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Getting nmore to till the | and

ONE of the biggest chall enges facing the agricultural sector i s making
farm ng an attracti ve occupati on to young people. As a profession, tilling
the and has lost its appeal. The majority of the one million small
farmers in Mal aysi a are over 50 years ol d and not many of their children
appear to be interested in the |l and. Yet to neet Mal aysia's food
producti on goal s as envi saged by the Third Nati onal Agricultural Policy
(1998-2010), farm ng nust be nmade nore appealing. It is therefore
necessary to craft progranmmes whi ch can encourage young Mal aysi ans to
become farners

At the launching of this year's National Farners' Day and the Asia
Agricul tural Exposition and Convention 1999 at StadiumPutra, Bukit Jalil,
on Thursday, Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad repeat ed
earlier calls for large-scale and high-technology farnmng to be initiated
to ensure the sector's viability. But such farnms woul d have to be run by
those with expertise in all aspects of agri-business. Ml aysia's food crop
sector i s now domi nated by snal | hol ders who only produce for their own
consunption and for the i medi ate | ocal markets. They are not comerci al
intheir outlook and this is mainly due to | ack of know edge i n nodern
agricultural practices.

But the gl obalisation of trade of fers Mal aysi a opportunities to export
its food surplus to new and non-traditional markets as these open up under
the Worl d Trade Organi sation's nore |iberal agricultural trading
arrangenents. Agriculture has to be seen as a busi ness rather than a way
to make ends neet. Only those with professional qualifications in
managenent and agro-industry will be able to take advantage of the vast
openi ngs avai |l abl e under the gl obal agricultural regine.

The concern that few young people want to work on the | and has been an
issue for along time. Years ago, a proposal was nade by the then
Uni versiti Pertani an Mal aysia (now Universiti Putra Mal aysia) to set up
special institutions to train graduates who want to becone farmers. These
entities woul d be separate fromthe agricultural institutes under the
Agriculture M nistry whose aimis to churn out agricultural technicians
and ext ensi on workers. Perhaps, the concept shoul d be re-exanined and a
col | ege-1evel training programe worked out for those who want to be
prof essi onal farners.

During the recession of the nid-80s and at the hei ght of graduate
unenpl oynent, the Governnent introduced a schenme - supervised by the
Agriculture Mnistry - to create a pool of graduate farmers. G oups of
graduat es were sel ected and taught to farm They were al so given
assistance including I and for rental and | oans to start up enterpri ses.
Several success stories have been reported and orchards, orchid and cash
crop farms have grown to becorme conmerci al hol di ngs. That experience shows
that it is possible to nurture nodern farnmers.

Trai ni ng professional farners i s but one of the many neasures which
shoul d be taken to turn the farmsector into a vibrant conponent of the
nati onal econony. There are still sone constraints di scouragi ng i nvestors
fromventuring into | arge-scal e food producti on. Anpbng these are
accessibility to arabl e | and, | abour shortage and ri sks, such as crop
failure due to diseases and natural disasters. Only when the environnent
is nore conducive will nore people take to farm ng.
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