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The Repeal of the
Rent Control Act

Goh Boon Leong interviews the PHT, PAM, HDA,
the State EXCO and the real estate valuers and
consultants. Khoo Salma’s article calling for
suggestions on how to deal with ‘the repercussions
of the repeal’ first appeared in the AWPNUC
(Asia &West Pacific Network for Urban
Conservation) Newsletter Volume 3 No 4. For
responses to her report see Volume 4 No 1 of the
AWPNUC publication, included here this month
as part of the PHTnewsletter.

(The PHT is currently the secretariat for AWPNUC)

Will the repeal be
a scourge or a blessing?

The repeal of the Control of Rent Act comes into
effect this September. Some say it is a scourge,
others a blessing. It is both, depending on one's
vested interest and priority.

Welcoming the Act's repeal are businessmen
seeking new premises, bankers, developers and
many in the real estate industry. By far, the most glad
are owners of rent-controlled buildings.

Chief mourners are poor tenants, small-scale
traders, retailers and cottage industry operators in the
heart of George Town.

Justifiable or not, fears seem to abound. Some
George Town assemblymen are worrying about the
uncertainty in their constituencies’ voter profile if a
large number of tenants move. Policy-makers are
facing planning nightmares because the character
and commercial pulse of George Town could be
affected if there are major population shifts. And town
planners are fretting over attaining sensible develop-
ment, conserving heritage sites and effective traffic
management.

Although Penang is implementing the Town and
Country Planning Act and its recent Amendments, the
repeal could still rob George Town of heritage sites.
Yes, the penalty for demoilishing a pre-war building is
now doubled to RM100,000, but with no other punitive
or reparative provisions, it is hardly enough to stop a
potential crop of new structures from replacing them.
Should numerous high-density, multi-storey buildings
mushroom in the city, traffic woes could do much to
damage the quality of living.
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Is the repeal a blessing? The fact is no wide-
reaching urban renewal of George Town is possible
for as long as the Act remains. There are prime sites
currently occupied by crumbling rows of pre-war
buildings which are ideal for development into an
array of modern uses. After the repeal, such deve-
lopments can commence and much wealth can be
generated from them. i

To question why so many of Penang's rent-
controlled buildings (12,609 out of 36,499 nationwide)
are in a decaying, dilapidated state is to question the
the Act itself. Under it, tenants only pay token rentals,
typically less than RM100 a month for something with
2,000sq ft of space. Since this is far below market
value, landlords are understandably unwilling to
spend large sums on repairs. And the tenants, who
cannot be evicted for whatever reason, again because
of the Act, are almost never known to voluntarily
make the repairs.

Real estate valuer Tan Gaik Eng of G E Tan and
Associates -says: “The Act is now obsolete, sc the
repeal is justice long overdue to landlords. For
decades, many of them have been deprived of the
true value of their properties.” Tan adds that the Act
was enacted to protect the genuine poor when they
made up the majority of inner-city dweliers after the
Second World War, but they are not the majority now.
“Ironically, a whole generation of businessmen has
thrived and become rich by enjoying low rentals for
these premises.”

David Khoo, a director of international property
consuitants C H Williams, Talhar & Wong Sdn Bhd
says: “Most of the off-spring of the original rent-
controlled tenants have grown up and moved their
households elsewhere. However, there are pockets of
hardship among the tenants, including the elderly who
have no kin. These people are living hand to mouth,
engaged in menial work or hawking. Moving will be
difficult for them. They must be cared for one way or
another. Perhaps a revolving federal fund for them to
rent or acquire low-cost homes would help.”

On changes in property values, Khoo feels that
“naturally after the repeal, rental rates will rise to
market value since property values too will have
risen. Many old buildings may be suitable for con-
version from homes to commercial use. The state
government could introduce indirect incentives for
such changes”.

It is clear that alternative accomodation will have
to be found for the genuinely poor tenants. Last
December, Deputy Chief Minister Datuk Mohd Shariff
Omar announced that 26 developers would build
57,000 low-cost homes by the year 2000.

The Penang Housing Developers Association
(HDA) Chairman Cheah Kheng Hooi was quoted as
saying: “The HDA will accept the building of more



low- and medium-cost homes as a challenge and as
a social responsibility. We will try to build whatever
number the federal and state governments require.”

The conservationists speak

Surprisingly, not all conservationists agree on the
repeal's effects. Obviously, some feel it is the licence
long sought by opportunists to demolish non-gazetted
heritage properties on prime land and to replace them
with new high-demand “landmarks”. Others, how-
ever, think it will help spur developers to restore the
historically significant properties, adapting them to
new uses.

Conservationists are sometimes misunderstood
as anti-development fanatics who are unrealistic
about the property market. This could not be further
from the truth.

Penang Heritage Trust Vice-chairman Dr Choong
Sim Poey dispels some myths about the repeal:
“Some seem to perceive that rent-controlled areas are
full of poor people living in overcrowded premises.
But surveys have shown that this picture needs to be
modified a bit. Many are actually sub-tenants already
paying quite high rent, or are businesses that can
afford true market value rent. So fears that most
owners will sell their properties to developers are not
quite valid. The demand for modern multi-storey
buildings is simply not so high as to cause this.”

Choong stresses that “landlords who are getting
fair rental will be more inclined to improve their
properties. They may, of course increase occupant
density by creating more rooms with partitioning. But
if they do that, they will also be compelled to improve
facilities”.

HERITAGE
AWARENESS
COMPETITION

Sponsored by British Council Penang
Organized by Penang Heritage Trust

Making students aware
of the historical, cultural,
and architectural significance
of Penang’s heritage sites

Open to all students from the
universities, colleges, and
secondary schools of Penang
You may have students or children who would
like to take part in the competition.

See Entry Form inside for further information
about the objectives and rules.

He also warns that George Town's heritage legacy
is more than just a collection of old buildings. “The
town’s communities have developed over 50 to 60
years, and they largely want to be left alone —
undisturbed and undisplaced. They are essentially the
heart of the cultural life in town. Many tenants would
be happy to pay new, higher rents if their landlords
can upgrade their amenities and at the same time,
the state government can improve their urban envi-

ronment. It must be noted that many are already
paying fairly high open market rent anyway. So the
net result of the repeal will be positive.”

“However”, Choong continues, “a proper urban
planning policy must be in place when the repeal
takes effect. There should be a transition period for
the gradual increase of rent, not overnight increases.
It will be good to have reinvestment in the inner city.
This is George Town's opportunity for a revival.”

Speculation on land value is bound to arise as a
result of the repeal, even though a 5-storey height
limit has been imposed by the Penang Municipal
Council on new buildings in the six areas in George
Town designated as “heritage zones”. The tag is
essentially to help initiate private sector efforts to
preserve the character of the city. The PHT has a
hand in this and some sceptics may think the PHT is
being overzealous in attempting to preserve Penang's
heritage, but their opinions are not arbitrary.

Several years ago, Unesco - the United Nations
Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organisation —
offered to designate George Town a World Heritage
Site. Penang state executive councillor and tourism
committee chairperson Datuk Kee Phaik Cheen said:
“Accepting Unesco's designation would mean a com-
prehensive conservation plan for this former East
India Company outpost that grew into a bustling town.
There would be too littie leeway for development.
Nevertheless, we can still conserve George Town’s
heritage, making it a desirable place to live in, with an
inner city that is vibrantly alive and remaining cultur-
ally diverse and energetic.”

A complex web

Thus the repeal is a multi-fold issue. It is not just
about the displaced poor, nor about potentially
displacable politicians, nor about fuelling a develop-
ment frenzy. Tiie Tepeal will affect all aspects of land
use in the city which can upset all previous
equilibrium in the property market. A new equilibrium
will eventually emerge of course, but not before
market forces play their hand.

A new lease of life

Some rows of inner-city buildings look rather run-
down, giving the impression of a tired city in dire
economic straits. They hardly do justice to a state
which has enjoyed an average of 14% in annual
growth. The remaking of George Town need not be a
painful process though.

Pertubuhan Akitek Malaysia’s (PAM) Northern
Chapter Chairman Ong Jin Cheng says: “Hopefully,
the repeal will not be the opening of a floodgate
leading to widespread demolition of our old buildings.
There are always creative solutions to build ‘polite’
and aesthetically pleasing buildings that do not
disrupt the rhythm of their neighbours and spoil a
streetscape. George Town is unlike other heritage
cities elsewhere because it is multicultural. It is this
hotchpotch that gives it excitement and character.”

Penang Island may be at the dawn of an urban
renaissance. Or, at the the beginning of a chaotic,
frenetic period of development which could alter the
character and essence of urban life. Many have
expressed the opinion that George Town should
remain a living urban centre with a sizable, thriving,
population at its heart by day and night — not one that
is deserted after office hours.

Penangites should take the repeal as the pivotal,
unifying force that compels everyone to ask: “What
do | want from Penang? And what can | give in
return?”

Goh Boon Leong, PHT member - Penang
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PENANG:

A PERSONAL
PERSPECTIVE

An exhibition of paintings in
oil, acrylic and watercolour by
Alan James Flux
Syed Alatas Mansion
128 Armenian Street
2 — 15 August 1997
9.00 am — 5.00 pm
Monday to Friday

9.00 am — 1.00 pm
Saturdays & Sundays

The exhbition will be declared open by
Mr Laurence Loh
Conservation architect and member of
the State Committee on Conservation,
the Badan Warisan Council and
the Penang Museum Board
at 5.00pm on Saturday 2 August

| You are invited to the official opening.

The artist writes: “This is my third show in
Penang, and | am very happy to be able to invite
you to the beautiful Syed Alatas Mansion which
shines as a beacon of hope to those of us who
would dearly love to see more such meticulous
restorations in Penang.

| have been visiting Georgetown regularly
now for seven years — a short time, but one
which has seen drastic changes in the physical
aspect of this unique townscape: much that we
might consider of value has gone, and much
still seems in danger.

How laudable, then, are organisations such
as the Penang Heritage Trust, which raise a
brave, and often lonely, voice against the
changes wrought in the name of progress.

My thanks to the Trust (which | hope may
benefit from sales here) and to all my other
local friends for their help and support during
the preparation of this exhibition.

In the last six months, the conservation
movement in Penang seems to have gained a
most important supporter - the Chief Minister
Tan Sri Dr Koh Tsu Koon. He has, often enough,
spoken eloquently of the urgency of preserving
for posterity the rich local heritage and quality
of life.”

Born in Ventnor, Isle of Wight, England, Alan
Flux M A., studied at the Royal College of Art,
London. He works in fashion, costume and
interior design, and travels widely to paint and
lecture. He will donate 15% of the sales from
the exhibition to the PHT.
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ART EXHIBITION WORKSHOP

LIME PLASTER &
STUCCO WORKSHOP

A Professional Training Course

sponsored by:
the Government of France
organized by:
The Heritage Centre Penang
supported by:
The State Government of Penang and
Local Government & Housing Ministry

date:
30 June — 11 July 1997
venue: .

The Heritage Centre Penang

registration Fee:

RM480 per person
Jfor further details contact:

Chin Phoy Him
Tel: 04 - 261 6606, Fax 04 - 261 6605

FUNDRAISING DINNER

Loo Pun Hong
Annual Dinner

venue:
Loo Pun Hong
Love Lane
time:
7.30 pm
tickets for the dinner:
RMS50 per head

.Promoting the restoration of the Loo Pun Hong
or Penang Carpenters Guild is a main activity
of the PHT. The dinner, organised by the Guild

at its temple building in Love Lane, is part of the

Guild’s efforts to participate in the fund-raising.

You can get your tickets at the PHT office:
Tel/Fax: 04 - 226 1358

——

New Members

We welcome the following as members of the
PHT. They can take part in any of its activities.
Life members:  Sonny Ho Kiong Chan

Ordinary members: Khaw Veon Szu
Dr Ahmad Md Noor ~ Mdm Danny Picot
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Rent Control Repeal -

Time Runs Out for Old Penang

The historic city of Georgetown, Penang, has one
of the largest pools of prewar buildings in
Southeast Asia. This treasure is being threatened
by the imminent repeal of Rent Control announced
by the Malaysian Cabinet recently. The repeal is
expected to be tabled in March and take effect in
June 1997.

In the absence of a Conservation Act, rent control
has been largely responsible for preserving most
of the prewar buildings in the country. In the past,
the Act has inhibited redevelopment by making the
process of removing existing tenants rather
difficult and expensive.

In the climate of Malaysia's development boom,
the repeal means that old towns like Georgetown,
Malacca, Muar in Johor, and Taiping and Ipoh in
Perak will suffer great losses in their built heritage.

Rent control tenants have been paying rents way
below the market levels. This has caused much
bitterness among property owners who feel that
they have been suffering for too long. Practically
- every city in the world faced with this kind of
situation has planned for a gradual phasing out of
rent control. But Malaysia's Housing and Local
Government Ministry wants an overnight repeal.

A few years earlier, the Penang Heritage Trust
had proposed to the State Government that the
Act be amended so that decontrol could be used
as an incentive for the restoration of heritage
buildings, as had been done in certain
conservation areas in Singapore. Instead of, or in
addition to, financial incentives, the State
Government would have free "carrots” to dangle
before the owners of heritage properties.

The golden opportunity may have already been
forgone, unless the Penang State Government
succeeds in its appeal to the Federal Government
to allow Penang to phase out the Act with
selective decontrol over five years instead of
implementing an sudden repeal.

The State Government is also worried about the
social repercussions of the repeal which will affect
an estimated 60,273 people in the state. This
estimate - only five persons per unit - may be far
too conservative.

The Penang government has lately given serious
thought to introducing some kind of conservation
policy for Georgetown. Penang's economic growth
had hitherto been powered by the rapid expansion
of its manufacturing sector. But with industrial

The Rent Control Act 1966 (Revised 1988) covers
privately-owned premises built before 31 Jan, 1948 in
Peninsular Malaysia. It was a piece of legislation
introduced to freeze rents due to the acute shortage of
buildings aslittle new development had taken place during
and immediately afterthe war years.

A 1994 census showed that Penang has 12,453 rent
control premises, with 8,259 located in the heart of
Georgetown, 2,395 outside Georgetown and the rest in
Province Wellesley. The state of Penang has the largest
number of rent control premises in the country, followed
by Johor (5,659), Perak (5,531), Malacca (4,135) and the
Federal Termitory (2,500). The repeal will affect a total of
36,499 rent control premises in Peninsular Malaysia.

expansion levelling out, the state is looking at
investing some of its resources in cultural tourism
development.

In October 1996, the Penang government had
announced a temporary “five-storey freeze" for the
inner city of Georgetown, pending the adoption of
urban design guidelines for conservation areas.
This was welcomed by pro-heritage and tourism
organisations but provoked a rabid reaction from a
handful of developers. Most parties agree that
some bulk of Georgetown should be conserved.
The question, for a historic area with more than
8,000 prewar buildings, is how much?

Until now, a large measure of laissez-faire
development has been tolerated. instead of tighter
controls, extra densities and concessions are
more often than not awarded tc developers of
high-rise developments. Piling works for new
developments have been allowed to damage
prewar properties with impunity, with the City
invariably placing the onus of proof on the victims.

With the imminent repeal of rent control, time is
running out for old Georgetown, its built heritage,
its historic communities and its ancient urban
traditions. It will take more than a half-hearted
policy to introduce the necessary controls to save
the historic city.

Penang needs help and advice on how to
manage the repercussions of the repeal.
Anyone who has experience in this matter,
please contact:

Khoo Salma Nasution

AWPNUC Secretariat, 19 Kelawei Road, 10250
Penang, Malaysia

Tel 604-2620123 Fax 604-2633970

E-mail lubisksn@tm.net.my
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