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The rail thing

SC Chan
ALTHOUGH cargo transportation in Ml aysia adopts the nulti-nodal concept -
that is, the use of sea, air, road and rail - little has been said until

recently about rail services.

But the fact is, Keretapi Tanah Mel ayu Bhd (KTMB) has been running the
service in Peninsular Ml aysia for decades. And because of the rapid
expansi on of |ocal ports and growth of donmestic and intra-Asean trade,
KTMB' s freight services are becom ng increasingly inportant.

The conpany provi des contai nerised frei ght services, conventiona
freight services (for bulk carriers, cement, etc), an internationa
freight service to Thail and and Si ngapore, and a | andbri dge service as
part of the highly-anbitious Trans Asia Line endorsed at the recent Asean
Leaders Summit in Singapore.

It also provides rail links to freight term nals in Padang Besar,
Butterworth, |poh, Port Kl ang, Segamat, Pasir Gudang, Sungai Way, N lai,
Kaj ang and Si ngapor e.

The contribution of goods trains to KTMB's revenue is rising as the
demand for freight services grows in tandemwi th the increase in
manuf acturing activities and exports and i nports. Ml aysia's containerised
rail services are slowy but surely evolving into an inportant conponent
of multi-nodalismin the |ogistics and transportation sector.

The infrastructure - the rail line stretching fromthe southern region,
t hrough the central region, up to the northern region and across the
border at Padang Besar to Bangkok - is already in place. It is now a

question of upgrading the lines (as in the case of the doubl e-tracking
project fromKuala Lunpur to | poh) and addi ng | oconptives and wagons.

I ndeed, the inpetus for such noves is getting stronger. This is due to
the fast-grow ng contai ner throughput at |eading ports such as Johor Port,
Port of Tanjung Pel epas, Port Klang (Northport and Wstport) and Penang
Port. It is an indicator of the global trend for containerisation.

For exanple, within the I poh Container Term nal (ICT), an inland
contai ner port covering an area of 30kmradius, goods are bei ng noved
increasingly in containers or boxes 6 or 12 nmetres long by rail to the
ports where an increasi ng nunber of |arge contai ner ships cone al ongsi de
for | oadi ng and unl oadi ng.

Gowth in manufacturing activities not only in and around the ICT area
but also in other industrial or manufacturing sites close to other towns
in the peninsula nmean that KTMB has to gear itself to provide not only
nore services but also inprove on their reliability and frequency.

This is not easy considering that the national railway conpany is facing
sone constraints. For exanple, to cover costs it cannot just increase
freight charges for that will discourage shippers, exporters and
i mporters. Nevertheless, it is going to spend RVA5 million on new
equi prent which is seen as sonething urgent, and i nprove on services.

The man in KTMB i n charge of freight services is Abdul Radzak Mal ek who
has consi derabl e hands-on experience in the business of railing goods
across the peninsula and now al so to Thail and under the so-call ed
| andbri dge service which is part of the Trans Asia Line initiated by Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad.

Accordi ng to Abdul Radzak, Dr Mahathir has been taking a deep interest
in the | andbri dge service across the border, in particular the extension
of the service to Canbodi a.



(The Asean Leaders Sunmit in Singapore in Novenber |ast year formally
endorsed Mal aysia's proposal for the Trans Asia Line and appoi nted

Thailand to ook into the financial aspect of funding the RMLO billion
5000km road-rail project extending from Singapore to Kunmng in China.)
KTMB's focus is now on two areas - inproving the containerised rai

services within the country and between Ml aysi a and Thail and and
countries beyond. There are good reasons for doing so as vol une of
containerised traffic by existing rail services is definitely grow ng.
Last year, KTMB handl ed 224, 761 TEUs (twenty-foot equivalent units) or
boxes, up by nearly 20 per cent conpared with the previous year's 187, 717
TEUs.

What about the | andbridge operations to Thail and? The volune is al so
growi ng gradual ly - 18,180 TEUs for 2000. From June (when the services
started) to Decenber 1999 it handl ed 6,239 boxes. Gowh is |imted by
frequency and servi ces.

"It is heartening of course to note that of the |andbridge service, from
the initial four weekly services this has increased to 20 weekly,' says
Abdul Radzak.

One of KTMB's plans is to bring two dedi cated services out of the |ICT by
as early as February so that if there is a demand it can al ways operate
the second service at any tinme. But this will have to depend on how wel |
it can synchronise its arrivals and departures with vessels arriving at
the main Mal aysi an ports which al so serve as transshi pnent hubs.

"Wth a better turnaround and greater reliability and consistency there
will be a nore definitive transit tine so shippers and exporters wll
become nore confident."'

This will depend also on building up volune and it invariably means
goi ng beyond the ICT's 30kmradius to |l ook for cargoes to be rail ed.
Presently, nost cargoes handled at the I CT cone fromw thin the 30km
radi us where nost of the big factories are | ocat ed.

Abdul Radzak thinks the new potential in the areas beyond the 30km
radius lies in what is called refrigerated goods - fish, fruits and
flowers. Last year the ICT handled close to 40,000 TEUs and this year KTMB
is projecting a 30 per cent growmh to about 60,000 TEUs.

The construction of the double track between Rawang and | poh is going to
slightly affect KTMB's TEU grow h, however, because of daily track
closure. The project is to be undertaken by DRB-H comon a desi gn-and-
bui | d basi s.

The national railway conpany plans to overconme this tenporary problem by
usi ng the northbound train service fromthe |ICT to Penang, and using
Penang Port as the exit and entry point and feedering goods down to Port
Kl ang i nst ead.

"We recognise this is a cunbersone way,' Abdul Radzak says, pointing out
that the only alternative is by road which will be nore expensi ve.

However, according to industry sources, with the road haul age tariff stil
renmai ni ng unchanged for the northern region, including Penang, rates may
still be conpetitive, if exporters or shippers choose the alternative.

Abdul Radzak says KTMB has plans to nake use of the Segamat |nland Port
(SIP) as an interchange for cargo from Kuantan and Kerteh on the East
Coast for cargoes bound for Wst Coast ports. This will however be a
conbi ned truck and rail service because of the absence of rail services
bet ween Ment akab and Kuant an.

It also plans a | andbridge service from Surat Thani in southern Thail and
to Penang, with the feedering of the boxes down to Port Kl ang.

KTMB' s | andbridge services are currently operated by five conpanies - TS
Transrail, Freight Managenent, TS Allied, PTP Landbridge and Elite
Solution. Elite Solution will tenporarily cease its service, and KTMB says



it has no plans to bring in new players as that would only depress rates
and services may suffer as a result.

Abdul Radzak is optinmistic that the Ml aysi a-Thail and cont ai neri sed rai
services will inprove further, despite sone reservations in certain
quarters that only Thai freight forwarders appear to be benefiting from
t he service

He expl ains the rational e behind the Ml aysi a- Thai | and cont ai neri sed
rail services. “Wen the services were first |launched the idea was, and
still is, to provide a cheaper and fast alternative instead of moving
goods by sea between Port Kl ang and Bangkok or even from Si ngapore to
Bangkok.'

Anot her idea was to build up transshi pnent volunme at the Ml aysian ports
by capturing sone of the Thai inports and exports via rail transportation
But there are probl ens such as docunentation, custons procedures and
vessel connections, but this is slowy being overcone.

Wth the Asean Free Trade Area (Afta) becoming a reality, many of the
i ssues are expected to be addressed before or when the tine cones.

But frompl aces nearest Ml aysia |ike Haadyai to Port Kl ang the cargo is
mai nly for transshi pnent and there are clear indications of this with the
operating conpany concerned bringing in the | aden boxes to Port Kl ang and
bringing the enpties back on the return trip

KTMB al so sees the potential for growh conmng fromnmultinationa
conmpani es with operations on both sides of the border, and Abdul Radzak
says Mal aysi a has becone a sort of international procurenent centre to
them The KTMB freight division is also talking to sone Thai - based
conmpani es about railing their exports to I ndonesia and Australia to Port
Klang for transshi pnent to these points.

There is no doubt that with the devel opnent and gradual expansion of
containerised rail services both within Peninsular Ml aysia and between
Mal aysi a and Thailand, this country's grow ng i nportance as a total
| ogi stics centre enbracing nulti-nmodalismis going to contribute
significantly to the national econony.

Al t hough the basic infrastructure exists, there is still alot to be
done to refine the various services, including nmarketing and pronotions,
not only within Mal aysia but also to Thail and and ot her parts of Asean.

According to both KTMB and the industry, the governnent would have to
put in alot nore effort and noney to devel op a better network of road and
rail services, to inprove reliability and frequency, and to provide
conmpetitive rates for all sectors of the industry.

KTMB shoul d not perhaps for the tine being set its sight too high.
Wthin its existing ICT and ot her inland container ports, it can capture a
nmore sizeable portion of the container traffic and nove themnot only
between ports but also frompoints of manufacturing such as industri al
estates and factories to ports of export in all the regions.

The services across the border ought to be seen as conpl enentary yet
i mportant enough to warrant some investnent, but this should be |eft
entirely to the private sector such as its five |andbridge operating
conpani es to market and devel op. But KTMB rmust be prepared to invest in
sufficient wagons, and provide nuch nore reliable and dependabl e servi ces.
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