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ENVIRONMENTALISM 

Introduction 

Throughout history Man has done great things and conceived 
great thoughts. At present he is even probing the innermost secrets 
of life and reaching beyond our planet. But like every other living 
being, Man has specific biological needs. However advanced his 
civilisation, he remains totally dependent on other forms of life 
for food, for the replenishment of the oxygen he breathes from the 
air, and for the recycling of essential elements. But Man's desires, 
extending far beyond his basic needs, make his requirements more 
complex and subtle than those of any other organisms, just as hî s 
power to shape the world greatly transcend theirs. In a few centuries, 
the numbers of mankind have increased sevenfold and all areas on the 
Earth1 s surface h we been to some degree modified by Man. 

We witness a World depleting its resources, despoiling its 
air and fouling its waters. In large cities, disagreeable slums and 
shanty towns have become the environment of people who once lived 
in greater dignity and better health. The land upon which Man depends 
for his sustenance has been seriously impaired by many of his past 
activities. It has been estimated that about 500 million hectares 
of arable land have already been lost through erosion and salini-
zation and that two-thirds of the World's forest area has been lost 
to production; 150 types of birds and animals have become extinct 
through human agency and another 1000 species are considered to toe 
rare or endangered. Erosion, soil deterioration, deforestation, and 
the destruction of animal and plant life continue and in some areas 
are even accelerating. Belching smoke from factory stacks and the 
dumping of raw industrial wastes into rivers have become the readily 
identified but all too often ignored hallmarks of 'progress' and 
production. 

Insidious health hazards have been introduced by people into 
their environment for centuries. Discharge of sewage into waters 
produces a favourable environment for the growth of pathogenic organ
isms causing bacterial pollution. Cholera, typhoid and enteric-virus 
diseases are endemic in many tropical and sub-tropical countries. 
Many substances, even in trace amounts, can impart tastes and odours 
to waters* which may make it unsuitable for water supply. Build-up 
of heavy metals and synthetic compounds infiltrating the food chain — 
especially in seafood - all too often only get recognition once the 
damage has been done. The Minamata disease caused by mercury and 
the itai-itai disease by cadmium in Japan are good examples. 
The relationship betwen cancer and the environment has been known 
since 1775. 17 chemicals in the environment have now been convicted 
of causing cancer in humans and more than 100 are on the suspect 
list. Documented cases of sterility and permanent mental impairment 
have been traced to lead poisoning. 
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Various respiratory diseases such as chronic bronchitise and 
emphysema have been linked with air pollution. Coal-fired among 
have been linked to a hormone deficiency in children. Other effects 
of air pollution are nausea caused by fumes and offensive odours. 

Our environmental problems impinge on all of us regardless 
of political boundaries as we live in an increasingly interdependent 
world whose resource base is being increasingly sapped and eroded 
while the population to be supported is increasing, in some regions 
dramatically so. Quite apart from the sheer increase in numbers, 
there is also s up G jcinip o s G a the effect of rising expectations with 
people demanding, and rightly so, improvements in the quality of 
life. In a scenario with more people and the same or lesser amo*unt 
of room and resources, there are some who see critical times ahead. 
Short of immense benefits from rapid advances in technology meanwhile, 
the result may well be a diminution in the quality of life and in
creasing unh'appii.̂ ss, disalienation and frustration. 

For centuries mankind has lived confident of the permanence 
and nurturing capacity of nature. The tendency has been to equate 
the development goal with the more narrowly conceived objective of 
economic grwoth as measured by the rise in gross national product. 
In 1960s it became increasingly clear that nature is not an infinite 
asset but a fragile and limited resource in need of comprehensive 
protection and environmentally sound management. As the world moved 
into the 70s it was recognised that the high rates of economic growth, 
necessary and esential as they were, particularly to the developing 
countries, did not by themselves guarantee the easing of urgent 
social and human problems. Whilst the concern with human environment 
in developing countries re-inforced the commitment to development, 
it also at the same time served to provide new dimensions to the 
development concept itself. In this respect, 1972 was a landmark 
year when the World Governments met at the momentous Stockholm Con
ference on the Human Environment and created a plan of action for 
the first time to improve the earth's environment and established 
the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), with its headquarters 
in Nairobi to implement the plan. 

Malaysian Experience 

Environmental consciousness in Malaysia can be said to date 
from as far back as the 1930s when various Water Enactments, and 
the Enactments in three East Coast States of Peninsular Malaysia 
establishing what has since become the National Parks Act were passed. 
In addition, the Land Conservation Act, 1960, the National Land 
Code and the recently enacted National Parks Act 1980 are other 
examples of legislation containing provisions for the protection 
of the environment. 
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For many years the major environmental problem in Malaysia 
stemmed predominantly from the relative lack of development and in 
adequate infrastructure facilities, in short poverty itself seemed 
polluting, it was thus that the country for nearly a decade and more 
after Merdeka (independence) opted in successive plan periods for 
accelerated development programmes r;.)anning mining, forestry, estate 
development. As such development proceeded space, indeed that very 
process of rapid development brought tc the fore problems of a second 
order, namely, damage and disruption to the human environment which 
not only began to emerge but to gain in' significance from year to year. 

The following examples are illustrative of some of the environ
mental problems we have had:- * 

In sabah, the operation of the Mamut Copper Mine on the south
eastern slopes of Mount Kinabalu has caused the erosion of much of the 
deposited over-burden material. The resultant soil wash combined with 
the mining effluent discharge have been responsible for heavy silt load 
in the irrigation canals supplying water to the Ranau valley padi fields. 
Recurrent and irreversible damage to the padi fields have resulted in 
the inevitable solution of resettling 600 affected families. The pro
ject investor was asked to pay 12 million ringgit as compensation to 
the State Government in resettling the families. 

The second example of pollution damage arose from the oil spill 
incidents which occurred in and around Malaysian waters. The Showa 
Maru oil tanker incident in 1975 involved the spillage of approximately 
4,000 tonnes of crude oil and was responsible for damage and disruption 
to fisheries. over 500 fishermen were affected. Damage (including 
ecological damage) was estimated at over 23 million ringgit. in July 
1976, a second accident occurred and this time it involved Diego Silang, 
also an oil tanker. An estimated spillage of 4,000 to 5,000 tonnes 
of crude oil occurred. About 1736 fishermen were affected and compen
sation claims amounted to nearly 2.6 million ringgit. 

Water pollution is serious in Malaysia. Some 130 palm oil mills 
throughout the country generated effluent wastes amounting to 10,000 
tonnes per day (460,000 pounds per day). The palm oil production is 
estimated to double its present output in 1980. This means that the 
potential quantity of B.O.D. generated will be nearly approaching one 
million pounds per day. The rubber industry is also as polluting. 
Rubber factories are estimated to generate a total B.O.D. load of 230 
tonnes per day. it is estimated that by 1985 the rubber and oil palm 
industries together will be generating a combined B.O.D. load equivalent 
to domestic sewage from a population of 15 million. This is a significant 
fact considering that the effluent discharge from these two industries 
is currently already affecting some 38 rivers throughout the country „_ 
some of which are sources of water supply. The discharge of palm oil 
mill effluent into Sg. Bekok has affected the drinking water supply for 
Batu pahat and has caused serious public outcry recently. 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Nanyang Technological University Library



In addition to water pollution caused by organic substances, 
some of Malaysia's rivers are also subjected to high loader of toxic 
and deleterious substances such as the Juru River in Penang and the 
Klang River system in" Selangor. A study by the Balfour Consultants 
in 1973 indicated that the total load of toxic substances entering 
the Kelang River System from industrial estates in the Kelang Valley 
amounted to nearly 8000 pounds per day. 

Air pollution problems in Malaysia are centred around the 
major urban/industrial areas like the penang/prai area, the Kelang 
Valley and the Johore Baharu/Tampoi area. Short-term air quality 
monitoring programmes carried out indicated that the air quality in 
these areas is fast deteriorating. The survey data obtained from 
the Batu caves quarry area indicated that the air quality in terms 
of suspended particulates has reached a level not conducive to health. 
Some 25,000 people are staying within the area of impact. The re
location of the quarries or installation of pollution control measures 
is expensive* 

The problem of solid waste disposal in Malaysia is also beco
ming a serious problem. Everyday, tons and tons of waste materials 
are generated by the industries. Some of these are burnt and result 
in smoke and ash being generated. Others are disposed at dumping 
grounds together with other household wastes. Several problems have 
arisen, one being the odour problem, another being the gradual deple
tion of available land for dumping and the third being that some of the 
industrial waste material may be toxic and can lead to pollution of 
land and ground water resource. 

To its credit, our Government showed sensitivity to the environ
ment following upon the realisation that development must be seen as 
more than quantitative growth, indeed as encompassing all those activi
ties through which individuals and societies seek to meet human needs 
and to upgrade the quality of life. Far form being incompatible and 
and mutually exclusive, environmental quality and development are indeed 
interlinked viewed in their proper perspective. Development cannot 
confer lasting benefits on any nation unless environmental considerations 
of man and related ecosystems become central to development planning 
and decision-making. 

From the Malaysian experience, it is crucial for developing 
countries, particularly those not richly endowed with a variety of 
resources, to pey particular attention to the negative side-effects of 
development. This is important with a view to ensuring that develop-
does not impose an undue strain upon their own limited social, medi- t 

cal, and other services. These countries need to protect their resour
ces, both currently available and future, on the principle that renew
able resources can best be husbanded on a sustained basis from a heal
thy environment, in addition, these countries must be constantly 
aware that because cf tA«ir limited size their most basic resources 
are finite, and thus far-sighted resource husbandry is of crucial im
portance . 
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In the light of these factors, Malaysia's strategy has been to 
protect its environment while forging ahead with economic growth and 
developmento Malaysia's overall environmental policy therefore takes 
account of the following factors:-

(i) the impact of population igrowth and man's activities on 
resource development, industrialization, and urbanization; 

(ii) the critical importance of maintaining the quality of the 
population, particularly in regard to the productive capa
city of the country's land resources in agriculture, fores
try, fisheries, and water; , 

(iii) the need to maintain a healthy environment for human 
habitation; 

(iv) the need to preserve the country's unique and diverse 
natural heritage, which in sum contributes to the rich
ness of the quality of life; and 

(v) the interdependence of social, cultural, economic, biolo
gical, and physical factors in determining the ecology 
of man. 

Environmental Management 

The present prosperity and relatively high living standard 
of Malaysians draw heavily on Malaysia's rich resource base ranging 
from forestry, land, fossil fuels, minerals, to most basic resources 
such as water. The high rate of economic development sustained in 
recent decades has made substantial inroads into the reserves of mine
rals, soils, forests and water to an extent where a condition of near-
utilisation may be reached by the end of the present century. Thus, 
a transfer from exploitative, resource-based economy to a more balan
ced semi-industrialised condition imust be accomplished within the pre
sent and the next two five-year development plan periods. Malaysia's 
Outline Perspective plan has addressed itself to some of these major 
challenges ahead, action on which is already underway. One such 
challenges already recognised is the management of the environment. 
Desiring to better cope with the gradually rising environmental Ci>et 
of industrialisation and urbanisation, the Government has already 
reacted to evolve appropriate policies and programmes which would 
ensure that economic development goes hand in hand with sound manage
ment of the environment. Evidence of such action includes pollution 
control measures, initiation of river basin surveys, the estblishment 
of the Division of Environment under the Ministry of Science, Techno
logy and Environment and adoption of the Environmental Quality Act 197^ 
and the National Parks Act 198O. 
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In administering the Act, the Government's approach recognises 
and takes account of two key factors. The first is that Malaysia as 
a developing country endeavouring to upgrade the living standards of 
its people by tapping its resources must pursue essentially a policy 
geared to achieving economic growth and in the process, boosting in
comes, employment, output and productivity. 

The second is that Malaysia's economy not only for the present 
but the foreseeable future must depend on the renewable resource sec
tors (as something analogous to 'engine of growth') and these for a 
relatively small country like ours are limited, fragile and in dire 
need of comprehensive protection to enable sustained development. 

By the same token they also imply that a sensible balance 
has to be struck so that development proceeds space without destruction. 
That process is by no means an easy or simple one, more so in a dyna
mic setting with frequent changes occuring'in key variables. 

Striking a sensible balance thus calls for eternal vigilance 
coupled with imaginative and innovative actions as part of an overall 
strategy to help maintain the right balance between these two seeming
ly conflicting demands of development and environmental protection/ 
conservation. 

Moreover, Malaysia has a three-tier system of Government - the 
Federal Government, the State Governments and the local authorities -
with each level having legislative and administrative competence in 
specific fields and through their actions - and even inaction! - with 
potential for impacting on the environment. 

This implies division of responsibilities among the three 
levels of Government placing a premium on fine-tuning to enlist willing 
cooperation and achieve effective coordination so that available 
resources of manpower and funds are deployed to good purpose, avoiding 
waste through frittering resources by spreading them too thinly or on 
the other extreme by duplication of efforts. 

Further, the task of environmental management is so vast and 
complex that to accomplish it effectively, the responsibility must be 
shared. In this context, the Government has been forthcoming in a lead
ership role in the overall management of man's relationship with 
environment. It has responded to this task with sensitivity by passing 
the Environmental Quality Act, 197^ and incorporating the national 
environmental objectives in the Third Malaysia Plan 1976 - 1980. These 
responsibilities fall under four basic tasks:-

(i) Environmental Assessment which includes monitoring 
research and review; 

(ii) Planning; 

(iii) Controlling; and 

(iv) Decision-making in. such areas as resource allocation, 
land use, economic and industrial development and 
planning. 
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The above elements constitute the strategy of the Government 
in the overall structure and content of the environment programme. 
The first ano essential task is logically environmental assessment 
which seeks to examine, assess and evaluate the environmental condi
tions prevailing in various localities, through the air and water 
quality monicoring programme, baseline studies and source emission 
inventory surveys which are being currently undertaken by the Environ
ment Division of the Ministry of Science, Technology and Environment. 
These activities arc reared to provide not only the fundamental inputs 
for development plannin;;, but arc also expected to be useful in them
selves for the formulation of the pollution control programme. The 
data on stanc ards of the environmental quality which are being gene
rated by thece activities will provide feedback information in en
vironmental nanagement to help to influence the future course of 
development. • 

Existing Environmental Cjjjitrol 

Pollution control is the "punch-line" activity in any sound 
programme for environmental conservation and enhancement of environ
mental quality. Important as they are for controlling existing and 
future environmental problems, these measures must, however, be 
plannned and designed within the framework of the growth targets of 
the Development Plan, and take into due account administrative procedu
res at both the Federal and State levels. 

In the final analysis, these control measures must be consis
tent and workable with the provisions of the Federal Constitution, in 
sofar as it concerns the relationship between the Federation and the 
States. With this legal framework, the Environment Division is adop
ting a two-step approach involving:-

(i) Statutory Control; and 

(ii) Non-Statutory Control 

The choice of these control measures and their application 
would depend significantly on the areas to be controlled. The statu
tory control is adopted in areas which are expressly within the ambit 
of the Environmental Quality Act, 197^ or more precisely in those 
matters which are specified in the Federal or Concurrent Lists. The 
non-statutory control, on the other hand, is applied in areas where 
the existing responsibilities are shared by various government 
agencies and in those areas which are within the competence of the 
State Governments. It will be noted that matters such as land, 
agriculture, forestry, mining, soil erosion, drainage and irrigation 
which are fundamentally important in environmental management are 
categorically under the State and Concurrent Lists, and it is in these 
areas that the non-statutory control must be directed with great care 
to avoid undue administrative conflicts. 

I 
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The legal controls are being effectively instituted through 
the various Regulations, which have been drawn up on the advice of the 
Environmental Quality Council in accordance with the Environmental 
Quality Act, 197*1-. They are, among others:-

(i) Environmental Quality (Prescribed Premises) 
(Crude Palm Oil) Regulations, 1977. 

(ii) Environmental Quality (Prescribed Premises) 
(Raw Natural Rubber) Regulations, 1978. 

(iii) Sewage and Industrial Effluents Regulations, 1979* 

(iv) The Clean Air Regulation, 1978 

These Regulations are directed principally against the industrial 
pollution in the form of discharges and emissions which damage our common 
property resources, namely land, air and water. However, they are by 
no means the complete answer in themselves in tackling the whole catalo
gue of problems. For example they will not be able to deal with those 
problems arising from the development of land and natural resources 
wh ich are equally serious as pollution from industrial sources. Never
theless, these Regulations constitute positive steps towards the control 
of pollution from point sources. 

Under these Regulations, the control is affected through the es
tablishment of criteria or standards for the reduction of pollutants, 
enforced by both legal and administrative methods including 'resource 
charges'. With the enforcement of these regulations, it is estimated 
that a total of 820 licenced premises (sources) and more than 7000 
non-licenced premises are subject to those regulatory measures. The 
fundamental reason for this approach is to induce a polluter to install 
anti-pollution devices and absorb the social costs for the use of resour
ce charges' in particular provides scope for each polluter to make his 
decision which in the aggregate will make the cost of pollution control 
being kept as low as possible. 

It is evident from the above that although action could be ini
tiated by the Environment Division, it is unrealistic to expect it to 
be involved with the detailed procedures and the control mechanism for 
coping with various environment-related matters (e.g. use of pesticides, 
mining discharges). Further, it is only logical safeguards in the course 
of the implementation of their various projects. 

In carrying out its responsibility, the Environment Division has 
given priority to the formulation of guidelines for environmental con-> 
trol in land use which form a basic element in any sound environment 
strategy. The guidelines for the Zoning and Industrial Location has 
recently been considered and approved by the National Land Council for 
implementation by the State Authorities. Another set of guide-lines 
is concerned with the control of siltation and erosion, which have 
increasingly posed a major threat to the quality of our environment. 
In addition to these guidelines, the Environment Division has also 
given advice to agencies at both the Federal and State levels. 
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Actions taken so far have brought about definite improvements 
in certain segments of the environment, particularly in respect of 
the water quality of our rivers. An appraisal of the water quality 
based on the data for 1978 and 1979 has revealed that 55 percent of 
the Semananjung Malaysia's kh main rivers that have been monitored 
may be classified as clean. J>0}i> had remainded unchanged and 11 per
cent had improved while only k percent (namely 2 rivers only) had 
deteriorated. It has to be however emphasised that these improvements 
have been as a result of control of agro-industrial sources of pollu
tion mainly palm oil mills and rubber factories. The effect of con
trol of other industrial sources will become evident only after 1st 
January 1981 when the Sewr.ge and Industrial Effluent Regulations ta
ke, full effect. * 

Improvements due to control of pollution in respect of domes
tic sewage and siltation due to mining and land-clearing for agricul
ture, housing etc. are dependent on the efforts of the various agencies 
concerned in implementing the relevent environmental control measures. 

Environmental Planning 

Basically, the most effective method of controlling environ
mental problems lies in the advance or forward planning in the en
vironmentally related activities in terms of the long-term conser
vation of environmental assets. It means that whilst preparing 
at best we can for those situations which it is too lnte to avoid, 
we should be dealing with the problems that will arise next - pro
blems that we may have time to solve if we start now. For this pur
pose, it is important to ensure that the environmental consciousness 
pervades the decision-makers and planners in both the public and the 
private sector so that the imperatives of environmental protection 
are built in the development projects tc avoid costly remedial mea
sures. 

Under the proposed Environmental Impact Assessment Procedure, 
which is currently being developed by the Division of Environment, 
a number of scheduled projective projects with high impact would be 
required to have an assessment submitted to the Ministry. Initia
tors of the project will be required to submit the various environmental 
and pollution impacts which can be foreseen and quantified so that 
steps may be taken in advance to plan and control their environmental 
consequences. 

The advantage of the Environmental Impact Assessment is self-
evident. While it is reckoned that the primary goal of the environ
mental impact assessment is to determine the impact of a project on 
the surrounding environment, it also serves the following purposes:-

(i) The findings of an impact "assessment may be 
utilised in selecting site for a project, 
where the resulting adverse environmental 
impact and the associated cost of implemen
ting control measures to reduce the impact 
will be minimised, and the beneficial impact 
maximised. 
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(ii) With regard to existing facility, the SIA will 
help to determine the actual need and extent 
of control required. 

(iii) The disclosure of environmental consequences 
of an activity to government agencies, and the 
public, if and when necessary. 

However, this procedure requires the support of other 
Government agencies before it could be integrated in the larger 
machinery for planning and approval. 

THE ROLE OF MASS MEDIA 

From the foregoing it is evident that important beginnings 
have been made in developing the institutions and processes upon 
which any fundamental, long range environmental improvement must 
be based. 

It is also evident that the basic causes of our environmental 
problems are complex and deeply imbedded. They include:our past 
tendency to emphasise quantitative growth not taking due account 
of qualitative growth; the social costs of environmental pollution 
being hidden by not being made explicit which would not have been 
the case if industry itself absorbed the costs; and the failure to 
take environmental factors into account in the ordinary course as a 
necessary part of our planning and decision-making; our dependence 
on conveniences and pursuit of an extravagent lifestyle, without 
regard for resultant impact on the environment; and more fundamentally, 
our failure to perceive the environment as a totality and to under
stand and to recognise the fundamental interdependence of all its 
parts, including man himself. 

It should be obvious that we cannot correct such deep-rooted 
causes overnight. Nor are the Regulations and guidelines by any 
means the total answer in our approach to environmental management. 
We need new knowledge, improved perceptions, sound attitudes - and 
these must extend to all levels of government, and industry and all 
levels of society, including those in key professions indeed to the 
level of the individual as a concerned citizen both in his job and 
in his home. 

In short, we should aim at a basic rethinking of the way our 
society looks at problems and makes decisions, in particular on the 
management and development of our resources. 

It is here that the mass media can play a key role in enthu
sing one and all, galvanising into concerted action and bringing 
about this much needed change. It is also vital that cur entire so
ciety develops the basic understanding and a heightened awareness 
of man's activities moving in harmony with his environment - in 
short that our society is targetted for what can be termed environ
mental literacy. 
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General environmental education needs to be provided for all 
in both the formal, non-formal and informal systems of education. 
An environmentally literate community must have basic knowledge about 
environmental matters. It must be aware of the implications of 
environmental mismangement, and must have the skills necessary tc 
cope with and initiate elementary solutions. 

It is in this context that the mass media assume a crucial, 
if not critical, importance in heightening environmental awareness 
of our people. On the mass media fall the heavy responsibility in 
the environmental field of sifting and separating fact from fiction 
and motivating the general public towards environmentally sound 
behaviour which rejects wasteful lifestyles in the interest of wis'e 
use of resources. 

To facilitate this formidable task, the mass media are 
welcome to make use of the International Referral System known as 
INFOTERRA functioning under the suspices of the UNITED NATIONS ENVI
RONMENT PROGRAMME for which the Environmental Division is the National 
Focal Point. 

CONCLUSION 

Our environmental problems are indeed of increasing concern, 
indeed urgent, but they by no means justify either panic or .sensa
tionalism. The problems are highly complex and their effective 
resolution will require rational systematic approaches, hard work 
and patience. There must be 2 national commitment and a rational 
commitment. 

The newly aroused concern with our national environment 
embraces old and young alike, in all walks of life. For the young it 
has a special urgency. They know that it involves not only our own lives 
now but the future of mankind. For their parents, it has a special 
poignancy - because ours is the first generation to feel the pangs 
of concern for the environmental legacy we leave for our children. 

At the heart of this concern for the environment lies our 
concern for the human condition, for the welfare of the man himself, 
now and in the future. As we look ahead to the new decade of heigh
tened environmental awareness, therefore, we should set outselves 
a higher goal than merely remedying the damage brough in the past 
decade. We should strive for an environment that not only sustains 
life but enriches life, harmonising the works of man and nature for 
the greater good of all. 
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