20/ 01/ 2000
Increasing efforts to hel p shake up agricul ture sector

Adel i ne Ong

EFFORTS are being taken to put agricultureinits rightful place in the
econom ¢ schene of things inthis country and for good reason too, not

| east after the big role played by the sector in mitigating the effects of
the economic crisis of 1997.

The Mal aysi an | ndustrial Devel opment Authority (Mda), for one, is
stepping up its drive to attract agro-based foreign investors to help
expand downstreamactivities. And to reduce the country's huge food
inmports, Mda is |ooking "beyond the | arge-scal e orchards and farns" into
ventures such as food manufacturing.

I ndeed, the agency is re-thinking all of its policies and strategies,
supported by the Agriculture Mnistry. This week, new y-appointed
Agriculture Mnister Datuk Dr Effendi Nawawi announced the formation of a
Consul tative Council on Agricul ture, whose top priority is toincrease
private sector participation in agro-based industries.

The council, to be chaired by Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad, will start work in March to formnul ate policies and troubl eshoot
problens in a nove ai ned at shaki ng up the industry.

Economi sts contacted by Busi ness Tinmes wel coned the initiative but they
also warned that it is by no neans going to be easy convincing the private
sector to participate in what has cone to be perceived as a i ndustry whi ch
of fers | ow yields on investnent.

As poi nted out by Professor Ishak Shari, director of Devel opnent al
Economi cs at Universiti Kebangsaan Mal aysia, the principal challengeisto
change the nindset of the private sector

"There were previous attenpts to engage the private sector. Take prawn
farmng, for instance. It took off for a while but then quickly waned

"The private sector, givenits main notive of maki ng noney and fast, is
natural ly drawn to opti ons whi ch give better and faster returns,” he said.

I ncentives, on a long-termbasis, is not a good idea as it will cost the
Governnment a | ot of noney in the end, he added

"There is actually no | ack of appreciation of the inportance of the
agriculture sector. For exanple, people do recognise that during the
crisis, palmoil played a crucial rolein helpingto keep the econony
af | oat .

"In any case, there are many issues to | ook at if devel opnent of the
sector is to be stepped up. Techni cal manpower requirements woul d be anong
the first.

"Al t hough many routi ne work can be done by unskilled workers, conmerci al
farm ng needs techni cal knowhow and expertise," |shak said.

The Mal aysi an educati on systemhas unfortunately becone very nuch skewed
towar ds preparing workforce for the industrial and manufacturing sectors,
rather than for the farns.

"Due to our over-enthusiasmw th manufacturing, we got sidetracked and
forgot about agriculture. Even the only agricul ture-based university in
the country changed its nane," he said.

As aresult, it has al so becone very difficult to get young people to
work in the sector, |shak noted.

According to the Manpower Department, there were 2,224 agricul ture-
related jobs for the taking in Cctober 1999, and only 14 job seekers. The
vacanci es (agriculture, ani mal husbandry and forestry work, fishing and
hunting) accounted for 19 per cent of the total nunmber of avail abl e jobs



in the country then.

Anot her economi st, noting the renewed enphasi s on agri cul ture, said:
"The val ue-added of industrial crops such as palmoil, rubber, cocoa and
forestry products is expected to increase fromRML1. 6 billion to RML3. 3
billion between 1995 and 2010, under the Third Nati onal Agriculture Policy
(1998- 2010) ".

These crops' devel opnent will continue to be encouraged and supported by
appropriateincentives, infrastructure, research and devel opment,
extensi on servi ces and human resour ce devel opment, he sai d.

I n addition, uneconomi c-sized small holding will be reorgani sed and
consol idated into estate-type production units to achi eve econom es of
scal e.

"Under the policy, the private sector is also encouraged to devel op
banmboo and rattan cultivation in degraded forests and idle as well as
abandoned | and," he said.

By way of food crop estates, not only can the country reduce its huge
food i nmport bill but al so becone a net food exporter. This is inportant
because food is currently the | argest foreign exchange outflowitem
according to him

"It has al so contributed to arise in our cost of |iving because the
price of inmported goods increases all the time," he said.

As for the smallhol ders, they should wel cone the changes rather than
resi st them Factories set up to process the crops can as easily source
their supplies fromthe i ndependent growers as fromthe big estates, the
economni st sai d.
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