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For growt h bal anced and sust ai nabl e

SOME of the top corporations inthe country are involved in agriculture,
or had started out in this sector when the econony was still agrarianin
nature and Mal aya was under colonial rule. Sine Darby, Guthrie and Gol den
Hope are sone exanpl es. Over the years they have diversifiedinto other
sectors, including construction/property and financi al services, but agro-
based activities remain their core business. And that's how these
corporations have been maki ng noney year after year.

Not many | ocal conpanies are following in their footsteps, though
Foreign participation in newand | arge-scale agriculture projects is also
negligi bl e. The Mal aysian Institute of Economi c Research says nost
investors prefer to venture into assenbl y-type processing and
manuf act uri ng, property devel opnent and servi ces sector. Investors
per cei ve agro-based ventures as rather nore risky and this, to a certain
extent, is true. Agriculture is dependent on not just economic trends but
al so the weather and the climate. I n the Mal aysi an context, it is also
difficult to access financing for agricultural projects; and suitable
| and, manpower and markets are ot her consi derations. And al t hough t he
i kes of Sinme Darby, Quthrie and Gol den Hope were naki ng tonnes of noney
even during the econoni c sl omdown and t he Asian financial crisis, itis
general | y deci ded that the returns on agricultural investnments are not
conparabl e to industrial investnents.

The Agriculture Mnistry has | ong observed the | ack of private sector
participationin the industry. The National Agricultural Policy 1998-2010
| ays down strategies to attract greater participation fromthis sector but
this calls for magjor initiatives. The Consultative Council on Agriculture,
which is being set up and will start work in March, will hold the key to
these newinitiatives. There is noney to be made and opportunities to
seize in the agricultural sector but the private sector needs to be told
about them and persuaded to take part. Agriculture M nister Datuk Effendi
Norwawi said it is his intention to showthe private sector that
investment inagricultureis "as profitabl e and exciting" as in other
sectors. That the council is to be chaired by Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad shows t he i nportance t he Gover nnent pl aces on t he i ssue.
The council wants to see a shake-up in the industry. Ml aysian agriculture
needs nore big conpanies to participate in big and new projects, and the
country hopes to produce nore in the class of the plantation and resource-
based corporate giants. If it takes new policies and strategi es to achi eve
this, the council will doit. All inherent and structural problens which
may have put off the prospective investor will need to be done away with.

The stakes are high. The contributions of agriculture to econonic
devel opnent are very significant but the industry's potentials are not
being fully exploited. Malaysia's food inport bills continue toincrease
even during the worst of economic tines. Last year the country i nmported an
estimated RMLO billion worth of food products, conpared with RVMB billion
in 1997. The agricultural sector (including forestry, |livestock and
fishing) contributed 13.6 per cent to the gross donestic product in 1995
but this declined to 12.3 per cent in 1998 and i s expected to drop further
to 10 per cent this year. Unless the private sector cones in and take the
| ead, the i nportance of the sector and its contributions to the econony
will be further eroded and, givenits role in the econonic devel opnent,
wi Il have a negative i npact on many people's livelihood.



Many of the nation's industries are in fact dependent on the
agricultural sector, not least that it remains a steady source of raw
mat eri al s which are transforned i nto val ue-added goods that are then sold
wor | dwi de; wooden furniture, |atex gloves and the wi de range of pal moil -
based consuner as well as industrial products are but a few exanpl es. The
bi ggest chal | enge faced by the sector is perhaps one of inage, that it is
sonehow a | ess worthwhil e activity. Correcting this perception nust
therefore be very high up on the council's agenda.
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