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Farmestates for food boost

PRI ME M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad never tires of extolling
people to better their lives. That is the role of a | eader, to nove and
lift the sights of people beyond their petty preoccupati ons and persona
strifes to lofty ideals. Goals by definition nust be lofty, otherw se
anbi ti ons woul d not be ambitions. Wien he assunmed the office of Prine
M ni ster 19 years ago, he extolled the virtues of mni-estates, citing the
success of the Felda schene. That would be the way to a betternment of the
lives of farners. And, nore inportantly, it would yield nore food and nore
weal th for the country.

Two decades have passed. The country has qui ckened to be anong the
devel oped anong devel opi ng nati ons, overconing two recessions. But we are

still dependent on inports of food. Meat, rice and fruits. The annual food
import bill totals RML1 billion. Farnmers, with small hol dings, are stil
anong the poorest. The equation has to be changed, indeed nmust be changed,
if farmers' lives are to be aneliorated and the country to be self-

sufficient in food. And it requires a radical change in the age-old
perception of farners that land is wealth. That is the gist and grist of
the speech Dr Mahathir delivered | ast Saturday when he opened the

Mal aysi an Agriculture, Horticultural and Agro-Touri smexhibition.

True, land is precious if only because nature does not yield any nore
hectares. W can carve out sone nore but only through expensive
reclamations of our coastlines. It is equally true, the sale of severa
hectares of agricultural land, especially those in the vicinity of urban
areas, can accord handsonme sunms of nobney. But that would be wealth
di ssi pated over a few or several years. Dr Mahathir did not spell this
out. As the Prine Mnister, his role is to reel out the philosophy. The
big picture. His call to farmers with small holdings is to amal ganate. Form
mni-estates. Ow shares in these agricultural |and-owni ng conpanies
i nstead of remaining owners of a few hectares. That woul d be nore
rewardi ng, not only for the farner, his famly but also for the country.

Smal | hol di ngs are inefficient businesses these days. They do not provide
sufficient and enduring wealth. They cannot be devel oped to their ful
potential. Technol ogy and nanagenent can. But no small farnmer can afford
the technol ogy nor has the professional skill to till and harvest the
bounty his snmall hectares can yield. Exchangi ng ownership of small pieces
of land for shares in plantati on conpani es would maxi m se the i ncone of
the farmer for nany, nany years.

That is not the only vision of the Prine Mnister. He has said that the

Governnent will introduce the concept of m xed farm ng that woul d boost
food production. Different crops or vegetables can be grown in different
types of soil. W have governnent departnents and agenci es that have the

expertise to advise on the right choice. Livestock breeding could al so be
nurtured in these | arge farnms whi ch woul d have the financial wherew tha
to enpl oy professional managenent. The ultinate objective is to be self-
sufficient in food production. The exaltation of being a devel oped country
woul d be tinctured i f we do not produce enough food for ourselves. That
country could be ruddered to that goal if farmers discard old percepts of
| and ownershi p. Land m ght have been wealth. But that does not hold true
anynore. These days shares in | and- owni ng conpani es have nore val ue. They
appreciate in prices and they can be traded.

( END)
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