Indonesians pay heavy price for illegal fires
June 24, 2004
Strai Times Interactive - Health problems are on the rise and poor visibility has disrupted air traffic; haze is expected to worsen in coming weeks 

By Robert Go 

JAKARTA - The thick haze from illegal fires raging out of control in Sumatra is making life miserable for thousands of residents, and there is no relief in sight. 

Health clinics and hospitals on the island reported dramatic increases in the number of patients seeking treatment for respiratory problems. 

In Pekanbaru, city officials handed out 2,000 free face masks, AFP reported, and urged residents not to go outdoors unless necessary. 

Its airport and others in Sumatra experienced long delays as poor visibility - which dropped as low as 300m - kept aircraft circling above landing strips or forced them to detour to less-affected cities. 

Officials fear that the problem will worsen over the next few weeks, as hot spots start appearing in Indonesia's provinces on Kalimantan. 

The dry season starts a few weeks later there because it is north of Sumatra. 

'The dry spell is likely to last until September and it looks like things are going to get worse,' Mr Tupon, a meteorologist at Pekanbaru's weather station, told AFP. 

Officials counted more than 400 'hot spots' - points where fires blazed unchecked - on Sumatra island alone, reducing visibility in some places to as little as 300m. 

The problem is caused by small farmers and large private plantation owners who thumb their noses at anti-burning laws. They set fires to clear their land cheaply and prepare it for planting. 

Riau province's Deputy Governor Wan Abubakar was quoted by The Jakarta Post yesterday as saying: 'Farmers take the regulations lightly. It creates difficulties for all of us.' 

Mr Wan said the government would crack down on those who set fires illegally. 

But those studying the issue said government officials here had said the same thing year after year. 

Despite a regional accord in 2002 and Indonesia's own anti-burning laws, the government has done little to control the fires. 

Mr Luca Tacconi, a researcher with the Centre for International Forestry Research in Bogor, West Java, said: 'Ninety-nine per cent of the fires in Indonesia are man-made. But the problem is there is no real effort to enforce anti-burning laws.' 

Corruption also plays a part. The wealthy owners of big plantations allegedly pay local law enforcement officials to ignore the billowing smoke clouds. 

Mr Longgena Ginting of the Walhi environmental group said: 'After the fires happen, officials yell and scream about what they intend to do about this. 

'But can't the police just look up to see where the smoke comes from and prosecute those who started the illegal fires? They must be in collusion with the guilty parties.' 

A source at the Forestry Ministry admitted that it remains difficult to 'enforce the zero tolerance on burning' as those tasked to do so often lack 'funds and resources'. 

Officials at the Environmental Affairs Ministry have also blamed farmers' relatively low level of education and their ignorance of the harmful effects of fires. 

Still, the authorities are expecting some of the measures taken to curb the problem will help prevent it from becoming as serious as in 1997-1998. 

Those years saw the thickest haze recorded so far in the region, exacting cost to the environment, health and financial sectors estimated at a staggering US$9.3 billion (S$16 billion). 

 

In Malaysia: Schools to close if haze gets worse, says minister
June 24, 2004
TheStraitsTimes Interactive - KUALA LUMPUR - Madam Irma Abdullah says she smells trees burning in Sumatra when she takes a deep breath. 

Taken two weeks apart, these pictures show a clear Kuala Lumpur skyline and what it was like yesterday. -- PHOTOS: AFP 
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	Taken two weeks apart, these pictures show a clear Kuala Lumpur skyline and what it was like yesterday. -- PHOTOS: AFP


The choking smoke forces the housewife, who has asthma, to close all the doors and windows of her terrace house in Puchong in western Selangor. 

She turns on the air-conditioning to protect herself and her 16-month-old son from the smog's effects. 

'My asthma is triggered by excessive dust and I can now smell the burning woods. This is bad,' said Madam Irma, 41. 

Across western peninsular Malaysia, thousands like her are adjusting to life under the enveloping shroud of haze. 

Schools have been ordered to consider stopping all outdoor activities. If things get worse, Education Minister Hishamuddin Hussein warned, schools may be closed altogether. 

'The safety of our children is important and we cannot take it for granted,' he said on Tuesday. 

'If the haze causes harm to their health, we will ask them to stay home.' 

Although most parts of Malaysia have been affected, the districts nearest to Sumatra such as Selangor and Perak are the worst hit. 

The government has asked Indonesia to bring the problem under control, even as it tries to downplay the issue for fear that tourism will be hit. 

The Deputy Minister for Natural Resources and Environment, Mr S. Sothinathan, said an official letter was recently sent to Jakarta on the matter. 

'Malaysia is still awaiting feedback from the letter that we sent for follow-up action to overcome the problem of haze,' he said. 

Data from the Department of Environment showed that the situation in the Klang Valley had improved yesterday. 

'The haze is not as bad as reported...I was in Santiago two days ago and haze is a permanent problem there. But nobody talks about it, and not the international press,' said Mr Sothinathan. 

'Only a few areas like Port Klang and Shah Alam are registering unhealthy air quality, whereas the air quality in Manjung, Perak, is at the moderate level.' 

However, the air quality in Negeri Sembilan, Malacca and Johor had deteriorated in the wake of the south-western monsoon winds, he said. 

This is not the first time that officials have tried to downplay an issue that could hurt tourism, the second biggest foreign exchange earner after manufactured exports. 

During the 1998 haze crisis, officials complained that the foreign media reported only the bad news but failed to report when things improved. 

Some officials even asked the media not to play up the Sars outbreak last year, and now some have raised concerns about reports on the country's snatch theft problem. 

In 1998, the government even stopped reporting the Air Pollution Index (API), which measures air quality, on the environment department's website. 

Asked whether the government would be releasing the API data, Mr Sothinathan said: 'We feel that at the moment it is not necessary. We have not gone to that level yet. From time to time we may give figures, if necessary.' 

Reporting on the haze, he said, must be done 'with care'. He added: 'Once the damage is done, it's very difficult to repair.' 

 

Indonesia trying its best to fight forest fires
June 24, 2004
TheStarOnline - PENANG: Indonesian Ambassador to Malaysia Rusdihardjo has expressed disappointment that the fires in Sumatra have caused Malaysia and other nearby countries to be covered in a haze. 

Rusdihardjo said he was disappointed that his country was causing hardship to its neighbours. 

He said he would submit a report to Indonesia on the haze here based on information received and his own observations. 

He was speaking after paying a courtesy call on Chief Minister Tan Sri Dr Koh Tsu Koon at his Penang Development Corporation office yesterday. 

Rusdihardjo said Indonesia was doing its best to fight forest fires and open burning but added that this was not easy due to a lack of equipment and limited access by road. 

He added that the nation did not have more advanced fire-fighting methods such as the water-bomb technique used by countries like the United States and Australia. 

He said his country was optimising the use of whatever resources it had, adding that the fight against the haze not only involved the fire department but also companies, the military and other government agencies. 

Rusdihardjo said he and Dr Koh discussed co-operation between Penang and North Sumatra and the issue of Indonesian maids. 

 

Indons yet to ratify haze pact
June 24, 2004
TheStarOnline - SUBANG: Indonesia, which has contributed to the country's haze problem with its forest fires, has yet to ratify the Asean Transboundary Haze Agreement enforced last November. 

Malaysia has expressed hopes that Indonesia would soon commit itself to the agreement after six of the 10 Asean countries ratified it. 

Department of Environment director-general Rosnani Ibarahim said Malaysia had been urging Indonesia to ratify the agreement, adding that the country had said for some time that it was working on it. 

Rosnani noted that as a non-signatory, Indonesia was not obligated to abide by the agreement. 

Malaysia suffered its worst haze problem in 1998 due to the El Nino weather phenomenon and the Indonesian's forest fires. Subsequently, an Asean co-operation was formed to address transboundary haze problem. 

The six countries that signed the agreement in 2002 before its enforcement were Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand, Brunei, Myanmar and Vietnam. 

Its contents include provisions on monitoring, assessment and prevention, scientific research and technical co-operation, lines of communication and simplified Customs and Immigration procedures for disaster relief. 

It also obligates the parties to respond promptly to a request for information sought by a country or countries that are or may be affected by transboundary haze pollution, when the pollution originates from within their territories. 

Deputy Natural Resources and Environment Minister S. Sothinathan said the ministry hoped that Indonesia would give its co-operation in tackling the problem of haze. 

He said Malaysia had notified Indonesia of the situation and to take appropriate action at the source, adding that Malaysia was awaiting Indonesia's response. 

He said that although Indonesia was not a signatory to the agreement, which was non-binding, the country had always co-operated to resolve the haze problem and in the past, had sought Malaysia's assistance. 

He added that if the situation worsened the ministry would call for a bilateral meeting of senior officers or a ministerial level meeting at the Asean level. 

“But at the moment, the situation does not warrant it. It is just affecting the west coast of the peninsula and not other Asean countries,” he said. 

The number of hotspots on Tuesday detected via satellite images was 33 in Sumatra compared with 254 hotspots the day before that. There were also 40 hotspots detected in Kalimantan and two in Sarawak. 

Rosnani said the ministry would release information to the public on the air quality because the people needed to be aware of the situation. 

Rosnani, who said the situation was under control, added that the people could continue with their daily outdoor activities but noted that those with breathing problems should practise caution. 

There were some improvement in the air quality in Klang Valley yesterday with only Port Klang and Shah Alam still recording unhealthy levels. 

Manjung improved to moderate levels compared with an unhealthy level on Tuesday. 

Some areas in the southern parts of the peninsula were experiencing deterioration in the air quality because of the more dominant south-west monsoon winds which headed towards the central and south of the peninsula. 

Visibility levels at the southern parts also dropped to about 2km yesterday morning but was expected to improve in the day. 

 

Marine cops issue haze alert for ships plying Straits of Malacca
June 24, 2004
The Star Online - MUAR: All ships plying the Straits of Malacca have been advised by the southern region marine police to navigate with utmost care because of the haze. 

Muar marine police chief ASP Abdul Salam Abdul Halim said visibility, especially at night, had dropped to less than 10m at certain areas off Malacca and visibility at certain parts near Tanjung Tohor was less than 5m. 

“We urge all ships plying the Malacca Straits, especially barter-trading vessels crossing the waterways, to put on navigational lights. 

“The haze over the straits, especially at night and early morning is very bad,” he said after a check on the situation between Malacca and Tanjung Tohor yesterday. 

ASP Abdul Salam said fishermen should also be careful and if possible, avoid going into the open sea, especially after dark. 

He said the haze was so thick on Tuesday that it took his patrol boat more than two hours to reach Pulau Undan from here, when it normally takes less than an hour. 

He said coastal fishermen in small boats should avoid going to the open sea and try to fish near the coast as they could get lost. 

He said even experienced marine policemen on small patrol craft could not find their way back to the Muar jetty after checking the haze between here and Parit Jawa late on Tuesday. 

“We want ships passing the Malacca Straits to heed all navigational regulations and put on navigational lights all the time until the situation improves,” he added. 

 

Malaysia fears providing pollution figures amid haze will hurt economy
June 24, 2004
ChannelNews Asia - KUALA LUMPUR : Malaysia said air pollution figures would remain a state secret due to fears the economy would be hurt by revealing how much smog from neighbouring Indonesia had blanketed parts of the country. 

"The only problem is that it gets distorted by the international media. It then gives a grim picture of Malaysia," deputy prime minister Najib Razak said Thursday. 

"It could be overplayed and then it will have an adverse effect on the economy," he added. 

In 1997, at the height of the haze crisis, Malaysia classified the air pollution index as an official secret. 

Malaysia now only refers to air quality as "good, moderate, unhealthy or hazardous" after banning the release of air pollution figures for fear it might drive away tourists. 

The tourism sector is Malaysia's second largest foreign exchange earner after manufacturing. 

The pollution index measures the quality of air on a scale of zero to 300. It considers zero to 50 as good, 51 to 100 as moderate, 101 to 200 as unhealthy and 201 to 300 as very unhealthy. Anything above 300 is hazardous. 

Asmah Ibrahim, department of environment air division head told AFP that the overall situation in the Klang Valley had improved but in Port Klang, west of here, in the southern Johor state and Malacca -- the air quality remained "unhealthy." 

Malaysian environment officials blame forest fires in neighbouring Indonesia's Sumatra island for the haze which has drifted to Malaysia since last week from across the narrow Malacca Straits. The busy straits divides the two countries. 

On Wednesday the opposition Chinese-dominated Democratic Action Party (DAP) urged the government to make public the pollution index throughout the country to fully minimise health hazards posed by the haze. 

"It was most short-sighted decision for while Malaysians support tourists promotion to bring in tourist revenue, this cannot be at the expense of the health and welfare of the citizens or those of the tourists themselves," DAP chairman Lim Kit Siang said in a statement. 

Lim said in the era of information technology, it is sheer folly for the government to pretend that it could mislead foreign tourists into believing the air in Malaysia is clean. 

Marine police have issued haze alert for seafarers plying the Malacca Straits where hundreds of ships pass through daily. 

"Visibility in the Malacca Straits has been reduced to just one kilometre (0.62 miles) from the normal six kilometres due to the haze. I advise ships and barter-traders to put on navigational lights," Abdul Salam Abdul Halim, marine police chief in the sourthern Johor state told AFP. 

Abdul Salam warned ships to remain alert because they usually travel at about 15 to 20 knots and with poor visibility, they do not have sufficient time to avoid a head-on collision and advised fishermen to fish near the coast instead into the open sea. - AFP 

 

HAZE WATCH – 24 June 2004
June 25, 2004
ASEAN Secretariat as Interim ASEAN Coordinating Centre - - The report is compiled based on feedback from the relevant ASEAN member countries and will be updated on a daily basis during this critical period - 

Report of Current Situation 

ASEAN Specialised Meteorological Centre (ASMC) based in Singapore has reported significant increase of fire and hotspot activities in central Sumatra starting in the second week of June with hotspot counts reaching 312 on 19th June. Smoke plumes and areas affected by moderate to thick smoke haze were evident from satellite pictures. The prevailing south to south-westerly winds transported the smoke haze across the Malacca straits affecting Peninsular Malaysia and Singapore and causing moderate deterioration in air quality and surface visibility in the affected areas for several days. While hotspots remain subdued in Borneo and Peninsular Malaysia, an apparent increase of hotspots was observed in West Kalimantan in mid-June 2004 with resulting smoke haze transported to the South China Sea. 

The current situation continues to reflect neutral phase of El Nino with a possibility of weak El Nino in late 2004 or early 2005. The current southwest monsoon conditions will prevail until about end September or early October 2004. As it is a traditionally dry season for Brunei Darussalam, Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore, lower amount of rainfall is expected in these four countries in the coming few months. Increased occurrence of fires with resulting moderate smoke haze is expected during the period. 

The Fire Danger Rating maps of 23 June 2004 produced by Meteorological Service of Malaysia indicate all fine fuels will ignite potentially resulting in many fires in most parts of Sumatra and Borneo; and that in mixed fuels, severe drought conditions and high-intensity fires can occur in most parts of southern Sumatra and some parts in central Sumatra. Both moderate- and high-intensity fires can be very common in other parts of Sumatra and most parts of Kalimantan. 

In Riau, fires were detected in forest concessions, plantations and community lands. Main causes are land clearing activities. Fires have resulted in thick to moderate smoke haze reducing visibility to 0.5 to 0.7 km in the morning and 1 to 1.5 km at noon. Type of fires is land fires. PSI index has reached unhealthy level. Around 22 flights have been cancelled and disembarkation of one flight in Pekanbaru was moved to North Sumatra. Rainfall is unlikely based on the three-day outlook. 

Most stations in Malaysia have recorded moderate level of air quality except 6 stations (Port Klang, Shah Alam, Putrajaya, Muar, Nilai and Melaka) have reported unhealthy conditions. Visibility in 5 reported locations in Malaysia is below 8 to 10 km, with southern Peninsular Malaysia reporting visibility between 3-5 km. While there is a chance of rainfall in East Malaysia, there is unlikely rainfall in Peninsular Malaysia based on the three-day outlook. 

No fires were detected in Singapore. PSI is still within moderate range (52). Visibility readings in Seletar airport and Singapore Changi airport are between 4 to 6 km and 6 to 8 km respectively. There is chance of rainfall in two days. 

The air quality has affected and restricted outdoor activities of people in Malaysia and Sumatra. There have been flight cancellations disrupting international and domestic transportation in the region. Elderly people, children and those with breathing problems are potentially affected by the smoke haze. 

Resources Mobilised and Actions Taken 

The Governor of Riau has instructed relevant agencies to activate the command centre for haze pollution monitoring, and conducted a coordination meeting to discuss and control the situation. The Provincial Forestry Agency of Riau has also conducted a coordination meeting with plantation and forest companies to coordinate with them in fire suppression efforts within their areas. Provincial Forestry Agency of Riau has mobilised 240 fire crews (16 groups) of Manggala Agni supported by 216 crews of civil servant and local communities, to suppress the fires. Health agency in Pekanbaru has distributed around 2000 masks directly to the local communities and distributed around 15,000 masks to the local hospitals. 

Department of Environment of Malaysia has intensified ground and aerial surveillance to curb any open burning activities around the country. 

Singapore has convened the National Haze Task Force meeting to keep members updated on current haze situation and weather outlook and to get them ready with their Haze SOPs. Singapore has also issued a press statement to keep population informed of deteriorating air quality over the next 3-4 days. Singapore’s National Environment Agency provides 24-hour and 3-hour PSI readings in its website. Singapore also provides reports of 24-hour PSI readings in the media. ASMC continues providing satellite information on hotspots and smoke haze in Sumatra and Kalimantan to Ministry of Environment of Indonesia, Ministry of Forestry of Indonesia and the governments of Riau and Jambi Provinces. Singapore has also written to Ministry of Environment of Indonesia to alert them on the hotspot situation in Sumatra as well as the smoke haze in the region. 

ASEAN Secretariat and the ASMC (as the interim ASEAN coordinating centre under the Haze Agreement), Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore held an urgent meeting using videoconferencing (VC) today to discuss the fire and haze situation and explore options that should be taken at sub-regional level. The Meeting agreed to keep each other updated on the situation in their respective countries on a daily basis. The Meeting also expressed their appreciation to Indonesia for their cooperation and prompt action taken on the ground to suppress the fires. 

Considering that air quality has reached unhealthy levels in many parts of the sub-region, the interim centre and the four countries (Brunei Darussalam, Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore) have activated the subregional SOP to allow close monitoring of the situation and to provide updated reports to the National Focal Points of the Haze Agreement. The provisions of the Haze Agreement have enabled speedy action in terms of communication and exchange of information among the member countries during the critical period. 

24 June 2004 

ASEAN Secretariat 

Interim ASEAN Coordinating Centre 

 

Increase in Sumatra hotspots
June 25, 2004
The Star Online - PETALING JAYA: Hotspots in Sumatra have increased, indicating more hazy days for Malaysians, with those in Muar and Malacca getting the worst of it. 

The number of fires spotted on the Indonesian island rose to 293 on Wednesday from Monday's 261 and winds were expected to carry the smoke to the peninsula. 

Department of Environment (DOE) air division director Che Asmah Ibrahim said despite the increase in the hotspots, air quality in the Klang Valley has improved slightly due to the winds. 

The air quality in Muar and Malacca remained at unhealthy levels but there were signs of improvement, she added. 

Che Asmah said the department had not carried out any cloud seeding to induce rain in the affected areas due to unsuitable cloud formations. 

She said the department was still waiting for a reply from Indonesia to discuss ways to control the fires in Sumatra. 

“We will contact them again to seek their co-operation in tackling this problem,” she said. 

Besides the hotspots in Sumatra, 26 others were recorded in Kalimantan and two in Kuching. 

On Wednesday, the DOE air surveillance unit spotted open burning in two areas at Batang Berjuntai. 

One was spotted at the Raja Muda Musa Forest Reserve while the other was in an oil palm plantation. 

Deputy Prime Minister Datuk Seri Najib Tun Razak, when asked if the Government would release the quantitative Air Pollutant Index (API) reading, said it would have an adverse effect on the economy. 

“It would get distorted by the international media to give a grim picture of Malaysia. 

“That is the concern,” he said after launching the Public Civil Service Conference yesterday. 

During the haze in 1999 and 2000, the Cabinet decided that only qualitative API readings, classified under good, moderate, unhealthy and dangerous, should be presented to the public. 

Then Science, Technology and Environment Minister Datuk Seri Law Hieng Ding said certain quarters had used the API readings during the 1997 haze to show that Malaysia was perpetually shrouded in haze. 

In Shah Alam, DOE director-general Rosnani Ibrahim said apart from Port Klang, the air quality in other parts of the Klang Valley and north of the peninsula showed improvement. 

She said DOE and the Police Air Wing inspected open-burning activities in Kampung Johan Setia and Kampung Jalan Kebun in Klang as well as at a forest reserve and an oil palm plantation at Batang Berjuntai. 

The two villages in Klang were still hazy due to the open-burning activities, Rosnani added. 

Those who have information on open-burning activities can contact DOE at 03-8889 1972 or the Fire and Rescue Services Department at 03-8888 0336. 

 

The Haze, Jakarta looks to heavens for help
June 25, 2004
The Strait Times Interactive - Officials pin hopes on rain to douse bush fires; environmentalists criticise govt for blaming other countries 'for our failures' 

By Robert Go 

JAKARTA - As Indonesia's haze continues to envelop parts of Sumatra and Kalimantan provinces, Indonesian officials have - again - blamed farmers for starting fires across the country. 

Their earnest hope now: rain. 

While the haze occurs here nearly every year, the common refrain among officials is that Indonesia just cannot cope with the illegal fires that are set around this time of the year. 

The fires are largely lit by farmers and plantation owners to clear tracts and land in preparation for the next planting season. 

'During the dry season, local farmers usually clear land using the slash and burn method. It's a tradition and it is hard to stop. We can only hope for rain,' Ministry of Forestry spokesman Transtoto Handadhari was quoted as saying by the Jakarta Post yesterday. 

He did not say whether farmers or others would face sanctions for defying a government ban on setting fires to clear land. 

Riau forestry office deputy head Sudirno, who oversees an area just south of Singapore, also said 'heavy rains' would be needed to douse the spreading bush fires. 

'It the bush fires are overcome, they will not necessarily be completely extinguished but could even spread to undergrowth in nearby areas,' he told the Jakarta Post. 

'So, it's very difficult to put them out unless there are heavy rains.' 

From a wider perspective, observers note that Indonesia struggles with rampant illegal logging; environmentalists project that Sumatra and Kalimantan forests will fully disappear within a decade at the current deforestation rate. 

The current haze is one of the worst since 1997-98, when bush fires in Sumatra and Kalimantan burned out of control for weeks. The haze blanketed Singapore and parts of Malaysia and Indonesia with thick smoke. 

In the long term, however, the only way to fight the haze is to nab those who start the fires, observers argue. 

Mr Longgena Ginting of Walhi, a large coalition of Indonesian environmentalist groups, said: 'Forest protection policies can help the smoke issue in the sense that forests that are protected can't be used for farming or development. 

'But the haze issue is separate. The only way to solve it is to crack down on people who started the fires, and the government just can't seem to do that. There is little sense in blaming other countries for our failures.' 

President Megawati Sukarnoputri and other officials have blamed regional countries for receiving smuggled goods, including timber, originating from here. 

Yesterday, Indonesia's Vice-President Hamzah Haz said Malaysia and Singapore were partly to blame for the haze, given that illegal logs from Indonesia were smuggled to these countries. 

Critics also note that Indonesia has never stressed fire prevention but rather short-term solutions on how to tackle fires once a thick haze has spread to neighbouring countries. 

Asked yesterday if he thought Indonesia should issue an apology for the haze, he said: 'I don't see the urgency of that. We are focusing on putting out the fires.' 

He added that the government had deployed 1,800 firefighters to areas in Riau. 

Some 500 of those personnel are assigned to mobilise mass participation by the local people. 

But for Mr Longgena, such a response is 'irresponsible' and 'shows short-term thinking'. 

He said: 'Why do they only mobilise when the problem has taken place? Why can't the government prevent the fires from starting up in the first place, or stop fire spots when they are still limited in scale? It's not difficult to see where the smoke comes from.' 

 

Malaysia seeks Asean meeting on haze problem
June 25, 2004
The Strait Times Interactive - By Leslie Lau - KUALA LUMPUR - As the haze thickened over Malaysia yesterday, its government has voiced impatience over Indonesia's failure to crack down on those polluting regional skies and called for an Asean meeting to tackle the problem if it gets any worse. 

Officials here expressed disappointment that Jakarta has not yet ratified the Asean Transboundary Haze Agreement - designed to coordinate efforts to counter the annual problem blamed on slash-and-burn land clearing. 

Malaysia's Deputy Natural Resources and Environment Minister S. Sothinathan said the haze agreement has the green light from Singapore, Thailand, Brunei, Vietnam, Myanmar and Malaysia. 

But Indonesia's refusal to sign is a major stumbling block. 

Mr Sothinathan said Malaysia has notified Indonesia about the smog that has drifted across the Malacca Straits and is awaiting a positive response. 

'At the moment the situation does not warrant a meeting but it will become necessary when the haze affects other Asean countries and not just Malaysia,' he said. 

Earlier, Indonesian Ambassador K P H Rusdihardjo was apologetic: 'We have brought much inconvenience to the people here and all I want to say is that we deeply regret the trouble caused.' 

But Indonesian Vice-President Hamzah Haz said on Wednesday that both Malaysia and Singapore bore a share of responsibility as he sought to link the illegal means of land clearing by fire with unlicensed logging. 

'There are lots of illegal logs that get smuggled out of here to Malaysia and Singapore. They have to acknowledge their responsibility in this. So, they have to help us, so that we won't create the smoke and haze.' 

Satellite images showed an increase in fire hot spots from 33 on Tuesday to 293 yesterday. Marine police officials here have issued a haze alert for the Malacca Straits, and have asked ships to use navigational lights. 

As residents in Kuala Lumpur strained to spot the top of the Petronas Twin Towers from a mere kilometre or two away, Malaysia's Environment Department warned yesterday that depending on winds, the haze could thicken over the next two days. 

Singapore's Pollutant Standards Index reading yesterday was 'good', standing at 36 at 4pm. 

In Malaysia, other than general descriptions of air quality, the authorities are not releasing daily pollutant index figures over concerns the haze will hurt the country's economy if tourist numbers drop. 

Deputy Prime Minister Najib Razak said yesterday that restrictions on air quality statistics - in force since 1998 - will not be lifted. 

'The problem is it gets distorted by the international media. It gives a grim picture of Malaysia and could be overplayed and then it will have an adverse effect on the economy,' he said. 

 

The above articles were extracted from www.haze-online.or.id
