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One can easily gulp down the contents of a plastic bottle and chuck the container afterwards, but it takes the ocean 450 years to break down the plastic. —AFP

The path to safe sustenance

Striking a balance between self-reliance and self-sufficiency is crucial for addressing
future disruptions and long-term food security and safety

By LEE CHONGHLUI
ESGeditoriak@thestar.com.my

SCRMIC |Moise ooast in
Brittarry, France, was a place
shrouded in mystery. Mo one

could fipure out why pleces of bright
orange landine ricvelty phones in
the shape of the famous cartoon cat,
Garfleld, would constanthy wash up
on its beaches. After more than 30
woars, i ool Barmer finally soblved
the h

He led a beam of anti-Ber cam-
paigners and media to a hidden sea
cawe where a lost shippng container,
wihich wished up during a st in
the 19808, was found along with the
remainng Garfields. It was reported
that the farmer was cnly 8 young
rman when Garfisld began making an
appearance on the beaches after a
S0 in the early 1980s.

Deespites saich & lang period of time,
the orange tabhies that were found
in the destroyed shipping container
ware in & mone complete candition
than arey found before them.
Hiwiever, the muliple Garfields’ con-
lilhrs were unsurprising given that
they are made of plastc - one of the
hardest components in the word to
break dowr.

Bazed on the LS Mational Oosanic
and Atmaspheric Administraton
(hOwA) and Woads Hole Sea Grant,
which cormpiled data showing the
length of time for man-made marnne
denris to biodegrada in the saa, s
Tound that fishirg ries are the worst
offender, taking up to &00 years to
bindegrade.

Dispasable diapers ard plastic
hatiles take 450 years to break
dowin; plastic shopping bags will take
up to 30 pears; takesary styrofoarm
coffer cups take 50 years; and ciga-
rette butts take 10 years to break
o

Mearwhile, the United Mations
raparts that plastic waste (s here
stany. Thaugh it veould ke amypwhers
from 20 to 500 years o decompose,
it never fully disappears. These plas-
tics jusst gt srraller and smaller -
turning into microplastics that are
eaten by marine oreatures and erd
up in fead ingested by humans, With
these wenarios in mimd, one cannot
help bt wonder how much
microplastics and other fareign
fraterial AumMans are unkrewinghy

mpEstng.

Hurmans are constantly inhaling and ingesting microplastics through
contaminated seafood, including lish and shelllish. <UNSPLASH

How safe is my food?

The United Matian Devel oprrent
Prograrmemae (LINOF] nates that
microplastics have become a matter
of growing concern Tor the ernviton-
mert and human health, with recent
eadence indicating that humans
conataritly inhale and ingest
microplastic thraugh contaminated
seafond, including fish and shellfish,
UNDP sso paints aut that recroplas-
tics - timy particles. of plastic less than
5 milkmetres in size - have been
Tound in tap water, battled water,
and even commonly consumed e
erages, such as beer and sak.

Ingesting microplastics can dam-
age human cells, decrease reproduc:
tive health and dsrupt the endocrine
Sysem, according 1o researchers.

Microplastics alsn act a5 a vessel
for harmful substances o enter the
body as they can absarb chernicals
irked 1o cancers and waskened
Irmure systers, A study trled
Ghabo! Pattern of Microplesiics in
Commarcial Foad-Grage Sait: Seo Salt
a5 o Indicotor af Seowater
Micropinstics Polution, estimates that

thie average adult consumes approsd-
mately 2000 microplastics per year
through sal.

Currenthy, there is no hard data on
heaws much micreplastics Malaysians
are ingesting. Hewever, it is befeesd
that the amount is substantial as
Malaysia—whose pecgle’s staple
inchedes quite & bt of sealood—is
ranked third after the Philippines
and India in the kst of countries con-
tribyatirg most 1o marine plastc pol-
lution, accoerding to Cutch academic
Lourens | Medjer's study published in
2021,

In another report faaturing
Universiti Fuira Malaysla Assocate
Prafessor DF Saria Mangala
Praveena Appalanaidu, found that
micraplastic pellution in the emdngn-
mefil rases concemns about their
apcumulation in the marne stosys-
tem which affects the food chain,
with patential health implcatons for
maring life and humans,

Ta put it simply, food safety is
defined as measures taken to ensure
hat faod i< fres from Ranmiul

agents, such &5 bacteria, viruses,

Stressing an food production s not ensugh; the problem of food waat-
age must also be addressed. —UNSPLASH

chemicals and is safe far comsump-
tion. Food seourity refers to the
accessibiity, avalibity and affardabii-
ty of a sufficient amount of food o
meet the dietary needs and prefer-
ences ol indidduals.

Though differing in concepts,
these two are relabed and requine
eflont frem autharities, policymakers
ard congsurmers alike in assuring that
food s safe from a chemical, physical
or binlogical aspect.

Taking a holistic approach
PMalaysia i ranked moderately in
the Global Fead Security Index (GFSIL,

an annual assessment measuring
food security through affordabiliny,
availability, quality and safery, as wel
as sustainatility and adoption.
Malaysia was ranked 415t in G5F1
2022, 3ok in 2021, 48th in 2020 and
28hiin 2015,

Howsewer, the guestion remains -
witwy are there stll Malaysians gong
o bed hungry? it has also been
reported that in some tragk cases,
SOME FESOr I nurmmaging through

Landdfills for sustenance.

A Warld Bank repart titled
Agricuturad Trangformeation and
Irckusive Growd stabed that Malsysia,
in actual fact, does not produce
enough food to feed its people and
irclustries, with agrcultural produc-
twity bieing only 45% of the average
for high-inoome countries. This ind-
Al Chat hre are desp-rocited
issues that require further interven-
tuan from authonties and policgmak-
ers. Currently, the government has
already put in place a rumiber of ini-
vatives and polides.

Agriculture and Foad Secusity
secretary-general Datuk Lokiman
Hakirm ali shares that to tackle food
SRCUTily B5UeS in the country, the
pavernrmient has been focusing an
faur pillars outlined by the Food
and Agriculture Organization (FAD),
ir line with the Mational Food
Security Policy Action Plan 2021-
2025 and Mational Agro-Food Policy
2021-2000 (MAP2.00.

MAPZ.0 was develaped in align-
ment and support of other national
development agenda palicies incud-
ing Vision for Shared Prosperity 2030
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[WEB 2030) and Malaysia's Five Year
Plar.

He says the rministry befeves that
the domest focd supply is sufficient
o meet domest needs for eight
Frain corrrmadities ramely chicken,
meat, fresh milk, eggs, fish, fruit, weg-
etmbles and rice. He did, howsever,
acknmwlacge that Malaysiss
dependence on imports has been
Increasing and the government has
incorporated sirong polickes which
indude diversifying imports, secking
efficient sources and strengthening
growth sirategies of rice in Malkaysia.
This i% in addition to conducting pilat
programmes, initatives on orops.

“We hawe good policies in place o
ensure we are able o mainkain a
sustainable food future for owr pea-
ple. Of course there s always room
for improvement and we are seeling
o boost access bo food,” he told
FrarESE when he attended the Asia
ESG Pesitive Impact Consortium
[A-EFIC) launch at the Sime Darty
Conventian Centre last Friday {June
21pwith Prime Minister Datuk Seri
drregar |brabarm and Matural
Respurces and Ermdronmenital
Sustsinabiity Minster Mik Nami Mik
dhmad,

Additionally, nesss repors in early
Jure mated that Lokman Hakim has
assured Malaysia has emough rice
stock o last five to st months,
standing at 1128 165 metric wnnes
up to June 18, Painting out that the:
ministry constantly ersures the com-
rmerdial rice siock excesds the coun-
try's rmanthly needs, he shares that
rice sock in the country at the ml,
wholesale and retail kvels & 752,447
retric tomnes, with 107,757 metric
tonnes being trarsferred fram ships
and 67,961 metric tnnes in o
pacly,

He adds that the government also
has a buffer stock of 200,000 metric
tonnes of rice ready to be used for
emiergencies, lioe a global food crisis
or 3 state of emergency.

Mearmihile, faod wastage remaing
a pressing matter in bialrysia,
According b reports, Malayslans
warile appraximately 16,720 lonnes
of food dahy (this acoounts for 49%
of the tatal waste), with househalds
conbributing the langest armaunt of
food waste across the country, fol-
Iowead by night and wet markets,
food cowns and restaurants, hotels,
and food and beverages industry.

Al thea wasted food will end upin
our landfills, where it decomposes
showty and releases harmiful Sulb-
stances such as methane—a green-
howise gas that 15 estimated to ba 25
times more pabent than carbon diog-
ide—nta the atmasphers

Shaping the nation’s food
future

To agvance food security for the
nation and her peaple, the Institue
of Strategic and Intemational Studies
(565} Malaysia suggests policymakers
to strike a delcate balance between
self-reliance and wef-culfickency in
the contest of food systems. boost
food resillence and mare,

The palicy bl tiled Maknsios
forgeterm finod secuvity: The path
heyond self-sufficency ratics and
impevT-cependent rotias sated that
the existing overemphass on

self-sufficiency ratios and import-de-
pendency ratios could kead o ineffi-
cienicies and limited resifence.
Comprehensive and holistic food
seqLrity systems should extend to
the dimensians af acoessibadity, utili-
sation, stability, sustainability and
AEEMCY.

This paper ako highlights the need
ta strike a balance between seif-reli-
ance and self-suffidency to address
Tuture disruptons. [ sated that
Malaysia's food security should focus
on household financal abiiy, nueri-
tional status and resilience, rather
than solely on national production
and self-suffinency.

“Rather than the current cvert reli-
ance on selfsufficiency, which aften
results in inefficiendes and limited
reslience, a more pragmacic
approach would be to emphasise
seif-refiance invoking the production
of a comiortable or strategic hevel of
sell-sufficiency coupled with the abili
Tty to strategically source the balancoe,
wihereln nations hane their sty to
adapt, innovate, and respand to dis-
ruphians

“A mare holistic approach to food
serurity is impartant, recognising
that self-sufficiency alone is inade-
quate to address the growing nutri-
tional meeds, especially of Malaysia's
lower-income segments.

“The approach of food seff-rel-
anoe must extend beyond guartity
o incorparate nutrition and distany
perspectves, ersuring that the
requirements of the people are met
comprehensvely,” according to the
beriee,

Furthermone, Makaysia is enoour-
aged bo leverage an and actively pra-
mote and pursue food diplomacy in
relation to food security through its
mernbership in tslscted multilstersl
and regional frameworks as well as
bdlateral arrangements.

“Towards this end, ksy stakehald-
ers in other ministries and the pri-
vate sactor will be increasingly
invakeed in a whole-of-nation effart
i pursuit of these strategic arange-
ments, which will enhance Malayslas
long-term food security. Multiphe pol-
icies across eight ministries along
with varying locablevel considera-
tiors chalenge cocrdination, policy
coberence and effective governance.

“As food systems are mukifaceted
and multidisciplinary, coordination
AMOITE Qoermment agencies, peri-
oolic reviews and im prosisation in
sxate-level participation to address
varying food security challenges are
piveital,” stabed the brief,

Separately, independent think-
Lank Emir Research founder and
ran-executve chainman Datuk Wira
D Rais Hussin Mohamed Ariff—an
avid strategist with over 26 years of
exparience—has chsereed that lead-
ing countries in GFS share a com-
mon pracice. They place emphads
on efforts in boosting agri-focd tech-
nalogy - “all as one place hi-ech
lanming, precision engineering and
dircular ecanomy principles as the
cormerstone of their national food
SBCLIfily SITaleges”.

Rais Hussin notes that ather come-
mon trends among these courntries
imclud e

> Macing food security at the high-
est pricrity kevel by the state admin-

Malmlﬂ I third after the Phikppines and India in the kst of countres contributing most b manne plastic polution,
actording to Dulch scadermic Lourens ) Mejers study published in 2021, =ZULAFHAR SHEELEE / THE STAR

stratian in the form of explicit
5P thl al
ﬂﬁmm?ndnmrhs nﬂg&t‘rﬁém

= Spear-heading national policies
towards food self-suffidency.

= Heasy Irvestment in agri-tech
ressarch and develapment.

= Particular foous on small farm-
ers and local agri-techpreneurs va
nnovative financing, incentie
schames, and connecting them into
exbens e networks and e-commence
charneh, 1o allow these srmall play-
#rs tn coliectioely bring their produce
1o the local market o be price-com-
petitive. This sddresses the mid-
die-men isswes,

= Sucoessful countries buld entire
wibiranit and healtby ecosystems
around their agrioultural sector
nfused with tech. induding produc-
ers, financers, pokoymakers, aduca-
tars and even consumers,

= Irrespective of land and other
matural resaurces size and availabili-
ty, these countries venture inta the
area of vertical complete control
erironment farming.

= Preparing kecal agri-tech spe-
cialists at scale,

» Deploy various strategies to
encaurage youth 1o relocate to rural
areas and develop rural regions,
wming thesm into acractive places
15 resdice i

“S prarhoading national policies
towards self-suffickency |s yet anoth-
er eomimon trend shared by top
keague food security perfonm-
ng-countries. Thesse countries prob-
ably have realised heavy-reliance on
mmparts a5 a theeat to their national
segurity,” acoording to Aais inan
opirion piece,

In summary, securing Malrysia's
food security and safiety would
require a substantial amount of
funding, Food systesns account for
around a third of global emissions,
and naturally, the agricultural sector
itself & a significant contributor to
greenhouse §as emissons

Howvesser, The World Economic
Farunms paper Green Returnd:
Linipasiing ihe Power af Fnance for
Sustalnable Faod Systems, has found
that just urider 4% af climate finanoe
&5 allecabed to agriculure and food,

Tao advance the agricuttural sedor,
more funds will need bo be ingected
o get the ball rolling

Malaysia's fm-cl security should focus on household financial ability,

rustriticnal stalus and reslience, rather than soledy an national production
and self-sufficiency.




