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Time to propel Felda to play key role as grow h engi ne

By ZAl DI | SHAM | SMAI L
ONCE upon a tine, the Federal Land Devel opnent Authority's (Fel da) |and
schenes were seen as frontier |and, outposts and even a final work pl ace
for those | eft w thout other options.

It's not the same anynore today.

Fel da t hese days has enornmous potential and the Government, realising
this and the need for the agency to dance with the tinmes, has noved
swftly toraise its profile.

The agency, which is a big | ocal palmoil producer, has been placed in
the Prinme Mnister's Departnment, directly under the charge of Deputy
Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Najib Abdul Razak.

Naji b has nmoved fast. He has set up a think-tank to nodernise Fel da,
its operations and its people.

The first of a series of brainstormng sessions to chart Felda's future
and rai se its gane has been hel d.

More then 40 prom nent people fromvarious fields, including top
executives of private plantati on conpani es, academ cs and gover nnment
officials had net with the aimof ultimtely transform ng Fel da
settlenents into dynam c areas of growth

"Qur aimis to develop Felda settlers and settlenments so that
progressive and val ue-added economic activities are carried out. There
are three generations of settlers in Felda. W have to see how we can
bring devel opnent to all of them" Najib said recently.

For Fel da, even standing as a pl ayer al ongsi de t he grandaddy of
agriculture, the US-based Cargill Inc, is a possibility.

The target is possible for Felda, which has a | andbank only slightly
smal l er than the size of northern Kedah, as it is one of the world's
| argest plantation holding firnms, if not the | argest.

Fel da, set up in July 1956, has a total |andbank of 811, 140ha of which
about half is owned by snmal | hol ders.

It manages 275 | and schenmes nati onwi de and owns 72 oil palmmills and
four refineries in 11 states. Its | and schemes are honme to about 105, 000
famlies.

Fel da has the potential to become an even bi gger revenue power house for
Mal aysia than it is now and al so be an inportant platformto | aunch the
country's nodern and i ntegrated agriculture policy.

Palmoil and its related products rake in some RM8 billion into the
nation's coffers annually - nore than even the revenue from petrol eum
exports.

Fel da? Qut posts? Frontierland? Thi nk again

But for Felda to stand alongside the likes of Cargill it may take a

little while since the agency's foundations need to be strengt hened,
anal ysts sai d.

The Government is keen that Fel da thinks and acts val ue-added and | ooks
into integrated farm ng concepts and agro-industries, including venturing
i nto biotechnol ogy.

These woul d diversify Felda's earnings sources fromonly just pal moil

Fel da group chairman Tan Sri Dr Mohd Yusof Noor said Fel da now gets its
orders directly fromthe top, not only to ensure it plays a key nationa
econonm c role, but nore inportantly that the welfare of its nost crucia
element - its thousands of settlers - is taken care of well.

Nat i onal Economi ¢ Action Council working comittee nmenber Datuk Dr



Zai nal Aznam Yusof said the Government wants to focus on upgradi ng the
econom ¢ and social ot of the settlers and the agency.

"Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad Badawi is concerned about the
long-termplight of the smallholders' children who are now entering into
t he second and third generation," said Zainal

I f the Governnment succeeds in inproving the |lot of the settlers, Felda
as an entity, will be set to stand up al ongsi de ot her key agenci es t hat
power the Mal aysi an econony.

Abdul I ah wants a five-point plan for Felda to be i npl enent ed.

Fel da nust diversify, inprove its technol ogy, venture into creating a

one-regi on-one product concept, create nore small- and nedi um scal e
industries and tap the full potential of its younger generation
Gabungan Wawasan Generasi Fel da chairman Tan Sri Rozali Ismail said the

rati onal e behind the nove is sinple - to propel Felda' s palmoil sector
to the forefront and to be at par with other industries.

"It istine for Feldato play its role as one of the country's nain
engi nes of growth at par with the other sectors such as nmanufacturing,
services, oil and gas and i nformati on technol ogy," he said.

He said billions of ringgit has been invested in Felda and the
Governnent is therefore reviewing the statutory body's role.

Fel da has all the foundations for becom ng a successful and powerful
pl ayer in the commodities sector.

By sheer size, its | andbank produces about 20 per cent of Malaysia's
palmoil and is a key contributor in the Ml aysian agriculture sector

Anal ysts ook forward to the agency being restructured and then for it
to prosper with the flotation of its subsidiary Felda Plantations Sdn Bhd
on Bursa Mal aysia Securities Bhd.

The flotation woul d al so benefit settlers with each receiving shares
fromthe conpany for their participation

The Fel da group, which groups 40 wholly or partly-owned subsidiaries as
well as joint-venture firms, has consistently regi stered earni ngs bet ween
RV billion and RVb billion annually.

Its annual net profit ranges fromRWA0O million to RVBOO million a year
frombusi nesses in plantations, agricultural services, bul king, shipping
and catering.

Mohd Yusof said it is Felda's long-termaimto boost earnings to RVB
billion with a net profit of RML billion yearly.

"Investors are going to |i ke Fel da because of its good profitability
record and its earnings potential islimtless,” said MDF Sisna
Securities Sdn Bhd's econom st Azrul Azwar Ahmad Taj udin.

Mohd Yusof said details of the flotation have been finalised and are
awai ti ng the Cabinet's approval.

Mar ket pl ayers said when former Prine M nister Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohamad
announced Felda's listing plan | ast Septenber the news attracted
wor | dwi de attention.

They said it is tine to bring back international trading in palmoil to
its seat in Malaysia, the top world producer, and Felda's presence as a
maj or worl d player may hel p achi eve the aim

Ri ght now, the commpbdity's outlook is partly determ ned by an i ndustry
forecaster based in Europe and its supply and demand scenario is dictated
froma comodities tradi ng house t housands of kil onetres away.

"I't's tine Mal aysia enul ates the US-based gi ant tradi ng house Cargil
I nc which controls much of the world's commodities tradi ng and yet has no
operations in many of themin the first place," said Gol den Hope
Pl ant ati ons Bhd group chi ef executive Sabri Ahnad.

On product diversification, Mhd Yusof said Felda is venturing into the
her bal products business as a new alternative source of incone to



conpl enent the oil pal mbusiness.

The agency is preparing its Felda Herbal City in Pahang, which is
dedi cated to herbal products, fromplanting to processing and marketi ng,
at a 405ha plot with aninitial investrment of RMLO nillion.

The plan is to plant the herbs al ongside oil palmtrees. Annually, the
gl obal herbs market is said to be worth about RWMO billion.

There are al so plans to eventual |y do busi ness overseas. Felda w ||
send its officers to assist Tinor Leste in plantati on managenent soon
and at | east one African state has indicated its readi ness to receive
pr of essi onal advice fromthe agency.

anal ysts.

The possibility of Fel da opening new | and schenes abroad on
joint-venture basis with other governnments has not been di scounted by
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