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Dor mant agricul ture sector awakens

I dros | smai

ITis as if a slunbering giant has stirred. It nmay not be so nuch a gi ant
|l eap as a hop, but agriculture is certainly well on the way to regain its
former | ofty postition as the mainstay of the country's econony.

It may not be quite evident now, but the undercurrent of dynam sm
perneating the country's agricultural sector is pal pable.

Various exhortations and statenments in the recent past by the top-rung
of CGovernnent point to greater optimsmfor agriculture in the country. It
i s apparent that everybody who is anybody in agriculture is getting their
act together to propel the sector into greater prosperity.

How t hi ngs have changed. Agriculture took a backseat when the country's
i ndustrial pursuit rushed headlong in the 1970s and 1980s, as the
manuf acturi ng sector led the way in Mal aysi a's devel opnent dri ve.

Rubber and pal moil ceased to be the main foreign exchange earner while
the country's food inport bill escalated fromRM3.5 billion in 1985 to
RM7.7 billion in 1995. Last year it ballooned to a whopping RML3 billion.

The figure is expected to increase exponentially with greater demand for
i mported foodstuff in the face of growi ng affluence and nore eclectic
consureri smof the popul ace.

It woul d now appear that the Governnent is re-enphasising the role of
agriculture as a significant player in the nation's economc growh. The
Mnistry of Agriculture is gearing itself up to nudge the sector from out
of the doldrunms and into the forefront of national devel opnent.

Already its efforts are beginning to bear fruit. The sector exceeded its
2000 national gross output value target of RML3 billion when it recorded a
figure of RML5 billion. The ministry has now conmitted itself to achieve a
cumul ati ve output value of RVB5 billion by 2005.

Agriculture Mnister Datuk Effendi Norwawi has remarked that Ml aysia
can be a nett food exporter by 2010. Hi s Secretary-General, Datuk Abi Misa
Asa' ari, is confident of reaching the target.

"OF course certain foods |ike wheat, sugar and rice will still be
inmported. Either we don't have themor we don't grow enough. But we are
confident that food exports will exceed inports by RVM0OO mllion cone
2010. But we are under no illusions that a lot of hard work is required,”
says Abi Misa

Per haps this apparent newfound zeal may be set agai nst the backdrop of
the 3rd National Agricultural Policy (NAP3). Launched in 1998, it sets the
policy thrust and national strategic directions for agriculture and
forestry devel opnent up to 2010.

The NAP3 recogni ses the need to nodernise the agricultural sector in
order to enhance its productivity, resilience and conpetitiveness. The
policy may in fact prove to be the elixir that will re-invigorate
agriculture.

The ministry, however, is aware of the issues confronting the
agricultural sector and the challenges in store.

Apart fromoffsetting the burgeoning inport food bill, the ministry will
have to deal with the issues of acute shortage of |abour and the resulting
probl ens of unworked | and or unharvested tree crops in the plantations.

In addition, the problemof idle land in the small hol di ngs continues to
blight the ministry inits effort to increase the hectarage of productive
|l and. Furthernmore, there is limted availability of suitable agriculture
| and, especially in light of conpetition for land with other economc



sectors.

In a sign of the tinmes, the mnistry will also have to grapple with
i ncreasi ng | abour cost, |eading to higher production costs. Wth trade
i beralisation the byeline these days, this nmay render Ml aysian
agricultural produce |less conpetitive in the gl obal market.

Abi Musa, no stranger to agriculture, having previously served as
director-general of Fama, is confident that the mnistry is well poised to
face up to the chall enges and boost agriculture into a new era of
efficiency and productivity by adopti ng nodern nmanagenent phil osophi es.

"The days when agriculture was deened an activity only for subsistence
are over. There is a need for a concerted co-ordi nated approach not only
within the mnistry, but also in tandemw th the private sector,” he
stresses, echoi ng one objective of the NAP3 - to establish and deepen
I i nkages wi th ot her sectors.

Abi Musa is clearly optimstic about the future prospects of agriculture
in the country. And he is clear too on what it takes to make it happen -
technol ogy, private sector participation, comruni cations, conpetitiveness
and | ast but not |east, the proactive role of the initiators/enablers.
"The ministry is open to any new technol ogi es that nmay enhance farm ng
practices. These include farmnechani sation and i nnovative farm ng
met hods; how plants and crops nay be nore efficiently cultivated and
harvested. "

In effect the nove woul d repl ace outdated | abour intensive agricultura
practices with | abour saving technology. It would be consistent with the
obj ective of nobdernising agriculture in the country, as enbedded in the
NAP3.

"This is where R& institutions like Mardi conmes in," says Abi Misa,
al luding to expertise garnered over 20 years by the mnistry's research
agency. "We would like the private sector to tap Mardi's experience and
expertise in agriculture and food production," adds Abi Misa, enphasising
the mnistry's "open hand" policy of public-private sector coll usion.

"We are now working with Bank Negara and the Treasury to draw up
i ncentives to encourage greater participation of the private sector in
agriculture and the food industry, enploying new technol ogy," says Abi
Musa, adding that incentives can also be in nonetary forns such as | oans
and grants.

The Governnment has now provided a 100 per cent allowance on capital
expenditure to encourage food production on a |large scale for export and
i mport substitution purposes like prawn farming and floriculture.

In addition, agricultural entrepreneurs would be given an i ncone tax
exenmption of 85 per cent of statutory income or an investnent tax
al  owance of 80 per cent for a period of five years.

He stresses that success depends on "conviction of effort”. The farners,
smal | hol ders, fishernen, policy nmakers and the public and private sectors
must enter the fray with faith and conviction - that there IS a future in
agriculture.

"But agriculture is not |ike manufacturing where production may be
pl anned and predicted. Its success is influenced by such vagaries as the
weat her, floods, diseases, soil suitability, etc. It does not provide
i medi ate returns. But what is inmportant is the will to do it properly and
to have pati ence.

"Perseverance is a virtue, especially in agriculture. Practitioners just
can't put up their hands and say "No, we give up, we can't do it"'.

"I'n fact, our services are open to all - fromthe hunble snall holder to
the giant agricultural concerns, whoever has |land. W can advi se and
assi st the snmall hol der who is saddl ed with negl ected rubber |and, for
i nstance, on howto convert his plot to new crops; arnmed with the proper



busi ness pl ans.

"W view all of themas entrepreneurs. W offer themour services -
technical, consultative and advisory, even financial if necessary. Qur
officers are ready to help. The era of “keeping to ourselves' is over,"
says Abi Misa

The ministry is conscious of the critical role the private sector plays
in maki ng agriculture a success. A council on agriculture, conprising the
public-private sector representatives and chaired by Prinme M nister Datuk
Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad, neets annually to, anong others, deliberate and
steer the course of agriculture industry.

Abi Musa points to devel oped countries such as the United States, France
or Australia, where agriculture has flourished and continues to flourish
even under the onslaught of industrialisation. The farm ng conmunity there
remai ns a powerful |obby group, illustrating the influence they wield on
national affairs.

M ndful of the target it has set itself as a nett food exporter by 2010,
the ministry is exploring all avenues in its over-arching objective to
i ncrease national food production and reduce inports. For exanple, it is
encouraging the big oil palmplantation groups to integrate |ivestock
farming in the estates as a neans to of fset beef inports (which currently
stands at 80 per cent of the nation's total requirenent).

The nministry has proactively engaged other mnistries with the
financial, material and human resources to participate in agricultura
ventures. It has contributed its expertise to the Mnistry of Youth inits
"youth in agriculture" projects, where groups of five youths each are
gi ven about 8.1 hectares of |and per group for themto work on and nanage.

It has collaborated with the Mnistry for Winren's Affair to assi st
single nothers to set up and run small food industries, backed by Mardi's
expertise. It is also now discussing with the Mnistry of Defence to
engage retired arned forces personnel in agricultural activities,

i ncluding livestock breedi ng and aquacul ture.

In another effort to pronote agriculture in the country, the mnistry
has si gned nmenoranda of understanding with the State Governments to run
what is known as Permanent Food Production Parks - agricultural/food
producti on schenmes on | and provided by the State.

A mul ti-agency task force headed by the Agriculture Mnistry manages the
par k. Proper business plans are drawn up based on careful studies
pertaining to the types and quantities of crops and marketing strategies.

The mnistry realises that the pronotion of agriculture is dependent on
good inter-sectoral communications; to create awareness and convi nce
potential investors and practitioners of the profitability of agriculture,
especi ally under the renewed drive.

"We are tal king to everyone now - the individual farmers, politicians,
bankers, entrepreneurs and plantation groups,"” says Abi Misa, underlining
the deternmination to fully pronpote agricul ture.

"And we nust be able to conpete. Production cost has to be cut and nore
ef ficient methods practised. Mechani sation has to be enpl oyed nore
extensively and we need to consolidate farm ands for econony of scale,"
says Abi Misa

I ndeed the inplenentation of the agreements under the World Trade
Organi sation and the Asean Free Trade Area (Afta) has underscored the need
for Mal aysian agricultural exports to be nore conpetitive, especially with
regi onal players such as Thail and and | ndonesia. Main export commodities
such as rubber and palmoil face increasing conpetition fromenerging
| ower cost producers and discrimnatory tariff and non-tariff barriers.

The nministry and its 12 agencies, however, are all set to tackle the
enornmous challenges facing it. As Abi Miusa puts it, agriculture activities



ranges from"the nmountains to the ocean", alluding to hill-farm ng right
down to deep sea fishing, each presenting peculiar challenges in
t hemsel ves.

"Much need to be done. W can conpete if we offer quality produce. The
produce must be properly packaged and we must enpl oy pragmatic marketing
strategies. For that to happen, all 12 agencies must work in unison,
compl enenting each other's role.

"We are also collaborating with the universities to produce nore
graduates qualified to undertake nodern agricultural practices,"” says Abi
Musa.

Going by him the mnistry appears to be on track to success. However,
the toil has only just begun. The task is to keep the nomentum goi ng.
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