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THE agquaculture industry in
Malaysia is a crucial business.

As the country works to extri-
cate itself from a fluctuating global
economy hit hard by the Covid-19
pandemic and wars, the aguacul-
ture sector is among those houne-
ing back. And it is building up in
tandem with plans to resalve food
security issues.

In 2021, the fisheries subsector
produced 1.75 million tonnes of
edible fish, 242 5 million tonnes of
ornamental fish, and 24.4 million
tonnes of aquatic plants - all
worth BEM14.388hil. In comparison,
the production of edible fish
decreased by 2.1% in 2020, but the
shortage was mitizated by aqua-
culture products.

Last year, the aquaculture sub-
sector contributed 573,000 tonnes
to the country's fish landings.

Fisheries Malaysia director-gen-
eral Datuk Adnan Hussain says
that this is an increase compared
with 417,000 tonnes in 2021,

“We look at the increase and
this is enough to prove that aqua-
culture production can indirectly
cover the lack of fish supply, espe-
cially during the monsoon sea-
sorn.”

The Department of Fisheries
wants to increase aquaculture
activity further to ensure food
security issues are dealt with in a
structured manner by agencies
under the Agriculture and Food
Security Ministry, he says.

However, despite the positive
NEews, somme experts warn that
efforts to strengthen the sector
might not be realised as there is
no clear national blueprint to
boost the industry.

At least one expressed worry
that the current target to have
aguaculture buoy fish landings by
more than 40% might hit a snag
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As Malaysia ramps up efforts to bolster
its food security, sectors like aquaculture
are facing challenges that could derail

ongoing plans.

due to several factors such as land
acguisition, climarte change, and
disease outhreaks, among others.

Universiti Putra Malaysia's fish
breeding and genetics expert
Assoc Prof Dr Yuzine Esa says a
national plan on aguaculture
development and sustainability
should be established under the
upcoming 13th Malaysian Plan
(the current 12th Flan runs from
2021 to 2025).

“The Fisherles Department
shouldn't work in a silo but togeth-
er with universities and the pri-
vate sector to develop the sector.”

He also points out that there
have yet to be goals set for sustain-
able practices in aquaculture in
the Sustainable Development
Goals report.

According to conservation.org
aquaculture can have negative
environmental impacts if prac-
ticed unsustainably, such as the
uncontrolled clearing of coastal
forests to establish fish farms and
water pollution caused by farming
chemicals and excess nutrients.

“] believe there should be an
indicator to monitor and report on
the water quality discharge by
aquaculture activities for the hlue
economy to be sustainable and
ecofriendly,” he says.

Landing the fish

Assoc Prof Yuzine says the
acquisition of land primarily
affects the growth of the aquacul-
ture sector. Although more than
13,000ha of land and inland water
bodies have been identified as
potentially suitable for aquacul-

ture, competition with other eco-
nomic activities makes land acqui-
sition very difficult.

“Based on the Mational Food
Resource Area Land Use Planning
Study by PLANMalaysia, the coun-
try needs another 51,300ha of land
to fulfil the aquaculture produc-
tion target by 2040," he says, refer-
ring to the Urban and Rural
Planning Department.

To overcome the prohlem for
now, an Aquaculture Industrial
Zone (A1Z) has been set up as part
of the permanent food production
zones delineated by state govern-
ments to ensure sufflicient land is
allocated for aquaculture develop-
ment, says Assoc Prof Yuzine,

“About 40,000ha are now allo-
cated to aquaculture development
by the states, which are awaiting
investment.

“In addition, rising production
costs, lack of skilled labour, the
threat of diseases, and food safety
and quality of aquaculture pro-
duce have become issues which
are making aquaculture develop-
ment difficult.”

He adds that high land prices
can often make it difficult to max-
imise returns on investament,

“To compensate, farmers may
opt for practices that allow them
to increase their yield with limited
resources, This includes intensify-
ing production using more effi-
cient methods, even if the individ-
ual itemns are not worth as much.”

Assoc Prof Yuzine says in some
parts of the world, such as South
America, land costs are much
lower.,

“This means production costs
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can be lowered and a less inten-
sive approach can be taken, result-
ing in further cost savings.”

In Ecuador, he points out,
shrimp production costs hover at
about RM12 per kg, whereas in
Malaysia it costs at least RM25.

Costly farming

Apart from land acquisition,
farming shrimp and fish can be
an expensive endeavour, Assoc
Prof Yuzine says.

It is commeon for the produc-
tion costs to range between 30%
and 40% of the market value for
shrimps and 60% and 70% for
fish

“The real challenge, however,
lies in elasticity, which is under-
standing how flexible these costs
can be and if they can offer an
edge over others.

“In other words, if the price of
goods increases too rapidly, the
quantity sold will decrease. More

specifically, feed meal prices,
which vary by commaodity, are an
important factor in determining
farmers' profitahility.

“As such, when the price of a
cormmodity increases, a farmer
may need to switch to another
option to remain profitable. This
could involve changing their feed
supplier.”

To mitigate the costs of land
acquisition and farming, Assoc
Prof Yuzine proposes an addi-
tional 74,362Zha of land nation-
wide be set aside: 23,062ha for
fishery land use and 51,300ha for
aquaculture,

He also suggests that the types
of aguaculture activities that can
be promoted are farming cock-
les, sea fish, and sea shrimp as
well as freshwater shrimp and
fish.

“Maore AlZ should also he
opened up, such as in Temerloh
[Pahang], which could be made
intn a regional freshwater fish

aquaculture hub for patin, for
example.

“There should also be incen-
tives for water and electricity
tariffs and reasonable prices for
land rental for aquaculture
activities. For example, the
Selangor Warter Management
Authority is charging for under-
ground water, which burdens
farmers.”

He also urges engagements
with universities and the private
sector to help produce high-qual-
ity fish feed using local ingredi-
ents such as the black soldier fly
and oil palm kernel which can
be purchased at a cheaper price.

“We also need stricter control
of and penalties against cartels
that monopolise and manipulate
market feed prices.”

Other issues

The problems affecting the
aquaculture industry do not just

stop at land acquisition and farm-
ing costs - diseases, insufficient
local fish seeds, environmental
pollution, climate change and
lahour shortages are also on the
list of sethacks.

For example, on climate change,
Assoc Prof Yuzine says there
needs to be an improved flood
forecast and warning systein.

“This is rather difficult to look
into because the weather change
has made the occurrences of
floods unpredictable.

“Amquaculture is significantly
affected, especially for farmers
who cultivate their fish in cages
set in rivers. The same goes for
farmers working in ponds.”

He says the National Food
Resource Area Land Use Planning
Study has found that 57.47% of
fishery areas are at risk of being
exposed 1o disasters.

He also calls for the government
to impose heftier fines on those
responsible for causing environ-
mental pollution.

“Water discharge contamina-
tions from industrial areas can
affect agriculiure activities. There
is a need to strengthen monitor-
ing, surveillance and water quali-
ty testing by the Environment
Departiment.”

As for insufficient local fish
seeds, Assoc Prof Yuzine calls for
the development and production
of genetically-improved fish
breeds to produce high-quality
seeds to meet increased market
demands,

“Currently, seeds for several
commercial species such as
grouper, Asian seabass, whiteleg
shrimp, tiger shrimp, and even
tilapia and catfish are imported.”

Ongoing efforts to resolve the
issue include the establishment of
the National Seed Centre at
Universiti Putra Malaysia, which
has just been approved by the
government under the 12th
Malaysia Plan with a budget of
RM24mil,

“The centre will be responsible
for the depository of all wild and
comumercial seeds in the country,
including fish seeds,” he says.

The last would involve the cry-
opreservation of fish sperm or
milt and eggs.

“The centre will work with gov-
ernment agencies for sustainahil-
ity as well as conservation of
plant and animal seed in the
country,” he says.



