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Meeting the agro chall enge

By Farush Khan; Koh Lay Chin

MOBI LI SING the private sector is the greatest challenge for the agri-
culture industry, considering that segnent of the econony contributes only
30 per cent to food production, with the rest coming fromsnmall-hol ders.
"W have to work harder to increase the country's food exports as the
rate of the increase in inports far exceeded the rate of increasing
exports in the year 2000 and 2001," said Agriculture M nister Datuk
Ef f endi Norwawi .
The mi nistry has set seven performance neasures with the first three

being to succeed in reducing the national food inport bill, increase food
i mport substitution and increase exports.

If it could address these three neasures well, he said, the country
woul d be able to redress its deficit balance of trade in food products,
now around RVMB billion annually.

"When | started this job (three years ago), our target was to produce
RVMB1.5 billion (worth of food products) in five years, starting from
2000," he said in an interviewwith the New Straits Ti nes.

"I'n 2000, however, we exceeded our target of RML1.6 billion by achieving

RML4.2 billion and in 2001 produced RML5 billion against the target of
RML2. 3 billion."

Wth this success, he said, it was still vital for the mnistry to
concentrate on getting private sector investment so the country could even
out the inport-export disparity and becone a net exporter by year 2010.

"Gl palmis nunber one in the country because of the private sector's
i nvol verent .

"As soon as you get the private sector involved you will get the
managenent expertise and their technical resources.”

He added the ministry had accordingly formed strategies to attract nore
i nvest ment .

The best way, he said, was to create successful nodels and to offer
incentives to attract nore private sector players.

"Since we have put in the newincentives, we have received applications
(for projects) worth RVMb.5 billion fromJanuary 2001 to Novenber 2002.

"This is good news because our target was to achieve RWM billion per
year.

"But I am not happy that the application (approval) process takes too
| ong.

"For exanple, out of the RV6.5 billion, we have only approved RV718
mllion.

"This is too slowso | amreview ng the system"

In efforts to create successful nodels for farmers, the mnistry wll
i ntroduce the first large-scale commercial farmthis year that will cover
over 4,000ha called "Projek Perdana Johor".

Ef fendi said there had been hundreds of applications to develop the area
in Ayer Hitamand the project wuld be | aunched by March.

"This is going to be exciting. | amsure when people see this project,
there will be many nore comercial farns.

"There will be fruits and vegetables, a cattle farm dairy farm food
producti on and an " English Cotswold' village."

The Cotswold village was the idea of Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad.



O her large-scale farm ng areas have al so been identified in Pahang and
Johor, as well as the Tanah GQul a Padang Terap project in Kedah that will
be devel oped for conmerically mxed farmng and is projected to yield
Rv53 nmillion worth of food produce annually.

"This will be our focus. Wth our initial success we expect a |lot nore
people to come forward in 2004.

"Part of the attraction will be incentives like a 10-year tax break and
the 3F (fund for food)."

The tax break is a 100 per cent tax exenption on statutory inconme for 10
years commencing fromthe first year a company enjoys profit, which neans
companies will not have to pay tax until the 11th year of making profit.

The ministry has al so conducted semi nars around the country that have
been attended by 3,500 participants and is followi ng up with 850
interested parties on various projects.

"W al so have 18 busi ness councils set up by various agenci es whi ch neet
regul arly.

"They neet with main players in the private sector and listen to their
probl ens and suggestions on how to make things better for them"

Anot her addition to the ministry will be the Business Devel opnent Centre
which will be set up by March

"Al'l the business devel opnent managers from private sector conpanies can
send their officers to the centre where they can get all the information
they want in any areas," Effendi said.

"Be it physical studies, the narket situation or technical support, they
can and get world-class information on anything they want."

Supporting the centre will be two initiatives - 10 know edge centres
around the country; and a Market Intelligence Service |led by the Federal
Agriculture Marketing Authority.

Ef fendi said another effort to bring in private investnment was to work
wi th Bank Negara to introduce crop insurance.

"The private sector is wary of putting noney into the food sector
because there i s no i nsurance cover age.

"Hopefully we will be able to introduce this within this year."

For aquacul ture, prospects for making "billions for the country” woul d
al so be explored through various efforts.

"We are going to create aquaculture (fishing) industrial zones in the
country and have identified around 200, 000 hectares of water bodies
suitable for this.

"W are now conducting detailed studies and these areas will be
devel oped so they can handl e everything right up to processing," he said.

He said just as they would ensure that the best seeds are avail able for
agriculture, they would al so produce very high quality fry.

"To achi eve a 600,000 tonne target for aquaculture by 2010 we will need
16 billion of fish fry annually, conpared to the 3.2 billion today."

One of the neasures introduced by the mnistry is the "new val ue"
created with products like tuna, ornanental fish, herbs, halal products,
rosell e, kenaf and orchid, anpbng ot hers.

"These can create billions for the econony," he said.

"Wth tuna, for exanple, we have the opportunity to easily produce
75,000 netric tonnes annually by 2010.

"The ornanental fish and herbs will also be a multi-billion ringgit
i ndustry; the demand is huge locally and abroad.

"W have dedi cated task forces for each of these specific products and
they are finalising our detail ed strategies.

"In fact some of these progranmes have al ready start ed.

"W have al so commi ssioned a conprehensive study on herbs and a naster
study on a Halal Food hub to be done as we can be a big player in these



areas."

Wth all these strategies in place, the mnistry will also introduce new
approaches, including crop zoning and a distribution rationalisation
programre t hrough the Term nal Makanan Negara (Teman).

"The market is so irrational, fromthe producer to the consuner it goes
t hrough many | ayers and that just increase costs.

"So one of the biggest challenges this year is for us to rationalise the
mar ket mechani sm "

Terman wi |l be supported by collection centres near to the farnms, which
will collect, grade and package produce fromfarners.

The produce will be sent to Teman which will forward it to outlets |ike
Carrefour and Tesco.

"This way the farners get their produce direct to outlets so they can
get better prices, the outlets will get a better price and this wll
transl ate into cheaper goods for consuners."

Anot her inportant strategy by the mnistry is the accreditation of
farns.

"W will drive hard to get the producers to conformto internationa
standards and we will be bench-marking themwi th the world' s best
accredi tation progranme.

"Only accredited farns will be approved with the Mal aysia's Best seal ."

So far 385 farns have applied for the accreditation.

The ministry is also | ooking at devel opi ng high-quality agro-tourism
projects in the country with nmaj or projects.

Thi s i ncludes Taman Botani, a world-class botanical garden, Ladang
Satellite, a place where buyers can pick their own fruits and veget abl es,
the Caneron Hi ghl and Agro Park and the Serdang Agro Park.

The first precinct of Taman Botani is expected to be conpl eted by next
April and six satellite farns are bei ng devel oped i n Kedah, Perak,

Sel angor, Negri Senbilan, Ml acca and Johor.

"W are hoping to | aunch the Caneron Hi ghl and Agro Park in COct ober and
the Serdang Agro Park is expected to be conpleted by the end of this year.

"The Serdang park will be Iike the Agro Done in New Zeal and and t he Kew
Gardens in England.”

Wth all the strategi es and programes set up by the Agriculture
Mnistry, it hopes for "many success stories"” fromthe private sector.

"W have some very successful exanples of aquaculture, livestock and
horticul ture.”

There have al so been cases of people who have tried investing in
agriculture in the past and some got their fingers burnt.

Effendy cited the exanpl e of sonme of those involved in the aquacul ture
i ndustry who had been hit when the white spot disease hit the industry.

"But that was the past and things are different now.

"W have nore know edge, better technol ogy, better managenent techni ques
and the Governnment is better organi sed to support the private sector."

There is the technol ogy to neet these chall enges now and al t hough there
are risks, these are all about nanagenent.

"Wth good nanagenent we should be able to succeed.

"I'n the case of livestock, for exanple, what we are trying to i npress on
pl antati on owners nowis that their land is suitable for breeding cattle.

"If we can get all these areas to carry animals, we will have around one
mllion animals and that will greatly reduce our inports."

Effendi said in the places where have introduced the project, they have
nmet with success.

"We are hoping plantation owners will co-operate with us here."

Ef fendi said all these strategi es were about gaining that conpetitive
edge to neet challenges arising fromthe Asean Free Trade Area (Afta).



"We must nmeet Afta whether we like it or not.

"Even the nost sensitive crops like padi will neet Afta in the year 2010
and the answer to this is conpetitiveness and successful transfer of
technol ogy to producers.

"We have the technol ogy. The issue nowis to successfully transfer this
to our farmers.

"We now know t hat our farnmers are produci ng four tonnes per hectare (for
padi) and we have started a systemw th the first batch of 4,000 farners
who can produce 10 tonnes per hectare.”

Inits efforts to nmobilise the private sector to boost food production
and generate nore revenue for the people and the country, one should be
forgiven for thinking what the mnistry is trying to do could be a bit too
anmbi ti ous.

"I't may sound anbitious, but it is achievable," Effendi said. "W think
we can succeed.

"We have a conmon vision, we have a comon belief, we all believe we can
achieve it.

"W want our ministry to be well known as a ministry that truly serves
our clientele - the farmers, the private sector and the consuners."
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