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MEDIA RELEASE

For immediate release, February 24, 2005

To: The News Editor

PEAT DRAINAGE ROOT CAUSE OF CURRENT FOREST FIRES

Drainage of peatlands is the root cause of many of the current forest and ground fires raging throughout Peninsula Malaysia and Indonesia, according to Faizal Parish, Director of Malaysia-based Global Environment Centre. Hundreds of firemen are currently fighting peatland fires in Selangor, Pahang and also Riau in Sumatra. Near Kuala Selangor, 150 firemen have been fighting a major peatland fire at the Raja Musa Forest Reserve for the past week. Another fire is burning adjacent to the KLIA in Sepang  “The fires could have been prevented by better water management as well as improved fire detection and control measures” says Faizal.

Since January 2005, we have been facing a drought linked to a regional El Nino event.  The drought, combined with the over-drainage of peatlands creates a situation conducive for peatland fires.  “The majority of forest fires in Malaysia over the past 10 years have been in peatland areas.” said Faizal. “In almost all of these cases, fires burnt in areas in which the peat had been drained for agriculture or forestry purposes. The draining of water, particularly during periods of drought lowers the water tables, causing the peatlands to dry out and be more vulnerable to fire.” 

The Raja Musa Forest Reserve has been experiencing regular fires over the last ten years. The most recent large scale fire was in August 2004 near 
Ladang Hopeful. In February-March 2002, a major blaze burnt for more than three weeks and destroyed parts of the forest reserve as well as an oil palm estate owned by Selangor state Agriculture Development Corporation (PKPS). PKPS abandoned the plantation but following advice by GEC, immediately blocked all the drains on its land and this has prevented fires on its land for the past 3 years – although fires burnt on adjacent land in subsequent years.  Other landowners have not followed suit and the current fires are linked to large drains constructed for earlier logging operations and agriculture. “GEC has been developing a joint project with the Selangor Forest Department to block drains in the area for implementation this year” says Chee Tong Yiew, Manager of GEC’s Wetland and Forest Conservation Programme.

“In nearby Sumatra Island, approximately 10,000ha of peatland have already been destroyed in Riau province by the fires in the past week. Not only are the fires a major threat to peatlands in the Riau province, if the wind direction changes, the smoke will also blow towards Singapore and Peninsula Malaysia,” said Nyoman Suryadiputra, Technical Director of Wetlands International Indonesia.  “We need to work with local and regional stakeholders to address the problem as many of the plantation companies in Riau are from Malaysia and Singapore” he added. Wetlands International hopes to organise a workshop on peatland fire in partnership with the local government next April.

In the last 10 years, fires have burnt over 2 million ha of peatlands in Indonesia and peatland fires are responsible for the majority of haze which regularly engulfs the South East Asia region. Many of the Indonesian fires are a result of ill-planned agricultural schemes such as the I million ha Mega Rice Project in  Central Kalimantan which was abandoned 2 years after construction due to unsuitability for rice growing and because fires had burnt over 500,000ha of the scheme. Global Environment Centre and Wetlands International are working with the local government and community to block the drains and rehabilitate the peatlands.  This has successfully prevented fire in parts of the area.

Active measures must be taken to prevent these fires before they cause major socio-economic, ecological, and economic damage. “We need to develop special guidelines for development of peatlands, which take into consideration the complexity and sensitivity of their nature,” said Faizal. “Where peat swamp forests are concerned, we should block the existing outflow of water from ex-logging canals to prevent drying up of peat in the reserves. Water levels in adjacent agricultural land should also be strictly regulated. Steps should also be taken by the district authorities and forest department to prevent inappropriate activities in the forest reserves and adjacent lands”

“Additionally, Faizal maintained, regular monitoring of water levels should also be implemented for early warning signs of fire danger and burnt sites should be rehabilitated to prevent recurrence of fire incidents.” “We should also remain alert for fires in the coming months as these are the periods that are most prone to fire,” he said.

According to the Singapore Meteorological Service, as a result of the current mild El-Nino increasing fires are expected in Sumatra, Borneo and Peninsula Malaysia during February to March as well as May to October. 

ASEAN governments have so far responded to the threat of peatland fires by establishing the ASEAN Peatland Management Initiative (APMI) in February 2003. The APMI aims at promoting the sustainable management of peat to reduce the risk of peat fire. An ASEAN Peatland Management Strategy (APMS) is currently being prepared to guide country actions in the period 2006-2020. Malaysia is planning to host the 2nd Regional Meeting on the APMI 18-20th April to review and finalise the APMS. 
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