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Positioning Sabah for the bio-economy

Poised as one of the key industries for the 21st century, biotechnology or the application of knowledge about biological systems to generate industrial products and processes in healthcare, agriculture and the environment, has been given due emphasis by the Malaysian Government. It is envisaged that the application of research and development in biotechnology will further spur the establishment of related, higher value-added industries, such as pharmaceuticals, neutraceuticals and agro-biotechnology. As such, the Malaysian Government has encouraged active biotechnology research and product development, and related activities with aggressive measures taken towards commercialising biotechnology. This will eventually position Malaysia to serve as a premier centre for bio-industry in the region. 

At the State level, the Sabah State Government’s Halatuju is also focussing on the modernisation of the agriculture sector through the adoption of new technologies to increase production, marketability and agricultural incomes. In other words, the Halatuju also paves the way for the State to participate in the bio-industry and the emerging bio-economy. 

In view of this development, the Institute for Development Studies (Sabah), Marditech Corporation and Wawasan Sejahtera Sdn Bhd jointly organised a conference on Halatuju – Strategic Direction of the Agricultural Sector in Sabah: Positioning for the Bio-Economy in collaboration with the Ministry of Agriculture and Food Industry Sabah, Sabah Foundation and the Association of Chartered Certified Accountants. The two-day conference was held at Magellan Sutera Hotel, Kota Kinabalu from 17 to 18 January 2005. 

In his keynote address to some 200 delegates of the Conference, Chief Minister, Datuk Musa Haji Aman said that the growth of the bio-economy was expected to take place during the 2020s and as such, developing economies like Sabah needed to acquire the capabilities and capacities to process products in order to make the transition from exporting raw to semi-processed materials to exporting processed, high value-added products using industrial biotechnology processes. He believed that viable bio-industry enterprises could be spawned by harnessing Sabah’s factor endowments, such as its rich agricultural and bio-diversity resources, valuable indigenous botanical knowledge, strategic geographical location and favourable climatic conditions. In this manner, the agriculture sector could serve as a springboard for Sabah to leap into the knowledge-based bio-economy through the intensification of the application and commercialisation of biotechnology R&D in agriculture. 

According to the Chief Minister, Sabah is fortunate as it is endowed with diverse biological resources with huge potentials to be tapped in our biodiversity and agricultural resources, aquaculture, deep-sea fisheries and herbal plants. He added that the State Government realised that with the ever-changing economic scenario, globalisation and the growing global competition, it was vital for the agriculture sector to improve its productivity, develop more competitive products and broaden its downstream activities. As was aptly emphasised in the Halatuju, to be economically sustainable, there is a need for the State to explore and to add value to its natural resources endowments and this is so with the coming of the bio-economy. Therefore, it is vital for the State to transform the agriculture sector into a modern and market-driven industry.

Datuk Musa also pointed out that scientific advances in biotechnology unfortunately were still concentrated in a handful of industrialised nations and countries that were able to make the necessary investment in technological development, particularly biotechnology human capital and research activities. He said that at the moment, the biotechnology market is dominated by the United States, followed by Europe and other countries such as Australia, Canada, China, Cuba, India and Japan. These countries have some of the leading R&D centres, producers and exporters of biotechnology products. As bio-industry is still relatively new to Sabah, one of the effective means to integrate the State into the global technological network could possibly be through joint ventures and strategic alliances with established organisations, which are more often than not originated from the industrialised countries. In this context, the State Government has always adopted an open policy when considering proposals for collaboration with international organisations.

However, Datuk Musa iterated that “we must not underestimate our local R&D capability and technology as established national research institutions such as MARDI and SIRIM have developed various indigenous technologies that can be successfully applied to suit our needs and conditions”. Having mentioned that, Datuk Musa urged entrepreneurs to work closely with local R&D bodies for their technological needs, particularly to increase productivity as well as to develop and improve their products to meet stringent international standards. Application of R&D in biotechnology would not only help Sabah to transform its agricultural sector into a vibrant sector, it would also spur the development of related high-value added industries such as pharmaceuticals, cosmoceuticals, neutraceuticals and agro-pharmacy. Additionally, the integration of both information and communication technology (ICT) and biotechnology, for instance, can enhance the quality and production of food products, he said, adding other spin-off benefits would accrue such as further improvement in public health, stimulation of local economy and subsequently reduction in poverty rate. 

Meanwhile, Datuk Musa said that the State Government realised that in order to take advantage of the many opportunities offered in the field of technology, the State must have the necessary policy framework, technological capacity and effective governance in place. He stressed that to become players in modern biotechnology sector, “we must have knowledge workers that possess the necessary skills and detailed knowledge, from biology to engineering as well as sophisticated equipment and adequate financial resources”. Critical issues such as funding for research activities, the creation of appropriate research institutions and international alliances for products commercialisation needed to be adequately addressed to ensure the state’s meaningful participation in the bio-industry and the emerging bio-economy. Datuk Musa assured the participants that the State Government is committed to and cognisant of the need to provide the policy, legislative and institutional framework to develop bio-industry in Sabah and “we have embarked on a number of new initiatives to facilitate our participation in the bio-industry”.

In this respect, Datuk Musa said that the Government had already provided the legislative and institutional machinery to regulate the development of biotechnology in Sabah through the Sabah Biodiversity Enactment, 2000. He said the Sabah Agro-Industrial Development Steering Committee, which is under the chairmanship of the Minister of Agriculture and Food Industry had established a Working Group on Biotechnology Research, Development and Application in 2003. The Working Group has already formulated the Sabah biotechnology Action Blueprint providing a roadmap for all stakeholders to participate meaningfully in the biotechnology development in Sabah over the next ten years. He further mentioned that the blueprint also set out policies and strategies for biotechnology development in Sabah consistent with the Halatuju, which among others, spells out the legal and institutional framework, research agenda and action plans, and the role of the state Government and private sector in biotechnology development.

The Chief Minister said the Sabah Agro-Industrial Precinct (SAIP) is one of the key initiatives to enable Sabah to make the quantum leap to the bio-economy. SAIP is an innovation-driven, technology-led agro-based development cluster dedicated to optimise the utilisation of Sabah’s strategic natural resources. Datuk Musa pointed out that SAIP will pave the way for the creation of agro-biotechnology business opportunities and serve as the nucleus and hub of the Sabah Bio-Corridor. Therefore, it is envisaged that SAIP would attract local and international investment in the field of high-tech agro-biotechnology.

Datuk Musa also noted the investment potentials in biotechnology, for example, the use of oil palm biomass for energy and industrial uses such as the manufacture of composite wood products, furniture, pulp and paper. He said investment in biotechnology such as this is in line with the vision of making the oil palm industry as a sustainable zero-waste industry. He said the utilisation of oil palm biomass as an alternative source of energy offers great potential and could act as a countermeasure to check the volatility of petroleum-based fuel and to safeguard our economy from being badly affected by the oil crisis. According to Datuk Musa, there is a need for all quarters to make a paradigm shift in the ways of thinking and doing things. “We must have an open mindset and willing to adopt new ideas on our effort to develop our economy and in facing the challenges posed by globalisation and intense competition and most importantly, we must be able to position ourselves as the premier centre for bio-industry in the region”, he stressed.

Datuk Musa concluded by urging related government agencies and government-linked companies at the State and Federal level to work together as a team and in partnership with the private sector and research institutions locally and abroad to support the development of biotechnology in Sabah. He said that he had underlined this need in implementing the Halatuju at the recent meeting of the Sabah Economic Action Council (SEAC). 

A total of 13 papers were presented during the two-day conference under three sessions, namely  Potential and Prospects of Bio-industry, Strategic Positioning and Critical Success Factors, and The Way Forward.  In summary, papers presented under Session I provide participants an overview of the potential development of bio-industries in Malaysia; how to optimise the Sabah’s bio-asset through experience of the university of Sydney in building human resources competencies; how to create the bio-preneurs through the Zernika experiences in supporting and financing business start-ups; the value of accounting of bio-assets; and opportunities for agro-based, food technology and technology transfer. Under Session II, papers presented were geared towards the focus and prospects of research and development in biotechnology; strategic global market positioning; innovation and protection of intellectual property; architecture and environmental impacts with a case study on SAIP; and environmental and socio-economic impacts and effective application of ICT on bio-industry. Papers presented in the last session focussed on product development support in bio-industries; update on bio-valley and bio-valley satellite opportunities; the Sabah Biotechnology Action Blueprint and lastly a presentation from IDS Sabah on Sabah Agro-Industrial Precinct: Developing a Bio-Industrial Cluster in Sabah.

An exhibition of biotechnology products and sales of books were held at the lobby of the conference hall.  A field trip was also organised for participants to visit the UNDP/GEF-SGP-IDS Demo Plot Project at KM 1.8, Kelatuan-Pemadam Road in Kimanis. 

Overall, the paper presentations during the conference were well received by participants who took advantage of the 40 minutes allocated for questions and answers at the end of each session. – Finchley G. Johniu
Globalisasi: Implikasi ke atas Wawasan Sabah Maju

Kedudukan ekonomi negeri Sabah pada masa ini berada pada tahap yang baik berdasarkan prestasi sektor-sektor utama yang memperlihatkan satu perkembangan yang memberangsangkan. Sektor pertanian dan sektor perkilangan umpamanya masing-masing telah menyumbang sebanyak 23% dan 12% kepada KDNK pada tahun 2003. Peratusan ini dijangka meningkat kepada 30% bagi sektor pertanian dan 18% bagi sektor perkilangan pada tahun 2010. 

Sektor pelancongan yang disasarkan sebagai sektor pemacu kepada pembangunan negeri Sabah turut menunjukkan pencapaian yang baik. Jumlah kemasukan pelancong telah mencecah seramai 1.23 juta bagi tahun 2003 dan dijangka meningkat kepada 4 juta pada tahun 2010.

Namun begitu, kerajaan menyedari perlunya usaha yang lebih bersepadu bagi membolehkan ketiga-tiga sektor tersebut terus berkembang dan berdaya saing terutama dalam menerajui persaingan di pasaran global selaras dengan proses globalisasi yang sedang berlangsung. Pada masa yang sama kerajaan negeri Sabah juga sedang berusaha ke arah mencapai “Wawasan Sabah Maju”. Oleh itu, cabaran dan harapan yang bergerak seiring sudah tentu memerlukan satu penilaian dan kajian khususnya dari segi sejauhmana ia memberi impak kepada proses pembangunan. 

Berdasarkan kepada rasional tersebut maka satu seminar yang membincangkan tentang Globalisasi dan Cabaran: Implikasi Ke atas Wawasan Sabah Maju telah dianjurkan bersama oleh Majlis Tindakan Ekonomi Negara (MTEN) dan Institut Kajian Pembangunan (Sabah) pada 27 Mei 2005, bertempat di Pan Pacific Sutera, Kota Kinabalu.

Seminar tersebut pada umumnya bertujuan untuk memberi kefahaman dan kesedaran kepada pihak kerajaan negeri Sabah mengenai cabaran-cabaran baru globalisasi dan implikasinya ke atas ekonomi, perindustrian dan perdagangan negeri Sabah bagi membolehkan strategi-strategi yang bersesuaian dapat dilaksanakan ke arah mencapai matlamat Sabah Maju. Seminar tersebut telah dirasmikan oleh Datuk Masidi Manjun, Menteri Belia dan Sukan Negeri Sabah dan dihadiri seramai lebih 100 orang peserta yang terdiri daripada kakitangan kerajaan, pihak swasta dan persatuan perdagangan. 

Dalam ucapan perasmian semasa seminar tersebut Datuk Masidi menekankan mengenai aspirasi kerajaan yang terkandung dalam Halatuju. Halatuju memfokuskan kepada tiga teras utama iaitu pembangunan ekonomi, sosial dan juga politik. Dari segi pembangunan ekonomi kerajaan memberi keutamaan kepada pembangunan tiga (3) sektor utama seperti yang telah dinyatakan iaitu sektor pertanian, pelancongan dan pembuatan. 

Dalam usaha memantapkan pembangunan ketiga-tiga sektor tersebut pelbagai usaha telah dijalankan oleh kerajaan termasuklah menjana lebih banyak produk-produk bernilai tambah, meningkatkan mutu keluaran produk dan mengurangkan kebergantungan kepada bahan-bahan import bagi sektor pertanian. Bagi sektor pelancongan, usaha ditumpukan kepada menarik lebih ramai pelancong berkunjung ke Sabah dengan harapan agar sektor ini mampu menyumbang lebih tinggi kepada KDNK selaras dengan saranan kerajaan Persekutuan untuk menarik seramai 23 juta pelancong setahun ke Malaysia.  Bagi sektor pembuatan kerajaan secara agresif melaksanakan langkah-langkah mengatasi masalah yang dihadapi sektor ini seperti infrastruktur dan menyediakan persekitaran perniagaan yang kondusif serta meningkatkan penyaluran teknologi dan kepakaran.

Dari segi agenda pembangunan sosial pula kerajaan menumpukan kepada program sosio-ekonomi khususnya dalam menangani masalah kemiskinan di luar bandar dan pada masa yang sama mempergiatkan usaha ke arah “ethnic trust building” untuk mencapai agenda politik yang memberi penekanan kepada perpaduan kaum. 

Menurut Datuk Masidi, pelan pembangunan kerajaan yang telah dirancang sebenarnya memacu ke arah persaingan global khususnya dari segi ekonomi. Justeru itu cabaran-cabaran dan halangan-halangan globalisasi harus dititikberatkan sebagai satu pra-syarat untuk mencapai matlamat pembangunan. Beliau turut menyentuh tentang pengajaran yang perlu dijadikan iktibar daripada peristiwa kegawatan ekonomi dan krisis kewangan yang berlaku sekitar akhir tahun 1990-an akibat proses globalisasi yang turut menimbulkan pelbagai implikasi negatif sekiranya pendekatan yang diambil tidak menepati kehendak semasa sesuai dengan senario ekonomi di peringkat global pada masa tersebut. 

Untuk itu, beliau menekankan kepada beberapa aspek yang perlu diberi perhatian yang sewajarnya. Antara lain adalah mengambilkira kestabilan politik, menekankan aspek pendidikan dan pembelajaran sepanjang hayat atau “lifelong learning”, meningkatkan kecekapan sektor awam dan swasta melalui pelaksanaan “good governance” dan juga meningkatkan daya saing dalam pelbagai aspek yang bersesuaian. Pelaksanaan AFTA dan liberalisasi dalam pasaran buruh misalnya memerlukan satu persediaan dan penyesuaian dari segi kemahiran sumber manusia agar dapat bersaing.    

Satu kertas kerja mengenai Isu-isu dan Cabaran Baru Dalam Globalisasi turut  dibentangkan oleh Prof. Dr. Mahani Zainal Abidin, Ketua Pasukan Perunding Khas Globalisasi, MTEN semasa seminar tersebut. Beliau menyentuh tentang beberapa aspek seperti trend semasa globalisasi, pembangunan ekonomi Malaysia, cabaran-cabaran dan peluang-peluang globalisasi serta implikasi ke atas ekonomi negeri Sabah. 

Menurut Prof. Dr. Mahani, trend semasa globalisasi memperlihatkan ketidaktentuan pertumbuhan ekonomi dan aliran modal, liberalisasi perdagangan dunia dan juga perubahan struktur pengeluaran. Negara Malaysia yang kini melalui fasa pembangunan yang berasaskan pengetahuan dan teknologi, menurut beliau sangat terdedah dengan proses globalisasi melalui aktiviti perdagangan barang-barang dan perkhidmatan, aliran modal dan pelaburan, jalinan pengeluaran, teknologi, pergerakan buruh dan juga dalam aspek pembentukan polisi yang lebih bersifat global. 

Namun, pada masa yang sama wujud peluang-peluang baru yang boleh diterokai seperti aktiviti eksport pelbagai barang dan perkhidmatan  mengikut permintaan semasa di peringkat global, pengaliran teknologi terkini, pemantapan sumber tenaga manusia, integrasi ekonomi, disamping dapat menarik pelaburan dan meningkatkan produktiviti bagi menjana  pertumbuhan ekonomi negara.

Berdasarkan kertas kerja tersebut beberapa implikasi penting yang perlu diberi perhatian oleh pihak kerajaan negeri Sabah bagi menghadapi cabaran-cabaran globalisasi khususnya dalam menuju ke arah “Wawasan Sabah Maju”. Antaranya ialah meningkatkan kapabiliti kumpulan pengurusan, meningkatkan kemahiran sumber manusia di semua organisasi, menekankan kepada peningkatan kualiti dan profesionalisme serta memperkukuhkan budaya akauntabiliti. 

Kerajaan juga pada masa yang sama harus memanfaatkan peluang-peluang yang wujud seperti pembangunan industri berasaskan sumber khususnya kelapa sawit, agro-industri, pengeluaran makanan bernilai tambah, pelancongan dan perkilangan. Halangan-halangan yang menghambat kemajuan industri-industri tersebut seperti masalah pengangkutan, infrastruktur (termasuk bekalan sumber tenaga), sumber tenaga manusia berkemahiran dan aspek keusahawanan juga perlu ditangani segera.  

Seminar tersebut diakhiri dengan satu sesi forum bertajuk Globalisasi dan Cabarannya Ke atas Arahtuju Pembangunan Sabah yang dijayakan oleh beberapa orang ahli panel iaitu terdiri daripada Puan Jainab Datuk Seri Panglima Hj. Ahmad, Pembantu Menteri Pembangunan Perindustrian, Datuk Wong Khen Thau, Presiden Persekutuan Pekilang-pekilang Sabah, Prof. Dr. Azizah Kassim, Pensyarah Universiti Malaysia Sabah dan juga Prof. Dr. Mahani Zainal Abidin, MTEN. 

Sesi forum tersebut dipengerusikan oleh Datuk Dr. Mohd Yaakub Hj. Johari, Pengarah Eksekutif IDS. Berdasarkan kepada hasil perbincangan, berikut adalah isu-isu dan cabaran-cabaran pembangunan negeri Sabah yang perlu diberi perhatian:

(i)
Faktor-faktor dalaman (internal factors) seperti kestabilan politik, pembentukan 
dasar, infrastruktur dan sistem peyampaian (delivery system);

(ii)
Faktor-faktor luaran (external factors) khususnya penyediaan persekitaran 
perniagaan yang kondusif; dan

(iii)
Masalah pendatang tanpa izin.

Manakala langkah-langkah yang perlu diambil adalah :

i)
Melaksanakan pendekatan positif seperti persaingan secara bijak;

ii)
Mengenalpasti potensi dan produk yang berdaya saing;

iii)
Mengenalpasti potensi pasaran di peringkat wilayah;

iv)
Menekankan aspek keusahawanan; dan

v)
Membangunkan sumber manusia.– Masmidah Arsah
SAIP in line with biotechnology move
The Sabah Agro-Industrial Precinct (SAIP) is being developed to play a major role not only to transform the state’s agricultural sector but also to complement the federal government’s effort of harnessing biotechnology as an engine to drive the nation’s economy.

Minister of Agriculture and Food Industry, Datuk Abdul Rahim Ismail said this in his welcoming speech before chairing the 6th Meeting of the SAIP Inter-Agency Coordinating Committee (SICC) held at the IDS Conference Room on 19 May. IDS is secretariat for the SICC.

He said the National Biotechnology Policy (NBP), launched by the Prime Minister, Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahmad Badawi on 28 April 2005, gives emphasis to biotechnology as a new source of growth for the nation’s economy. 

“The policy, among other things, stresses on the development of agro-biotechnology to transform and increase the value added of the agricultural sector,” he added.  

“This is also in line with the Sabah Biotechnology Blueprint which places emphasis on enhancing the capacity of the agro-biotechnology sector for Sabah.”

Meanwhile, the Minister of Agriculture and Agro-based Industry, Tan Sri Muhyiddin Haji Yassin, during his recent visit to Sabah said the state could become a major producer of beef and dairy products.

“All these developments will contribute towards realizing the state government’s aspirations through its Halatuju, which is to give a new lease of life to the agricultural sector and make it a major driving force to propel the state’s economy by optimising the state’s rich natural resources through the use of biotechnology.”

Datuk Rahim said it was obvious that SAIP has an important role in the development of the state’s agricultural sector and at the same time to help realise the federal government’s aspiration of making biotechnology a new source of growth for the nation’s economy.

The Minister said among the early efforts taken to develop SAIP was the implementation of a demo plot project, which was funded by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) under its GEF small grant scheme. The project, launched on 29 April 2003, was given a further boost this year with a grant from the Ministry of Science, Technology and Innovation (MOSTI) under its Satellite Biotechnology Project for R&D in the Development of Organic Fertilizer.  

Datuk Rahim said that IDS in collaboration with the Sabah Institute for Small and Medium Enterprise (IPKS), Marditech Corporation and a private concern, Wawasan Sejahtera, was in the process of implementing several pilot SAIP projects with the aim of developing agro-bio enterprises, which would become the basis for the establishment of the Agro-Bio Corporation in Sabah. 

“This will involve the implementation of the Enterprise in Residence Scheme, the setting up of Pre-SAIP Technology Incubator and the Enterprise Accelerator Programme,” he said.

The Minister said the development of SAIP would be intensified from next year with the setting up of the SAIP Business and Function Centre. 

Datuk Rahim said that with implementation of the various pilot projects and preparatory work involving SAIP, Sabah was now ready to response to the challenges of the NBP. “The launching of the NBP will also facilitate the development of SAIP,” he said.

The Minister also disclosed that recently he had meetings with several leaders from Trengganu who had expressed their interest in SAIP. “As Chairman of SICC, I welcome them to collaborate with us in the development of SAIP.” 

Datuk Rahim said the interest expressed by the Trengganu leaders was in line with one of the thrusts of the NBP, which is to set up BioNexus Malaysia. He was confident SAIP could also play its role in developing BioNexus Malaysia. – Chong Shu Yaw

Panels on governance, economic competitiveness formed

In line with the state government’s continuous effort to improve the effectiveness and performance of the public and private sectors, and to enhance the economic competitiveness of the State, two working committees – Working Committee on Governance and the Working Committee on Economic Competitiveness – have been formed under the purview of the Sabah Economic Action Council (SEAC).

Generally, the main function of the two working committees are to identify problems and issues related to the two areas and to propose practical solutions for the consideration of the SEAC whose role is to ensure the successful implementation of the Halatuju.

Members of the working committees consisted of professionals  from both public and private sectors, institutions of higher learning and NGOs. The Institute for Development Studies Sabah, IDS is secretariat to the two committees.  

The Working Committee on Governance is headed by  Datuk Ismail Ag. Besar, Chairman of the State Public Service Commission. It has so far held two meetings, on 27th April 2005 and 24th June 2005 respectively at the IDS Conference Room. 

Among the objective of the committee are to act as an advisory  capacity to Sabah Economic Action Council (SEAC) on governance policy issues, provide a forum for intellectual exchanges of views and opinions amongst stakeholders on issues and challenges concerning good governance practices, and to promote good governance in corporate and public sector management. This includes the elements of transparency, accountability, efficiency and effectiveness, responsibility and integrity, which are prerequisites for good governance practices.

The Director of National Audit Department, Encik Mustapha Bin Naina Maricar was invited to give a briefing on “Audit Report of Sabah” during the committee’s second meeting on 24th June 2005. Among the topics highlighted were accountability in public sector management, financial position of the State Government, statutory bodies and local authorities, weaknesses in the implementation of accountability and proposed strategies to enhance financial accountability particularly in the public sector.   

Meanwhile, the Working Committee on Economic Competitiveness is headed by Prof. Datuk Mohd. Yusof Kasim, Deputy Director General, Ministry of Higher Education, Malaysia. 

The Committee has so far met three times: twice at IDS Conference Room (27th April 2005 and 24th May 2005) and once at Universiti Malaysia Sabah (28th June 2005).  Since then the secretariat for the committee has been shifted to UMS. The meetings discussed critical issues affecting the economic development of the state, which include the state’s economic base, operating cost, value adding and productivity, economic imbalances and economic paradigm. 

The proposed strategies and action plans would take into consideration the three leading economic sectors – agriculture, tourism and manufacturing – which are consistent with the focus of the Halatuju and the 9th Malaysia Plan. – Masmidah Arsah
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