not matter to those living in dilapidated shelters, squatter areas and 
poorly planned resettlement schemes. Instead, unpolluted river systems, 
proper waste treatment and disposal, fresh air, urban green spaces and 
cleaned-up communiti es will set a better example of our arrival as a devel
oped nation. 

The current rates of development and the efforts to reach the goal of Vision 
2020 are not achieving a balance with either the environment or those 

living on the fringes. Will we have reached developed nation status by 
exhausting all of our natural resource reserves and energy resources, by 
decimat ing our traditional communities and marginalising our indig

enous populations? The next few decades will be crucial for changing our 

economic policies and monitoring our environmental integrity to ensure 
a collapse is not imminent. Recognition of our environmental d ilemma 
by the gove rnment , businesses and the public is vital to start the real work 

of incorporating susta inable practices and policies into everyday actions. 
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TRACING THE CAUSES 

Even though this book restricts itself to the geographical and political 
boundaries of Malaysia it is necessary to inject reminders of the contribu

tion, both posit ive and negative, of international forces to the state of our 

environment. These should be borne in mind as one reads th rough the 

following chapters. 

Some of the root causes of environmental decline in Malaysia can be 

attributed to the models of economic development we have imported on 
top of our colonial legacy. The latter led to the configuration of Malaysia's 

physical envi ronment to supply the imperial British market with tin , rub

ber and strategic trading posts whilst laying provisions for reducing the 

foo d import bill by expanding local production. Our post-independence 

leadership continued to look West for a model and chose industrialisa

tion . Adopting the existing industrial technologies meant taking on their 
environmental costs too . The proliferation of toxic chemicals is closely 

ti ed to the spread of global industrial capitalism. The technological and 

scientific paradigm of industrial capitalism is potent and powerful; it pro
duces both useful consumer goods and unprecedented destructive weap
ons of war in abundance. However, it has achieved this productive power 

by depending upon a succession of substances toxic to both humans and 
the environment, which in turn produce noxious by-products and wastes 

when used in industry. 

Industrial capitalism's theoretical patron liberal economics ( which occu
pies the m ainstream of economic thought and dominates national devel

opment planning) has traditionally struggled to acknowledge that failure 

to account fo r ecological depletion and resource sustainability eventually 
leads to economic crisis, if not ruin , as the natural basis of wealth is de

graded or exhausted. 

To a great extent, geographical mobility and the ability to cheaply and 
safely transfer resources from one part of the world to another, further 
ensured by the ability of some societies to secure preferential access to 

those resources, has allowed these societies to temporarily escape the "lim
its to growth". Thus, the globalisation of trade and production has helped 

certain economies to make the world rather than a single nation-state their 
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ecological base. This has been achieved at the cost of making the majority 
of the world poor and dispossessed whilst the industrial ri ch remain rela

tively few in number. Dedicated parts of the industrialised world are able 
through might and rights to sustain their claim to an inequitable share of 
world resources. The conquest of nations or their "neo-colonisation" to 
secure privileged access to their resources has been the bane of many Third 

World peoples. In this respect there is nothing more apt than the Gandhian 
maxim that the world has enough for everyone's needs, but not enough for 

everyone's greed. 

Malaysia for most of its history has played the role of providing an ecologi
cal subsidy for more powerful and wealthy nations but its inhabitants over 
the centuries have depended upon food imports to compensate for rela

tively limited agricultural potential here. In recent years Malaysian mul
tinational companies, particularly in primary sectors, have expanded over

seas to subject a number of poor nations to their rapacious brand of re
source exploitation. Malaysian logging companies can be found as far 

north as Russia and as far south as Brazil engaging in both legal and illegal 
logging. Our petrochemical companies have ventured into a number of 

environmentally sensitive areas in Southeast Asia as well as zones of civil 
conflict in Africa; they have tried to be "old-fashioned" oil companies at a 

time when many in the industry are responding to calls to diversify into 

more sustainable forms of energy. The ubiquitous rows of palm oil which 
liven up the Malaysian landscape can now be found in Papua New Guinea. 

Not content with wreaking environmental damage back home the activi

ties of these companies have led to many complaints from overseas. 

Other factors contributing to the present state of our environment are 
more fully fleshed out in subsequent chapters. These include the accessi
bility of governmental data to the public and within government, the co

herence of that data, the appropriateness of policies and the priority ac
corded to them, the fairness or otherwise oflaws, the practices of the com

mercial sector, the accountability and responsiveness of government to 
the needs of ordinary peoples and nature, and the awareness of the public 

to environmental issues and their willingness to take action . However, we 
should take a positive lesson from the Malaysian government's active par
ticipation in international environmental negotiations; our problems are 

not entirely domestic in nature therefore neither are their solutions. Fig-
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uring out a path towards a sustainable economy wi ll require us to under
stand the globalised nature of life in Malaysia and how an appro priate 
balance may be struck. This book only marks a beginning on the home 
front. 
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1 FORESTS 

Rainforests represent the :ssence of Malaysia 's magn!fice~t ecosy~tems 
- indeed, the country 1s one of the twelve most b1olog1cally diverse 

coun tri es in the world . These dynamic and complex habitats are essential 
fo r protecting the environment and the quality of life in Malaysia. The 
natural fo rests play a vital ro le in the conserva ti on of soil, water, and plant 
and animal life. Driven by economic development during the 20th cen
tury, extens ive trac ts of primary fo rests were removed from the Malaysian 
landsca pe to make way fo r rubber and oi l pa lm plantat ions, agricultu ral 
crops, industrial parks, housing schemes and tourism development. De
fo restation and encroachment upon water catch ment areas co ntinue to 
threaten the stabil ity of remaining forests, which leads to soi l erosion, flood
ing, and sediment pollution of river systems. 

Fo res ts are the dominant natural ecosystem in Malaysia. They are a source 
fo r a nu mber of timber and non-timber goods, and perform a number of 
critica l ecological fun ctions. Non -timber goods include rattan , bamboo, 
fue l wood and extractives (dyes, gum , incense, latexes, oi ls, resins, and 
potential pharmaceuticals), traditional and herbal medicines, and food 
such as fi sh, game, frui ts, nuts, honey and spices. Non-timber goods are 
particularl y important fo r fo rest dwellers and rural communities and of
ten form a basic compo nen t of their livelihoods. Ecological functions in
cl ude so il and watershed protection, sustaining terrestri al biological di 
~ersity, main tenance of aquatic biological diversi ty (mangroves ), regula
tion of climate, maintaining hydrological cycles, flood mitigation , and 
carbon sequestration. Forests also help ful fi l a number of our cul tural, 
recreational, spiritual , and aesthetic needs. 1 These latter qualiti es and the 
ecological functions are of benefit to all Malays ians as well as to the global 
co_mmunity. Unfortunate ly for the state of our environment Malaysia's 
ram forests have primari ly been valued for their timber and their potential 
as agri cultural land . Unsustainable logging and rapid expansion of com
mercial agricu lture have been the main causes of deforestation . Denuded 
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forests and an increasingly harsh local climate are the everyday signs of 
environmental decline in Malaysia. 

This chapter examines the state of Malaysia's forests, the impacts owing to 
their loss, and the state of public policy. Since they are Malaysia's domi
nant natural ecosystem, and are often used to represent the beauty of our 
country, the state of our forests provides us with a good measure of Malay
sia's commitment to environmentally sustainable development and a high 
quality oflife for its people. In this time of globalised environmental poli
tics the environmental conduct of no one country is entirely its own con
cern. There are considerable international expectations fo r Malaysia to 
protect its forests. Therefore this chapter will also assess Malaysia 's com
mitment to conserve its fo rests for the benefit of the global environment. 

MALAYSIA'S FOREST ECOLOGY 

Malaysia lies close to the Equator and covers an area of approximately 
32.86 million hectares, consisting of 12 states in Peninsular Malaysia and 
the states of Sa bah and Sarawak and the Federal Territory ofLabuan in the 
Northern coastal area of Borneo Island. Peninsular Malaysia covers 13.16 
million hectares, Sarawak 12.33 million hectares and Sa bah 7 .3 7 million 
hectares. With favourable climate and soil conditions, tropical forests fo rm 
the dominant natural terrestrial ecosystem in the country. Several classifi
cation schemes for the fo rest ecosystem have been developed, varying ac
cording to substrate, structure and floristic composition, altitude and other 
features. MOSTE's Assessment ofBiological Diversity in Malaysia attempts 
to include all representative habitats within the forest ecosystems of Pe
ninsular and East Malaysia as fo llows: 

• Terrestrial/Dryland Forest: Lowland Dipterocarp; Hill Dipterocarp; 
Mixed Dipterocarp; Upper Dipterocarp; Montane Oak; Montane 
Ericaceous; Heath; Forest on Limestone; Forest on Ultrabasic Soil; 
Forests on Quartz Ridges; White Meranti-Gerutu Seasonal; Schima
bamboo. 

• Freshwater/Riverine Forest: Riparian; Freshwater Swamp; Gelam 
Swamp; Peat Swamp. 

• Estuarine/Coastal Forest: Mangrove Swamp; Nipah Swamp; Coastal 
Strand or Beach Forest. 

rr 
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In general, the dominant habitats include species-rich lowland and hill 
dipterocarp forest. There are also extensive areas of peat swamp and man
groves and less extensive areas of freshwater swamps, highland forest and 
specialist communities such as those located on limestone, quartz and 
ultrabasic rocks, calcareous soils and others. This diverse assemblage of 
forest habitats and ecosystems makes Malaysia a country very rich in flora 
and fauna and significantly contributes to the fact that it is rated as one of 
the 12 'megadiversity' countries of the world. The rich Malaysian flora 
include 12,500 species of known flowering plants, more than 1,100 spe
cies offerns and many species, especially oflower plants, still to be stud ied 
and classified. A large proportion of plant life is endemic to the country. 
Malaysia's fauna is also very diverse , with about 300 species of wild mam
mals, 750 species of birds, 350 species of reptiles, 165 species of amphib
ians, 300 species of freshwater fish , 1,200 species of butterflies, 12,000 
species of moths and 100,000 species of invertebrates. Over 90% of the 
country's terrestrial biological species occur in natural forests. 2 

SOME ENVIRONMENTAL & SOCIAL IMPACTS 
OF DEFORESTATION 

Before we begin our analysis it is helpful to understand briefly what the 
consequences of forest degradation and loss are. 

Our fores ts sustain an enormous variety of an imal and plant life, new 
species continue to be discovered on a regular basis. Scientists engaging in 
taxonomical studies are in a race against rapid deforestation and habitat 
degradation. A principle fact in Malaysia's environmental crisis is that we 
are often not certain of the full extent of the biological diversity we are 
destroying. The environmental pressures faced by Malaysia's biological 
diversity ( or biodiversity) will be discussed in the next chapter, for now we 
should note that the destruction of forests can threaten the survival of 
many species which are confined entirely to a particular area (i.e. en
demic). Continuous encroachment on their habitats may force forest spe
cies into ever smaller ranges, threatening their reprod uctive capability, 
perhaps leading to their extinction within our own lifetimes. • 
Natural species literally exist in a "web of life" where the fate of plants, 
an imals, insects and other life forms are tied together in fasc inating and 
complex ways. The destruction or removal of one part of this web can 
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cause other related species to suffer and perhaps die. The large-scale log
ging which has taken place in Malaysia has removed large swat.bes of habi
tat and untold numbers of species have either perished or have_ been driven 
into what forests remain provided they are suitable. It is by no means 
certain that species endemic to the largely depleted lowland forests ca n 
successfully adapt to the remaining highland forests. 

Rapid over-harvesting of timber and non-timber products by big com
mercial interests with little or no ecological regard can exceed the capacity 
of the forest to replenish itself, which makes such practices in a word un 
sustainable. Other users of forest goods such as Malaysia 's indigenous 
forest-dwellers, rural communities, and forest-dwelling communities are 
often deprived of valuable resources and income by such rap id depletion. 

Forests often disappear through logging which opens the way fo r conver
sion to other land uses. This esseptially violent process seriously disturbs 
the physical integrity of the once forest-bearing earth. Deforested hill slope 
so il is particularly vulnerable to collapse especia lly given the vigorous 
rains Malaysia experiences. The nutrient-bearing layer of forest topsoil is 
thin and readily washed away, a fact which has led to persistent problems in 
subsequent agricultural fer tility, leading development planners to em
brace massive inputs of artificial chemicals. 

Logged areas fai l to cache rain water, instead exposed topso il is washed 
along leading to cloudy rivers, downstream sedimen tat ion and health im
pacts on riverine life. Flash flooding is often the resu lt of denuded lands 
bereft of tree cover which leads to environmental and social impacts as 
well as great economic costs . The hydrological cycle through which our 
natural fresh water is replenished thus loses a vital element of renewal. 
This forces other components to find a new equilibrium, one not always 
beneficial for humans and other organisms. Climatic processes such as 
precipitation can be altered, local temperatures rise as forests no longer 
cool and filter air. 

Regional problems of deforestation emerge from the methods use to clea r 
fo rests for other land uses. A recurrent problem faced by the inhabitants of 
Malay- Indonesian archipelago is air-borne haze. The principle source is 
the torching of cleared fore ts for agricultu ral development. Drought and 
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dry conditions can also help peat swamps and peat forests to catch fire in a 
manner which is particularly hard to combat. In 1997 and 1998 a choking 
haze enveloped the region leading to appalling visibi lity, respi ratory prob
lems, depression, poor plant growth and even shipping accidents. The haze 
was estimated to have cos t regional economies US$9 billion in damage to 
farming, transport and tourism. 3 Iro ni ca ll y, Malays ians were choking on 
smoke caused by Malaysian plantation companies operating in Sumatra 
but the government failed to take any action against the perpetrators. In 
2003, some policy progress was made with the formation of the ASEAN 
Agreement on Transboundary Haze Pollution which should now allow 
cooperation with Indonesians authorities to prevent or control burning. 

Similar patterns of unsustainable deforestation and development in other 
countries also contributes to Malaysia's water troubles by adversely affect
ing rainfall patterns and volume. In turn, deforestation in Malaysia has 
effects on nearby cou ntries who are also part of the same regional climatic 
system. 

A worldwide threa t posed by the loss of our rainforests is the onset of 
disastrous global warming. Fossil fuel -based industrialisation, urbanisa
tion and massive deforestation over the last 150 years have released im
mense amounts o f gree nh ouse gases (ca rb on dioxide, methane, 
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chlorofluorocarbons, and more) into the earth 's lower atmosphere and 
transformed the ways in which solar energy is retained within this layer. 
The consequence has been a gradual warming leading to increasingly pro
nounced changes in global climate. These include disruptive weather pat
terns such as an extended El Nino, and rising sea levels as ice caps melt. 
Rai nforests represent stable stores of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse 
gases whi ch are fixed either in plants or within ecological cycles. Destruc
tion of the rainfo rest leads to increased greenhouse gas emissions. It also 
exacerbates other impacts of global warming such as wo rsened drought , 
severe fl ood ing, coastal erosion, and altered precipitation patte rns. 

In a ra pidly modernising country where deforesta tion has been ma tched 
by ou r form of unsustainable development the presence of forest s contin
ues to offer an immeasurable psychological benefit to many Malays ians. 
The disappea rance of fores ts and trees in general worsens our alienation 
from na ture and leaves us with few heal thy avenues of escape and relief 
from the pressures of modern life. The presence of forests forms an impor
tant part of our quality of life, an ironic testament to this are the housing 
projects which base their appeal by being sited next to forest areas. As our 
fo rests disappear not only does the environment grow mo re befouled but 
we are ourselves are emoti onally hardened and dulled until we resemble 
the concrete buildings and monotonous stands of plantations we put in 
place of th e rainforest. 

STATE OF THE FOREST ENVIRONMENT 

LAND USE TRENDS 

Land use trends provide an index of deforestation and forest degradation 
in Malaysia. These have proceeded at different paces in Peninsular Malay
sia as compared to Sarawak and Sabah. Their historical differences have 
profoundly influenced the dynamics of forest loss in the three regions. 

Until the mid- nineteenth century, small-scale fa rming, fi shing, and fo rest 
product harvesting provided enough food and materials for the relatively 
small population. Sedentary wet rice cultivation was not commonplace, 
instead hill ri ce and swidden cultivation (sometimes called 'slash and burn ') 
were prevalent practices which had little damaging impact on nat ive eco-
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systems. The discovery of tin, over 150 years ago, started the assault on the 
physical landscape as British colonisers exploited Malaysia's mineral de
posits for their own gain. Not only was land cleared for mining, but also 
new settlements gave rise to new roads and railways to connect the emerg
ing pockets of population. Mining practices, such as dredging, caused con
siderable damage to the environment, especially in lowland and swampy 
areas. 

Colonialism transformed human use of the physical environment and 
increased demographic pressures. Rice cultivation was expanded to cater 
for a swelling labour population imported from the rest of Asia and the 
surrounding Nusantara region. At first, rice was imported in large quanti
ties from Siam and Burma but the desire to cut foreign exchange losses 
and to restrict Malayan farmers from competing with the colonialist's 
cash-crop market led the British to promote rice production on the Penin
sula. From a very early stage in our modern environmental history the 
concentrated financial and political power invested in plantations have 
attempted to assert themselves, not always successfully, over the tradi
tional land uses of the poor and our natural fo rest expanses. The sedentary 
settlement of peasant farmers helped curb their resistance to the expan
sion of plantation land over swidden agricultural land. 

Cash-crop species were transplanted from other parts of the world as avail
ab le land in colonial Malaya was converted into commercial plantations. 
Although we are accustomed to viewing them as the most Malaysian of 
plants both rubber and oil palm were alien species introduced from abroad: 
rubber was smuggled out from Brazil, oil palm from equatorial Guinea. 
Likewise, cocoa hails from South America; pepper came from India; coffee 
originates from Ethiopia. Whilst these latter plants were grown primarily 
for luxury consumption, rubber demand was stimulated by the mass in
dustrialisation of automobile manufacture in the West. Colonial capital 
ism transformed Malaya, in effect, into a giant facto ry for primary com
modities. This was the classic colonial economy where primary commodi
ties were traded to the colonialist North which then sold the colonies manu
factured goods. The yield of Malaysia's soils, the sacrifice of her forests, and 
wealth of her natural resources have largely served the finances and appe
tites of the rich industrialised world. 
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The rubber revolution took off in the early 1900s, as jungles were con
verted to large rubber estates to extract profits from the country under 
British rule. The advent of commercial cultivation began the transforma
tion from traditional uses of natural resources to extensive exploitation to 
fuel the new market economy. Within 25 years of introduction, rubber 
cultivation rose to over 82,000 hectares by 1909; whereas, by 1940 over 
two-thirds ( 1.4 million hectares) of cultivated land in Peninsular Malay
sia was planted with rubber. 4 These colonial plantations were amongst the 
worst early culprits responsible for massive extinction of native flora and 
fauna as they wiped out the key lowland forest habitats. 

In the post-Independence period, poverty alleviation and rural develop
ment programmes, coupled with the push for extended rubber and oil 
palm smallholdings, cut further into the forests. In 1957, oil palm cultiva
tion stood at around 47,000 hectares and rose to 887,000 hectares by 1972, 
some of which contributed to the loss of three million hectares of virgin 
forest by development authorities in the 1970s alone.5 Towards the end of 
the 20th century, oil palm was planted on 1. 75 million hectares, vastly 
surpassing rubber estates, which declined to less than 200,000 hectares.6 

From 1974 to 1996, the amount of forest lost (10,000 krn2) corresponded 
to almost the same amount (11 ,080 km2) in oil palm plantations added. 
The data also revealed that the greatest forest losses occurred in Pahang and 
Johor. 

Peninsular Malaysia bore the brunt of forest loss due to agricultural and 
urban expansion, as the latter doubled from 1966 to the 1980s, which also 
saw forested areas shrink by 25% in the same period.7 Sabah and Sarawak 
are presently undergoing rapid change as agricultural cultivation has risen 
at the expense of forests, which have declined at alarming rates over the last 
few decades. East Malaysian communities who have been traditionally 
dependent on natural forest resources have found it increasingly difficult 
to sustain themselves as the pressures of agricultural encroachment and 
displacement due to inappropriate development have pushed them and 
their lifestyles to the margins. In some cases this pressure of land-use 
change has led previously sustainable methods of traditional resource con
sumption to strain ecological limits. The majority of deforestation in East 
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Malays ia has been combined with planned resettlement designed to cur
tail practices of shifting cultivation. These were perceived both as a threat 
to the land interests of private capital and a hindrance to the extraction of 
natural resources by the post-colonial state. 

Deforestation in Sabah and Sarawak intensified at a later date than Penin
sular Malaysia reflecting their smaller populations, distinct colonial ex
periences and the particular way in which their politics and economy are 
inter-twined. The eastern states have accepted a similar notion of export
oriented development but are unlikely to match the Peninsula's foray into 
manufacturing and services. Sabah and Sarawak's abundance of natural 
resources means that their "development" has taken the form of extract
ing, and eventually depleting, these resources without a matching im
provement in li vi ng standards for citizens. Despite being abundant in oil 
and gas reserves Sabah and Sarawak have been forced to cede these to 
federal con trol, thus conversion of forest into timber and other commer
cial land uses remains the speediest way for wealth to be accumulated by 
the state governments and their business allies. Studies have shown that if 
the proportion of Gross Domestic Product ( a measure of economic growth) 
accounted for by timber and petroleum income is deducted there would 
actually be little economic growth in Sa bah since the 1970s. In the case of 
Sarawak, growth would still be positive, but far more modest than recorded.8 

Although both state governments have not looked in favour upon tradi
tional modes of living for indigenous Sarawakians and Sabahans neither 
state has a shining track record in its development programmes. This im
balance compounded with a lack of respect for Native Customary Rights 
(NCR) to forest and other lands has led to a marked decline in the quality 
of life for many native peoples. Pressure to abandon traditional lifestyles, 
deprivation of natural resources whilst being subjected to inappropriate 
imported development models has led to hardship, suffering and cultural 
decline amongst displaced peoples. In Peninsular Malaysia the poverty 
rate amongst orang asli stands at around 76%, whilst the national average 
has dec lined to about 7%. Traditional usage of forest resources is ofte n 
sustai nable, but taken in combination with aggressive forest depletion 
through "modern" methods such practices can exacerbate already stressed 
ecosystems. 
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MALAYSIA'S FOREST COVER 

The year 1992 was a watershed in bringing attention to the world's envi
ronment and development crisis. The countries of the United Nations 
gathered in Rio at the United Nations Conference on Environment and 
Development (UNCED) amidst mounting concern about the rapid ex
tinction of biodiversity, the looming threat of global warming, and the 
creeping desertification and deforestation of our fertile lands. The "Earth 
Summit" also focused attention upon the plight of peoples from develop
ing countries whose governments argued that whilst it was important to 
conserve the environment it was imperative to deliver develo,pment, espe
cially to the poor. Malaysia went to UNCED with a commitment to keep at 
least 50% of its total land area "permanently under forest cover."9 This 
pledge was made alongside a call for all countries to work towards reaching 
at least 30% forest cover over the Earth's land mass, from a baseline of 
27.6% forest cover in 1992. 

Before we ask what this means for the conservation of Malaysia's natural 
forest resources and how we monitor the nation's progress towards keep
ing its promise to the world, we should ask whether this 50% target has any 
sound ecological basis. 

The appeal of a 50% target lies in the assumption that the amount of forests 
covering the Malaysian landscape allows us to check our "green" meter. 
Staying on the upper side of the 50% line seems to place us in the realm of 
the 'good', perhaps implying that we are less than halfway to ecological 
destruction; falling below 50% implicitly takes us into the 'bad'. Three 
important factors spring up here, both of which are qualitative. First, we 
should ask exactly what kind of forest is in question here especially if the 
figure is to include plantation forests and tree crop cover. Second, the 
overall health of the natural forest system is not considered here. Third, a 
factor based upon area measurement does not reflect the qualitative im
portance of contiguous forest corridors, essential for wildlife to traverse 
their habitats safely. A 50% forest coverage could still include disruptively 
fragmented habitats, and it says nothing of the status of forest biodiversity. 
50% forest cover is just that and nothing more. 

When this commitment was made in J 992 Malaysia and other developing 
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countries were under incredible pressure to conserve their rainforest and 
address the detrimental impacts deforestation was having on forest-dwell
ing peoples such as the Penan. Former premier Mahathir had distinguished 
himself as a vociferous critic of the hypocrisy of Northern countries who, 
he claimed, set out to deny developing countries the use of their forest 
resources when the North had in its past engaged in deforestation to fuel its 
economies. Mahathir's rhetorical counter-attack was witty and contained 
many salient points which highlighted the economic and technological 
disparities between North and South, and the North's dominant role in 
producing industrial pollution, but it relied upon discounting the finite 
quantity of virgin forest which would make following Northern- (and 
present Southern-) style deforestation disastrous. Whilst a plantation tree 
absorbs carbon dioxide (a greenhouse gas related to global warming) at a 
greater rate than old growth forest tree it has a vastly impoverished ecologi
cal contribution. In typical fashion, he also skirted over how political and 
business elites monopolise national resource revenues in Malaysia. He 
chose to represent the challenge as a struggle between 'poor' countries and 
'rich' countries. He also ignored any cultural, religious, or aesthetic value 
of natural forests, acknowledging only 'hard' values: economic and eco
logical. 10 

It is important to recognise that the 50% figure was in effect a guarantee 
that Malaysia would be deforested to at least that amount, if not more. The 
50% forest cover target was thus first and foremost a convenient political 
tool. Whether it is a good target depends on a great deal of environmental 
assessment which largely remains incomplete.We know that intact forests 
will continue to deliver vital life-giving "ecological services", degraded or 
destroyed forests will yield less or no fresh air and water. 

The trend and quality of deforestation are most important in forming a 
reasonable judgement of the state of our forests. If we are plummeting 
steadily towards 50% and below, then no matter the problems with defini
tion we clearly have an environmental problem. If not, then we need to 
assess the state we are in and develop a finer picture of our forests as re
ported in the public record. Crucially, if the Prime Minister's Economic 
Planning Unit (EPU), and thus, by extension the government, is using 

forest cover as a measure of national quality oflife then if forest cover is a 
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flawed or inflated concept the Malaysian quality of life could well be over
stated. 

THE DISPUTED STATISTICS OF FOREST COVER 

Natural forests are the main component in this equation. Lowland and hill 
rlipterocarp forests make up the majority, fo llowed by freshwater and peat 
swamp forests, and then mangroves. For conservation purposes the strict 
definition of forest cover should only include natural forest ecosystems 
(including both primary and secondary re-growth forest ). The other term 
used to determine the amount of green matter left in the country is that of 
"tree cover". This term can include both plantation forests (i.e. eucalyptus, 
pine, Acacia mangium ) and agricultural tree crops (i.e. rubber, oil palm, 
cocoa , coconut ), though the latter are much more significant. 

No standardised data 
Sorting out the statistics on forest cover in Malaysia is a difficult task. 
Depending on the source, whether it be the Department of Forestry, the 
former Ministry of Primary Industries (MPI)11 , or the former Ministry of 
Science, Technology and the Environment (MOSTE)12, each has its own 
methodology and reasoning for presenting the numbers. Causing further 
problems for analysis, these statistics are usually reported by three differ
ent geographic factions, that is Peninsular Malaysia, Sabah and Sarawak 
reflecting their respective approaches to forest policy. Adding to the head
ache is that measurements of the land area of Malaysia vary depending on 
the government agency; the Department of Survey and Mapping yields a 
figure of 330,252 square kilo meters, the various Forestry Departments use 
a figure that varies from 32.83 million hectares (ha) to 32.9 million ha ( 1 
ha = 10 km 2) . MPI uses a figure of 33.0 million ha. The greatest possible 
difference of 200,000 ha is nearly the size of Selangor's forests, an impor
tant fac tor in accurately measuring how close we are to the 50% perma
nent forest cover mark. Thus, surprising as it may seem different parts of 
the government are not in agreement on the exact size of Malaysia itself. 

The Department of Wildlife and Natural Parks (DWNP) has pointed out 
problems with the Forestry Department's assessment of forest data. DWNP 
has suggested that the Forestry Department consistently underreports for
est areas since it only concerns itself with the legal categories of Permanent 
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Reserve Forest and state land forest, not forest extent in general. The De
partment of Agriculture in 1990 reported 47.4% forest cover in Peninsu
lar Malaysia. The Forestry Department in its National Forest Inventory 
1991 /92 reported 45.8%, a significant difference. DWNP suggested that 
the Department of Agriculture figure based upon actual land use data was 
a more accurate representation of forest cover. 

However, the Forest Department data forms the basis for most official 
presentations of Malaysia's forest cover. Therefore, whilst appreciating that 
it will be consistently underreported to some extent this chapter will fol
low its data. 

An important recent effort is the work of the Department of Statistics to 
assemble a Compendium of Environment Statistics, ongoing since 1998. 
The statistics presented are sourced from other government agencies (such 
as Forestry) but the Department of Statistics seems to have made a signifi 
cant choice not to include non-forest tree cover in its presentation of 
Malaysia 's forested area. Since the role of the Department is to provide a 
central depository for environmental statistics its decision to report on 
actual forest cover (as opposed to "green" cover) will give a better reflection 
of our ecosystems' status. However, the statistics are not consolidated, for 
example, different sets of data in the Compendium draw upon different 
measures of Malaysia's land area. 

Looking back at the last two decades, we find an assortment of forest cover 
statistics that span the range between 57% and 62% total forest cover in the 
country. Certainly these values fall comfortably above the 50% forest cover 
standard set by the government. If you include those areas deemed as "tree 
cover"' to the total, then the overall values get an additional boost ranging 
from 10% to 16%. That's when Malaysia really starts to look green as 
government agencies have reported that the total tree cover ranges from 
72% to a high of 77%. The general trend shows that as natural forests are 
harvested for wood products, tree crops and plantations have emerged as a 
substitute land use. 

Table 1.1 tracks the amount of forested area and tree crop cover reported in 
Malaysia since 1980 and provides some insight into the numbers game. 
Both the MPI and Malaysian Timber Council (MTC) cite the sources of 

• 
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Table 1. 1 Total forested area and tree cover in Malaysia compared 
to total land area 

Year Total Forested % TlA Tree % TlA Forest % TlA Source 
.,; lond area area crops* and 

(million (million tree 
ho) ho) cover 

1980 32.9 20.5 62.3 3.5 10.6 24.0 72.9 MPI 1996 
1990 32.9 19.4 59.0 4.6 14.0 24.0 72.9 MPI 1996 
1992 32.9 19.2 58.4 4.6 14.0 23.8 72.4 MTC** 
1993 32.9 19.1 58 .1 4.8 14.6 23.9 72.7 MTC 
19940 32.9 19.0 57.8 4.7 14.3 23.7 72.0 MPI 1996 
19946 32.86 19.0 57.8 4.4 13.4 23.4 71.2 CAP 1997 
1995 32.9 19.2 58.4 4.8 14.6 24.0 72.9 MPI 1996 
1996 32.9 18.9 57.4 5.2 15.8 24.1 73.3 MTC 
19970 32.9 20.6 62.6 4.8 14.6 25.4 77.2 MTC 
19976 33.0 20.60 62 4.8 14.5 25.4 77 MPI 20031 
1998 33.0 20.20 61 5.0 15.2 25.1 77 MPI 2003 
1999 33.0 20.30 62 4.8 14.5 25.0 76 MPI 2003 
2000 33.0 20.20 62 4.8 14.6 25.0 76 MPI 2003 
20010 32.83 20.2 61.5 5.3 16.1 25.5 77.6 MTC 2002*** 
20016 33.0 20.20 62 4.8 14.6 25.0 76 MPI 2003 
2002 33.0 19.92 60 4.8 14.6 25.0 76 MPI 2003 
2003 32 .83 19.52 59.5 4.8 14.6 25.0 76 Forestry Dept. 

·~ in NST 
(10/4/05) 

Note: 
• rubber, oil palm, cocoa, and coconut area only 
* * www.mtc.com.my (18 Moy 2004) ***Forestry & Environment Fact sheet 2002 
MPI = Ministry of Primary Industries CAP= Consumers' Association of Penong 
MTC = Malaysian Timber Council 

1. MPI 2003 is inconsistent with its use of decimal places in reporting dote. Standard practice is to 
maintain a common number of decimal places for all data in a set for purposes of accuracy and 
systemoticity. Instead, the Forested area as percentage of total land area is not listed with any decimal 
place whereas that for tree crops is listed with one decimal place which is rounded off in the final column 
which makes reporting more accurate figures redundant. Data in the above table reflects published data. 
MTC 2002 and CAP 1997 list Total land area to two decimal places, but ore subsequently consistent 
in accuracy for all other columns to one decimal place. 

• 
their data as the three regional Forestry Departments. Yet, for both 1997 
and 2001 where data from both was available different figures are used. 
The data reported by MPI most recently is also inconsistent in its presen-
tation of numerical accuracy. The EPU in its Malaysian Quality of Life 

I. 
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Index 2002 opted for more restrained figures for forest cover as percent
age of total land area, it reported that forest cover increased from 58. 9% 
in 1990 to 61.7% in 2000. Comparison with the MPI data suggests that 
the EPU, thankfully, is not counting tree crops in its forest cover figures , 
therefore avoiding gross exaggeration of the state of Malaysia's environ
ment. Still, the quality of the remaining forest is open to question. 

Forest area is a composite figure, built up from the measurement of indi
vidual state forests and forests under the management of the Forestry De
partments. Inconsistencies or inaccuracies in this primary data will be 
magnified in the final forest area figures for Malaysia as a whole. 

Unexplained anomalies: Kelonton 
Adding to the confusion of inconsistent data is the hint of"phantom logs" 
in some areas. Department of Statistics data for Kelatan shows that its 
forest area has remained constant since 1996. Later in the Compendium 
data tables reveal that Kelantan has been consistently producing timber 
logs, but where do these logs come from when forest area remains static? 
This raises the possibility that "hollowed out" forests are being counted 
within forest hectarage which would mean that the actual extent of forest is 
what is being measured and not the actual tree cover. This would be far less 
than suggested by measurement of their boundaries. 

These phantom logs also appear to have gone unnoticed in the Peninsular 
Forestry Department's Annual Report 2002. It lists the same forest area as 
the Department of Statistics, 894,271 ha, yet in a subsequent table it clearly 
states that 22,153 ha of Kelantanese forest had been opened for harvesting 
in 2002. How can the amount of forest be reported as unchanged when 
logging is clearly taking place? 

Some book, some source, different figures 
How consistently are forest statistics reported? Here we look at how three 
agencies presented forest cover data for 2001. Table 1.2 gives a snapshot of 
the state of forest cover in Malaysia's three regions in 2001 based upon data 
from the regional Forestry Departments and compiled by the Department 
of Statistics. Table 1.3 shows forest area data in 2001 from MPI's 17th 
Edition of its Statistics on Commodities (2003 ). Table 1.4 presents figures 
from the Malaysian Timber Council (MTC). All three base their data on 
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statistics provided by the Forestry Departments of Peninsular Malaysia, 
Sabah and Sarawak. 

Table 1.2 Distribution of forest cover by region, 2001 

Region Total land area Forested area %AA Non-forested %AA 
(million ho) (million ho) (million ho) 

Peninsular 
Malaysia 13 .16 5.92 45 .0 7.24 55.0 

Soboh 7.37 4.42 60.0 2.95 40.0 . 

Sarawak 12.32 8.12 65 .9 4.20 34. l 

Malaysia 
Total 32.84 18.46 56.2 14.39 43.8 

Source : Deportment of Statistics, Malaysia, 2002 (drown from Forestry Deportments of the three 
regions). 

If we take the Department of Statistics' definition of forest then in 2001 we 
have 18.46 million ha of forest covering Malaysia (size: 32.84 million ha ), 
equivalent to 56.2% cover. 

Following MPI we have 20.20 million ha of "fo rested area" with a total 
land area of 33.0 million ha (cited in an earlier table and assuming that it 
is harmonised with the forest data ). This gives us 61.2% forest cover. 

lfwe follow the MTC we also have 20.20 million ha, which includes plan 
tation forest and gives us 61.5% forest cover over a Malaysia 32.83 million 
ha in size. Without plantation forest we have 19.95 million ha represent
ing 60.8%, We thus end up at several different values for Malaysia's cover 
between 56.2% to 61.5%. 

How can we explain the difference of 1.5 million ha of forests? This is a 
huge figure. By comparison, Pahang the most forested state in Peninsular 
Malaysia has 2.1 million ha, a million hectares more than its nearest rival 
Perak. The major discrepancy appears in the reported size of Sarawak's 
forests, a difference of 1.7 million ha. MTC and MPI list the same total 
numbers for each region and could be made up from the same data, but 
the MTC data reveals that this figure includes plantation forest. Striking 
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that out leaves 19.95 million ha, still significantly different from the De
partment of Statistics. Table 1.5 presents 2002 data from the same MPI 
book. Its figure of 18.42 million ha of forest land for 2002 seems much 
closer to the trend of the Department of Statistics data and probably does 
not include plantation forest. Table 1.5 does reflect the same estimated 
decline in forest between 2002 and 2003 as Table 1.1 does (0.03 million 
ha) but the latter uses a higher set of forest area figures more in common 
with Tables 1.3 and 1.4. One thing is clear, the term "forest" has loose and 
imprecise usage. 

The MTC figures for the mangrove forests and peat swamp also diverge 
from those of the Department of Statistics. Significant differences are re
vealed, particularly in the extent of Peninsular Malaysia's mangrove for
ests. The MTC lists them as 0.11 million ha, whereas the compiled Forestry 
Department statistics state that they stand at 0.09 million ha, a substantial 
reduction. Compounding the perversity, both MTC and the Department 
of Statistics cite their common source as the three Forestry Departments of 
Peninsular Malaysia, Sabah and Sarawak. How a major industry body and 
the government's chief statistical body can examine the same data and lose 
1.5 million ha of forests in the process is inexplicable. As noted above the 
actual remaining forest could be significantly less given that measure
ment of forest acreage may not reflect the thinning out of forest areas due 
to poorly designed harvesting specifications which permit over-harvesting. 

As already suggested above, even in a single publication MPI's figures for 
forest area vary. In its Statistics on Commodities (2003) it lists Malaysia's 
forest area in 2002 variously as 19.92 million ha (forested area of all re
gions), 18.42 million ha ( total forested land by forest type, Table 1.5), and 
l 9.92 million ha (total forest area). The lack of consistency has worrying 
implications for the quality and precision of natural resource manage
ment and conservation in Malaysia. 
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Table 1.3 Malaysia: Forested Area by Region (million hectares), 2001 

Region 

Peninsular Malaysia 
Soboh 
Sarawak 

Malaysia Total 

Forested area 

5.94 
4.42 
9.84 

20.20 

Source: adopted from MPI 2003 (drown from Forestry Deportments of the three regions) . 

Table 1.4 Distribution and extent of major forest types in Malaysia, 
2001 (million ha) 

Region Land Dipterocarp Swamp Mangrove Plantation Total forest %total 
forest forest forest forest land of land 

Peninsular 13 .16 5.46 0.30 0.11 0.07 5.94 45.1 
Malaysia 
Soboh 7.37 3.81 0.12 0.34 0.15 4.42 60.0 
Sarawak 12.30 8.64 1.04 0.13 0.03 9.84 80.0 

Malaysia 32.83 17.91 1.46 0.58 0.25 20.20 61.5 

Source: MTC, 2002. (Forestry & Environment Fact Sheet 2002) 

Table 1 .5 Malaysia: Distribution and Extent of Major Forest Type 2002 
& 2003 (million hectares) 

Region Inland Swamp Mangrove Others Tota l 
Forested land 

2002* 2003**2002* 2003** 2002* 2003**2002* 2003**2002* 2003** 

Peninsular 5.50 5.40 0.20 0.30 0.10 0.11 0.10 0.08 5.90 5.89 
Malaysia 
Soboh 3.81 3.83 0.12 0.12 0.34 0.34 0.15 0.11 4.41 4.40 
Sarawak 6.94 7.92 1.04 1.12 0.13 0.14 0.06 8.11 9.24 

Total 16.25 17.15 1.36 1.54 0.57 0.59 0.25 0.25 18.42 19.52 

Source: • MPI 2003 . • • Forestry Deportment (as reported in NST, 10 April, 2005) 

SAM believes that Department of Statistics data is probably more consist
ent with the Forestry Department than either the MTC or MPI. Based upon 
the primary data from the Forestry Department Peninsular Malaysia only 
the Department of Statistics is consistent in listing the same figure of 5.92 
million ha total fo rest area in Peninsular Malaysia (includes PRF, stateland 
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forest and wildlife reserve) in 2001. MTC and MPI present an inflated 
figure of 5.94 million ha. However, recalling DWNP's warning that the 
Forestry Department's exclusion of forest areas outside of strict legal cat
egories underreports actual forest area we could give MTC and MPI the 
benefit of the doubt and assume that are filling in the gaps with other data 
sources. If so, why do they not state them? Are they just reading the data 
incorrectly? 

It is not really clear who has the definitive answer to what remains of 
Malaysia's forests. One thing is clear though, they are declining as logging 
and land use conversion continues unabated. 

What 's really protected? 
In order to get a real sense of what forests are truly protected in parks and 
reserves versus those at risk of degazettement and eventual logging, we 
must try to sift through the many categories of forest land . Forests in Ma
laysia are classified into a number of legal categories. These include Per
manent Forest Estate (PFE) and its sub-divisions, stateland forests, and 
National Parks and Wildlife Reserves. PFE forest is designated as either 
Production or Protection Forests. Production Forests refer to the economic 
benefits while Protection Forests refer to the ecological benefits of the 
nation's forest resources. One other important forest classification is that 
of the Virgin Jungle Reserves (VJR), which were established as representa
tive samples of different forest types (i.e. mangrove, montane, heath, peat 
swamp, dipterocarp ) to serve as permanent nature reserves.Unfortunately, 
even though VJRs have been in existence for a half-centu ry, they do not 
contribute a significant amount ofland area in total. Since its inception in 
the 1950' s a total of 72 VJRs covering 21,284 ha were established through
out the Peninsula, representing a miniscule 0.4% of Peninsular Malay
sia's total forest area. 

Whereas VJRs can be considered protected areas, Protection Forests are a 
transient category subject to the whims of decision-makers and may suc
cumb to pressures to open them up for logging and development. By an 
accounting sleight-of-hand they are considered "permanent" in the paper 
record since degazetted forests are supposed to be replaced by an equiva
lent area of forest from elsewhere, though in practice this is rarely imple
mented. It is highly problematic if the government believes that there are 
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no drawbacks to shuffling ecosystems about on paper whilst tearing them 
up in actual fact. 

A look at the statistics will show that Malaysia was reported by the Depart
ment of Forestry in the mid- l 990s to have 5.19 million hectares, or 27% of 
its total forested land, designated as areas for the conservation of biological 
diversity. This estimate was inflated by the inclusion of over 3.39 million 
hectares of Protection Forests, as compared to only 1.80 million hectares 
of protected areas outside of the PFE umbrella. 13 

The most recent information states that currently, Peninsular Malaysia 
has 88 1,805 ha of conservation areas protected by legislation. Of these, 
768,994 ha are located outside the Permanent Forest Estate, whilst another 
112,811 ha are within the Estate. Sa bah has 498,9 I 5 ha gazetted as either 
parks, wildlife parks, wildlife reserves or virgin jungle. Sarawak has I. I 0 
million ha of forest designated as Totally Protected Areas (TPA) which 
include National Parks Nature Reserves and Wildlife Sanctuaries. Col
lecting forest produce, fishing and hunting is prohibited in these areas. 
Visitors to these habitats are prohibited from damaging or taking out plants 
or wildlife in any form. There are currently 10 gazetted national parks, 3 
wildli fe sanctuaries and one wildlife rehabilitation centre in Sarawak. Ac
cording to the Sarawak government the remaining parks are in the process 
of gazettement. 14 However, a UN study cites 2002 data which states that 
Sarawak has only gazetted 377,700 hectares of this one million hectares. 
Even worse, the study claims that some of the proposed TPA areas have 
actua lly been logged, citing the examples of the proposed Hose Mountain 
National Park, the proposed Batu Laga Wildlife Sanctuary, and the pro
posed Tulung Pau National Park.15 Much like the term "Protected" forest 
reserve, Totally Protected Areas are far from that in practice. 

When assessing the state of protected areas in Peninsular Malaysia in the 
mid- l 990s, the DWNP analysed 1990 land use data, the latest figures ava il 
able from the Department of Agricultu re. Forest cover accounted for only 
47% of the land area, while rubber and oi l palm plantations followed with 
15% and 12%, respectively. According to DWNP, if the MPI were to per
sist in converting Protection Forests, then forest cover would only be 41 % 
and "would have a detrimental impact for the overall functioning of the 
Protected Area System". 
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Furthermore, "the two major institutions dealing with forest as a habitat, 
the Forest Department and DWNP, are not in agreement with respect to 
what has been declared as Protected Areas." And to compound any linger
ing doubts one might have about what state the forest is in, DWNP added 
that "the degree to which Protection Forest is really protected is somewhat 
difficult to establish" because of unavailable data and the lack of updated 
mapping based on gazettement and degazettement activity since 1987. 

DWNP expressed immense frustration with the Forestry Department's 
inability to supply them with any data on the extent, location, and condi
tion of protected fores ts under its management. This led the DWNP to 
level the charge that: "From an overa ll natural resource accounting view
point it must be considered a major shortcoming not to have clarity over 
the exact management status of the considerable extent of 19,000 km2 of 
Protection Forest." 16 Given the prevalence of illegal logging more forests 
may exist on paper than in fact. 

Table 1.6 Malaysia: Pennanent Forest Estate by Region (million hectares) 

Reg ion Protected (A) Productive (B) Totol (A+B) 
2002 2003 2002 2003 2002 2003 

Peninsular l.90 1.52 2.90 3.18 4.80 4.70 
Malaysia 
Saboh 0.91 0.59 2.69 3.00 3.60 3.59 
Sarawak 1.00 1.1 0 5.00 5.00 6.00 6.10 

Total 3.8 1 3.2 1 10.59 11.18 14.40 14.39 

Sources: MPI 2003. Forestry Dept (in NST, l 0/ 4/05) 

The Peninsular Malaysia Forestry Department does not publish details on 
how much of its forests are classified under different PFE categories in 
either its annual report or annual Forestry Statistics booklet. Sabah For
estry is very transparent by comparison, it makes available on line its forest 
hectarage broken down by category as well a coded map of Sabah 's forest 
zones. 17 For details on the breakdown between Protection and Productive 
PFE forest in Peninsular Malaysia we have to turn to MPI who have pub
lished data from the three Forestry Departments detaili ng hectarage gazetted 
as PFE (See Table 1.6). Based on this data, if we expect that Production 
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fores t will eventually be logged and subtract that amount we are left with 
only 14% forest cover that is either PFE Protected Forest o r legislated as 

conservation areas. 

Conflicting policies, competing institutional jurisdictions, and non-stand
ardised data m ake conserving Malaysia's remaining forest a challenge. 

Rates of forest loss by region : Peninsular Malaysia, Sabah, Sarawak 
Estimating Malaysia 's average rate of deforestation is a hazardous proposi

tion due to the inaccuracies in data described above ( e.g. the Kelantan 
"phantom log" case), the multiple defi nitions of forest and exclus ion of 

actually existing forests from data. The amount of natural or old growth 
secondary forest lost each year may be far more than suggested by official 

data since the latter sometimes includes forest plantation hectarage. The 
Food and Agriculture Organization of the UN (FAO ) in The State of the 
World 's Forests 2003 estimates that Malaysia 's deforestation rate fo r the 
decade 1990 to 2000 was -1.2% per annum. Malaysian data from MPI 
suggests that forest area actually increased from 19.4 million ha in 1990 to 

20.2 million ha in 2000. We can no netheless try and distil some trends 

from the reported data. 

It is importan t to bear in mind that the most significant period of rapid 
deforestation for Peninsular Malaysia took place between the 1960s and 

the beginning of the 1990s. Approximately 3.4 million ha of forest were 
lost between 1960 and 1991 representing a decline of 35%. The fe deral 

Forestry Department has expressed concern about the extent of forest loss 

and had wanted to increase forest cover from 6.3 million ha ( 48.3% of total 
land area in Peninsular Malaysia ) in 1985 to 6.78 million ha (5 1.5%) in 

1995. However, the Forestry Department does not have the final say in 

forest matters and forest cover in the Peninsula continued to drop into the 

21st century and currently remains stagnant at around 45%. This may not 

last for long if present policies remain unchanged, DWNP reported MPI 
saying that state fo rest land will "in due time would be converted to hous

ing, industrial, agricultural and other uses. " It is estimated that this would 
leave Peninsular Malays ia 's forest cover at only 41.6%. 

FORESTS 49 

In Sarawak deforestation has been pronounced verging on wholesale de

pletion of all loggable natural forest. The typical cycle of deforestation 
proceeds in successive land use changes, from logging to agriculture and 
plantations and, in some cases, urbanisation and industry. Sarawak pro

duced about 12 million cubic metres of logs in 2002, with 9.2 million 

cubic metres sourced from permanent forest estates and the rest from the 
conversion of state land into oil palm plantations. 18 In 2001, Sarawak 

alone accounted for 64% of Malaysia 's log production, in contrast the 
next highest log producing state Sabah only cont ributed 14%. Between 
1996 and 200 1 Sarawak's log production has ranged between 53% and 

64% of to tal Malaysian log prod uction . The largest clearing of forest in 
that period took place in 2000 which saw a loss of 139,900 ha of fo rest 
(1.6% of total forest area ). Overall 4.2% (362,600 ha ) of fo rest was lost 

between 1996 and 2001 making Sarawak the most rapidly deforesting state 
according to official data . 19 

Most of Sabah's loggable fores ts have been felled , and its log production 
has steadily declined since the mid- l 990s. Production of logs fell from 
5,638,090 m 3 in 1996 to about half that figure by 2001. Illegal logging 

appears to be a recurrent problem as Sabah's sawmills struggle to resist a 
natural decline. A sustainable transition from this situation is prevented 

by the lack of clear alternative development strategies and freq uent changes 
in state political leadership. Sabah 's government has p ledged that at least 
60% of Sabah will remain under forest cover. 20 According to stati sti cs 

from all availab le sources Sabah presently stands at 60% forest cover. W ith 

both legal and illegal logging continuing it is quite likely that forest cover 
will drop below this figure in practice, if not on paper. 

How long do we have left? 
A World Bank study conducted in 1991 estimated that at 1991 rates of 
logging virgin forest in Sarawak wo uld be logged out in 9 years, and both 

Sabah and Peninsular Malaysia would be logged out in 3 years. Rates of 

logging have since declined for a variety of complex factors which include 
the inaccessibi lity of loggable forest and the spread of Malaysian timber 

companies overseas to exploit more vulnerable lands. According to a UN 
study "the pillage of Malays ian forest s, primaril y for export to Japan, will 

grind to a near-halt in the first decade of this century when there will be 
li ttle forest left to harvest." 21 
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These numbers raise the suspicion that when Mahathir proposed to keep 
at least 50% of Malaysia under permanent forest cover in 1992 he (and his 
advisers) would have been well aware of the Wo rld Bank study's conclu
sions. He may well have known that 50% forest cover represented a Malay
sia which was essentially logged out. He could thus throw out a concession 
that would not compromise relations with the logging industry. Confir
mation of this could be inferred from the fact that many Malaysian timber 
companies have shifted operations overseas reflecting the declining tim 
ber opportunities here. This leads SAM to believe that the 50% target was a 
convenient political target rather than the green target which it was pre
sented as. 

A German development agency study has suggested that we may nonethe
less pass beyond the 50% cut-off point. According to research forest land 
equivalent to the area of Sarawak's entire forest mass had been granted as 
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timber concessions as early as 1990.22 If timber concessionaires are al
lowed to fully exercise their right to log then not only will we pass danger
ously under 50% fo rest cover, we will lose some of the most biologically 
diverse natural forests in the world. Within the next few years the land
scape of Sarawak could be stripped bare of rainforest. 

As we slide towards 50% forest cover and below it becomes important to 
determine the bare minimum of forest which is protected from harvesting. 
To re-cap, at present we have between 56.2% to 61.5% forest cover. Ifwe 
subtract the reported figures of vulnerable stateland forest from the De
partment of Statistics data in Table 1.2 we get a figure of 48.1 %23 Protected 
PFE fo rest and conserva tion areas that are supposed to be protected from 
harvesting and reserved fo r ecological benefits cover only 5.72 million ha 
of fo rest or 17.3% of our land area. Since Protected PFE forest can and has 
been degaze tted fo r logging we are only certain that 1.9 1 mill ion ha of 
Malaysia 's forest is guaranteed to be spared from the chop, a mere 5.8% 
forest cover. In reality there is even less than this since Sarawak has already 
logged some of its designated protected areas, and both Protection and 
Production PFE forest are continually logged leaving only "residual stands" 
of non-commercially viable trees. Selection criteria have not encouraged 
sustainable harvesting (see below) and logging roads leave vast swathes of 
fo rest exposed to soil erosion and structural collapse. There seems to be 
very little emerging from the government which will stop the slide to this 
meager figure , let alone allow the rainforest a chance to regenerate and 
replenish itself to some measure of ecological richness. 

NATURAL FOREST TYPES 

Percentage forest cover gives only the crudest of hints as to the ecological 
health of our forest environment. More useful is a survey of how each of 
the main natural forest types is faring. The complex ecological contribu
tion of and connection between each can thus begin to be appreciated, 
namely their role as habitats, watersheds and stores of biodiversity as well 
as cultural and aesthetic value. 

In trying to decipher just how much of each forest type remains in Malay
sia, one must understand the difficulties in interpreting the non-stand
ardised data presented separately from Peninsular Malaysia, Sabah and 
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Sarawak. Since different classifications and categories are sometimes used 

the data cannot be compared directly, but instead must be scrutinised to 
determine what is actually, at least on paper, left intact on the ground. 

Most of the figures discussed below are tallied by either the Department of 
Forestry, in particular the Forestry Statistics Peninsular Malaysia 1998 
(1999) and 2002, or from MOSTE's Assessment ofBiological Diversity in 
Malaysia ( 1997). As a reminder, data presentation from different agencies 

is neither uniform nor consistent, thus leading to discrepancies and con
flicting analyses. The most recent data from MPI is used, although it is not 
cited with a corresponding land area figure the first table of its Statistics on 
Commodities 2003 cites it as 33.0 million ha. We will take the risk of 

assuming that MPI is consistent in all subsequent tables. 

In 2002 the extent of the major types of natural forest are shown in Table 

1.5. Dipterocarp (inland) forests, mostly on the slopes of Malaysia's hills 
from 300 metres (m) to 1,200 m, constituted the greatest share or 49.2% of 

total land area. Swamp forests, consisting of both freshwater and peat swamp 
habitats, occur in low-lying areas and accounted for 4.1 % of the land. 

Making up less than 2%, the fragile but important mangrove forests hug
ging the country's coastline are constantly under threat. 

Table 1. 7 Distribution and extent of natural forest by major forest types 
in Malaysia, 1994 (million ha) 

Region Land Dipterocarp Swamp Mangrove Total forest %total of 
forest forest forest lend land 

Peninsular 13.16 5.54 0.30 0.11 5.95 45 .2 
Malaysia 
Soboh 7.37 3.90 0.19 0.32 4.41 59.8 
Sarawak 12.33 7.26 1.23 0.16 8.65 70.2 

Malaysia 32 .86 16.70 1.72 0.59 19 01 57.9 

Source: Hi. Abdul Rashid, 1996. 

Note: Figure for dipterocorp appears to include plantation forest (see below) . 

The Department of Statistics reports an even more depressing picture of 
mangrove forests and peat swamp forest. It reported 553,543 ha of man

grove forest for 2001 and 1,216,113 ha of peat swamp in the whole of 

Malaysia. These are even lower than the MPI data. Once again both cite the 
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three regional Forestry Departments as their source leaving us none the 

wiser as to which is correct although Department of Statistics data for Pe
ninsular Malaysia corresponds to Forestry Statistics Peninsular Malaysia 
2002 (recent Sabah and Sarawak forestry statistics were not available). 

Lowland and hill dipterocarp 

In the last two centuries the Malaysian landscape changed drastically as 
settlers and entrepreneurs utilised the abundant natural resources found 
in forests that once almost covered the entire spread of the land. After the 
onslaught of tin mining, rubber cultivation, conversion of forests for oil 
palm plantations and intensive agriculture, the remaining pockets oflow
land rainforests are now just remnants of their once-sizeable past. 

From the 1970s to the 1990s forested land fell by 30% in Peninsular Ma
laysia and Sa bah, while Sarawak lost nearly 11 %. 24 Lowland dipterocarp 

forests bore most of the cut as only Taman Negara, Krau Wildlife Reserve 
and Endau-Rompin are left as prime examples in Peninsular Malaysia. 
Emphasising the devastation to lowland rainforests, the DWNP recognised 

that extreme lowland dipterocarp forests found at altitudes ofless than 100 
metres are among the key threatened habitats in the country. In addition, 
the majority of mammals are dependent on habitat below 600 m, which 

constitutes the "native vegetation [ that] has experienced by far the most 
drastic conversion to other forms of land use". 

Encapsulating the importance of these forests, the Malayan Nature Society 

remarked back in 1991 that "the need to keep representative areas oflow

land forests for the unknown species is as great as for all the species that we 

do know that make the lowland rain forest unique amongst ecosystems." 

MOSTE's Assessment ofBiological Diversity ( 1997) segregated forests into 
lowland dipterocarp, limestone, peat swamp and mangrove forests classi

fications. A breakdown of the total land attributed to lowland dipterocarp, 
ranging from ground level to 300 m, was estimated to be 1,700,000 hec

tares (ha) in Peninsular Malaysia, with "major blocks" in Perak, Pahang, 

Kelantan and Terengganu. This would seem to correspond to the latest 
forestry statistics which showed that the same four states are the only ones 
left in Peninsula r Malaysia with at least 50% forested area. 15 
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Unfortunately, the MOSTE report does not include a hill dipterocarp for
est classification to check against what is remaining, either in the Perma
nent Forest Reserve or Stateland, in each state. Furthermore, the MOSTE 
assessment calculated Sabah and Sarawak to have 1,320,000 ha and 
3,600,000 ha of lowland dipterocarp forests. According to the report, 
Sarawak merged all lowland and hill dipterocarp forests into one classifi
cation - mixed dipterocarp forests. Therefore, it is unclear if the above 
figure represents only lowland dipterocarps or mixed dipterocarps. 

Lowland dipterocarp forests once dominated the Malaysian landscape be
fore the occurrence of "a massive reduction in the populations of animal 
and plant taxa [ i.e. varieties] in the past 100 years, climaxing in the period 
1965 to 1980."26 The scattered remnants that remain are vital for the long
term survival of many flora and fauna species, as well as for timber supply 
needs. However there are few areas left outside the Protected Area System, 
which means the remaining lowland forests classified as Stateland are the 
primary targets for ensuring the richness and diversity of these habitats are 
not lost. 

Freshwater and peat swamp 

Found along the coastline and river systems throughout the country, these 
forests play an important role to prevent flooding by soaking up the rains 
during the wet season. The popular timber trees known as Ramin and 
Meranti are harvested from these productive habitats, which also supply 
local communities with fruits and handicraft materials. 

Peat swamp forests develop a thick layer of peat, a tangled mass of embed
ded branches, roots and stumps that slowly decompose on top of either 
clay or sandy soils. Excessive drainage tends to dry out these forests in the 
dry season that creates favourable conditions for the threat of fire. Contrib
uting to the horrific haze of 1997, peat swamp forests, mostly in Kalimantan, 
burned for months as underground fires slowly consumed the embedded 
woodpile. In the following year, forests in Sabah and Sarawak caught fire as 
drought conditions persisted, causing extensive damage to wildlife sanc
tuaries and forest reserves. 
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As reported by the Forestry Department, there remained only about 
191,000 hectares of peat swamp forests in Peninsular Malaysia by 2002. A 
phenomenal rate of clearance (76%) when considering that only 25 years 
ago there were over 800,000 hectares. The push for agricultural produc
tion, shrimp ponds and residential areas led to the demise of this forest 
type in just a few decades. Of the remaining peat swamp forests in Penin
sular Malaysia, most are located in Selangor and Pahang and only 50% is 
considered to be virgin, while the rest has been logged over, polluted by 
pesticides, and converted to cropland and oil palm.27 

The majority of freshwater and peat swamp forests lie in the river deltas of 
Sarawak, with a few scattered patches occurring in Sabah. The Department 
of Statistics reported that in Sarawak over 1.26 million hectares of "mixed 
swamp forests" remained in the late 1990s, while in Sabah there were 
193,000 hectares of "freshwater swamps". By 2001 Sarawak's peat swamp 
area had declined by nearly a quarter to 0.91 million hectares whilst Sabah's 
had slipped to 120,000 hectares. As important breeding grounds and habi
tats for fisheries, birds and mammals, most peat swamp forests are located 
in stateland forests and are underrepresented in the Protected Area Sys
tem, necessitating MOSTE to recommend protecting selected sites in 
Selangor, Pahang and Sarawak. 

Mangroves 

Mangrove forests are now under extreme threat. These fragile ecosystems 
have been decimated in the last half-century to make way for agriculture, 
aquaculture and settlement projects. In 1991, there were reported to be 
650,000 hectares of mangroves in Malaysia. 28 Clearly illustrating their rapid 
decline, these coastal and estuarine habitats covered just over 553,000 
hectares in Malaysia by 2001, with over 60% occurring in Sabah, 23% in 
Sarawak and only 16% in PM. Sabah's area of mangrove forest appears to 
have been stable since the mid-l 990s. In the 1990s local researchers warned 
of the "alarming rate" - 20% in the last two decades in PM - at which 
mangroves had disappeared from the landscape, necessitating the call to 
preserve at least 30,000 hectares in national parks.29 

Although less than 2% of the total land area in Malaysia, the remaining 
mangrove forests are critical for a number of ecological and economic 
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reasons. Mangroves provide essential environmental services to coastal 
communities and habitats, including shoreline protection and erosion 
control to prevent flooding. The nutrient rich waters are vital for spawning 
and nursery grounds that sustain fisheries and provide food for aquatic 
life. Mangroves are also a haven for migrating birds. In Peninsular Malay
sia, mangroves are mostly located on the west coast states of Perak, Johor 
and Selangor, in addition to the east coast of Sa bah and western Sarawak. 

Easily accessible to communities and others for exploitation, mangrove 
forests have supplied many of Malaysia's coastal villages with wood prod
ucts. Logs, timbers and poles are used to construct houses, while charcoal 
production continues to deplete these diminishing resources. The Matang 
Mangrove Forest Reserve in Perak is the nation's best example of a well
managed mangrove forest, having provided timber since 1902. The prob
lems of conflicting land use continue to take its toll on the isolated pockets 
of mangrove areas, most of which are not represented in national parks or 
reserves. Without a concentrated effort by resource managers and <level-
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opers to limit human intervention, Malaysia may not have too many more 
mangroves to worry about. 

Montane forests 

In the higher reaches of the Malaysian landscape lie the magnificent 
montane forests, characterised by oak and laurel species, not dipterocarps 
or legumes. Found mostly above 1,200 metres in altitude, these forests 
bear the brunt of rainstorms and absorb the water like a sponge. These 
mountains a_lso contain a rich array of rare and endangered plant species, 
many of whJCh are found only in one location. Though tucked away in 
remote areas and minimal value for timber extraction, the montane for
ests are being destroyed to build resorts, roads and golf courses, and to 
cater to the cultivation of vegetables and flowers . 

Of course Mount Kinabalu, peaking at 4,093 metres, is the premier site in 
Malaysia, if not the world, for representative samples of lower and upper 
montane forests and the remarkable variety of plant life it supports. The 
Yearbook of Statistics Sabah 1999 showed a loss of nearly 10% of the for
ests classified, ironically, as "Undisturbed High Forest" in just two years. 
Quite a disturbing rate when considering that these forests represented 
only 6% of the land in Sa bah and in the same period mon tane forests did 
not lose a single hectare to logging or development. 

In Peninsular Malaysia, the Titiwangsa Range, otherwise known as the 
Main Range, arches its way from Thailand to Melaka to form a continuous 
mo~ntainous spine that supports the country. The peaks of the Main Range 
are important reservoirs of biological diversity that include many endemic 
and endangered species. Included in the upper montane slopes are 
Ericaceous and Heath forests, the former includes conifers, rhododen
drons, mosses, ferns and orchids. According to the National Conservation 
Strategy ( 1993 ), most of the lower and upper montane forests are either in 
forest reserves or are within protected areas. 

Developers have insisted on projects such as the now-shelved highway road 
to link Cameron Highlands, Fraser's Hill and Genting Highlands at the 
top of the Main Range. The instability of highland slopes undergoing ex
tensive land clearing leads to landslides and loss of invaluable pla nt and 
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animal species. The Main Range and other montane habitats require even 
more protection to keep the highlands intact and not in tatters. 

SOURCES OF PRESSURE 

Competing claims over the forest 

In a tip of the hat towards growing conservation concerns in the late twen
tieth century the National Forestry Policy (1978) was revised in 1992. 
Provision were made for the sustai nable management of forest resources, 
although " ustainable" is a highly fluid term whose meaning can change 
radically depending on whether it is used by loggers, miners, agricultural
ists, the tourist industry, the government, conservationists, or communi
ties. Each approaches the fo rest with vastly different intent. 
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Loggers view it as untapped revenue, dividing trees into desirable and non
desirable species from the standpoint of profit; they see only the forest for 
its trees, and the trees as untapped money. Miners, quite similarl y, cared 
litt le for the living forest since they were focused on excavating mineral 
deposits . Agriculturalists, who range from large plantation owners, to 
aquaculturalists, to humble federal land development smallholders, view 
forest land for its potential for agricultural development and, in the latter 
case, the alleviation of poverty. The tourist and golf industry has been 
responsible for tremendous environmental impacts, the introduction of 
masses of tourists and the infrastructure needed to sustain them are often 
too much for fragile ecosystems to bear in spite of claims of so-called 'eco
tourism'. The government juggles a dizzying range of conservation obliga
tions, development ambitions, and logging commitments; their eyes are 
largely trained, by habit and legislation , to focus on commercial outcomes. 
Conservation ists see forests as dynamic, fascinating ecosystems contai n
ing varying degrees of fragility and robustness, yet necessary to sustain life 
on earth; they value it for its intrinsic and ecological qualities. Forest
dwelling com munities, particularly orang asli and other orang asal, see the 
forest as their home, the basis for their culture and traditions, and their 
means of sustenance; the ir health is directly related to its health . Th is last 
group is under acute pressures to li ve sustainably with the forest as other 
land uses encroach upon their habitat , their societi es are moneti sed, and 
the cultural influence of urban modernisation taxes the limits of tradi 
tional use of the forest. A number of other groups and activities contribute 
secondary impacts on our forests, these include hillside development and 
the construction of large dams. The forests are a nexus for competing 
claims, very few of which are ecologically-sound. 

Out of all the above groups the government, loggers (legal and illegal ), and 
agriculturalists have the greatest immediate impact on the state of Malay
sia's forests. 

Among the biggest logging companies are the Samling group, Berjaya, 
WTK group and Rimbunan Hijau. These and many other Malaysian log
ging firm s have begun operating abroad to similar ecologically detrimen
tal effect. 30 
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The government sets the tone for the activities of all other groups by virtue 
of its policies, laws, and enforcement capacity. The different perspectives 
sketched out above imply a huge range of va lue judgements concerning 
the totality or partial aspects of our forests. Where the government and it's 
agencies are situated in this field of values is of decisive environmental 
and social importance. 

Under the constitution government powers are subdivided between the 
federal government and state governments. The federal government sets 
overall policies for finance , trade, development, and broadly speaking "na
tional" affairs. State governments have authority over access to and use of 
natural resources, such as land, forests, water, and minerals. Yet, it is the 
federal government which makes commitments at the international level 
to safeguard Malaysia's ecological heritage for the global community. 

Tensions arising from the financial relationship between the respective 
state and federal governments - particularly over quality sources of tax 
revenue - have offered a pretext for state politicians and their business 
allies to seize upon forest resources as their main source of revenue. Cor
ruption, the use of one's official power for personal gain, plays a consider
able role. This has profoundly influenced the fate of forests and forest
dwelling communities. The relation of the sta te governments of Sa bah and 
Sarawak to the federal government is highly complex owing to the dynam
ics of their incorporation into Malaysia in 1963 and the subsequent efforts 
of Kua la Lumpur to guarantee control over East Malaysia. Sarawak is par
ticularly important to consider as it presently the principle source of 
Malaysian timber and therefore deforestation. These relations further com
plicate the implementation and coherence of the National Forestry Policy. 

Numerous calls have been made to the Federal Government to review the 
present financial arrangements with state governments and to provide 
financial incentives to states to see the value in conservation and protec
tion of forests. This is all the more critical when the Federal Government 
makes international commitments through multilatera l environmen tal 
agreements such as the United Nations Convention on Biological Diver
sity (CBD) which imposes obligations on the Federal Government to en
sure that states protect their reso urces in order to meet these commit
ments. 
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THE STATE OF FORESTRY POLICY 

The administration of Malaysia's forests is a legacy of colonial rule aimed 
primarily at converting forest or forest land into forms which will yield 
products for sale on the world market. These products mainly cater for 
luxury consumption in rich countries where our great trees are tran -
formed into anything ranging from furniture to scaffolding to match
sticks. 

In its agricultural and forestry policy the government has tended to pro
mote a "get rich quick" mentality amongst producers. Our forest policy 
favours commercial forest exploitation by private companies and state 
governments whilst criminalising the traditional practices of communi
ties or bringing them into conflict with loggers and state officials over 
customary land rights. Among the key so urces of deforestation supported 
by government development policy are loggi ng, agricultu ral expansion, 
aquaculture, mining, urbanisation, tourism and big infrastructure projects 
such as dams and highways. Logging has generally cleared the way for all 
other subsequent impacts. 

The Forestry Department was first conceived in 1883 but only came into 
being in Peninsular Malaysia in 190 l. A.M. Burn-Murdoch was appointed 
Conservator of Forest for Straits Settlements and the Federated Malay States 
on 16 October 1901. He organised the Forest Department based on the 
Indian model ( which was itself drawn from German silvicu ltu ra l prac
tices of sc ientific fo restry). 31 Sabah's Forest Department was formed in 
1914 and Sarawak's five years later. The earliest forest policy statements 
date from 1922 but a Federal Forest Policy did not emerge until 1952 as an 
interim measure for the Federation of Malaya. The Forestry Department 
passed from British to Malayan hands in 1960. However, the essential 
disposition of forest-clearing and forestry-re lated activities remained largely 
unchanged in the transition to Independence; exploitation qf the forest or 
conversion to other land uses was geared towards export ea rnings from the 
world markets. 

Post-colonial forest policy was spearheaded by the National Forestry Coun
ci l (NFC ), established in 1971 by the National Land Council (a nd subse
quently reabsorbed in 1992 ) as a forum for discussing and coord inating 
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forestry policy. The NFC comprises the chief ministers of each state and the 
relevant fede ral ministers. The National Forestry Policy (NFP) came into 
being in 1978 and was subsequently translated into the National Forestry 
Act (NFA) in 1984. The Act sought to streamline the forestry policies of 
each state. The NFP was accepted by all Peninsular states but Sabah and 
Sarawak chose not to join as full members, thus the two eastern states 
maintain separate fo rest policies. 

Growing global concern over the disappearance of forests and their related 
impacts on global warming and the welfare of forest peoples led to Malay
sia revising the NFP in 1992. The salient points of the revised NFP include: 
• The establ ishment of Permanent Forest Estates (PFE) which are fur

ther subdivided into Protection Forest, Production Forest, Amenity 
Forest, and Research and Education Forest. 

• Forest law enforcement to ensure the preservation and sustainable 
management of forest resources. 

• Sustainable yield management for the maximisation of social, eco
nomic, and environmental benefit of the nation. 

• Management of forest resources to sustain and maximise commer
cial productivity. 

• Ensure that the demand of value-added timber industries does not 
outstrip the supply of timber. 

• Promoting tree plantations, agro-forestry, and non-timber products. 
• Forestry research. 
• Forestry education, publicity and extension services. 
• Conservation of unique species of flora and fauna and the demarca

tion of sites of special educational or scientific interest. 
• Developing community forestry programmes and providing recrea

tion and tourism facilities. 

A this ummary makes clear, the overwhelming focus is on co mmercial 
exploitation of the forests. There is very little within the NFP which re
spects natu ra l forests or the integrity of Malaysia's ecosystems aside from 
the category of Protection Forest. This ca tegory is supposed to ensure "fa
vourable climatic and physical conditions of the country, the safeguarding 
of water resources, soil fertility, environmental quality, conservation of 
biological diversity and the minimisation of damage by floods and erosion 
to rivers and agricultural lands." 

FORESTS 63 

The titles of Permanent Forest Estate and Permanent Reserve Forest (PRF) 
are highly deceptive because the categories are anything but permanent. 
All forests gazetted under the PFE as PRF can be degazetted for logging or 
other land uses. Given that commercial uses of forest are favoured over 
conservation, even when the Forest Department tries to support the latter, 
the existing policy architecture does not give ground for comfort that our 
environmental future is secure. Degazettement of forest categories poses a 
continual worry to conservationists and communities dependent on for
est resources. Between 1978 and 1994 nearly 1.4 million ha of PFEs were 
degazetted, out of which 1.2 million ha were converted into agriculture. 
Additionally, large areas of stateland forest were converted but, according 
to the 1997 MOSTE study, estimates are not available. 32 

Section 12 of the NFA states that state authorities should replace land 
excised from permanent reserved forest, though as MOSTE noted "there is 
no mention of compensating with forest land of equal or greater quality". 
Furthermore, by the mid- l 990s most states had not fulfilled pledges to 
gazette new PFEs. 

The NFA was revised in 1993 to address illegal encroachment of forest 
areas and timber theft. However, the revised fines are dwarfed by the poten
tial earnings of timber sales and the jail sentences have never been applied. 
Illegal loggers in Malaysia therefore possess effective impunity for envi
ronmental crimes. 

Forest policy is also out of step with the science of global warming. There is 
no consideration within the NFP of the contribution of Malaysian defor
estation to global warming and the likely eventual global and national 
impacts of this . Primary rainforests represent a stable store of carbon, sec
ondary forests take up carbon as they grow although the latter cannot fully 
replace the carbon lost in the former. The United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) was brought into being in 
1992 and Malaysia was an active and constructive participant in its shap
ing. The UNFCCC and its Kyoto Protocol rightly obliges developed na
tions to take action first given their historical responsibility and present 
capacity to act. Still, this is hardly a license for developing countries to raze 
the environment bare. Malaysia, like other developing nations, is exempted 
from any initial action, although it has been suggested that forested <level-
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oping countries should be paid by developed nations to conserve their 
rainforest. Given Malaysia's continued dependency on agriculture-based 
earnings and the considerable agricultural impacts of climate change it is 
within our national interest and part of our global responsibility to pre
vent further destruction of our rainforests. This lack is even more disap
pointing given that the NFP was revised at the same time as we took part in 
the shaping of the UNFCCC and the government has subsequently pro
duced an assessment of climate change impacts on Malaysia. In spite of 
Malaysia's rush towards developed nation stat us and our claim to a ra
tional and science-based society our policies are drastically out of step 
with the established science on climate change. 

Forestry institutions 

The fo rmer Ministry of Primary Industries was the ove rarching ministry 
for forest matters. Under it's authority were the Department of Forestry, 
th e Forest Research Institute Malaysia (FRIM ), and the Malaysian Timber 
Industry Board (MTIB). This essential structure has been main tained de
spite its redesignation as the Ministry of Plantation Industries and Com
modities. 

The Department of Forestry focuses on the production of timber as out
lined by the NFC, a job which includes monitoring logging operations and 
enforcing legislation . FRIM is charged with research and development, 
information gathering and dissemination related to the forest sector. MTIB 
promotes timber products domestically and internationally. 

The forest department is further subdivided into state forestry departments 
who answer to both federal and state governments. The federal govern
ment oversees management of the collective resource whilst the state gov
ernments are concerned with operations and enforcement, and revenue 
and royalty collection. The two levels of government are further inter
twined in that while it is the state government which approves and distrib
utes logging concessions, the federal Customs Department controls the 
export oflogs and other timber products.33 

The situation differs for Sabah and Sarawak since they chose not to adhere 
to the NFP. Both governments maintain institutions which are broadly 
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parallel to those found on the Peninsula. In Sabah, the Sabah Forest Devel
opment Authority (SAFODA), Sabah Rural Development Authority and 
the Chief Minister's Office are the principal authorities. In Sarawak, the 
Forestry Department has sole responsibility under the purview of the Chief 
Minister who has traditionally appointed himself Forestry Min ister (now 
incorporated into the Ministry of Planning and Resource Management ). 
In June 2003 Sarawak's Forestry Department was corporatised as wholly 
government-owned company. In the mid-l 990s the International Tim
ber Trade Organisation (ITTO) recommended that the Department of 
Forests be separated from the civil service since it had "many constraints 
and limits to effectively achieve sustainable forest management". 

Forest policy in Sabah and Sarawak 

Due to the political sensitivity of relations between Kuala Lumpur and 
Kuching and Kota Kinabalu, the federal government has had little influ
ence over the shape of fo rest poli cy in the two states. The two East Malaysian 
states have their own distinct approach to forest policy. In spi ri t it is li ttle 
different from the commercial focus of the NFP. The accumulation of 
wealth in both states has been based upon the exploitation of land, and 
forests were the easiest natural resources to exploit. The Sarawak Forest 
Policy (1 954 ) set out amongst its principle aims "obtaining the highest 
possible revenue" from forest management, fostering "a profitab le export 
trade in fo rest produce", and to promote "the thorough and economi cal 
utilisation of forest products" on non-PFE land prior to its alienation. It is 
significant that the first obligation of the Policy has trai led behind the 
others, namely: "to reserve permanently for the benefit of the present and 
fu ture inhabitants of the country fores t land sufficient:-
• for the assurance of the sound climatic and physical condition of the 
country; the safe -guarding of soil fertility, and of supplies of water for 
domestic and industrial use, irrigation and general agricultural purposes; 
and the prevention of damage by flooding and erosion to rivers and to 
agricultural land; and the prevention of damage by flooding and erosion to 
rivers and to agricultural land" 

It is noteworthy that a quick glance at the date of the Sarawak Forest Policy 
clearly shows that it was and remains the colonial policy. 
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A liberal land alienation policy has been the principle factor for forest loss 
in Sabah. 34 In Sarawak, the close ties between government and private 
business interests, compounded by the fact that the Chief Minister has 
traditionally appointed himself Forest Minister, has encouraged unabashed 
logging despite resistance from locals and international protest. Native 
Customary Rights (NCR) are regularly overridden by the parcelling out of 
fo rest concessions in the state capital. In practice, it is near impossible for 
the public to know the exact extent of concessions. Forest-dwelling com
munities have begun fighting back by conducting their own surveying of 
NCR land according to their own traditional claims, they then back this up 
by pursuing legal claims in defence of their rights. Native lawyers defend 
ing NCR are few and overstretched, concessions are many and, as men
tioned above, extensive to the point of enveloping all of Sarawak's forest. 

Sarawak's 'big four' timber companies currently active are Jaya Tiasa, 
Lingui, Ta Ann and WTK. They are largely family owned and have in 
recent years diversified into palm oil plantations. 3; 

Forest Management 

Forest management approaches have changed over the last century largely 
in response to commercial demands, only recently have they begun to 
respond to the encounter with ecological limits. From the start forest man
agement tried to "improve" upon nature by converting the forest into a 
timber factory; tree species were regarded inferior or superior from a com
mercial, not ecological point of view. In the early 1920' s forestry manage
ment aimed at "improving existing stock through the removal of inferior 
species". 36 Demand for firewood and poles from the mining industry fuelled 
another round of deforestation. In the aftermath of the Pacific War raw 
material demand rose higher and led to the Malayan Uniform System 
(MUS ) in 1948 which consisted of removing mature crops in one single 
felling of all trees of all species down to a specified width followed by 
selective natural regeneration. The Emergency period of guerrilla warfare 
considerably complicated forest management until 1960. MUS did not 
fare well for the hill dipterocarp forest. The Selective Management System 
(SMS) was introduced in 1978 in an attempt to balance environmental 
and timber market demands.37 Such "reduced impact logging" has a cheq
uered record. As FRIM has recently admitted, because no felling limits 
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were imposed under SMS the system permitted unsustainably large tracts 
of deforestation to occur. They are now recommending setting a threshold 
limit. 38 

Other related agencies 

To its credit the influential Economic Planning Unit (EPU) within the 
Prime Minister's Department has attempted Natural Resource Account
ing in order to better evaluate the opportunity costs of our depletion-based 
development within a National Conservation Strategy. EPU recognised 
that ca lculating economic progress based upon Gross Domestic Product 
(GD P) failed to account for depreciation in capital stock, whether man
made or natural. 

Given the complexity of ecosystem assessment and limited funds avail
able for this it is likely that we won't know the critical threshold of our 
ecosystems until we cross it; by which time it will be too late. However, we 
already see many signs of ecological breakdown which can be attributed to 
deforestation. The rising thermocline in our highlands, a warming cli
mate, hazy air, filthy rivers, polluted coastlines, diminishing marine life, 
water supply problems, and the very floods and erosion the NFP tries to 
forestall. 

A further problem is that while under the National Agriculture Policy 
there is an effective moratorium on log exports in Peninsular Malaysia 
and Sa bah this is only to favour higher value timber industries who would 
suffer if low value-added log export was permitted. It does not restrict 
deforestation. Sarawak, where deforestation is now most pronounced, is 
allowed to export 40% of its timber as logs. 

The Department of Wildlife and National Parks (DWNP) is the other im
portant institution dealing with forests for their conservation and ecologi
cal value. As noted previously, DWNP has found itself at odds with the 
Forestry Department and overall national forest policy in its efforts to 
establish an effective network of Protected Areas in Malaysia. 

Other relevant legislation pertaining to forests include: Wood Based In
dustries Act 1984; the Water Enactment, 1935; the Land Conservation Act, 

,. 
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1960; the National Land Code, 1965; the Protection Of Wildlife Act, 1972 
(amended 1976 & 1988); the Malaysian Timber Industry Board Act, 1973; 
the Environmental Quality Act, 1974 (amended 1985); the National Park 
Act, 1980 (amended 1983 ); and the Malaysian Forestry Research and De
velopment Board Act, 1985. 

For Sarawak: the Forests Ordinance 1958, National Parks and Nature Re
serves Ordinance 1998, Wild Life Protection Ordinance 1998, Wild Life 
Protection Rules 1998, Planted Forests Rules of Sarawak 1997. 

The existing legislation governing forestry in Sabah comprise the State 
Forest Enactment, 1968 together with the subsidiary legislation, the Forest 
Rules, 1969. The Forest Enactment was amended in 1992 to incorporate 
provisions for sustainable fo rest management and development. These 
new provisions include among others, the requirement for forest manage
ment and harvesting plans and the establishment of forest rehabilitation 
funds and programmes. 

Apart from the State Forest Enactment and the Forest Rules, the Sabah 
State Government had also legislated other laws pertaining to conserva
tion. These include the Fauna Conservation Ordinance, 1963 and the Parks 
Enactment, 1984. Several other legislation's are currently being finalised 
for adoption. They include the State Environment Conservation Enact
ment, the Wildlife Conservation Enactment (a revision of the Fauna Con
servation Ordinance, 1963) and the State Water Resources Enactment. 39 

Forestry policy and development 

Forestry policy takes place within the context of Malaysia's development 
policy. Running through the Malaysia Plans has been a commitment to 
addressing poverty, particularly in rural areas, but revenues from timber 
hardly travel back to poor. The landless poor were given over forest land in 
the Peninsula to convert to smallholder agricultural schemes under the 
Federal Land Development Authority (FELDA) programme. There has 
been trouble sustaining FELDA beyond the first generation due to the 
harshness of the physical labour; subsequent generations often migrated 
to cities as Malaysia urbanised and industrialised. Earnings of FELDA 
settlers fluctuates depending on international commodity prices. Empha-
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sis on export earnings has meant our native forests have been rep laced by 
agriculture based upon alien species demanded by world commodity 
markets: cocoa, coffee, coconut, oil palm, rubber, and pepper. 

These approaches to national development need to be cast against the back
drop of exceptionally close ties between government and busine sin Ma
laysia. If it is common for us to engage in a trade off between environment 
and financial gains (which imply development) we should ask how equita
bly the gains from the sale of timber or the conversion of forest contribute 
towards national development. 

Many of the arguments justifying deforestation are based upon the per
ceived economic benefits of other land uses, particularly agriculture. Ma
laysia's contin ued economic dependence on primary commodities poses 
a number of challenges which are not easi ly resolved by simply increasing 
the hectarage of plantings. Oversupply can upset already volatile com
modity markets and the federal government has previously expressed un
happiness over the Sabah and Sarawak state government's insistence on 
expanding palm oil hectarage despite bad signals from the commodity 
markets. Sustainable management also involves international commod
ity agreements among both producer and consumer countries. But will 
better prices and supply management in agricultural crops lead to less 
pressure on the forest? Not without the government firmly drawing a line 
in policy and in practice that upholds environmentally so und sustainable 
development. Presently, the distribution of forest concessions plays far too 
important a ro le in each sta te government's cultu re of distributing politi
cal patronage to business interests. As a noted authority on Malaysia's 
political economy has observed, "the nature and extent of political party 
involvement in the corporate sector is probably unique to Malaysia ."40 

This system sees huge returns to private individuals but little for the state 
pocket, it is little more than sanctioned theft of the nation 's economic and 
ecological resources. 

The national and global ecological contributions of our rainforest - to a 
stable climate, secure watersheds, renewable resource wealth, and clean 
air, rivers and oceans - are consistently undervalued against timber val 
ues even though the government has no formal accounting system to evalu
ate the costs of this trade-off. The justifi cation commonly deployed is to 
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point to tax revenues and the economic growth generated by the logging 
industry. However, the combination of long tax holidays, tax avoidance, 
illegal trade, environmental destruction, biodiversity loss, and the even
tual concentration of timber revenue in family fortunes or exclusive clubs 
of investors greatly diminishes any genuine positive economic contribu
tion to the na tion. 

It is not impossible for the federal government to take over administration 
of forests, as it has recently done so with water, but given the political 
culture of Mal ays ia this is presently an improbable scenario. However, the 
federal government can still press for more responsible policies and ac
tion from sta te governments. Providing financial incentives to states for 
conservation and protection is one way. Transparent processes in award
ing of timber concessions and li cences is another. Checking corruption is 
critical. 

The government's policy of forest susta inability is based not on a progres
sive balance of ecological, social and economic considerations but is al
most entirely gea red towards the commercial sustainability of forests in 
term of timber output or its conversion to cash-crop agriculture. This has 
led, and continues to lead, to massive deforestation with all its associated 
problems. This policy is not consistent across the board, for well over a 
decade the highest level of government has stated, in th e words of ex-pre
mier Dr Mahathir Mohamad, that "Malays ia is committed to the concept 
of sustainable development which addresses ... the protection and preserva
ti on of the environment".'11 Therefore, in its practical application the for 
estry policy is in contradiction with the commitments made by our gov
ernment to environmental sustainability. Encroachment upon forest ar
eas by th e commercial sector has also sharpened social inequality in Ma 
lays ia by depriving forest-dwellers and forest-depende nt rural communi 
ties of access to vita l forest resources, this has led to greater rural poverty 
and decreased quality oflife in a number of communities. Th us, the forest 
policy is not sociall y sustainable either. 

SUSTAINABLE FOREST MANAGEMENT 

As evidenced by the dwindling stock of forested areas in Malaysia over th e 
last decade, the remaining forests , especially hill dipterocarps, must be 
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managed on a long-term, sustainable-use basis to protect the nation 's natu
ral assets. A few statistics from either the Forestry Department's Forestry 
Statistics 1995 and 1998, or the Department of Statistics' own Yearbook of 
Statistics Malaysia 2002 provide us with some data to check the trends. 

The robust days of logging, at least in Peninsular Malaysia anyway, are 
recent history. Consider that comparisons in the last decade revealed that 
log production decreased from a high of 13,030,000 cubic metres (ml) in 
1992 to a mere 4,155,130 ml in 2001. Since 1994, declines were also 
shown in associated products such as sawn timber, plywood, and veneer, 
with only moulding production showing an increase. The number of work
ers in wood-based industries dropped significantly too. 

Areas opened up for logging are classified as either Permanent Reserved 
Forest (PRF), Stateland or Alienated Land in Peninsular Malaysia. As a 
major indicator of forest productivity, over 198,000 hectares were logged 
in 1991 , compared to just under 106,000 hectares in 2002, a drop of 46%. 
Can this be a reflection of sustainable forestry in action or the conse
quences of a very limited supply of quality forests, or perhaps even both 
somehow? A scan of Kelantan, Pahang, Johor and Terengganu, the top 
four in hectares opened for logging, gives an indication of which of these 
forests have been targeted more than others in the last recorded year, 2002. 
In Pahang 56% of the harvest was from Stateland with under a third attrib
uted to the PRF, while Kelantan extracted 42 0/oof its total from Statelands. 
In contrast, Terengganu logged in roughly equal amounts both the PRF 
(5,222 ha) and Stateland (5,499 ha); whereas, in Johor the bulk of log 
production came from both Statelands ( 62%) and alienated lands (27% ). 
A similar pattern was recorded by SAM in its 2001 Malaysian Environ
ment Alert, what is shown is that any and all available forests are being 
logged to sustain the revenue stream of the industry in Peninsular Malay
sia. 

In Sa bah , the scenario is one of dramatic decline as only 2,588,417 ml of 
logs, roughly equivalent to the output in Peninsular Malaysia, were pro
duced in 200 I, which represented a 66% decline from 1994. Following the 
downward trend in log production, sawn timber, veneer sheets, plywood 
and even wood mouldings all fell within the same period. As one would 

., 
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expect with forest product declines, the number of sawmills in operation 
in Sabah fell from 18 1 in 1994 to 149 in 1998. 

With substantial decreases in log production in both Peninsular Malaysia 
and Sabah, that left Sarawak to carry the harvest load. And in the mid
l 990s the number of raw logs cut down was staggering. From 1994 to 1997 
over 16,000,000 m3 were extracted from natural fores ts each year. Only in 
1998 did the chainsaws subside with a to tal of 11,307,000 m3 harvested, 
possibly a reflection of the impact of the economic crisis as production 
picked up slightly in subsequent years. Considering the total log produc
tion for Malaysia in 1998 - 21,656,000 m3 - Sarawak's share amounted 
to over 50% or in other words, equal to the annual production from both 
Peninsular Malaysia and Sabah combined. So without much doubt , 
Sarawak is the leader in logging in Malaysia and will be pressured to con
tinue its mean cutting regime. 
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TIMBER CERTIFICATION 

Despite the clearly stated objectives of the National Forest Policy and fur
ther revisions brought about by world concern over biodiversity and sus
tainable use of resources, the answer is not easily obtained. According to 
the International Tropical Timber Organisation (ITTO), sustainable for 
est management is defined as "a continuous flow of desired forest prod
ucts and services without any socially unacceptable environmental or so
cial impact or reduction of its inherent value and potential future per
formance". Besides improved harvesting methods, sustainable forest man
agement (SFM) also requires that ecological principles are of foremost 
importance, not to be sacrificed for non-forestry uses without merit. 

In assessing the national situation in 1998, however, a Forestry Depart
ment official noted that "there is a long way to go before such comprehen
sive fores t management is likely to be fully practised in Malaysia."42 The 
increasing pressure to exploit fo rests fo r quick fi nancial rewards and sub
sequent conversion to other land uses is always a constant threat. Malay
sia's pledge to the world to sustain half its area in natural forests is already 
at the limit and is being upheld only because of the vast forests in Sarawak. 
Malaysia has reportedly received up to RM94.6 million from the ITTO for 
conservation and sustainable management of its forests. 43 

As a response to demand from consumers, mainly in Europe and North 
America, timber certification is being touted as a market -linked tool to 
encourage SFM practices in producer countries. At the international level 
the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) was formed to set the criteria for 
timber certifica tion and endorse certain parties to act as independent as
sessors. This was deemed as a necessary measure to ensure standardised 
assessments throughout the world. As an alternative, the Malaysian Tim
ber Certification Council (MTCC) was established by the government in 
1998 to develop and operate the certification scheme to facilitate timber 
trade, implement standards and ensure that SFM is common to all pro
ductive forests. Of course many problems arise with a national certifica
tion agency that can set different criteria and possib ly impose less strin 
gent standards. 
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In 1999 the MTCC had involved some NGOs and communities in devel
oping the criteria and standards known as the 'Malaysian Criteria, Indica

tors, Activities and Standards of Performance for Forest Management Cer

tification' (MC&I). 

By July 2001, NGOs (including SAM) and community and indigenous 

groups had withdrawn from the process. They found the process highly 

flawed as it did not protect and recognize the rights of indigenous peoples 
and local forest communities who depend on the forests for their suste
nance. Communities and NGOs had called for a moratorium on further 

logging in primary forests areas and in areas where indigenous peoples are 

asserting their native rights to land. The MTCC ignored these calls and 

proceeded with its voluntary certification scheme. Given this fundamen

tal lack of respect the groups were unable to see how the MTCC could 
justify its approach as "sustainable forest management". In fact, the groups 

had pointed out that the MTCC had started out by setting an even lower bar 

than FSC or ITTO standards. 

A number of the specific objections by the groups highlighted the conflict 
between the rationality of colonial scientific forestry transmitted through 
the institution of the Fores try Department and related laws and the cus

tomary rights of native communi ties (adat ). Each has a radically different 
conception of natural resources, sustainable use, and how those resources 

are best used and managed. The former is geared towards export markets 

and the consumption of the rich and richer countries, the latter is focused 
on the needs of those who dwell in the forest and holds better prospects for 

conservation and the widespread enjoyment of the forest's ecological serv

ices. Objections raised included: 

I. The encroachment of Forest Management Units (FMU ), Protected Ar

eas and logging concessions into the community's forest areas which take 

away or restrict the community's ownership rights, user rights and access 
to resources. Many of these areas are still being disputed because they 

involve either part or the whole of lands and forests over which native 

communities have native customary rights and claims; 

2. The concept and process of sustainable forest management and certifi

cation is difficult for many of the indigenous and local communities to 
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understand because of the technical terms and lack of full information in 

local languages. Further, the concept of Sustainable Forest Management 
(SFM) as enforced through legislation and forest management plans is 

different from communities who see SFM as a means to ensure the conti
nuity of forest resources for food, medicines, other daily needs and inher

itance to the future generations; 

3. Indigenous peoples have particular rights to land and use of forestland, 

which is different from other forest users. There must be due recognition 
and respect for indigenous values, knowledge and practice related to land 

and forest; 

4. Involuntary relocation of villages in the FMU results in the loss of own

ership and user rights. Besides, governments and development agencies 

often make decisions to move the communities without consulting them 

first, resulting in further impoverishment of the communities; and 

5. Participation of indigenous and local forest communities must not be 

limited to just a few appointed leaders or members of the community. The 
entire village must be informed, consulted and invo-lved in decision-mak
ing processes in order to have meaningful participation before they give 

their informed consent to the planning or implementation of develop

ment on their land or forest areas. 44 

Full prior informed consent and consultation have become central demo

cratic demands put forward by indigenous and local communities around 
the world facing such problems. Unfortunately in Malaysia the timber 
industry and to a large extent, the government, have been deaf to the pleas 

for adat and other native land rights to be respected. Objections had been 
raised to the MTCC several times over but were consistently ignored, leav

ing the communities and NGOs with no choice but to pull out from the 

process. 

In summary, the diverse forest ecosystems greening the landscape in Ma

laysia require holistic and dynamic approaches to address the multitude of 

environmental problems associated with forests. Sustainable forest man-

,. 
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agement must not be only for timber production, but must instead satisfy 
the full range of complementary uses to meet traditional forest product 
needs, preserve plants and wildlife, provide recreational and research op
portunities, and regenerate wastelands and degraded forests. The rapid 
intrusion of logging and development on the upper slopes of hill forests 
and highland ecosystems threatens to destroy water catchment areas and 
increase soil erosion. Forest habitats, not fully represented or protected in 
parks, reserves and sanctuaries, must be added to the protected area system 
in sizeable allotments to safeguard endemic and endangered species. 

Despite the assurances of the authorities, how long will the Malaysian 
landscape continue to be endowed with at least 50% permanent forest 
cover? What forest ecosystems will remain in sufficient size to maintain 
the current number of plant and animal species? And how will the health 
of these rainforest habitats affect the ecological roles and functions played 
by each? Of course there are no easy answers, but the economic exploita
tion of the last few decades certainly cannot go on at the same pace. 

As our brief survey has shown, the major institutions governing our forests 
are neither harmonised nor consistent in their attempts to sustainably 
manage forest resources, even on the basis of the deplete-to-exhaustion 
model they currently practice. It seems that no one institution has a clear 
picture of the exact state of our forests, and the Forestry Department, par
ticularly in Peninsular Malaysia and Sarawak, are less than transparent 
about how forest areas under their charged are zoned and managed. Forest 
law and policy is in conflict with the local and indigenous communities. 
The government favours a few magnates in the private sector at the ex
pense of some of the poorest Malaysians. Forest areas which are supposed 
to be protected for ecological services or reserved for conservation pur
poses have been subjected to logging such that less than 10% of Malaysia's 
forests are protected from such abuses. Primary forest areas are precious 
and few and they must be spared from logging. Forest cover statistics, popu
lar amongst government agencies to present Malaysia as a green country 
to the world are misleading because they distract attention away from the 
widespread and large-scale disturbance of forest habitats. Conservation 
and protection measures must be genuine, effective and appealing to gov
ernment at all levels to ensure its proper implementation. They must also 
respect the customary rights of communities and indigenous peoples who 
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must have a critical role in decision making. The government should re
spect recent court decisions upholding native land rights. The manage
ment of our forests needs to be democratised and greened to a far greater 
extent than exists at present. 

ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE FOCUS: Ulu Muda Heli•logging 

The salvation of the Ulu Muda forest reserve, Kedah, from helicopter 
logging was a rare and encouraging success in Malaysia's environ
mental struggles. Nearly 123,000 hectares of water catchment forests 
in Ulu Muda, Chebar Besar, Padang Terap, Pedu, Bukit Saiong and 
Bukit Keramat Forest Reserves were threatened by a helicopter log
ging project proposed by WTK Holdings Sdn. Bhd. The Kedah gov
ernment had entered into a 80:20 joint venture with the company 
through the State Islamic Foundation. With traditional logging meth
ods now under greater criticism and scrutiny helicopter logging was 
presented by the state government as having limited environmental 
impacts. 

In reality the project was as destructive as convention logging meth
ods, if not more so. The helicopter would also permit normally inac
cessible fragile steep slopes to be logged. Forest encroachment was 
still great as the helicopter had a range of 1.5 kilometers from its log 
landing zone. Despite depending on a single helicopter the project 
was heavily reliant upon the construction of an extensive road net
work. The company intended to build over 404 kilometers of roads 
through the forest reserves to extract the timber. Area estimates for 
roads in the first stage alone were over SOO hectares. It was it is esti
mated that a total of more than 3.8 million trees including 250,000 
trees of commercial size would be removed during the construction 
of the logging roads alone. Critically, the logging would lead to ero
sion and sedimentation of the Pedu, Muda and Ahning dams and 
hence impair water supply. The Ministry of Agriculture and the De
partment of Drain~ge and Irrigation had proposed to the Cabinet to 
gazette the Forest Reserves as water catchment forests under the Na
tional Forestry Act 1984. The Forest Reserves yield clean water for 
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most of the northern states of the west coast for industry, farming 
and domestic use. The forests themselves contain unique ecosys
tems that are fragile and irreplaceable. 

Due to the relatively large and undisturbed forested area and the 
presence of salt licks, the Ulu Muda fores ts are particularly rich in 
wildlife. WWF Malaysia has summarised results of wildlife studies 
conducted in these forests over the last 10 years to include: 

109 species of mammals, including 17 from the larger animal groups, 
17 4 species of birds 
54 species of reptiles 
42 species of amphibians 
20 species of freshwater fish. 

Another just completed survey by 138 scientists over just 5 days and 
in an area of only 729 hectares found an abundance of rare and 
possibly new species of plants and animals including frogs and but
terflies. 50 of all 102 species of amphibians found throughout Ma
laysia were recorded. 

These results indicated that the Ulu Muda forests are of exception
ally high biodiversity value and should be adequately protected in 
line with the National Policy on Biological Diversity and Malaysia's 
commitments under the international Convention on Biological 
Diversity. 

There were also a number of financial indiscrepancies. The value of 
the proposed logging to the State was just RM6.25 million per an
num for 10 years. (Royalty on the timber had been set at RM25 per 
cubic meter, whereas in Sarawak it is RM75) . As WTK Holdings 
Sdn. Bhd. has an 80% share in the JV, their revenues will reach RM25 
million annually. Timber taken from 400 kilometers of roads was 
not included in the allowable extraction of 3 trees per acre (7.4 trees 
per hectare, above 60cm dbh), and no mention is made as to who is 
the beneficiary of such timber felled . A statement reported in the 
press that the venture would generate $400 million for the State over 
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the period of the project was not borne out by the figures presented in 
the Detailed Environmental Impact Assessment (DEIA). In spite of 
the Department of Environment's rejection of the DEIA the Kedah 
government remained committed to the project. 

The Friends of Ulu Muda group estimated that the economic value 
of the water resources currently protected by the Ulu Muda fo rests 
could easily total RMl billion per annum if output generated from 
the agricultural, industrial and domestic sectors dependent on the 
water resources were taken into consideration. 

• Water sales in Penang to consumers, 80% of which is sourced from 
the Sungei Muda, amount to $100 million for PBA Holdings Bhd., a 
state owned company in Penang that enjoys a profit of $40 million 
from these water sales. (By contrast, Kedah apparently provides the 
raw water to Penang for free) . Water sales on the mainland have not 
been calculated but would include consumption by large high-tech 
industrial installations that are dependent on plentiful clean water 
particularly in the Sungai Petani and Port Wellesley export process
ing zones. 

• The annual production of rice in the Muda irrigation scheme where 
the padi planting areas are dependent on water supplied from the 
Muda, Pedu and Ahning dams, is valued at RM 264 million ( calcu
lated at 5 tonnes/ha yield for 96,000 hectares at RM 550 per tonne). 

• The current annual values of fishing and tourism in Ulu Muda are 
estimated to be about $100 million and this significant contribution 
to the state's economy would have been threatened if logging was 
allowed to proceed. Sedimentation of the Pedu, Ahning and Muda 
lakes as a result of logging activities was expected to adversely affect 
the water quality of the lakes which in turn would jeopardise the 
livelihood of local boatmen and fishermen. The potential value of 
eco-tourism activities in the Ulu Muda area are estimated to be much 
greater in the long-term if the forests are properly protected, com
pared to the revenue generated from logging activities. 
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Logging was deemed likely to result in the loss of environmental 
services that are currently provided free of charge by the Ulu Muda 
forests and these services could be replaced by man-made processes 
only at very high costs. 

• Water supply will become more irregular, with increased fluctua
tion of flow caused by more rapid run off. Penang, particularly, would 
be obliged to build storage dams and treatment plants to maintain 
quality and quantity. This could cost hundreds of million RM to 
replace environmental services currently provided free, particularly 
as the northern states have a history of major droughts every 3 to 6 
years and the area is already considered to be in '~ater deficit'. 

• About 63,000 farmers depend on water from the dams, and the 
impact on these families will be severe. Their livelihood will be threat
ened, and the effect on this heart land of Malay culture will be pro
found, politically and culturally. 

• Erosion will increase eleven-fold and sediment yield by almost 
nine times, according to the conservative estimates of the DEIA. 
Even with these figures, the impact on the Muda, Pedu and Ahning 
dams will reduce their life span to a ninth of what they would other
wise be. 

• Once there is easy access to the Ulu Muda forests via the logging 
roads, there will be increasing demands for the land to be converted 
to plantations, housing and unsustainable tourism activities, all of 
which will further damage the catchment and add to the costs of 
establishing an acceptable water supply. 

• The proponent's claims of job creation within Kedah were unsub
stantiated, but generally the local economy does not benefit from 
logging as timber would be sold to larger merchants outside the state. 
Further, the State Government claimed that the project will help 
remove old trees to help forest regeneration which were completely 
baseless and nonsensical from an ecological perspective. According 
to forest ecology experts, the Ulu Muda forests have existed in a 
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dynamic and natural balance for thousands of years without any 
intervention. 45 

The Kedah government led by Chief Minister Syed Razak eventually 
backed down to the opposition and the Ulu M uda forests were saved, 
at least for the time being. 
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2 BIODIVERSITY 

In a country known for its fondness for mega-projects , maybe it's 
appropriate that Malaysia is also considered a region of mega-biological 

diversity (or "megadiversity"), on par with the most biologically rich 
countries on the planet, such as Brazil and Indonesia. Touted as being 

one of the twelve richest nations in terms of plant and animal species, 
Malaysia teems with life within every nook and niche of the landscape. 
With some of the world's oldest rainforests and an abundance only 
paralleled by a few other nations, why is there all the fuss about biodiversity? 

Biodiversity can be considered as all the species of plants and animals, 
their genetic material, and the ecosystems of which they are a part. For 
scientists and environmentalists the race to discover, catalogue, protect 
and preserve biological resources throughout the world is a matter of the 
utmost urgency. The rush is on because the opportunity to gain knowledge 
of the natural world is lost when habitats disappear and species become 
extinct. Unfortunately, the bulk of biological losses were found to be 
occurring in tropical countries. Hence, the hurry to ensure that Malaysia 
and other nations not only acquire the knowledge hidden in their natural 
heritage, but also the traditional knowledge of indigenous peoples whose 
techniques of using biological resources have been passed down through 
generations. However, the quest to acquire this knowledge is littered with 
pitfalls. Indigenous peoples, often already the subject of state oppression, 
are sometimes valued only for their knowledge; their welfare comes a 
distant second. Multinational pharmaceutical corporations and foreign 
universities backed by intellectual property lawyers have tried to patent 
and exploit this knowledge. This is often done either without the knowledge 
of countries or indigenous peoples or on highly unequal terms. These 
practices have earned such perpetrators the sobriquet of "bio-pirates". 
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BIOLOGICAL DIVERSITY 

As a tropical country with a favourable climate, Malaysia supports a rich 
mixture of life forms, from the larger mammals, birds and fishes to 
microscopic organisms like plankton and bacteria. Found in terrestrial 
and aquatic ecosystems, thousands of species live in the complex and 
diverse habitats that shape the Malaysian landscape. The loss of natural 
forests, wetlands and other pristine habitats causes irreversible reductions 
in the biodiversity store. The nation's genetic resources are also decreased 
with the introduction of foreign plants (e.g. oil palm, rubber, cocoa). 

So let's see what allows Malaysia to deserve the special status of being one 
of the few megadiversity sites on the planet. The intent here is not to sway 
your opinion with large numbers of species, but to show how much diversity 
still requires protection in our management of natural resources to prevent 
unwarranted habitat destruction and subsequent extinction. 

The numbers are astounding: 
• over 15,000 species of known flowering plants; 
• 286 species of mammals to adore; 
• over 150,000 species of invertebrates (mostly known as creepy

crawlies); 
• a 1,000 plus-plus species of butterflies and over 12,000 moths to find 

flames; 
• 4,000 species of marine fishes to "dive for"; 
• 449 species of freshwater fishes to reel in; 
• 736 species of birds to check off your list; 
• 150 species of frogs to kiss; 
• 140 snakes in the grass and other places; 
• 80-some odd lizards; and 
• so many insects that they can't count them all. 

That qualifies as megadiversity in most people's minds. 

Biological diversity and forests are inextricably bound. In the realm of 
terrestrial ecosystems, forests are the major repositories for biological 
diversity, proven by the fact that over 90% of non-aquatic biological species 
in Malaysia are found in natural forests. 1 The ironic part about Malaysia's 
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natural history is that we don't even know how complete the count is yet. 
Fortunately, researchers, enthusiasts and dedicated amateurs have all 
helped to compile the country's record numbers of magnificent findings 
among the forest layers, murky rivers, damp caves, colourful corals and 
all the other ecosystems. 

Biological diversity, or biodiversity, is best viewed from three different 
perspectives to get a sense of the full meaning behind this term. The first 
one deals with "species diversity". And the aforementioned menagerie of 
animals and plants is testimony to the great numbers of species that reside 
in Malaysia's various habitats. The second aspect of biodiversity refers to 
those habitats and is called "ecosystem diversity", which comprises the 
different types of forests, the various wetlands, limestones and other 
ecological areas that make up the terrestrial, aquatic and marine 
environments. The third way to look at variations in populations is by 
"genetic diversity" - the genes, chromosomes and DNA structures. All 
of these perspectives encompass the overall variability of life that exists in 
nature. 

The key to understanding the importance of biodiversity is to look at the 
whole, not the sum of its parts as the phrase goes. It is truly a "web of life" 
that can only function with the interaction of its parts remaining intact, 
not fragmented into small parcels of dispersed or degraded habitats. The 
links between species, habitats and ecological processes are complex and 
integrated in a delicate balance, whereas disturbances or breaks in those 
links tend to diminish the diversity and the functions. 

For an example of these dynamic relationships, let 's examine one of 
Malaysia's most marvellous natural creations: durians. The cave fruit bat 
feeds only on the nectar and pollen of durian flowers during the flowering 
season, thus being the main species responsible for pollinating durian 
trees. When durians are not flowering, the cave fruit bat flies to mangrove 
areas to feed on the nectar of the Perapat tree, its second choice. This 
nightly journey to the mangroves can be as far as 50 kilometres, a long way 
to go by any Malaysian food-run standard. So what happens when 
mangroves are destroyed? Do fewer cave fruit bats survive? Does durian 
production drop dramatically, while prices rise to compensate for the 
losses? 
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PROTECTED AREAS 

The key to maintaining viable populations of fauna and flora in the future 
will be determined by the adequacy of Malaysia's protected areas. Protected 
areas are legally demarcated lands or water bodies that are set aside to 
preserve and enhance biological diversity. They are managed with respect 
to certain ecological and species considerations to ensure their long-term 
survival. Sizeable and unfragmented habitats are essential for species to 
interact, reproduce and sustain a genetic diversity in a manner which 
enhances their vitality and the quality of ecological services human beings 
enjoy when natural ecosystems are healthy. 

In Malaysia, there is not one single protected area system common to 
Peninsular Malaysia, Sa bah and Sarawak. However, biological diversity is 
very dependent on the quantity and quality of Malaysia's protected area 
(PA) system. What constitutes these areas of protection is debatable. 
Questions arise over what to include and what to leave out of the total 
package of parks, forest reserves, marine parks, sanctuaries and the like. 
But like all statistics, the numbers require a bit of analysis to explain the 
variation between the high and low ends, which in the case of protected 
areas ranges from 3% to 17% of the total land area. 

In legal existence for almost a century, the PA system started during the 
colonial period - 1903 to 1957- and continues to make losses and 
gains since nationhood. In Peninsular Malaysia, 846,000 hectares (ha) 
remain out of the 1.19 million ha originally gazetted during colonial 
days. From Independence to 1996, only another 125,558 ha have been 
added in Peninsular Malaysia, while almost 444,000 ha and over 290,000 
ha were gazetted in Sabah and Sarawak, respectively, for a total of over 
855,000 ha. Combining these past and present values in 1998, the grand 
sum of protected areas in Malaysia should stand roughly at 1. 70 million 
hectares or 5% of the total land area. 2 

At the start of the 1990s, protected areas amounted to 1.39 million hectares 
( 4%): 740,000 ha in Peninsular Malaysia, 390,000 ha in Sabah and 260,000 
ha in Sarawak. ' Out of this total, 330,000 ha of sanctuary areas overlap 
with forest reserves under the PFE and could be logged, thereby, negating 
their value as protected areas and reducing the PA system to just over 1.00 
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million hectares (3%). By including figures for both sanctuaries in PFEs 
and proposed areas, yet to be gazetted, the PA system was boosted to 2.12 
million ha ( 6.5%) in the mid-1990s. Yet by excluding these figures, the 
total protected area would be kept at 3% again. 

Table 2.1 Areas under protected and protection status in Malaysia 
(million hectares) 

Year National Protection Virgin Juggle Totol land area % total land area 
Parks/ Forest 

1 
Reserves NP+ PF NP+ VJR NP+ PF 

Sanctuaries 

1991a 1.39 2.74 0.11 4.13 1.50 12.6 
19916 1.39 2.74 0.11 3.803 11.6 
1995a 2.12' 3.43 0.11 5.55 2.23 16.9 
19956 2.12' 3.43 0.11 5.22 3 15 .9 

l 995c 1.41 5 3.43 0.11 4.5 13 1.52 13.7 

l Within the permanent Forest Estate (PFE) and subject to degazettement or logging. 
2 Included in Protection and/or Production Forests of PFE and not allowed for logging. 
3 330,000 ha subtracted due to overlapping areas in both PFE and sanctuaries. 

NP +VJR 

4.6 

6.8 

4.6 

4 Includes 710,000 ha of proposed parks and sanctuaries yet to be gazetted and 330,000 ha in 
PFE lands. 
5 710,000 ha subtracted from parks and sanctuaries due to proposed (non-gazetted) status. 

Sources: Thang ( 1991, 1996) and MOS TE ( 19960) in Gregory, 1997. 

In the late 1990s, WWF Malaysia reported that 4.5% ( 1.46 million hectares) 
of the country's total land area could be classified as terrestrial protected 
areas. Whereas Ta man Negara, state parks, wildlife reserves and sanctuaries, 
bird reserves and sanctuaries, and protected landscapes were all included, 
the figure did not include Protection Forests ( e.g. Virgin Jungle Reserves) 
under the PFE. Marine protected areas comprised only the waters 
surrounding offshore islands and not the land areas within the boundaries. 
In comparison, MOSTE assessed that the nation had 1.61 million hectares 
( 4. 9%) of protected areas. This was derived at according to the World 
Conservation Union (IUCN) criteria for evaluating protected areas, which 
included VJRs and the areas for marine parks. (For marine parks only 
Sabah was included due to the lack of available data for Peninsular 
Malaysia and Labuan.) 4 

At the other end of the PA system spectrum, Protection Forests and VJRs 
under the PFE are included in the final tallies. With the inclusion of these 
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additional areas of susceptible protection, the PA system grew from 4.24 
million ha (13%) in 1991 to 5.66 million ha (17%) in 1995. In reality, 
both Protection Forests and VJRs can either be degazetted or reclassified 
to permit logging. Also, as the VJR system covers less than 25,000 ha in 
Peninsular Malaysia and just over 90,000 ha in Sabah, MOSTE has judged 
these areas too insufficient in size to maintain viable populations and 
stable habitats. 5 They also poorly represent key habitats since some VJRs 
are threatened by development projects, proximity to felled forests ( which 
inhibits genetic exchange), and MOSTE has also cautioned that "it is 
possible for a VJR to be 'moved' administratively in order to permit logging 
of the area concerned. "6 

The World Resources Institute (WRI) has produced the most recent (2003) 
compilation of data on Malaysia's PAs derived from the World Database 
on Protected Areas (WDPA) consortium which provides statistics for the 
United Nations Environment Programme and the World Conservation 
Monitoring Centre (UNEP-WCMC). The data is structured according to 
the influential IUCN PA classification system. A serious drawback of 
both the IUCN and WDPA system is that they allow commercial forest, 
PFE protection forest, hunting reserves and other weak or non
conservation categories to be included in PA submissions by countries.7 

It is not surprising therefore that this data leads to inflated figures. 1.38 
million ha of mixed conservation and forest reserve PAs, roughly equal to 
the PA figure cited above, are thus wedded to a staggering 8. 72 million ha 
of "Sustainable Use and Unclassifiable Areas" leading WRI to state that 
PAs cover 30.6% of Malaysia's total land area.8 

So in essence when only existing national parks and sanctuaries are 
considered, the PA system is a mere 3%. The variation in total land area 
classified as protected area pinpoints the need to sort out those areas not 
legally protected or which are threatened by logging. All the other ways 
and means to inflate the system will only lead to loss of various degrees of 
real protection. 

The Department of Wildlife and National Parks set about defining a 
National Protected Areas System in the 1990s for Peninsular Malaysia. 
Not always in agreement with the Forestry Department, the DWNP 
admitted that regazetting, degazetting and double gazetting of protected 
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areas has led to considerable confusion over the numbers.9 Under one 
scenario 5.7% of Peninsular Malaysia was declared as wildlife reserves, 
parks and other management categories; whereas, using the strongest 
World Conservation Union categories only 4.6% of Peninsular Malaysia 
qualifies as protected areas. 

The preceding emphasis on the statistical characteristics of protected areas 
may seem a trivial matter to some. But it's important to know what actually 
remains protected versus what is susceptible to the changes of political 
and economic whims. In order to improve upon the PA system, a new 
approach is being discussed among natural resource managers - a 
network of protected areas. Whereas their previous attempts to manage 
individual areas have led to fragmentation and further degradation, their 
new strategy prefers to view the ecological integrity of an entire 
geographical location, including those areas surrounding the protected 
areas. 

In setting up a PA network, it is critical to establish an ecologically 
representative network of habitats, species and other natural features or 
biological corridors. The objectives of such a network should include the 
following, as proposed byWWF Malaysia:10 

• Maintain representative and highest quality examples of all habitats 
across their natural range of variation. 
• Maintain essential ecological processes and services. 
• Maintain and restore viable populations of all native species. 
• Protect landscape or geophysical features of aesthetic, cultural, 
traditional or special scientific values. 

• Protect habitats containing viable populations of economically 
important natural resources. 

• Maintain the ecological integrity of all protected areas through the 
use of effective design and management techniques. 

• Accommodate human use and occupancy that are compatible with 
ecological integrity. 
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ENDANGERED AND ENDEMIC SPECIES 

The emphasis on safeguarding the protected area system in Malaysia is 
fundamental to the preservation of the country's biological resources. 
Researchers have identified several important biodiversity sites or 
"hotspots" that are severely threatened and have been omitted from the 
existing PA system. Among the missing are the following: coastal 
dipterocarp forests, peat swamp forests, limestone flora, montane flora, 
lowland dipterocarp forests, and alluvial swamps. In terms of biodiversity 
management, the DWNP explains the importance of protecting all of 
these areas in Peninsular Malaysia: 11 

"the vast majority of the 216 species of mammals are entirely dependent 
on habitat below 600 metres, and this native vegetation is what has 
experienced by far the most drastic conversion to other forms of land 
use. " 

When it comes down to the species level, conservation efforts to secure 
biodiversity in protected areas start to make more sense. The number of 
threatened flora and fauna species in Malaysia is on the rise, as populations 
fail to survive the onslaught of deforestation, economic development, 
pollution, habitat loss and fragmentation, and other consequences of 
competing with humans for space and resources. Species are considered 
"threatened" when they are rare, genetically poor, have low fertility, have 
extremely variable populations or are on the brink of extinction. Taking 
into account this bleak definition of threatened species and the fact that 
these are only among the known plants and animals, these numbers 
supplied by MOSTE are also astounding, but in a very different way: 12 

• 42 mammal species are at threat; 
• 34 bird species; 
• 14 reptiles; 
• 14 fishes; and 
• 510 plant species. 

To appreciate th e richness of Malaysia's natural wealth, it is important to 
understand endemism. Many plants occur only in certain habitats or 
specific areas, thus limiting their distribution and increasing the risk of 
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loss. Malaysia has a high degree of endemic genera (88), some with a 
single species only, and over 3,600 endemic plant species overall, with a 
25% and 33% endemic species rate in Peninsular Malaysia and East 
Malaysia, respectively. Montane and limestone habitats are notable for 
their high numbers of endemic species; for example, there are over 4,000 
species on Mount Kinabalu, of which 40% can occur at one location. But 
isolation can also lead to extinction as habitats throughout the country 
are encroached upon. Therefore, endemism gives us a measure of how 
biologically unique - and fragile - a particular area is. 

As we enter into this new century, some of Malaysia's magnifi cent 
creatures probably will not survive in the wild to see another. The last half
century has witnessed rapid declines in species such as the tiger and 
leatherback turtles.Up until the 1950s, bounties were paid for dead tigers 
to rid rural areas of "pests", and then poaching further decimated tiger 
populations, as bones and body parts became part of the traditional 
medicine trade. 13 Global estimates for tigers, according to the World Wide 
Fund for Nature, range between 5,000 to 7,500 and already three of eight 
known sub-species have disappeared in the last century. Conversion of 

... 
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natural forests for agriculture not only 
shrinks tiger habitats, but also reduces 
wild food supplies and increase conflicts 
with humans. In 1992, the tiger 

population was estimated by the DWNP 
to be at 500 in Peninsular Malaysia, as they 
are not found in East Malaysia. The DWNP, 
together with international researchers, 

continues to study the distribution and population 
status of the Inda-Chinese tiger. A difficult task to achieve, 

but it is worth the effort when there are only 1,000 Inda-Chinese 
tigers left in the world, with the largest portion living in Malaysia. 

The long, sandy coastline ofTerengganu has been a haven for leatherback 
turtles for centuries. Unfortunately, those days have passed. From 
thousands of leatherbacks sighted in the 1950s, the latest sightings have 
plummeted to less than ten at Rantau Abang Turtle Sanctuary, leading 
one researcher to direly predict their local extinction by the year 2007 .14 

These ancient mariners are victims of unabated egg consumption, 
pollution and coastal development, as well as being tragic bystanders in 
fishing activities. 

Figure 2.1 Annual nesting of Leatherback Turtles in Terengganu (Rantau 
Abang Turtle Sanchuary). 

Yoor 84 85 86 87 88 89 90 91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98 99 

No. of 788 418 596 502 367 286 280 207 231 63 
nests 

37 68 41 19 9 

Note: nests represent number of londings per seoson, not number of individuals. 
Source MOSTE, 1997; MNS, 2000. 

In June 2004 it was reported in the news that gamat (sea cucumber) had 
vanished entirely from Langkawi island. The once abundant sub-species 
had been used as a medical remedy for over 300 years. Government officials 
were initially shocked that the Langkawi variety had apparently died out 
before it could even be scientifically catalogued. Its disappearance would 
also threaten the survival of traditional knowledge of its medicinal uses. 
However, it subsequently emerged that the species was not extinct in the 
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area but had suffered such a massive drop in numbers that researchers had 
believed it had been wiped out. Four months after hosting the United 
Nations Conference on Biological Diversity (CBD) Malaysia faced the 
loss of both an endemic species and the human wisdom tied to it. 15 The 
near depletion of Langkawi gamat from an island which has been so 
intensively developed for tourism throws a question mark over th nature, 
scale and pace of our economic development. Some blame was also placed 
on overharvesting by small entrepreneurs, pointing to lack of 
understanding of ecological processes and species vulnerability and 
possibly irresponsible individualism. The intervention of authorities to 
zone off 'no take zones' which would allow species to reproduce 
undisturbed would make a critical difference here, but responsibility for 
biodiversity conservation is almost absent at the state and local level. The 
incident highlighted the fact that our scientific knowledge is struggling to 
keep pace with the rate of species loss as Malaysia continues its 
environmentally disruptive path of progress. 

BIOPROSPECTING 

With tropical rainforests accounting for 25% of the world's medicinal 
products and half of the plant-derived prescription drugs, the race is on to 
plunder the forests for pharmaceuticals. Bioprospecting is not only carried 
out by local researchers, but in too many cases the "green gold" is taken 
out of the country on the sly. The potential for enormous commercial 
profits from phytochemicals in wild plants places new importance on the 
knowledge of rural and ethnic peoples who have used the species for 
centuries. Sea cucumbers, marine sponges, tongkat ali, and sharks are just 
a few of the natural resources being studied by universities in Malaysia. 
The rush to rake in these raw materials also brings new problems to solve. 
Access to biological resources, fair and equitable benefit-sharing and 
intellectual property rights (IPRs) are some of the issues debated by 
governments, corporations, researchers and NGOs who argue over their 
economic, social and conservation aspects. To a reasonable extent the 
Convention on Biological Diversity has laid out the basic agreements that 
countries with the resources must first give permission and then receive a 
fair share of the profits. But deciding on what are fair and eq uitable 
conditions and how to claim and pay for traditional knowledge are still to 
be resolved. 
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The crux of these issues boils down to the fo llowing questions: 
• Who has the permission or right to collect from forests and oceans? 
• Who will share in the profits? 
• Who can exclusively patent the resources as their own properties? 

In the next 100 years biological resources may all be locked up in 
laboratories around the world . But to reach even that point requires 
protection of the vast riches of plant and animal life currently found in 
the country. In the meantime, the ideal situation would be to conduct 
ethical research into the potential properties found in the natural world 
with benefits accruing for traditional knowledge holders, private companies 
and governments alike. The next few decades may well determine what 
habitats and species will remain to explore again and again, whether it is 

for phytochemicals or photographs. 

CRITICAL CONDfflON: THREA'liNED and ENDANGERED SPECIES 

The trade-off for a country as biologically diverse as Malaysia is that 
many species, especially endemic ones, will disappear as natural 
habitats are bulldozed for the construction of roads, settlements 
and industries; and ploughed under for agriculture. The growing 
trade and traffic in plant and animal parts for traditional medicine 
and other uses represents an additional threat to the survival of some 
species. The question Malaysians must continue to ask themselves 
is this: Are the trade-offs acceptable or reprehensible? 

In the mid-1990s, the Department of Wildlife and National Parks 
(DWNP) projected that about 20% of Peninsular Malaysia's 
mammals - or 43 species out of 216 - would be threatened by 
2000, compared to just 11 % in 1990. The number of bird species in 
danger rose steadily from 2.4% to over 10% within the sanie period, 
which means that roughly 63 out of 625 species are at risk. The rapid 
rise in the number of threatened mammal and bird species in just 
one decade in Peninsular Malaysia is certainly cause for alarm. 
With an extremely high number of endemic plant and animal species 
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( over 3,700) in the country, the increases in threatened species will 
more than likely continue well into the new century. 

Another factor exerting pressure on the country's biodiversity is the 
trade in plant specimens and animals, in parts or whole, live or 
dead. In the 1970s, according to TRAFF! C South east Asia, thousands 
of primates, mostly macaques, were exported to the USA, UK and 
Japan until a ban was adopted in the 1980s. Live birds are also 
targeted for export as almost 20,000 parrots and parakeets were sent 
away in 1991 alone; while just fewer than 9,000 Hill Mynas were 
taken in 1994. Since then the numbers have dwindled considerably. 
Besides exporting live reptiles, fish and insects, Malaysia has also 
sent abroad thousands of python and monitor lizard skins, sea turtle 
eggs, hornbill ivory, butterflies; pangolin scales, deer antlers and 
wild boar meat. 

Knowing the difference between threatened and endangered status 
is crucial for understanding the severity of the problem. A species is 
considered threatened when the population is at risk in the medium
to long-term and requires some type of protection; while endangered 
species face a very high risk of extinction in the wild in the near to 
immediate future. These definitions are those used by the World 
Conservation Union. 

The following are some of the most endangered species in Malaysia: 
• Sumatran rhino 
• Asian elephant 
• Tiger 
• Orang-utan 
• Leatherback turtle 
• Green turtle 
• Painted terrapin 

Studies undertaken by the DWNP found a total of 138 threatened 
animal species in Peninsular Malaysia and recognised the limited 
research on reptiles, amphibians, invertebrates and freshwater fishes 
to determine their conservation status. On the route to extinction 
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and based on a ten-year period, a mammal was added to the 
threatened list every five months, while birds species averaged every 

three months. 

As habitats are fragmented into smaller tracts and degraded by 
overzealous logging and more pollution, many of the remaining 

species in Malaysia are already considered "living dead". 

In spite of rapid deforestation and degradation it is ~sti~ated that 
around 2% of species in Malaysia have become extinct m the last 
hundred years. Colonial plantations were amongst the worst early 
culprits in fostering extinction as they wiped out much of the 
biodiverse lowland forest near the coast of Peninsular Malaysia. 
However, for some vulnerable groups, such as rainforest herbs, up 
to 85% of species are critically endangered (i.e. on the verge of 

extinction). Montane forest and limestone hill forest are key areas 

to be protected or else we will see a wave of ex~inc~ions in the n~xt 
two decades. Worldwide it is estimated that one m eight plant species 

are extinct. It has been hard to predict exact extent of extinctions in 

Malaysia because it has not been possible to ma~e a complete ~ensus 
of plants in the country. We stand to lose potential cures for d1se~ses 
and viruses such as HIV. Biodiversity governance (for conservation 
and management) suffers from the problem of states having 

jurisdictional authority over resources although it_ i~ ~~e federal 
government which takes on conservation respons~b1h~1es _at the 
international level. The rainforest is a great source of inspiration for 
new scientific theories, observing nature's complexity and genius 
has inspired scientists to develop new concepts and ways of thoug~t. 
The loss of our natural species and their habitats condemns us m 

some way to a future of ignorance and squandered beauty.16 

MALAYSIA'S BIODIVERSITY POLICY 

The manner in which biodiversity is governed in Malaysia plays a critical, 
if not central, role in its conservation and well being. Malaysia was part of 

the wave of governments who in the 1970s established environment 
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departments or ministries. For many years the Ministry of Science, 
Technology and the Environment (MOSTE) was the focal point for 
biodiversity concerns. In 2004, MOSTE's portfolio was split into two 
ministries, science and technology were pared off into a single mini try 
whilst environmental concerns were incorporated into the new Ministry 
of Natural Resources and the Environment. Long-serving Minister for 
Science, Technology and the Environment Law Hieng Ding was replaced 
by fellow Sarawakian Datuk Adenan Satem. At the time of writing it sti ll 
remains unclear exactly how previous policies will fare under the new 
ministry although early statements by the new minister indicate that he 
favours biodiversity exploitation over its conservation. 17 This section will 
present a brief review of what has been achieved thus far in biodiversity 
matters. Another important factor to bear in mind is the federal-state 
relationship between Sabah, Sarawak and the federal government. The 
two eastern states have taken their own approach on biodiversity policy 
which have put them ahead of other states in some respects. 

Malaysia's approach to biodiversity has been heavily influenced by the 
UN Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) ratified in 1994 as part of 
a package with the "Earth Summit" agreements of 1992. " The CBD is an 
umbrella convention containing broad commitments from its Parties, it 

has three objectives: conservation of biological diversity; susta inab le use 
of its components; and the fair and equitable sharing of benefits arising 
from the use of genetic resources. Harmonising and implementing all 
three has proved difficult in practice for most countries. 

MOSTE set up a National Steering Committee on Biological Diversity 
(NSCCBD) in 1993, headed by its Secretary-General, to be responsible for 
biodiversi ty matters . The National Technical Committee on Biological 
Diversity operates under the NSCCBD comprised of government agencies, 
government research institutes and universities. One of its task forces 
developed the National Policy on Biological Diversity which was adopted 

by Cabinet in 1997 and launched in April 1998. Although in existence for 
over six years it remains poorly developed. The Policy has 15 strategies, 

each accompanied by an action plan. 

As part of its CBD commitments Malaysia was also required to prepare a 
Country Study on Biological Diversity for submission. Part of this 
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comprised an Assessment of Biological Diversity in Malaysia, a critical 
document which summed up the state of play in the physical environment 
and governance as of 1998. It identified gaps in knowledge and put forward 
recommendations for improvement. 

Biodiversity concerns have been incorporated into the five-yearly Malaysia 
plans since the Seventh Malaysia Plan ( 1996-2000) which recognised that 
economic growth should not be achieved at the loss of our remaining 
environ mental and natural resources, and advocated increased efficiency 
and less reliance on natural inputs. The Eighth Malaysia Plan (2001-
2005 ) attempts to move forward by stating that the Biodiversity Action 
Plan under the National Biodiversity Policy will be implemented in the 
va rious sta tes. The second and third Outline Perspective Plans, which 
emb ody th e New Development Policy, are also important areas for 
expandin g bi odiversity concerns. 

The government has yet to undertake a comprehensive review of existing 
policies and laws in light of the CBD. Some individual policies have 
responded, at least in word if not in implementation, to biodiversity 
concerns. The National Forestry Policy (1988 ) was revised in 1992 to 
include conservation concerns and sustai nable use of forest genetic 
reso urces as well as recogni sing the role of local co mmunities in forest 
develop ment. A Cabinet Comm ittee on Highlands and Islands chaired by 
the Minister for Science, Technology and the Environment was set up to 
review development in critical areas, taking into account biodiversity 
co ncerns. 

Governance approaches to biodiversity remain sectoral, with some policies 
and laws that could be in consistent with the objectives of the CBD. The 
integration of biodiversi ty considerations into development plans, policies 
and legislation still remains a big challenge as the emphasis still remains 
on unsustai nab le economic deve lopment at state and federa l levels. The 
mai n laws dea ling with management of bi odivers ity include the Na tional 
Fores try Ac t 1994 (re vised 1993 ), Nationa l Parks Act 1980, Lan d 
Co nservation Act 1960, Protec tion of Wildli fe Act 1972, Fisheries Act 
1985 , and Envi ronm ental Q uality Act 1974. In rel ation to forest 
biod ive rsit y, the National Fores try Act is still the most releva nt law. It is 
understood that a new national fores t plan that is supposed to incorporate 
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principles of the National Policy on Biological Diversity is being developed. 
The draft plan is being ci rculated to relevant government agencies for 
co mm ents, but no NGOs or indigenous and local communities' 
organisations have been consulted as yet. Also, most Environmental 
Impact Assessments do not account for endangered species, many just 
note common timber or secondary forest trees. 

In relation to biodiversity legislation, Sarawak took the first step by 
developing the Sarawak Biodiversity Ordinance 1997 and the Sarawak 
Biodiversity (Access, Collection and Research) Regulations 1998 ( which 
came into effect in January 1998 and January 1999, respectively) and 
established its own Biodiversity Centre. These provide for the administrative 
and regulatory mechanisms to faci litate and authorize access to, and 
promote sustai nable utilization of, the state's biological reso urces as well 
as to ensure that the state gets appropriate economic and other benefits 
from the access to its biological resources. Sabah fo llowed suit by passing 
its own laws and set up the Sabah Biodiversity Centre in 2001. The Federal 
Government is currently considering a separate law in relation to access 
to genetic resources. 19 

For other states in Peninsular Malaysia the lack of capacity is glaringly 
absent. In almost all states the re is no dedicated desk or unit that deals 
with environment, let alone biodiversity conservation. However, state 
representatives have made calls for this to be addressed but it is presently 
unclear what priority the federal government will grant this. 

An urgent concern is how Malaysia will respond to the threat of genetic 
pollution posed by the introduction of genetically modified organisms 
(GMOs). The growing use of GMOs in modern biotechnology has not 
been matched by research, legislation and assessment of th eir biological 
safety. Malaysia initiated the call for a Biosafety Protocol to the CBD which 
ai med to regulate the dangers ofGMOs although the final Protocol fall s 
fa r short of what many environmentalists and a number of governments 
envisioned. In its rush to pursue a biotechnology strategy based upon our 
ecosystems ' geneti c richn ess Malaysian policy remains disappointing 
undeveloped on safeguarding aga inst the threa ts to both human and non-
human li fe from GMOs. · 

► 
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3 FRESHWATER RESOURCES 

Set in the equatorial tropics, kissed by the monsoons, Malaysia is a 
water-rich country. Unfortunately, Malaysians are very ca reless wi th 

this liquid resource and seem to believe the taps will never run dry. At 
least not until 1998, however, when the reservoirs emptied and people 
were left to queue up each day for a few bucketfuls of water to sati sfy their 
cooking, bathing and washing needs. With an average annual rai nfall of 
between 2,500 to 3,000 mm, the nation is awash in a torrential downpour; 
nonetheless, where does it all go? Of course rai nfall varies grea tl y from 
location to locat ion. In the 1990s fo r instance, ove r 5,000 mm fell in 
Sarawak in 1994, whi le Perl is set the low mark with just over 1,300 mm in 
1992. 1 With such a disparity in distribution, the question of water resource 
management has become a critical debate for Malaysians in the first decade 
of the twen ty-first century. 

The pace and nature of development is threatening to outst rip th e capacity 
of our natural water resources and our water delive ry sys tem. According 
to Lim Keng Yaik, Minister of Water, Energy and Co mmun icat ions, 
Malaysians use three times th e amount of water of an average developed 
country and twice the amount used by an average developing country. 2 

There is talk from the water industry - some of it self-interested, some of 
it altruistic - of a water cris is in Kuala Lumpur, Selangor and Putrajaya by 
2008 ; al though the Minister for Energy, Water and Commun ica tions has 
been quick to dismiss such cl ai ms.' It is a prob lem with complex and 
interlinked environmental, social, public health , economic, and political 
dimensions. Although recent public debate has focused narrowly on the 
economic dimension, particularly privatisation, this is on ly one dimension 
of a problem whose complete resolution can not be fou nd solely in the 
private sector. Since water is a critical basis for life it also, quite obviousl y, 
a critical basis for soc io-eco nomi c development. Its proper and 
environmenta lly susta in able ma nage ment is cruc ial. Wi ll the water 
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challenge provoke a rethinking of our development path or wi ll it just give 
birth to a temporary, but ult imately unsustainable, solution? 

WATER RESOURCES 

Each year the monsoons saturate the national landscape with over 990 
bi llion cubic metres (ml) of sky juice, as reported by the National Water 
Reso urces Study of 1982. Out of this annual allotment, surface runoff 
acco un ts for over half (566 billion ml or 57%), evaporat ion and 
transpiration return 360 billion m·1 (36%) back to the atmosphere; and 
the trickle that remains ( 64 billion ml or 6.5%) recharges the groundwater 
reservoirs .4 Since the water recycled into the atmosphere is unusable, 
Malaysia's supply of water must come from the combination of surface 
run off and gro undwater recharge, or a tota l of 630 bi llion m1 to squander 
or save. 

Taking a closer look at the surface runoff, the Department of Irrigation 
and Drainage (DID ) revealed that Sarawak receives the largest share with 
306 billion m1 (54%) , Peninsular Malaysia is next with 147 billion m1 

(26%) and Sabah accounts for 113 billion ml (20%). Therefore, wi th such 
abundant rainfall, it 's easy to understand why Malaysia has an extensive 
river system network, with more than 100 rivers in Peninsular Malaysia 
and over 50 in Borneo. Rivers are the key to the nation's freshwater reserves, 
sin ce they supply 97% of the raw water needed to quench the thirst of the 
popu lace, agriculture and industry. 

In water ava ilability terms though, on ly about l 0% of the sur face runoff 
ca n be chann eled into storage areas or used directly. If yo u add this 10% 
(56 bi llion m ') togeth er with the groundwater recharge ( 64 billion m') , 
th en the renewable wa ter reso urce amou nts to roughly 120 billion m1 per 
year. ' Th is translates to approxim ately 12% of the total fa ll out from th e 
sto rm s that sp lash th e nation ann uall y. Despite being left with only 120 
billi on m' , every Ma lays ian still has almost 5,400 ml of water at his or her 
dispo sal each yea r. This is a very generous amount , taking into 
co nsideration that 1,000 m1 per perso n represen ts water scarcity. 

Surface wa ter is co ll ec ted in an "arti fi cial storage facility", oth erwise called 
a dam. l:l y the end of the 20th cen tury, Malaysia had a holding ca pacity of 
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25 billion m3 from the construction of 63 dams.6 In contrast, groundwater 
is trapped in subterranean aquifers that serve as natural storage faci lities. 
The estimate for the amount of water hidden in the nooks and crannies 
below the landmass is a staggering 5,000 billion m3, or five times the 
annual rainfall for the whole country.7 And at present only 3% of the 
nation 's raw water supply is sourced from groundwater reservoirs . 

WATER DEMAND 

The demand for water is constantly on the rise. In 1980, Malaysians used 
up 8.7 billion m1 to irrigate padi fields, fill up the residential water tanks, 
wash ve hicl es and cool and clean the engin es of industry and 
manufacturing, compared to 11.6 bill ion m1 in 1990 and an expected 
15.2 billion m1 in 2000.8 To ensure the rice bowl remains full, the bulk of 
the freshwater demand was used for irrigating agricultural crops (78%); 
while the remainder (22%) was consumed by domestic and industrial 
uses. 

The intent behind irrigation schemes was twofold: to increase food 
production and thereby assist farmers to raise income levels. Therefore, 
double cropping was promoted for wet padi to achieve both objectives. In 
the past two decades, water for irrigation projects increased by about 30%. 
Unfortunately, irrigation efficiency is only reaching a maximum of 40% 
to 50% on most of these schemes, a disturbing figure given that agriculture 
is the highest water consumer in the country. If the current trend continues, 
the water management authorities had better find ways to improve water
use effici ency and conservation 

On the domestic and industry front, the demand doubled from the 1980s 
to 1990s and was projected to nea rly double again by the turn of the 
century to 4.8 billion m1. However, actual growth has fallen slightly short 
of this, the last reported figures by the Public Works Department place 
household and industry wa ter demand at 3.6 bill ion m1 in 2002, with a 
prediction that growth in household demand would push this up to 4.1 
billion m1 by 2003; nea rly double the demand at the turn of the century -
in a space of just four yea rs. 9 One esti mate by DID officials for future 
water demand in this sector was projected to be 5.8 bill ion m3 by 2020. 
This projection seems to be extremely conservative in view of the historical 
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record, which showed an increase of 73% from 1980 to 2000, as compared 
to only a 17% hike in the next twenty years. Although the pace of industrial 
growth is certain to be less rapid than in the past, and is expected to decline 
as a share of household and industrial water demand to 27 per cent, 
population growth (and consequently household demand ) has been 
shooting up. Official figures hold Malaysia 's population growth at 2.6% 
which means that in 10 years time the population will increase by a third, 
from 24 million to 32 million. Much of this growth will be concentrated 
in cities and further stress localised water demand. An important caveat 
to the preceding outline of water resources is that they are not evenly or 
optimally distributed across Malaysia to match the growth of human 
settlement 

The overall demand was expected to reach 15 billion m3 by the end of 
2000. Again irrigation demand will siphon off about two-thirds of the 
supply, with urban demand accounting for one-third. Such figures are 
based on our current priorities and use patterns, which if managed properly 
can drastically reduce these water dependency levels. Projections not only 
include the amounts of water that are required due to the growth in 
population and industrial activity, but also reflect the tremendous water 
wasted under the existing management regime. Roughly half of the water 
sent down the pipe is lost largely through old, leaking or unrepaired pipes. 
The average Malaysian household is estimated to waste over 1,000 litres of 
water every day. 10 

According to the Department of Statistics, the projected water demand 
"constitutes less than 3% of the available water resources in the country". 
Despite the abundance of freshwater, shortages occur in some states due 
to uneven distribution and demand, as well as seasonal variations; human 
planning still succumbs to the vagaries of nature not to mention the 
impact of deforestation and urban expansion on the hydrological cycle. A 
more telling comment on the lack of readily available water highlights 
two of the main threats to water security: 

" ... the encroachment of upland watersheds through the clearing of 
highland areas and the resulting sedimentation had significantly 
impeded the development of adequate waterflows in rivers. Water loss 

FRESHWATER RESOURCES 

due to mismanagement of upstream catchment areas also remains a 
serious problem." 11 

Table 3.1 Water demand in Malaysia (billion m3) 

User 1980 1990 2000· 2020• 

Domestic/ Industry 1.3 2.6 4,8 5.8 
Irrigation 7.4 9.0 10.4 13 .2 
Others 0.2 0.2 0.3 1.0 

Total 8.9 11 .8 15.5 20 .0 
• Projected figures . 

Sources : Hj. Ke izrul A. and Juhaimi J., 1996; Fa uzi A.S ., 1999. 

WATER QUALITY 

For decades now, Malaysians have treated rivers, wetlands and estuaries as 
dumping depots to discard the unwanted waste products of progress and 
prosperity. From siltation and stinking sewage to despicable discharges 
and illegal dumping, the pollutant load has left a devastating trail from the 
headwaters to the river mouths. Deteriorating water quality leads to unsafe 
drinking water, loss of aquatic life and biodiversity and adverse impacts 
on human health and economic activities. 

Rivers 

The health of the Malaysian river system is unhealthy, if not critical. And 
almost everyone who lives on land can share in the blame, since most 
pollutants originate from there. In the mid- l 990s, sewage was considered 
the worst culprit, accounting for up to 79% of the pollution load, followed 
by industrial discharges (13%) and agricultural runoffs (8% ). 12 By 2002 , 
24% of river basins were polluted by ammoniacal nitrogen (NH -N) from 
sewage which included livestock farming and domestic sewage; 23 % had 
suspended solids due to earthworks and land-clearing activities which 
leave rivers cloudy and reduce natural flow rates; and 18% of river basins 
suffered biochemical oxygen demand (BOD) from sewage and discharges 
from agro-based and manufacturing industries. 13 

Rivers are monitored under the au thority of the Department of 



106 Malay si an En vi ron men t in Cris is 

Environment (DOE), which uses a water qualit y index (WQI) to 
determine the level of pollution assessed against a set of acceptable 
standards. DOE then classifies the waterways into three categories -clean, 
slightly polluted and very polluted. With over a hundred river systems in 
the co untry to check, DOE has been able to increase its monitoring 
programme from 86 in 1989 to 120 in 1998. By 2002, 927 water quality 
monitoring stations had been established in these 120 river basins. Let's 
take a brief look at the data trends from 1989 to 2001. 14 

In 1998 there were 33 clean rivers out of 120, as compared to 49 out of 86 
back in 1989 and a low of 24 out of 116 in 1997. With substantial 
development and economic growth throughout most of the 1990s, one 
could make the judgement that progress came before cleanliness in terms 
of river quality. From 1996 to 1997 the number of clean rivers dipped 
sharply from 42 to 24, a possible reflection of the concentrated pollution 
levels found in slow-moving waters during the onset of drought conditions. 
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A sharp increase in the number of clean rivers took place between 2000 
and 2001 as thei r numbers nearly doubled from 34 to 60. Their numbers 
continued to rise in 2002 to 63 "clean" rivers. 

It's time now to sift through the smelly stuff. The number of"very polluted" 
rivers steadily increased from a mere 3 out of 86 in 1989 to a high of 25 out 
of 120 rivers in 1999 before declining to a low of 12 in 2000. However, the 
downward trend appears to be ending as the number of'hard core' toxic 
waterways has now steadily grown to 14 by 2002. Again the overall trend 
shows a gradual degradation of the water resources that are vital for the 
health of the aquatic ecology and economy. Correspondingly, the highest 
number (25) of"very polluted" rivers was recorded in 1997. 

Over the yea rs more and more rivers have been contaminated with 
pollutants, as evidenced by the increasing percentage of water courses in 
the 1990s that were deemed "slightly polluted" -34 rivers in 1989 versus 
71 rivers in J 998. However, the most recent data gives some indication of 
a turnaround, with 47 rivers reported as slightly polluted in 2001. 
Nonetheless, it should not be forgotten that 97% of our water needs are 
sourced from this largely toxic soup . The country has more than 470 
water treatment plants with total production capacity exceeding 9 million 
m3 per day. 

The influential Economic Planning Unit (EPU ) within the Prime 
Minister 's Department has selected river water quality as one of the 
indicators used to produce the Malaysian Quality of Life index. 15 However, 
there is a long way to go to make rivers safe and healthy for both natural 
systems and human use and enjoyment alike. Rivers run like veins 
throughout the landscape to bring life-giving resources to rural 
communities and farmers, as well as the urban masses and industry. As 
pollution seeps into a greater number of rivers, the entire river ecosystem 
network is at risk of this poisonous contamination. Swimming in rivers is 
a popular form of recreation amongst rural Malaysians and has been so 
for a long time. Provided rivers are clean it is a great deal more healthy and 
invigorating than many modern entertainments. Unfortunately, poor 
awareness of the effects of environmental pollution combined with the 
unclean state of many rivers presents an unpleasant risk to public health. 

.., 
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Ta ble 3.2 Water quality of Malaysian rivers . 

Category 1989 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 

Highly polluted 3 14 13 25 16 13 12 13 14 

Slightty polluted 34 53 61 67 71 72 74 47 43 

Clean 49 48 42 24 33 35 34 60 63 

Total 86 115 116 116 120 120 120 120 120 

Sources: DOE, 1998; Department of Statistics, 2003; Prof. Sham Soni (ed.), 1998, DOE 2003. 

Wetlands 

Wetland is a catch-all term to describe the variety of water bodies scattered 
mostly in the lowlands and coastal plains. Swamps, marshes, lakes, riv~rs 
and even rice fields can be counted among the freshwater types; while 
mangroves, mudflats and nipa swamps comprise the brackish water types. 
Unfortunately, wetlands are also a "catch-all" for pollutants generated 
upstream from industrial wastewater to pesticide runoff. With pollutants 
accumulating in the shallow, and sometimes static, waters, many wetlands 
degrade into toxic soup with dire consequences. 

Occupying about 3.3 million hectares of land area throughout Malaysia, 
wetlands are under constant threat. 16 Not only from the indiscriminate 
dumping of wastewater and toxins spewed from industries and agricultural 
practices, but also from the conversion of these habitats to make way for 
development projects, aquaculture activities and more crop land. 

Environmentally, wetlands are great regulators and filters. For example, 
swamps hold large amounts of excess water that percolates into the ground 
and surface water during dry seasons to offset fluctuations in rainfall. 
Lakes and marshes help to control flooding by capturing the water during 
heavy rains and reducing the flow rate downstream. Along the coastline, 
fresh water seeping into the groundwater retains proper levels that hold 
back the intrusion of potentially damaging seawater. And wetland 
vegetation retains sediments, absorbs nutrients and removes toxins, thus 
acting like a purification system to improve water quality. The non-plant 
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lifeforms such as fish, birds, and crustaceans which proliferate in wetlands 
are not always as hardy as the physical environment and impacts they 
experience can have a broader impact on biodiversity in related ecosystems 
through the food chain. 

WATER CATCHMENTS and WATER MANAGEMENT 

Previously in Malaysia, low urban density combined with plentiful rainfall 
and abundant rivers coupled with easy access to water resources left each 
state able to tap into vast water supplies. Not until the advent of massive 
population growth, industrial and agricultural expansion and the vagaries 
of climate change did certain parts of the country start to suffer from lack 
of water. According to Shahrizaila Abdullah, retired director-general of 
the Department for Irrigation and Drainage the importance of easy access 
to water resources was bypassed in the planning and development of growth 
centres. It was taken for granted that water would be available no matter 
where growth centres were. 17 

The lack of overall planning in the water sector has led to a hodgepodge of 
single-purpose uses that "ha[vej not embraced responsibility for water 
resources development as a whole. "18 Indeed, each agency seems to be acting 
for its own exclusive rights. The water crisis of 1998 illustrates the fallacy 
of this individualistic regime of resource management, which can no 
longer function adequately to secure and conserve water for the entire 
nation's needs. 

At the crux of this issue lie water catchment areas, also referred to as 
watersheds or river basins. The numerous mountains and valleys criss
crossing the landscape are covered with forests that trap moisture and 
absorb precipitation. In turn, these large catchment areas then release 
water into streams and lakes, eventually passing on to the sea. Although 
some attempts were made to create an information system on the major 
river basins, of which there are 41 in Peninsular Malaysia, little has been 
done to integrate holistic management by state or federal agencies. 
Discussion has been conducted on establishing integrated river basin 
management, but decisive coordination amongst government agencies, 
developers, and local authorities is still a long way off. 
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Table 3.3 Dams in Malaysia 

Single-purpose dams 

Water supply 
Hydropower 
Irrigation 
Silt retention 
Subtotal 

Multi-purpose dams 

Water supply & irrigation 
Water supply & flood mitigation 
Water supply & irrigation & flood mitigation 
Hydropower & flood mitigation 
Hydropower & water supply 
Subtotal 

TOTAL 

Source : Fa uzi, 1999 

Number 

34 
7 
3 
3 

47 

6 
5 
2 
2 
1 

16 

63 

In view of increasing water demand, ongoing development pressure, 
conflict ing use patterns and deteriorating water quality, the entire way in 
which freshwater resources are managed needs a major overhaul. The first 
review of the national water scene was conducted in 1982 and since then 
there have been repeated ca ll s to set up a National Water Council and 
formu late a National Water Policy. The second review was completed in 
1999 and was aimed at assessing the water situation in Peninsular Malaysia 
to formulate a management Master Plan and forecast water demand up 
to 2050. The new National Water Resources Study was under th e cloak of 
"confidentiality" for some time and has only recently been made available 
to the public, if they are willing to make a trip to the Public Works 
Department (J KR) headquarters to view the single di sp lay copy. 

Only in the past couple of years have some states begun to coordinate 
water resources into an overall strategi c plan. Without a national 
perspective, the problem will be compounded as each state strives to make 
the best dea l, in conjunction with privatised companies, to supply water 
to urban centres. Such a fragmented focus could have disastrous 
implications for the ecological well-being of freshwater ecosystems wi th 
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resulting adverse economic effects as well. One outcome of the second 
study has been the formation of a National Water Resources Council, 
established in 1998 which "represents a major step forward in overcoming 
the problems associated with the fragmentation of water related institutions 
and activities. "19 

At the federal level , sustainable water management must be more 
innovative than building enough dams to meet demand requirements. 
Again a holistic approach is necessary to analyse the entire supply and 
distribution system, with an investigation into everything from 
minimising water loss from leaking pipes, to improving irrigation 
efficiency rates and identifying alternative sources of water. The 
tremendous environmental damage, community disruption s and 
economic costs of constructing dams in potentially sensitive habitats 
should at least alert the authorities to first seek a comprehensive assessment 
of the situation. 

According to the Department of Irrigation and Drainage, there are two 
approaches to water management, either by focusing on the supply or the 
demand. The supply approach concentrates on new supply sources to 
keep up with water demands, while the demand approach manages existing 
water supplies and seeks reductions in water use. DID's own assessment 
on the benefits of the water demand approach speaks for itself: 

"The prevalent preference for expanding supply to meet demand has led 
to investments in infrastructure that could have been avoided or postponed 
and that have increased the pressure on water-dependent ecosystems. 
Therefore, supply management i.e. the development of new water resources 
to meet the ever increasing water demands from all user sectors should be 
replaced by water demand management. Water demand management 
monitors and improves the efficiency of the supply system and all water 
users need to adjust their needs to the available water. The water carrying 
capacity of the basin shall determine the degree of development within the 
basin since it is more appropriate to put the demand near the sources 
rather than to bring water long distances to meet the demand."20 

It is a relief to know that professional water managers are serious about 
taking care of the nation 's freshwater resources. However, the penchant 

., 
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for dam construction over an approach to integrate water resources 
management will only prolong the waste of both ecological and financial 
resources. In the interim, Malaysians may not like the periodic hardships 
suffered due to water shortages, but they also know that water is too precious 
to mismanage. 

WATERPOUCY 

Water policy in Malaysia has been the subject of much debate in recent 
years. Public awareness of the issue has grown although commentators 
from government, industry and media have focused, somewhat 
excessively, on privatisation as the principle solution to our water woes. 
One estimation put forward by the government is that the money needed 
just for water and sewage capital expenditure alone will take a third off the 
RM150 billion development budget for the Ninth Malaysia Plan.2' The 
government has concluded that projected water infrastructure burdens 
are beyond its financial capacity and has looked towards privatisation as 
an answer. Huge capital investment is needed, in particular to replace 
miles of hazardous and crumbling asbestos pipes (5,200km in Selangor 
alone) as well as for quality treatment; rivers need to be clean up and 
sustained; and new sources of water need to be accessed. How water policy 
shapes up has a critical impact on Malaysia's environment especially since 
the conventional wisdom has tended to rely upon the construction of 
large and unnecessary dam projects. Affordable pricing and access will 
also have important social impacts. 

In 2002 the Minister of Works, S. Samy Vellu, had announced that the 
government was going to pursue water privatisation in accordance with 
the Asian Development Bank's (ABD) recommendation that advised 
governments to open up and privatise water management and allow 
investors to set their own charges to ensure profit. Although Samy 
maintained that the government would keep control of the tariff rate, his 
apparently uncritical adoption of ADB recommendations was worrying. 
The ADB, like its larger sibling the World Bank, has a highly chequered 
record of distributing sound policy advice and has attracted particular 
cri ticism for its bankrolling of destructive and unnecessary dam 
mega projects throughout Asia. As SAM and the Consumers' Association 
of Penang pointed out, "water is an essential public resource which must 

FRESHWATER RESOURCES I 13 

be controlled and managed by the government in the public interest. 
Handing this very vital resource completely over to the private sector for 
profit will have serious consequences, as it can result in the inequitable 
distribution of water where the poor who cannot afford water will suffer. 
Ensuring adequate water resources also involves environmental 
considerations, such as proper watershed management and conservation 
natural resources such as forests and the protection of highlands. This 
cannot be left to the private sector."22 Water privatisation efforts in Selangor 
fared extremely poorly. The Selangor state government racked up a debt 
(still outstanding) of almost RM 2 billion to its concessionaires. 

Luckily a note of caution has been restored. The new minister of Energy, 
Water and Communications Dr Lim Keng Yaik called for a halt to further 
privatisation of the water section soon after he assumed office. The new 
min istry, established in March 2004, is sti ll in its early stages but has 
recognised that th us far Malaysia's privatisa tion of its water services is 
"unsustainable" and cannot be continued in such a manner.23 Lim has 
not scrapped the idea of privatisation; instead he has made it clear that 
more conditions and limitations will be attached. He has stated that 
industry will have to provide sewerage services in addition to sourcing, 
treating and distributing water to customers. Prospects of profiteering are 
likely to diminish as Lim has told businesses to expect a 5% return on 
investment. According to an interview with Lim, "beca use of its social 
obliga tions, profits earned by a wa ter entity will not be allowed to reach 
supernormal levels", instead tariff rates will fall when profits have reached 
"high" levels. 

Lim seems to have struck a firm stance and has rebutted the water industry 
claim of an impending water crisis by 2007 or 2008, stating: "That fact has 
been determined based on how the industry is being managed now." It is 
possible that industry spokespeople were drumming up the sense of crisis 
as they smelled the prospect of making quick and fat profits from a 
government rushed into distributing contracts, and possibly mega projects. 
The National Water Plan, launched in March 2002, promises over RMS0 
billion of investment, a figure which much surely be making ind ustry 
players break out in sweat. 

By December 2004 legislation sho uld be complete to allow the National 
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Water Services Commission to begin making policy. The states of 
Peninsular Malaysia have agreed to surrender their water rights to the 
federal body. Sabah and Sarawak will still retain autonomy. Adequate 
studies on th e sector need to be conducted and appropriate rules 
form ulated before any form of privatisation or otherwise can go ahead. 
The Min ister has given an indication of focus areas for spending: reducing 
the causes of non-revenue water (NRW, water produced for which no 
revenue is earned, e.g. that lost through leakage), finding alternative sources 
of water and rehabilitating Selangor's rivers. 

It turns out that the problem is less one of privatisation, but of finance. 
Any water delivery body, whether public or private, has to face enormous 
capi tal costs to meet Malaysian water demand sustainably. With NRW 
running as high as 62% this means that wa ter distribution compani es wi ll 
rapidly face bankruptcy if only 38% of the water they buy from treatm ent 
companies can be sold. The other danger is that crippling costs wi ll be 
passed onto consumers, a scenario politicians are keen to avoid. Therefore, 
there is a clear task ahead with predicted financial burdens, yet this concerns 
a critical social good whose delivery and production must be carefully 
and responsibly managed. ls privatisation the best solution to financing? 
Some beg to differ. Local economist Charles Santiago has proposed public
public partnerships as an alterna ti ve whereby water management could 
be under both state and public control. The poster child for this approach 
is none other than the Perbadanan Bekalan Air Pulau Pinang (PBA, Penang 
Water Authority ), a privatised entity majority owned by the state 

government. 

The state owns ap proximately 75 percent of the company, five percent of 
the company has been sold to PBA workers and the remaining 20 percent 
are equally distributed to PBS consumers in Penang and the publi c. The 
chairperson of the PBA is Penang Chief Minister Dr Koh Tsu Koon , which 
means the state can still exercise political control of the PBA in the interests 
of consumers. In theory, Penangites ca n exercise an 'entitlement ' or right 
wi th the state which it has an obligation to meet ( if it wants to secure votes 
and upport). Such an 'entitlement-obligation ' relationship is lacking or 
absent between people and a private corporation. The PBA's water tariffs 
are the lowest in the country, it also has the lowest non-revenue water in 
the country of 18 percent and it is the highest profit making water body in 
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the country with an annual profit of RMSO million .24 However, poor 
infrastructure and the shadow of huge capital costs are a hurdle other 
states will have to face if they are to follow Penang's example. Sabah, 
Selangor and Johor have already encountered stumbling blocks in their 
privatisation; according to Lim, half the Sa bah budget goes towards water 
bills. The National Water Services Commission will be focusing on 
financing and Minister Lim seems to be leaning towards leveraging foreign 
investment via long-term cheap bond loans. 

Although Minister Lim 's commitment, firmness and energy give ca use 
for comfort it is unclear whether he and the Commission wi ll be open for 
consultation wi th non-state and non-industry stakeholders. He has sa id 
that worries should be "left to him", but shouldn't the issue of national 
wa ter provisio n be more inclusive? Tra nsparency of information , 
accountability and participation in decision-making are just as crucial to 
a sustai nabl e soluti on as so und financing is. It also seems that the 
Commission will be an implementing and coordinating body under the 
authority of the Minister. 

Table 3.4 Planned water supply projects to 2008, Malaysia 

States of Malaysia Number of Total approved 
approved allocation 
pro jects in billion MYR 

Sabah 18 2.45 
Sarawak 12 0.80 
Lobuon 5 0.13 
Kelonton 4 0.62 
Perl is 3 0. 14 
Maiocco 6 0.63 
Pohong 22 l.69 
Trenggonu 8 0.52 
Negeri Sembilon 16 0.94 
Penong 4 0.69 
Perok 11 0.79 
Kedoh 18 1.49 

Total 127 l 0.89 

Source: Malaysia: Water Supply 2003, Danish Embassy Moloysio, 2003 . 

., 



Governing Malaysia's water resources 

The National Water Services Commission and the Water, Energy and 
Communications Ministry are not the only policy makers involved in 
managing our water resources. State governments are crucial as are other 
government departments such as the EPU (who oversee pr ivatisation ). 
The Public Works Department (JKR) is also another key player; it is in 
charge of water works through its eponymous division. The Ministry of 
Agricultu re and Agro-based Industry influences irrigation schemes along 
wi th the Department for Irrigation and Drainage which overseas water 
resources and management under the Ministry of Natural Resources and 
the Environment.. 

The exploitation and use of groundwater is regulated primarily th rough 
the Environmental Quality Act 1974 and the Environmenta l Quality 
(Scheduled Waste ) Regulations 1989. Enforcement is carried out by the 
Department of Environment with the assis tance of other agen cies such as 
the Royal Malaysian Police, the Department of Irrigation and Drainage, 
the Depar tment of Minerals and Geosc ience and local au th orities. 
However, as the government has acknowledged, there is no specific law to 
deal with soil and groundwater contamination. Neither are there any soil 
or groundwater quality standards. 25 The Pesticides Act (1974) regulates 
these toxic substances but does not account for water pollution. 

Globa ll y as well as nationa ll y th e private sec tor is playing a 
disproportionately large ro le in influencing water policy. Momentum 
has been building worldwide to push for privatising water management. 
A World Water Forum spearheaded by the private sector through the World 
Water Council and Global Water Partnership (GWP ) has been busy 
developing a global consens us in favo ur of privatisation. Its local 
representative is the Malaysian Water Partnership. While the aims of the 
GWP appear quite benign the results of bad privatisation can be anything 
but. In Bolivia , privatisation of Cochabamba's water to the American 
company Bechtel provoked widespread riots as poor consumers were priced 
out of available water by the company's ruthless profiteering. The local 

• · · · 26 government was forced to reverse its pnvat1sat1on strategy. 
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The colossal failure of the Indah Water Konsortium (IWK) is sti ll fresh in 
Malaysians' minds. In 2000 the government was forced to buy back the 
company (which was responsible for sewerage management ) for RM200 
million after having pumped RMl billion into it. 

Transparency, open tendering, widespread publi c consu ltation and th e 
recognition of access to water as a human right of Malays ians wi ll go a 
long way to ensure that the water problem does not beco me a full -blown 
water crisis. Sound and sustainable fi nanci ng for cutti ng on lost water 
now seems more important than privati sation as such. This wil l ce rtainly 
help reduce the burden on Malays ia 's overstretched water systems but 
proper mitigation of eco logical impa cts still rem ains neglec ted in 
Malaysia's developing wa ter policy. Wi thout an eco logica ll y-so und 
approach to water resources and river basin man agement all th e fin ancin g 
and consultation in the world will not repl ace degraded water reso urces. 
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4 MARINE AND 
COASTAL ECOSYSTEMS 

T he concept of maritime space may not be as common as its 

atmospheric equivalent, but it is nonetheless just as important to 

matters of national security as air space. Consider that between a coastline 

of over 4,800 kilometres and a 200-nautical-mile Exclusive Economic 

Zone (EEZ), inclusive of the 12-nautical-mile territorial sea (148,307 

km2) , Malaysia's maritime space covers 598,540 km2• In contrast, the 
land area for the entire country only occupies about 330,000 km 2. Across 

this vast watery underworld is a rich diversity oflife, including seagrasses, 

sea turtles, marine mammals, coral reefs and thousands of fishes. On the 
surface, the Straits of Melaka and South China Sea provide passage for 
commerce, tourism and recreation and buffer the country's hot climate 

with windy and wet monsoons. 

MARINE FISHERIES 

The bountiful sea is not yet a misnomer in Malaysia, at least for now. 
Rated as one of the world 's best fishing spots because of the extensive 

continental shel f, there are an estimated 4,000 species of fishes plying the 
nation 's marine waters. 1 According to the Department of Fisheries the 

projected annual fisheri es landings (ca tch ) for 2003 was roughly 1.3 

million tonnes representing a slight increase from the 1990s which saw a 
rise from 1.02 million tonnes in 1992 to 1.17 million tonnes in I 997, 
although the figure has oscillated between 1.2 million and 1.3 million 

tonnes since 1998. Marine fisheries contribute over 85% of total fisheries 
production with the remainder made up from aquaculture and inland 
fisheries activities, which are part of the overall fisheries sector. 
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The importance of understanding marine fisheries hangs upon their 

ecological significance and their contribution to human livelihoods and 
nutrition . In economic terms, marine fisheries represented a value of 

RM4.3 billion and employed more than 85,700 people in the fisheries 

sector in 2003. 2 The other portion of the catch came from aquaculture 
and inland fisheries activities, which are part of the overall fisheries sector. 

To help us understand the nature of over-exploitation taking place in 

Malaysia 's marine waters we can separate out the two main categories of 

fisheries - artisanal ( traditional) versus commercial - and fishing 
ground zones. The latter is a licensing system that regulates fisheries 

activities based on gear type (the devices used to capture fish), fishing 
vessel tonnage and catch distance from the shore. Artisanal fishing is both 

restricted to using traditional gear and for the most part limited to the first 
5 nautical miles (nm) from the shore. However , comm ercial fi sh ing 
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operations, using trawlers and purse seine nets, are restricted in vessel 

size within the various zones of between 5 to 12 nm , l 2 to 30 nm , and 
beyond 30 nm to prevent overfishing (see Table 4. l ). 

The modernisation of fishing methods (primarily to increase ca tch size 
and efficiency) and their subsequent proliferation entails serious impac ts 

on the carrying capacity of our marine ecosystems. The poli cy of promoting 
fishing exports (Malaysia exports slightly mo re fi sh products than it 
imports ) and increasing local demand combined with ever more effective 

fishing methods threaten to deplete our marine resources in the medium 
to long term. Intensive harvesting compromises reprod uction of the fish 

population, a problem compounded once most adults have been caught 
and young fish are snapped up before they have the chance to reproduce . 
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A look at different fishing gear types used in the west coast of Peninsular 
Malaysia, the area of greatest catch, illustrates the technical impacts on 
overall harvests. Purse seines were the dominant commercial gear for 
pelagic (nea r surface) fish until the mid- l 970s when trawl nets emerged 
as an alternative. In the mid- l 980s driftnets were used extensively and by 
the mid-1990 all three fishing gears were accountable for a third each of 
the total landings of pelagic fish on the west coast. 3 Licences for fishing 
gears rose steadily from 1967 to 1981 until the government introduced a 
policy to reduce over-fishing by limiting licences. 

Bottom trawl nets led to a big change in the fishing industry because 
instead of just exploiting demersal (deep-water) fish and shrimps, small 
pelagic fish were also targeted for harvest. From the mid- l 970s to the mid
l 990s, trawl fishing was on par with purse seine landings of pelagic fish .4 

By 1994, with improvements in net designs and larger engine capacity, 
trawlers surpassed purse seiners and caught larger proportions of schooling 
pelagic fi sh. Among traditional fishing gears, drift nets were predominant 
for pelagic fish because of their ease of operation, low capital and labour 
costs, which contributed to even more use of drift nets after the 1981 
li censing policy. 

TABLE 4.1 FISHING GROUND ZONES 

Zone Distance Fishing Gear Allowed 
nautical miles (nm) Gross Registered Tonnage (GRT) 

A Less than 5 nm from shorel ine Restricted to traditional fishing gears 

B Between 5 and 12 nm Commercial trawler and purse seiners 
less than 40 GRT 

C Between 12 and 30 nm Commercial trawler and purse seiners 
between 40 to 70 GRT 

D Beyond 30 nm Commercial trawler and purse seiners 
greater than 70 GRT 

Source: MIMA 1998 
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Considering that the local demand for fish is expected to nearly double in 
2010 from the previous decade, increased earnings for export commodities 
will exert extreme pressure on the remaining fisheries resources. 

The limits of sustainability 

As reported by the Maritime Institute of Malaysia (MIMA ), inshore 
fisheries, the area within 30 nm of the shoreline, "ha[s] largely been fully 
exploited". The inshore catch contributed more than 80% of the total 
marine catch in 2000, a decline from 86% and 89% of marine fish landings 
in 1993 and 1997.5 Roughly three quarters of Malaysia's fish are caught in 
Peninsular Malaysia. 

In analysing marine capture fisheries data from 1991 to 1995, MIMA 
found that the combined harvests from the east coast states of Peninsular 
Malaysia and East Malaysia were consistently over half the total "mainly 
due to full exploitation of fisheries resources in water within the (sic) 12 nautical 
miles". Other indicators of over-fishing cited were a decrease in landings 
of Grade 1 fish and prawns and a rise in trash fish . 

The rapid decline in "catch-per-unit-effort", measured in kilograms per 
hour (kg/hr ), demonstrates the tremendous pressure exerted on near
shore fisheries. In 1970 on the west coast of Peninsular Malaysia, the 
ca tch was 130 kg/hr, dropping to only 40-60 kg/hr in the 1980s and 
onwards. For fishers on the east coast of Peninsular Malaysia, the drop 
went from 90 kg/hr in the mid- l 980s to 72 kg/hr by 1990. 

Summing up the grim situation of fisheries resources within the 12-nm 
zone of the South China Sea, MIMA noted that prawns, pelagic and 
demersal fishes were found to be over-exploited in Sarawak and on the 
east coast of Peninsular Malaysia. On the west coast of Sabah, prawns, 
coral reef fishes and pelagic fishes were over-fished. In addition, increases 
in lower quality fish usually meant less income for fishing communities. 
Correlated wi th the decrease in harvest rates, was the fact that from between 
1992 and 1997 the number of fishers decreased by at least 25 % each from 
Perak, Penang, Pahang, Melaka, Negri Sembilan and Kedah.6 Only Sa bah, 
Sarawak and Johor managed to keep more fishers at sea with in creases up 
to 16%. 
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Acknowledging the poor condition of inshore fisheries, the government 
began to promote and develop deep-sea fishing capabilities. According to 
DOF, "the fishery resources in the Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ) will be 
exploited with fishing vessels equipped with modern equipments (s ic) ... it is 
envisaged that the corporate sector will be involved actively and deeply in this 
sector." It will be difficult to sustain the harvest levels of the inshore fisheries 
areas, so the exodus to deeper waters is fine for large commercial outfitters 
to go scouting for faraway fish stocks. But how does that help the thousands 
of artisanal fishers and their communities who are already struggling to 
make a living on meagre harvests? The Ministry of Agriculture and the 
DOF has been speaking for some time of plans to establish large deep sea 
tuna fishing fleets. However, there is already worldwide concern about the 
overfishing of tuna since the fish has filled a luxury niche in the 
homogenous internationalised diet spreading around the world. As more 
consumers get turned on to a narrow set of tastes, the wild fish species 
which make up this diet are placed under incredible strain. Striking a 
balance between powerful catching technologies, fish stock depletion and 
long-term artisanal fisherfolk livelihoods is no easy feat. 

According to MOSTE the most significant threat facing the fisheries 
industry is the destruction of important breeding and feeding areas. Among 
the causes are land reclamation, industrial and domestic pollution, 
unsuitable fishing practices, oil spills and algal blooms ("red tides"). It 
summed up the dire pressures on the marine situation by noting that: 

"Managi ng fisheries resources on a sustainable basis has become 
increasingly complex with the destruction of aquatic habitats and the 
degradation of the aquatic environment. Mangrove forests, which provide 
important breeding, nursery and feeding grounds for fish , prawns and a 
variety of invertebrates, are increasingly being cleared for agriculture and 
aquaculture development, and are degraded by pollution or the diversion 
of drainage water. Coastal areas are threatened by severe erosion along 
extensive parts of Peninsular Malaysia 's coastline. Increased 
industrialisation is also exerting considerable pressure on the sensitive 
coastal ecosystems. Effluent from industrial and domestic discharges, land 
reclamation, illegal dumping and accidental spillage of oil wastes 
contribute to the degradation of water quality and the aquatic 
environment."7 
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COASTAL SHORELINES and MANGROVES 

Exposed to changing tides, lashing waves and seasonal storms, Malaysia's 
lingering shorelines take a natural beating from these external forces. 
Stretching for thousands of kilometres, coastlines act like a toughened 
skin layer to protect the ecosystems and communities of the inland coastal 
plain. Muddy beaches and mangroves dominate 60% of the west coast of 
Peninsular Malaysia, a result of the rapid settling of fine particles from 
the calmer Straits of Melaka waters.8 Conversely, sandy beaches are more 
common on the eastern seaboard due to steady sediment outfalls ferried 
down from major inshore rivers. The more exposed shores of Sa bah consist 
of numerous irregular bays and inlets with both sandy and muddy flats; 
whereas, Sarawak's buffered coasts build up longer stretches of these 
beaches. 

Protecting portions of the nation's land mass borders, mangroves are 
critical buffer zones that merge marine waters and the coastal plain. With 
estimates hovering around 550,000 hectares still remaining, mangrove 
forests fringe roughly half of Malaysia's coastlines ( 40% Peninsular 
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Malaysia's coastline and 61 % of East Malaysia's coastline). In the 
breakdown of remaining mangrove area, Peninsular Malaysia is left with 
only about 18% of these complex and valuable ecosystems, leaving Sabah 
(52%) and Sarawak (29%) to halt any further exploitation for reclamation 
and development. 9 Considering that mangroves protect shoreline 
communities from wind, storms and flooding, as well as supply nutrients 
and habitat protection to marine fisheries, the environmental and 
infrastructural benefits far outweigh any land conversion schemes. 

The benefits and value of mangrove forests in coastal protection became 
highly evident with the advent of the Asian tsunami on December 26, 
2004. Environmental groups and fishing communities both in Malaysia 
and in the region drew attention to experiences of coastal populations in 
areas protected by mangrove forests who suffered less following the 
tsunami, than their counterparts in areas which were devoid of such forests. 
This prompted the Prime Minister of Malaysia early this year to once 
again call for the protection and regeneration of mangrove forests in the 
country. Hopefully, the PM's directive will be translated into concrete 
action . 

CORALS and SEAGRASSES 

In global terms, Malaysian coral reef systems are wonderfully diverse, 
containing about 700 species in over 50 genera, as compared to the 
Caribbean where less than 100 species thrive in 26 genera. 1° Fringing reefs 
are normally associated with islands, in contrast to atoll reefs which are 
found further out at sea. Despite the degradation from commercial tourism 
activities, Malaysia's coral reefs remain essential breeding grounds and 
nursery areas for marine fishes and invertebrates. Economically, reef fishes 
contributed up to 12% of the marine catch off the east coast of Peninsular 
Malaysia, and over 300 fish species are supported by reef ecosystems. 11 

But in real terms, it is nearly impossible to put a quantitative value on the 
importance of coral reef resources. 

Mostly concentrated off the east coast of Peninsular Malaysia and off 
Sa bah, many of the nation's marine waters extending from island clusters 
have been gazetted as marine parks. Many of these islands lack a 
comprehensive and integrated strategy for development, resulting in the 
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eventual destruction of the area's marine attractions. Besides siltation and 
sedimentation caused by land-based development, corals are at threat 
from pollution, reef fish (dynamite) blasting and unregulated tourism 
and waste management. A few natural problems include infestations of 
the crown-of-thorns starfish and storm damage. 

Back in the mid-1990s, MIMA reported on the health of Malaysia's coral 
reefs. Based on the percentage oflive coral cover, reefs off the east coast of 
Peninsular Malaysia hovered between fair and good ratings with 56% to 
69%. Sabah reefs were found to be more varied but rated only as fair, with 
43% to 52% live coral cover. And in Sarawak, where there are fewer reefs, 
the live coral cover rated better than Peninsular Malaysia and Sabah with 
an overall figure of 60%. 

In the shallow waters off the coastline lie submerged seagrass beds that 
provide food, shelter and nurseries for fish and invertebrates. Besides 
supplying oxygen and nutrients, seagrasses help to reduce wave action 
and regulate water flow in sensitive shoreline areas. Seagrass species are 
also particularly important to sea turtles and dugongs who feed on them, 
the latter being quite vulnerable to habitat loss. Insufficiently studied 
throughout the country, the distribution and extent of seagrass species are 
not clear, even though 13 species were thought to occur mainly off the east 
coast of Peninsular Malaysia and the west coast of Sabah. At risk to coastal 
erosion and reclamation, sewage contamination and heavy metal 
pollution, seagrasses are thought to be rapidly declining and possibly 
endangered. National surveys and research are necessary to prevent further 
decimation of these marine habitats. 

MARINE MAMMALS and MARINE TURTLES 

Not everything that swims in the sea is a fish . Malaysia's marine mammals 
are a diverse group of understudied creatures that include whales, dolphins, 
porpoises and dugongs. Several studies and surveys in the late 1990s 
attempted to gather baseline data on marine mammal populations and 
locations, last researched back in the 1950s. In both Peninsular Malaysia 
and Borneo, researchers identified the Irrawaddy dolphins, hump-backed 
dolphins, finless porpoises and dugongs for possible future studies. Marine 
mammals are susceptible to a number of threats that either destroy habitats 
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or kill the animals outright. Habitat loss and degradation ( e.g. loss of 
seagrass beds) and incidental bycatch during fishing forays are some of 
the major threats encountered; whereas, pollution and increased fishing 
efforts also contribute to their overall depletion. 

Among the most endangered creatures on the planet are marine turtles, 
of which four species are known to occur in Malaysia. Since the 1950s, 
their numbers have plummeted from local waters and beaches, with 
population depletions at 60%, 95%, and 99%, respectively, for Green, 
Olive-Ridley, and Leatherback turtles, while Hawksbill turtles have been 
severely disturbed. 12 All of these marinP. turtle species are classified as 
endangered, according to the IUCN (now known as the World Conservation 
Union) conservation status listings. Of critical concern is the demand for 
turtle eggs in Malaysian markets and the loss of beach nesting habitat due 
to degradation and ill-planried development. 

Although marine and coastal biodiversity is still relatively abundant, there 
are still a lot of unknowns. Not only is knowledge lacking for species 
diversity, distribution and populations, but also for their conservation 
status and decline rates. Without even the most basic information available, 
how will marine resource agencies even contemplate dealing with alien 
species invasions and global climate change? 

Table 4.2 Marine and Coastal Biological Diversity in Malaysia. 

Marine life 

Marine fishes 
Marine food fish 
Turtles 
Terrapin 
Coastal birds 
Mangroves 
Corals 
Seagrasses 

Source: MIMA, 1998. 

Number of species 

2,200 -4,000 (estimated) 
300 

4 
1 

127 
104 
290 

10 
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MARINE AND COASTAL POLLUTION 

Fancy a dip in the sea over the weekend? Tempted by the lovely blue-green 
of our warm coastal waters? Better think again because our marine waters 
are loaded with pollutants. Marine water quality in Malaysia is very 
consistent. As the DOE reports in its Environmental Quality Report (EQ R) 
2002 the main contaminants of coastal waters in most states were oil and 
grease (OG), total suspended solids (TSS), and Escherichia coli (E. coli). 
The failure rate for samples of each pollutant were 50.5% for OG, 75. 7% 
for TSS and 42.6% for E. coli, representing on average an increase since 
2001. 

The DOE began its pollution-monitoring programme back in 1978 and 
the above results have basically been the same ever since its inception. 
According to the Maritime Institute of Malaysia, the monitoring data 
pinpoints the above-mentioned parameters "as the most chronic pollutants 
in the marine environment" and in overall terms "there has been a decline in 
marine water quality throughout the country." Of the three pollutants, OG, 
TSS and E. coli, MIMA pointed out that the worst culprit was TSS which 
caused "significant deterioration of marine water quality ... [ corresponding} 
with the periods of extensive land development beginning with the conversion 
of some forested areas into agricultural areas, urbanisation and increased 
development in coastal areas". Thus we see that unsustainable patterns of 
terrestrial land use change also lead to worsening environmental quality 
in the seas and waterways. In addition to logging, sand dredging forms a 
major cause ofTSS. 

Pollutants invade the marine environment from many sources. 13 Between 
1975 and 1993, 30,000 tonnes of oil spilt into the sea from desludging or 
accidental shipping incidents in Malaysian waters. Illega l waste sludge 
dumping at sea remains a major headache for enforcement agencies. 
Tanker traffic through the Straits of Melaka is extremely busy and shipping 
discharges were estimated to be about one to two metric tonnes per day 
back in the late 1980s. Oil refineries along the shore and production 
platforms at sea also contribute to the oily mess. In small doses but 
bountiful numbers, roughly 24,000 fishing boats released an estimated 
five metric tonnes in the 1990s. Hydrocarbons are highly toxic to marine 
organisms, causing mortality in fish and prawns at high concentrations. 
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The DOE noted that in 2002 the incidence of tarballs had decreased 
suggesting less marine oil pollution in that year. 14 

Hid den in industrial wastewater and factory discharges are the heavy metals 
(i.e. lead, mercury, cadmium, copper) . Their contamination of fish and 
shellfish, especially on the west coast of Peninsular Malaysia, causes severe 
eco nomi c, health and eco logical di sturbances . Among the most 
problematic and stealth-like pollutants enterin g the ecosys tem are 
chemicals and pesticides, in particular, endocrine disrupters. These toxic 
chemicals interfere with natural biological processes and alter sex ual 
development, leading to reduced hatching rates for fish. 

In the last two decades, the promotion of coastal aquaculture act ivities has 
been heavy, but unfortun ately so has the production of pollutants. 
Surround in g water bodies and marin e organisms deteriorate from 
discha rges of a variety of fe rtilisers, pesticides, hormones and disinfectants 
used in the industry. Faeces and food matter from mar iculture projects 
near the shoreline cause organic pollution and nutrient accumulation 
that depletes oxygen levels. Ammonia, nitrates and nitrites stimulate the 
growth of fung us, bacteria and vi ruses. Post-harvest pond bed sediments 
are usually discarded into waterways, which -coupled with rotting organic 
matter loads - can lead to alga l blooms (red tides ). These can ca use 
shellfish poisoning or deplete fi sh reso urces. 
E.coli prevalence stems from untreated or partially treated domestic sewage 
and animal wastes as well as untreated or partially treated industrial 
effl uent . 

COASTAL EROSION 

Coastlines are constantly at batt le against the natural elements. But to 
make matters wo rse, human interference is likely to destroy much of 
what remains. At the time of Independence, the coasts were sleepy hollows 
without much act ivity to disturb nature's normal patterns. Si nce then, the 
nation -b uilding type of development fo r industrial, touri sm and 
commercial uses has transformed the physical environment and disrupted 
the del icate shoreli ne equilibrium. 
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Demonstra ting the role of natural consequences, roughly a third of 
Malaysia's coastline has deteriorated from coastal erosion. According to 
the Department of Irriga tion and Drainage (DID), the 1985 National 
Coastal Erosion Study revealed that 1,390 km (29%) out of 4,809 km of 
shoreline was subjected to erosion problems. Classification is in three 
ca tegories , with 226 km found to be critical erosion areas with shore
based facilities in imminent danger. Significant Erosion Areas ( or those 
expected to be endangered in five to ten years without remedial action ) 
covered 236 km of the coast; whereas, only 962 km, or 20% of the total 
coastline, were deemed as Acceptable Erosion Areas and mainly include 
undeveloped locations. With additional data from a 1996 DID study, the 
total length of eroding coastline was found to remain at about 30% overall. 
With respect to Peninsular Malaysia , the study revealed that the west and 
east coastlines (with Johor split equally) were eroded up to 60% and 56%, 
respectively. Among west coast states, Perak and Selangor were attributed 
with over 60% of the erosion , while in East Malaysia only 13% of the total 
coastl ine was eroded. 
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Coastal areas are self-maintained by the natural process of accretion, which 
balances out the sediments shifting between land and sea. Barring any 
natural catastrophes, tropical coastlines fluctuate between stormy 
sediment-stirring periods and serene sand redeposit stages. 

Provoked by improper land use planning, rampant construction and the 
carrying out of ill-considered ideas, erosion occurs at accelerated rates 
along the coastlines and upsets the natural state of things. Activities such 
as sand mining, dredging and land reclamation all contribute to changes 
in flow movement and disruption of natural drift patterns, causing new 
erosion problems. The temptation to build hotels and tourist facilities 
near the water's edge can result in the severe loss of shorelines ( e.g. Port 
Dickson ). Besides the ecological toll on coastal areas, millions of ringgit 
are spent to repair roads, reclaim lost land, plaster retaining walls and 
restore beaches. 

MARINE PARK MANAGEMENT 

In the 1990s, Malaysia established a protected area system for marine 
waters around 40 islands in Peninsular Malaysia and the Federal Territory 
of Labuan. Managed by the Department of Fisheries, the islands and 
associated protected waters are grouped into five Marine Parks as follows: 

• 
• 
• 
• 
• 

Pulau Payar Marine Park ( 4 islands in Kedah) 
Pulau Redang Marine Park ( 11 islands in Terengganu) 
Pulau Tieman Marine Park (9 islands in Pahang) 
Mersing Marine Park (13 islands in Johor) 
Labuan Marine Park (3 islands in the Federal Territory) 

In Sabah, there are three marine parks under the care of Sabah Parks: 
Tunku Abdul Rahman Park, Pulau Tiga Park and Turtle Islands Park. In 
contrast, Sarawak has three official Fisheries Prohibited Areas that limit 
activities in waters surrounding Pulau Satang Besar, Pulau Talang-Talang 
Besar and Pulau Talang-Talang Kecil. It is important to understand that 
marine park protection refers only to the sea areas and not the island la_nd 
mass for both Peninsular Malaysia and Sarawak; however, the marine 
parks in Sa bah are inclusive of both sea and land elements. Also, marine 
parks in Peninsular Malaysia are under federal jurisdiction, while those 
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in Sabah and Sarawak are under state control. These seemingly minor 
points have major implications for the protection and management of the 
marine environment. 

The Marine Park protected area system attempts to safeguard the natural 
resources at sea, in as much as the terrestrial-based national parks and 
wildlife sanctuaries. Of primary concern is the preservation of coral reef 
habitats and their marvellous marine life. To this aim tourism and fishing 
activities are regulated to ensure sustainable reef resources. Another 
objective of the marine parks is to conserve feeding and nursery grounds 
that are vital for maintaining healthy marine fisheries stocks . 

Coral reefs are under threat from tourism, fishing practices, pollution, 
siltation and natural predation and diseases. From a management 
perspective, the Federal Department of Fisheries has the power to prohibit 
destructive activities within the marine park waters ( e.g. spear fishing, 
shell and sand collection, reef anchoring, on-water structures). However, 
the real problems usually lie on land; where states have the rights. 
Consequently, conflicts arise over the capacity of marine parks to absorb 
infrastructure for mass tourism, which is stimulated by the marine 
attractions in the first place. Badly planned island development leads to 
soil erosion, wastewater pollution and visitor overcrowding, which in turn 
leads to damaged and dead corals - which means tourists will eventually 
complain and go someplace else next time. Sadly enough th is scenario is 
all too common to Malaysian marine parks . 
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CRITICAL CONDnlON: AQUACULTURE'S IMPAOS 

Not wanting to be left out of the aquaculture revolution occurring 
in Thailand and Taiwan in the 1970s, Malaysia was hell-bent on 
becoming another economic Asian Tiger for tiger prawns and other 
species. By 2000 shrimps and brackish-water fish valued at RM840 
million were the major products of the aquaculture subsector. Total 
aquaculture production, which involved about 19,700 ~armers, 
increased from 133,000 tonnes in 1995 to 255,000 tonnes m 2000, 
registering an annual growth of 14%. Ornamental fish breedin~ ~as 
also been encouraged, its market value has doubled to RM90 m1lhon 
in 2000 from 1995. The government has foreseen aquaculture 
production accounting for 30% of the nation's fish stocks by 2010 

with an output of 600,000 tonnes. 
First, let's ·clarify what is involved in freshwater versus coastal 
aquaculture. The former was started in the early 1900s to make use 
of abandoned mining areas and concentrated on small-scale culture 
of freshwater fishes. Eventually, with technological inputs a 
commercial industry grew and production was finally on the fast 
track. On the coast, cockle and shrimp culture began in the 1930s, 
but only developed into commercial operations in the last two 
decades with the introduction of marine cage culture and large
scale shrimp farming. 

Spurred on by the Seventh Malaysia Plan, coastal an~ estu~r'.ne 
areas were identified as suitable sites for more commercial act!Vlty. 
In Malaysia, coastal aquaculture includes both land-based (pond 
and tank systems) and water-based ( cage and raft systems) practices. 
Besides shrimp, brackish-water fish and ornamental fish aquacultural 
production also involves mussels and cockles. In spite of the 
seemingly impressive financial figures the reality for many 
aquaculture farmers is often many years of failed harvest 
compounded by heavy expenditure for feed inputs and the cost of 

maintaining water salinity. 

To boost fisheries food supplies in the country, the Government 
targeted over 442,000 hectares of land and water areas for future 
aquaculture projects. 15 Among the chosen habitats are mangroves, 
mudflats, coastal and estuarine waters, inland areas and disused 
mining pools. The adverse impacts on ecosystems and communities 
brought on by intensive fish farming along coastal zones and at sea 
deserve a closer look. 

In the case of shrimp farming, the associated loss of mangrove habitats 
due to pond structures was estimated to be 30% for Malaysia by the 
1990s. 16 In addition, the outbreak of diseases and red tides resulting 
from poor management practices caused many ponds to fail and 
become abandoned. The problems included the overstocking of 
ponds, faulty designs, high acidity from exposed organic matter, 
and pollutant contamination. A public health concern regards the 
use of feed pellets with antibiotics for promoting growth. These settle 
at the bottom of ponds and may spread resistant strains of bacteria 
throughout coastal waters. The ecological hazards of aquaculture 
also translate into great financial burdens on would-be farmers. 
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Shrimp aquaculture not only destroys critical habitats and degrades 
ecosystems, but it can also unravel the fabric of life in coastal 
communities. By changing the physical landscape and restricting 
normal patterns of resource use, fishers and local people are being 
sacrificed for supposedly greater gains to the national food warehouse. 
Instead, livelihoods are being risked as State Governments plunged 
into lucrative schemes before adequately assessing the sustainability 
of aquaculture activities. Healthy mangroves were too easily taken 
away from indigenous users to become large-scale holes in the 
ground, without so much as an EIA to address the issues. This is 
especially troubling, considering that production is expected to reach 
150,000 tonnes in 2010 as opposed to the current levels of around 
8,000 tonnes. 17 

The emphasis on aquaculture food production to offset declining 
marine capture fisheries and increase local supply of protein is a bit 
hard to swallow given two factors. First, destruction of mangrove 
habitats and pollution of coastal waters further depletes the very 
resources compensated for; and secondly, a large share of the harvest, 
especially shrimp, is exported to Japan, Europe and the United States 
as luxury consumption. In order to serve up shrimp to please the 
palate of richer nations, Malaysia sacrifices its own natural resources 
and damages the social well-being of coastal communities. It is 
another telling example of the government's obsession with export 
dollars over sustainable local economies. 

Having ignored the disastrous consequences of large-scale shrimp 
production in Thailand, Malaysia is taking a quantum leap as a 
producer nation without sound environmental assessments, or a 
solid basis for increasing output levels. So, maybe the loss of small 
coastal fishing communities is just an insignificant bump on the 
highway to 2020, to be displaced by big fish farms, large chemical 
plants and grandiose reclamation projects. 

The Consumers' Association of Penang cited a few cases to illustrate 
the potential perils of commercial aquaculture:18 

• Kuala Muda, Kedah - In the early 1990s, over 2,500 acres of 
mangrove forests were approved for conversion to aquaculture 
ventures by both local and foreign companies. Within three years, 
income fell from RM30 to RM5 for about 3,000 fishers in 15 villages 
in the area. Forced out of the water, many fishers sought to become 
farmers despite having to rent land. Promised work in the new 
projects, a Fishermen's Action Committee noted that there were 
only 15 jobs per project available. Fishers' requests for land titles 
were denied, while companies secured prime forests for tiger-prawn 
farming. Later, the Action Committee appealed to the authorities to 
stop mangrove clearance and to control pollution frorn prawn farms. 
After a virus outbreak killed RM3 million worth of prawns, over 
half the initial ponds were abandoned and left to become severely 
degraded wastelands. 

• Sabak Bernam, Selangor - After gazetted mangrove forests 
· were illegally cleared for construction of tiger-prawn ponds, fishers' 
incomes dropped from RM60 to RM15 per day, resulting in many 
families having to seek alternative livelihoods. Fish and prawns in 
Sungai Banting were killed after each pond clean-up by farming 
operators, who discharged the toxic muck straight into the river. 
Most of the village's electric supply was diverted to operators to run 
machines and heavy transport vehicles damaged local roads. Villagers 
appealed to the authorities and finally succeeding in stopping the 



construction of new aquaculture ponds and further destruction of 
mangroves. 

• Kerpan, Kedah-A controversial case that involved a state joint
venture converting valuable padi fields into shrimp ponds through 
the state's acquisition of 167 lots ofland from over 800 local owners, 
displacing hundreds of family tenant farmers. To be bought out by 
the State Government, landowners were ensured a 30% equity in 
the scheme. During the first phase, 74 lots were purchased from 
reluctant landowners, half of whom were opposed to the deal due to 
the uncertainty over long-term sustainability of shrimp farming 
and land rights. Some of those who opposed the project and tried to 
stop bulldozers on their lands were detained by police action. 
Compensation was then offered to non-participating landowners, 
who refused to accept the monies due to the inability to find 
alternative lands for padi farming. Ironically, aquaculture was being 
touted as a means to substantially improve the incomes of farmers. 
The State Government rejected a proposal to guarantee landowners 
a monthly payment, but did ensure lands would still be returned in 
case of failure. Afterwards, an Action Committee decided to 
challenge the land acquisition in the High Courts of Kedah and 
succeeded in their claim, only to have to repeat the process one 
month later when lands were reacquired under another legal twist. 
To sum up the situation: 1,000 acres of rice fields that formerly fed 
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the local population were converted to ponds. Now inactive after 
the project's abandonment, these ponds still await stocking of 
shrimp to cater to the exotic tastes of foreigners. 

So much for small is beautiful anymore. 
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5 URBAN ENVIRONMENT 

The 20th century is behind us as are many of the ways that used to 
define Malaysian living. Uneven national development, fluctuating 

economic opportunities as well as current lifestyles prompt people to 
migrate out of the rural kampungs and small town shophouses for the 
bright lights and better wages of the big cities. Consequently, urban 
communities cannot always cope with the pressure to house, transport 
and employ the new residents, therefore , leading to squatter settlements , 
traffi c congestion and a rise in noise and dust pollution. Even before 
recent waves of migration, municipalities were straining to provide 
adequate sewerage and solid waste disposal services, as well as sufficient 
water supply. 

Accord ing to the Department of Statistics, Malaysia's population grew by 
a third since 1991 to reach 24.5 million inhabitants by the end of 2002. 
National density levels rose from 42 to 56 and 74 persons per square 
kilometre (km2) in 1980, 1991 and 2002, respectively. Just to give you an 
idea of how many people you run into each day: the Federal Territory 
packed in over 6,000 city dwellers per km2, Penang had l ,348 people per 
km2, and Melaka a comfo rtable 408 people per km2• In a 20-year period 
(1970-1991 ), the urban masses almost doubled from a 27% share to a 
51 % share of the population. By 2000, the urban population constituted 
62% of the total population. 

All of these fi ne fo lk coming into the cities and suburbs wi ll eventually 
ignore you in traffic jams, use too much water to wash their cars, squeeze 
into crowded buses, overload the trash bins, dump toxics down their drains, 
co nstantly use the air-con and all the other da ily doings of living in the 
city. With so many Malaysians adding to the urban sprawl each year, and 
spewing garbage, sewage and pollutants, urban life is stretching ecological 
limits to the breaking point. Further fr ustrating resolution of the problem 
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is the lack of local democracy, a fact best exemplified by the difficulty 
citizens face in influencing development plans. The absence of elec ted 
local government prevents accountabi lity for decision making, a problem 
further co mpou nded by opportunities fo r corrup tion in contract 
distribution. Many residents have had to see their neighbourh oods 
despoiled by unwanted and polluting development projects such as 
incinerators whilst the government has cut off legitimate avenues of dissent. 

SOLID WASTE AND SEWAGE 

Long gone are the days when a pit dug beneath a coconut tree could handle 
all the throwaway garbage from the average household. In those days garbage 
was made up mostly of organic material that decomposed qu ickly. Now, 
with the invasion of disposable products and excessive packaging, litter 
clutters the landscape fo r years on end . The daily garbage heap in Malaysia 
ri vals the output of several European countries. In terms of sol id waste the 
na tion has already developed into a "world class" mess. 

; 

By the end of the 1990s urban homes, factories and businesses tossed out 
over 13,000 tonnes of ga rbage into bins and flushed over 2,500 m3 of 
sewage into drains every day. 344,550 tonnes of scheduled wastes ( toxic 
and hazardous wastes) were generated in 2000. Thi s refl ects an increase in 
the overa ll s(andard of living and economic prowess in the last decade or 
so as well-'as the importation of enviro nmentall y un sustainabl e 
manufacturing technologies. Waste management is still lagging far behind 
the pace of progress. 

In the mid-1990s st ud ies by vario us academic, industry and non
governmental organisations reported that domestic and commercial waste 
piled up to weigh a total of 5.5 million tonnes and per capita rates of O. 77 
kg per person per day. Projections at that time predic ted a rise of up to 7 
million tonnes annually and per capita rates of almost one kilo per person 
per day by 2000. Households accounted for up to 40% of the solid was te 
load with industrial facilit ies and construction sites the nex t two in line. 
Illustrating the change in lifes tyle, was te composition studies fo und that 
garbage and paper made up 70% of trash in the J 980s with up to a 15% 
reduction on average a decade later. On the other hand, unsurprisi ngly, 
plastic disposal doubled uring the same period. In just Kuala Lumpur 



and Petaling Jaya alone, the rise in refuse was expected to reach 8,000 
tonnes per day in 2000 and 11 ,700 tonnes per day in 2010. 

Prior to privatisation, municipalities handled the mess by hauling garbage 
off to unsa nitary landfills, where foul odours endured, disease-carrying 
creatures scurried and leachate contaminated groundwater and nearby 
streams. Most of these 200-odd official dumping grounds scattered across 
the country lack proper management and maintenance to keep the rubbish 
intact, and have no more space to accommodate the mounds of incoming 
trash. This predicament not only led to environmental degradation but to 
the adven t of privatised waste management. 

The situation for sewage is even worse. Malaysia's rivers are testimony to 
the tremendous amount of wastes arising out of domestic and industrial 
sources as sewage accounts for almost 80% of the pollution load . Under 
the tropical su n, oxygen is quickly spent breaking down organic matter, 
thus leaving a thick muck of unheal thy goo to spread disease an d 

UR BAN ENVIRON ME NT 143 

contaminate water. In the late 1980s only 5% of Malaysian residences 
had proper sewer systems to discard waste, while the majority (70%) used 
individual septic tanks. The lack of sanitation disposal in rural areas, 
combined with population pressure in urban areas, resulted in direct 
discharge of sewage into rivers and coastal waters. Citing financial 
difficulties, the Ministry of Housing and Local Government completed 
only 9 of 17 urban Master Plans to install sewerage systems up to the mid
l 990s.1 

Enter the era of privatisation for a new millennium. Despite the much
trumpeted gains of shifting the waste burden from municipalities to 
business groups, the jury is still out on what Malaysians are getting for 
thei r disposal ringgit. The recent buy-back to take control of national 
sewerage facilities from Indah Water Konsortium (IWK) suggests that 
sewage matters cannot be resolved simply by privatisation. In the early 
1990s, when IWK took over management, only 20% of about 2000 
treatment plants were functioning. After a decade of rampant construction 
and housing boom, the company is now responsible for roughly 8,000 
plants. 2 Most complaints about IWK arose over substantial sewerage fees 
without any corresponding improvements in infrastructure. 

In contrast, the privatisation of solid waste management to various regional 
business interests is taking a different approach with mixed results. Lessons 
learned from the IWK monopoly have at least alerted solid waste managers 
to take the longer-term view. What remains to be seen is how the overall 
integration of municipal resources and manpower, together with promised 
recycling services, will be achieved at reasonable consumer costs and 
minimal environmental damage. With illegal dumping still common 
and land acquisi tion costs high, incineration, with its own pollutant 
problems, is literally being forced onto citizens as a solution to burn away 
our mountains of waste. Several communities in the Southern part of the 
Klang Valley have raised objections to the construction of a Japanese
funded incinerator in their neighbourhoods. First displaced from Selayang 
after complaints the incinerator now threatens to be erected on a forest 
reserve hill in Braga. Despite clear opposition from residents the 
government has stubbornly - arrogantly - persisted in maintaining that 
the project will carry on and that there are no significant risks involved. 
The retort of Broga residents has been that if the incinerator is as clean as 
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the government claims, why not site it in Putrajaya? (See Critical Condition: 

the Broga Incinerator) 

So far the financial and public relations disasters that marred the private 

management of sewage and solid waste have left a legacy of distrust and 
dissatisfaction with the way wastes have been mishandled in the country. 

AIR POLLUTION 

Living in the urban jungle is hard on the lungs. Vehicular exhaust fumes, 

factory smokestack plumes, burning refuse and power plants - all 

contribute to the inhalation of suspended particulates and noxious gases 
each breathing day. The pace of urban development and industrial 
expansion coupled with the increase in motor vehicles in the past two 

decades has taken its to ll on air q uality. In the 1990s, as cited by the 
Department of Environment, the total emission load from mobile sources 
(e.g. ca rs and buses ), stationary sources (e.g. power stations, industrial 

fuel burning processes and domestic fuel burning) and the burning of 
municipal and industrial wastes (non-agricultural ) more than doubled 

from 1992 (1,574 tonnes) to 1997 (3,583 tonnes). The same period found 
that these three main sources contributed on average 81 %, 17% and 2%, 

respectively, to air pollution. And to stir up the urban ingredients of dust, 
dirt and fumes, cities act as "heat islands" by absorbing the sun 's rays in 

concrete and asphalt surfaces, thereby trapping pollutants in inversion 

layers to prevent dispersal. By 2000, mobile sources accounted for 81 .6% 

of atmospheric pollutants, stationary sources contributed 14.7%, and 

burning of wastes was responsible for 0.9%. 

TABLE 5.1 Emission of Pollutants to the Ahnosphere by Source, Malaysia 
1996-2000 
Sources Year 

1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 
'000 tonnes 

Mobile sources 2,722.9 2,905 .8 2,402 .8 2,563 .1 2,642 .5 

Stationary sources 577.9 573 . l 706.5 46 1.4 566 .7 

Burning of Wastes 29.8 104. l 146.5 114.2 29 .2 

Total 3,330.6 3,582 .9 3,255 .8 3,138.7 3,238.4 

Source: Department of Statistics, 2003 . 
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TABLE 5.2 Sources and effects of air pollutants on humans and plants 

Pollutant 
Ozone 
decreasing 

Lead 

Carbon 
Monoxide 
Sulfur 
Dioxide 

Nitrogen 
Dioxide 

Particulate 
Matter 
(10 micron 
diameter, PM 10) 

Source 
Two stroke motor 

Transport sector 

Transport sector 

Oil and gas industry, 
energy production, 
coal burning, industrial 
combustion and 
industrial process 
Transport, power 
generation and 
industrial combustion 
Open burning, haze 

Source: Department of Statistics, 2003. 

Human health & Ecological Effects 
Human - Impairment of respiratory function and 
cycles, motor vehicles, performance by some athletes 
exercising heavily and skin cancer risks . 
Plants- Damages vegetation and reduces crop productton. 
Human - Long-term exposure can lead to nervous 
disorders. 

Human -Affects smokers and people with ciculatory and 
anaemic problems. 
Human-Aggravates asthmatic and bronchitis patients. 
Plants - Damages vegetation . 

Human - Affects respiratory function . 
Plants- Suppresses vegetation growth . 

Human - Impa irs respiratory function . 
Plants- Damages vegetation . 

In the 1990s, a new menace arrived in town - the haze. A combination of 
loca l pollution sources and the result of runaway burning in forests and 

oi l palm pl a ntati o ns in the region, ha ze po lluti o n ca used severe 

environmental , economic and public hea lth cos ts in 199 l , 1994 and 1997 

and has contin ued to plague us into the 21st centu ry with 2004 being no 

exception . The estimated costs for the 1997 haze episode totalled US$32 l 
millio n, a very co nservative value based only on available data such as 
illi\esses, flight ca nce ll a tions, fish landing declines , firefightin g and 

prod uctivity losses.3 However, the true costs in terms of public safe ty, 

cancer risks and the confidence in governments to prevent periodic 
recurrences is difficult to measure. Continuous hazy condit io ns will cause 

ill effects, especially to those in the high-risk groups such as children , 
senior citizens, smokers, people who work outdoors, in particular those 

suffering from asthma , bronchitis, pneumonia, ch ro nic lung disease, 

cardiovascular problems, an d allergies . One stud y has analysed incidence 
of mortality in the 1997 haze and observed that: "In Kuala Lumpur, non-



traumatic mortality among the population aged 65-74 increased about 

70% following a day of high leve ls of air pollution ."4 

Table 5 .3 Severe ha:z:e episodes in Malaysia 

Date 

1983 
1990 
1991 
1991 
1991 
1994 
1997 
2002 
2004 

15-30 August 
15-18 June 
l 0-22 September 
27 September to l l October 
15 September to 6 October 
August to October 

May to June 

Areas affected 

Peninsular Malaysia, Sabah, Sarawak 
Peninsular Malaysia, Sarawak 
Peninsular Malaysia, Sabah 
Sabah, Sarawak 
Peninsular Malaysia, Sarawak 
Peninsular Malaysia, Sa bah, Sarawak 
Peninsular Malaysia, Sa bah, Sarawak 
Peninsular Malaysia, Sabah, Sarawak 
Peninsular Malaysia, Sabah, Sarawak 

Source: Adapted from Sham Soni, editor., 1998. 

THE HAZE CATASTROPHE OF 1997 

The ca ta trophic haze episode of 1997 was one of the worst environmental, 

economic and hea lth di saste rs to eve r occur in the region. An emergency 
was declared in Mala ysia after air pollutants reached extremely dangerous 

leve ls that threa tened the health of millions from Borneo to southern 
Thailand . In statistical terms, near ly 70 million people were affected by 
the haze; 5 milli on hectares of fo rests, grasslands and plantations burned 

and damage est imates tota ll ed US$ l. 3 billion fo r Indon esia, Malaysia 
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and Singapore combined. ln Malaysia alone, over 18 million were at risk 

of haze-related illnesses and economic costs exceeded US$300 million . A 
severe El Nino worsened an already unbearable situation. 

Regardless of the transboundary nature of the problem, one of the real 

tragedies of the 1997 haze was the mishandling of an emergency situation 

that put the country's population at risk to greater adverse health 

consequences. Although rural areas were affected as well, the majority at 

risk were people concentrated in the Klang Valley and other urban centres. 
In addition, up to 20% of the air pollution load in the Klang Valley 

originated from local sources, including exhaust fumes, open refuse 

burning and industrial emissions. 5 

Fires raged across Indonesia and seasonal winds swept the tainted smoke 

into Malaysia from July to October of 1997, during which time the skies 

became saturated with fine particles. The measurements for particulate 

matter (PM-10), collected over the period by WWF Malaysia from various 
sources, indicated the amount of pollution that was inhaled almost on a 

daily basis. With an understanding that 50 micrograms per cubic metre 
(ug/m3) is an acceptable annual average standard for PM-10, many 
monitoring stations registered above 100 ug/m3 in August and September. 

Within a 24-hour period, the exposure rate of 150 ug/m3 is acceptable, but 
only if breached not more than once per year. In September in Kuching 

during a 15-day stretch, PM-10 levels soared up to an unbelievably high 

mark of 850 ug/m3• In the same period, Peninsular Malaysia recorded 
values ranging from 200 to 300 ug/m3• Estimating the damage done by 
acute exposure to such concentrated levels of pollution is difficult to 
determine; however, nobody can breathe a sigh of relief over the impending 

outcome. 

Two decisions made during the haze disaster reflect a disturbing sense of 

priorities. The first relates to the arbitrarily, but convenient, reclassification 

of internationally accepted emergency action for increasing Air Pollution 
Index (API) readings. And the second regards the sudden unavailability 
of API readings after a "State of Emergency" was declared in Sarawak. 
Let 's discuss the raising of the action ceilings chronologically before 
commenting on the API disappearing act. 

" 



During August, when the API values crept into the unhealthy range ( 101-
200), the public grew concerned about inhaling polluted air each day. 
According to newspaper reports, by 10 September, Kuching was under a 
"very unhealthy" sky, as conditions worsened to API 201 - 300. On 15 
September, the Information Minister dutifully explained that a "State of 
Emergency" would be declared once the API remained above 301 
(hazardous) for 72 hours or more. Two days later, the public was informed 
that the National Disaster Action Committee had decided that only when 
the API escalated over 500 (extremely hazardous) would an official 
emergency be called. This was a most curious counter-intuitive move to 
make in the wake of an impending health threat by a committee formed to 
take action. Disgusted by the decision, both the public and NGOs felt that 
emergency measures taken when the API reached 301 would be a more 
prudent and safe choice for everyone. Unexpectedly, on 19 September, 
the haze thickened to API 658 in Sarawak, from just API 400 a day earlier, 
and the "State of Emergency" was fi nally on. 

The avoidance of action only aggravated the public to question the validity 
of API readings rendered by the authorities. Interestingly enough, the 
whole episode came to an abrupt halt on 20 September, when DOE failed 
to provide API values for public consumption, just one day after the 
emergency in Sarawak. Citing computer difficulties at first, the public 
was left to guess on their own how polluted and dangerous the air had 
become. At no time did it seem that public health matters took precedence 
over economic downturns and tourism implications. Consequently, 
exposed Malaysians gathered in the streets to protest the appalling choice 
of putting profit margins ahead of public welfare during a crisis. Even 
Alam Sekitar Malaysia Sdn. Bhd., the private company already paid by 
taxpayers to collect air-monitoring data for DOE, set up a telephone hotline 
that charged citizens for API readings. 

Meanwhile back in Sarawak, the API readings skyrocketed even further 
into the danger zone. On 23 September, the haze peaked at API 839, an 
unfathomable mark twice the medium value of the hazardous range. This 
analysis by WWF Malaysia seems to sum up the catastrophic events: 

"In retrospect, the decision to designate API 500 as the emergency [action] 
level was ill-advised as the haze permeated the atmosphere within a few 
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days, jumping from over 301 to 658 to 839 within a week. Once the 
hazardous mark (API 301) had been breached, all emergency measures 
should have been implemented to allow people to evacuate high risk family 
members and prepare for the impending disaster."6 

The government has been nothing less than consistent in its outrageous 
lack of transparency on API figures. During the haze of 2004 the authorities 
decided to scrap the numerical API figure on the basis that it would confuse 
people. The concealment of API numbers has been the basis for taking no 
action whatsoever in spite of ASEAN governments having signed an 
Agreement on Transboundary Haze in June 2002. Given some of the 
proven mortality effects of prolonged acute exposure to high haze levels 
the government is being hugely irresponsible with regard to the health of 
its citizens, particularly the vulnerable and elderly. The excuse proferred 
by the government for concealing AP I fig ures and a lack of action has 
been a fear of damaging the tourist market. Yet, without proper research 
how can the government make a trade off between tourist dollars and 
national public health? Can public health even be traded off against such 
money? Is the Tourism Ministry more important than the Ministry of 
Health or the DOE? Is the death of elderly Malaysians justifiable in order 
to leach money from tourists who may nonetheless spread the word about 
Malaysia 's disappointingly hazy conditions and the negligence of its 
government? 

API VALUES 

0-50 
51 -100 
101-200 
201 · 300 
301 -500 
over 500 

AIR QUALITY 

Good 
Moderate 
Unhealthy 
Very Unhealthy 
Hazardous 
Extremely Hazardous 

INDUSTRIALISATION AND HAZARDOUS WASTE 

As the engines of progress churned out products to fuel the rapid 
industrialisation of a nation on the economic rise, the environment was 
left to absorb dangerous byproducts and chemicals . Since Malaysia shifted 



from an agricultural to manu
facturing base, the generation of 
toxic wastes and hazardous 
materials became both an 
environmental and health threat. 
Without a proper disposal 
facility, the only solution was to 
either stockpile the wastes in 
barrels on factory grounds or 
resort to illegal dumping . In 
1995, 41 drums of lethal 
potassium cyanide discarded in 
the waters off Pulau Pangkor 
were found only due to a massive 
fish kill in nearby farms. The 
perpetrators were faced with a 
mere fine of RM3,000 and 

threatened with a two week jail sentence; hardly a disincentive to pollute. 

Back in the 1980s, the Department ofEnvironment (DOE) initiated surveys 
to identify the types and amounts of toxic and hazardous wastes produced 
by local industries. After numerous site visits and questionnaires, the 
total was found to amount to 280,000 ml per year of hazardous wastes, 
with the majority generated from metal-finishing, electroplating, chemical, 
electronics and packaging industries. Another survey by DOE in 1987 
calculated about 380,000 ml per year of hazardous waste, including over 
600,000 toxic containers awaiting treatment and disposal. By 1994, 
Malaysian industries were generating 420,000 m3 of toxic substances 
annually. 7 In 2002, nearly 420,000 tonnes of toxic wastes were being 
produced.8 

Finally in the late 1990s, the first hazardous waste facility became 
operational and began to tackle the backlog of barrels unsafely stored in 
factories surrounding suburbia. The Environmental Quality (Scheduled 
Wastes) Regulations 1989, which lists 107 different categories of toxic 
substances, attempt to ensure that hazardous waste generators are 
responsible for disposing over at the Bukit Nanas Waste Management 
Centre in Negri Sembilan for proper treatment, burial or incineration. 
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Even the toxic output generated in Sabah and Sarawak must eventually 
find its way to the rolling hills of Bukit Nanas. So far, the country's on ly 
integrated toxic disposal fac ility- another heavy investment in privatised 
waste management - has struggled to keep up with national poison 
production rates. 

Little known to most people is the international trade in toxic wastes. 
Malaysia is actually an importer and exporter of toxic wastes. Such 
substances are regulated under the Basel Convention on Control of 
Transboundary Movements of Hazardous Wastes and Their !>isposal. 
Under the auspices of the convention Malaysia actually proposed a ban 
on the export of toxic wastes to developing countries if they lacked the 
necessary legal framework, expertise and required facilities to manage 
such wastes. This was an important step in curbing the rich world 's use of 
the Third World as a toxic dumping ground. It has helped Malaysia 
overcome the case of tankers dumping sludge into the Straits of Malacca 
by shifting the burden of proof onto tanker owners or tanker-cleaning 
contractors. 

Jn mid-2004 attention was drawn to the case of toxic waste being shipped 
illegally from Taiwan. 17,500 tonnes of scheduled wastes were discovered 
in Johor, believed to have been illegally imported using forged permits. 
Chemical analysis showed the waste contained high density minerals such 
as copper, lead, nickel, cadmium and chromium, which are byproducts 
in the manufacture of circuit boards. This sludge was actually to be used 
for making bricks, the potential health impacts of which alone are worrying. 
Under Malaysian laws toxic waste can only be shipped into the country if 
it is for approved reprocessing. Pressure was raised to ship the wastes back 
to Taiwan but the incident pointed out that there could many such wastes 
entering Malaysia unknown to the authorities (o r unreported by them ). 
Johor's export processing zones are already under scrutiny for being trans
shipment points for illegally logged Indonesian timber. 

TRANSPORTATION 

If you've ever wondered why traffic jams are a constant occurrence in 
Malaysian urban centres, consider the following: vehicle registration 
increased from 5.5 million to 7.7 million from 1992 to 1996, nearly an 
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amazing 30% addition to the streets.~ In the mid- I 990s , the Sustainable 
Transport Action Network for Asia and the Pacific (SUSTRA N) found 
that the Klang Valley had the dubious distinction of being "the most private
vehicle-oriented of any of the Asian ci ties". Furthermore, by adding 
motorcycles to the mix of cars, vehicle ownership in Kuala Lumpur was 
fo und to rank higher than Bangkok and Jakarta . As a resu lt , the greater 
metropolis choked on increased carbon monoxide emissions and ozone 
levels, both exceeding safe levels. 

But don't worry about driving because mass transit is here ... sort of. The 
end of the century had not seen the end of traffic and commuter woes in 
Malaysia. Back in 1990, according to SUSTRAN, commuters riding on 
public transport accounted for only 28% of all motorised passenger 
kilometres within the Klang Valley, compared to 82% for Hong Kong, 
47% for Singapore and even 33% for Bangkok. 

Despite the best intentions of the Light Rail Transit (LRT) and lnt rakota, 
public transportation has been lacking two key ingredients: integration 
and convenience. lt has taken years for the various contractors and 
managers of the LRT lines to understand that crossing the road in the rain 
to switch lines does not make for happy, everyday-user customers. Neither 
will the hour spent waiting for feeder buses to take passengers to train 
stations, nor the lack of bicycle accommodat ion. The need to purchase 
sepa rate tickets for a single trip because each line is operated by separate 
companies unwilling to use a single ticket sys tem has boosted public 
transport costs unfairly for comm uters. Even wi th the expulsion of the 
pink plastered minibuses from the metropolis, the current bus system is 
in disarray, causing untold hours of wasted time for users and urban 
travellers alike. Sustainable transport is supposed to be a concept to provide 
an efficient alternative to driving to reduce polluting emissions, energy 
consumption and gridlock. 

Recently the government seems to be making long-awaited steps towards 
transport intregration. On 1 August 2004 it was announced that a transport 
in tegration plan, lnspak (In tegrasi Sistem Pengangkutan Awam Lembah 
Klang) for the Klang Valley would have a single company own and develop 
all publ ic transport infrastructure. A single operating company will solely 
manage and operate both bus and light rai l services in the area. A single 
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regu latory authority wi ll be forme d to regulate the urb an publi c 
transportation sector. The new authority will have federal jurisdiction 
and come under the Prime Minister's Department. 10 

Malaysians love their cars, and they love them even more when there are 
no other viable alternatives for personal mobility. The promotion of 
individual car ownership in order to boost the domestic manufacturing 
market has backfired on the overall quality oflife. Aggressive road building, 
low-density housing areas and hilltop condominiums ca ter to private 
access and threaten the gains made by mass transit projects. As Malaysia 
motors towards 2020, city planners need to keep the masses in mind and 
concentrate businesses near well-served public transportation lines, in 
addition to building-in urban walkways and cycling paths to encourage 
taking the road less travelled. Hopefully, great progress can be made in 
sustainable public and private transportation. Success will mean thousands 
of hours saved each year which could be spent more productively or as 
important leisure and family time. Surely that 's worth the effort. 

CRITICAL CONDITION: THE BROGA INCINERATOR 

Set amidst rolling hills , 4,744 residents of Braga, Semenyih, a 
peaceful area adjoining a forest reserve and scattered with orchards, 
are facing the threat of having Southeast Asia's largest waste 
incinerator being built in their backyard. The growing deluge of 
trash produced by the inhabitants of the Klang Valley has exceeded 
the capacity of its landfills and the government has decided that 
incineration is the way to go. 

A 1,500 tonne incinerator, estimated to cost RM 1.5 billion, is 
supposed to be built on a hill overlooking Broga. The site is within 
the Sungai Lalang forest reserve and a river basin that is the source of 
water supply to over 300 residential estates in Kuala Lumpur, 
Cyberjaya, epang, Putrajaya. Subang, Shah Alam, Beranang, Kajang, 
Semenyih and Serdang. 11 Residents have opposed the project based 
on fears concerning its impact on the environment, their health and 
the state of the local water supply. The track record of the company 
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commissioned to build and operate the incinerator, Japan's Ebara 
Corporation, is also in doubt. The corporation has been sharply 
criticised in the Japanese media over its tainted record in operating 
incinerators. 12 

A principal health concern is the creation of toxic fly-ash and 
bottom-ash as products of incineration. The high temperature 
combustion of wastes often produces dioxin, persistent carcinogens 
which are highly potent. Although the DOE has stated that there is a 
1.5km at-risk zone surrounding the incinerator this is oflittle comfort 
to residents most of whom are as near as 2km, some of whom have 
fruit orchards within 1km of the site. Nor does the DOE consider 
runoff and spread of pollutants through rainfall. The environmental 
impact assessment (EIA) commissioned by the government warned 
of a greater economic impact within a 5km-radius if the government 
revoked the temporary occupation licence (TOL) held by a large 
number of local farmers of the 5,000-odd residents who live in the 
vicinity of the incinerator site. Estimates of other major losses in 
agricultural production were unavailable due to uncertain details 
on land acquisition, restrictions on land use, government policy on 
non-renewal of TOL and land alienation. The study also cited a 
RM14 million loss reported by property developers following the 
announcement of the project being sited in Broga, but could not 
estimate the environmental costs in terms of damages. Significantly, 
the study failed to address concerns about disposal of bottom-ash 
and fly-ash which under international standards must be handled 
as nuclear waste is. 

Residents had to band together to form a committee in order to 
push for their rights in the face of an unsympathetic government. 
They faced a media blackout as well as full-page adverts put up by 
the Ministry of Housing and Local Government and Housing on 
the merits of incinerators. The Semenyih/Broga No Incinerator 
protem action committee had attempted to lobby the government 
to pursue a zero-waste policy to address the problem at source rather 
than apply the risky option of waste incineration. 
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They had placed their hopes on the DOE's EIA coming out in their 
favour. However, stronger forces seem to have been at foot. The 
DOE's decision on the EIA findings were delayed and when finally 
announced the DOE came out in favour of the project in spite of the 
environmental impacts above and finding that public support for 
the project was below 15 percent. It also found that about 75 percent 
of those interviewed in its survery wanted the multi-billion ringgit 
project to be sited elsewhere, 43 percent agreed for a smaller-scale 
plant and 30 percent totally opposed it. "But it is an information
starved situation - about 80 percent want more information," said 
the report .. It also noted a 31 percent rejection rate among households 
approached for the survey. As a result of the project, the study found 
"deep social splits in some communities", a psychological fear of 
cancer-related deaths, a five percent drop in property sales and 
potential exploitation of farmers. "The government's credibility is 
dented by the silence it has maintained over the issue," the study 

said. 

As if an incinerator wasn't enough, Broga was also the planned site 
for a sanitary landfill which will also sit in a forest reserve area and is 
only 24km upstream from a water intake point. 3,000 tonnes of 
waste are expected to arrive each day which presents a near impossible 
task for workers to verify if it is suitable for landfill disposal. Luckily, 
in September 2004, the Department ofEnvironment (DOE) rejected 
the environmental impact assessment report for the landfill and 
advised the Selangor Government, the project proponent, to look 
fo r an alternative site. DOE director-general Rosnaini Ibarahim said 
she rejected the landfill's EIA because the proposed site had been 
found to be unsuitable. The Broga committee welcomed the DOE 
decision and urged for a review of the incinerator approval. 

However, the incinerator project is expected to proceed despite the 
public outcry. 

" 
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6 ENVIRONMENTAL LAWS, POLICIES 
& ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE 

The growth of environmental laws and policies in Malaysia, much like 
environmentali sm itself, has been closely related to the global 

emergence of environmentalism which has been a response to the 
tremendous impacts of industrial capitalism on the na tura l environment. 
This global response crystallised in the 1970s with the discovery that modern 
industrial chemicals were wreaking ecological havoc in way beyo nd those 
perceptible to th e naked eye. Thus, environmen tali sm and environmental 
co nce rn s as we kn ow th em post-d ated o ur Co nstituti on and our 
Independent institutions. Still , the government has had th ree decades to 
act in its peoples' best interest, ample time to make dramatic changes in a 
society as our economic history demonstrates so well; this chapter attempts 
to synthesise the development and present state of its responses. 

Malays ia 's approaches to environmental management through policy and 
lega l measures have not evolved from a mandate to afford the publi c with 
a right to clea n air , water and a liveable environment. Rather, they emerge 
more out of a response to intolerable environmenta l condit ions. Prior to 
Independence, the laws that related to the environment in some way 
focused on regulating specific activities that may have led to pollution or 
degradation. At this time there was not much thought given to an integrated 
approach to environmental concerns. 

Soon after Independence, industrial manufacturing became a priority 
which led to new fac tories and new sources of pollution. In the 1970s 
rivers and streams were choked with organic wa tes from palm oi l and 
rubber effl uents, which finally resu lted in the Environmen tal Quality Act 
1974 (EQA), a watershed moment in environmental legis lation. The 
Stockholm Co nfere nce on the Environment in 1972 and call s by 
co ncerned public interest groups, such as the Consumers' Associat ion of 
Pe nang, provided the impetus for the EQA. A year later the Division of 



158 Malaysian En viro nment 111 Cri sis 

Environment, the predecessor of the present Department of Environment 
(DOE), was established to oversee the implementation of activities to 
co ntrol pollution, set emission and effluent standards and issue licences 
for waste discharges. 

During the rapid expansion of development in the 1980s, the use of 
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA ) reports came into being as an 
instrument to take into account environmental concerns during project 
planning to prevent environmental degradation. In the 1990s, especially 
after the Rio Earth Summit, international pressure to promote sustainable 
development to ensure both economic and human needs resulted in 
Malaysia becoming a signatory to some of these global co nventions ( e.g. 
the Convention on Biological Diversity). 

Despite these achievements in Malaysia's environmental history, there 
sti ll remain many concerns about overall environmental quality, use
oriented natural resource laws, federal versus sta te conflicts, and the 
ineffectiveness of legal measures. A review of some of the nation 's policies 
and laws will shed some light on just how strongly or weakly se t ou r legal 
environ mental fo undation is . 

THE CONSTITUTION and FIVE-YEAR MALAYSIA PLANS 

It makes fo r a poor beginning that neither the Constitution of Malays ia 
nor its subsequent amendments make mention of the right of people to 
live in a clean, safe and sustainable environment. To make matters worse, 
the Constitu tion has no provision related to environmental protection 
and only manages to designate which of the nation 's resources come under 
ei ther federal or state regulation or both. The political challenge of binding 
a collection of sultanates and Strai ts Settlements in to a viable nation
state lay at the heart of these federal- state relations (further co mplicated 
by the incorporation of the Northern Borneo provinces of Sabah and 
arawak), which are now proving a barrier to the effecti ve management of 

the envi ronment and natural resources. 

Even though pioneers such as Lewis Mumford were already writing about 
environmental degradation in the l 920s and 1930s and colonial policies 
were well awa re of th e consequences of environmental degradation (recall 
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Sarawak's Forest Policy of 1954 in Chapter 1), the concept and notion of 
the "environment" or an equivalent did not feature in the minds of the 
framers of our Constitution. Instead, based upon the late colonial economy, 
there was an emphasis on splitting up control over natural resources 
founded on economic imperatives, rather than securing an holistic and 
integrated approach to prevent environmental degradation and ensure 
the sustainability of our non-renewable resources. This organisation of 
our resources and their governing institutions reflected the consumption 
and trading priorities of Malaya's master, the British Empire. A tension 
within Malaysia 's socio-economic and environmental history has been 
the challenge of balancing our external economic orientation to service 
the consumption of the industrialised world whilst catering equitably to 
the needs of all citizens. 

The Court of Appeal in 1996 did interpret the "the right to life" in our 
Constitution to include that which "incorporates all those facets that are an 
integral part of life itself and those matters which go to form the quality of life 
... it includes the right to live in a reasonably healthy and pollution f ree 
environment. "1 

However, co ntrary to similar recen t trends of judicial activism in the 
Commonwealth, this dynamic and innovative approach of the Court of 
Appeal was overruled by the Federal Court in 2002, when it took a regressive 
step in adopting a very narrow and traditional interpretation of the "right 
to life" to only apply to the deprivation of one's life and personal liberty 
alone. (See Box 1 fo r more details ) 

While judicial activism has taken a backseat, the five-year Malaysia Plans, 
the country's economic blueprints, began to show a concern for the 
environmen t by the Third Malaysia Plan in 1976. A set of guiding 
principles were included that called for the "need to maintain a healthy 
environment for human habitation", as well as to preserve natural heritage 
and take int o account the impact of population growth an d 
industri ali sat ion. The Fifth and Sixth Malaysia Plans (1986-1995 ) 
included a few environmental management phrases that centred on 
maintaining a healthy environment; minimising the impact of human 
activities relating to deforestation, agriculture, urbanisation, and tourism; 
balancing the goals of economic development against maintaining sound 

• 
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environmental conditions; emphasising prevention through conservation 
instead of curative measures; and incorporating an environmental 
dimension in project planning. 

The Seventh Malaysia Plan (1996-2000) attempted to integrate 
environmental considerations into development planning whilst 
strengthening relevant institutional , legislative and regulator y 
mechanisms. Some cleaner technology use was promoted whilst limited 
public education campaigns were launched. The Eighth Malaysia Plan 
(2001-2005) set out to address environmental and resource management 
issues in an integrated and holistic manner- a movement which recently 
produced the umbrella Mini stry of Natural Resources and the 
Environment in 2004, which Sahabat Alam Malaysia has called for over 
many years. Specifically, the latest plan set out to address air pollution, 
mitigate degradation of rivers, improve marine and groundwater quality 
and to deal with waste in a comprehensive manner. Effort was also ca lled 
for in strengthening land use planning, extending the Biodiversity Action 
Plan to state level, expanding susta inable management of forests and 
addressing "multiple-use issues" in marine areas. 2 As previous chapters 
have attempted to show, this record of achievement is quite tattered. 

By 1990, the then Ministry of Science, Technology and Environment and 
its related agencies including the Department of Enviro nment, responsible 
for carryi ng out most of the environmental objectives of the Malaysia 
Plans, had begun a three-pronged strategy based on pollution control and 
prevention, integrating environmental factors in project planning and 
estab li shing environmental criteria for resource and development 
planning. With nearly four dozen assorted environment-related laws in 
Malaysia, from the 1920s to the 1990s, the legal framework would seem to 
be broad-based enough to thwart most environmental violations. 

ENVIRONMENTAL LAWS 

During the colonial period and up through the l 960s, when about 20 
environment-related laws were enacted, they were not designed to address 
environmental problems. As pollution became more of a problem and 
more of an issue for the public in the 1970s, the Environmental Quality 
Act 1974 was passed and pollution control became the main focus for the 
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DOE. Striving to move beyond control measures to alleviate adverse 
environmental conditions, regulations requiring EIAs were introduced 
in the mid- l 980s under the EQA to foster a preventive approach. 

The EQA 197 4 and EIA REGULATIONS 

1 t is important to disc uss the merits and demerits of the EQA and the EIA 
regulations, as they are Malaysia 's two main lega l mandates to tackle 
environmental pollution and degradation. The EQA enacted in 1974 
"marks the beginning of an organised and committed effort of the government 
as regards the environ ment in general. "3 As a comprehensive ini tiative, the 
EQA contains sections directly related to air pollution, noise pollution, 
pollution on land, pollution of inland waters, oil pollution, crude palm 
oil, raw natural rubber and others. Environmental reporting procedures 
became a req uirement for certain prescribed ac ti vities when the EIA 
regulati ons were added on later. Signi fica ntly, unlike other legislation, 
the EQA is applicable to the whole of Malaysia. In the DOE's own words: 
"EIA is essentially a planning tool for preventing environmental problems 
due to an action. It seeks to avoid cos tl y mistakes in project 
implementation, either because of the environmental damages that are 
likely to arise during project implementation, or because of modifications 
that may be required subsequen tly in order to make th e action 
environmentally acceptable. In Malaysia , EIA is required under secti on 
34A, Enviro nmental Quality Act , 1974."4 

Despite being the foremost pieces of environmental legis lation , the EQA 
and EIA still come up short. Initial complaints related to the lack of 
penalties sufficiently strong enough to deter po lluters. Before penalties 
were substantially raised in the 1990s, it was cheaper to pay the fines than 
to purchase pollution control equipment. Another shortfall pertained to 
the issuance of the "contravention licence" by the DOE, which in effect is 
a permit to pollute over the acceptable limits. In 1998 there were seventy 
such licences issued by the DOE, most ly to food and rubber -based 
industries.5 Some industries were given grace periods to deal with their 
pollution problems, but the ease of obtaining a co nt ravention li cence 
proved to be an incentive to wait as long as possible. 
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For example, according to the DOE, the sewage service company, Indah 
Water Konsortium (IWK) provides a good case-study. Paying special 
attention to IWK, DOE monitored S,409 treatment plants and found less 
than 900 complying with effluent standards when IWK took over 
responsibility in the early 1990s. The rest ( over 4,S00) were given 
contravention licences to have time to clean up their act, so to speak, 
during the upgrading phase. By 1997 a total of 3,263 licences were handed 
out and by 1998 2,762 licences were approved, of which 83% were for 
renewals and 17% for new applications. Thus, IWK met the standards for 
only half their treatment plants by 1998, which means the other half was 
left to pollute the nation's rivers, even those upstream from water-intake 
points. 

Despite the usefulness of the EIA process on paper, it has lost most of its 
impact on the ground to protect the environment. After over a dozen 
yea rs of experience with EIAs, many environmentalists and concerned 
citizens have begun to express frustration with the process, while many 
developers view EIAs as mere 'formality' to be complied with . Approval 
for EI As comes from the inadequately staffed and budget-strapped DOE. 
EIA approval fo r controversial projects such as the Broga incinerator give 
ri se to the public perception that push for high-level government projects 
can exercise undue influence on the DOE in discharging its duties to 
citizens and the environment. DOE records show that there has been a 
steady increase in the number of EIA reports received since the process 
was made mandatory back in 1988 to a high of 419 in 1997. A drop-off to 
on ly 216 reports in 1998 reflected the impact of the economic slowdown 
that put many projects on hold. The numbers only go to show what an 
enormous task has been bestowed upon the DOE, a difficult situation for 
any agency to handle without resorting to streamlining measures for 
quicker turnaround over a more thorough review. 

The loopholes and inadequacies of EIA legislation and procedures have 
caused great concerns for communities and organisations alike. One of 
the more obvious shortcomings of ElAs is the over-generous SO-hectare 
size limitation for resorts, hotels and other infrastructures on hill slopes, 
which usually results in damaging environmentally sensitive areas of 
smaller size. Not uncommon is the practice among developers to parcel 
out projects in less than SO-hectare portions in order to avoid EIA 
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requirements altogether. Logging sites can avoid the EIA paperwork if 
the area is not more than 500 hectares, with possible dire consequences 
for endemic and endangered species. The quality and independence of 
EIA reports are also under scrutiny because of the costs associated with 
extensive field studies and the financial relationship between EIA 
consultants and their paymasters. 

One of the biggest flaws of the EIA process lies in the timing. Environmental 
planning requires a bit of forethought and conscientious effort to avoid 
damage to natural surroundings and communities nearby.Unfortunately, 
all too often bulldozers start to rumble before the final EIA has properly 
addressed preventive measures and allowed the public to state their views. 
Public participation is a key part of the EIA process, but access to EIA 
reports is limited both in terms of time and copies available and the 
outcome of public feedback in decision-making is unknown. Only two 
projects in Malaysia have been able to garner large-scale public 
participation - Penang Hill and the Selangor Dam due to the initiatives 
of local NGOs who took the trouble to involve the general public. Such 
effo rts require much time and resources on the part of NGOs and 
concerned citizens. 

Contrary to the opinion of the DOE, which judged the response of citizens 
to detailed EIAs in 1998 as "still very low", the lack of effective public 
participation does not result from a lack of interest but due to poor sharing 
of information and inadequate notification on the part of the DOE. An 
assessment by the Ministry of Science, Technology and Environment in 
1997 stated that "the lack of specific legal provisions relating to the timing of 
submission of the EIA needs to be addressed if this provision is to be seriously 
enforced." 

The Bakun Dam project represents a good lesson in how to avoid dealing 
with public concerns. Despite being one of the largest projects with massive 
environmental repercussions in the country, public participation was 
effectively shut out of the process. The Court of Appeal ruled that a 
Sarawakian state law would apply to the Bakun Dam project, instead of 
the federal law that requires a mandatory EIA review process.6 Under the 
Sarawak law, there is no obligation for the project proponent to make an 
EIA available for public comment prior to approval of the EIA. So, 
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opponents of the project had no way of participating in the EIA review 
and in ensuring that environmental measures were sufficient and safe. 

The Bakun Dam case also highlights the problems encountered when the 
rights of the states and the jurisdiction of Federal Government are at 
variance. Sahabat Alam Malaysia considers the distribution and vesting 
of powers in State Governments as a major weakness in the management 
of the nation 's natural resources. Hopefully the new Ministry of Natural 
Resources and the Environment (NRE) can overcome the conflicts in 
decision making that are detrimental to the environment. 

It is important to remember that the DOE has only limited jurisdiction 
over broader environmental matters. With the EQA, it is largely confined 
to pollution mitigation. Given that much of Malaysia 's wealth is based 
upon natural resources and that management responsibility is distributed 
across several ministries and states, there is a great deal of negotiation and 
diplomacy the NRE will have to engage in for us to see real progress. 

ENVIRONMENTAL POLICIES 

The record 

The shift from an extractive and agricultural-based economy to one 
focused on manufacturing is reflected in policies aimed at Malaysia 's 
becoming an industrialised nation by the year 2020. The ugly side of this 
drive to developed nation status is the emerging threat of the industrial 
sector to the environment. By 1995 the DOE identified the chemical , food 
and beverage, textile, and metal-finishing industries, together with pig 
farms and rubber and oil palm mills, as major water polluters. 7 The 
increase in toxic and hazardous wastes, not to mention other industrial 
pollutants, has disruptive effects on the environment and its life-supporting 
functions. 

Despite the assurances of the Third Malaysia Plan, which stipulated several 
guiding principles back in 1975, Malaysia took a stunning twenty-seven 
years to produce a Cabinet-approved and publicly disseminated National 
Policy on the Environment. Launched in November 2002, the National 
Policy on the Environment (NPE) "aims at continued economic, social , 
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and cultural progress of Malaysia and enhancement of the quality of life 
of its people, through environmentally sound and sustainable 
development. "8 It acknowledges that: 

"The nation 's growth has unquestionably drawn from nature and 
its natural resources. As it moves towards attaining developed-nation 
status, Vision 2020 envisages that the land should remain productive 
and fe rtile , rich in natural diversity, the air clear and clean, the water 
unpolluted. These resources will assume an even more important 
role as sources of wealth creation, as essential support systems for 
the uniquely diverse Malaysian culture, as manifestations of natural 
heritage, and as symbols of national pride." 

"In exercising her sovereign right over her natural resources , 
Malaysia will develop and utilize them sustainably. Malaysia 
recognises that indiscriminate resource utilisation , over 
consumption , and other unsustainable development practices will 
erode the bases of success of the nation, and could jeopardise its 
continued progress." 

Thus, the NPE "sets out the principles and strategies necessary to 
ensure that the environment remains productive both ecologically 
and economically. " 

In addition to the NPE there are several other related federal environmental 
policies to note. Chief among these is the National Policy on Biological 
Diversit y, laun ched in 1999, which seeks to conserve the coun try's 
biological resources for sustainable use and society's benefit. In this respect, 
the multitude of natural habitats and their ecological fu nctions are 
recognised as important havens to protect. But lost in the bureaucratic 
shuffle is the National Conservation Strategy (NCS ). Drawn up by the 
Economic Planning Unit in 1993, the NCS, which presents comprehensive 
recommendations for natural resource management , has yet to be 
officially adopted or made accessible to the public despite being referred 
to in the Seventh Malaysia Plan. SAM has been informed by official sources 
that elements of the NCS have been incorporated into other policy 
documents such as the NPE, the National Policy on Biological Diversity 
and the Eco- tourism strategv. Although not unveiled yet, a National 
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Wetlands Policy has been approved by the Cabinet in February 2004, with 
the intent to "build and promote wetland conservation, within the context of 
environmental management, into the sustainable development plans of the 
Malaysian Government''. 9 How comprehensive and effective this policy is 
in meeting its intended objective remains to be seen. 

Illustrating either a lack of confidence in the public or a lack of 
commitment to implement, two-action plan documents pertaining to 
clean air have yet to be fully disclosed for public viewing. The Clean Air 
Action Plan, which details the activities put into force to combat industrial 
and vehicular pollution, was shelved by the Cabinet in 1995, re-examined 
in 1997 and is now being implemented in stages. Several ministers objected 
to the Plan as they felt that industries could not afford such measures, but 
did they ever consider whether public health could afford the filthy air? 
And even more importantly, the National Haze Action Plan, which outlines 
measures to take during periodic haze episodes, was approved in 1997 but 
most of its action provisions are typically overridden due to the 
government 's irrational fear that acknowledgement of an air problem 
will drive tourists away. 10 Paradoxically, the lack of action actually 
perpetuates bad air conditions and prolongs the chance of an unhappy 
and unhealthy visit to Malaysia. Public concerns over health and safety 
matters certai nly merit the outcry for the authorities to be more 
forthcoming with plans to protect the country's own citizens. 

The process 

Mohd Nizam Basiron of the Maritime Institute of Malaysia (a government 
body) has observed that: 

"The process of policy development in Malaysia is still essentially a 
'top-down' affair, with some participation from interest groups or 
non-governmental organisations at various stages of the policy 
formulation and implementation process (e.g., during the drafting 
process and as members of the policy steering committee). 
Participation is usually by invitation, and dependent on the lead 
agency or ministry. The final decision on the approval and adoption 
of a draft national policy is a task reserved for the Cabinet. The 
sequence of events leading to the adoption of national policy appears 
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to be simple and straightforward enough, but is often a lengthy 
process (the National Policy on the Environment for example was 
drafted as early as 1993, has already been mentioned in the 7th 
Malaysia Plan yet is still awaiting Cabinet approval [ as of 1996] ). In 
certain instances the development of policy instruments is almost 
exclusively the domain of government agencies. These include the 
preparation of the Malaysia Plans, departmental policies as well as 
policies at State and local government levels." 11 

As the chapter on forests has highlighted the government often forms 
policy based upon wildly differentiated data. The Department of Statistics 
has a long way to go in forging a genuine coherence and harmonisation of 
inter-ministerial data, which suggests that the influential Economic 
Planning Unit in the Prime Minister's Department, producer of the 
Malaysia Plans and overarching policy, is also charting a path for the 
nation based upon contradictory or incomplete data. How are accurate 
environmental policies, let alone development policies, set when the data 
needed for sound decision making is not at hand? 

This problem is compounded by the general lack of transparency in 
decision-making and frequent high-handedness demonstrated towards 
the concerns of ordinary folk who dare to question development at the 
cost of health and the environment. Although there are parts of the civi l 
service who genuinely understand the practical common sense of 
integrating environment with development, sadly, the overriding 
perception among policy makers is that environmental concerns are an 
impediment to progress. Sometimes they have even condemned 
communities opposing destructive policies as barriers to economic 
progress. This has forced many affected communities to seek international 
attention or legal redress, although the softening of judicial integrity in 
Malaysia has made this an equally, if not more, difficult route to follow as 
we shall see in the discussion of environmental justice below. 
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POLICY FOCUS: THE NEW MINISTRY OF NATURAL RESOURCES 
AND THE ENVIRONMENT 

After many years calling fo r its formation by groups such as Saha bat Alam 
Malaysia, the government has finally set up a consolida ted ministry to 
ma nage na tu ra l reso urces and the environment. The ministry was 
inaugurated in 2004 with the fu ll transition in premiership from the 
Mahathir era , 

Agencies and departments falling under the NRE's purview are the:12 

• Department of Wildlife and National Parks (PERHILITAN ) 
• Department of the Director General of Land and Mines (JKPTG) 
• Department of Survey and Mapping (JUPEM) 
• Institute ofLand and Surveying (IN STUN) 
• Department of Environment (DOE) 
• National Hydraulic Research Institute Of Malaysia (NAHRIM ) 
• Forestry Department Peninsular Malaysia (FDPM) 
• Forest Research Institute Malaysia (FRIM) 
• Department of Minerals and Geoscience (JMG) 
• Department of Irrigation and Drainage (DID) 

However, the new ministry seems overly focused on natural resource 
exploitation rather than sustainable management; old habits die hard it 
seems. Tensions, poor communication and info rmation sharing between 
some departments need to be ironed out ( e.g. between PERHILIT AN and 
FDPM over Protected Areas). The new minister has inherited a vast legacy 
from the previous Ministry of Science, Technology and the Environment 
(MOSTE ) incl uding the responsibility of overseeing the local 
implementation of a number of international conventions. Hopefully, 
given time and a culture of public consultation the NRE wi ll be able to 
chart out a more coherent approach for Malaysia 's environmental policies 
and development. 

INTERNATIONAL CONVENTIONS 

International agreements serve to jump-start positive actions towards 
safeguarding natural resources. On the global front, Malaysia has been a 
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very active participant in many of the conventions on the worldwide 
environmental agenda. In a number of cases - the Basel Convention, the 
Framework Convention on Climate Change, the Biosafety Protocol, to 
name a few - it has played a leading or initiating role. But signing a 
convention only equates to having good intentions to do the right thing. 
Later on, each country must ratify these agreements in national 
parliaments and a certain number of countries must also ratify it before 
the global convention comes into force. 

The terminology can be confusing so a summary is provided to sort out 
the meanings between signing, ratification, accession and other terms 
used that relate to implementing the agreements. The first step is to sign a 
convention, usually within a designated period, which signals a country's 
interest in adhering to its principles. Subsequently, ratification is a process 
conducted within each country to ensure national laws are in place to 
implement the convention. For those countries not involved from the 
beginning or which did not sign initially, accession is a mechanism to 
become a "Contracting Party" to the convention at a later date. Each 
convention has its own minimum number of countries requiring 
ratification before it becomes official and enforceable. So, after all of these 
prerequisites are met, each nation is then committed to implementing 
the agreed-upon measures, which are legally binding after becoming a 
"Contracting Party". 

International agreements, particularly framework conventions which 
sketch broad principles, can set out a very high standard which is often 
watered down following negotiations over implementation mechanisms. 
The translation of international agreements to national policy depends 
on political will, institutional capacity and financial resources, three factors 
which are not always in abundant supply. Starting from the 1970s, 
Malaysia has become a "Contracting Party" to several international 
conventions related to the environment. For instance, CITES has had a 
favourable impact on the protection offlora and fauna in the country. The 
Department of Wildlife and National Parks, together with its counterparts 
in East Malaysia, has listed endangered species in the legislation and 
incorporated management into their programmes, while also striving to 
monitor the trade in wild animals and plants. In regard to the marine 
environment, the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UN CLOS) has 
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served as a catalyst to promote sound fisheries management and efforts 
to prevent marine pollution. 13 

The deterioration of the ozone layer led to the Montreal Protocol of 1987 
that required nations to reduce their consumption levels of ozone
depleting substances ( ODS), specifically chlorofluorocarbons ( CFC) and 
halons, by 50% by year 2000. Utilising a special funding mechanism to 
phase out ODS chemicals, MOSTE reported that Malaysia would be able 
to reach the initial target and expected a total phase-out of CFCs by the 
stipulated year of 2010. 14 

To highlight the time gap between intentions and actions: the Ramsar 
Convention on Wetlands oflnternational Importance was adopted back 
in 1971 and came into force in 1975. Malaysia did not ratify the convention 
until 1995, when Tasek Bera, the country's largest natural freshwater lake, 
was designated as the nation's first Ramsar site. Reasons for the late 
implementation of this agreement are not entirely known, but may relate 
to disagreements between federal and state agencies working on the issues. 
Another example of a less-than-proactive approach concerns the 
utilisation of the World Heritage Convention to protect natural heritage 
sites - having been in force since 1975. Malaysia finally submitted Taman 
Negara, Kinabalu Park and Mulu National Park as sites for international 
recognition by the turn of the century. 15 

Malaysia signed the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) at the Rio 
Earth Summit in 1992 and ratified it domestically in 1994. Three years 
later the Nat ional Policy on Biological Diversity, meant to develop 
strategies to improve the scientific knowledge base, strengthen 
conservation, and address biosafety concerns (over the dangers of 
genetically engineered organisms), was adopted and then officially 
launched in 1998. Whether this demonstrates a timely response to a global 
environmental problem is questionable. Nonetheless, vocal commitment 
at the global level requires even more obligations at home to carry out 
concrete actions in a timely and effective manner. 
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TA BLE 6.1 International Conventions related to the environment in 
Malaysia 

International Conventions Malaysia 
Entry Into Signed Ratified 

Force 

1973 Convention on International Trade in 1975 1977 1978 
Endangered Species of Wild Flora and 
Fauna (CITES) 

1982 United Nations Convention on the Law 1994 1982 1996 
of the Sea (UNCLOS) 

1992 Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) 1993 1992 1994 

2000 Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety to the 2003 2000 2003 
Convention on Biological Diversity 
(Biosafety Protocol) 

1992 United Nations Framework Convention on 1994 1993 1994 
Climate Change (UNFCCC) 

,., 
1997 Kyoto Protocol to the United Nations 1999 2002 
Framework Convention on Climate Change 

1983 International Tropical Timber Agreement 1994 1994 1995 
(ITTA) 

1971 Convention on Wetlands of International 1975 1994 1995 
Importance Especially as Waterfowl Habitat 
(Ramsar) 

1985 Vienna Convention for the Protection of the 1988 1989 
Ozone Layer 

1987 Montreal Protocol on Substances that 1987 1989 
Deplete the Ozone Layer 

1972 Convention Concerning the Protection of 1975 1988 
the World 's Cultural and Natural Heritage 

1989 Basel Convention on the Con trol of 1992 1993 1993 
T ransboundari Movements of Hazardous 
Wastes and t eir Disposal 

1998 Rotterdam Convention on the Prior 2002 
Informed Consent Procedure for Certain 
Hazardous Chemicals and Pesticides in 
International T rode (PIC) 

Source: Treaty websites. 
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ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE 

The rapid push to develop Malaysia into an industrialised nation by the 
year 2020 has left behind a number of victims in its wake. Intent upon 
striving to maintain growth at all costs, the nation has embarked on the 
singular path of natural resource exploitation, where environmental 
protection must kowtow to the ruling elites' goal for Malaysia to become 
a technological oasis. The rapid depletion of forests and aquatic life coupled 
with other serious environmental problems such as water and air pollution, 
chemical contamination, and improper waste disposal results from 
unsustainable practices and misdirected priorities. 

The extent of the damage to the environment is not just associated with 
the loss of habitats , species and water quality, but also people, their 
livelihoods and their communities. More often than not, it is the poor 
who suffer most: farmers, fishers, plantation workers and indigenous 
communities in the rural areas. What happens when fish stocks are gone 
or die off due to pollutants? Or when industries empty untreated wastewater 
into rivers and wetlands? Or when tribal people are told that their land 
rights are being usurped and given to logging companies or development 
projects vital for the national good? 

People living in towns and cities are also at risk. With the lack of strong 
enforcement and zoning, urban residents and factory workers are exposed 
to toxic fumes and substances with no programmes to measure the health 
consequences. Those living in locations engulfed by the ominous haze 
episode of 1997 will be able to explain the dangers of prolonged pollution 
exposure and the frustration of getting inadequate responses. 

Are these circumstances the necessary price to be paid for becoming a 
recognisable, certifiable, developed nation of international standing? Do 
Malaysians really want to continue with this trend until 2020? What is 
required in the new millennium is a sense of environmental justice. Not 
only should Malaysians be concerned about conserving and protecting 
the natural resource base, but also those communities affected by their 
depletion or contamination and the loss of equitable benefits derived 
from exploitat ive activities. The term "environmental justice" may be 
new to some, so a review of one legal battle encountered by the Consumers' 
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Association of Penang and 
Sahabat Alam Malays ia over 
the years may help to put it in 
perspective. 

In the rather young history of 
environmental litigation in 
Malaysia, the Bukit Merah 
Villagers vs. Asian Rare Earth 
case is of immense signifi
cance. In 1982 Asian Rare 
Earth (ARE ), a Malaysian
Japanese joint venture (with 
Mitsubishi Chemica ls of 
Japan being the majority 
shareholder ), began produ
cing a substance known as 
yttrium from tin tailings that 
generated a radioacti ve 
substance ca lled thorium 
hydroxide from processing 
operations. The local comm u
ni ty was alarmed and claimed 
higher incidences of leukae
mia, miscarriages, birth defects 

and lead poisoning. A civil action was brought to the Ipoh High Court and 
after health surveys and ten years of fighting the community won and the 
co urt granted a permanent injunction to close the factor y. In 1993, 
however, the people lost on appeal to the Supreme Court, which said that 
the villagers should have approached the Atomic Energy Licensing Board 
(AELB) to cancel ARE's licence instead of seeking an injunction. Not 
surprisingly, the AELB was al ready of the opinion that ARE's operations 
were safe and even supported their case. Vindication for the villagers finally 
arrived in 1994 when Mitsubishi Chemicals decided to shut down the 
ARE plan t voluntarily due to public pressure. 

The ARE case illustrates a number of problems in trying to show the 
adverse impacts of pollution on the well -being of comm uniti es. First of 
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all, toxic inj uries are difficult to pinpoint because of long latency periods 
between exposure and appearance. No matter how much medical evidence 
is provided, the burden of proof on the community to show actual damage 
and causation is a daunting task. In addition, statutes of limitation bar 
remedies for actions not brought within a prescribed time from when the 
cause arose. Hence, if the disease doesn 't come early enough, the right to 
seek compensation for ill health is lost. 

In the infamous Bakun Dam case, the rights of indigenous peoples were 
basically recognised and then discarded at the same time. The Court of 
Appeal ruled that although the completion of the Bakun Dam would deprive 
the local communities of their livelihood, they had no right to seek 
"declaratory relief' . (The indigenous people who brought the case against 
the Malaysian Government and the project developer sought a declaration 
that the approval of the EIA for the project was invalid ). Mr. Justice Datuk 
Gopal Sri Ram gave part of the reasoning behind this decision: "Taking 
into account all the relevant facts and circumstances of the case, including the 
public and national interest, and the fact that the remedy, if granted would 
cause greater harm if denied ... the declarations sought should be refused. "16 

Hence, on the ground of "public and national interest", the indigenous 
peoples were denied a remedy. This line of reasoning is indeed worrying, 
as all projects by the government, both federal and state, can be classified 
as in the "public or national interest" and even if local communities 
suffer as a result, they may not be entitled to any remedy! 

Malaysia has a substantial body oflegal and policy initiatives that require 
proper consideration and action towards protecting the environment; 
otherwise hefty penalties may be imposed. A lack of political will to carry 
through with some of these measures, whether to safeguard economic or 
other interests, causes both delays and improprieties in their 
implementation and enforcement. Without a real commitment to strictly 
enforce laws and properly apply sound principles across the environmental 
landscape, Malaysia will continue to be at risk to pollution and the loss of 
its natural identity. 
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CASE STUDY 1: HILLSIDES UNDER DMLOPMENT PRESSURE 

Lowland plains in Malaysia are almost fully built up with town 
settlements, agricultural plantations and industrial parks. Seeking 
higher ground, development now concentrates on expanding into 
steep hill terrain to clear the path for more housing estates, upland 
crops, recreational facilities and access roads . However, over
development of these hillsides results in soil erosion, landslides, 
debris flows, and siltation from stripping the natural vegetative cover 
and causing unstable soil conditions. Obvious examples would be 
in the region of Cameron and Genting Highlands, and Fraser's 
Hill. 
A review of some of the disasters associated with hillsides illustrates 
the environmental problems that are prevalent in both the foothills 
of mountain ranges and the hills of urban centres: 

• North-South Highway (2004 and 1996)-Traversing across the 
slopes of the Main Range as Malaysia's primary motorway, boulders 
and earth came crashing down in October 2004 at Gua Tempurung, 
resulting in serious injuries to a motorcyclist and damaging at least 

• 6 vehicles. In 1996, at the same site, 300 metres of the North-South 
Highway were covered in mud and rockfall after upper slopes 
collapsed, burying one driver. The collapse was probably due to soil 
erosion activity. 

• New Klang Valley Expressway ( 2003) - Thousands of tonnes 
of boulders came crashing down on the New Klang Valley Expressway 
at Km21.8 near Bukit Lanjan in November 2003, bringing traffic to 
a complete standstill, The highway stretch was closed for two weeks 
for remedial works. 

• Cameron Highlands (2000)- Where erosion mishaps are all 
too frequent, six people were buried alive in January in landslides 
on cleared hill slopes. 
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• Fraser's Hill (1994 & 1999) - A highland resort community 
with condominiums, golf courses and hotels, slope failure caused 
cracks in dwelling fou ndations and severe siltation rendered a 
popular waterfall closed for years. In a two-week period in 1999, 
over 50 landslides occurred in the area that forced motorists to wait 
hours for clear roads and kept other worried tourists from visiting, 

• Genting Highlands ( 1995) -A dozen vehicles were swept away 
by an avalanche of boulders and muddy debris after heavy rains on 
the road to this highland getaway, resulting in 21 deaths and 
numerous injuries. Investigations into the cause did not confirm 
the suspicions of many that human disturbances altered the natural 
hydrology of the surrounding hill slopes. 

• Highland Towers ( 1993) - In one of Malaysia's worst disasters, 
48 people died when buried beneath the rubble of a fallen 12-storey 
condominium located on the outskirts of Kuala Lumpur. Heavy 
rainfall and extensive land clearing on a hill situated behind the 
building contributed to a landslide undercutting the foundation . 

• Paya Terubong, Penang (1998) 
- Lo cated on Penang Island , th e 
steep-s loped hills of this sens itive 
valley have been extensively developed 
for highrise condominiums and flats, 
Earlier forewarnings had been given 
by rockfall and small waterfalls 

· sprouting after heavy rains, before a 
massive landslide brought tonnes of 
earth and rocks upon nearby housing 
sites, resulting in 17 buried vehicles 
and over 7,000 scared residents . 

. Are these hillside happenstances a 
result of man-made in ter ference, 

' slack enforcement of the guidelines 
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or natural occurrences, or perhaps the lethal combination of all 
three factors? There is no doubt that Nature and random "Acts of 
God" can be blamed for some disastrous events, but attention is 
sorely needed to control the actions of developers and strengthen 
the resolve of regulatory agencies. 

For years now, the Consumers' Association of Penang has actively 
voiced concerns about enforcing the national policy on land use 
and management. For example, in May 1999 CAP sent a letter 
calling for stronger application ofland use guidelines to then Special 
Advisor Tun Daim Zain uddin after his warning that laws relating to 
land status conversion require studying to avoid over-investment 
in the property sector. A few days after the letter was sent, landslides 
hit Bukit Antarabangsa, forcing city residents of two condominiums 
to relocate. 

Ever since the Highland Tower tragedy in 1993, Federal and State 
Governments have been bickering over each other's responsibilities 
to prevent further hill-related disasters. In 1994, CAP pointed out to 
the authorities that the Land Conservation Act of 1960 gave too much 
power to State Governments to degazette hills and was totally 
inadequate to overcome the onslaught of building on steep slopes. 
Also, CAP has repeatedly called for the implementation of a National 
Soil Conservation Policy and Strategy to protect hillsides. 

Though Parliament passed, in 1996, amendments to the Town and 
Country Planning Act 1976, the new guidelines for hill development 
were not really pushed upon local authorities until several new 
disasters struck in 1999. The new measures prohibited cutting of 
slopes of more than 35 degrees in gradient and considered locations 
between 25 and 35 degrees as sensitive and discouraged development. 
Any site above 35 degrees is categorised as highly sensitive. Developers 
are also required to prepare environmental risk assessments in their 
EIAs and an Erosion Sediment Control Plan. 

Also in 1998 the National Forestry Council had recommended that 
State Governments gazette forests above 1,000 metres as protected 
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forests and to prohibit clearing terrain over 40 degrees in gradient as 
stipulated in the Forestry Act 1984. 

Yet unwarranted land-clearing practices on upland slopes for 
logging and agriculture continue to flout such guidelines. For 
instance, there are newspaper reports of logging in over 8,800 
hectares of primary forests in the Lojing Highlands, over 1,000 meters 
in altitude, resulting in severe siltation of rivers and threatening a 
nearby hydroelectric dam. As recently as January 2000 in Cameron 
Highlands, a landslide claimed six lives on hill slopes of between 30 

and 70 degrees. 

In June 2002, the Ministry of Science, Technology and Environment 
issued guidelines on highland development which are supposed to 
be followed by all State Governments. According to these guidelines, 
highland areas with more than a gradient of 35 degrees are not allowed 
to be developed at all. 

Despite the intentions of these federal guidelines, only State 
Governments have the real power to put them to good use. Only 
Penang and Pahang have gazetted their highlands as hill land, a move 
that may restrict over-development, by farmers and builders alike, 
and reduce the number oflandslips. 

A decade of tragedies has yet to lead to effective action to prevent 
unsuitable development on hillsides. In some cases the legal 
framework is filled with loopholes, while in other circumstances 
enforcement.is all too weak. In 2000, the federal authorities, in an 
effort towards better monitoring, requested states to submit Master 
Plans on the use of hilly terrain. But the record shows that not much 
has changed in hillside development practices. Will things get worse 
before they get better? 

So take a good look at the high ground and remember that life on top 
may not be so grand after all. 
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CASE STUDY 2: QUARRYING GUNUNG JERAI 

The current case of quarrying in Gunung Jerai, in Kedah's Yan 
district, shows how even when procedures and policies_are in place 
government departments can fail spectacularly to adhere to them. It 
highlights flaws and problems in the EIA approval and enforcement 
process as well as the environmental irresponsibility of some local 
authorities. Worse still, the authorities have violated the provisions 
of their own structural plans for the area with some departments 
directly going against their very own recommendations. 17 

Sahabat Alam Malaysia has become very concerned as to how the 
Kedah State Government and other government agencies have 
approved a quarry project in a sensitive forest reserve area in Gunung 
J erai. The Kedah State Government approved the quarry project on 
12 September 2001 to be carried out by Kemelong Engineering & 
Sankojaya Construction Sdn. Bhd on 100 acres of land located in 
compartment 16, in the forest reserve of Gunung Jerai. 

According to the Kedah Department of Environment, the project 
has not begun yet as a preliminary environmental impact assessment 
submitted by the company is pending approval. However, in a 
dialogue held by the DOE Kedah on 10 July2004 which was attended 
by SAM, the company representatives admitted that they had carried 
out works on an existing logging road near the proposed quarry site, 
by widening and reducing its gradient from 20 degrees to between 7 
and 12 degrees, claiming that this was needed to prevent 
environmental problems. These works contributed to the recent 
serious mud flows, flash floods and rockfalls on 25 July 2004 which 
affected around 6 villages nearby, including rice fields and fruit 
orchards in the area. It was this incident that prompted the DOE 
Kedah to hold the dialogue on 10 July. 

Investigations by SAM raise serious questions as to how the quarry 
project and the logging preceding this were approved in the first 
place by the Kedah authorities. 
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According to the Structure Plan for Yan which was approved 3 June 
1997, the Forestry Department was required to gazette with urgency 
the forest reserves in Gunung Jerai as "water catchment forests" and 
any activity that can destabilize the natural environment and which 
impacts the water catchments should not be allowed. The Structure 
Plan further states that the forest reserves of Gunung Jerai must be 
preserved and any development must not affect its ecology and the 
quality of the forests . The Plan reiterates that given the sensitive 
nature of the area, all development must ensure minimum tree and 
hill cutting. 

Given the recommendations in the Structure Plan which has legal 
effect, SAM is perplexed as to how the State Government approved 
the project and how the Forestry Department allowed logging to be 
carried out in the first place. Further, we are disturbed to learn that 
the Kedah DOE is of the view that no Detailed Environmental 
Impact Assessment is required for the quarry project, even though it 
is in an environmentally sensitive area as indicated by the Structure 
Plan. Also in issue is whether Syarikat Kemelong in carrying out the 
road widening and gradient reducing works on the hillslopes secured 
proper approvals from any government autho rity. 
SAM has raised these concerns with the State Government and the 
relevant authorities and is awaiting replies. It is of the view that the 
quarry project should not have been allowed in the first place in an 
environmentally sensitive area and which is contrary to the Yan 
Structure Plan. SAM has also urged the Department ofEnvironment 
in KL to ensure that a DEIA is done to assess the full impact of the 
project and to ensure an opportunity for public feedback on the 
project. According to information received in October 2004, the 
initial EIA submitted by the quarry company has been rejected by 
the DOE. A further EIA has been requested. 
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CASE STUDY 3: BAKUN DAM and RESETTI.EMENT SCHEME 

The Bakun Dam hydroelectrical project (BHEP) represents the 
mother-of-all-mega-project mistakes in Malaysia. First proposed 
in the 1980s to exploit the power of Sarawak's river system, the 
mammoth project was revived in 1993 to supply electricity to "serve 
as a catalyst to the country's industrialisation programme". 
Sarawak/ans, on the other hand, were supposedly to benefit from 
spin-offs such as employment, new industries, tourism and of course 
bringing indigenous peoples "into the mainstream of development" 
through resettlement. 18 

The Bakun Dam was initially designed as a 2,400-megawatt power 
station necessitating a catchment area of 1.5 million hectares of 
mainly primary forest, and flooding an area the size of Singapore, 
approximately 70,000 hectares. Besides the building of access roads, 
a new township and an airport, between 9,000 and 10,000 indigenous 
peoples - Kayan, Kenyah, Kajang, Ukit and Penan - are being 
forced to relocate under a government-run resettlement programme. 
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Opposition mounted from the start with indigenous communities, 
political parties and NGOs questioning the necessity and viability 
of the dam at such high social and environmental costs. By 1995 
doubt began to spread about the worthiness of the project and news 
of the hardships imposed on indigenous peoples became known. 
Subsequently, SAM helped form the Bakun Region Peoples' 
Committee which resulted in the Bakun Declaration - a call by 
longhouse communities to cancel the project and save their native 
customary lands, farms and forest resources. 
In 1996, the High Court ruled in favour of three indigenous residents 
who questioned the legitimacy of the EIA and also invalidated the 
transfer ofEIA approval from federal to state jurisdiction. However, 
the Court of Appeal overturned the decision and the voices of 
indigenous people were silenced yet again, but not before stating 
their feelings: "It is untrue that we do not want to change or improve 
ourselves. But don't take away our native customary land rights, our 
rivers and our ancestral burial grounds. Don't force us to accept 
development that will not benefit us. "19 

Seeking to persuade the government to reconsider the BHEP back 
in 1997, SAM submitted a memorandum to the Prime Minister, 
the Deputy Prime Minister and the Minister ofEnergy that expressed 
grave concerns over its economic viability and environmental 
impacts. Questioning the project's long-term national interest, SAM 
argued that there was no electricity shortage or enough future demand 
to justify the enormous energy to be produced and that short-term 
profits made by big business dominated the decisions. Ecologically, 
the BEHP would destroy one-third of Sarawak's remaining primary 
forests and seriously harm the 43 and 67 species of protected fauna 
and flora respectively that survive in the dam-affected area.20 SAM 
also raised the issue of compensation awards to indigenous residents 
based on inaccurate government surveys and the unsuitability of 
the new resettlement area. 

By the end of 1997 the whole dam mess was in disarray. Not only 
was the Malaysian economy in shambles, but the BHEP had began 
to run into management probl~ms. In short the government was 
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left to rescue the project from the owners, Ekran Bhd., which had 
managed to start river diversion tunnels and build a jetty, airport, 
and resort before leaving the project with RM390 million in 

compensation claims. 21 

The real tragedy of Bakun Dam is the uprooting of families and 
communities, their way of life, and the ill treatment of indigenous 
peoples by those entrusted to care for them. In May 1999 Gabungan, 
a coalition of over 40 NGOs, sent a fact-finding mission to check on 
the progress of the resettlement scheme and the conditions of the 
people. With the dam project stalled, the first question asked by 
many displaced peoples was "Why do we have to move?" A good 
question since some studies recommended relocation only after 
completion of diversion tunnels first and then again after the dam 
was finished. SAM also sent an investigation team to the site in 
November 1999 and again in early 2000 and was horrified to see the 
living conditions and lack of adequate food supplies. 

A major grievance among those relocated pertains to the calculation 
of compensation for leaving their homelands, of which 51 % of the 
reservoir area was owned under Native Customary Land rights. 
Complaints arose over survey techniques and valuation estimates 
that did not recognise traditional methods and land rights, in 
particular remote fields, water catchments and ancestral hunting 
grounds. Thousands of graves also lie within the valley. However 
when the assessments were made, the total amount usually did not 
add up to pay for the newly constructed government-built houses 
awaiting them at the new settlement.22 

Imagine being evicted from your land, evacuated to a lesser version 
of home and then asked to fork over RM52,000 for a house payment. 
Shoddy workmanship and poor quality materials caused many to 
wonder why the indigenous craftspeople were left out of the 
construction phase. The scenario gets worse outside the homes where 
sewage and drainage pipes leak and septic tank waste flows into 
nearby rivers. The British company responsible for construction of 
the homes, Balfour Beatty, was roundly criticised in the British press 
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for its substandard handiwork for which it was handsomely 
remunerated. 

The plight of the resettled communities in Sungei Asap were further 
confirmed by investigations of the Malaysian Human Rights 
Commission or SUHAKAM. In June 2002, SUHAKAM released 
its report following visits by the Commissioners to the resettlement 
area. SAM's findi ngs were reaffirmed and the report made 
recommendations to the Sarawak Government to address the plight 
of the indigenous communities. Little progress has been made since. 

The Asian economic crisis helped to temporarily stop the BHEP, 
but the government revived the project and the construction of the 
dam is underway, albeit with some delays. According to latest 
reports, the dam is expected to begin impounding water in 2007. 
SAM's visits to the site have revealed a landscape of despoliation 
which is a terrible eyesore. The sheer violence of the massive project 
has been described as a "struggle against nature", in the words of 
one engineer: "Initial work was difficult because whenever there 
was a heavy downpour, the river overflowed and the coffer dam 
collapsed." In fact the coffer dam collapsed 23 times before it was 
finally erected. 23 

SAM's recommendations from 1997 - calling for a thorough 
review, effective consultation, transparency and accountability, fair 
and equitable compensation and respect for the rights of affected 
people - are still sorely needed now. 

With the cancellation of underwater power cables to the peninsula 
and little demand from Brunei or Kalimantan, the Bakun Dam will 
now only supply energy to Sarawak. Since the state already has enough 
capacity to meet its requirements, there is absolutely no justification 
for the continuance of the BHEP. Rather than the Malaysian 
government throwing away good money after bad or trying to find 
high-energy demand industries, it would be more prudent to scrap 
the project than to insist that it is needed for the sake of national 
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pride! The new prime minister has already halted a number of 
wasteful mega-projects concocted in the previous era, is it too late to 
rethink Bakun? 

The Bakun case is classic example of environmental injustice, where 
one group is marginalised in favour of another on the spurious 
basis of national progress. If development so-called comes at the 
cost of the destruction oflivelihoods, culture, forests and land, is it 
really worth it? 

BOX 1 : THE RIGHT TO A CLEAN ENVIRONMENT 

Judicial (ln)Activism24 

Is there such a thing as environmental rights in this country? 
In the Federal Constitution, there is no explicit right for a citizen to 
a secure, healthy and ecologically sound environment. However, 
such a right has been implied under Article 5 which relates to the 
right to life and liberty. In the case of Tan Tek Seng v Suruhunjaya 
Perkhidmatan Pendidikan [(1996) 1 MLJ 261} the Court of Appeal 
has, following the trend in the Indian courts, held that 'Life' 
"incorporates all those facets that are an integral part of life itself and 
those matters which go to form the quality of life .. .. It includes the right 
to live in a reasonably healthy and pollution free environment". 

This was a major boost for environmental law in this country for a 
while until the case of Pihak Berkuasa Negeri Sabah v Sugumar 
Balakrishnan [2002} 3 MLJ 72,which narrowed down the term 'right 
to life' to only mean personal liberty and nothing else. 

The Federal Court in Sugumar's case, had this to say, 

'In our view, the words 'personal liberty' should be given the meaning 
in the context of Article 5 as a whole ... We therefore disagree with 
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the Court of Appeal that the words, 'personal liberty' should be 
generously interpreted to include all those facets that are integral 
part of life itself and those matters which go to form the quality of 
life.' 

This seems like an absolute setback in rights based jurisprudence in 
the country. 

Probably, a death in the meaning of'life' and a complete retrogression 
in the interpretation of Article 5 of the Federal Constitution. One 
can call this judicial inactivism at its best. 

ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE: 
PEOPLE OF CHEMOR VS. RUBBER FACTORY25 

A recent success for environmental justice occurred for the people 
of Kampung Baru Kuala Kuang, Chemor, in their case against 
airborne pollution from a nearby rubber factory. Established in the 
1940s the 6,000 people of this New Village were primarily farmers . 

The residents of this village have been battling long term exposure 
to hydrogen sulphide (H2S) emitted by a factory involved in the 
manufacturing and processing of rubber which is adjacent to the 
village and is only 10 feet away from the nearest house. This factory 
began on a small scale in 1979 in its present site and gradually 
expanded into large scale operations around 1995. 

It was around 1995, that the residents began facing unbearable bad 
odours, stemming from the emissions of chemicals, gases and 
substances from the rubber factory's operations. Among the gases 
released was hydrogen sulphide, a toxic and poisonous gas known 
to cause odours, especially at very low doses, as well as cause adverse 
health impacts to people exposed to its release. 
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As a result of the exposure to these chemicals, gases and substances, 
and especially because of the bad odours, the people of Kuala Kuang 
had been suffering tremendous discomfort, annoyance and 
inconvenience. They had been unable to live in their houses or 
entertain friends, they suffered loss of appetite, fatigue, nausea, and 
respiratory ailments. Some have even experienced clinical 
depression and feelings of suicide owing to the persistent exposure 
to the foul gases. Thus, they were unable to enjoy a peaceful use and 
enjoyment of their property and environment. As a result of 
respiratory ailments, many of them have also been suffering from 
ill health and their quality oflife has been gravely impaired. 

Setting up the committee 
In light of the problems faced, the villagers organised themselves 
and formed a committee known as the Anti-Bad Odour Committee 
(Jawatankuasa Anti-Bau Busuk) in 1995. Through this committee, 
they made numerous representations to the state government, 
government agencies, political representatives and and NGOs to 
resolve their plight. 

Sometime in 1999, during a meeting between the committee 
members, the state government and the representatives of the factory, 
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the state government of Perak after tremendous pressure from the 
people of Chemor, offered the factory 25 acres ofland elsewhere for 
them to relocate. The state government of Perak also gave the factory 
a grace period of 2 years for them to move their operations to the 
newly allocated land. Although the residents were unhappy with the 
state government's decision of giving the factory a grace period of 2 
years, they abided by the decision and allowed the factory to make 
necessary arrangement for them to move within the 2 year period. 

Dishonoured agreement 
Two years came and went and the factory had still not moved 

and they continued emitting the bad odour. The residents again 
protested because the factory had not honoured the agreement of 
1999. Much to their chagrin, the residents found out that the factory 
need only to relocate 2 years after the building plans for the new site 
has been approved by the local authority. 

Disappointed and angry, the committee brought their plight to the 
Consumers' Association of Penang (CAP) in 2002 after they found 
that the only other solution to shut the factory down would be to 
bring a court action against the factory. 

Legal bottle 
A representative action in nuisance was filed in 2003 against the 
factory. The action comprised 7 residents and they sued the factory 
on behalf of themselves and the other villagers. 

In their claim, the residents stated that the factory had by its activities 
caused to issue from their lands dangerous, offensive, noxious and 
unwholesome chemicals, emissions, substances, gases and odours 
which have polluted the air and the surroundings. The residents also 
asserted that they had suffered and continued to suffer from adverse 
health impacts, discomfort, annoyance and inconvenience. They 
asked for an injunction to restrain the factory from continuing to 
cause the nuisance. 
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The factory in their defence while . admitting to the emission 'of 
hydrogen sulphide, claimed that the emissions did not cause any 
problem as alleged by the residents. 

Collaboration with experts 
The residents' committee was very well organised, making working 
with them easy. The task of collecting evidence, interviewing the 
residents, conducting medical examinations and testing the air 
quality were a collective effort between the residents through their 
committee, Alaigal (a Perak based NGO), the lawyers and medical 
and scientific experts from Malaysia, USA, India and Thailand. 

Problems faced 
During the course of their fight against the factory, some of the 
committee members were charged in court under s. 27 of the Police 
Act 1967 for illegal assembly when they held a peaceful 
demonstration to get some attention from the authorities on the 
odour problem. This case is currently pending in court. 

Fortunately, the residents' cause was also repeatedly highlighted in 
the media. Further, this is the first time a community exposed to 
long term exposure of H2S poisoning is being documented 
thoroughly for the purpose of setting ambient air quality standards 
in the country. 

The Settlement 
After the commencement of hearings in mid 2004, a settlement was 
reached about 2 weeks prior to the continuation of hearing in court. 
Among other things, the factory agreed to fully relocate its operations 
to a new site on or before March 30, 2005, failing which it will cease 
rubber processing operations at its existing site near Kampung Baru 
Kuala Kuang. 

Pending relocation to its new site, the factory also agreed to undertake 
alterations to its operations so as to eliminate the emission of H2S. 
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Conclusion 
After a long and arduous struggle, the people of Chemor are finally 
able enjoy a breath of fresh air. However, the battle does not just end 
here. Currently, environmental legislation, namely the Clean Air 
Regulations, do not provide for ambient air standards for chemicals. 

Although rubber factories in the country are slowly declining, the 
residents of Chemor are among many groups of people affected by 
similar odours. Many other communities in Malaysia continue to 
suffer in silence due to weak laws. 
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7 COMMUNITIES AND 
THE ENVIRONMENT 

T he gaps and shortfalls in the government's handl ing of 
environmental issues sometimes leaves communities with no other 
choice but to try and protect the environment themselves. Though 

small in number some communities across Malaysia have been 
developing their own forms of action. Working in their own 
neighbourhoods and areas, these local activists have been spreading 
awareness of environmental issues to others who face similar problems. 
SAM has been working alongside them to help mobilise communities to 
protect and improve the natural environment, including developing the 
capacity to deal with urgent environmental problems in their areas. 

Rather than the ' top-down ' form of action that comes from government 
or professional organisations, this 'bottom-up ' approach promises to reach 
out to Malaysians, particularly rural dwellers and low income groups, in 
approachable ways. Finding ways to protect the environment, these local 
community groups monitor environmental degradation in their 
neighbourhood and investigate the non-compliance of environmental 
laws by errant businesses and industry. 

Another important reality is that whilst Malaysia's post-Independence 
development has lifted most of the population out of poverty, rural 
Malaysia is still the site of many inequalities of power. Development in 
the last two decades has often run roughshod over both rural communities 
and the environment. Experience has shown that in many cases , 
development projects or industries affect rural communities adversely. 
Where businesses are connected to local political ties and vested interests, 
the voice of the little woman or man is ignored. This is why citizens who 
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band together to champion their interests in an organised and tenacious 
manner can make a big difference. About 40 per cent of the population 
still live in rural areas yet the problems they face often draw very little 
attention of media or the public, unless politicians visit these areas. In this 
case the focus on political personages and the events they officiate tends to 
crowd out any real understanding of rural Malaysians themselves. 

No bureaucracy, no matter how well intentioned, can respond in a timely 
and appropriate manner in all places and times. Many environmental 
violations take place in rural areas where communities do not necessarily 
have the resources and proximity to government agencies that urban folk 
do. Similarly, most environmental organisations are based in the cities 
and would find it hard to sustain a continual presence in the countryside. 

Urban citizens are generally more aware about environmental problems 
but it is often those in rural areas who bear the brunt of environmental 
and natural resource degradation. Fishing communities have been 
impacted by polluted rivers and seas, degraded water quality and the erosion 
of land due to sand-mining operations in rivers. Rural areas have suffered 
from air pollution due to dirty industries sited there. Erosion, landslides 
and flash floods due to logging operations often strike them first before 
the effects are felt in more urbanised areas. Quarrying, mining, logging 
and the construction oflarge dams are quite distant phenomena for urban 
folk but often directly affect or displace rural dwellers. Also, shifts in 
economic forces both national and international sometimes leave these 
low-income communities behind. Because rural livelihoods often suffer 
as the environment degrades it is difficult in practice to separate these 
concerns as so often happens at the remote heights of the national planning 
level. 

The sheer variety of modern ills is staggering. Polluted rivers, toxic 
chemicals, disappearing forests, collapsing river banks, vanishing 
coastlines, industrial mishaps, encroachment by mega-projects, flooding, 
dying fish, and smoke pollution are amongst the problems faced. In many 
of these cases the most basic action required is bringing the problem to the 
attention of the government and the media calling for action to remedy 
the situation. However, someone needs to have the initiative to prompt 
for action backed up with a basic knowledge of how responsibilities are 
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distributed across different government agencies and departments. Having 
this practical civic knowledge goes a long way towards making effective 
changes. Much of the core work of organisations such as CAP and SAM 
lies in maintaining such a stream of correspondence with the authorities; 
after all we shouldn't expect less from them if the government truly exists 
to serve the people, should we? The private sector also needs to be taken to 
task when it fails to meets its obligations and responsibility under 
Malaysia's laws (such as conducting proper EIAs) and citizens need to 
step in when the authorities are too lenient or negligent. 

Citizens who are well-informed and experienced in exercising their rights 
to a good quality of life and clean and healthy environment can make a 
tremendous impact on the well-being of the nation, not just themselves. 
The government has recognised in the Eighth Malaysia Plan that 
enhancing environmental awareness and civic consciousness amongst 
the people is a crucial component for creating a sustainable future. 
However, this has to be balanced against a prevailing culture of fear amongst 
citizens that their complaints can be perceived as being anti-establishment. 
The government has been well known to exercise its power in ways which 
are arbitrary or heavy-handed; it has not taken much of this to make people 
cautious, or silent. A more subtle threat is the chance that people will be 
denied any benefits such as improvements to their village or welfare in 
areas deemed to be at loggerheads with politicians, although this is conduct 
unbecoming for any democracy. 

In this chapter we will take a brief look at some community-based 
environmental activism in Peninsular Malaysia. These groups have been 
working together with SAM under the banner of Angkatan Sahabat Alam 
Seki tar (ASAS, or Friends of the Environment Movement). In many ways 
these were ordinary people who have been forced by circumstances to 
become extraordinary. Environmental awareness has come about when 
they became victims of environmental degradation. For a number of them, 
their efforts have won them respect and a place in decision making, thus 
they are more in control of their lives. Development is not some sort of 
passive experience by which they are led by the decisions of others. It is in 
these communities that we see the emerging promise of a Malaysian 
development that balances both environmental and socio-economic needs 
whilst giving space for religious, spiritual and cultural practices important 

l 
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to all Malaysians. The challenges of striking a balance between all these 
aspects oflife without overemphasising one at the expense of others should 
not be overestimated or romanticised. Yet it is one of our best hopes for a 
counterpoint to the unsustainable consumption that has become prevalent 
in our cities. 

Among the concrete activities undertaken by ASAS groups are the 
following actions: 

• Conduct surveys and monitoring of environmental issues and 
solutions in their villages, local areas and towns; 
• Record and attend to environment-related complaints and ideas that 
may stem from the local community; 
• Act on complaints including writing letters, having meetings and 
dialogues with relevant government agencies; 
• Act as watchdogs by complaining to the government authorities about 
environmental violations and non-compliance with environmental laws; 
• Conduct education and awareness raising activities for local 
communities including environmental campaigns such as waste recycling 
and reduction; 
• Issue press releases and conduct press conferences to make public 
environmental issues and problems in their neighbourhood; 
• Work to secure cooperation to develop environmental strategies and 
solutions together with the Federal, state and local governments and 
relevant agencies. 

Currently, five such community centres have been established since 
November 2002 in Merbok, and Kerpan, Kedah, Seberang Perai, Penang, 
Sungei Si put, Perak and Chini, Pahang. These centres are run by the local 
communities themselves, who range from retired civil servants, farmers, 
fi shermen, smallholders, teachers and labourers. 

ASAS Kedah: Merbok and Kerpan 

Kedah is often described as the heartland of the Malays. It is largely rural 
and supports a great many farmers nestled amongst its rolling forested 
hills and sweeping plains of paddy. The state government is also attempting 
to aggressively develop the state by fully exploiting ( depleting) its natural 
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resources. However, many parts of the rural community are being left 
behind in th e zealous pursuit of econo mic growth and prest ige. 
Demographically the rural population comprises farmers, fisherfo lk, 
teachers, and religious leaders. Women and youth also form important 
constituencies for environmental action. 

Villagers in Kerpan had to wage a long and difficult struggle with the 
authorities who acquired 1,000 acres of their land under the controversial 
Land Acquisi tion Act for the purpose of shrimp aquaculture. The 
Malaysian government has long remained convinced of aquaculture's 
potential to be an instant money-maker. The people of Kerpan were far 
more sceptical. Enormous profits can be made by intensive shrimp and 
prawn farming. However, the consequences, in terms of degradation of 
topsoil in prawn-fa rming areas, the vulnerability to pests, res idue of 
chemicals and artificia l feeding materials, are usually disastro us. Jeremy 
Seabrook has described aquaculture as a "hi t-and-run profit taking 
exercise, which lasts a maximum of 3-5 years" .1 After a decade-long battle 
which went th ro ugh the courts and saw many bitter clashes with the 
authorities the people ofKerpan were able to win financial compensation 
from the Kedah state government in the courts, but unfortunately not 
their land. 2 The experienced has left many of the villagers seasoned in the 
less-publicised realities of Malaysia 's march towards developed nation 
status. To this end they have been sharing their experti se with other affected 
communities in Malaysia. 

Issues that the ASAS Centre deals wi th here include problems faced by the 
farming community such as exposure to pestic ides and pest attacks, 
irrigation and so on. In the case of the fis hing community who also are 
addressed by the centre, issues such as pollution, encroachment by trawl 
fishe rmen into inshore waters, ma ngrove destruction and so on are 
common concerns. 

The quiet kampung of Merbok on the hand is experiencing the increasing 
encroachment of environmentally disruptive commercial activity. Small 
manufacturing industries are dumping toxic waste into the ri vers which 
lead to dead fish and hardship fo r fisherfolk. Rubber fac tories release 
noxious gases, aquaculture disrupts marine breeding sites in mangroves, 
illegal logging disturbs the forests . Whereas such activ ities may have 
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previously passed without formal comment from the local community 
ASAS Merbok is now actively writing to the authorities to check whether 
E!As have been cond ucted , logging guidelines are being followed, and to 
complain about pollution. At the same time the relevant authorities 
responsible for rural economic livelihoods have been contacted in order 
to improve conditions for the locals. Problems with the ceiling price of 
rice, the suitability and availability of small loans, and the needs of the 
fishing community have also been taken up. 

ASAS Pahang: Chini FELDA Scheme and Orang Asli 

One of Malaysia's premier freshwater lakes Lake Chini has made a recent 
appearance in the news as it is now horribly polluted with the bacteria 
Escherichia coli (E.coli). The bacteria is believed responsible for rashes and 
diarrhoea experienced by orang asli living nearby. Universiti Kebangsaan 
Malaysia (U KM ) researchers found high levels of E.coli, salmonella and 
coliform bacteria in the 202 hectare lake and surrounding groundwater. 
According to UKM the acceptable level of£. coli in water should be zero, 
in two nearby wells the count was 20,000 and 2,000 per hundred millimetre 
(phm) respectively. Levels of coliform, a bacteria caused by sewage or 
animal waste contamination, were as high as 56 times over the permissible 
level of 5,000 phm set by the DOE.3 

400 villagers, including I 00 children, were warned not to drink water 
from the lake and wells, although in practice it is very difficult to keep 
children away and out of harm. Some of them also experienced burning 
sensations when in contact with the water. One local had been taking his 
children to the clinic every two or three weeks for diarrhoea, vomiting and 
fever. 

According to UKM professor Dr Ainon Hamzah drinking such 
contaminated water could be fatal, especially to infants or elderly persons. 
The source of pollution was traced to improper sewage disposal by a local 
resort and national service camp. Sewage from the camp appears to have 
been dumped directly into the lake. It is shameful that a programme 
promoting national service could also be so environmentally 
irresponsible. Environmental problems in the lake have been exacerbated 
for some time by the presence of a small dam erected for tourism purposes 
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which restricts the natural flow of water from the lake to Sungai Pahang. 
The dam traps wastes, making the lake almost stagnant. This once great 
lake has been described as a "sewage pond".4 UKM Associate Professor 
Dr Mushrifah Idris has said that, "Tasik Chini is dying and if nothing is 
done now, the whole ecosystem of the lake will cease to exist in two years." 

ASAS Chini has been sending complaints to the DOE and the Department 
of Irrigation and Drainage for some time. The construction of the dam 
has led to bankside trees perishing and the multiplication of ekor kuching 
algae throughout the lake. Fishstocks have also declined and with them the 
income oflocal people. Problems have also surfaced with the government's 
rural development agencies as not all communities agree that the agencies' 
ways of developing them are necessarily the best. Orang asli groups have 
been displaced from their customary lands into palm oil cultivation which 
is both a cultural shock and a restriction of their way and quality of life. 
The top-down we-know-best approach can lead to great unfairness. Thus, 
it is important that communities develop a voice and means to show that 
their views must be respected and taken into consideration. This could 
even extend to the right to say no to what they deem to be inappropriate 
development. 

The Centre also champions the plight of the Orang Asli who are indigenous 
communities living in the Chini area. The Orang Asli face a myriad of 
problems ranging from lack of basic needs to pollution of their water 
resources as well as the non-recognition of their native customary rights 
to their land. 

ASAS Perak: Sungei Siput 

Unlike the other ASAS Centres which are primarily Malay based, the 
Sungei Siput Centre is run and serviced by a group of active Indian 
members. The Centre which came into being in 2004 reaches out to Tamil 
Schools in the area and conducts environmental education programmes 
with them. Recent initiatives have included the generation of a herbal 
garden and the promotion of organic fertilisers for farming. The 
surrounding neighbourhood being an urban centre is faced with problems 
such as air pollution from factories, dust pollution from quarries and so 
on. 

I .... 
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Malaysia's rural communities represent a confluence of many of the 
concerns outlin ed in th is book: environmental justice is often an 
overarching theme, environmental awareness a consequence of and 
stimulus towards the pursuit of environmental justice. Despoliation of 
forests, rivers, seas and other habitats possess impacts of an immediate 
nature. Many rural dwellers depend directly upon healthy ecosystems for 
their livelihood, especially those who are hunters or fishers. In the long 
term widespread and focused local activism could lead to a strengthening 
of the civic fabric of rural life as well as lasting behavioural changes which 
benefit both the environment and the people who coexist with it . Equally 
important is the potential for these remarkable communities to set an 
ins piring example to other Malaysians to act up for sustainable 
development. 

~ 

· ASAS Seberang Perai 
The Penang Inshore Fishennen Welfare Associcmon 

Improving Livelihoods Through Protecting Biodiversity 
In contrast to the high-octane environmental campaigns of 
mainstream NGOs in the 1990s, a small group of fisherfolk in Penang 

, started on the activist trail back in 1994. Disturbed by trawler 
encroachment, mangrove destruction and dwindling fish catch, the 
Penang Inshore Fishermen's Welfare Association (PIFW A) was born 
to give nearly 600 fishers a voice to enhance cooperation and promote 
and protect traditional fishing practices. With very little funds and a 
powerful spirit, this grassroots movement now tackles the broader 
problems of the fishing community, such as shrimp aquaculture, 
overfishing, toxic dumping and tourism development. Exemplifying 
perseverance, PIFWA - once threatened to be banned by the 
government in the beginning - is now sitting at the meeting table 
these days to discuss their predicament with the authorities. 

PIFWA is made up of very committed inshore ,fisherfolk and the 
Association to represent the welfare of some hundreds of inshore 
fisherfolk in Penang; PIF~A represents the social and economic 
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rights of fishing communities and struggles to curb the harm£@ 
disregard for Penang's coastal ecology. 
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Initially, (PIFW A) decided to embark on a campaign to rai e public 
~wareness on the importance of wetlands especially mangrove forests 
m Penang. Its aim was to gain public support in urging the Penang 
State Government to take stringent measures to protect, conserve 
and rehabilitate degraded mangrove areas in Penang. 

Mangrove forests play a very important role in the economy of the 
fishing community and the environment but if the trees are 
continuously being cut down for commercial and development 
purposes as is happening in Penang, the island state would soon 
lose its remaining mangrove forests and the fisherfolk their main 
source of income. 

About 100 acres of pristine mangrove forest had been cleared for a 
large scale intensive tiger prawn project between Sungai. Rusa and 
Kuala Sungai Pinang in the south-western part of Penang Island. 
The operation of the farm since 1993 has resulted in the destruction 
of rich marine breeding grounds. The catch of the fisherfolk had 
dropped considerably and certain varieties of fish were reported to 
have disappeared. The fisherfolk also complained that pollution from 
the tiger prawn farm had contributed to the deterioration of the 
fishery ~esources in the area. Despite problems caused by the 
destruction to these mangroves, there were plans to expand the tiger
prawn farm. Other developments were also proposed in the 
remaining mangrove forests which was degazetted from forest 
reserve status in t.he 1980's. 

Replanting Mangroves 
In 1997, PIFWA "adopted" the mangroves in Balik Pulau as a vital 
resource to be protected at all costs. The Association members planted 
nearly, 1,000 mangrove saplings on a controversial mangrove belt 
wh_i ch was earmarked for development. The "bakau kurap" and 



202 Malaysian Enviro nm ent in Crisis 

"bakau minyak" saplings were bought from the Matang Mangrove 
Forest Reserve in Perak. The plants have been growing well. 

More recently, in Sungai Che_naam, Seberang Perai, the members 
of PIFW rehabilitated a mangrove forest by replanting with over 
14,000 seedlings. This community initiative was motivated by an 
understanding that if the fishing community nurtures and protects 
mangrove forests, the forests in turn will feed the fisherfolk through 
the spawning of fishery resources. 

PIFWA continues to promote the preservation of mangrove forests 
in Penang and hope that many more people will come forward in 
urging the Government to protect and rehabilitate degraded 
mangroves. 

Protecting the river 
In addition, PIFW A also adopted the Sungai Krian , which was badly 
polluted by local industries and other activities nearby. The group 
worked with government officials, the polluters and the general 
public to improve the quality of the river and to reduce the pollution 
problem. 

Fisherfolk are now reporting higher catches of river lobsters due to 
improvements in the river water quality. 

Trawler monitoring 
Faced by continuous and persistent illegal encroachment of trawlers 
into the inshore waters, fishing from the sea catches have been 
dwindling. Complaints to the Department of Fisheries to enforce 
the law and stop the illegal encroachers were not successful, 
particularly at night when enforcement is poor. 

Refusing to simply stand by and watch the situation deteriorate 
further, PIFW A members decided to monitor and keep a watch out 
for illegal trawlers during the night. They set up a nightly watch, 
recording details of the encroaching trawlers and taking photographs 

2 
3 
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of the violators. They then gave to information to the Department 
of Fisheries for action to be taken. This initiative brought action, as 
the trawler encroachment was stopped and the inshore fishing 
catches improved. 

The PIFWA experience is indeed exemplary in illustrating a truly 
grassroots initiative which has borne effective results in protecting 
the environment which in turn has assisted the fishing communities 
improve their livelihood. 

Jeremy Seabrook. Malaysian farmers battle aquaculture project, Third World 
Resurgence 59. 

Consumers' Association Penang, 2002. Air Mata Kerpan. 
Th e Star, Danger Lake, 26 July 2004. 

The Star, Pollution killing Tasik Chini, 26 July 2004. 



.. 

8 ENVIRONMENTAL AWARENESS 

Environmental awareness of the proble~s facing_M~laysia leads fir_st 
to concern over such things as the quality of dnnkmg water, the 111 
effects of breathing polluted air, and the loss of wildlife and plant 

species. Without concern no action would ever be taken, whether by raising 
a complaint to the authorities or by participating in community projects. 
So, how far have Malaysians come in raising their own awareness levels 
on the issues in order to comprehend the complexities of environmental 
threats? The former Ministry of Science, Technology and the Environment 
(MOSTE) tried to find out the answer. 

ENVIRONMENTAL AWARENESS SURVEY 

Several studies undertaken by the Malaysian Science and Technology 
Information Centre (MASTIC), a service within the MOSTE, in the 1990s 
provide some interesting answers to the question of awareness by the 
Malaysian public. Although the aim of the MASTIC studies sought to find 
the level of awareness, perception and acceptance of science and 
technology among Malaysians, a few key findings point out just how 
environmental-savvy Malaysians might be. 

On the whole Malaysians' perceived knowledge about science and 
technology issues has been poor throughout the surveys. But in regard to 
environmental pollution over a third of the respondents considered their 
knowledge as excellent with another 40% as average. Only about 5% of 

the sampling population considered themselves to be ignorant about the 
topic, leaving over 75% to be aware of the problems of environmental 

pollution. This was by far the highest-rated category among science and 
technology topics for the 1998 survey.' By 2002, the perceived level of 
knowledge remained high but had slipped consistently since 1998.2 
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As the MASTIC study correctly pointed out, by 1998 Malaysians had 
already suffered a number of environmental-related disasters, including 
the horrific haze episode in 1997 and the water shortage problem in 
Selangor. Though only the haze episode was a pollution problem, the high 
rating could also translate into a higher level of overall environmental 
awareness as Malaysians start to see the connections between water 
catchment destruction, droughts, and management and planning 
scenarios. It is also interesting to note that environmental pollution held 
the public's interest more so than the economy or computer technology 
in each MASTIC study since 1996. Significantly, almost 60% of the 
respondents felt the government's efforts to reduce pollution were not 
adequate. 

Certainly, the direct impacts of environmental pollution are easier to 
comprehend than other environmental issues, such as biodiversity, global 
warming or policy and legal matters. To gain a more complete picture_of 
how well Malaysians understand some of the issues, the MASTIC studies 
showed some interesting results. By selecting a range of environmental 
terms and concepts, the study sought to compare both subjective and 
objective answers based on a perceived understanding of the issue and the 
correct responses to measurable questions. Malaysians were tested on the 

following terms: 
• greenhouse effect 
• global warming 
• hole in the ozone layer 

• acid rain 

• toxic waste 

• flash flood 

• air pollution 

• haze 

• water shortages 

As expected the public had a better understanding of those environmental 

problems that occur close to home rather than some of the m?re c~mplex 
global-related issues. Illustrating this tendency among Malaysians, m 1998 
over 80% claimed to have heard the terms haze, air pollution, flash floods, 

water shortages and toxic waste, but only 50% understood them to some 
degree; while only 25% knew the correct answers indicating actual 
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understanding of global warming and the greenhouse effect concepts. 
These differences between perceived knowledge and actual knowledge 
show the gaps which remain in getting accurate environmental messages 
across to the general public. 

Worryingly, despite choking blankets of haze from fo rest fires only 44.6% 
of adults asked in 1998 correctly stated that it was hazardous for their 
health. Around 40% of children were aware of this which perhaps explains 
why children continued to engage in strenuous physical activity during 
extended haze periods. Even though over 90% of adults and children in 
asked in 1998 knew that cigarette smoking causes lung cancer they seemed 
unable to draw a link with the inhalation of smoke particles from forest 
fires. There is st ill considerable progress to be made in ensuring that 
Malaysians have a sufficien t level of environ mental health ed uca ti on to 
adequate ly take care of both themselves and their children. These resu lts 
make the government's persistent denial of the true risk of haze problems 
even more irresponsible. With public awareness at such a low level 
vulnerable groups in the population may be exposed to unnecessary or 
fatal risk when exposed to environmental pollution. The higher incidence 
of elderly mortality during haze periods discussed in chap ter 5 could 
perhaps have been mitigated if the public were better informed of the 
risks. 

Still , the 2002 study found that compared to previous yea rs knowledge of 
se lected environmental issues had increased considerably. Table 8.1 shows 
the growth in awareness since 1996. 

So wha t do all the stati sti cs really show? Are Malaysians up to standard in 
environmental terminology, but lacking in the true understanding of 
these concepts? How do we gauge the value of environmental awareness 
in the country and the ability of Malaysians to connect the consequences 
of decision making on environmental issues? Are Malaysians dependent 
on the mass media to bring forward the debate on environmental topics 
and are educational programmes addressing the gaps between knowing 
the terms and understanding the problem? Many questions still remain 
as Malaysians try to grasp the meaning of environmental events and the 
fac tors that contribute to their emergence. 

ENVIRONMENTAL AWARENESS 

Table 8.1 Understanding Environmental Terms and 
Concepts - Series Data. 
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Question Percentage answering correctly 

A. Acid rain damages the 
forest. (True) 

B. Hole in the ozone layer can 
cause skin cancer. (True) 

C. Sea level can decrease due to 
global warming . (False) 

D. The greenhouse effect can raise 
sea level. (True) 

E. The use of LPG by motor vehicles . 
can reduce air pollution (True) 

Mean Percentage Correct 

Source: MASTIC, 2003. 

Year 
2002 

54.3 

57.4 

12.7 

30.3 

37.7 

38.5 

2000 1998 1996 

18 .8 15.3 9.2 

19. l 15 .9 9.6 

6.7 5.1 3.0 

9.9 6.8 4.3 

27.5 25 .2 17.9 

16.4 13.7 8.8 

In the last decade the importance of environmental education was seen as 
a vital link to strengthen the overall awareness of the Malaysian public. 
Proposals targeted improving school curricula and integrating 
environmental topics into the existing subject matter, while 
comprehensive training was scheduled for teachers and suitable teaching 
materials provided to assist their efforts. The various programmes initiated 
to address these concerns may be having some effect. According to the 
MASTIC studies, the youth segment of the population outscored the adults, 
24.5% to 19.8%, in understanding environmental concepts. Both groups 
showed increases in the two years between the studies, with youth 
improving by 10.5% and adults by 7 .8%. Granted these results may not be 
too encouraging as only a quarter of the youth and a fifth of the adult 
population grasp the basics of environmental concepts. But at least the 
indication of increased awareness can be seen as a positive step in the right 
direction. 

,. 

t 
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In a statement that is somewhat discouraging MASTIC noted in its 1998 
survey that "most members of the public (92.4%) have never raised any 
issue on public policies within the past year." But environmentalists can 
at least draw comfort that "however those who have, raised issues which 
are social and environmental in nature."3 Furthermore, it found that 
58.6% of Malaysians especially those in urban areas feel that the 
government has not done enough to reduce pollution. With quality oflife 
and pleasing the electorate declared priorities shouldn't the government 
be acting faster in light of its own findings? 

The advent of the internet and its sudden impact on the media scene give 
rise to another dimension of environmental awareness and action. 
Previously only traditional media (i.e. press, television and radio) were 
seen as the responsible parties to provide the public with information on 
environmental issues and present a balanced debate for informed decision 
making. Though their efforts produced more environmental programmes 
and columns in recent years, restrictions and limitations on content and 
in-depth coverage continue to dilute stories and fragment the issues into 
incoherent parts. 

Enter into cyberspace. The wealth of alternative information available on 
the internet is transforming traditional messages and providing a whole 
new forum to discuss, disseminate and direct change in the environmental 
arena. New community groups, newsgroups and other like-minded parties 
can exert their influence upon the environmental agenda without 
encountering some of the tradition barriers to media. However, audience 
access is still lower than print or broadcast media and web-sites and email 
lists require regular and careful attention if they are to remain relevant 
and engaging. 

Highlighting this new-found formula for activism, the Sungai Selangor 
Dam issue has captured the public's attention mainly due to the efforts of 
SOS Selangor, a grassroots group started by affected community members. 
Opposed to the government's decision to dam Sungai Selangor to supply 
water for the Klang Valley, the environmental NGO used the internet to 
convey information and recruit others to their cause. The group was able 
to activate interested individuals, organise river festivals and demand 
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meetings with both private companies and environmental groups involved 

in the issue.4 

The internet promises to add another avenue in which to elicit support 
and action on environmental issues. The same rules applied to traditional 
media to provide balanced reporting will also be a requirement for the 
new groups on the Net. By serving as an alternative source of information 
the internet could possibly raise the level and content of reporting by the 
mainstream media. Thus, the level of environmental awareness is even 
now more critical than in the past as new forms of information require 

even greater scrutiny by the public. 

ENVIRONMENTAL CAMPAIGNS 

Malaysians have by no means been dormant on environmental issues. 
The last two decades have witnessed the advent of many campaigns 
organised by various groups to rally around the cause of conservation, 
fight for sustainable development and support community rights. From 
the massive development planned for Penang Hill to the Bakun Dam 
project, citizens have taken stands against unsustainable and unsuitable 
growth, whether close to home or in the hinterlands. 

Highlights of a few of the campaigns of the last decade or so give insight 
into how some Malaysians band together for environmental protection. 
In 1992 the "Friends of Pulau Redang" was formed as an alliance of 
public interest organisations and individuals to halt the adverse impacts 
to the marine ecosystem, where mangroves, corals and the fishing 
community were at threat due to a tourist resort project. Notable for its 
amalgamation of diverse groups, including Malaysian Society of Marine 
Science, SAM, MNS, CAP, Majlis Alam Sekitar Alam (MASA), ABIM 
and Aliran, they carried out a series of public awareness activities to save 

the island from further damage. 

In the mid-1990s, the Highland Resort Highway was a mega-project on 
the course to environmental disaster before the economic crisis stomped 
on the brakes. Set to link up the hill resorts of Genting Highlands, Fraser's 
Hill and Cameron Highlands, the two-lane highway running along the 
flanks of the Main Range would extend fo r about 220 km at between 
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1,000 to 1,250 metres in elevation. At least 2,700 acres of hill forests were 
to be cleared fo r the road, of which up to 85% is primary rainforest. 5 

Public discontent led to the formation of both the Save the Main Range 
Campaign and the coalition known as the Malaysian Hills Network. The 
fo rmer group garnered signatures for an appeal letter to the authorities to 
scrap the project. The latter group, made up ofNGOs (CAP, SAM, MNS, 
WWFM ), was concerned about overall highland development and set out 
to address the issue with public awareness and recommendations for 
effective management and conservation. Despite the economic recovery 
it seems that this one mega-project has not been revived, although it would 
be premature to say th at the authorities have grown more cautious. 

Most rece nt ly in Nove mb er 200 1, seve ral environ ment- related 
organisations have come together under the bann er of what is ca lled the 
Malaysia n Environmental NGOs or 'MENGO'. MEN GO is an al liance of 
eighteen different NGOs, united by a common concern about the 
environmen t. CAP and SAM are part of this all iance. The primary idea 
was to forge further cooperation and understanding between the various 
environment related organizations. 

In contrast to th e hi gh-octane enviro nm ent al ca mp aigns of more 
estab li shed NGOs in the 1990s, small co mmunity based groups have now 
emerged as shown in the previous chapter to stand up for the environment. 

Whether action is taken by an individual or en masse, remember that it all 
begins with environmental awareness. 

2 

3 

4 

5 

MASTIC, 1999. Public awareness of science and technology Malaysia 

1998. MOSTE. 

MASTIC, 2003. Public awareness of science and technology Malaysia 

2002. MOSTE. The 1998 study had a sample size of 5,000 whilst the 

2002 had 9,760 people. 

MASTIC, 1999. 

SOS Selango r (U RL: www.saves ungai selangor.org) 

Consumers' Association of Penang, I 997. Stop the highland highway. 

Save the Main Range Campaign. Fact sheet. 

CONCLUSION 

Malaysia 's environment has experienced a decline since the 
beginning of the 1990s. His torical data from the public 
record shows an overall deterioration, worsening and loss in 

the physical environment and biodiversity. What improvements there are 
have emerged fairl y recently, and these are largely confined to the area of 
policies which have ye t to run their proper course. The environmental 
well being of Malays ians as guaranteed by laws, instituti ons, and political 
decisions is poor and shows litt le sign of improving. Hard won gains in 
the courts have taken years whilst jud icial decisions have stymied attempts 
to secure a right to a clean and healthy environment fo r all Malaysians. 
Our institutions which govern the environment remain for the most part 
fragmented and are inadequately coordinated and prepared to deal with 
th e challenge of holistically addressing Malaysia 's ecological and resource 
sustain ability. The information and data which they use to chart their 
progress appears wanting in several respects; there is grea t room for 
improvement here and much work for the Department of Statistics. 
Consequently, the highest levels of government, the national policy makers, 
do not appear to have an accurate means of determining progress or 
decline. 

SAM appreciates that this is a complex and demanding task, yet our 
national well -being should demand no less given the ample resources at 
our disposal. This concluding chapter presents a review of happenings 
thus fa r as recorded in this book. 

The state of publicly available information 

One quality which the process of compiling of this book has tested is the 
accessibil ity of data and information in the public realm. Given the bravado 
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about a "knowledge economy" or Malaysia's aspirations of being an 
information society the state of public information services is appalling. 
Since Abdullah Badawi's assumption of the office of Prime Minister, many 
ministries have had their designations changed. While most have at least 
adopted their new names much of the substantive information is missing. 
For instance, the Water, Energy and Communications Ministry website 
has scant information on water policy in spite of all the important 
developments in this area recently. As far as SAM could determine, no 
ministry, agency or department have their recent annual reports available 
online. In fact, users are still advised to make the pilgrimage to 
headquarters in Kuala Lumpur in order to access such reports. Many 
other governments who have made the transition online have had little 
trouble in uploading reports which are in any case already produced in a 
computerised format. Apart from the banal point that online reports would 
save much paper it also makes casual or rapid use of public information 
by the public or within the government itself. Significantly, the Forest 
Department has made available data concerning the title, size and 
classification of various forest reserves on the World Database of Protected 
Areas website, but has not made such information available on its own 
websites or in its available publications. 

Worryingly for those of us with hopes of integrated environmental 
governance, many agencies appear to lack up to date reports from agencies 
whose duties overlap with their own. The Forest Research Institute of 
Malaysia's library sadly lacked up to date reports of forestry statistics from 
the various Forestry Departments themselves, although annual reports 
from Peninsular Malaysia were present. Other collections of data from 
the Trade or Finance ministries were current up till the 1960s or 1980s, 
which is hardly conducive for hard-hitting up to date research. The Forestry 
Department headquarters in Kuala Lumpur lacks up to date reports from 
its peers in Sabah and Sarawak. However, it should be noted here that 
Sabah's forestry website had far more detailed information than other 
regions, a detailed map of reserve forest, state forest and wildlife parks in 
Sa bah which was a welcome online resource. Although time did not permit 
it, it would have been interesting to examine the state oflibrary resources 
at the Economic Planning Unit (EPU) and the Department of Statistics. 

CONCLUSION 213 

FORESTS 

With most of Malaysia's lowland forests cleared, the hill slopes and upper 
elevations are now under constant attack to provide the timber bounty. 
Not only is the reported amount of remaining natural forests questionable, 
but more importantly, the health of these fo rest habitats is also suspect. 

What constitutes natural forests? And are they really protected? The issue 
boils down to classification and categorisation. Terms, such as "natural" 
forests, "tree cover" or "protected areas", and criteria for categories or 
classification are presented in an obscure manner with their precise 
meaning left undisclosed. One consequence is that institutions end up 
with different interpretations, accounting methods and data. The end
result is data that are neither uniform nor consistent, ending in conflicting 
analyses and discrepancies. 

In this confusion over terminology and conflicting data , the various 
institutions also disagree over the status of our "protected" forests. Despite 
its name, Protection Forests - lumped under the Permanent Forest Estate 
together with Production Forests - are still susceptible to conversion fo r 
logging and development. Fo r Protected Areas, such as parks and 
sanctuaries, the threat from illegal logging continues to reduce these vital 
habitats. Some Virgin Forest Reserves may not be so "virgin", as the former 
Ministry of Science , Technology and the Environment (MOSTE ) 
recognised, some are moved "administratively" to permit logging. In 
general , the present system of paper-based record keeping for forests allows 
nearly all forest and forest reserve categories to be shuffled around by 
accounting sleight-of-hand meaning that there may be far more degraded 
or secondary forest areas than reflected in official data. There is also the 
matter of illegal logging, sometimes with knowledge by or the participation 
of state officials. 

The marketing of Malaysia 's green image is mostly an exercise in 
semantics. By the judicious use of the term "tree cover", which includes 
man-made forests of tree crops, around 76% of the country's total land 
area is said to be covered in leafy goodness. In reality, we have as little as 
56.2% of our lan d covered by natural forest, and perhaps as much as 
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61.5%. If the lower figure is more accurate then the EPU is seriously 
overrating environmental performance in its Quality of Life Index. 

Sarawak represents the last great reservoir of tropical timber in Malaysia 
- keeping the country's overall level of forest habitat acceptable, at least 
for now. However, the signs are that Sarawak's forests may not be present 
for much longer. If reports are correct that the most of the forest area has 
been ceded to concessionaires, then we could be witnessing effective state
wide deforestation within the next decade. The reviewing of the status and 
extent of these concessions in line with the National Policy on the 
Environment and the National Policy on Biodiversity needs to be 
conducted urgently. It is clear that concessions will have to be revoked. 

Forest cover also appears to be equivalent to forest extent. Degradation 
within forest area boundaries seems to be largely beyond the range of 
official vision, yet this is important for the health of ecosystems, water 
catchments, soil integrity and biodiversity. Parts of government are aware 
of the problems faced, However these are generally not the ultimate 
decision makers. An independent and credible assessment of Malaysia's 
forest resources needs to be urgently done. This will be an expensive and 
time intensive task yet it is necessary in order to have a sustainable forestry 
policy which is truly grounded in fact. Although space and time have not 
permitted a comparison, SAM takes serious note of the Department of 
Wildlife and Natural Parks' (DWNP) observation that Department of 
Agriculture data may be more accurate than Forestry Department data on 
forest extent. The Department of Statistics needs the initiative and the 
mandate to begin an accurate consolidation of environmental data. 
So how much of the natural forests are left? Perhaps the stark reality of our 
disappearing and deteriorating forests can be seen from a breakdown of 
the natural forest types: 
• Lowland and hill dipterocarps: After having once dominated the 

landscape, lowland forests are now among the key threatened habitats 
in the country. Today, dipterocarp forests have been reduced to cover 
less than half of the total land area. 

• Freshwater and peat swa mp forests: In a 25-year period, from the 
1970s, freshwater and peat swamp forests were cleared at a rate of 
nearly 80% in Peni nsular Malaysia. The remaining forests are now 

• 

• 
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mostly in Sarawak and Sa bah and constitute roughly 4% of the total 
land area in Malaysia. 
Mangroves: After having been decimated in the past half-century, 
these natural breeding and feeding grounds form less than a paltry 
2% of the total land area in Malaysia. In the last decade these fragile 
ecosystems suffered heavy losses to make way for agriculture, 
aquaculture and development projects. 
Montane forests: More highland habitats are being destroyed for 
resorts, roads and agricultural projects. In Sa bah, 10% of the remaining 
montane forests were cleared in just two years, despite accounting for 
only 6% of the state's total land area. 

BIODIVERSITY 

Habitat degradation, conversion, pollution and loss are pushing Malaysia's 
species to the brink. According to MOSTE's biodiversity assessment at 
least 510 species were threatened in 1997. Given that little mitigating 
action has taken place since then we can expect this figure to be even 
higher now. The full extent and types species threatened have yet to be 
fully studied despite the fact that seven years have passed since MOSTE 
recommended a national data book to be compiled on threatened flora 
and fauna. In one of DWNP's estimates, on the route to extinction and 
based on a ten-year period, a mammal was added to the threatened list 
every five months, while birds species averaged every three months. The 
government has an enormous amount of work to do in this area, although 
it seems more preoccupied with commercialisation of biodiversity rather 
than its conservation. As habitats are fragmented into smaller tracts and 
degraded by overzealous logging and more pollution, many of the 
remaining species in Malaysia are already considered "living dead". 

Although the National Policy on Biodiversity was launched in 1999 it still 
has to face the lack of a common protected areas system in the country's 
three geographical regions. There is a long way to go before we really meet 
the measure of the Policy's opening principle which states that the "the 
inherent right to existence of all living forms is deeply rooted in the religious 
and cultural va lues of Malaysia". 

r 

r 
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If only national parks and sanctuaries are considered, the terrestrial 
protected area system covers only 3% of Malaysia's land area. Due to the 
potential for administrative reallocation the Virgin Jungle Reserve system 
lacks the necessary integrity to ensure proper protection. The incursion of 
development, pollution and logging has fragmented habitats and cut off 
biological corridors. Species will be struggling to survive under such 
pressures. The government needs to establish an effective network of 
protected areas or many threatened species may not survive the next 
decade. 

FRESHWATER RESOURCES 

The quality of Malaysia's freshwater resources has deteriorated in recent 
years. The percentage of clean rivers fell to 40% in 2002 from 53% in 
1990. The number of"hard core" toxic waterways has also been on the rise 
from 12 in 2000 to 14 in 2002. This suggests that greater effort needs to be 
made to address the most persistent pollution. Unrestricted development, 
accompanied by industrial discharges, untreated sewage and chemical 
contamination, continues to pollute the entire network of irreplaceable 
riverine and wetland ecosystems. Solving our rivers' plight will involve 
great changes in our human settlement and industrial systems. 

Despite a plentiful supply of rain, shortages still occur due to uneven 
rainfall distribution, increased water demand and water mismanagement, 
as shown by the 1998 water crisis. Out of the 630 billion m3 of water 
available each year, 90% is from surface runoff, with Sarawak accounting 
for over half the supply. Hence, rivers supply 97% of the nation's raw 
water requirements. Despite these high water marks, only 10% of surface 
runoff water is stored for later use, which together with groundwater 
recharge accounts for just 12% of the annual rainfall. 

Agricultural crops soak up nearly 80% of the freshwater reserves, but 
inexplicably irrigation efficiency is operating at only 50% in certain 
schemes. Domestic and industrial use is constantly on the rise; however, 
building dams cannot be seen as the solution since the enti re supply and 
distribution system is full of holes. Instead of building more storage 
facilit ies, a shift from a water supply to a water demand approach would 
serve to make the most of our water resources. 
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Many water problems stem from the lack of concerted action by agencies. 
The emergence of a new ministry with water as one of its three core 
interests extends the hope that a resolution is not far off. It is hoped that 
the new water services architecture breaks away from the flawed 
privatisation of the past as does the effort to persuade state governments to 
submit to federal authority on water. 

MARINE AND COASTAL ECOSYSTEMS 

The expanse of Malaysia 's marine waters easily hides the depleted fisheries 
found therein; while the lengthy coastlines readily expose the rapid rate 
coastal erosion. Pollution, habitat loss , overfishing and bottom trawling 
have ravished the sea of most of its inhabitants. 

In the 1970s, west coast fishers in Peninsular Malaysia caught 130 kg/hr, 
but just one decade later their catch dropped to only 40-60 kg/hr. On the 
east coast of Peninsular Malaysia, the drop in catch was from 90 to 72 kg/ 
hr. Inshore fisheries, within 30 nautical miles, have been heavily exploited 
as nearly three-quarters of the total landings are harvested from these 
waters. With significant reductions in the catch in nearby waters, deep-sea 
fishing, mainly by commercial outfi tters, is now being touted as the last 
available fish haven. 

An obvious result of both natural and man-made intrusions on the 
coastlines is the accelerated rate of erosion. Although 30% of the nation 's 
coastlines are subjected to erosion problems, in Peninsular Malaysia, the 
east and west coasts are eroded up to 56% and 60% respectively, in contrast 
to East Malaysia at only 13%. Improper landuse planning, rampant 
construction and mangrove clearing upset the natural processes and cause 
major changes in the linear landscape . Besides the ecological 
consequences, millions of ringgit are spent to repair infrastructure and 
reclaim and restore beaches. 

Seawater quality has been consistently bad for the past 20 years. DOE data 
from the 1970s mirrors the same contaminants found in marine waters 
today. The chronic pollutants in all states are oil and grea e from boats 
and ships, to tal suspended solids from land- based activities and £. coli 
from excrement. Other pollutants incl ude heavy metals from industr ial 
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and factory wastes and discharges; plus chemicals, fertil isers and pesticides, 
including endocrine disrupters that alter natural biological processes and 
sexual development 

The dive rse coral reef system is also under threat. The percentage of li ve 
coral cover in the east coast of Peninsular Malaysia was rated to be between 
56 and 69% (fair to good ) while it was only 43 to 52% (fair ) in Sa bah and 
60% (good ) in Sarawak. Most of the degradation comes from pollu tion, 
sedimentation, reef blasting, unregulated tourism and insufficient waste 
disposal measures. 

Habitat loss, fishing practices and demand for eggs have all played a part 
in the rapid decline of sea turtles, as well as other marine mammals. In 
just half a centu ry, Lea therback and Olive-Ridley turtles suffe red 99% 
and 95% de pletion rates, respective ly. Hawksbill and Green turtles have 
also been severely di turbed. Other species such as d ugongs are very 
susceptible to the loss of seagrass beds, both of which remain understudied 
and at risk. 

AIR QUALITY AND URBAN LIVING 

The urban sprawl is spreadin g and ge ttin g more crowded. Overall 
population grew by a th ird in the l 990s and ci ty dwellers now account for 
over 60% of the populace. Density levels and car registrations are on the 
rise as both the authorities and privatised managers strain to provide 
adequate waste, sewage and transportation services. Sewage and waste 
continues to pile up throughout the firs t decade of the millenn ium. 

Life in the urban jungle is a constant battle to avoid the gaseous fumes 
from vehicles and factories, and the smoke and particulate matter from 
burning refuse and the periodic haze menace. From 1992 to 2000 the 
emission load doubled , although it has declined somewhat from its peak 
in 1997. The main source being mobile veh icular sources (8 1 %). Ea rning 
the ti tle of being the "most private-veh icle-oriented" of all Asian cities, 
Kuala Lumpur has a higher vehicle ownership rate than Bangkok or Jakarta. 
Not surprisingly, the carbon monoxide and ozone levels have also exceeded 
sa fe lim its. The catastrophic environmental and social costs of the haze, 
especially as exemplified by the 1997 episode, also contribute to the decline 
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in the quality of city life and even increased mortality for vulnerable 
citizens. 

Changes in lifestyles have caused a major rise in the per capita amounts of 
solid waste. Coupled with insufficient waste disposal systems, the urban 
landscape is littered wi th trash. The lack of completed urban Master Plans, 
together wi th the problems associated with proper management , has left 
sewage disposal matters in complete disarray. 

Attempts to address the Klang Valley's solid waste problem by building 
waste incinerator mega-projects and more landfills have resulted in great 
injustices towards poor urban communi ties faced with hosting the toxic 
machinery. Recent events also suggest that toxic waste may be entering 
Malaysia illegally thus posing the danger of our environmentally-st ressed 
country becoming a toxic dumping ground fo r ri cher nations. 

ENVIRONMENTAL LAWS, POLICIES AND ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE 

Malaysia's environmental laws and policies typically fall far short of their 
promise, even after the lengthy time taken to actually produce them. The 
Na tional Policy on the Environment took a stunn ing twenty-seven yea rs 
to produce. The National Conserva tion Strategy has gone missing and the 
Na tional Policy on Bi ological Diversity has barely go tten off the ground 
since J 999. The linkage between poor data and policy formulation has 
not been sufficiently explored. Although consultation on policy 
formulat ion has been opened to organisations and interest groups, this 
aspect of government can still benefit from grea ter civic participation. 

The Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) has served little to protect 
the environment clue to numerous loopholes for developers to exploit. 
The Broga incinerator case has raised concerns that political expediency 
can override the role of the DOE as impartial arbitrator of environmental 
affairs. Although it remains an important tool in principal the EIA in its 
prese nt fo rm offe rs cold comfort to co mmunit ies threate ned by 
inappropriate development. According to surveys conducted by a MOSTE 
agency over 58% of Malaysians fee l that the government has not done 
enough to reduce pollu tion. 

i 
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Malaysia's track record on international environmental agreements has 
been much better, with subsequent beneficial impacts at the national 
level. Malaysia has taken a leading and active role in a number of key 
environmental treaties and conventions, notably the Basel Convention 
and the Biosafety Protocol. However, as noted above, implementation of 
international commitments at the national level has hit serious barriers 
to progress. 

Faced with untimely and poorly implemented policies and weakly enforced 
laws many affected communities have turned to the courts for 
environmental justice. Sadly, members of the judiciary have seen it fit to 
deny Malaysians the right to clean, healthy and safe environment despite 
the existing right to life within our Federal Consti tution. Still, the past 
year has seen a success for the people of Kampung Baru Kuala Kuang, 
Chemor after their fifteen year fight for environmental justice against 
noxious hydorgen sulphide pollution from a rubber factory. Proper policy, 
standards and enforcement as well as a culture of greater accountability 
and responsibility from the private sector can prevent such difficulties 
from occurring in the future, but where is the political will for such reform? 

COMMUNITIES AND THE ENVIRONMENT 

The environmen tal quality of life for Malaysians displays a marked and 
complex disjuncture between rural and urban areas. Urban dwellers sit 
in the hea rt of city-borne pollution and many have consequently 
familiarised themselves with the consequences of such impacts. Their 
greater wealth, education and proximity to institutions and sympathetic 
organisations gives them a slight edge over rural communities struggling 
with · environmental problems. However, much of the most 
environmentally destructive development takes place in rural areas. Rural 
Malaysia is sorely lacking in the resources to effectively take care of 
environmental problems and any associated social, economic or health 
impacts. Organisations such as SAM and CAP have been taking the lead 
in building the capacity of rural Malaysians to empower themselves and 
their communities. The challenge is to ensure that development takes 
place for the people and the environment rather than at the expense of 
both, as has happened far too often in our history. The hope remains that 
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with patient work at the community level the active participation of 
Malaysians in shaping their environmental future will increase. 

ENVIRONMENTAL AWARENESS 

Surveys conducted by MOSTE since the 1990s have shown Malaysians' 
awareness of scientific issues is poor. However, over 75% of people 
surveyed in 1998 displayed awareness of the problems associated with 
environmental pollution. A study in 2002 found that compared to previous 
years, knowledge of selected environmental issues ha s increased 
considerably. Clearly the bombardment of environmental woes has not 
been overlooked in the public consciousness. However, more detailed 
understanding of environmental impacts, and their human and ecological 
consequences, remains poor with under 40% of respondents able to answer 
a set of basic questions correctly. The fact that most Malays ians recognise 
the problems of cigarette smoking but less than half are able to understand 
that haze pollution is bad for one's health suggests that more basic science 
education is needed in addition greater in depth learning on key 
environmental issues. 

ENVIRONMENT AND QUALITY OF LIFE 

It should be evident by now that the Malaysian environment is a complex 
entity, one poorly reducible to the triplet of forest cover, air quality and 
water quality used by the EPU. Of the three categories forest cover is the 
most flawed and riddled with inconsistencies. Yet physical changes are 
not the only of understanding changes in our environmental quality of 
life. Rights matter, as does the quality of justice obtainable in our courts. 
Also clear is the fact that reliable data on the state of Malaysia's environment 
is hard to come by. This book has engaged in a simple experiment by 
working with publicly available data, noting the conflicts, inadequacies 
and discrepancies between different government agencies; great 
improvements can be made, given the present state of disarray and 
fragmentation. What we have found is that the actual state of the Malaysian 
environment is likely far worse than as reported in offi cial data. Worse 
still, policy makers may be worki ng with a highly inaccurate picture of 
events suggesting that policy based on poor data will always be off the 
mark. 
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l f saving Malaysia 's environment were a simple matter of collecting better 
data in the faith that this will to better policy then SAM would be far more 
upbea t than it is. Government is ensnared in complex webs of obligation 
an d complicity with eco nomi c and political forces ill-disposed to 
sustainable development. The onus for action increasingly fa lls on the 
public to take action, whether through the formation of associations of 
concerned citi zens to press the government and business for change or to 
simply practice living lightly on this tropical earth. There is no doubt , 
Malays ia 's environment is in deep trouble and the environment we know 
will not be around come the next decade if present trends continue. 
Deforestation and species extinct ion are amongst the most pressing 
concerns but we should not assume that expedient trade offs will provide 
elegant sol utions. Ecosystems, humans and economy are interconnected. 
The most disturbing vision we see for the future is that come 2020 Malaysia 
may just be able to submit the economic balance sheet of a so-ca lled 
"developed" na tion but it will also be one with denuded forests, choked 
rivers, overflowing landfills, noxious fumes and a population increasingly 
burdened by the ill health and humour brought on by a toxic environment. 

Yet it need not be so. Some of the key problems have been highlighted or 
touched upon in this book but it is not the responsibility of organisations 
such as SAM alone. The government has the means to make profound 
changes in our society. Our economic history since independence amply 
demonstrates that, but it has been along the unsustainable path already 
charted by the developed nations of the North. Despite the great political 
forcing and social engi neering this has involved, ideologically the path of 
least res istance has been followed. It is clear that ensuring that humans 
and the environment coexist in mutually beneficial harmony means taking 
a path no other nation has. Our model for national development cannot 
therefore be that of muscular industrial capitalism in its present form, 
particularly since that model depends on the unequal geographical use of 
resources and the use an d production of toxic substances. If we continue 
on th is path we will exhaust the environment, the natural basis of our 
economy. The economic tremors and instabilities faced in our primary 
ind ustries are due in some part to the limits being encountered by our 
physical environment. The most terrible error made by ourselves and our 
government is behaving as if nature is limitless. As Mahatma Gandhi 
once said, we have enough for everyone's need but not for everyone's 
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greed. We have to learn to live simply so that others might simply live and 
that we might be able to continue to live! 

Our angle of vision needs to shift from skyscrapers to observing what is 
happening closer to the ground in nature and in the everyday lives of 
Malaysians struggl ing with the consequences of development gone awry. 
At this more humble level await insights which question not just our 
quality of life but also the quality, nature and meaning of the journey 
towards modern development. Radi cal changes become easier to make in 
a context of dialogue, reflection and openness, principles which are seldom 
encouraged in Malaysian public life. For our own sake and the sake of our 
future generat ions, we must start to act responsibly before the momentum 
of irreversible changes overwhelms us. 
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