27/ 10/ 1998

Aid to reduce food inports

FOOD is basic as it is essential. As a nation, we spend a | ot of noney on
i mported food. Last year the estimate was RML1 billion. This includes the
bill for itenms such as beef and nmize. The latter is also used as feed for
poultry. As revealed by Prine Mnister and First Finance M nister, Datuk
Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad in his Budget presentation |ast Friday, the val ue
of maize inport for 1997 was RVM619 million. That of cattle, RVA38 mllion.
This is an expense that can be curtailed, if not averted totally, if we
produce nore of both.

Ti me was when the nation was 80 per cent self-sufficient in beef. But
since the late 1970s the cattl e popul ati on had decreased dramatically. And
we becane heavily dependent on |ivestock and frozen beef inports from
Thai | and, India, Australia and New Zeal and.

Mai ze was never a staple food on our tables. And we never cultivated
much of it. But we had over the years acquired a taste for the golden corn
just as we acquired a taste for fast foods, especially of the inported
varieties. Thanks to the expansion of the fast food sector, breeding of
poul try expanded vastly over the | ast two decades. Poultry requires feed
whi ch neans mmi ze. Because we do not produce nuch of this food, the
country i s dependent on inports.

True, the cost of nmize and beef inports is only one tenth of the
country's total food inport bill. But of all the items, we could easily
elimnate these two varieties of food. Agricultural agencies have
researched plans to foster the rearing of cattle in rubber and oil -pal m
estates. One has al so devel oped a hardy speci es of naize that coul d grow
well in our climate and in our soil

G ven these facts, it is no wonder that the Government has decided to
provi de budgetary incentives for the rearing of cattle and the cultivation
of mai ze, both on a conmercial basis. As Dr Mahathir explained the active
i nvol vement of the corporate sector to undertake agriculture on a
commerci al basis is necessary. But the Government also is cogni sant of the
fact that | arge-scale food production has inherent risks. This is the
reason why conpani es are nore keen in conmercial crops such as oil palm
and cocoa and less inclined to venture into food production.

Thus, the Governnent has decided to provide incentives to encourage
| arge enterprises to invest in food produci ng ventures. Thus | osses
incurred in the production of approved food itens, initially, cattle and
mai ze, woul d be allowed to be deducted fromthe profits of conpanies in
the sane group for the purpose of corporate tax. This incentive, known as
group relief, is allowed for food and feed production only. They will be
granted to applications that are submtted before the end of 1999.

Hopeful |y this budgetary neasure woul d prod conpani es al ready invol ved
inthe agricultural sector to expand and venture into food production.
These conpani es have the basic infrastructure and the expertise. They
shoul d take the lead in food production. As Dr Mahathir said, the destiny
of Malaysia lies in our own hands. W cannot be forever dependent on
i mported food. W should reduce our dependence. If the incentive of the
Gover nnent does result in conpanies venturing into food production which
nets nore cattle and nore nmi ze, perhaps the authorities should extend the
list to nore itens, including fruits. That would be the way to cut our
food i nports.
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