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SPARK FOUNDATION CHAIRMAN TAN SRI SAW CHOO BOON TALKS TO SHALINI YEAP

ABOUT THE NEW IDENTITY OF HEINEKEN MALAYSIA'S CSR ARM, ITS DECADES WORTH
OF EXPERIENCE IN ENVIRONMENTAL CONSERVATION AND EDUCATIONAL INITIATIVES,
AND ITS ROLE AS A CATALYST FOR CHANGE

or Tan $ri Saw Choo Boon, river rehabil-
itation is an initiative close to his heart.
“1 grew up near a river — the Perak river,
oneof the longest in the country, It was
a playground for my friends and me. We
used to jumpin to play or swim around!
“It was a very good experience for my
childhood. I hope rivers can be kept clean so that chil-
dren today and of the fumre can enjoy the same fun,
recreation and hi lains the chai of

.1 1

many § ions were di d but once the
situation was over, people quickly moved on,” he laments.
“If we take things for granted, we may actually face a
crisis [that won't go away so easily]. In fact, there are
predictions that in the future, water might become such
a prized commaodity that nations may go to war over it!”

Admittedly, this is a scary notion but Saw gives his
assurance that it is not all bleak news.

The motivation to pursue this cause is as practical as
it is senti 1 to the foundation’s chairman. There is

Spark Foundation when asked wlw the corporate social
responsibility arm’s work resonates with him.
Established in 2007, Spark Foundation's aim is to grow
with the local communities and spark change in envi-
ronmental conservation and education, all for a better
tomorrow, Previously known as the GAB Foundation, the
institution’s new identity was unveiled earlier this year.
The rebranding was partly due to the name change at
Guinness Anchor Bhd (GAB) to Heinel laysia Bhd

no denying that water is an important resource and he
cannot begin tostress the importance of conserving it.“1f
you live by the river, it isyour livelihood. I also had class-
mates who had to row across the river to get to school,”
says Saw,who learnt the value of our rivers at an early age
and is now determined to rehabilitate them.,
“Historically,conservati d asa CSR initiativeand
twardsthrmos ,the concept of sustainable development

in 2014. This was after Dutch brewer Heineken NV fully
acquired GAPL Pre Ltd, which held a 51% stake in GAB.

With Earth Day falling on April 22, we talk about one of
Spark Foundation's two focus areas — river rehabilitation.
The WATER (Working Actively Through Education and
Rehabilitation) Project is a collaboration between the
foundation and the Global Environment Centre — an
international non-profit organisation with a regional

that aims to raise fthe importance of
riverand water conservation through community-based
programmes.The WATER Project not only hopes to achieve
cleaner rivers but also to change mindsets and empower
Malaysians to take greater ownership of rivers,which is
its long-term goal.

To date, spnrk Foundation has engaged more than
40,000 Malay d 85 local ities. Its WATER
Project alone has worked with more than 25,000 Malay-
siansand adopted five rivers — Sungei Way,Sungai Senam,
Sungai Buntong, Sungai Kledang and Sungai Penchala.

Savipg for non-rainy days

According to the foundation, more than 90% of our water
supply comes from rivers,yet only 58% of them are clean.
Numbers aside, all it takes to notice their sorry state is to
pass by a river that flows through the city. While thers
have been efforts by multiple government bodies and
other agencies to reduce river pollution, it continues to
be a major concern that could lead to other problems.
In fact, water shortage is an issue faced worldwide. The
World Health Organization revealed last year that3in 10
people worldwide, or a total of 2.1 billion, lack access to
safe, read.tly av allnbh' water in their homes.

lls a serious water sk

in mﬂ. Demand lnr water was so high that the cha rgca
to rent 8 water tank rose mote than tenfold! At the time,

was i 1. There are many definitions but it simply
means not doing any harm and protecting the stakehold-
ers as well as the surrwndmg for gﬂuraunns to come.”

‘The former p of the Coun-
cil for inable Devel finds that people are more
aware and accepting of the concept now th before.

The economics of water

For those of us who are lucky enough to have access to
clean water by simply turning on the tap,all it takes isa
supply cut torealise the difficulties that could arise from
the lack of water. A case in point is the crisis facing Cape
Town in South JLfrien nm Bmﬁes the impediment to
daily activities, of Science (

istry) degree from Universiti Malaya, is also mindful of

the effects on the y. "1 am very p about
supporting Malaysia b ing a developed country. To
do this, we have thereis pted supply
of water to industries.

“Ma facingash water due to rapid

mdusrmhminn.lm the same m-ne] we have industries
along the river that are dumping waste into the water.

It is not a crisis yet but there could be one if we keep
this up. It is time we put some serious thought into the
matter and enmet}mmlmengmdsuppl\rofclun
water,not only for day-to-day ppoTt
the growth of industry.”

His views on water conservation stem from four dec-
ades of working in the ol and gas industry, having joined
Shell Malsrsmn 1970 and serving in various capacities in

ing,supply,trading and planning in MaLu\rsm,

Currently, Saw serves as co-chair of the government's
Special Task Force to Facilitate Busi ( fah) and

board director of the Malaysi Devel

1gap and the Netherlands. Saw was P d as
ging di of Shell MDS (M) Sdn Bhd and then
as ing di for oil products (downstream) at

Authority (Mida) and the Socio-Economic Research
Centre (SERC, a subsidiary of the Associated Chinese
Chamber of Commerce and Industry Malaysia). He is
also a non-executive independent board ber of a
number of companies.

Shell Malaysia in 1998.

“The cil and gas industry has attracted a lot of criticism.
1t is said to be a necessary evil because though it is 'dirty”
tothe envi you need it togrow th y.[But]
oil companies are very sensitive to this and they know

In pointing out some reasons why water o
is more important than most of us may think, 1ncmﬁcd
d 1 due toa g g world population, reduced
water catchment arvas rrsultingfmm deforestation and
pollution of rivers top the list."Malaysia is one of the few
countries in the world where the [volume of] minfall is
mare than our consumption. But this does not mean
we are blessed and don't have to worry at all,” Saw says,
commenting on the pressing need for water conservation.
Apart from the increasing amount of day-to-day usage,
he says low water tariffs — among the lowest in the
region — excessive usage and non-revenue-generating
water resulting from leakages are contributing factors.

Saw cautions particularly against the grave effects
of upstream pollution. *A riverside chicken farm, for ex-
ample,can increase the ammonia content of water [due
to waste discharged into it} to levels unsafe for human
. Our t plants cannot
treat i When that happ the
plants are shut d.uwn and the contaminated water has
to be diluted with fresh water. This [in turn] can result

in water shortages.”

they have the least harm is done — to the people
and earth — in everything they do,” he says, speaking
from experience,

In 1999, with the glohsl.l.mlon of sheil‘s oil prod-
ucts busi SHEW Was app vice-p of the
commercial business in Asia-Pacific. Six years later, he
managed Shell's global marine oil products business
before being inted the chai of Shell Mal
and later senjor adviser prior to his retirement after 40
years of continuous service.

Spark’s education limb
“Ididn't come from a rich family but 1 was lucky because
during my time, the government made available quality
education no matterwhere you were.1 grew upin a small
town but the schools there prepared me for university,
competing with students from all over the world,” Saw
says,explaining the other pillar of the foundation, about
which he is equally passionate.

The English Enrich '.I"nlinins. (EETF)
isone that the dati ganisations will
replicate in order to n:ach uut to many more srudems.
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Insight into the
foundation

Renuka indrarajah, a trustee of Spark Foundation,
shares some kiy information on Helneken Ma
CSRarm

Fysia's

Collaborative effort

Our call as a foundation is for everyone to work
collaboratively. Water and education are not just
the government’s problems. Everyone h
to play ~— the people of Malaysla, corpor:
media One of the goals is to ignite change
It has been very much about us engaging with
MON=-ROVErmeT | organisations and reaching out
o communities. But we would also fike to bidld oth
strate

Ic partnerships and we have begun o see &

with the rebranding. A number of stakeholders have
expressed interest in working with
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been possible without the support o
the Landscape Department, the Dep:
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of Enviranment
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FROM PREVIOUS PAGE
It focuses on improving students’ command of English,
a language that Saw believes we need to be proficient in
to succeed as a global player. To date, the programme has
involved 465 educators across 230 schools, benefiting a total
of 6,000 students,

*1think it is the right of every citizen to receive afforda
ble,quality education. 1t shouldn't only be the right of rich
people ..education is the only means through which the
poor can progress in this world. To deprive them of this tool
yuld mean they are destined for poverty:!

Milestones and community involvement
Since its inception, Spark Foundation has spent more
than BM17 million on its programmes, including on the
environment (RM8 million),education (RMS million) and
partnerships.The funds are predominantly from Heineken
Malaysia while donations also come from business partners
and the general public, especially those who frequent The
Tavern and feel strongly about the cause. Donations in the
10 years have unted for an additional RM100,000
to RM200,000,

1n 2009, 0nly two years after embarking on the rehabil
itation of Sur Nay, the river's water quality improved
from Class IV/V (as per National Water Quality Standards),
which is classifie extremely polluted 5
is classified as suitable for living org ollowing its
i 1zei Wiy, the WATER Project was extended to
Sungai Kinta in Perak in 2013.The st project is Sungai
Penchala, which is 20 times longer than the first river the
foundation worked on.
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Saw (left) and Renuka have spent years
pursuing the objectives of the recently

River quality testing forms part of the WATER Project's
Initiatives

Community members working together on habitat creation
efforts for Sungel Way, through a river-within-river concept

want change, then we will have change.”

He hopes that creating awareness among civil society
ary,
more. *1 must say all the councils and

will, where ne
authorities to d;

ncourage them to pressure the

y AT vork is being done
all over the country but we need to do
With its recent rebranding, the foundation hopes to

re.”

rticularlyamong the
people have played a part. They are
mitted than the young of ye
have to worry about so many things — we just swam in
vers!” Saw says, laughing heartily.

On the future of water conservation and river rehabili
tation, he advocates good old-fashioned teamwork. “Tt can

ignite chi

outh.” think young

the

be as simple water when doing the dishes
or washing tt
scording to Sav
al towork towards

Class 111 river status is a practical
1t isworth noting that some countries,
ave achieved an impressive Class 1.

pactful journey thus far,s:
even for a moment, think that the efforts of th

fore ple Japa
for example Japan,

doesnot,
joundation
alone can solve the nation's water-related woes.“1fall of us

the community, businesses and the government — did
ourbit,itwould have ton our couniry.”

That said, consid Spark Foundation
has had in river rehabilitation over the last decade, it is
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