
'I 

A drone being used to spray biofertilisef o~f a padi Ii~ in Tanjung Ka rang, Selangor. 

Story and phot0$ by GRACE CHEN 
gracechen@thestar.com.my 

UPON graduaUng from 
Universi1i Islam Sehmgor in 
2019, Shahml Farha.at R1dzuwan 
sought work 

Shahrni. who h aUs from me 
p(ldf•growing region ol' !\Orth• 
wesr Sela ngor, was1ed no lime 
ln berween line.tvle,vs. 

He helped a t a friend's burier 
srn.H nnd took part•titne jobs ~t 
paddy L'ield.s to cut !tfilSS and 
clea n ditche.,;. 

Life for th e business degree 
,ttraduate changed after he was 
offered the chance to become a 
drone optrator wilh Kopernsl 
Wawa.,;an Tani Simpang: Lima 
sungaJ Besar Ohd (KWTSL}. 

The ~overnment coopernti\·e 
was fonned under t.he agricul• 
turaJ sttior durlng the 
Economic Transformation 
Progranune in 2012. 

Drone training, business 
Shahmi said he learned 10 Dy 

drones that could dispense 
sprays for planl nou.ri'lluncnt, 
soil treatmen, or pest comrol. 

"We started w1th theory les­
sons al the Sungai Burung 
Agricu1tural Oepan:ment. 

"TI,cre was even a siuiul.ator. 
Panicipants with the hi~est 
scores were given prlies.H he 
said. 

With a RM42,000 loan from 
I\Ls moth er, he bou.(]n his own 
drone and a ltered hie; service ,o 
paddy Canners. 

Now at 31, ht makes close to 
RMS,000 a month providing ser• 
vice a t these fields lo sabak 
Bernam. Selan;;or. 

HJs diems nre mostly in 
Ba:r.in Terap. Sunp:ai Besar as 
well a.s Kampung Seri Tirarn 
Jaya and sawah sempadM in 
Tonjun" Karan; . 

But h1s most UJ1forgemilile 
t."ls.k tnvolvcd dlSpcrstn,¢ pcstl• 
c:ide to combat fl y infe.c;tations 
In IJ.ag3n Terap and SungaJ 
Ten;:~'.i in Kuala Kubu Baru two 
years ago. 

"Due to nearby c.h.lcken fanns.. 
the Hy infestation in the resi• 
dentia1 area/ot so bad that me 
people foun it hard to even 

Demand soars 
for drone operators 
Service helps Selangor padi farmers, plantation 
workers to complete big tasks faster 

Mohd No,m $hOW$ o modlf,ed device with o turbo $Y$tem '°' a drone 
using a shower Mad to deliYer a hiigh•pre$sure spray. 

eat. While they were eatin_g, no 
fe1,•,.-er than six ilies would settle 
on their ha nds," he said. 

on on overoge da)', Sha:J'Ul'li's 
drone is able to cover up to 
2 1.78ha. 

By rough estimates, the lime 

required for his drone work to 
cover each hectare is no more 
than 10 minutes, but this also 
depends on whether manuo1 o:r 
a utomatic modes are used. 

~1n fie lds where there are 
structutts such as farmhouses, 

the drone will be opernted man­
ually so that pesticide don't end 
up on roofs. which will bt .ii 
los.s. 

"Au101Mtic mode ls used over 
open fields. (Boundary) Points 
can be set on the CQntroller and 
the n.,ad,tne wut fty on Its 
own.• he said. 

The wlnd factor is also crucial 
wht'-n operaUn,t a drone. 

This includes knowing the 
wind's dlrtttlon a t a u tli~es to 
pre\•ent the drone from collid• 
mg with utility poles or 1r ees. 

"It is also to e nsure the 
drone's spray load does not e.nd 
up In nelgl\l>ourlng Oelds. 

"ln the worst<ase :s<:enario. 
misjudgin~ the wind direction 
can J'tsult u\ poisons like h\sec­
ticide or pesticide bein~ blown 
lnto your foce.'" said ShMmi 

Looking to the ski .. 
~lohd Maksom Raml.i, 61. and 

Sulalm.an Chile:. 70, both fonner 
KWTSL chairmen. ret..aUed 
when drones first made a n 
appt:atonce ln sungoi Bes.ar. 

~lohd Ma.ksom said it was 
2013, a year ruter the fonm1tion 
of Ute cooperative. Older padi 
fa rmers, he said, questioned its 
efficacy. 

"Being used t·o the tradilionaJ 
way of carrying a heavy knap· 
S.\C.k sprayer to .ipply pcs.tictdc 
and ren-iliser, they could not 
accept that the task could be 
done jusl by pressing buttons 
while standing beside the rood. 

"ThC-)' changed thet:r minds 
after one season (approximately 
120 da)rs) when they saw the 
res.ulls," he said. 

Sulaiman says he saw the potential of using remotely controlled flying 
robot$ for tlgrlcuhure e fter watchtng a demonstl'l!tJon. 

Mohd Maksom says older farmers 
were ~t first sceptiC.11 bvl ch:inQe(I 
theiI minds after seeing the results 
of drone use 

LO. 2017. KWTSL lnvtSted 
R.\168,000 10 buy two t S-litre 
cap.aclty drones. 

The coope:r.:tti~·e also got a 
R.\175,000 drone from the 
Sehmgor r.conomlc Planning 
Unil in 2021. 

Sulahnan said drone u se had 
rts0lvcd Labour short.ige faced 
by farmers. 

ln 2014, Canners had to c.oUec­
Uvely pay as much as RM1 mjJ 
for foreign labour co work on 
547ha of paddy fields under tlte 
cooperative. 

"'BacJ< then, foremost on my 
mind was how to reduce this 
dependency. 

"Coincidentally, at around the 
same rime, some en:;ineeri~ 
srndems from Universlti Putra 
Malaysia {UPM) wert conduct­
ing a demons1ration at Sawah 
sempadan u, TanJu1i.g Kora.11.g, 
Kuala SelanJtOr. 

-So I got UPM to carry out a 
similar demonstration at Su.ri.gai 
Panjan,g. 

•After watching tl\t dernon• 
stration. I could see the poten• 
dol for this technol<>&icol edge," 
satd Sulatman. 

To address the issue of man• 
power shona,g~. the coopera· 
Uve started ottering dr one ser• 
vices 10 farmers for a.bout RMSO 
per lot. p:aytng vUl.>gt youths to 
do the job. 

'"Ln me beginn ing, we sowtlH 
a~istau ce from UPM aud subse-

Supramaniam says drone use 
Ms made agri<:ultur.il wMt. les.s 
laborious. 

quenlly a private drone compa• 
ny to ;et lhe job done. 

"'Halfway through, we wete 
approached by an agricultur.:il 
solutions corr:ipany from Kedah. 

· nesldes selllng us the 
machines. it provided after• 
sales services in the form or 
uainlng cJasscs ror customers. 

"'The spillover eftec.t from this 
was the creation or new Jobs for 
the viJJ.a.,tte youths as drone 
operators ... said Sula iman. 

Banking on new technology 
Amon;:: the vilJai:;:e youths 

who adopted lhe new technolo-, 
gy were Sulal.tl1a1\'S sons. 

Mohd Naim Shah Sulaiman, 
36, Is now pan of a family• 
owned enterprise in Sitnpani:;: 
Lima that se.lli pesticides, does 
drone repairs a1,d crop dusth\g 
as well as pro\'ides train.inst for 
agricultural drone oper.1tors. 

Mohd Naim said the demand 
for drone use had prompted his 
fo ur brothers Md hbn co go 
into busines.c; in 2020. 

"'\\'e started whlle the move­
ment control order (MCO) w.is 
still in force. 

"'l'his was a time when U1ere 
was a n acute shortage in for­
eign labour. 

• incidences or pes-t attacks 
an d di..,;eases were also hi.1th, to 
the extem that KWTSl..'s drone 
unit was unable to cope with 

the h.ig'Jl dC>.maod. 
"So, we applied for a loan 

from Agroo.ank and we bought 
four agricultural drones."' he 
said. 

Today, tlu: ftuuUy business 
has seven drones, includin;t a 
lUtil from the Sefongor 
Economk Planning Unit. 

"nuring i1s period of service 
\'II.th KWJSL from Sepleil\bel' 
2021 to ranua11· 2022, the drone 
crashed multiple ti.mes. requlr· 
ing expensive repairs. 

"To offsel 1he CO.'il, KWTSL 
hal\ded 1he drone to out 
company 10 be used on a com­
mission basis,~ said Mohd 
Nabn. 

To achieve better efficiency, a 
"'turbo nozzle" was affixed to lls 
arms. The nozzle is a shower 
head outfitted with a motor to 
d eliver h.J.#e:r pres-sutt output, 
in order to achie\'e better spray 
coverage. 

The compan)' was also 
appQinted tis sales represent&· 
d,.,c for se:tangot h>' the agrlcul• 
tural drones di.c;iributor. 

1·here are now about SO 
drone operators who are doing 

this ruU-thuc. 
While demand fo r their servi• 

ces remal.t1ed high, Mohd Nalm 
said the.re was growing concern 
over directives from the Civil 
M1;nion Autl,ority for drooe 
operators to conform to regula• 
tory requirements. 

''The RM3.SOO ftt to obtain 
the compe1ency cer1ifica1e for 
temo1e pU01s ts 100 expensive. 

"The manual i~ written enlire-
1)' In English. Many opertuors in 
our vWu~e 1u1vt limited proti• 
cien9• in lhe la nguage. A.'i such. 
It would be h elpful lfthe monu• 
al ror the certificate of compe• 
tency for r emote pllots could he 
translated into Mala)'.~ he said. 

Plamation sector veteran 
Suprainaniam Ramasan., y, 66, 
said the earlie.c;t use of a.g:ricul­
tura1 drones could be maced 
back to 1987 in the United 
States of A.me.rica when they 
were usecl 10 take photos. 

lu 2006, drones were used to 
spray pesticides and by 2010, 
thc-lr us:age for this funccton had 
become \.Videspread. 

"We have used dtones fo r 
several functions such as ferLil• 

(Above) Readings on the console 
of 3 $P<a)'i~ dtone being uMtd on 
a plantation. 

(left) Shahm.i filling hi$ drone, 
which has a 60elitre capacity, with 
liquld fertl!l$er. 

ising, appl)ting pesticide, seed· 
ing and p recision mapping, 
whereby we R)' thest! robots 
over an area to chart i1s 1opog· 
raphy," said s u-pramanlam, 
manaiin;:: director of a compa­
n)' that specialises in plaJllatlon 
management, development aitd 
advisory. 

A graduate of Unlvets1t1 
Pertanian Malaysia (now 
Unive~ili Putra Malaysia) a ncl 
tJ,e Unlversil)' of Chicago ln the 
US. he has over 40 years of 
experience in the plantation 
sector ror pahn oil. rubber. 
cocoa, a lmond and coffee. 

.. With drones, we art able to 
see ifan area is hilly. irwater 
lou(ng is occurring at low•lylng 
zones or if thett ls a r1ver Row­
ing through." he said. 

.. v,•e can a1so see the types of 
vegetalfon ; r owing there. 
whether it 1s grassland or a 
dtgrtidcd forest. 

"'All this information is userul 
for pla.nnb\g and decision ma.k• 
ing.'" he elaborated. 

l-le also utilises 1he technology 
for crop monltorlng, whctt ;'.I 
drone is n own over plants lo 
map foHage colour. 

For example, if the colour is 
yellow, it may mean nitrogen 
levt1s tu·e low, tu\d lf lhert ts 
crinklini;:. it may indicate boron 
deficiency. 

Supr.unal\lam said dtotte ~ 
had made azricu1turat work less 
laborious. 

Tasks that had in the past 
required a fni.r amount ofphysi• 
cal stttngU\. could 110w bt done 
\\'1th more ease. 

But supramanlam has 
Ob$erved that despite the 
advantages, drones are still not 
wJdtly used 1n Mal.1)'51.i. 

"'There are various reasons 
for chis, Including tl\e cos-t or 
purchasing a dr one and Lite skill 
needed to ff)' one. 

-company policy :also mat• 
ter s. Some companies are 
more comfortable with hiring 
workers. 

'"(n a nutshell, 1he uptake on 
dront use Is sdll slow. 

"'Compared to Australia and 
Europe, we still have a long way 
to io," he concluded. 


