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Towar ds nodern farm ng

TH S newspaper yesterday published a picture of Prime Mnister Datuk Seri
Dr Mahat hir Mohamad tagging a cow at an integrated farmng project in

Kul ai , Johor. The outfit the Prinme Mnister was in while carrying out the
tagging, and the action itself portrayed the nodern day farmer Ml aysia
hopes to have. It is the kind of farm ng Malaysia, with its fertile soi
and plenty of |land nmust nove into. Not the yesteryears' nethod of sl ash
and burn, or where each farnmer works a tiny patch of |and which are often
passed down through generations. Then crops were nostly for own
consunption with the farm ng net hods used usually prinitive, based on
smal | -scal e production. |deas of |arge-scal e marketi ng was al nost non-

exi stence. The kind of farm ng Mal aysia desires to have is perhaps simlar
to that practised at dairy farns in the UK and New Zeal and, the cattle
ranches in the Anerican Md-west or the wheatfields in Canada.

But first of all, the perception that farmng is toiling under the hot
sun with nmeagre i ncome and borderline poverty nust change. Ml aysi ans who
have shunned farmi ng nmust realise that the UK Canada and the US are
devel oped countries and New Zeal and, while largely recognised as one of
the worl d's | eading dairy producer than anything el se, is as advanced as
any of the three. Ml aysians nmust also do away with the thoughts of only
smal | -scale farm ng. They nust aimfor dotting the rice fields with grain
silos, with nmechani sed harvesters with mni mal hunman wor kf orce wor ki ng
i ke those on the Canadian Prairie, or rearing sheep or cattle using the
paddock system often practised in New Zeal and and central Wales in the UK
or even engage in integrated farm ng in produci ng several crops and |ike
their counterparts in the manufacturing sector, the nodern Ml aysi an
farmer nmust al so be involved in research and devel opnent - for new crops,
new farm ng nmet hods and new mar ket s.

Late | ast year the Prime M nister spoke of a plan to establish a pil ot
project for mxed and integrated nodern farmng village on a 10, 000ha | and
i n Kedah. The project was to start with the Royal College of Agriculture,
Engl and as adviser. M xed crop would be planted in the area, which would
al so be turned into a tourist attraction. The idea of making the project a
tourist attraction should not be too difficult to realise, considering
green fields filled with foodstuffs and grazing cattle and sheep woul d
surely make nore beautiful sights than many of the chanpi onship status
golf courses lying around Ml aysia, not to nention the comparison in
pur poses both serve.

However, other states have yet to catch on with the idea in simlar zest
as they take in proposals for devel opment of country hone projects.

Per haps, even state governnents have yet to see the real benefits of

| arge-scal e i ntegrated and nodern farming. Many | eaders, it seens, have
got so engrossed in encouragi ng the population to stay away from desi gner
| abel s inmported fromltaly and New York that they have forgotten that

Mal aysia remai n not self-sufficient when it cones to food.

The country's food inport bill rose to a hefty RML1. 43 billion in 1997.
It inported RML.6 nillion worth of vegetabl es from nei ghbouring Thail and
in January 1998 alone. The irony is that npbst of the vegetables inported
are those that can be planted easily in Ml aysia. They include saw ,
chilli, ginger and tonatoes. This situation surely requires sone cl ose
exam nati on.

As for Mal aysi ans, they cannot al ways depend on the Governnment to extend



i ncentives, |oans and subsi di es before they start venturing into farm ng.
The fact that the country still has a large food inport bill suggests that
the market for such itens is big enough to provide themwi th lucrative

i ncome.

The private sector, especially financial institutions, can participate
in providing the necessary infrastructure backi ng such as maki ng fi nanci ng
easier for farmng projects. Financiers should face much | esser ri sks,
considering with integrated farm ng, farns they finance would be | ess
exposed to risks of being dependent on prices of single crops. At any
rate, the credit risk involved will not be nore than extendi ng financing
for customers to purchase conpany shares on the Kual a Lunpur Stock
Exchange. In fact, the risk could even be | ess.
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