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anaging rivers, increasingly, the public, NGOs, industrialists, farmers, and other
reholders are playing a. greater role. Sustainable management of rivers involves
peration between couniries and states sharing the same river basin, and cooperation
tween government and all stzkeholders. Internationally, countries need to negotiate and use
vers as the basis for peace rather than conflict. In Malaysia, the Federal Government can
“initiate policies and remain in charge of governance of rivers, in consultation and cooperation
‘with state governments. However, government must relinquish some of its responsibility on
‘river management to all other stakeholders, viz. industrialists, entrepreneurs, farmers,
‘communities/squatters, NGOs, educational institutior:s, fishermen, conservationists, tourists,
the general public, etc. All stakeholders need to start taking proactive actions, even
sacrifices, to manage. protect, conserve and restore our rivers so that their resources can be
sustained for future use. This is where people from all levels ranging from politicians, policy
makers, private companies, NGOs to individuals can play crucial roles. River management
and related river issues need tc involve NGOs and the people as these issues happen at the
"16cal level. Decision-making regarding solutions should be carried out at the lowest
appropriate level, ideally involving all stakeholders ranging from government to the private
sector, NGOs, the local community and schools. People should be the focus both in decision
maxing as well as active “workers” involved with restoration work The motto of “Malaysia
Boleh” (Malaysia Can) involves all Malaysians.

This paper discusses how all stakeholders can contribute by working together in smart-

partnerships with government towards effective and sustainable management of rivers in
Malaysia.
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1 Tntroduction historical records indicate that not only do
. Egyptians worship the Nile but they also
Rivers are the cradles of civilisation as worship Hapi, the presiding spirit of the
major civilisations have developed on river Nile (Butzer,” 1976). In ancient
banks, estuaries and flood plains. Rivers Mesopotamia, the Babylonians
have always held a prominent place in worshipped the Euphrates and the Tigris as
liuman society. It is at the banks, gods, both with practical value (irrigation
confluence, estuaries and floodplains of and water resources) as well as their
major rivers that many great civilisations spiritual role (Ponting, 1991). In India, the
emerged. The majority of the world’s Ganga River is sacred so much so that
major rivers have survived the vicissitudes pilgrims make pilgrimages there to cleanse
of time, witnessing the rise and fall of themselves (Das, 2001). In China, the
great civilisations on their banks. In Egypt, .. Hwang Ho and Yangtze Rivers are not just
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the foci of civilisations but also the
“sorrows” that bring massive ‘destruction
(Zhang et al., 2000). Malaysia is no
different. During historical times, rivers
were the hub of life with not only the
major settlements lining the banks but
rivers also play an important role in the
economic and social life of the people (Nik
Hassan Suhaimi Nik Abdul Rahman,
1998a and 1998b). Despite their vital
importance, humans have largely
neglected, abused and mismanaged rivers
all over the world. According to Ismail
Serageldin, Chairman of the World
Commission on Water for the 21st

Century, more than one-half of the world's

major rivers are being seriously depleted
and polluted, degrading and poisoning the
surrounding ecosystems, thus threatening
the health and livelihood of people who
depend upon them for irrigation, drinking,
washing, recreation and industrial water
(www.worldwatercommission.org).  All
over the world, overuse and misuse of land
and water resources in river basins (both in
advanced  industrial  countries  and
developing countries) is the main reason
for the degradation of rivers, contributing
to about millions of environmental
refugees in 2001.

For many reasons, rivers are sources of
life, providing water supply for the people;,
irrigation for agriculture, cheap and
efficient transportation, rich sources of
food, hydro-electric power, and water use
for industries. Rivers are also the natural
habitats for riverine and aquatic flora and
fauna and tiic iver environment suppoits a
rich biodiversity of life forms (Keizrul bin
Abdullah and Mohd Fadhillah bin Hj.
Mahmood, 1998). In Malaysia, settlements
have historically sprung up along river
banks and river estuaries as major
agricultural zones are established near
rivers. Unfortunately, however, rivers also
provide a convenient means of drainage,
and is used for the discharge of domestic,
commercial, industiial and agricultural
effluents resulting in severe pollution

(Keizrul bin Abdullah, 2002). Malaysia
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has developed very rapidly over the last
three decades, coupled with equally rapid
urbanisation.  Coupled  with this,
agriculture expansion and industrialisation
have also rapidly changed the land use
from one of mainly forest and food crops
to one of estates (cash crops), urban,
commercial and industrial  centres
(Government of Malaysia, 2601). Opening
of new land, be it for agriculture, logging,
housing, industry or other human land
uses, has given rise to excessive lcvels of
soil erosion and river sedimentation
(Douglas, 2002). These have increased
landslides and water pollution hazards

 manifolds, endangering lives and property

(Chan, 1998a). All these developments
have encroached upon rivers and
overstressed river systems.

To exacerbate matters, since colonial
times until now, the authorities have been
adopting ~a  technocratic  approach
(structural management) of  rivers
employing a top-down method. Such an
approach can never be totally successful
simply because it does not involve people
(Chan, 2003). Government can provide all
the necessary technical know-how and
build all the mitigative structures to
control rivers, but if people do not
cooperate, then its overail success is
limited. Year-round dredging of rivers is a
futile effort if people keep dumping
garbage into rivers. This is the case of the
Sg. Kelang which after decades of
dredging, is no where as deep or clean as it
was before. To make matters worse, there
is always ike fiiction between federal and -

state governmeits over rivers, and
institutional  issues are also major
stumbling.  blocks for  effective

management of rivers (Chan, 1998b).’

Consequently, a combined result of"
politics, haphazard rapid development aud :
urbanisation, together with ineffective
management, have plunged many rivers in
Malaysia into a sorry state. The Drainage -
and Irrigation Department (DID) has
acknowledged that many river basins in
the country have actually reached their






