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SPEECH BY DR AHMAD MATTAR, MINISTER FOR THE ENVIRONMENT, 
AT THE OPENING OF THE COBSEA-UNEP SEMINAR ON 

THE ASSESSMENT AND ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT OF POLLUTION 
FROM LAND-BASED SOURCES AT ENVIRONMENT PENTHOUSE 

ON WEDNESDAY, 25 JANUARY AT 10.00 AM 

Oil pollution and land-based sources of marine 

pollution are the most serious environmental problems in the 

East Asian Seas. Many countries are already party to the 

MARPOL Convention and I had announced last October that 

Singapore would sign the MARPOL Convention this year. As 

such, oil pollution in the marine environment is contained. 

Land-based sources of pollution are likely to be a 

more serious problem than oil. In the Mediterranean Seas, 

land-based sources of pollution are responsible for 85 per 

cent of the marine pollution. Land-based sources of 

pollution are more varied and complex, ranging from domestic 

waste, agricultural and industrial waste to toxic and 

hazardous waste. The problem of land-based sources of 

pollution in the East Asian Seas is increasing in magnitude 

due to several factors. 

Rate of population increases in the region has been 

relatively high. Between 1960 and 1986, the population in 

COBSEA member countries increased by 92 per cent, from 160.8 

million to 308.4 million. This is expected to increase to 

369 million by the year 2000. Such rapid population growth 

strained government resources and placed a lot of stress on 

the physical environment. Governments had to provide for the 

people's education, health care, food and shelter, with 

little resources left to manage the increasing volume of 



'cities and large quantities of untreated sewage flow 

directly into the rivers and the sea, polluting the water 

supplies, the beaches and the coastal waters. 

The COBSEA member countries are in a phase of rapid 

industrialisation. Singapore is already classified as a 

newly-industrialised country and the other four COBSEA 

ember countries will soon join the league. Many new 

industries have sprung up, like electronics and textiles, 

each with different waste problems. These countries are 

also processing their raw resources and selling the finished 

or semi-finished products. The industries set up to produce 

the finished or semi-finished products generated new wastes 

of very different properties from the raw materials, 

requiring different treatment technologies. With 

industrialisation, economies grew and standards of living 

for the people improved. Increased affluence also brought 

with it an increased amount of waste generated. Without 

sufficient treatment facilities, much of these waste ended 

p in the marine environment. 

Another area of concern is the widespread use of 

chemicals in agriculture and industries. Indiscriminate use 

of pesticides and chemical fertilizers in agriculture leave 

much of these chemicals in the soil. When it rains, the 

chemicals leach through the soil and end up in water 

courses, giving rise to algae blooms in rivers and the 

marine environment. Liquid waste containing toxic chemicals 

are often discharged by factories without pre-treatment, 

ultimately affecting marine life, an important source Of 

protein for many people. New threats are added each day 

with new chemicals being developed to serve man's needs. 
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All these are well-known environmental problems. 

However, in the East Asian Seas region, the extent of land- 

based sources of pollution and their impact on the marine 

environment have not been fully assessed. A key factor lies 

in the lack of trained personnel in member countries to 

effectively conduct an assessment programme and an 

environmental impact study. 

The problem of trained personnel was addressed in 

May last year when Singapore hosted a two-week training 

course for participants to acquire the skills and 

methodology of assessment of land-based sources of pollution 

and their impact on the marine environment. Participants 

had gone back to carry out their own assessment and study 

the environmental impact of land-based sources of pollution. 

They are now back to present their findings. 

To minimise or prevent pollution, the authorities 

need to know the extent of tine problem. Without the 

necessary data to support environmental protection measures, 

environmentalists would be seen more as obstructionists to 

development. This has been the allegations made by 

industrialists until recently, when scientific evidence 

began to show more conclusively the damage man had done to 

the earth. The depletion of the ozone layer in the 

stratosphere, the global warming of the earth, 

desertification and acid rain, these are some of the risks 

brought about by man's productive activity. 

strengthen the Asean Environment Ministers' call for 

sustainable development. Over the next three days, you will 

be putting together data and information collected in your 

respective countries and share your experiences in handling 

The papers to be presented at this Seminar will 



the problems of land-based sources of pollution. 

findings will serve as a catalyst for further co-operation 

and action by the respective governments for the protection 

of our common seas. 

I wish you a fruitful discussion and our 

distinguished overseas delegates an enjoyable and pleasant 

stay in Singapore. 

I now declare the Seminar on the Assessment and 

Environmental Impact of Pollution from Land-based Sources 
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