Locking in on illegal loggers
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llegal loggers and corrupt enforcement officers, who have been causing billions of ringgit of losses in govemment revenue

and serious damage to the environment, are the latest targets of the Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission. A sting
operation to nab the,culprits is expected to be launched after the MACC collects full evidence of their wrongdoings, says
deputy chief commissioner (operations) Datuk Azam Baki. > See Page & for report by SIMON KHOO

Timber trail: Some of the |Ilegall\.r felled Iogs in one of the states targeted by the MRCC



MACC to tar
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Anti-graft officers out to
stop illegal timber business

By SIMON KHOO
simonkhoo(@thestar.com.my

PETALING JAYA: Illegal logging,
which has cost the country billions
of ringgit in losses in taxes and rev-
enue, is the latest target of the
Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commis-
sion (MACC).

Anti-graft officers will be focus-
ing on this issue after tackling ille-
gal land clearing, bauxite mining
and unlicensed factories.

It is learnt that incidents of illegal
logging are “quite rampant and
extensive”, causing a lot of destruc-
tion to the nation’s fragile eco-sys-
tem and environment.

Some of the illegal activities are
believed to be taking place deep in
the jungle, including forest reserves
and catchment areas, hidden from
public view.

The problem is made worse when
some enforcement officers tasked
with taking action against illegal
loggers are believed to have turned
a blind eye and worked in cahoots
with illegal loggers.

In return, the officers are said to
be promised a certain percentage
. from profits from the illegal activi-
ties every month, paying no heed to
the destruction of the country’s for-
ests.

It is learnt that these unethical
officers are raking in tens of thou-
sand of ringgit every month as kick-

back and side income to finance
their lavish lifestyle. ;

MACC deputy chief commission-
er (operations) Datuk Azam Baki
said such illegal activities must be
nipped in the bud before they cause
irreparable damage.

“We have received very reliable
information from the public on ille-
gallogging.

“It is not just in one particular
area, but in several states through-
out the country, including Sabah
and Sarawak.

“We have set up a few flying
squads and they are now collecting
evidence on the ground,” he said
when contacted yesterday.

He said illegal logging has caused
serious pollution, while natural dis-
asters, such as flash floods and
landslides could occur more rapid-
ly, endangering the lives of the peo-

le.
2 Azam said the main focus' of
investigations will be on elements
of corruption and abuse of power
involving several enforcement
agencies, their officers and logging
companies.

“Once we have gathered all the
necessary evidence, a sting opera-
tion will be launched to nab the
culprits,” he added.

He said MACC would be movmg
into several states “very soon”, add-
ing that “we are pretty serious in
tackling this issue”.

get illegal loggin

Remote area: A file picture of a suspected illegal 'Iogging site in Bakun, Sarawak, that was raided by the MACC.

He welcomed tip-offs from the
people to assist in putting a stop to
illegal logging and other activities
detrimental to the environment.

“We will also work closely with
NGOs and environmental groups to
collect information,” he added.

In November 2014, the then
Sarawak chief minister Tan Sri

Adenan Satem declared war on ille-
gal logging, saying Sarawakians
must not tolerate corruption any-
more because millions in revenue
had been lost.

The state, he said, had gained a
bad reputation internatignally
because of “this robbery which is
carried out in broad daylight”.

The MACC swung into action with
a massive crackdown dubbed Ops
Gergaji the following year, and
together with several agencies,
some 400 bank accounts belonging
to companies and individuals with
about RM600mil were frozen.

About. RM1mil worth of illegally
felled logs were also seized.

Authorities fighting an uphill battle against ‘rape of hills’

PETALING JAYA: The authorities
are waging an endless war against
illegal loggers, with some enforce-
ment officers even labelling the
wanton destruction nf trees as “rap-
ing the hills”.

Cases of such destructive activi-
ties in recent years include uncon-
trolled logging and illegal farming
in Cameron Highlands, which pol-
luted several rivers. .

In April this year, a former
Terengganu Forestry Department

director was charged with accept-
ing RM60,000 from a timber con-
tractor four years ago as an induce-
ment to approve a logging applica-
tion for Hulu Terengganu Forest
Reserve.

Two men were detained in the
Bukit Bauk Forest Reserve in
Dungun in November last year for
removing evidence of illegal logging
during an ambush by the Forestry

- Department. Some 400 tonnes of

logs were reportedly seized.

In August last year, a Datuk Seri
and two others were arrested in
connection with illegal logging in
the Cerul forest reserve in
Terengganu. They produced a letter
from a “high-ranking officer” to
evade arrest but failed.

In Pahang, 11 people were

_detained by the Forestry Depart-

ment for trespassing into forest
reserves with the intent to steal
high-value timnber.

The Auditor-General’s Report

2015 highlighted illegal logging and
encroachment in Perak forest
reserves and said it was due to the
lack- of monitoring and effective
enforcement by the Perak Forestry
Department.

Logging in Kelantan has also
come under scrutiny following alle-
gations of illegal and uncontrolled
logging being a possible cause of the
2014 floods in Kuala Krai.

In 2013, Kelantan-based NGO
Young People against Corruption

(Ombak) discovered rampant land
clearing and wanton destruction of
virgin forests in Kuala Krai and Gua
Musang, affecting” at least five hills
stretching from the Pahang-Kelantan
and Kelantan-Perak borders.

Ombak president Wan Khairul
Thsan Wan Muhammad described
the destruction as the “rape of the
forested hills”, adding that the activ-
ities were stealthily done in the
middle of forest reserves to avoid
detection.



