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INDONESIAN President Susilo
Bambang Yudhoyono has ordered
the National Disaster Manage-
ment Agency to tackle the haze
from forest fires in Riau immedi-
ately, as the province’s governor
declared a state of emergency and
appealed for help from Jakarta yes-
terday.

Haze continued to blanket
much of Riau and spread to North
and West Sumatra, as a prolonged
month-long dry spell that is also
affecting Malaysia and Singapore
showed little sign of abating.

Indonesian officials are expect-
ed to start cloud-seeding opera-
tions to induce rain, as well as wa-
ter-bombing sorties to put out rag-
ing fires, in the coming days.

Meanwhile, water rationing is
starting for three million residents
in Malaysia’s Selangor state to-
day, with dams at critical levels
and rain not expected till
mid-March. Negeri Sembilan and
Johor are expected to follow suit.

While experts say climate
change, cooler-than-normal sur-
face temperatures in the South
China Sea and abnormal weather
in other parts of the world could
be behind the unusually long dry
spell in this region, Riau governor
Annas Maamun blamed human ac-
tion for worsening the situation.

Mr Annas, who took office on
Wednesday last week, asked po-
licemen in the province to act
firmly against individuals or com-
panies caught open-burning.

Emergency status allows Riau
to tap funds set aside for natural

disasters. Mr Annas also stressed
that the central government had
to send in aircraft to induce rain.

“If it’s just helicopters, we
won’t be able to cope,” he said.

Disaster officials say only
cloud-seeding using aircraft will
extinguish severe peatland fires
thoroughly, while water-bombing
will eliminate only surface fires as
the peat underneath continues to
burn. But inducing rain may be dif-
ficult in the absence of clouds.

Low visibility and strong winds
from the north-east also make it
harder to carry out sorties, Beng-
kalis regency’s disaster head M.
Jalal told Antara news agency.

Visibility in much of the prov-
ince remained low yesterday
morning, a day after the pollut-
ants standard index for the coast-
al city of Dumai – the epicentre of
last June’s severe haze – hit a haz-
ardous level of 776. Yesterday, it
crossed 500, Dumai’s chief health
official Marjoko said.

Schools were declared shut for
the rest of the week and Riau’s
health department reported over
22,000 cases of patients with res-
piratory illnesses this month.
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By IAN POH

AWIDE-RANGING law targeting
both online and real-world har-
assment, including cyber bully-
ing and stalking, will be tabled in
Parliament next Monday.

The new Protection from Har-
assment Bill will bring current an-
ti-harassment legislation under
one roof, and expand it to cover
online behaviour as well.

Sexual harassment in and out
of the office will be included,
along with stalking, which is be-
ing introduced as an offence. The
proposed law will also cover
some acts which originate over-
seas.

Not only will there be tougher
sanctions for offenders, who can
be ordered to seek treatment at

the Institute of Mental Health,
but victims are also given new
remedies with the proposed Bill.

They include court protection
orders which require harassers to
stop doing anything to cause fur-
ther harm. Victims can also ask
the court to order the removal of
offending material online, or
make offenders put an alert high-
lighting the inaccurate parts.

Yesterday’s announcement by
the Law and Home Affairs minis-
tries on the Bill came just over
three months after Law Minister
K. Shanmugam unveiled plans by
the Government to clamp down
on such anti-social behaviour.

Last November, he highlight-
ed a 2012 Microsoft study of 25
countries which said Singapore
had the second-highest rate of on-

line bullying behind China among
young people aged eight to 17.

A government poll last Octo-
ber also showed more than 80
per cent here believed online har-
assment was a serious issue and
that there should be tougher mea-
sures to deal with it.

Other countries which have en-
acted specific laws to protect peo-
ple from online harassment in-
clude Britain and India.

MP Hri Kumar Nair, who is al-
so chairman of the Government
Parliamentary Committee for
Home Affairs and Law, wel-
comed the new Bill, saying tradi-
tional laws do not take into
account the harm that could be
caused through the Internet.

“This is a step in the right
direction,” he said.

Lawyer Abraham Vergis, who
is on the Law Reform Commit-
tee’s sub-committee for harass-
ment, added that the Bill im-
proves “access to justice”.

Other provisions in the anti-
harassment Bill include extend-
ing protection to workers who
deliver essential services, such as
public health care and transport.

The Law and Home Affairs
ministries said yesterday that
they consulted extensively with
stakeholders, including women’s
group Aware, the Singapore Chil-
dren’s Society and lawyers of
harassment victims, in coming
up with the Bill.

Assistant Professor Goh Yihan
of the National University of Sin-
gapore law faculty said the legisla-
tion helps victims as it consoli-
dates protection “scattered”
across various legislation, such as
the Miscellaneous Offences (Pub-
lic Order and Nuisance) Act and
Criminal Procedure Code.

But the effectiveness of the
new Bill, he added, lies in educat-
ing victims on its provisions.
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AS IT will take at least two years to
overhaul the MRT signalling system,
problems could still pop up during that
period, rail operator SMRT said
yesterday. That could mean more
delays on the train lines, despite its
efforts to keep incidents to a minimum,
it added. � TOP OF THE NEWS A9

SEEING rioters overturn a police car,
police officer Azmi Mohamed Hamzah
(right) wanted to engage them, but he
and others were told to hold their
ground, he told the Committee Of
Inquiry yesterday. They backed the call
as taking action could have incited
more violence. � TOP OF THE NEWS A8

Taiwanese megastar Jay
Chou and the world’s top
swimmers and tennis
players are among the
A-listers set to feature at
the Singapore Sports Hub
(left) when it is fully open
in June. Its calendar of
world-class sporting and
entertainment events for
this year will be unveiled
today. The Straits Times
offers a sneak peek of
what you can expect from
the $1.3 billion facility.
� View the interactive graphics at
straitstimes.com
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Cop backs call to hold ground
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