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ZUL and Ah Chong are cackling their way to the bank. Their financier has
just approved a | oan for hatchery equi pnment costing about RML million for
their |l ow chol esterol egg business.

Their joint venture is expanding and the | oan, together with their
excel l ent marketing and distribution outlets, will enable themto cash in
on growi ng demand both at honme and in Singapore and Thail and.

But Amin is not so fortunate. Although he has the technol ogy to freeze-
dry jackfruit for export, a few banks have turned down his request for a
| oan because he cannot secure a constant fruit supply.

When the Governnent is exhorting conpanies to invest in food production
and export their produce, it is a pity that people Iike Amn are bogged
down by obstacl es as basic as the source of supply.

It is no wonder then that efforts to trim Ml aysia's burgeoni ng food
inmport bill fail to nake a dent. It stood at RMA.6 billion about 10 years
ago, doubled five years |later and stands at RML3 billion now. In contrast,
we exported sone RM6.6 billion worth of food which conprised mainly
seaf ood, cocoa butter and cereals.

Wth the econonic sl owdown, the scranble to tenper inports with nore
exports and | ook for new markets is in full swing. The need to | ook for
i nnovative ways to sustain growmh and diversify risks to conpete in the
gl obal narket has gi ven agencies food for thought.

Agriculture's billing as the third engine of growmh after manufacturing
and tourismis not far-fetched as the world is our market but we will have
to exam ne the ultimte cost to gauge whet her we have the conpetitive
edge.

So far, the Governnent is not |eaving things to chance. Permanent food
producti on parks have been planned, with 40,000 hectares to be opened
nationwi de in 10 years' tine. To pronote the sector on a comercial scale,
the Governnent is banking on private sector investment with their
manageri al expertise and i nproving production with the use of state-of-
the-art technol ogy.

Various tax incentives have been given. Under Budget 2002, reinvestnent
in food production will be granted 100 per cent income tax exenption for
five years for existing conmpanies and 10 years for new conpani es.

The 100 per cent allowance on capital expenditure - previously confined
to prawn farmng, floriculture and fruit planting - has been extended to a
broad range of agricultural projects. Under the Third Qutline Perspective
Plan fromthis year till 2010, the projected annual growh for the
agriculture sector is 3.5 per cent.

But the hardware alone is not enough. A concerted narketing drive for
the products will be | aunched, including the devel opnent of a globally
recogni sed nane.

Amin's failure to ensure a regular supply of jackfruit has put paidto
his plans to export them even though he has the freeze-dryi ng technol ogy.
Such basi c setbacks do not go down well with financial institutions in the
| oan eval uation process, and this is one of the reasons they give a wi de
berth to food production when considering | oan targets.

Since many of the businesses are snall and nedi um scal e, they do not
have t he nmeans and wherewi thal to noderni se operations to neet narket
needs and international standards.

But beyond these, food production has to be expanded for Ml aysia to



scal e back on food inports and pronote for export. Mst of the prenium
|l and - about four mllion hectares - is in the hands of plantation
conmpanies and it is up to themto help the Governnment realise its
agricultural objectives. It will be difficult to cull foreign investnent
in large-scale high-tech farnming as foreigners are not allowed to own

| and.

Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad has called on the
pl antati on conmpanies to use part of their land for agricutural activities
on a comrercial basis. They may not have the expertise but they have the
resources to acquire them In view of the volatile palmoil market, nowis
as good a tinme as any to consider venturing into the business.

If our agricultural goals materialise, there will be sonme spin-off
i ndustries including research and devel opment and it should nurture
entrepreneurs too.

However, in our zeal to reduce the food inport bill, we nmust not run to
protect our food industries with high tariffs on simlar inported
products.

Time will tell whether our efforts in whipping up a green initiative to
downsi ze the food bill and earn nore forei gn exchange will bear fruit. The
proof of the pudding is in the eating.
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