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The media has recently cast its spotlight on hillslope  
development. The public has been led to believe that  

development on slopes not only leads to the degradation of the 
environment, but it is generally unsafe. It was reported in the  
media that, ‘In Malaysia, the flaws in hillslope development are 
caused by poor engineering design and sub-standard quality 
of work.’ 

The cover story of this issue of Jurutera reports on a forum 
that was conducted recently by the Geotechnical Engineering 
Technical Division. As the reader scans through the deliberations 
recorded, it is hoped that he would be better informed on this 
important matter.

Examining the subject from another angle, why would the 
public feel that engineers perform their basic professional duties 
poorly? Indeed, the man in the street seems to be questioning the 
competency of practising engineers. 

First of all, one should ask whether these accusations are true. 
Are engineers dishing out poor design? Are engineers allowing 
shoddy work on site? As in every other profession, competent 
engineers make up the majority, but there will be some who may 
be unaware that they lack particular expertise necessary to deal 
with certain matters. 

Since the Highland Towers tragedy, IEM has drafted a 
position paper which proposes guidelines for the Government 
to regulate design practices for hillslopes. Although some of 
the recommendations therein have been implemented by the 
authorities, slope failures continue to occur. This position paper 
was drafted in 2000 and should be re-visited with the aim of 
improving it by plugging loopholes and incorporating lessons 
learnt over the past eight years.

Secondly, should IEM stand by the sideline whilst dirt 
is thrown at will at the profession via media reports? As the 
Institution shies away, the public is channelling their concerns 
towards other professions such as geologists, who express 
their opinions freely. Politicians have now jumped onto the 
bandwagon as the reputation of engineers is being dragged 
through the mud. 

In some sense, silence is perceived to be agreement. Over 
time, this misconception that Malaysian engineers do not know 
how to design and build on slopes will become entrenched. 
Furthermore, should individual engineers go to the press to 
unequivocally agree with this misguided belief? 

The notion that public criticism of the profession by 
individuals will actually help convict and convert a few 
recalcitrant practitioners seems misplaced. More likely, the 
authorities and the public will lose confidence in engineers and 
this may have been one factor that led to the outright banning of 
construction on Class III slopes in Selangor. If nothing is done,  
we may see other states follow suit.

I heard a senior structural engineer once say that 
geotechnical engineers never seem to agree on anything. This is 
extreme generalisation but it does have some elements of truth.  
I have come across several geotechnical engineers who may  
have taken their disagreement with each other personally. This 
makes it complicated for us to form a united stand and speak 
with a harmonised voice. 

The current hot topic deals with hillslopes, but there are 
many other ills that need our combined attention. We need to 
look at the bigger picture of the leadership and direction being 
demanded by the community. We can only join hands after we 
have unclenched our fists. n
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