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"RUBBER CI TY" TO PUT THE BOUNCE BACK | NTO THE | NDUSTRY

By: A-HalimTaib

KUALA LUMPUR: A new township is waiting for the right econom c weat her
and condition to sprout up in Sungai Buloh as a direct tribute to rubber
the conmmodity that has been the engine of growh of the country for the
| ast 100 years or so.

At the same tinme, the township, to be known as "Rubber City" is to act
as the catalyst for the devel opment of rubber technol ogy and the industry.

The township, with a taste of the raw old days of rubber and the | atest
in technology, is to provide the environment for scientists and researchers
to harness the |latest technology to find nore and better uses of rubber
while nurturing nore productive strains of the tree that had mgrated here
from Brazil.

Though not as spectacular as the Multinmedi a Super Corridor (MC) sone
60kmto the south, Rubber City would be just as amazing in that the rubber
industry is still an integral part of life in the country.

VWhen announci ng the proposed project at a function in August 1996,
Primary Industries Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Lim Keng Yai k said the township
woul d be built on a 400-hectare site of the Rubber Research Institute (RRl)
at a cost of RMB billion to RV billion over a period of five to 10 years.

Apart fromthe latest |ab for rubber research and devel opnent, the city
woul d house an experinental station, an international exhibition centre for
rubber products, a rubber technol ogy centre, housing and comercial centre.

There woul d al so be a Rubber Information Centre, while the headquarters
of the Ml aysi an Rubber Board now i n Jal an Ampang, woul d occupy its pride
of place within the city.

Director-General of the board, Datuk Dr Abdul Aziz S. A Kadir, said the
nodern township in the mdst of a rubber estate would take a coupl e of
years to be a reality.

Now bei ng studi ed by the Economic Planning Unit of the Prime Mnister's
Departnent, its results would be known shortly since the country's econony
i s recovering.

He said the project was supposed to have taken off ground but it becane
a victimof the econom c downturn since July |last year

VWhatever it is, Dr Abdul Aziz said, the "Rubber City" with its nodern
and traditional features, would becone a reality given the fast devel opnent
of the industry and the many uses of the commodity.

Dr Abdul Aziz said the township was intended to be a synbol of the
i nportant role played by rubber in the econonic advancenment of the nation
si nce independence.

It may al so evoke a nostal gia for the days when rubber was "king" in
the country's economic life, Malaysia then being the world' s | argest rubber
producer. Today, the country is in third place, after Thailand and
I ndonesi a, respectively.

He said he hoped "Rubber GCity" would open the eyes and nmind of the
people to the fact that the nation still needs the revenue from rubber and
that the industry needs nore sophisticated nmanagenent and not depend solely
on rubber gloves, which are behind tine.

These facts had to be nade expressedly clear because, he said, there
are smal | hol ders and tappers who have the m sconception that rubber is no
| onger inportant and they could tap their trees only when they have no
ot her option.

Dr Abdul Aziz said the city is inline with the aspiration of the Prine



M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad who wanted the consultants,

engi neers and architects in rubber technology to have the w dest exposure
so that they could come out with new and epoch-maki ng rubber products wth
their own brand nanes.

The prime mnister when | aunching the International Rubber Products
Exhi bition Centre in Sungai Buluh |ast year had said that it was now tine
for the nation to nmake a nane for itself in produci ng goods from natura
rubber.

The irony is that while the country exports a lot of rubber, it has to
i nport back rubber products worth RVMBOO million a year

Dr Abdul Aziz noted that natural rubber is used in about 10,000
products but only a small nunber is nade in the country under their own
brand nanes.

He said Malaysia's contribution to the international rubber industry is
wel I recogni sed. For exanple, RRI recently won the "N kkei Asia" award of
Japan for the rubber technol ogi cal innovation category which benefits not
just the nation but also the international comunity.

Head of the Public Affairs Publication and Library of the board, Dr
O hman Hashim said the creation of rubber city is nost apt to rekindle the
i nterest and confidence of the people in the crop which was first
i ntroduced through a few seedlings fromBrazil sone 150 years ago.

"Apart from being an international research centre, it could at |east
enabl e urban kids to know the trees directly and not through pictures or
TV," he said.

He said in constrast to declining production, statistics showed that
usage of natural rubber in the country has increased. For exanple, in 1997
t he donestic rubber industry used 361, 188 tonnes conpared with 307, 750
tonnes in 1995.

In 1997, export of raw natural rubber anobunted to RVB.02 billion
rubber products RVA. 65 billion and rubber wood, RML. 71 billion. Toget her
they accounted for 6.7 percent of the Goss Donestic Product (G\P)

Dr O hman said revenue fromrubber export would be encouraging, if not
for the falling prices since 1995 to around RM2. 70 per kil ogramme.

The country has presently 1.6 mllion hectares of the crop, of which 85
percent or 1.4 mllion hectares are small hol di ng.

"So long as the price remains weak, it is quite difficult especially
for small hol ders to continue tapping, even with nodern technol ogy," he
sai d.

The president of the national association of rubber snall hol ders
(PKPKM Dat uk Ahmad Arshad neanwhile said he is inpressed with the proposed
city because of its conponents like its research and devel opnment centre,
and international exhibition centre.

Expressing his confidence that it would go to benefit the small hol ders,
he said it would also be a synbol of the devel opment of the industry in the
country. -- Bernama
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