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Show success and others will foll ow

Tan Yi Kai

THE Agriculture Mnistry neans business when it conmes to transform ng
agriculture.lt has broken away from old formulas, opting for a robust
strategy in courting the reluctant.

"Between January 2001 and Decenber 2002, we received applications for
investment totalling RV6.47 billion, which is significant if you consider
the average figure of RM3 mllion to RVMO nillion received annually for
the four years before this period," said nmnistry secretary-general Datuk
Abi Musa Asa' ari Mdhaned Nor.

"If you can denonstrate that food agriculture can be comrercially
successful, others will follow"

To prove this point, the Agriculture Mnistry partnered up with the
Johor State Government to inplenment a 4,119ha ni xed farmng project in
Johor.

Dubbed Projek Perdana Johor, or the Johor Prine Project, it sought to
create an agricultural park not unlike industrial parks, he said.

The ministry would act |ike a nanager and co-ordinate activities, but it
woul d be conpanies that would carry out the farming, he said.

The project's launch is set for June and 63 applicants from 154
conpani es have been selected to participate.

As further proof of the project's viability, he said it was the private
sector that approached the ministry to invest by conming forth with its
proposal s.

The conpanies are given incentives to invest, including attractive rates
to lease the land for at |east 30 years, and a free hand to operate
provided their nethods gel with the master plan, but the mnistry and
State Governnment are nonethel ess selective of their clients.

"I'f commodities |ike palmoil and rubber can be converted into lucrative
trades, why can't we do the same with food crops?" said Abi Misa

Efforts like this reflect the mnistry's conmtnment to converting
Mal aysia from a net inporter of food products into a net exporter.

According to ministry estimates, RM2 billion can be shaved off the food
trade deficit by replacing the said ambunt in inports with |ocal produce.

He said teanms had been established for nine fruits to come up with
strategies on inproving narket share, positioning and infrastructure

New products are also being explored for their potential value to the
agricultural econony, including a project to create an entire industry for
tuna, from harvesting to downstream processing

This is being spearheaded al nost singlehandedly by the Fisheries
Devel opnent Authority Malaysia, which is building a tuna landing port in
Penang and has signed a partnership with the local subsidiary of a
Japanese conpany in creating a national tuna fishing fleet, which has been
non-exi stent till now

Abi Musa said the mnistry was in the finalising process of introducing
crop insurance.

However, conpetitiveness alone will not generate sales w thout a good
sal esman, which is why the ministry has directed the Federal Agricultural
Marketing Authority (Fama) to involve itself in the early stages of
farming projects to furnish farmers with market intelligence.

According to Abi Misa, Fama had collaborated with major hypermarkets to
supply them with food produce, thus creating an inmedi ate supply-demand
chain, while also arranging for exports to other countries.



He al so spoke of an agriculture council for representatives of the
public and private sector to neet and discuss strategy. The council
chaired by Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad, was forned in
2000 following the Third National Agricultural Policy and its 50 nenbers
nmeet annual ly.

Furthernmore, the ninistry has set up 18 business councils through its 13
agencies where it receives regular feedback fromthe private sector. A
Busi ness Devel opnent Centre has also been created within the mnistry's
headquarters in Kuala Lunmpur where potential investors can gather
information to plan their businesses.

While the Agriculture Mnistry's business-friendly approach appears to
be a step in the right direction, is it good practice and have they made
the right decisions?

The New Straits Tines approached Kunpulan GQuthrie Bhd group chief
executive Tan Sri Abdul Khalid Ibrahim who praised the new strategies as
havi ng good vision, but added that the nministry's role should be an
assisting one, while the private sector involved nust be focused and not
reliant on the Governnent.

He said he saw agriculture of the future as being consuner driven
whereby the nmonent a crop is planted, the farmer nust think about
mar keti ng his produce, which included |ogistics and pronotion.
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