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Speak up for the truth

Respect the safety and 
integrity of structures, says 
Mahyuddin

Instilling professional integrity into undergraduates who are 
pursuing urban and regional planning has taken on an urgent tone, 
writes FAeZAH iSmAiL

Dhakal says that a lack 
of professionals is not an 
impediment

Meeuwissen notes a gradual 
Asian voice coming through, 
as happened in architecture

THe recent bukit Antarabangsa 
tragedy underlines the relevance 
of ethical practice to those in 
public service.

Planners and other profession-
als, whose decisions and actions 
have long-term effects on cur-
rent and later generations, must 
be true to their respective codes 
of ethics.

Instilling professional integrity 
into undergraduates who are 
pursuing urban and regional 
planning has taken on an urgent 
tone.

“Issues pertaining to safety 
and the environment can be 
avoided if all planning profes-
sionals including planners, 
consultants, engineers and 
architects, among others, carry 
out their responsibilities in accor-
dance with stringent guidelines. 
They must respect the safety and 
integrity of structures and their 
surroundings,” says Professor 
mahyuddin ramli, dean of the 
School of Housing, building and 
Planning, Universiti Sains malay-
sia (USm).

mahyuddin is commenting 
on last week’s disaster at bukit 
Antarabangsa, Selangor when a 
massive landslide buried 14 bun-
galows in Taman bukit mewah 
and Taman bukit Utama and 
claimed four lives.

recurring landslide calamities 
have plagued the bukit Antara-
bangsa area over the last 15 
years. The collapse of the High-
land Towers in december 1993 
traumatised the whole nation.

Nearly 50 people died and 
more than 1000 were made 
homeless.

As the finger-pointing starts, 
many malaysians, educators, 
environmentalists and planning 
professionals are calling for a 
strict observance of the code 

(there are more than 40 cities with 
one million or more population) 
requiring at least three to four plan-
ners each.”

Planners are wanted to prepare 
master plans for city governments 
and regulate development through 
judicious granting of building ap-
provals. 

Specialised planners are also in 
demand in larger cities for transport 
and infrastructure planning, among 
others.

malaysia turns out fewer than 200 
planners each year, says Profes-
sor mahyuddin ramli, dean of the 
School of Housing, building and 
Planning, Universiti Sains malaysia.

“We could do with more,” he 
says, adding that malaysia should 
be thinking of the type of planners 
it needs to create a sustainable way 
of life.

“We must have a clear vision of 
what our cities should be, say, in 
50 years’ time,” adds mahyuddin, 
alluding to the increasing strains 
on resources as the urban sprawl 
grows. 

Jan meeuwissen, senior human 
settlements officer at UN-Habitat, 
agrees that urban planning has 
been a neglected profession for 
sometime. That explains the lack of 
professionals in the region.

Professionals who are “consulta-
tive and understand the local situa-
tion” are urgently required, not to 
mention “land managers and land 
administrators who are sensitive to 
the needs of people, not just the 
highest bidders for land or land 
hoarding government agencies”.

“Urban planning has moved on 
from simple needs assessments and 
producing beautiful plans,” says 
meeuwissen, adding that too many 
plans are driven by economic prin-
ciples only, forgetting that people 
have a place in the city, in terms 
of work and residential areas for 
people of all income levels. 

“This is not just for planning 
purposes, but also in terms of land 
allocation, particularly for the poor, 

who are often forgotten.” 
The solution to the manpower 

shortage is to rely on foreign ex-
pertise as many large cities in Asia 
(“mainly in china but also in India 
and other countries”) have done.

Asian countries are motivated by 
a great desire to attain world-class 
status for their cities and the foreign 
firms do deliver. but at what cost?

Aside from foreign exchange loss 
incurred by the hiring countries, the 
“clone” tag — city A in an Asian 
country looks exactly like city b in a 
developed (read Western) coun-
try — may eventually prove to be 
humiliating to many Asians.

As mehta puts it: “The interna-
tional firms do fulfil the aspirations 
of designing a modern city but it 
could be anywhere in the world. 
The downside is that Asian cities 
are losing their inherent character 
— traditional values and lifestyles, 
among others.”

While meeuwissen agrees that 
Western models of planning “have 
long dominated urban planning and 
the universities teaching this,” he 
notes a gradual “Asian voice coming 
through, as happened in architec-
ture and urban planning”.

This “emerging and positive 
trend” should be encouraged if 
Asian cities are to remain “rooted in 
the past but focused on the future”, 
as mehta notes in the 2008 Asian 
urban environment report.

The challenge is to get Asian 
leaders (and some segments of the 
populations) to think differently 
about cities, says mehta.

Foreign planners play a crucial 
role “in pointing out the mistakes 
that they have made in their cit-
ies, for example, over-reliance on 
car-based transport and avoiding 
buildings that are energy consum-
ing,” but the problem arises when 
Asian city leaders equate “Western” 
development with modernity.

environmental expert dr Shob-
hakar dhakal takes the view that a 
lack of professionals is not a major 
impediment to better planning.

He concedes that manpower 
requirements may pose a challenge 
but believes that “much can be 
achieved by implementing what 
is already planned — it is not that 
there is no urban planning.” 

dhakal’s comment stems from his 
observation that “Asia has largely 
failed in urban planning and urban 
management in general in the last 
three to four decades”.

“This is because of unprec-
edented tides of urbanisation in Asia 
and the inability of our institutions 
to take a proactive stance in urban 
planning (besides) a lack of political 
championship. 

“I would call it ‘chaotic’ without 

any due provisions for infrastruc-
ture, environmental problem and 
others,” says dhakal, who is execu-
tive director of the Global carbon 
Project, National Institute for envi-
ronmental Studies, Japan. His areas 
of expertise are urban energy use, 
carbon emission, mitigation analy-
ses in Asian megacities as well as 
transport and carbon dioxide issues 
in cities in developing countries.

He argues that the core problem 
is that most Asian cities are largely 
doing reactive urban management 
in contrast to the proactive urban 
planning of the last three to four 
decades.

Urban planning in many Asian 

cities is not implemented due to a 
variety of reasons. He singles out 
Singapore as being among the “few 
exceptions”.

Putting plans into action is what 
Asia needs to do in addition to mak-
ing them, says dhakal.

 
n Read Dhakal’s piece on Creating 
an Urban Movement for Sustainable 
Living (www.globalasia.org Vol 3 
No. 3 Fall 2008) for a sense of the 
issues involved in the quest for 
sustainability in Asia.
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of ethics in planning even if its 
existence presents a challenge to 
some to find a gap or loophole.

It is particularly important 
to teach young malaysians the 
value of integrity besides making 
them aware of the relation-
ship between sustainability and 
development.

environmental education 
develops skills, knowledge and 
values that promote behaviour 
in support of a sustainable envi-
ronment. 

This is not limited to formal 
schooling but also takes place 
during non-formal settings such 
as green clubs and activities at 
home.

Undergraduates studying 
urban and regional planning 
at USm’s School of Housing, 
building and Planning are taught 
Professional Practices in Planning 
— a subject in the curriculum — 
from their second year.

but do planning professionals 
really adhere to their profes-
sional codes of ethics, which 
only guide the behaviour of 
members.

Admittedly, putting the ideal-
ism into action is fraught with 
difficulties in the face of compet-
ing demands.

do they succumb to pres-
sure — subtle and overt — from 
those with their own agenda?

“We don’t know that but we 
hope that their professional 
codes of ethics and their training 
would provide the impetus to 
speak up for the truth,” says 
mahyuddin. 

It is a huge responsibility but 
codes of ethics have the power 
to inspire those who embrace 
the spirit of observance.

malaysia turns out fewer than 
200 planners to fill posts in the 
public and private sectors an-
nually.

They are mainly employed by 
the public sector and statutory 
bodies as planners to serve the 
Town and country Planning 
department, Housing and Local 
Government ministry, local au-
thorities in each state and Land 
Office, among others.

Some teach in universities 
while others offer consultancy 
services in the private sector.

mahyuddin says USm plans to 
find out the manpower require-
ments for urban planning in 
malaysia.

currently, malaysia has more 
than 400 towns and cities. Ide-
ally, each district throughout the 
country should have a certain 
number of planners to maintain 
the locality and envisage its 
future development.

It is critical that malaysia nur-
tures planning professionals with 
a social conscience.


