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Focus- Agricul ture
ECONOM C CRI SI S SERVES OQUT EXPENSI VE FOOD BI LL

By: Isabella H ew

KUALA LUMPUR: There are many useful |essons to be learnt fromthe
econom ¢ crisis and one of the nost obvious is the need to rebuild the
nation's strength in agriculture.

In a way, Ml aysia has conme full circle, having evolved from an
agr o- based econony dependent on conmodity exports to a manufacturing-based
econony and then, to multi-nedia and i nformation technol ogy.

Al ong the way, agriculture, particularly food production, took a back
seat till the financial mamel stromof 1997 hit the region and Ml aysi a,
whi ch has to grapple with a huge bill for food inports, ranging from
coconuts, neat, vegetables to fruits.

Now, economic planners and nanagers are calling for a right policy m x
and a return to the basic as the economc crisis has clearly denonstrated
the i nmportance of agriculture and food producti on.

Thi s expensive wake-up call canme up to RMLO billion for food inports in
1998, a hefty bill during a tine of econom c hardshi p. Food, by the way,
accounted for nore than 60 percent of the Consuners Price Index (CPl).

Thus, agriculture nmust be re-vitalised and re-purposed not just as an
econom ¢ engine in the production and export of food but also as an
i nstrunent for food sufficiency or food security, so said the country's
econom ¢ planners and intellectuals.

For this purpose, Universiti Putra Malaysia (fornerly known as
Uni versiti Pertanian Mal aysia) has taken up this challenge and is
fornmulating a programe to create a new breed of farnmers who will be
equi pped with skills and know edge, pre-requisites in food production of
t he century ahead.

A d Perception of Farmers

The perception of ageing farmers with neagre earnings will change as
"agro-technopreneurs" take over as the new captains of the agricultura
sector.

Dean of UPM Faculty of Agriculture Prof Mhaned Yusof Hussein said that
agriculture would be revol uti oni sed because to be a food supplier, the
i ndustry had to noderni se, nechani se and enbrace bi ot echnol ogy to boost
productivity.

"The agricultural transformation m ght occur in 10 years at | east,
al though the first decade will be critical,"” he told Bernama in an
i nterview.

H's optimismin the industry is reflected in a paper which he
co-authored with UPMs Dr Makhdzir Mardan and Assoc Prof Mad Nasir
Shanmsuddi n and presented at the Agex '99 convention here recently.

"Ml aysi a has the potential to recapture its old stripes of the Ad
Spi ce Route, into the New Spice Route in food supply of the world in the
new mllennium" the paper stated, referring to the early history when the
world called on the Mal ay penisula for spices and food in those days of
| ong and peril ous sea vogages for trade.

PRECI SI ON AGRI CULTURE

"Ml aysi an agriculture needs to be repositioned in order to becone nore
efficient, productive and conpetitive," the paper said.

The chal | enge woul d be trenmendous because the country woul d be going
into the production of food crops. Rubber and oil pal mhave been nanaged as



estates which the country had proven its expertise, unlike field crops.

Yusof said to be efficient, productive and conpetitive, new
technol ogi es had to be practised such as precision agriculture which
i nvol ved the use of satellites in making infornmed, accurate, tinmely and
technol ogi cal |y appropriate decisions while cutting production costs,
reduci ng wastage and limting environnental damage, anobng ot hers.

Nutrient forrmulation in hydroponics (soilless agriculture), a form of
precision agriculture, could be practised in urban areas because of
scarcity of |and.

Its intensive nature required opti mumand efficient use of space and
resources such as water, electricity and other inputs.

This formof agriculture is enviroment-friendly and totally
sustai nabl e, and there is a market for hydroponic agricultural produce,
Yusof sai d.

The other type of soilless agriculture i s aeroponics.

One such farm conmissioned in January this year, is producing
tenmperate and sub-tropical vegetables as i nport substitution.

Dr Gan Lian Tiong, general manager of the Agritech Business Division of
Sime Darby Pl antations, which owns the 5ha farmnear Serenban, said since
the greens were planted in a greenhouse, no pesticide is needed.

The tenperate greens are sold at 30 percent cheaper than inported ones
but the sub-tropical crops are priced at about 10 percent above | oca
veget abl es.

The farm produce has a niche nmarket and sold t hrough supernarkets,
whol esal ers and direct marketing, they are gaining popularity anong the
masses mai nly because they are pesticide-free.

Gan said aeroponics agriculture is entirely environnent-friendly as
little water is used and whatever is discharged is not poll uted.

The farm situated in the outskirts of an urban centre, testifies to
Yusof's reckoning that urban farm ng may becone a trend in the near future.

BEYOND RUBBER AND O L PALM

"Mechani sation is necessary as agriculture is growing nore scientific
but farners are hesitant because of the heavy investnment in nmachi nes and
not all the processes in crop production could be nmechani sed.

"This being the case, incentives are necessary to encourage
nmechani sation, " he said.

However, Mal aysia needs | ocal engineers to design and i nvent equi pnent
because they understand the topography of the | and better and could
appreci ate the needs of the country's farmers.

Looki ng beyond rubber and oil palm Yusof suggested the cultivation of
field crops such as corn and tapioca, apart fromfruits and veget abl es.

He al so proposed that the Primary I ndustries Mnistry consider
pronoting the crops and treat themas an export commodity.

"It mght even find a +star+ in one of the food crops,

he sai d.

OUTSOURCI NG EXPERTI SE I N R&D

The authors in their paper presented at the Agex convention al so
ment i oned out sourcing for expertise in research and devel opnent to boost
agriculture.

They proposed that "Ml aysi an-owned agricultural plantations establish
a foundation at | eading internationally-renowned research institutions to
spear head genetic engi neering research and desi gning of tropical crops and
I'i vest ock.

"W shoul d take advantage of Mal aysi an students studying in
uni versities abroad, by awarding theminternship with an appoi nted research
institution in genetic engineering in agriculture, thus ensuring good



i nvestnent in both human resource and patent devel opnent."

This, they said, would provide a technol ogi cal quantum |l eap in
agriculture production for Ml aysi a.

Pl anni ng, training and policy aside, one of the quickest ways to
el evate food production into a big business is to steer nega conpani es and
corporations to agro business.

If there is big noney to be nade, these corporations and private
enterprises can lead the way to realise Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hir Mohamad's "next™ vision of reorientating Ml aysian agriculture for
busi ness. -- Bernama
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