HAZE WATCH - 25 June 2004
June 25, 2004
ASEAN Secretariat as Interim ASEAN Coordinating Centre - - The report is compiled by ASEAN Secretariat 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 

The smoke haze is still affecting Sumatra and Peninsular Malaysia. West Kalimantan is also experiencing smoke haze. Air quality is within unhealthy level in these areas. While the condition has slightly improved, dry weather condition and unlikely rainfall in these areas may still lead to increased occurrence of fires and wider smoke haze coverage. 

Malaysia has experienced moderate to thick smoke haze since last week. Based on the current report, five stations in Port Klang, Shah Alam, Manjung, and Ipoh reported unhealthy air quality. Visibility reported by stations in Sitiawan, Ipoh, Batu Embun, Temerloh, and Kuantan was between 2-3 km, while visibility reported by stations in Petaling Jaya and the international airport was between 5-6 km. Station in Kuching reported visibility of less than 2 km. Other stations reported visibility between 7 to >10 km. There is still unlikely rainfall in Peninsular Malaysia tomorrow and the following day, and a chance of rainfall for East Malaysia in the next two days. 

Through a videoconferencing (VC) meeting yesterday, Indonesia and Malaysia reported that the air quality condition has slightly improved. This was confirmed by today’s report from Indonesia. While there was less coverage of smoke haze and the visibility has increased to 1-5 km in the morning, the air quality in Riau was still within unhealthy range. The report still indicates that fires in Riau are mainly caused by land clearing activities. Meanwhile, in North Sumatra, fires were detected in plantation and community lands, also caused by land clearing activities. The visibility in Medan in North Sumatra was within 3-5 km while Jambi reported visibility of 9-11 km. Rainfall is unlikely in these three provinces of Sumatra in the next two days. 

Singapore’s air quality is still within good range (36) with visibility around 10 km reported in two airports. Rainfall is likely in the next two days. However, if the wind direction changes, Singapore may get affected by the smoke haze from Sumatra in a couple of days. 

In view of the above, close monitoring and greater vigilance have to be maintained as increased occurrence of fires and the resulting spells of moderate smoke haze can still be expected from time to time until September or early October. 

Based on information given by Indonesia through the VC meeting, about 35% of fires in Riau are located in plantation or concession areas. However, some of the fires may be started by illegal loggers or caused by uncontrolled fires from the surrounding areas. Further investigation and ground truthing are being carried out by Indonesia to determine the real causes of fires. 

The VC meeting yesterday discussed options that can be done among the countries. These include a suggestion by the ASEAN Secretariat that an assessment team be dispatched to Riau to further assess the situation. 

No flights were cancelled on 24 June. However, the air quality still affects human health and restricts outdoor activities of the people, particularly those in Riau province of Sumatra. The air quality in Pekanbaru has caused some health problems, i.e. acute respiratory infection (117 people), asthma (28 people), pneumonia (14 people), eye irritation (14 people) and skin irritation (14 people). The air quality may also have affected the tourism industry as well particularly in Sumatra and Malaysia. 

Resources Mobilised and Actions Taken 

ASEAN Secretariat as the Interim ASEAN Coordinating Centre for Transboundary Haze Pollution Control convened an urgent meeting through videoconferencing (VC) on 24 June 2004 at 15:30 with Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore and the ASEAN Specialised Meteorological Centre (ASMC). The VC 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 actions taken on the ground to suppress the fires. 

Indonesia indicated that it has mobilised all possible resources to control the situation. The Local Government of Riau Province is still mobilising the Manggala Agni Fire Brigade, supported by civil servants and local communities, to suppress the fires. The Health Agency in Riau has distributed masks to local hospitals and communities. The Governor of North Sumatra has issued warning letter to the heads of districts of the fire prone areas. The Ministry of Environment has mobilised a team to Riau to investigate plantation and forest companies that carried out open burning. Apart from distributing masks, the Health Agency of Pekanbaru, Riau has also instructed local hospitals to anticipate increasing respiratory problems. The Health Agency has also conducted a meeting with relevant agencies and activated the health command centre. 

Malaysia has intensified ground and aerial surveillance to curb any open burning activities around the country. The Department of Environment (DOE), Malaysia has written to Indonesian Environment Ministry (21 June) informing of the smoke haze experienced by Malaysia and requesting actions to be taken to mobilise local resources and enforce legal provisions. Press statements have been issued daily since 19 June to inform public on situations over the country. Actions at Alert 1 have been activated following the National Haze Action Plan. 

Singapore has convened coordination meeting and continuously provides updated information on the air quality to the public via its National Environment Agency’s website. ASMC continues to provide 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 about the haze situation in the region. 

Starting 24 June 2004, the subregional SOP was activated. National Monitoring Centres (NMCs) of Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore, and the ASMC submit daily situation reports to the ASEAN Secretariat as the interim coordinating centre, who then provides daily consolidated reports within few hours to all National Focal Points in ASEAN member countries. The subregional SOP was developed by the SRFA countries based on provisions under the ASEAN Agreement on Transboundary Haze Pollution. The provisions under the Haze Agreement have enabled speedy action in terms of communication and exchange of information among member countries during this critical period. 
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Haze unlikely to hit 1997 levels: Environment Minister
June 25, 2004
Channel NewsAsia - By Ken Teh - SINGAPORE : Environment Minister Lim Swee Say has assured Singaporeans that the current haze will not be as bad as in 1997. 

The PSI for a second day in a row was in the healthy range, with the 24-hour reading standing at 35. 

"I hope that the haze situation can be brought under control, kept under control, but of course nothing is certain; that's why we are still monitoring the situation very closely," Mr Lim said. 

"We are in constant touch with the Indonesian counterparts as well as our counterparts in the region so that we can continue to exchange information, exchange technical expertise." - CNA 

********************************************************************************************************************************************

Indonesia vows to check raging fires in Sumatra
June 26, 2004
TheStarOnline - KUALA LUMPUR: Indonesia is seeking help to put out the raging fires in Sumatra – the source of the haze over neighbouring Malaysia – and taking to court those who carry out open burning. 

Indonesian Embassy deputy chief of mission Suherman Obon said his country would be happy to accept Malaysia's assistance. 

“Our ambassador has reported the situation in Malaysia to Jakarta. 

“We’ll try our best to solve the problem and welcome outside assistance as we don’t want to harm any country, be it Indonesia, Malaysia or Singapore,” he said yesterday. 

He said Indonesia would act against companies and individuals responsible for open burning. 

Bernama reports that Indonesia was initiating legal action against farmers and plantation companies that set the fires in Sumatra and Kalimantan. 

Quoting a report in The Jakarta Post, it said State Minister of Environment Nabiel Makarim had ordered his staff to investigate the rogue firms and farmers so that they could be promptly brought to justice. 

The Post quoted officials from his office as saying that five companies in Riau province of Sumatra had already been reported to the police. 

Violators could be sentenced to a maximum five years’ jail under Indonesian law. 

In a related development, DOE director-general Rosnani Ibarahim said the ban on open burning in Penang had been lifted, as air quality had improved on the island. 

She said visibility in Penang had increased to 10km. 

She added that the DOE had found three open burning incidences in Bukit Cheeding, Banting and Batang Berjuntai and an agriculture farm in Johan Setia, Port Klang. 

“We are making the necessary enforcement.” 

The DOE has said air quality in Ipoh and Seri Manjung in Perak, Port Klang and Shah Alam was unhealthy, with Air Pollutant Index (API) readings exceeding 100. 

Rosnani said the DOE had been informed by its Indonesian counterpart that 456 personnel and local communities were involved in fighting the fires in Sumatra. 

She said 36 hotspots were spotted in Sumatra on Thursday. 

Tourism Minister Datuk Dr Leo Michael Toyad said tourists were still arriving as usual despite the haze. 

The haze is only affecting parts of the country, he told reporters after presenting a working paper on the second day of the Ninth National Civil Service Conference in Bukit Kiara here today. 

*********************************************************************************************************************************************

Rain likely over next few days
June 28, 2004
The Star Online - BY AUDREY EDWARDS 

PETALING JAYA: Malaysians can expect temporary respite from hazy conditions with rainfall predicted over the next few days. 

According to the Meteorological Services Department, there would be rain all over the country in the afternoons and evenings for the next two to three days. 

“For the Klang Valley, mornings will be fair and there will be slight showers in the afternoon and evening especially in the inland areas. 

“It is the same for other parts in the peninsula, Sabah and Sarawak. Hopefully, this will clear up the haze,” said a department spokesman when contacted yesterday. 

Department of Environment (DOE) Air Division director Che Asmah Ibrahim said that no hotspots had been detected in Sumatra adding that air quality levels had improved in most areas in Malaysia since Saturday. 

“It (haze) is not over yet. We will remain vigilant until October since this is the South-West Monsoon period where it is typically dry and there is less rainfall,” she added. 

As of 3pm yesterday, DOE records showed 25 stations recorded good air quality, 24 moderate and one unhealthy, which was in Shah Alam. 

“It has more or less cleared up with the exception of Shah Alam which is recording slightly unhealthy level,” she said. 

Selangor Water Management Corp Bhd (PUAS) general manager (operations) V. Subramaniam said water levels at several dams remained unchanged while at the others there was a drop. 

“We are monitoring all the levels and the situation is not critical. Counter measures will be taken if problem occurs,” he said. 

He said another “Save Water” campaign would be launched within the next two months to increase awareness and educate the public of the need for water conservation. 

“There will be media campaigns and leaflets will be distributed. 

“These campaigns did not seem to be working, we are still among countries with the highest water consumption per capita,” he added. 

 

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