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Apply ICT to ensure food security

Dr Abu Bakar Abdul Mj eed

VWH LE addressing a conference on the inpact of globalisation on the
Islamic comunity earlier this week, Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad rem nded Muslinms that they could not afford to ignore the

preval ent informati on and communi cati ons technol ogy revol ution.

The Islamic world clearly lost out in the industrial revol ution that
took place a couple of centuries ago.

The Western domi nation over the rest of the world is al nost absolute
sinply because they are able to initiate, exploit and reap the naxi mum
benefits of the Industrial era.

Prior to the Western-dom nated industrial revolution, the world was
dependent on agriculture. The Muslins actually contributed significantly
to the agricultural revolution

The Muslins practised nmedieval "k-agriculture" by contributing to the
t hen software and hardware of this field.

On the software or know edge side crop diffusion, that is, the transfer
of traditionally tropical crops like rice, waternmelon and sugar cane into
the cool er and drier regions of the Muslimenpire becane preval ent.

A virtually new planting season was i ntroduced because many of the new
crops required hot conditions to flourish. These becanme sunmer crops. This
set the stage for the practice of crop rotation

Previously idle | and and | abour becane nore productive. It was possible
to harvest the land four tines or nore instead of once during every 24-
nmont h peri od.

However, extensive use decreased land fertility rapidly. To get around
this problem soil types and quality were thoroughly studi ed. New manures
were formul ated and used.

This led to the second formof input to agriculture by Mislim
scientists, that is, the technology or hardware input. Better and nore
robust tools were built for the endl ess ploughing, digging, hoeing and
har r owi ng.

Many new irrigation schenes were initiated, and i ngeni ous water-raising
devi ces i ntroduced. The technol ogy of storing, conveying and distributing
wat er was further enhanced and diffused.

Thus, it seens that the adoption of k-agriculture had enabl ed the
margi ns of farmng to be pushed back into inferior or near-desert |ands,
previously used only for sporadic grazing.

The whol e community within, as well as far beyond, the Mislimenpire was
guaranteed a sufficient supply of good food. However, with the decline of
the Islamic civilisation, agriculture lost its shine anong the Misli ns.

By and | arge since then, the Muslimworld has not been able to ensure
food security for its own people.

The advent of globalisation again reveals the seriousness of the
probl em Today, even though all Muislimcountries have gai ned i ndependence
fromtheir colonial masters, many remai n backward and under - devel oped.

Some are still having problens neeting the food need of their
popul ation, let alone fulfilling the dietary requirenents that can help
build a strong generation

Al so since different foods contain different proportions of proteins,
carbohydrates, fats, minerals, and vitam ns, an appropriate bal ance nust
be mai ntai ned anong these so that all segnents of the body's netabolic
systems can be supplied with the requisite materials. If too little food



is taken, then inanition or starvation will occur

Since proteins are essential for maintenance of cellular functions,
death ordinarily ensues when the proteins of the body have been depl et ed
to approximately one-half their normal |evel.

Consequent |y, each day 24, 000 people die fromhunger. No doubt, nmany of
themare those from Muslimcountries.

The annual growth rate of food production in the devel oping countries in
the next 10 years is expected to be between 1.8 and 2.1 per cent as
conmpared to 2.2 to 2.4 per cent increase in consunption

Tradi ng volume in food especially for rice is expected to be thin and
vol atile. As such, there is uncertainty in the |ong-terminternational
supply of staple food.

The agricul tural |abour figure does not | ook prom sing either. Labour
productivity increased by only 4.5 per cent between 1990-1995 agai nst farm
wages expansi on by 48.6 per cent between 1993-1995.

Currently, labour productivity in agriculture is only 60 per cent of
| abour productivity in the manufacturing sector. There is also a need to
maxi m se land utilisation as agricultural land is being left idle.

Then there are sonetines unfair and unreasonabl e demands for
environnmental care fromboth |ocal and international pressure groups that
do not give two hoots about sustainabl e devel opnent.

How do we respond to these hi gh expectations, challenges and calanities?
A country like Mal aysia may be able to afford going back to k-agricul ture.
ICT may be able to offer part of the solution to the food security
pr obl em

The devel oped countries are already benefiting fromwhat is known as
precision agriculture. Field nmanagenment systens have been devised to hel p
farners stay at the edge of farmi ng efficiency.

The system nmeasures the inpact of new cropping strategies, for exanple
when new varieties are tried or new sprays or fertilisers are tested, one
can qui ckly neasure the yield response and cal cul ate the cost benefits.

A farmer with his or her laptop in a renote farmnnay get connected to
the field managenent information centre hundreds or even thousands of
kil ometres away.

Expert systemwhere the skill of experts, including old and w se
farners, have been incorporated into the system especially on decision-
maki ng, to address the problemof |imted technical know how and
manageri al skills and experience in managi ng.

Per haps the nost promising area of the use of ICT in agriculture is the
Geographi c I nformati on System

G S is a conputer systemcapabl e of assenbling, storing, manipulating
and di spl ayi ng geographically referenced information i.e. data identified
according to their |ocations.

In Malaysia the first GS was set up in 1970 in the formof the Land
Dat a Bank of Sabah. Now, a National Land Information Systemor NaLISis in
operation. It is hoped that this can spur the re-adoption of k-
agriculture.

In all the applications stated above, a fundanental requirement is
conpet ent human resource. Hence, the 'ICTisation' of farnmers and the staff
of the agriculture departnment is vital.

The Ei ghth Ml aysia Plan has spelt out the need as one of the policy
thrusts for the agricultural sector, that is, to generate k-farners by
enhanci ng the skill and know edge of agricultural front-liners.

As for infrastructure devel opnent required to accel erate the adopti on of
ICT in agriculture, perhaps the MSC s R&D C uster and Worl dwi de
Manuf act uri ng Fl agshi ps, be made avail abl e for product devel opnent.

Denonstrator Application fund, too, may be tapped to initiate prototype



projects of using ICT in agriculture.
It is true that we cannot afford to be by-standers of the ICT

revol uti on, what nore, we nmust not be by-standers of ICT revolution in
agriculture. If the nedieval Muslinms could ensure food security through k-
agriculture, so do we.
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