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Time to give priority to food production

Lee Lam Thye

PRI ME M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohanmad and Agriculture M nister
Datuk Dr Effendi Norwawi have in their recent statenents rekindled public
i magi nati on when they spoke on the inportance of agriculture and food
producti on.

Dr Mahathir reveal ed that the nation's next "Wawasan” or vision was in
agriculture while Effendi stated that all States needed to designate |and
for permanent food production.

It is hightinme for us not only to talk but also act seriously about
food production. The question of boosting food production and reducing the
country's food inmport bill has been bandi ed about for years but no
concrete foll owup action was taken to show tangi ble results.

The Third National Agriculture Policy (1998-2010) ains to reduce
Mal aysia's reliance on i nported food, enhance food security and comnbat
inflation by reducing the food bill

However, the reality is that the nation is burdened with a RML2 billion
food inport bill annually.

The Prime Mnister's proposal to make agriculture the next "Wawasan" is
commendabl e but it nmust nmean putting in place a concrete action plan
involving the fullest participation of the Federal and State Governnents,
and the private sector to ensure the realisation of the agriculture
vi si on.

We need the right policy, a pro-business Agriculture Mnistry and above
all the co-operation of all the State Governnments as |land, which is
crucial for food production, is basically a State matter.

In this connection, it is pertinent to note the assurance by Effend
that the Agriculture Mnistry will be conpletely revanped to have it
transformed into a business-friendly governnent organi sation and be "fully
supportive of all investors".

He said his Mnistry would be receptive to the private sector's demand
for speed, efficiency and cost efficiency adding that the Gover nment
wanted to reverse the perception that agriculture was a backward and
traditional economnmic sector so that it would be viewed as a nodern and hi -
tech sector.

What is even nore inportant is the availability of land for food
production. It has been revealed by the Agriculture Mnistry that a total
of 70,000 hectares of agricultural |and has been earmarked for food
producti on.

Ef fendi had said that he woul d be signing an agreenent with State
Governnents to designate areas as pernmanent food production | and which
could be utilised by devel opers and investors to venture into agriculture
with the hel p of banks which could provide the | oans.

Maki ng avail abl e suitable | and by the State Governnments for food
production, particularly for grow ng vegetables and fruits for |oca
consunption is vital.

In the past and till now, nuch State | and had been made avail able for
housing and industry and it is nowtinely for land to be al so allocated
for food production.

There is a need for a national food production policy to deternine the
nmost suitable types of farm ng which can be carried out.

O her than providing land to big corporations which are interested in
applying for land for farmng, small farnmers with the ability to work on



t he desi gnated areas shoul d al so be consi der ed.

Sonetine | ast year, the Federation of Ml aysi an Vegetable G owers
Associ ati on was reported to have called on the Government to allocate nore
land for the cultivation of greens to reduce dependence on inports.

According to the federation, inport dependence was one of the nmain
causes of the shortage of vegetable supply in the country |eading to
drastic price increases fromtine to time. At present we inport up to 46
per cent of our vegetabl es.

As Mal aysi a has so far been heavily dependent on food inports, producing
nmore food for |ocal consunption should be given the highest priority.
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