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Dr Ms idea set to aid rural craft

Debor ah Loh

SHAH ALAM Wed - Traditional craftsmanship in making decorative panels may
see a revival if the idea to have production centres in every district
beconmes a reality.

The panels, normally made of wood or tile, bear intricate designs of
Islamic or Malay cultural notifs. They enbellish the walls, ceilings and
pillars of many a grand buil di ng, such as nosques, pal aces and mansi ons.

But a cheaper, faster and | ess painstaking techni que using plaster of
paris to produce the panel s has now been di scovered.

It started with a visit by Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhamad
to the Royal Mnt of Ml aysia, where he saw plaster of paris being used to
make noulds in the mnting process.

"The Prime Mnister then got an idea to use plaster of paris to nake
decorative panels. He saw it as a neans to turn the cottage craft industry
into an entrepreneurship,” said Royal Mnt managi ng director Datuk Megat
Wahab Megat Abu Bakar.

However, plaster of paris did not prove lasting. Although it could be as
hard and as heavy as rock after setting, it would crunble over tine.

"What we needed was a bondi ng agent," Megat Wahab sai d.

And on Dr Mahathir's visit to Morocco in April, the "secret ingredient”
was found.

"We visited craft centres where they made panels out of tile, wood and
pl aster of paris," said Megat Wahab, who was in the Prinme Mnister's
ent ourage. Whod fibre, processed into soft cotton-like mesh, was used with
pl aster of paris. The craftsnen would pour liquid plaster into rubber
nmoul ds, spreading it to fill every curve and crevice of the design, and
then place the wood fibre on top and press it into the plaster

"When Dr Mahathir saw this, he suggested we use oil palmfibres,” Megat
Wahab sai d.

Sure enough, it worked. But first, the mnt sent a teamof its staff and
designers back to Morocco to conduct nore research

"Qur designer and SirimBhd worked on it using oil palmfibres ... and
here is the result,” Megat Wahab said while Royal M nt design consultant
Yahya | brahi m brought out two panel s he designed. One was a panel with
khat (lslam c calligraphy) and the other was a bust of a scul pture.

The advant age of plaster of paris over wood and tile is the speed at
whi ch the finished product can be conpl et ed.

VWi le craftsmen nust chip away at tiles or carefully scrape away wood
shavi ngs, plaster of paris is nerely poured into pre-fabricated noul ds and
sets in about half an hour

"Because it is poured into nmoulds, you can custom se the noulds into any
design you want," said Megat Wahab. "I nagi ne how this one product can
serve nunerous clients - nmobsques, governnent buil di ngs, houses, hotels,
even pre-fab casts for accident victins."

The craft is a big cottage industry in Mrocco but is slow and | abour-

i ntensive, done conpletely by hand.

"Here we have the technol ogy to produce the craft quickly. Technol ogy
m ght also be the way to save the traditional arts, which are slowy dying
along with the ol der generation of craftsnen," Megat Wahab sai d.

Wth the know how and technol ogy avail abl e, the question now was how to
create an industry out of making plaster of paris panels.

Megat Wahab said a big problemwas that handicraft in Ml aysia was a



part-tine industry with a very sel ect narket.

Hs idea is to inplenent the concept of "one district, one product”, an
expansi on of the "one village, one product” nodel used in Thailand to help
the rural poor.

Each district would thus have a plaster of paris craft centre.

"CGoing by districts, there will be a wider nmarket for the craftsnen to
cater to. Also, with over 100 districts nationwi de, nore entrepreneurs and

jobs can be created.”
Megat Wahab said the Prime Mnister woul d soon be briefed on his ideas.
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