27/ 05/ 2000

Agriculture: The next vision

ONCE again, Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad succeeded in
ki ndl i ng public inmagination when he reveal ed that the nation's next
Wawasan or vision is in agriculture.

W trust he is not only alluding to the pragmati c and technol ogi cal -
enbracing Third National Agricultural Policy, which puts Malaysia firmy
on the course of nmodern agricultural planning and managenent. But know ng
the kind of novel and far-reaching i deas that emanate fromDr Mahathir, it
is likely that his input in the country's agricultural vision wll
enconpass the politics of sustainable and ecol ogi cal | y- bal anced
agriculture, ained at striking a nore opti nal bal ance between the
econom cs of large-scale agricultural production and ecol ogy.

Secondly, it is likely that his input will place the vision as an agenda
t hat keeps abreast with international agricultural devel opnments and
counterblasts the inperialistic tactics therein such as the current
politics of biotechnol ogy and bi odi versity which are tantanount to the
"l egalised theft" of the tropical countries' bio-wealth by transnationa
corporations of the Wst.

This is indeed inportant. Just as Ml aysia has assuned | eadership in
chal l engi ng the nyriads of injustices in the new gl obal order and the
i nternational financial system which is done out of noral obligation, it
must al so speak agai nst the Wstern nonopolistic control over crop
varieties and genetic enslavenent of the greater part of the world's
popul ation in Asia and Africa to Wstern corporations such as Texrice and
Monsant o.

Befitting the technol ogi cal advancenent in the 21st century, we would
like to see an agricultural vision which goes beyond the detail ed
practicalities and pragmatics of the NAP. It nust be one that goes beyond
the maki ng of Mal aysia as an adequate food producer, resolving for once
and all the protracted problemof increased food inports that had
contributed to the current account deficit in the bal ance of paynments and
inflation, and a maj or food exporter.

True, the NAP seens adequate enough in dealing with the probl ens of
dwi ndl i ng acreage, |abour shortage and high | abour costs, |ow
productivity, the need for nodernisation of farm ng techni ques,
insufficient infrastructure in terns of technical support, production
technol ogy, storage, distribution network and marketing experti se.

But there nust be a vision that will put the country on the forefront as
an ethical major food producer that does not undernine the renewabl e base
of agricultural wealth, dimnish the biological potency of the |land and
di spl ace genetic diversity through the m ndl ess and non-sustai nabl e use of
chenmi cal s.

As experienced by sone countries, sone technol ogi cal techni ques have
resulted in the narrowi ng of the the base of food security both in terns
of the number of species constituting the food basket and the nunber of
genetic strains cultivated.

Pl ant - br eedi ng concepts such as high-yield varieties are the nmeans in
i ncreasi ng the narketabl e output of a plant. But they nust not be done at
the cost of decreasing the bio-mass for animals and soil. This is the crux
of sustainable agriculture which Ml aysia nmust be a proponent of.

Pragmatic policy devoid of political will will not work. Yet without a
far-reaching vision, both political will and policy framework will not be



enough.
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