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CHAPTER ONE
1.1 The Birth of CETDEM

IT WAS the 1980s. Malaysia had an economic growth of around 8 per cent a year. The 

nation was one of Southeast Asia’s bright stars, its economy driven by a promising 

industrial future. But the country was already paying for the ‘sins’ of industrialisation 

since the late 1960s. 

There was rampant logging in Sabah and Sarawak. The pollution in Sungai Juru and 

Sungai Klang were exposed. Pesticide residues in food and chemicals affecting  oc-

cupational health were being reported. 

But not everything was bad news. Things were beginning to stir. 

During that period of growth in the 1960s and early 70s, a number of environmental 

protection laws had been enacted. There was the Land Conservation Act (1960) and 

the Environmental Quality Act in 1974. When the EQA was gazetted, the establish-

ment of an enforcement agency followed. The Environment Division was set up, a di-

vision that would later be renamed the Department of Environment — DOE (Jabatan 

Alam Sekitar) in 1983. 

Pollution problems in Malaysia began 
in the late 1960s with the onslaught of 

industrialisation
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But not everything was bad news.Only in the 1970s did pollution and the 

issues associated with the destruction of 

natural resources start gaining some atten-

tion. The government enacted the Environ-

mental Quality Act, and Malaysia saw the 

formation of environmental groups like the 

Environmental Protection Society, Malaysia 

(EPSM) and Sahabat Alam Malaysia (SAM). 

These developments came as pollution 

and the destruction of natural resources 

became more rampant. Green would also 

get another boost in 1976 when it came to 

the country’s Third Five-Year Plan. In it the 

government would proclaim that:

And what about civil society forces? The 

voices for our nature and the environ-

ment at the time were non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs) like the Malaysian 

Nature Society (founded in 1940) and the 

Consumers Association of Penang (set up 

in 1969). With the advent of environmental 

awareness, organisations like WWF-Ma-

laysia (1972), the Environmental Protection 

Society Malaysia (1974) and Sahabat Alam 

Malaysia (1977) soon joined in.

“It is vital that the objectives of development 
and environmental conservation be 

kept in balance, so that the benefits of 
development are not negated by the costs 

of environmental damage.”
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Against this backdrop of available environmental watchdogs, another organisation, 

the Centre for Environment, Technology and Development Malaysia (CETDEM) would 

enter the fray. But why the need for another organisation?  And why the focus on 

development and technology, the seemingly ‘evil’ adversaries of nature?

CETDEM 

Date of Birth : Registered as a non-profit 

company on 25th April 1985.        

Place of Birth : Petaling Jaya, Selangor.

Office :  In SS2, originally shared with EPSM 

and MNS

The Start of CETDEM

Founded in 1985, CETDEM was established 

as an independent, non-profit, training, re-

search, consultancy, referral, and develop-

ment organisation. Its goals were reflected 

in its name — CETDEM would be commit-

ted to improving environmental quality 

through the appropriate use of technology 

and sustainable development. 

With its founding members, led by engineer and environmentalist Gurmit Singh, the 

organisation would begin its mission, undertaking studies and research to promote 

sustainable development in the country. Gurmit would become the organisation’s 

executive director, with his peer and fellow environmentalist Mano Maniam becoming 

CETDEM’s first chairman.
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CHAPTER ONE
1.2      At the start

Perspective:
MANO MANIAM

Malaysia’s environmental vanguard

We were a whole new generation, with 

a whole new way of thinking. Most of us 

were born during and after the Second 

World War, and we grew up when the 

country was being formed. 

These were the first seeds of coalescence 

and identity. And so we were part of that 

vanguard, idealistic and hopeful dreamers.

At that time, there was the first conscious-

ness of being global, with the United Na-

tions being very instrumental in that. One 

of the first things they did besides dealing 

with war, depravation and economic re-

construction was issues dealing with the 

world, our planet.

There was one thing people could talk about without saying 

“This is yours or mine, and let’s fight for it”, and that was the 

environment. 

The UN organised the first Earth Summit (also known as the 

Stockholm Earth Summit or UN conference on the Human 

Environment) in 1972. It fired the imagination of new govern-

ments and emerging nations in the 1940s, 50s and 60s. It was 

Over the decades Mano Maniam has not only been an actor, writer, director, scholar 

and drama teacher, but he has also been a keen environmentalist. He has been a 

long-time member of the Environmental Protection Society and was CETDEM chair-

man from 1985 to 1994.  Here, he explains the circumstances behind the organisa-

tion’s birth, and how it differed from other green NGOs.
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Photo credit: UN Photo/Yukata 
Nagata  The Stockholm Earth 

Summit or the UN Conference 
on the Human Environment was 

held from June 5 - 16 in 1972.

a whole new world and we became very conscious about one 

thing — that we all breathed the same air, drank the same wa-

ter and were affected by the same planet. 

Many of us were at that wild imaginative age, going to universi-

ty when our parents never did. We were a whole new breed of 

educated, well-informed post-war youths who just backpacked 

and turned up at Stockholm.

That summit would become a watershed in consciousness of 

people who grew up after the war. I remember that was the 

first time people were talking about acid rain, and how “things 

that affected you affected me too”.

During that time after 1972, it was clear that Malaysia was one 

of the handful of countries which really responded to Stock-

holm. There was the Environmental Quality Act (EQA) and 

Council (EQC) set up in 1974.

This was the time the EPSM was formed, and Gurmit became 

the founding president. He would later also become the first 

representative of civil society in the EQC. 

What is interesting was that it was not just a government initia-

tive, a parallel civil society initiative blossomed as well.
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Beyond the noise

When I completed my Masters in 1977, I teamed up with Gurmit 

and supported him in whatever he was doing. 

Universiti Pertanian (now Universiti Putra Malaysia) had started 

a four-year degree programme on environmental studies, and 

other universities joined in the fray with degree courses. You 

had the government, civil society and media moving, but the 

private sector remained silent.

We felt the government had established the Environment Di-

vision but without giving it the clout or budget, and that the 

environment became mere lip service. 

Things started to become divergent and advocacy groups 

could not stand a chance. They were going into very large ar-

eas at the same time, from the Tembeling Dam to Bakun, and 

from water issues to forestry and to wildlife. 

So that brought up very fundamental questions. We had to do 

something more than just point out what was happening and 

making noise about it. I think Gurmit was eventually fed up 

when he was asked, “Yes, you make a lot of noise but what are 

you doing about it yourself?” 

When he said he spoke up so that the government would listen 

and do something about it, inevitably the response was that 

“Well yes, I have heard you speak already”. It was like a door 

slamming into your face. 

And so Gurmit decided we should establish an organisation 

which would complement EPSM. It was registered under the 

Companies Act   to  receive money and conduct research sur-

veys and projects, unlike being under the Registrar of Societies, 

which had limitations.  

As we would be dealing with money and paid staff, we needed 

to have strategic plans and expertise. That is why we had mem-

Why CETDEM? Why Development and  Technology?
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bers who were professionals and academics in their own right. 

We represented the first generation where things were not pa-

tently imported, but we needed concepts and technology. The 

environment was directly related to technology, as technology 

is not just engineered instrumentation but systematic thinking.

Gurmit said that everyone was looking at development in the 

country, using technology to get there, but at the expense of 

the environment. But all three are important, so that is how the 

name came about and CETDEM aimed at becoming a point of 

reference as to how we could merge these three elements.

So CETDEM was not anti-government or anti-development, but 

was going for a holistic concept towards building a future.

 

(pic by otodo | Flickr)
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CHAPTER ONE
1.3     Setting up goals

CETDEM was established as a non-profit 

organisation by this group of concerned 

citizens who were deeply passionate about 

the environment. They wanted to see the 

use of appropriate technology in develop-

ment so that there would be the least ad-

verse impacts on the environment.

It was registered as a company limited by 

guarantee and not having a share capital, 

with a membership ceiling of 50 people 

who would join by invitation.

What direction would the nascent organ-

isation take? How did it plan to achieve its 

goals? In those early days, its Board decid-

ed that CETDEM would:

1

2

4

3

5

6

Offer training courses on topics such as environmental management and 

environmental legislation to occupational health and technology transfers. 

Hold seminars on technology and the environment, eco-development, 

pollution treatment options and transportation for a clean environment, 

among many others.

Offer monitoring and analytical services, as well as collate and document all 

relevant Malaysian and international information on environment, technology 

and development.

Investigate appropriate alternative energy systems and evaluate possibilities 

and practicability in the Malaysian context.

Provide scientific and technology consultancy services on a demand basis.

Conduct specific research projects and produce relevant publications.

 Before CETDEM became the de facto expert at organic 
farming nationally, a lot of effort, as well as trial and 

errors, would be a staple within the organisation.
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The founding members were committed to the idea that CETDEM would be perform-

ing these multiple functions, and that they would try their best to get results.

This was not just an organisation concentrating on advocacy and looking through the 

newspapers to see if their press statements were published, it would be one to reach 

out, educate, train and influence.

CETDEM would become a trainer, and the Environmental 
Impact Assessment training would be one of our first major 
projects.  

One of CETDEM’s biggest contributions was to equip 
members of government agencies with the tools they need to 
add an environmental dimension to their functions. 

We were in an organisation where we felt we could do things 
based on research and a proven track record. 

So when people would ask us about issues we could say 
“Here, this is the survey”.  This way you would be taken more 
seriously.

— LOH LEAN KANG

— MANO MANIAM

(On the CETDEM energy-saving house) We (would discuss) 
these issues (like electricity grid problems) and tried to 
develop the knowledge around what made sense and what 
did not with the government advisory committees, architects, 
electrical technicians and others.

—  CHARLES TAN
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CHAPTER ONE
1.4     The brown issues

It was clear from the start that CETDEM 

would not be like other green organisa-

tions. Indeed, Gurmit and his peers said 

they were more focused on ‘the brown 

issues’, but what exactly did that entail?

People would probably imagine beautiful 

scenes of lush forests or adorable pandas 

and wild tigers when they think of the 

word ‘environment’. The ozone hole in sky 

may also come to mind, or the decrease 

in turtles and marine life in our magnifi-

cent oceans. But what if we made the 

imagery a little more gritty, and a whole 

lot more real?

The ugly realities of environmental deg-

radation and pollution were brown, grey 

or black — images of sewage, rubbish 

dumps, clogged up drains or treeless 

townships.

Some environmental organisations would 

take up the fight to protect and conserve 
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wildlife and other ecological issues, while 

others concentrated on consumer-based 

topics such as health safety and recycling.

But CETDEM wanted to concentrate on 

researching and bringing the spotlight on 

such brown issues. Gurmit has said that 

even now, the media shies away from the 

brown issues, preferring to focus on the 

“greener, softer issues”. 

“The brown and hard issues are things like 

pollution, the haze, energy wastage and 

other challenging issues.  I’ve found that it 

is very hard to engage the government or 

private sector when it comes to these com-

pared to the others,” he said. 

This did not mean that CETDEM would not 

be involved in issues like logging or the 

wildlife. The organisation just wanted to 

have its main focus on several key topics, 

some of which included:

 - Water and waste pollution

- Energy and renewable energy

- Organic farming 

- Transportation solutions

- Climate change

- Toxic wastes/Pesticides

With their goals set and target issues de-

termined, CETDEM would begin its mission 

as the newest organisation on the environ-

mental front. It would eventually become 

one of the most respected in the field, but 

it was still years before the recognition and 

long before the plaudits. There was plenty 

of hard work CETDEM needed to pull off as 

a fledgling organisation.
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CHAPTER TWO
2.1   The Early Years (1985–1990) — The                
   CETDEM Organic Farming Project

“It was very small and personal. It was a small group of us 
who were from EPSM that went into CETDEM. There wasn’t 
much money so we all did our bit to fund the movement.  
There was no high degree of awareness of environmental 
issues so it had to be created. 

Meetings were informal but to the point. Mano Maniam 
usually chaired them; he was both dynamic and theatrical, 
always infusing humour and a sense of fun. Gurmit was the 
prime mover. He has vision and knew where he wanted to 
take the movement.” 

The meetings may have been small, but 

the dreams were big. The organisation 

wanted to look into organic farming, 

alternative energies as well as Malaysia’s 

legislation and policies on environmental 

hazards at the time. CETDEM would, for 

example, organise a “Toxic and Hazardous 

Waste Management Course” with minimal 

support from the Department of Environ-

ment, as well as produce publications like 

Participating in the Malaysian EIA Process 

and Farming for a Better Environment 

during this time.

But its main tour de force in these first 

five years remains one of CETDEM’s pride 

and joy — the CETDEM Organic Farming 

Project.

— EDDA DE SILVA

The CETDEM Organic Farming Project
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The CETDEM Organic Farming Project

The idea of the community farm was originally proposed by organic farming advo-

cate Tan Siew Luang, who believed that the farm would cultivate a feeling of solidar-

ity and appreciation of farming. It would also allow for the development of ecologi-

cally sound agricultural practices. 

“The overriding objective,” according to an initial proposal, was to “contribute to-

wards the development of a wholesome human being, who is humane, caring, peace-

loving, and a harmonious component of society.”

But the farm would not just be about people coming together, it would be a platform 

for them to learn to accept each other’s differences and beliefs. It would also be a 

learning centre, an informal educative environment for people from all walks of life, 

including children, who could discover more about themselves through farming and 

community activities. It was consistent with its objectives, and the project was able to 

show that farming could be done without the use of agro-chemicals, which were be-

ing overused. Vegetable farmers in Malaysia were large users of synthethic chemicals, 

and those in Cameron Highlands were particularly notorious. The board approved the 

setting up of the farm in June 1986. 

With RM3,000 in donations from the Buddhist Society and the Japanese Women’s 

Group from Japan as well as CETDEM’s support, Siew went on to set up Malaysia’s 

first organic community farm. She started out on a small plot of land in Subang New 

Village on 3 Sept 1986, with three volunteers from SCI Penang joining her in October.

The first crop consisted of sweet corn, bayam, okra, sawi, peria, petola, long beans, 

tomatoes, French beans and tapioca. The farm would also receive 102 layer chicks 

from the Subang Breeding Farm. Spirits were high and sales from the first harvest 

began in November. 

At the Sungai Buloh Farm
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However, by the end of December, the 

number of volunteers had been reduced 

to one.  Siew, who was farm coordinator, 

was left to tend the farm by herself until 

the farm was relocated to Sungai Buloh. 

CETDEM was also looking for another site 

as there was no written assurance from 

the owner that it could use the site for a 

long term. In addition to that, other plots 

around the farm were heavy users of ag-

rochemicals, which drifted into the farm 

and contaminated the irrigation water.   

Transporting the produce to custom-

ers was also a problem. Initially the veg-

etables had to be lugged by Siew in big 

sacks for a kilometre to the bus terminals. 

The committee began its search for a 

cheap and reliable vehicle since a German 

grant they had received to cover certain 

farm costs (organising work camps, tools 

and volunteers’ allowances) did not in-

clude this. Sceptics were doubtful of the 

farm’s economic viability.

The farm, however, continued to receive 

visits by children, especially those from 

orphanages who enjoyed getting their 

hands soiled, harvesting vegetable, catch-

ing insects and handicraft activities re-

lated to organic farming.

In 1987, however, CETDEM founding mem-

ber Datuk (now Tan Sri) Dr Salleh Mohd 

Nor made an offer: the organic farm could 

shift to his land at Kampung Paya Jaras 

Dalam in Sungai Buloh. As such the farm 

relocated to a new home, and work con-

tinued enthusiastically in full force. They 

also received partial funding from the 

international movement Bread For The 
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World to help with the running of the farm from 1989–

1992.

Through the years, the farm’s successes would be inter-

twined with setbacks and frustrations. But over time and 

through much trial and error, the land produced enough 

good greens and chicken and eggs to sell. CETDEM 

started selling their organically farmed produce at the 

TMC mini market and the then Hanku-Jaya supermarket 

— both in Bangsar. TMC was the first local market in Ma-

laysia that carried locally grown organic produce.

The farm was also garnering enough success to attract 

the attention of the Malaysian Agricultural Research and 

Development Institute (Mardi) and the Agriculture De-

partment. In 1990, both parties would show an interest in 

organic farming, with the former particularly interested in 

the organic way of cultivating rice.  

In years to come Siew was farming as well as conducting 

educational talks and camps on-site, introducing different 

groups of all ages to the joys of farming organically. But 

all of this added to her workload. This was compounded 

by the fact that it was hard to recruit additional staff. Oth-

er NGOs were also approached, but showed little interest. 

Siew had hoped that the farm would serve a bigger pur-

pose as a community development platform, but with 

the focus on production and logistics, this could not take 

off because it was too new a concept to the public. With 

other organic farms slowly starting to blossom in other 

areas, Siew felt that it was now time to take things to the 

next level with kitchen gardening, organic farming/gar-

dening training courses, exhibitions, public forums, public 

talks and seminars to increase public awareness. CETDEM 

thus started the Kitchen Gardening Group (KGG), the 

Farmer’s Groups (FG) and the Friends of CETDEM Organ-

ic Farming Project (FCOFP), which saw it engaging the 

public and encouraging them to compost and start their 

own organic vegetable gardens in their backyards. It also 

provided advice to those who wanted to set up organic 

farms and shops.
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Siew receiving the Saika Award in 2001

Participants at a training 
workshop in Sibu on organic 

farming.

With these re-evaluations and developments, CETDEM decided to close the farm in 

Sept, 1996, which was a very “difficult decision to make,” Siew said.

The end of the farm, however, did not mean the end of CETDEM’s organic farming 

efforts in the slightest. There were numerous activities and events organised by Siew, 

who remained committed to the idea of the community coming together through 

farming and gardening.

In 1999, CETDEM went on to organise its first 

national exhibition and seminar on organic and 

natural produce and products, paving the way 

for more of such public events in the following 

years.

It also ended up working with the Department 

of Agriculture (DOA) and other stakehold-

ers to come up with a national standard and 

certification scheme for organically produced 

foods. 

Siew and CETDEM were getting duly recog-

nised for their great work in pioneering or-

ganic farming. She was nominated by the 

then International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements Asia for the Saika 

Award in 2001. Bestowed by the Japan Technological Institute Foundation, she was 

honoured for “her contribution and service to improve the environment through the 

promotion of organic production system in Asia”. 

CETDEM eventually stepped up its efforts to promote organic farming, kitchen gar-

dening, organic waste recycling and the joys of slow food. In 2007, the organisation 

set up the Organic Farming Community Centre (OFCC) in Section 19, Petaling Jaya. It 

became a hub of pride for the community, demonstrating the viability of urban or-

ganic gardening with vegetables and fruit trees.
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With members of the community learning about gardening and composting.

A lunch at the OFCC to introduce participants to slow food.

It is a long way from when she started farming in 1986, but Siew, with the support of 

CETDEM Board members, CETDEM Organic Farming Project members and volun-

teers, continues to promote organic farming through seminars, courses, exhibitions 

and Hari Organik.

In the next section, Siew gives us a brief account of what it was like setting up the 

farm of her dreams.
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CHAPTER TWO
2.3      In touch with the earth

Perspective:
TAN SIEW LUANG

She was a long term volunteer with the 

Service Civil International in the 70s serv-

ing in some of its peace missions in India 

and Northern Ireland, as well as back in 

Malaysia. In the 80s she also set up a SCI 

Group in Kuala Lumpur and a children’s 

playgroup in squatter areas in Sentul 

Pasar. But Siew would be getting much 

closer to earth in more ways than one. 

She had enrolled in an 11-month organic 

farming course in Japan in 1984, where 

she learnt how to farm organically and 

mobilise the community to work towards 

the goal of self-sufficiency in food pro-

duction. Upon her return to Malaysia, her 

first attempt was to get the by-then new 

SCI group to adopt the organic farming 

project. However she had to finally with-

draw the project proposal as she realised 

that the new group could not compre-

hend her vision of setting up the organic 

farm. 

“I approached other organisations about 

the possibility of an organic farm but 

somehow people got frightened with 

the idea of a “community farm” because 

they associated that kind of thing with 

communism. And then I met Gurmit and 

he would later approach the CETDEM 

board with the idea. That is how it all be-

gan,” she said.

Farming can be a platform for people from 
different backgrounds to come together.
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It was difficult initially because I did not come from an agricul-

tural background, although I had some training and experience 

from my time in Japan. I did not know where to begin but fortu-

nately I had a friend in MARDI although he was rather skeptical 

about organic farming. 

There were many challenges, such as a lack of funds, the initial 

transportation concerns, and when volunteers could not com-

prehend our concept and vision. People would also try to dis-

courage us, and that was quite frustrating.

In the beginning we had adopted the direct home delivery 

system, and many of our regulars would not place orders dur-

ing school holidays and festivals. People were more likely to eat 

out. I had no choice but to sell the vegetables cheaply to res-

taurants. Finally we decided to sell to the supermarket that was 

very supportive. 

But we got through all the challenges. The farm demonstrated 

that a variety of vegetables can be grown in Malaysia without 

any use of synthetic agro-chemicals.  

We achieved this by inter-cropping, crop rotation, companion 

crops, insect-repellent plants, the use of homemade compost 

and organic fertilizer to improve soil fertility. We also had our 

supporters, CETDEM members and volunteers who helped us 

through all our efforts. 



23

 

The farm also demonstrated how the natural equilibrium of the soil ecosystem could 

be restored through organic farming, and succeeded in introducing numerous Malay-

sians to the advantages of organically grown produce. 

We have run work camps for adults and outings for children from 9 to 12 years old, 

and it is wonderful to see them experience what farming and gardening is like. 

I took great pride in the fact that people were able to experience the farm and see 

that you could really grow organic vegetables.  It was a joy to also see people from 

different backgrounds come and learn things like farming organically, and how it re-

ally worked! They were excited to see vegetables growing and learning how waste 

could come to good use. 

I also think it was more about personal development. I thought if I could learn and 

change, why not others? I think farming can be a platform for people from different 

backgrounds to come together.

I always believe that it is by living and working together, only then you will grow, de-

velop and improve with the community. Because people are a mirror to you, and you 

will be able to see yourself and how you can become better. 

Overall the journey has been sweet and sour, and without much bitterness. 
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CHAPTER TWO
2.4    Plans & pushing onwards
As the farm continued through its tri-

als and tribulations, CETDEM pushed for 

other projects it felt were important in its 

mission to use technology for sustainable 

development.

It sought support for an independent 

environmental monitoring laboratory in 

1987, believing that such a lab would “lend 

analytical support to existing environmen-

tal and consumer organisations, especially 

by providing quick and independent data 

at a low cost during controversies like the 

present one on pesticide contamination of 

vegetables”.

.

CETDEM had hoped for an analytical 

laboratory, manned by chemists and sup-

ported by laboratory and field staff, but 

it could not come up with the estimated 

cost for such a project which would come 

to RM309,000.

Disappointed but undaunted, CETDEM 

would instead turn its focus to a Technol-

ogy Transfer Project which began in 1988 

and was supported by funds from the 

Dutch Organisation for International De-

CETDEM wanted a mobile monitoring 
laboratory which could analyse 

samples of water, while conducting 
environmental studies.

 Many Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) 
workshops and the EIA Methodologies courses were 

organised by CETDEM.
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velopment Co-operation (Novib), now known as Ox-

fam Novib.  It may have been the 80s, but CETDEM 

was also already thinking about alternative energy 

projects. 

As a committed advocate of sustainable develop-

ment, CETDEM organised many Environmental 

Impact Assessment (EIA) workshops and the EIA 

Methodologies Course. They trained hundreds on the 

necessity of EIAs and what was required to ensure 

development did not come at the expense of Mother 

Nature. 

The EIA training events would be CETDEM’s only 

source of general income for a while. However, in 

1988 the board raised concerns about the low num-

ber of participants and the “slackness of state gov-

ernments in responding to requests on collabora-

tions”. But the EIA sessions were not the only ones 

CETDEM was actively involved in. The organisation 

also conducted an Environmental Management 

Workshop for Lembaga Letrik Negara in 1987, and  

joined forces with the Department of Environment 

and the Malaysian Association of Engineers to organ-

ise development and environment seminars.

In these early years, these seminars and workshops 

were CETDEM’s quiet but diligent behind-the-scenes 

contributions to ensuring that environmental protec-

tion had a strong system and base behind it.

CETDEM was at the forefront of environment seminars 
and workshops then, and until this present day.
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CHAPTER TWO
2.4   Funding & Baby Steps Onto The World   
   Stage

The first few years were to be challenging 

ones for CETDEM when it came to fund-

ing and international networking. As a 

fledgling organisation, these two matters 

proved to be interconnected. Gurmit was 

invited to various environmental confer-

ences overseas, but he could not attend 

many of them as CETDEM was in no posi-

tion to cover these costs. Most trips were 

possible only if they were funded. 

The organisation was aware of its own 

predicament in relation to the projects it 

wanted to carry out and the scarce funds 

to support them. It was written in one of its reports that year 

that “The current financial situation of CETDEM was worrying”. 

For example, CETDEM was interested in board member Lean 

Kang’s proposal to buy and operate a toxic waste incinerator 

for research, but this did not pan out.

Even the Technology Transfer Project hit a snag when funds did 

not arrive and Gurmit had to seek out local and foreign sources 

that could be interested. In the end, however, and like most of 

its projects, CETDEM found a way. The “Environmentally Posi-

tive Technology Transfer Assessment Project”, as it was called, 

was successfully completed in 1988 with funding by Novib, and 

covered medium- and small-scale industries in the Klang Valley. 

Even though there had to be selective international networking 

and participation in the early years, however, CETDEM’s abil-

ity for leadership was recognised early on. It became a founder 

member of the Malaysian Environment and Conservation Net-

work  (comprising EPSM, MNS, Fomca and CETDEM) in 1988. 

The network swung into action quickly, urging the Malaysian 

Pesticides Board to immediately gazette the draft Highly Toxic 

Pesticides Regulations 1989. It also demanded that the board 

The organisation would begin to attend international 
events, such as the International Federation of Organic 

Agriculture Movements conference in Copenhagen, 
Denmark in the 80s.

(© consumersinternational.com)
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take urgent steps to ban or severely restrict the remaining 

“Dirty Dozen” pesticides.

CETDEM also started receiving regular reports and publications 

from the International Environmental Liaison Centre, which saw 

the organisation as a potentially important regional player. The 

centre also invited Gurmit to submit a report on the lack of con-

sultation with local NGOs on the proposed Malaysian Tropical 

Forestry Action Plan at the time. 

The organisation also co-signed a global NGO letter to the 

World Bank President in 1988, expressing concern over the way 

World Bank funded projects created environmental problems.

When there were funds or travel grants, Gurmit also repre-

sented CETDEM and Malaysia at conferences like the 2nd World 

Congress on Engineering and Environment in 1985 in New Del-

hi, India, as well as international symposiums on environmental 

protection and forestry in other countries.

CETDEM eventually became a member of the Nairobi-based In-

ternational Environmental Liaison Centre, and took part in vari-

ous other efforts to network with other environmental organ-

isations.  They may have been five interesting and challenging 

years, but 1985 to 1990 set the groundwork for the organisation 

and what it would do next. 

THAT’S TOO 
EXPENSIVE!

Organic farming
EIA training
Workshops
Funding
Climate change
National policy
International meetings
Energy efficiency studies
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CHAPTER THREE
3.1    Upping the Ante (1990–1995)
With more projects and forums, CETDEM would make its presence felt from 1990 to 

1995, and Malaysians were starting to sit up and listen.

The 90s had begun in earnest and there were more discussions about environmental 

degradation, although the topics and concepts left much to be desired. 

“Although the Earth Summit in 1992 made commitments to the concept of sustainable 

development, the practical parameters of this environmental form of development 

had not been adequately agreed on,” Gurmit said in a 1994 regional conference. 

Gurmit felt there was a need for Malaysia to filter the rhetoric and commit to action 

at the national planning level, particularly when it came to programmes formed with 

sustainable development in mind. 

Very encouragingly, CETDEM’s first public forum on the topic of “Rio and After” was 

held in Petaling Jaya in July 1992 to an almost full house attendance. They also suc-

cessfully held their first Kem Alam Sekitar (Environmental Camp) for children in 1995. 

Siew, as farm coordinator, would also give talks at TMC & Hankyu Jaya in Bangsar, and 

to various groups in Kuala Lumpur and Petaling Jaya. CETDEM would also continue 

to make its voice heard nationally, such as issuing a joint statement with others on the 

Bakun Dam controversy.

“We the Malaysian organisations listed below, are appalled 
at the recent ploys that have surrounded the controversial 
Bakun Hydroelectric Project in Sarawak, especially since most 
of the public concerns of the past have not been satisfactorily 
addressed up to this day! These concerns include the lack of 
public accountability, the ineffectiveness of the Environment 
Impact Assessment (EIA) process and regulations, the use of 
public funds for a privatised project, and the overall lack of due 
care for the environment. 

To interpret the recent Barisan election victory as an outright 
and blanket endorsement of this project is stretching credulity to 
the limit, since the environmental plank of the Barisan election 
manifesto made no mention of Bakun.” 

 — In a joint statement of nine organisations, including EPSM, 
CETDEM, Aliran, Hakam and Suaram, 1st June, 1995.
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Besides advocacy work, CETDEM also took its research and 

policy work seriously, as well as deepened its efforts with long-

term projects. It completed phase two of the Technology Transfer 

Project during this time, and the farm continued to consolidate its 

work. Siew visited other organic farms in South Korea and Hong 

Kong to exchange information. In a 1991 report, Siew noted that 

their produce was now being “sold fairly regularly at two super-

markets, one each in PJ and KL”.

During this time, CETDEM saw greater public and govern-

ment interest in the organic farming project. More individuals 

were inquiring about the farm’s practices and seeking advice 

on starting their own organic gardens, and these included a few 

businessmen.

Ideas of standards for organic produce were also being explored 

through the Eco Labelling Committee established by the Stan-

dards and Industrial Research Institute of Malaysia or Sirim. The 

inaugural Organic Farming work camp for secondary students 

was held at the farm, funded by the DOE.

In line with its greater visibility, more articles were written about 

CETDEM, including those featured in the New Straits Times, The 

Star, Her World and other publications. Publications produced by 

the organisation in 1993 were Promoting Environmental Audits 

in Malaysia and How to Farm Organically. In 1994, CETDEM pub-

lished the Proceedings of the Regional Seminar: Implementation 

of The Basel Convention.

CETDEM launched its new Internet email address cetdem@

po.jaring.my in 1995 as it embraced the realm of cyberspace and 

its possibilities.
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Recognition beckons

With CETDEM’s public profile rising, its 

founder members were also being recog-

nised for their hard work and dedication to 

the environment.

In 1991, Datuk Dr Salleh received the in-

augural Langkawi Environmental Award, 

while Prof Sham Sani was appointed to the 

Tun Abdul Razak Chair in Ohio University, 

USA. These marks of recognition would 

boost CETDEM’s standing as the country’s 

main intellectual resource when it came to 

the environment. Siew was also invited as 

a keynote speaker for events on organic 

farming, such as the Asian Forum on Sus-

tainable Agriculture in the Philippines.

Gurmit represented CETDEM at the NGO 

Dialogue with the Environment Minister in 

1992 and presented a paper at the MIER 

Workshop on Climate Change in 1993. He 

was also invited, along with CETDEM chair-

man Mano Maniam, to a dialogue between 

the Prime Minister and the professional 

and corporate sector on the National Vi-

sion in 1994.

As a sign of its growing standing, CETDEM 

joined the Malaysian Climate Core Group 

(MCCG) and was asked by the Malaysian 

Organic Farming Network (Mofan) to be-

come its coordinator.

On the global scene, there were many 

highlights for CETDEM in the years be-

tween 1990 to 1995, and some of the no-

table ones include:
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• Participation in the South East Asia 

NGOs meeting on Climate Convention in 

Jakarta in 1991 and the Green Deal Con-

ference in Brussels in 1993. 

• The executive director representing the 

MCCG at the 9th Intergovernmental Ne-

gotiation Committee session on Climate 

Change in Geneva.

• Information exchanges with organisa-

tions and parties such as the Hong Kong 

Productivity  Council, the Forum for En-

ergy and Development (Denmark) and 

Development Alternatives (India).

• Requests for advice on proposed re-

search, such as the one on the Sustain-

able Management of Tropical Timber by 

two researchers from the University of 

Sussex.

• The organic farm was getting attention 

from international observers, and in one 

instance seven Indonesian farmers joined 

local farmers in a visit to the farm to ex-

change views and experiences.

A well deserved recognition would also 

come in 1993 when CETDEM’s main 

mover was honoured for his dedication 

to the environment. Gurmit received the 

Langkawi Award from the Malaysian Gov-

ernment in October, the second board 

member in the organisation to receive this 

award. 

In the next section, we look into Gurmit’s 

journey with CETDEM and his thoughts 

on the organisation and environmental is-

sues he has committed his life to.

CETDEM would be present at important interna-
tional environmental meetings, including this one 

organised by the United Nations in the 90s.
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CHAPTER THREE
3.2     An environmental hero

Perspective:
GURMIT SINGH

CETDEM would not be the organisation 

it is today without its founder, champion 

and advocate in the embodiment of Gur-

mit. 

A staunch environmentalist and social 

activist, he has dedicated almost four de-

cades of his personal life  championing 

the cause he holds so dear.

A man who breathes, eats and lives a 

sustainable lifestyle, he famously once 

upstaged the Minister of Environment in 

1978 when he cycled to Taman Titiwan-

gsa in Kuala Lumpur from the other side 

of town and beat an EPSM member’s car 

in journey time. He does not own a car 

and chooses to travel by public transport 

whenever he can.

He steadfastly continues to confront 

the authorities and other environmental 

groups alike, network with global envi-

ronmentalists, engages with government 

agencies and private sectors, takes part  

in policy discussions and educates the 

public seamlessly.

Formerly an electrical engineer with 

the Rubber Research Institute, he was 

elected president of the Environmental 

Protection Society, Malaysia in January 

1974. His passion for environmental is-

Name: Gurmit Singh
Date of Birth: November 3, 1942
Place of Birth: Penang
Education: Methodist Boys School, Penang 
and Universiti Malaya 
(Degree in Electrical Engineering)
Occupation: Environmentalist, social 
activist,  engineer.
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sues grew stronger and stronger, and he found 

that his position in RRI had become untenable 

because of his outspoken statements for the 

EPSM and the Selangor Graduates Society. He 

resigned and became a freelance engineer. 

Gurmit formed CETDEM in 1985 with a small 

group of like-minded friends. The organisation 

became the environmental platform that he 

would dedicate his life to.

As CETDEM’s executive director from 1985 

to December 2006 (before he became its 

chairman), he channelled all his energy to 

the organisation, shunning most home com-

forts. Gurmit organised and managed many 

of CETDEM’s key programmes over the years, 

including the Mobilising Malaysians on Climate 

Change project, the Capacity Building in Sus-

tainable Energy Usage in Urban Households 

project, and the Documentation and Demon-

stration Centre for Sustainable Energy Solu-

tions in Urban Households.  He also worked 

closely with the Petaling Jaya community on 

Sustainable Energy Usage in 2006, among 

many other initiatives. 

Known for confronting the authorities and any-

body else on the environment without mincing 

his words, Gurmit has spent years organis-

ing and managing national and international 

courses, workshops and studies. 

 

He has also been active in many other environ-

ment-related initiatives, serving on the Depart-

ment of Environment’s Ad Hoc Review Panels 

for the Environmental Impact Assessment Re-

ports on the Asian Rare Earth Waste Disposal 

site in Perak, the Titanium Dioxide Plant in 

Terengganu and the Chlor-alkali Plant in Johor. 

He was also on the DOE’s panels looking at 

Singapore’s Linggiu Reservoir in Johor, Malay-

A salute from his colleagues 
in environmentalism and 
those who have worked with 
Gurmit Singh

“Gurmit was the inspiration and pro-
genitor for the organisation. He did 
more than one can ask for any one 
individual to accomplish in a lifetime.”

MANO MANIAM

Gurmit at one of the camps to teach 
students about Mother Nature and how 

to protect the environment.
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sian Titanium Corporation’s plant in Perak and 

Malaysian Integrated Scheduled Waste Manage-

ment Centre in Negeri Sembilan. 

Gurmit works with people on the ground, at-

tends committee meetings of various groups 

and advises top government agencies on envi-

ronmental issues. On almost every topic on the 

environment, he has vast amounts of information 

gleaned throughout the years at his fingertips.

The environmentalist is so respected for his 

views that he has also served on the Ministry 

of Science, Technology and the Environment’s 

Environmental Laws Review Committee, its Envi-

ronment Policy Drafting Committee and similar 

committees of the Ministry of Natural Resources 

& Environment since July 2005.

In addition to that he has delivered over 400 

papers at local and international seminars and 

meetings on the environment, conservation, en-

ergy, engineering, technology, research, climate 

change and human rights. He also has a book 

titled Beyond Me and Mine.

It has not been an easy ride all these years, Gur-

mit acknowledges. Early on, he said, environ-

mentalists like him were treated as anti-govern-

ment and anti-nationalist, and were given a hard 

time. He saw how important the issues were, 

however, and he persevered. 

There were  very few in society who were willing 

to spend the time to do the work that needed 

to be done. Gurmit trudged on, committed to 

walking the talk, and continuing the fight for the 

environment.

“The fundamental issues need to be resolved 

otherwise we will never solve our environmental 

problems. The Klang River is as dirty as it was in 

1975. So how can you say our environment has 

“I  joined CETDEM because of my 
concern for environmental issues and 
my desire to support Gurmit. He is un-
swerving in his commitment to the en-
vironment.” 

“I remember Gurmit always eating 
economy rice. It was all he could afford 
because that was his budget! He is a 
certified electrical engineer and could 
get more money in that profession but 
he chose to do this job. That is commit-
ment.” 

“He is very passionate and enthusi-
astic about what he does. There are 
not very many people like him these 
days. He has sacrificed a lot for what 
he believes in.”

“I approached Gurmit Singh for informa-
tion and advice on the proposed Bakun 
dam. He overloaded me with a mountain 
of facts and figures, and became my 
personal advisor on the environmen-
tal portfolio which I held through three 
terms. If I were Lim Guan Eng or Khalid 
Ibrahim, I would appoint Gurmit Singh 
as the environmental advisor of my state 
government.”

EDDA DE SILVA 
Editor and former colleague 

in CETDEM

LOH LEAN KANG

NORAINI HASHIM 
Corporate affairs managers 
(chemicals) for BP Malaysia

SIM KWANG YANG
Member of Parliament for Bandar Kuching 

in Sarawak from 1982 to 1995. 
[From ‘My Tribute to Malaysian NGOs’ in 

Malaysiakini, Dec 31 2009]
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improved? You could say I am still at it because the problems have not been solved,” 

he once said. 

And as we will see in the interview below, the man may have gone through a lot over 

the years, but there is still plenty of fire in his belly.

Question & Answer With Gurmit Singh:

What was the start like for CETDEM?

One of the ideas we had was that as a company we would have fewer hassles than a society, 
and we could do things a little bit more efficiently. 

But we found out that we had to have auditors and needed to pay them each year to  submit 
our accounts. We had to pay a lawyer to get our company registered. As a society we need 
not have done that.  We were lucky for the first 10 years because someone helped us with 
the mandatory secretarial work. 

We listed 10 development projects. Then reality set in — that it wasn’t that easy. One of the 
problems we had was that not everyone would work with equal enthusiasm, and I guess it 
ended up that actually at times I was the only one doing things. But it was okay because I 
was being paid a nominal amount and I felt like I had the obligation to see the organisation 
survive. 

When Siew came along in 1986 and came up with the idea for the farm, that was quite help-
ful. We thought it could be a revenue centre for us, but this did not happen and we actually 
had problems sustaining it for the first few years.

Any memorable moments from those early years?

The first few years of the farm was a struggle. It was a challenging time. Then of course there 
were the glaring flops, like trying to set up a windmill at the farm. We did not do background 
work, did not find how strongly the wind blows. (Laughs) We put up the windmill but the 
area did not have much wind, and that taught us that you don’t do projects of that kind with-
out first getting baseline data. 

I still believe in wind energy, although I realise now that because we are in the doldrums, 
geographically speaking, the winds are not strong. So practicalities do upset our plans. Wind 
potential is limited to some coastal areas and some areas in northern Sabah.

Could you tell us about the research and reports CETDEM produced over the 
years?

 For the first five years, we managed to do a project on small- and medium-scale industries 
using environmentally sound technology.

It was one of our first major research areas in an area where few had attempted to look at. 
Another major report was the assessment of renewable energy, we did that in late 90s with 
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Danish government funding.

 I think it was the first nationwide attempt to assess why renewable 
energy work was so poor in the country, and now it is referred to by 
people as a baseline study. Subsequent to that were our attempts to 
push the biodiversity policy in the region.

In a way that effort showed us the state of flux and uncertainty in 
many mega-biodiversity countries in Asean, even in their policy com-
mitments. 

There are also the studies we did on energy usage, and we managed to get data from 50 
urban households. I was proud that even the Economic Planning Unit came to get data from 
us about that, and until today there are very few studies that give the same level of informa-
tion.

 We are also proud of the study we did about energy usage in schools, and the documenting 
we have done about farming with the community and composting. 
Our farm exhibitions and Hari Organik are breakthroughs, because as far as I know nobody 
in Malaysia has managed to do that. 
 

CETDEM obviously has quite some clout now when it comes to dealing with 
the authorities or policymakers when it comes to the environment. Could you 
tell us about this journey?

I think things started when I was appointed to the national Environ-
ment Quality Council in 1986, initially as the EPSM representative. 
This presence would continue until 2009 when I decided I did not 
want to continue.

 But I think this was a form of recognition by the Department of 
Environment and my contributions were acknowledged. I was reap-
pointed every two years and was usually the most outspoken at the 
meetings. Of course they did not like me sitting there because I was 
like the thorn in their flesh, but then eventually they found out I knew 
more about things because I had the experience and knowledge from 
my international exposure. 

As director-generals would change, I had a longer memory of things 
so there was the value to that. I was also involved in the global cli-
mate change negotiations, and we developed good relationships with negotiators at the 
international arena although not all of this was reflected back home. 

I presume that after a period of time, they felt that, like it or not, I was competent enough, 
because they would give me the entire Malaysian climate change reports to review. 

How was it like dealing with environmental issues cropping up now and then?

At CETDEM we have been very careful about commenting on issues publicly. When we do 
not have facts   we would not comment. For example, on the recent sand mining issue (in 
Selangor) we have to ask if data from government agencies was even available in the first 
place. I kept asking, “Can you tell me what was the condition of the land before mining? 
What is the major issue if it is ex-mining land anyway?” 

Wholeheartedly 
dedicated to the idea 
of alternative energy, 
CETDEM also started 
the “Alternative Energy 
Project” in October 
1986.

CETDEM struggled with their 
windmill project at the farm, one 

of their efforts in researching 
alternative energy. 
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We are still not accepted by all government ministries, and not invited to certain dialogues 
like other environmental NGOs. But we have submitted our views to them, such as us sub-
mitting a memorandum on a comprehensive sustainable energy policy to (former Minister of 
Energy, Water and Communications) Datuk Seri Dr Lim Keng Yaik. It shows the sort of policy 
thinking we are trying to do and influence. 

Has it worked?

In the Ninth Malaysia Plan, we submitted, along with other NGOs, a report to the govern-
ment  about the assessment of Malaysia’s performance in protecting the environment and 
the shortfalls. There was no acknowledgement. These matters were also not addressed in the 
Ninth and Tenth Malaysia Plans.  

And now because there is MENGO, the Malaysian Environmental NGOs grouping, the govern-
ment does not meet us directly. They ask MENGO to get two or three representatives togeth-
er to attend meetings when there are 16 of us. We are very different and we all do not neces-
sarily support the same positions. 

Thus the direct interaction of NGOs with the EPU has been obstructed. That is why I was not 
keen to form a federation of NGOs because what happens is the common position will be the 
least common denominator, and they will deal with the umbrella body and let people fight 
among themselves.
 

Could you give us an example of the difference of the positions of environmen-
tal NGOs?

When Datuk Khir Toyo was the Menteri Besar of Selangor, MENGO had submitted a memo-
randum on the opposition to the incinerator that was going to be built.  

We did not agree with the position, which was a total “no” to incinerators. That is not our po-
sition. Basically the majority of the people behind CETDEM were technologists, either in hard 
technology or biological sciences. 

We have always believed that we should be able to bear in mind what technologies are avail-
able, be in a position to comment on that technology, and then see whether that technology 
will help solve the problem that the government is trying to solve. 

In the case of incinerators, we believe that maybe in certain cases incinerators are necessary 
but they have to be properly designed. 

Our concern is that Malaysia’s maintenance record is very poor and any high technology 
equipment has to be properly maintained or it will fail to function. When it came to the Broga 
incinerator, many were not happy that I was not prepared to condemn the incinerator and 
they stopped inviting me.

But I told them, “Look, if you see similar incinerators working in Singapore, for example, you 
cannot condemn that?” So it is a conditional approval, but we must ensure that certain things 
must be there before that happens. And if others argue that there must be complete recy-
cling instead of the incinerator, my question is if that is not in place yet, then what do you do 
with the existing problem? 

Of course in the long-term we should be talking about reducing consumption and the gen-
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eration of waste.
 

Any disappointments throughout these years in CETDEM?

There was disappointment when people made promises and did not deliver.  Sometimes  
people would agree to a proposal but would not  come up with ideas to support it. Some-
times I felt like I had to shoulder most of the burden, and of course that gave the impression 
that this was a one-man show. 

 What makes you happy about CETDEM?

The very fact that we have survived for 25 years! We were at the forefront of issues like cli-
mate change and organic farming. We are the regional co-ordinator for Climate Action Net-
work -- SouthEast Asia for the third time, and that is something to be proud of.  I would say I 
am reasonably satisfied with what we have done in 25 years. Of course I would be happier if 
we had done much more, happier if we had been able to attract more active board and ordi-
nary  members. We are, again,  looking into  how to get more members actively involved.

What more do you wish for?

We tried to do so many things but they did not really go through. For example we wanted to 
set up this mobile laboratory, it was a project that we could not raise money for. We wanted 
to provide an independent facility for ordinary Malaysians who were worried about things 
like water quality problems in their areas, providing them with facts and figures so they 
could fight the issue more substantively.  CETDEM wants to move into water in a bigger way, 
but this time, more on a policy level.

Gurmit Singh at a meeting in Manila, Philippines. He would represent CETDEM in various regional and 
international environmental forums.
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CHAPTER THREE
3.3    Reaching a decade, what is next?

It was not just the farm’s future that was 

being talked about. Gurmit told board 

members that since 1995 would mark 

CETDEM’s 10th Anniversary, the occasion 

could be used to evaluate its performance.

There were even suggestions to consider 

if it would be more appropriate to change 

the organisation’s name to “Centre for 

Sustainable Development Malaysia”. 

There were hopes of raising around 

RM500,000 to cover basic operating 

costs for at least five years, without hav-

ing to rely on projects or course incomes, 

as well as attracting influential members 

of the private sector to become CETDEM 

members or directors.

Discussions were held on the proposed 

“institutional strengthening” of CETDEM, 

to ensure it had a sustainable mode of 

operations as well as more support staff 

such as a training coordinator, research 

and consultancy coordinator and a docu-

mentation and funding coordinator.

“I think we need to strategise where we are going on the 
organic farm project. After the number of years in Paya Jaras, 
we should be planning for our future years. We should do a 
review of our achievements and look ahead. The opportunities 
are there but are we addressing the problems and challenges 
adequately?” 

— Datuk Dr Salleh in a letter to board members, 1993.

$
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By this time, after returning from the Rio 

Earth Summit in 1992, Prime Minister Da-

tuk Seri (now Tun) Dr Mahathir Mohamad 

declared that NGOs were no longer the 

enemies of the government.

Malaysia had played a prominent role at 

the summit, with Mahathir leading the call 

for sustainable development. We saw the 

Langkawi Award being given to  environ-

mentalists in subsequent years. 

But was this followed up by action?  En-

vironmental problems continued to fes-

ter and grow. Although the Penang Hill 

Development project had been stopped 

at the Environmental Impact Assessment 

stage, we saw the Pulau Redang develop-

ment project and the Bakun Dam being 

pushed through. 

Tropical logging has continued, toxic 

wastes have been dumped in oil palm 

plantations and air pollution from motor 

vehicles has worsened with the escalating 

car sales since Proton was set up.

It was quite apparent that for all CETDEM 

was doing in advocacy and influencing 

government policy, environmental deg-

radation was occurring more quickly and 

intensely than ever. Environmental activ-

ists and organisations like CETDEM had 

their work cut out for them. 



41

CHAPTER FOUR
4.1    Nearing The End of The Millennia   
   (1995–2000)

In 1997 the Prime Minister Datuk Seri (now Tun) Dr Mahathir Mohamad appeared in 

public wearing a facemask as Malaysia was covered by a dense smog from the forest 

fires from neighbouring Indonesia. Environmental concerns would force the suspen-

sion of the Bakun hydroelectric dam in Sarawak at the time. Other environmental 

concerns as a result of rapid development would also be thrust into the limelight, 

such as floods and water pollution. 

During these years leading up to the new millennia, CETDEM continued to do work 

that was ahead of time, opting to look at climate change and renewable energy even 

when these phrases were not yet common in the public sphere. 

Working on the Ground — Research, Public Awareness 
& Education

In 1996 CETDEM also completed a nine-

month study on Renewable Energy in 

March, with funding from the Danish Coop-

eration for Environment and Development 

(DANCED). Its report enjoyed some interest 

from both within Malaysia and from a num-

ber of foreign organisations. It was pub-

lished that year as the book Blowing in the 

Wind: Malaysia’s Renewable Energy Scene. 

Two years later and after numerous pub-

lic forums to educate the public, CETDEM 

would hold “Envirowalk 1998”, a fun activity 

to allow participants to appreciate the envi-

ronment along routes in Petaling Jaya. 

Held in October 1998, 45 participants were 

given a card, with a route map on one side, 

a list of observable things on the other. The 

participants would note down their com-

ments about the environment they saw dur-

ing the walk, some of which are as below.

On the whole, feedback from participants 

 The Envirowalk 1998 was a successful fun and 
educational event for residents around Petaling Jaya.
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“Although there were many garbage bins observed along 
the route, those near the SS2 morning market and shops 
were overflowing ... Solid waste, in the form of leaves and 
paper, was seen scattered in the park.”

“The drains around the shopping areas, especially the 
eating shops, were clogged and very dirty. Many of these 
were stagnant. Sungai Penchala was an eyesore. Water level 
was low, and it exposed an array of trash.”

— Participants of EnviroWalk
about the Envirowalk event was positive, 

with many concluding that the walk had 

been an eye-opener for them, as they had 

not looked at their surroundings in that 

manner before.

Many publications were also produced by 

CETDEM over these years, including Or-

ganic Farming In Malaysia (1998), A Malay-

sian Strategy for Mainstreaming Organic 

Farming (1998) and Green Nest newslet-

ter issues. Other reports published were 

Fluttering Around Malaysia’s Biodiversity 

Policy (1998) and Divided Over Thailand’s 

Biodiversity Policy (1999).

The organisation would also start a proj-

ect named “A Public Awareness of Energy 

Efficiency and Renewables” in 1999, ob-

taining funding from the Malaysian Elec-

tricity Industries Trust Fund.  

As much as the organisation was concen-

trating on grassroots work and research, it 

would also hold the government account-

able when this was required. In a press 

statement issued in   March 1996, CET-

DEM protested when the Deputy Prime 

Minister at the time said NGOs had failed 

Many participants said the EnviroWalk had been “an 
eye-opener” to the environment around them.
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to submit to him alternatives to the Bakun 

Dam. CETDEM said it had insisted that 

the Bakun Dam study reports (23 feasibil-

ity studies) first be made public so more 

information was available, but this had not 

been done.

“How can anyone be convinced about 

the about-face done by the government 

from its 1990 position when the dam was 

called off on such mere assertions? Even 

the projections on electricity demand are 

questionable and there is no proof that 

this country has implemented effective 

electricity conservation. Instead TNB is 

advocating ever greater consumption. No 

serious attention has been given to mak-

ing full use of renewable energy and the 

life-span of the dam is also a matter of 

dispute,” CETDEM wrote in the statement.

It ended by asking another question, a 

fundamental one in its view: “If the proj-

ect is so viable, why keep on hiding the 

23 reports?” It would continue to pull no 

punches in its communication with the  

government on a host of other issues, in-

sisting that the public had the right to in-

formation pertaining to the environment.

 The Bakun Dam issue was debated heatedly 
in Malaysia. In 1996 CETDEM said they had 

insisted that  the Bakun Dam study reports (23 
viability studies) first be made public.
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CHAPTER FOUR
4.2    Taking stock of projects
After a decade of operations, the Organic 

Farm ceased to be  at the end of Sep-

tember 1996, with the return of the land 

to Datuk Dr Salleh. The farm had allowed 

CETDEM to become a spokesperson for 

the organic farming cause, but the organ-

isation decided it would be best to focus 

its resources instead on promoting organic 

farming and designing a certification sys-

tem to protect both farmers and consum-

ers alike.

This would be turned into the Organic 

Farming Project, which looked at training 

and extension activities. Siew continued 

to co-ordinate with the Malaysian Organic 

Farming Network (Mofan) in that year. 

Encouragingly, a second Kem Alam Seki-

tar was also held in collaboration with the 

DOE. 

The wonderful Kitchen Gardening Group 

took off and Siew began helping vegetable 

farmers convert to organic farming. Their 

public forum on organic farming, health 

and kitchen gardening would end up at-

tracting almost 200 people. 

They would get help internationally, with 

ISIS/UNDP finally approving a programme 

to hold a survey workshop to draft “A 

Strategy to Mainstream Organic Farming” 

in the country. By 1998 the Green Nest 

newsletter was appearing regularly and 

it was a buzz of activities for the Kitchen 

Gardening members who were meeting 

regularly at the CETDEM office. 
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During this time, CETDEM would also start, with a small grant from the MacArthur 

Foundation, a three-year basic study of Biodiversity Policies in three Asean countries 

starting in June 1997. 

However, with organisational concerns in mind, CETDEM would take stock of its 

planning and direction, forming six task groups to better focus on issues and matters 

relating to the organisation’s health.

The task groups were on energy, organic farming, climate change, funding, training 

and education, and biodiversity and technology.

Training women in Sarawak how to compost.
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CHAPTER FOUR
4.3    National & international outreach
If the organisation had taken baby steps on to the world stage in its first decade, 

the second decade saw it stepping more confidently into the public eye. This would 

be the years Gurmit would attend the most important environmental forums on the 

world stage, as well as increase CETDEM’s visibility nationally.

As a measure of how important CETDEM’s voice was, in 1997 the Science, Technol-

ogy & Environment Minister appointed Gurmit as a member of the Environment Qual-

ity Council. This would be of   significance, since the body was established to advise 

the minister on matters pertaining to the Environment Quality Act and provide policy 

guidance to the DOE.

The organisation would thus make its presence felt at many meetings and dialogues 

with policymakers on matters of importance for the environment. Gurmit would also 

attend various meetings around the country, presenting papers at the CAP/SAM Con-

ference in Penang, participating in Standards and Industrial Research Institute of Ma-

laysia (SIRIM) national sub-committee meetings and speaking to students on climate 

change. 

From the year 1996, CETDEM also helped to co-ordinate numerous groups nationally 

and regionally, including the Malaysian Organic Farming Network and the Malaysian 

Climate Change Group. 

But more significantly, Gurmit was beginning to represent CETDEM and Malaysia at 

some crucial meetings on the international stage. He represented the Climate Action 

Network — South East Asia at various meetings, including the Adhoc Group on the 

Berlin Mandate and COP2 in Geneva in 1996. This was a significant representation, 

MONDAY WEDNESDAYTUESDAY THURSDAY
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considering the AGBM was set up at COP1 to conduct the talks that led to the adop-

tion of the Kyoto Protocol. [COP is the Conference of Parties, the annual meeting of 

the 192 signatory countries to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 

Change.] While these days the COP meetings are more well-known due to increasing 

awareness on climate change, in these earlier days Gurmit was already there taking 

notes on global developments.

In this important series of international meetings, Gurmit would attend the COP3 

meetings in Kyoto and in Bonn. He would also carry on these links and continuity on 

to COP4 in 1997, and all the subsequent COP meetings until 2010, with the exception 

of COP14 in 2008. Quite simply, he has been Malaysia’s eyes and ears on the interna-

tional debate on the environment and climate change since the beginning.

But he would not just listen. Gurmit also attended the experts meeting of the Basel 

Convention and presented papers on technology and the environment at gatherings 

related to integrated gasification combined cycle (IGCC) and sustainable energy, 

among many others. 

As our foremost expert on organic farming, Siew, meanwhile, attended the Interna-

tional Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements  (IFOAM) Training Workshop 

in Manila in 1996, as well as its Conference and World Assembly in Copenhagen in 

August that year. 

It would also be a moment of pride when CETDEM’s headway in organic farming was 

recognised in 1997 — it was appointed as a founder member of the National Commit-

tee on Organic Farming under the Ministry of Agriculture. 

And that is not all. Chairman Mano Maniam would also represent the organisation at 

a dialogue with the Ministry of Energy, Telecommunications and Post in June, 1997. 

When the ministry changed into the Ministry of Energy, Communications & Multime-

dia in 1998, CETDEM submitted two proposals, one to increase public awareness of 

energy efficiency over a 10-month period, and the second to establish and operate a 

solar-smart house. The public, and more significantly, the authorities in Malaysia, were 

now listening to what CETDEM had to say.

The COP13 meetings in 
Bali,  Indonesia, 2007.



48

If the 20th century was the time the world’s nations began to recognise and articu-

late green concerns while continuing to generate a host of environmental problems, 

the 21st century would bear the burden of answering the question “How?”

How would developed and developing countries solve this mess? How could they 

prevent the emergence of more problems? By the time Malaysia was rolling into the 

21st  century, environmental issues were being better discussed publicly, and CET-

DEM was 15 going on 16. 

The organisation had a stronger presence and an influential voice by 2000, and with 

global environmental awareness on the rise, the organisation had more work on its 

hands too. 

Despite its many activities and goals, CETDEM only had 17 official members. Could 

the organisation undertake the tasks it had set for itself, especially when it came to 

its mission to look at technology in the quest towards sustainable development? 

 

CHAPTER FIVE
5.1    Gaining traction (2000–2005)

Persons needed

LEGEND

Persons available

As recognition for his work and experience, Gurmit was appointed as a member of the Environment Quality Council in 1997.



49

PUBLIC EDUCATION

With more Malaysians becoming concerned about 

environmental issues, CETDEM continued to play 

a role to educate the public further. It held, among 

others, events like the “Clean Energy, Clean Food” 

public forum in 2000, as well as published guides 

and translations on issues like climate change.

On its list of “To Do” projects, CETDEM advocated 

and proposed a “Solar Smart House Project” in 

2000. However, when the Ministry of Energy, Com-

munications & Multimedia decided to adopt this 

agenda into its larger energy programme, CETDEM 

discontinued pursuing it due to resource consider-

ations.

On the international front CETDEM continued to 

reach out in 2000, attending the South Climate 

Change consultation meeting in Jakarta, speaking at 

the Electricity Conference in Montreal, and partici-

pating in the International Conference on Sustain-

able Energy in Ubon Ratchathani, Thailand. 

Gurmit at an international forum in Tokyo, Japan, 2000.
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The organisation continued to be a re-

spected voice in the environmental 

spheres, with its members participating 

in dialogues, meetings and workshops 

with bodies like the  Academy of Sciences 

and Forest Research Institute Malaysia, as 

well as  the Ministry of Housing and Local 

Government and the Ministry of Science, 

Technology and Environment.

Engagements with the ministries would 

be crucial as ministries in charge of green 

and brown issues had been split up into 

different or new ones, in line with political 

changes and cabinet reshuffling in Malay-

sia during this period.

CETDEM therefore played an important 

role as an organisation that had seen and 

dealt with the relevant policymakers and 

leaders from the very start. With Gurmit’s 

experience on developments at the global 

level, CETDEM was therefore a storehouse 

of information and memory, the chief 

student and teacher, as well as the keeper 

and reporter of Malaysia’s environmental 

narrative. 
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CHAPTER FIVE
5.2     Working with the government

Perspective:
LOH LEAN KANG

Loh Lean Kang had just returned as a 

young engineer and had been involved 

with what were called “alternative tech-

nology” or “appropriate technology”.

As I was based in Penang, most of the 

work and efforts really were by Gurmit 

and the rest in Kuala Lumpur. I was one 

of the few early environmental engineers, 

while Gurmit was  an electrical engineer 

and the rest were experts in their own 

fields.

CETDEM was attractive to me in the sense 

that they were not your typical “greenie 

beanies” or eco-warriors. They were seri-

ous people, with technical backgrounds, 

who wanted to provide solutions rather 

than protest only. Malaysia was develop-

ing so fast, and most engineers had been 

trained in school to do things like put in 

more air-conditioning or add more glass 

in their structures.

We were also like other developing coun-

tries, cutting down forests and filling up 

swamps, all without any Environmen-

tal Impact Assessment (EIA). CETDEM   

trained those from the government on 

EIA. There were people in the Depart-

ment of Environment who were trained 

overseas and did have some feelings for 

the environment. At the time many would 

“ ... Not your typical ‘greenie beanies’ or eco-warriors ...” 



52

say EIAs would add cost and delay to projects, but we said 

in the long term it would make more sense, economically and 

ecologically.

CETDEM helped mould, shape and reinforce my belief that to 

move environmental issues you need a whole complex strata of 

people — the government, policymakers, enforcers, the indus-

tries, the stewards with money, NGOs, and of course, people’s 

support. 

There is space  for everybody. However, I think the space that 

was harder to fill was the technical side of things. I hope in 

the future CETDEM will be a space for our country’s scientists 

and engineers to be green. We have always been ahead of the 

curve, as we were on leading edge of EIAs. We were also at 

the leading edge of climate change and organic farming in the 

country, when no one even knew what they were.

Our farm coordinator, Siew, just kept getting her hands and 

feet soiled, literally, and did so much with organic farming in 

this country through sheer perseverance. 

The big difference about CETDEM is its name. The key is that 

we are for development while most green activists are ambiva-

lent about it. We embrace it, and we think development is good 

for people and the quality of their lives and for their families, 

while enhancing or preserving what we got.  It is not a compro-

mise, it is a statement of truth. 

Given the more encouraging position for green issues today, 

can CETDEM do more? I believe so. If not, who else?

“CETDEM helped mould, shape and reinforce my belief 
that to move environmental issues you need a whole 
complex strata of people [...]” 
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CHAPTER FIVE
5.3    Sinking World Developments,      
    Rising CETDEM
In the earlier years of the 21st century, global developments 

involving the environment were being discussed fervently.

Malaysia’s civil society was represented in these 2001 discus-

sions with the Malaysian Climate Change Group  (CETDEM, 

EPSM and MNS) attending the COP6 (Part II) meetings in Bonn.

This time, a political deal was reached, setting the stage for the 

ratification of the Kyoto Protocol by 2002. There would be a 

commitment by industrialised countries to reduce their genera-

tion of green house gases. CETDEM noted in its reports that 

“some parties have described the political deal at Bonn as the 

most  significant achievement in international environmental 

law”.

The organisation also said the MCCG would host a discussion 

with their members and the public to share information about 

these developments and the implications for Malaysia.

Sadly in 2001, the United States rejected the Kyoto Protocol, 

a serious undermining of the global discussion-taking place. A 

year after that the World Summit on Sustainable Development   

2002 took place in  Johannesburg. By this time it was hardly a 

secret that progress in implementing sustainable development 

had been most disappointing since the Earth Summit in 1992. 

The United Nations General Assembly has said 

what was needed was neither new philosophi-

cal nor political debate, but rather, a summit of 

actions and results. At every COP meeting at 

the international level, CETDEM continued to 

attend and tried to influence the decisions and 

developments.

But CETDEM also marched forth with its own 

efforts within Malaysia, whether at the level 

of policy discussions or with the public on the 

ground. Gurmit Singh continued to attend important national 

meetings such as the National Economic Advisory Council’s 

Malaysian minister at CETDEM’s 
Organic Farming exhibition.
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Advisory Committee on Globalisation, or the Bar Council’s 

Environmental Law Committee. But even as it was dealing with 

higher level authorities, CETDEM always made plenty of time to 

attend to grassroots work and public outreach, attending press 

conferences, launches of recycling centres and other local envi-

ronmental events. And on the Organic Farming front, its other 

spin-off projects would continue buzzing. There was the Organ-

ic/Natural Food Carnival in Petaling Jaya, one-day seminars on 

Organic Farming Certification and the SS2 Cares programme. 

CETDEM would also be invited by the government to sit on the 

Steering Committee of the   Certification scheme in 2004.

To enter the IT age and better interact with members of the 

public, CETDEM also launched its new website in April 2002 – 

www.cetdem.org.my.
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Climate Change Awareness & Sustainable Energy 

The years from 2001 would be abuzz with activity for CETDEM. After years of 

working on the ground and hoping to do more research work, CETDEM would 

hold their ‘Mobilising Malaysians on Climate Change Project’ from 2001 to 

2004, which would result in the first Malaysian video on climate change being 

produced. 

The project saw many activities taking place in Sabah and Sarawak, as well as 

other Malaysian states.  It was a major project that brought the harsh realities 

of climate change to the people, making them understand that time was of 

the essence.

But CETDEM was not just content to make Malaysians aware that there was a 

serious problem and to change their lifestyle habits. Wanting more discussions 

on long-term solutions, CETDEM also began a two-year project to increase ur-

ban Malaysians’ awareness on sustainable energy options. With funding from 

the UNDP and GEF, the organisation held a workshop and produced pam-

phlets and posters on the subject. It was also known as ‘Creating Awareness & 

Building Capacity Among  Malaysian Urban Households on Sustainable Energy 

Usage’ or ‘The ABC Project’ for short.  

The project would allow Malaysians to be exposed to the potential for sustain-

able energy usage, guiding them to act to reduce their energy consumption.

Five towns across Malaysia were involved, namely Petaling Jaya, Kuching, 

Kuantan, Ipoh and Kota Kinabalu. A citizen’s manual was developed to help ur-

Educating the public about climate change is a regular and important CETDEM initiative.
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Gurmit Singh and Mano Maniam at one of the CANSEA 
workshops, held in Jakarta, Indonesia in 2009.

ban households reduce their energy consumption, 

providing information and options on how to reduce 

energy consumption and adopt better practices.

There were also ideas of setting up a Caring Con-

sumer Group under the Organic Farming Project, 

and the board discussed getting Pusat Tenaga 

Malaysia (now known as Malaysia Green Technol-

ogy Corporation or GreenTech Malaysia) to accept a 

CETDEM proposal to run climate change and global 

environment issues modules for the training of their 

staff. 

 

The organisation also wanted to initiate an Urban 

Transport Study, but due to funding concerns this 

did not materialise. Taking transportation issues 

very seriously, however, CETDEM would hold a pub-

lic forum on sustainable transport. 

There would also be important and encouraging de-

velopments for the organisation  during this period. 

In 2002, the Royal Danish Embassy told CETDEM 

that its proposed Demonstration and Documenta-

tion Centre on Sustainable Energy was in the pro-

cess of being approved. 

Having represented the Climate Action Network 

South East Asia (CANSEA) for so long, CETDEM 

also began running the CANSEA Secretariat since 

2002 for the second time. (With Gurmit as its new 

Regional Coordinator) 
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CHAPTER FIVE
5.4   Approaching the 20th Year Mark

In its 19th year, CETDEM would continue its more sig-

nificant projects on climate change and sustainable 

energy usage awareness as well as start  new plans. 

Its Demonstration and Documentation Centre (DDC) 

project, an exciting project revolving around a model 

house and office for CETDEM, would begin in  March. 

Funded by Danish International Development Assis-

tance (Danida), the house in SS2 was chosen as the 

DCC site. Modifications to the house would be in the 

process of being finalised. 

It was clear that CETDEM was on a steady and run-

ning wheel of activities, some centred on its success 

on organic farming, while others focused on maintain-

ing regional and international ties and collaborations. 

The organisation would, for example, run the secretar-

iat of Forum 21, and serve as a member of the Nation-

al Steering Committee of the GEF Industrial Efficiency 

Improvement Project. CETDEM also attended the 

COP10 meetings in Buenos Aires this year, continuing 

its monitoring of developments in the COP series.

On the local front, CETDEM would also press on with 

its participation in the national Environment Qual-

ity Council meetings, the DOE’s Sustainable Urban 

Transport for Malaysian Cities project and meetings on 

energy modelling at the Ministry of Energy,  Commu-

nications & Multimedia. 

With more and more invitations to events such as 

sustainable township workshops and farm inspection 

visits, to climate change conferences and water priva-

tisation forums, CETDEM would continue to be busy. 

. 
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CHAPTER SIX
6.1    Into the present (2005–2010)

By the time the documentary film An In-

convenient Truth came out in 2006,  the 

world had been shaken by year after year 

of natural disasters and ominous weather 

patterns. 

For example, in 2003 the  European Heat 

Wave resulted in the premature deaths of 

at least 35,000 people. This documentary 

could be credited for heightening global 

awareness about climate change, and 

it helped re-energise the environmental 

movement, educating and spurring thou-

sands of youths around the world. 

In the year 2005, CETDEM would celebrate 

its two decades of existence. It would be a 

busy year, with the organisation holding its 

Organic Exhibition and National Seminar, 

as well as a host of other activities.

CETDEM would mark its 20th Anniversary 

with a dinner and a public forum titled 

“Bukit Cahaya, Toxic Wastes, Dead Rivers 

— Can Malaysia Avoid These For Sustain-

able Development to Occur?” 

 

Exhibitions and seminars 
were held by CETDEM 

almost every year.
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CHAPTER SIX
6.2   Guiding, Mentoring and Showing by 
    Example
If it would take the opportunity to turn what is 

usually a light and celebratory anniversary into 

an educational forum, one can imagine how 

seriously CETDEM took its role as teachers. 

Ever keen to enlighten and disseminate infor-

mation, it would continue to connect with the 

public in a multitude of ways. There were the 

press conferences, talks, demonstrations and 

seminars on organic farming and related ac-

tivities such as composting. Indeed, CETDEM 

had become the de facto organic farming 

teacher for the nation, especially when it came 

to the local communities in Petaling Jaya. With 

its Organic Farming Community Centre set up 

in 2007, even more activities could be held for 

the PJ community. This could not have been 

done without the generous gift from Charles 

Tan and his wife Pook Li Yoon, who allowed 

CETDEM to turn their corner lot house in Sec-

tion 19 into a centre for the urban community.

It is a place where like-minded people and 

farmers, food producers, gardeners and con-

sumers can share experiences and exchange 

information. There are creepers like bitter 

gourd, cucumbers, four-cornered beans and 

other edible vegetables and fruits in the gar-

den. The centre’s kitchen is also a hub for 

people who want to learn about ‘organic slow 

food’ and there have been numerous baking 

and cooking sessions organised there. 

In 2009, CETDEM and the Petaling Jaya City 

Council organised a Hari Organik on Aug 1 at 

the nearby Section 19/22 field. It was a re-

sounding success, with visitors coming to learn 

To make compost, all you 

need is sufficient food waste 

generated from home,  and 

some dry material like leaves 

and weeds all of which can 

be obtained at no cost.

!

Collecting market waste for making compost.
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about organic goods and methods, and buying 

products that were environmentally-friendly. 

Members of the public also had hands-on les-

sons about composting kitchen waste and 

eco-liquid enzyme, for example, and had dia-

logues with farmers, retailers and NGOs about 

farming. 

During 2006–2010, the organisation also pro-

duced several interactive CDs to better edu-

cate the public, such as the CD on Sustainable 

Energy Usage under the ABC Project. CETDEM 

also came up with the bi-annual newsletter 

Green Nest for its farmers’ group under the 

Organic Farming Project. 

There was no doubt that CETDEM’s experience 

and know-how in organic farming was a recog-

nised and established fact by now, and organic 

farming project coordinator Siew continued to 

be invited by farmers as well as government 

bodies to share her knowledge. 

The Jawatankuasa Khas Alam Sekitar under 

the Sarawak Ministry of Environment & Public 

Health, for example, invited her to demonstrate 

the recycling of domestic waste into compost 

to the people of Kampung Tabuan Melayu in 

Kuching. 

Together with ministry staff, she also visited 

other farms and learned about their methods 

and marketing plans. Their work also inspired 

many other farmers to start their own commu-

nity organic farms.

During these years the organisation had many 

of its exciting projects revolving around energy 

efficiency and their pride and joy — its new 

showcase house, the Demonstration & Docu-

mentation Centre (DDC). 
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The CETDEM House

It was a dream come true for CETDEM when the 

Demonstration & Documentation Centre or DDC 

was launched on 1st March 2004, with fund-

ing from the Danish International Development 

Agency (DANIDA).

CETDEM basically renovated a house in SS2, 

Petaling Jaya, Selangor to achieve a comfort-

able temperature the sustainable way. The demo 

house also utilises the sun to generate electricity 

and produce hot water, showcasing the elements 

of energy efficiency being tried and tested.

With RM115,000 and advice provided by Danida, 

renovations on the 30-year-old house had in-

cluded using 100mm of rock wool insulation in 

the roof.  This reduced  the average temperature 

of the house by three degrees, as almost 70% of 

heat in a terrace house comes from the roof. 

Aluminium louvres were installed to cut direct 

sunlight from entering the house, and windows 

are closed during the day to prevent hot air from 

coming in and heating up the walls. The windows 

are opened if the temperature outside is lower.

The house uses energy efficient light bulbs, pho-

tovoltaic cells and a solar-powered water heater, 

which reduced the electricity bill by 30%. 

The green and sustainable house was officially 

launched by the Minister of Energy, Water & 

Communications Datuk Seri Dr Lim Keng Yaik on 

March 10, 2005, and curious visitors would soon 

come streaming in to take a look at CETDEM’s 

efforts at energy efficiency and energy auditing.

The launch of the CETDEM energy efficient 
house was a proud moment for the 

organisation, and was the first such attempt 
of its kind.

There was much excitement in the media 
about the house when it was launched.
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Roof insulated with 
rockwool to reduce heat 
transmission into the 
house.

A photovoltaic (PV) panel and solar hot 
water system is installed on the roof to 
utilise the power of the sun.

The PV panel generates electricity that is 
sold to the grid. At the end of the month, 
the electricity bill will show a net of 
electricity used and sold

Plants provide 
shade, create 
oxygen, and cool 
down the air

Exhaust fan is turned 
on from 9pm until 2am 
to draw cool air into the 
house through air vents 
in the front. It also takes 
away the heat from 
cooking

Attic space kept 
cool by ventilation

First floor windows opened 
in the evening and left open 
during the night to bring in 
cool night air.

Windows are kept closed 
during the day to avoid hot 
afternoon air from entering 
the house

The CETDEM House
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CHAPTER SIX
6.3     Perspective with Charles Tan

Perspective:
CHARLES TAN

He was in the world of information tech-

nology consulting before he found himself 

counting vegetables and eggs in a farm, 

but Charles Tan wouldn’t have had it any 

other way.  Here he talks about the CET-

DEM house and office in SS2, and why it 

would prove significant in more ways than 

one.

I can’t quite remember how I found out 

about CETDEM, but I know somehow I 

ended up visiting their farm around 1987. 

I would be away overseas from 1989 to 

1994, but I have been with CETDEM upon 

my return, until today.

I would help a lot at the farm as I was al-

ready interested in issues like lifestyle and 

food you should eat. CETDEM has always 

been concerned with what Gurmit  has 

called brown issues, rather than green is-

sues, and they were less popular ones. 

The green issues were things like conser-

vation and the forest, and these were han-

dled by organisations like the Malaysian 

Nature Society and WWF, which I think 

are great things. However, there is then 

less focus on issues we have in developed 

areas like cities, matters dealing with sew-

age, water, energy and sustainable agri-

culture.  I think the farm was the starting 

point, and from then we looked at climate 
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change and  transportation even before it became popular. 

What do we do to become more sustainable? How do you pull 

the lever back, rather than just switch off and on again? So 

when we focused on energy efficiency and built the house, a lot 

of research was involved. The good thing about CETDEM is that 

we try to do useful research, despite the challenges of funding 

we have to deal with. 

It was quite sad that the only available research on electrical 

usage at that time had been done by CETDEM! This was true 

for quite a while and I found it quite funny when we found our-

selves being quoted by Tenaga Nasional. 

This research was the one which showed that the largest en-

ergy usage in a household, at least in Klang Valley, was in trans-

port — people’s use of their cars. If you did not include the 

car, then the issue was primarily around the cooling or heating 

within the house. 

How do you cool the house without the excessive use of air-

conditioning? So one of the things CETDEM did was to research 

about things like equipment usage, reverse flow meters and so 

on. At that time there were other installations which already 

had energy-saving or sustainable features but these were most-

ly offices, buildings or bungalows.

Nobody had really done this for existing terrace houses before, 

for example, and that is why we targeted the house we did. We 

looked at how European countries refurbished their homes and 

we learned a lot of things which were quite interesting.

For example, when we first started using the inverter we had 

problems because we were not really getting the kind of effi-

ciency we expected.  It was a mismatch between the maximum 

output of the PV panel and the maximum output of the inverter, 

so when we changed the inverter to a smaller size, we were 

able to get maximum output. There was a combination of other 

issues. 

But now ever since Pusat Tenaga Malaysia started rolling (many 

of these) houses and getting more experienced contractors, 
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things are much better. We already discussed these issues and tried 

to develop the knowledge around what made sense and what did not 

with the government advisory committees, architects, electrical tech-

nicians and so on. 

So what was quite interesting was that we were not building from the 

ground up. It is much harder to convert an existing house.  We under-

took the PV installation as part of the renovation costs so that the long 

payback period would not be an issue.  When you did not have this 

then we could not really talk about the return of investment. 

One would be doing this for the environment. This was the big chal-

lenge, several things needed to happen.  The government needs to 

give tax rebates on energy-efficient motors, cut the subsidies for 

electricity and provide more incentives for factories and people to 

upgrade. Otherwise, people will keep on running old, inefficient and 

wasteful systems. 

Some have moved forward with our efforts on the house and im-

proved on it. So people can still come and visit the house, but now 

there are other alternatives. But the house is still here and it is useful 

as a reference point.

When we discuss energy, we feel that we should not be subsiding 

energy because it pays for people to be 

very inefficient. We recognise there may 

be poor sectors but we can work a way to 

subsidise them, such as providing the first 

number of units cheap and then going into 

commercial rates later.

Also, this is all a change in lifestyle to some 

extent.  How do you cool your house? First 

thing is to insulate your roof, because a lot 

of heat comes through the roof. 

It seems counterintuitive to open your 

windows at night and close it during the 

day, but this can give you a 3-5 degree 

improvement and is actually very effective. 

Other things are getting rid of old fridges 

which are very inefficient, and not leaving 

your televisions on sleep mode. 
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As the DDC House project drew to a close in February 2007, 

CETDEM handed over a proposal for a Comprehensive Malaysia 

Energy Policy to the Minister of Energy, Water & Communica-

tions. 

These few years were all about energy efficiency with the or-

ganisation, with CETDEM also involved in the WCPJ project with 

ExxonMobil in 2006. A successful one year project, CETDEM 

worked with 50 families on household energy efficiency in Petal-

ing Jaya.

Designed as a project continuing from their ABC Project, WCPJ 

saw CETDEM working with Resident Associations (RAs) through 

the Local Municipality (namely MPPJ) to identify participating 

households. A group of 50-60 participants were selected and 

exposed to issues relating to energy usage in the home. En-

ergy Efficiency (EE) was highlighted to participants to sensitise 

them on the importance of being efficient users of energy, and 

each household carried out energy audits so they could com-

pare energy usage and performance. The project team provided 

guidance and follow-up services, free of charge, throughout the 

project study period.  

If the first decade of CETDEM was spent finding its footing in the 

national and international spheres, it is clear from the projects in 

2005 to 2010 that the organisation was becoming an able and 

established educator and advocate for efficient energy usage. 

At a press conference at the closing of the WCPJ project.
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CHAPTER SIX
6.4   Organisational Strengthening

Now armed with two decades of experience, CETDEM board 

members would draft a concept paper in 2005 to look at how 

the organisation should move forward.

In the paper, it would articulate its vision and mission for its fu-

ture years:

• To be the most respected, influential and self-sustaining organ-

isation in Malaysia which is not afraid to tackle and resolve all 

environmental issues

• To educate the average Malaysian on how important it is to 

conserve the environment for future generations.

CETDEM knew its strengths. It had unparalleled, strong knowl-

edge on environment conservation issues, as well as the experi-

ence in organic certification of organic vegetables and fruits.

Besides continuing its objectives to raise awareness about the 

issues CETDEM represented and educate the public on how to 

conserve our natural resources, the organisation wanted to be-

come stronger and more far-reaching.

This was hampered by its main self-admitted weaknesses — or-

ganisational growth was still minimal and CETDEM was strug-

gling because of the lack of funding for basic operations. This 

would entail new objectives, such as generating an income of 

RM2.5 million and to increase its membership by December 

2006.

For fundraising, it would aim to conduct more publicity and 

marketing activities, as well  as look at selling organic products 

or consultancy services, the concept paper said. The CETDEM 

board would also decide that Anthony Tan would become the 

new executive director at the end of 2006, with Gurmit becom-

ing chairman.
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CHAPTER SIX
6.5   A Lasting Legacy

By this period CETDEM’s stature as an invaluable member of the 

local, regional and global environmental movement was a thing 

of pride, even if, the public was somehow less aware of the fact. 

The years 2009 and 2010 saw various projects like the Sustain-

able Transport Options Programme (STOP), a long-time dream 

for the organisation, as well as two projects for the Selangor  

government — the Energy Action Framework and Greenhouse 

Gas Emissions Inventory.  

Co-financed by Small Grants Programme GEF Malaysia, the 

STOP Project was set up to create awareness on the reduction 

[of] energy consumption and greenhouse gas emissions through 

sustainable transport options. The project was organised for 

participants in  Shah Alam and Subang Jaya in the Klang Val-

ley and Georgetown, Kuantan, Kota Kinabalu and Kuching. Cor-

porate partners that joined STOP and also educated their staff 

on sustainable transport were Perbadanan Bekalan Air (Pulau 

Pinang), DIGI Telecommunication, Shell (Cyberjaya) and ICI 

Paints (Malaysia).

CETDEM carried on working with state governments on energy 

options and other environmental concerns, as well as ventured 

to different parts of Malaysia to educate more Malaysians.

The STOP Project in 2010.
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Working with Children & 
Youth

CETDEM also continued, in 2009 and 

2010, to work more with children and 

youths. In December 2009, CETDEM staff 

conducted educational programmes for a 

group of 43 children at the Titi Eco Farm 

Resort. Many groups of students and envi-

ronment-lovers continued to visit farms like 

Titi Eco because it was the only integrated 

organic farm at the time, and people could 

experience nature at its best.

There were also collaborations with other 

NGOs such as with the PERKOBP (Soci-

ety of Families of Persons with Learning 

Difficulties) training centre to equip slow 

learning teenagers or adults with skills to 

achieve independent living through organ-

ic farming. CETDEM also continued to try 

and attract youths to conserve their envi-

ronment by, among other ways, setting up 

an energy-efficiency and organic wastes 

recycling exhibition in University Malaya. 

The most significant of these youth-orient-

ed projects was the very encouraging and 

inspiring Secondary School Energy Effi-

ciency Action (SSEEAP) project in 2009. 
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The SSEEAP Project 

The SSEEAP project saw students be-

coming energy efficiency ambassadors 

for their schools. Funded by ExxonMobil 

in collaboration with the Energy Commis-

sion and the Malaysia Energy Centre, the 

project ended up fulfilling its primary ob-

jective of raising awareness and building 

the capacity of students as well as teach-

ers and staff to use energy in a sustain-

able fashion.

Secondary School Energy Efficiency Action project

WHAT: The CETDEM Study on Energy Efficiency where secondary school stu-

dents would be taught to assess and improve their school’s energy usage. They 

would plan campaigns to reduce energy usage and greenhouse gas emissions. 

There would be an energy efficiency competition among the participating 

schools. 

WHY:  Energy efficiency benefits everyone, and the wise and efficient use of 

energy saves money and lowers the carbon footprint. It is hoped the students 

would learn, be inspired and continue spreading the message of using energy 

efficiently.

WHEN: The energy efficiency competition was held from April till  August 

2009.

WHO: SMK (P) Pudu, SMK Perempuan Methodist, Victoria Institution, SMK Seri 

Ampang, SMK   Methodist (boys) were the schools involved.

WHERE: The students set up committees to look at energy efficiency in not 

only their classroom,  but in locations around the school. Energy audits included 

ICT labs, teachers’ rooms, the science labs and school office.

THE RESULTS: Students, teachers and staff were motivated to switch to sus-

tainable energy usage through a number of measures. Students also used their 

creative thinking and leadership skills to try and persuade their peers to save 

electricity and to conduct their activities with the environment in mind.  

 The project fulfilled its primary objective of 
raising awareness and building the capacity of 

students as well as teachers and staff to use 
energy efficiently.
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Among the many encouraging developments and chang-

es around the schools during the energy efficiency cam-

paign were:

Some schools opting for measures like installing 

energy efficiency appliances such as the Compact 

Fluorescent Lights to replace incandescent or fluo-

rescent lights.

Realising that the air-conditioner is the main consumer of 

energy in school, school administrations took initiatives 

to reduce the hours of usage for these appliances.

 

Positive impact for the students’ awareness in terms of 

increased awareness about energy efficiency, heightened 

effort to make sure lights and fans were not left on when 

not in use, and stimulated interest in “green” issues.

Significant drop in school electricity bills during the 

months of the project period.

The winning school was SMK Perempuan Methodist, whose 

students instituted several energy-saving efforts. They estab-

lished the “MGS (Methodist Girls School) Hour”, where they 

turned off lights and fans from 8am to 9am in the classroom 

every Monday, and later every day in the month of August. 

Their other activities included recycling newspapers, compost-

ing, getting indoor plants and setting up environmental cor-

ners. They even had a vegetable garden project, and set up 

a School Energy Efficiency blog, MGS Teachers blog and an 

MGSKL online forum.

Here, There & Everywhere
 

With climate change a hot topic and one that was discussed 

everywhere, CETDEM’s expertise in the subject was also great-

ly appreciated. It attended a host of events revolving around 

climate change and the environment both locally and interna-

tionally, from national conferences and seminars to a debate at 

Maastricht University, Netherlands. 

The organisation also published a climate change seminar re-

Students from the participating schools 
changed several bad energy usage habits.

1
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port entitled  Between Bali and Pozan in 2008, 

as well as held the Nuclear Energy Conference 

and Climate Change Seminar the following year. 

There was a greater energy and drive in CET-

DEM with their many projects. By this time, 

there would also be more help from the media 

in the dissemination of environmental issues 

and information. An example was a fun shoot 

on composting, produced by Red Communica-

tion Sdn Bhd for the 3R TV programme, which 

encouraged viewers to recycle their household 

wastes into compost. 

But even as more articles and interviews were 

conducted compared to previous years, CET-

DEM would remain dedicated to on-the-ground 

work and their favourite issues.  A series of 

highly successful Hari Organik days were held 

to promote a healthy organic lifestyle, for exam-

ple, primarily targeting the residents of  Petaling 

Jaya. 

The organisation also conducted the Sustain-

able Energy Usage In Urban Households work-

shop in Penang, and presented a paper on Ener-

gy: What Path Should We Take? at the National 

Conference on Sustainability in Kuala Lumpur.   

Other significant events that would showcase 

CETDEM’s expertise and skills included:

• The National Organic Farming Seminar, jointly 

organised by CETDEM and the Department of 

Agriculture.

• The Clean Development Mechanisms (CDM) 

seminar entitled Are CDMs Working?, jointly or-

ganised with the Dutch Embassy in 2007 

• The inaugural Malaysian Sustainable Energy 

Conference, with funding by ExxonMobil. 

There was also the notable CACCET Proj-

ect, which began in April 2007. The ‘Creating 

Since 2006, CETDEM has been participating in the 
Slow Food Conference, Terra Madre, in  Turin, Italy.
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Awareness on Climate Change Through Energy 

Use and Transportation’ project would begin in 

collaboration with funding secured from the Na-

tional Resources & Environment Ministry.

The project involved assessing the quality of pub-

lic transportation provided in two towns — Kajang 

and Petaling Jaya — and then working with se-

lected citizen’s groups in both towns to increase 

their awareness about related energy issues. 

Besides getting an assessment of the quality and 

extent of public transport provided by Rapid KL 

and what improvements the community  would 

like to see, the project also saw households from 

both towns completing energy audit forms and a 

transport survey for further study.

National & International Respect

By now CETDEM was also pulling some real 

weight when it came to giving feedback and 

advice to the government on matters of the envi-

ronment. 

Already armed with a wealth of information and 

experience in international meetings and forums 

such as the Asean Agreement on Transboundary 

Haze Workshop (Jakarta 2006), the Asian De-

velopment Bank’s Energy Strategy Consultation 

meeting (Manila, 2007) and a long list of others, 

CETDEM’s opinion would be sought time and 

time again. 

CETDEM’s list of events for these few years would 

almost triple compared to the early years, with 

everything from dialogues with UNDP stakehold-

ers and roundtable discussions, to workshops and 

policy-drafting meetings.

But this increasing popularity for CETDEM’s par-

ticipation would not affect research and educa-

Meeting with Natural Resources and 
Environment Minister Datuk Seri Azmi Khalid 

at Putrajaya in 2008.

CACCET — Creating Awareness on 
Climate Change, Energy use and 
Transport in Kajang and Petaling Jaya.

The objective of CACCET was to get 
the participation of 20 households each 
in Kajang and Petaling Jaya in efforts 
to become more efficient energy users 
and increase usage of public transport 
as a local solution to address the issue 
of Climate Change.
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tion efforts, and the organisation would 

come out with reports like the ‘Working 

With The Community On Energy Efficien-

cy at Household Level’ report in Decem-

ber 2006 and the Clean Development 

Mechanism (CDM) Seminar Report ‘Are 

CDMs Working?’ in August  2007. 

The organisation was a member of the 

National CDM Committee and was ap-

pointed to the National Energy Efficiency 

Master Plan Committee in Oct 2009. 

CETDEM was clearly regarded as an ex-

pert on its pet projects, and continued to 

participate in events that would enhance 

its understanding of those issues. 

CETDEM’s  Mano Maniam (in the background) at the 
climate change seminar in Kuala Lumpur, 2010.

Gurmit at the Asia NGO Innovation Summit in Seoul, Korea, 2010.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
7.1   Moving onwards

CETDEM has spoken up for the environment and influenced environmental 

policy making since its inception. It has also operated the nation’s first organic 

farm, and contributed to the development of the Malaysian Organic Farming 

standard and certification scheme.

It has organised numerous exhibitions, talks and forums on the environment, 

and educated the public with courses, farm visits and projects such as the 

Community Initiative on Household Waste Composting. Its Hari Organik, now   

popular   with local communities in Petaling Jaya, has been gathering steam 

over the last year. 

With 25 years of dedication to the nation and planet to be proud of, CETDEM 

is not about to rest on its laurels. And what is the next step?  

The Chairman says they will be looking at establishing a think tank on sustain-

able development by the end of 2010. This independent think tank will conduct 

research and engage in environmental advocacy, and is something Malaysia 

does not have. 

The closest equivalent to an environmental think tank, says Gurmit, is the In-

stitute for Environment and Development (Lestari) which is under Universiti 

Kebangsaan Malaysia. CETDEM will look at the Malaysian Institute of Economic 

Research as a possible model for its think tank, and will try to raise the RM1 

million needed to set up and run the think tank for the first four years. 

With the think tank, CETDEM’s plans for the next 25 years will see the organ-

isation focusing on the topics and programmes as listed on the next page:
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Study low carbon development in Malaysia. Low-carbon economies have 

minimal output of greenhouse gases and try and mitigate global warming.

Long-term programmes on sustainable solutions, especially through the mar-

riage of sustainable development and green technology.

Deepen its work on transport solutions and issues which will lead to a sustain-

able transportation system and increased public transport ridership. CETDEM   

intends to conduct a baseline study of all the state capitals’ public transport 

ridership, mobilise an awareness campaign to motivate people to use   public 

transport and lobby the new Land Public Transport Commission to improve 

the quality of public transport.   “We’ve heard that public transport ridership 

in Malaysia is only 17 per cent, while some claim it’s 30 per cent. But we don’t 

know where these figures come from,” says Gurmit. 

Addressing the question of water. The organisation wants to tackle unre-

solved water issues, such as whether Malaysians are optimally utilising their 

water resources for end use in various areas and if the current method of re-

pairing water pipes is the most efficient.

Examining the National Green Technology Policy closely. CETDEM maintains 

that the policy does not really look at the role or the promotion of clean tech-

nologies or pollution prevention technologies. It will then also look at develop-

ing innovative ideas on the use of green and sustainable technology beyond 

the policy.

Continue to work with local communities, such as keeping up the activities 

under the Organic Farming Community Centre in Section 19, which acts as a 

model for an organic farm in an urban environment.

Sustaining its work on energy, climate change and organic farming.  

CETDEM will seek to strengthen its organisational structure and mobilise sus-

tainable resources to be able to deliver on its mission. It will also tap into the 

skills of CETDEM members, especially in providing consultancy services.

CETDEM aims to put into practice sustainable solutions that can be duplicat-

ed. This ensures that with awareness building comes workable follow-ups and 

practical solutions that people can adopt.   
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As the Executive Director of CETDEM, Anthony Tan is only too 

aware that his style of leadership will  invariably be compared 

with his predecessor. Where Gurmit is very vocal in making his 

views heard, Anthony in contrast, presents himself as quiet and 

speaks in measured tones. Anthony views his own role as ED as 

one of a negotiator, working on the ground without compromis-

ing CETDEM’s principles.

“My work complements my religious beliefs. It is a joy to help 

people make a difference in their lives,” he says. That includes 

his family — his wife, Genevieve and their children, Joshua and 

Jessica — who have become more environmentally conscious 

and act as his “environmental conscience”.

In tandem with CETDEM’s endeavour to “Always Promote Sus-

tainable Development” (and sustainable living) through the use 

of eco-friendly technology, Anthony is determined to do his 

part to continue the organisation’s legacy.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
7.2     Our hopes

Perspective:
GURMIT AND CETDEM FOUNDERS

Even with the awareness and technology 

the 21st century has to offer, the planet 

continues to deal with  biodiversity loss, 

irresponsible logging, soil erosion and 

mounting solid wastes. Global warming 

continues to wreak havoc and inflict hard-

ship on people around the world, espe-

cially the poor. 

In Malaysia, the Klang River still needs 

cleaning and energy wastage is common, 

whether in houses or factories. The coun-

try is spending billions on new buildings 

and infrastructure but maintenance leaves 

much to be desired. 

The cleanliness of local drains is no bet-

ter than decades ago and flash floods are 

frequent because of rapid runoffs from 

tarred and concreted surfaces. 

While the government has made prom-

ises toward environmental protection and 

using green technology, it is clear that the 

fight for environmental quality will remain 

an uphill battle.

There is, however, greater awareness and 

highlights on environmental issues like 

climate change, and Malaysians have been 

getting more involved in the national dia-

logue on green topics.
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It is left to be seen whether Malaysia will 

be able to achieve sustainable develop-

ment by 2020, and whether the world will 

be able to keep any global temperature 

rise to below 2 degree Celcius. 

With all this in mind, CETDEM aims to 

continue pushing the environmental 

agenda, and to play an important role in 

making the country a sustainable and low 

carbon economy.  

“I think the fact that we have 
survived and are still around is 
great. We were there, 25 years 
ago, against all the naysayers. We 
have always been ahead of the 
curve, and we want to continue to 
be on the leading edge.

Companies out there can contrib-
ute in some ways, whether by al-
lowing us to conduct experiments 
on their rubber or palm oil es-
tates, or by helping us to demon-
strate some kind of technology.

I hope that we will be able to 
spend more efforts on the issue of 
transport and take it to the next 
step.”  
— Loh Lean Kang 
 

“It is very sad that the greed for 
profits has superseded every-
thing else; the green movement 
has an uphill task but they have 
been unwavering.” 
— Edda de Silva
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For CETDEM, the rising green awareness among Malaysians and Malaysians youths in 

particular, has been a positive development. The organisation hopes that these edu-

cated and passionate youths will continue to push on with environmental activism. 

Gurmit is happy that more people are responding to websites and Facebook initia-

tives, and talking more about climate change. “However, we still see that many young 

people are more selfish that they ever were before. The culture of wanting things is 

more dominant than anything else.”

Gurmit said it was apparent that even the younger ones who had Internet and over-

seas exposure, and who were aware of environmental issues, were reluctant to trans-

late it into action. They still did not want to give up their cars and take public trans-

port, and for many car ownership was a status symbol.

There are small changes in lifestyles, such as more people wanting to recycle, was ap-

parent, Gurmit said, but what was important was a substantive change in  Malaysian 

society. 

That is why CETDEM would be focusing on its plans to push for a low carbon econ-

omy in Malaysia as a think tank in the future, he explained. A low carbon economy 

cannot come about from efforts by the government alone. The plan would include the 

mobilisation of all stakeholders to move in the same direction, something which would 

be challenging for the country. 

As to his own  hopes for the organisation, Gurmit says he wants the organisation to 

keep on functioning  without people like Siew and him around. It would be great to   

attract quality people into the organisation, whether working as associates or full-

time, and develop CETDEM into a larger and more effective organisation.  

“We also hope for major improvements in the organic farming scene with CETDEM 

prominent in increasing more organic farms, especially those certified by SOM. Or-

ganic farmers should have better 

solidarity and interdependence 

while the traders show environ-

mental commitment, good ethics, 

responsibility & transparency. A 

central organic market outlet for 

small farmers should open soon.”

“I also hope that CETDEM plays a 

national and international role more visibly and more effectively, and to be honest to 

its objectives. We have always tried to practise what we preach.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN
7.3   What You Can Do

There are many ways Malaysians can support CETDEM and  the environmental 

cause. CETDEM operates on grants, contributions, donations and occasionally, mon-

ey raised  through events like dinners and exhibitions. 

Funding is a constant struggle and the reason for the lack of support is that most 

people still do not relate to environmental issues. 

Because there is still a disconnect between behaviour and environmental issues, 

there are plenty of other opportunities for Malaysians who care for the planet to 

make a difference, no matter how small.

Everyone has an impact on the environment, and Mother 

Nature continues to suffer from assaults like carbon emis-

sions, deforestation and pollution. Climate change may 

seem like a very distant, global problem now, but in the 

long-term all will feel its severe and punishing effects.

No improvement in the situation can be effective if people 

continue to do nothing. Even a tiny action can go a long 

way, and a change in small habits can work out to big 

changes. Malaysians have a role to play, whether it is to 

improve their own quality of life, cutting back on their per-

sonal contributions to greenhouse gas emission, or getting 

involved in international environmental issues.

With CETDEM achieving so much in the past 25 years and 

looking forward to the next 25 years and beyond, it hopes 

to affect, inspire or influence more national dialogues and 

solutions for the good of the environment. 

CETDEM hopes that more Malaysians will get involved, 

and make the earth they live on now a greater part of their 

lives. As the greatest and most crucial challenge for hu-

mankind, climate change compels us to take stock of how 

we connect with our environment, other people, and our-

selves.  If we have dreams and hopes of times ahead, the 

time to save that future is now.
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YOU…

Learn the facts, be  more aware of environmental issues.   Ensure that the long-

term health of our country is not jeopardised by short-sighted policies and ac-

tions.

Be a watchdog for government policies. Lobby elected representatives   to ini-

tiate local level solutions. 

Be a multiplier. Spread the word — talk about global warming or environmental 

issues with your friends and colleagues. Discuss solutions, take responsibility 

for implementation.

Join a carpool, take public transport, walk or use a bike. Anything that reduces 

the amount of petrol used.  Promote community car-pooling plans and bike 

lanes.

Be alert. Do not open burn. Contact the Department of Environment if you see 

anyone doing it.

Volunteer or support CETDEM in their activities. Contact them at  www.cet-

dem.org.my or +603-7875 7767 as to how you can help protect the environ-

ment.

FAMILIES AT HOME

Develop a plan to reduce daily electricity use. Switch off the lights when you 

leave a room, use gas cookers, cut down on microwave use, monitor the elec-

tricity bills and use air-conditioning for essential use only. (Studies show that 

the human thermal comfort zone for the tropics ranges  between 26C and 

30C!) 

Don’t leave the water taps running and repair your leaking plumbing system.

Use biodegradable materials. Bring your own bags when you shop. And when 

you take-away, bring along your own  food carriers and reject styrofoams and 

plastic.
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What can you do as a member of Malaysian society?
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Learn about composting and recycling. Make it your responsibility to 

separate the family’s trash.

Educate your children. Cultivate in them a love of animals, plants, and 

beautiful landscapes. Fill up their rooms with thematic posters. Read to 

them; share your memories and knowledge with them. Take them hik-

ing. Send them to nature camps. Look for books and magazines that 

feature environmental themes. Buy educational videos and CDs. Urge 

your local bookshop to stock the books that you need.

Look up CETDEM for organic farming possibilities, as well as tips and 

information on composting or gardening.

Volunteer for, attend or support CETDEM’s popular Hari Organik 

events. 

IN THE WORKPLACE

Make sure there is efficient use of electricity.

Promote reuse and recycling, print and photocopy on both sides of the 

paper.

Reject throwaway plastic and styrofoam cups, use your own ceramic 

or metal cup as much as possible.

Network with colleagues to develop carpooling arrangements or urge 

management to provide staff transport. 

EMPLOYERS and COMPANIES

Institute policies to separate paper and promote double-sided copying.

Print less. Promote more Internet-based communication.

 

Use more green models of office appliances and energy-saving electri-

cal appliances.

Consider renewable energy, like solar water heaters or photovoltaics.
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Institute an energy-saving plan.

Encourage employee carpooling or provide staff transport.

Have environmental reminders and campaigns at the workplace.

Support CETDEM activities by helping in its fund raising, or collaborat-

ing on projects.

LOCAL GOVERNMENT

Undertake community discussions and needs identification.

Train staff in climate solutions.

Institute appropriate campaigns, policies and measures.

Consider how to promote integration and increased usage of public 

transport.

Encourage less plastics bags usage, and encourage more recycling 

Work with CETDEM on environmental issues or projects  to  benefit lo-

cal communities.
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At the heart of CETDEM’s successfully projects is the teamwork between volunteers, local communities and the 
authorities to protect the environment.


