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Time to start concentrating on grow ng our own food

Prof Salleh Buang

A FRONT- PACE news item |l ast nonth grabbed ny attenti on because it rem nded
me of the things | used to say several years before the recent economc
crisis.

The nation was doing extrenely well then, the property boomwas the
order of the day, and al nost everybody was | ooking for agricultural |and
to convert for building and industrial purposes.

The question | brought up then was this: Is all this devel opnent really
necessary and what price would we have to pay for it?

Evidently, the price would be sonewhere in the regi on of RML2 billion,
whi ch equates to the anbunt of nbney we spent on inporting food | ast year
This is alnpbst three tinmes the nation's food inport bill of RW. 6

billion in 1990.

It is indeed a | ot of Malaysian ringgit flow ng out of the country. Wo
isto blame? | would say it is the collective responsibility of al
Mal aysi ans.

In the news report | saw last nonth headlined Optimsing farmland use,
| read that Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanad had sai d that
the Governnment would "enpl oy the carrot-and-stick approach to ensure the
opti mumuse of agricultural |and".

The Prime M nister added that "if they (land owners) do not maximn se
| and usage, maybe the Governnent will inpose a higher tax so that we get
sone benefit".

On the other hand, if the land owners could maxi nise | and usage, for
exanple, by "rearing cattle in their palmoil plantations, we may give
something to them', he said when asked how t he Governnent coul d ensure the
maxi mumutilisation of agricultural |and.

Most Mal aysi ans nmay not realise that as of 1999, we had a shortage of
145, 000 hectares of land for agriculture. Inagine a tract of fertile | and
the size of Malacca. That is how much |l and we do not have for agriculture.

In Decenber 1998, when the Cabinet formally announced the Third Nationa
Agricultural Policy, the then Mnister of Agriculture explained in great
detail what the Governnent had in mnd as part of its long-termstrategy
up to 2010.

In June 1999, the Agriculture Mnistry announced that it would set up "a
| and bank"” to gather information on | and suitable for farm ng

The information coll ected woul d then be passed on to the investors in
the agricultural sector, a nove clearly inline with the Mnistry's
obj ective of encouraging private sector participation.

At that tine, the Mnistry was hopeful that the agricultural sector
woul d grow at 2.1 per cent annually right through to 2010, although the
sector's contribution to the gross donestic product was projected to drop
to 10.5 per cent by the end of 1999.

In Cctober of the sane year, a nenorandum of understandi ng was si gned
between the Federal and the State Governnents, under which the two parties
agreed to i npl enent several neasures to devel op the agricultural sector.

Among t he steps undertaken was the setting up of a special fund to boost
food production and the establishnent of agricultural technol ogy parks.

Acting with a commpn obj ective, the Federal Governnment woul d provide
i ncentives, infrastructure outlay, basic facilities and support services
(such as research and devel oprnent, marketing, post-harvest handling and
consultation), while the State Governnments woul d provide |and for the



private sector conmpanies willing to venture into agricultural production.
On the drawi ng board, it |Iooks great. Now, if only we can translate
hopes into reality, billions of ringgit need no | onger flow out of the
country.
Can we stop thinking of building houses and factories and start thinking
of growi ng our own food?
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