Growing need for urban farming in Malaysia

¥ HANNAH RAFEE
city.country®@hizedge.com

il v Sprouting
vepeation and farm I el celebri
ties swch as Natalie E'-.".Ill.dll Investing in
vertical farm start-ups — urban farming
is often romanticised, yet, in its truest
form, is indeed beneficial for urbanives,
Tt% ififluence is growing, and transcending bor
ders. Omie of my frst-hand sncouncers with urban
farming was with an interviev a hydropon-
ic enthusiast, back in 2015, He had passiomately
his cultivated fresh kangkong, rose
s all im his backyard. Owel
rrdant vertical
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and its benehts are lenty such as in
the health of urban communities, res
expenditure and cost of groceries, and reducing
the carbomn footprint,
Toulay, the concept is be
tensively and comme ) of the most
motable uwrban farms in the world inclode Nature
Urbaine in P Brooklyn Grange in New Yok,
Kelbourne sk in Australia, Pasona Urban
Farm in Japan, and Food Forest in & oTE,
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Movements in Malaysia
These efforts have been observed by Institute al
Malaysia (ILAM) president
W P II'||1I'I ||-. has [acceler-
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ble cities and
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Universiti Putra kMa
el o be the lifescyle
of community living in the @ ural areas. How -
now [widely] practised by urbanites, and is
ed part of the contempora
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An effective strategy & o artistically
and syst ntegrate agriculture into our
urban fabric | that it is an es-
sential component of urban life”,

"W have to start thinking of agriculture as
structure f city. Landscape
planning m to have an agriculture overlay
from the beginning of the urban developrment
process,” opines Atlah.

“Parks, gardens
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to understa
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green spaces are healing
and are benehcial
1 sees public urban
prerequisite for building
ies. Urhan farming activities pro
wide an opportunity to create connections within
the communities and all lving matter
Ome such project is agritech
way XFarms by Sunway G -.lup.'.'.-|||l. h launched
largest Indoor vertical farm in the KL city
centre in the third quarter. The urban farm oc
cuples three floors equivalent to 37,000 sq [t in
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Atiah; We have to start
thinking &l agriculture as
mecessary infrastructune
Tor a city. Landscape
jplanning meeds 1o hive &
agriculture owerlay from
b beginning of the wban
drvelopment process.
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Chang: i the Klang Valley
alone, mone tham 35% af
Eildings are undensdilised
or wacant. Urham farming
can turn such spaces inlo
Ereen Ones,

the Z3-storey Sunway Tower. The farm is slaved
top roduce about 13,000kg of .‘TI.‘.'||'|.|II:'il|':|I'|' and
pestac ide-free vegetables peT mnth

Sunway XFarms chief operating officer Eleanor
Chong says, “There has been a growing demand
far fresh, gquality and pesticide-free food, both
irect consumers as well as F&B partners.
FiB outlets sir u..g..ll.' with inconsistent
'||||,l.|, at get aff d by w et fluctua
Lions or pooT ylc-ld. especially during the mon,
soon season. We are able to bypass this from our
indoor growing to provide them with the same
high-quality produce all year round, hence the
ever-growing demand.”

Chong highlights the opportunities in urban
farming.*In the Klang Valley alone, mare tha
of buildings are underurilised or vacant llrb'un
farmuimg can turn such Spaces into Ereen anes, nol
only making use of » spaces but helping le
|'|-‘u,1 security by pro "\.'|.|||'|g better
sople near them.”
“Depe nding on the tech
rops may be g ANing I-..-.ul
isually imported can be grown locally
and enjoyed fresher instead. We can reduce up
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BoomGrow has istroduced its fest urban farm im Serenia
City. Sepang

to 9,000 food miles when we choose local food
s, and save up to 90% water while
BTy III_‘I|| |-r||'|'.|:-".:1-.|.|"||el..|:1e
|1:||e:| with traditional sodl far|'1il'|;-'..
an emnail reply.
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Offering unique solutions to the market

FROM PAGE 18

BoomtGney Productions Sdn Bha co-founder
Jayanthi Desan agrees that there is rising demand
and opportunities, © ined significant
traction since our e-commerce launch in 2020,
with multiple distribution channels across B2B
(business-to-business), and direct to B2C (busi
ress-to-consuner) throwgh our e-commerce chan-
nel.Our vision is to see BoomGrow in the heart of
Malaysian neighbourhoods, delivering fresh, pesti
cide-free produce for the conswmer and the W

“Opportunities in urban farming inclh i
bling delivery of produce at the hedght of freshness
tourban areas ...we deliver within a few hours of
harvest, creating jobs and reducing the carbon
feotprint in the food supply chain,” says Jayanthi.

Recenthy, Sime Darby Property partnered with
Baoomlirow roduce the first urban farm in s
township of Serenia City, Sepang, om Oct 7.1t is part
of the -.|-.*\-|.'||.l|.lr'.'.- sustainable farming initiative
“The Greener Good™ in a bid to shape a resilient,

healohy community with access to safe, sustaina

ble produce, and its goal to achleve a minimum of

one urban farm in sach of its townships by 20300
*Controlled environment farming [in urban

farming] also salve allenges in tr fitiomal farm:

g by UsIng ll.'l.'|'||'|-.ul;.:'.- b |'~P’.i|".’1i'~'l.' the growing
environment in space-constrained ervironments,
ryear-round p||'.q!|,'|:_'r'r-n imasmaller
reduces natural resou COMEUMPLioTn.
Additiomally, e grow Lo0s pesticide- free produce,
which not only means that it is better nutritionally
for the consumer but 1 for the environment as
] ave any run-offs that impact biodiversi

. says Jayanthi.

Balbwylon Vertical Farms co-founder Stuart Thom:
as, whe Tpany im Kota
Damansara,opines, " The level of awareness defi
nitely seems better than when we started six years
ago. Moving forward, 1 believe urban farming does
offer unique solutions to the market.”

He highlights the importance of understanding
the mechanism of urban farming, and identifying
the right target market. "Opportunities are there
if you listen closely, but it is important to know
who will buy your product and what they want
to buy before you even lnvest to grow any crop”

Challenges
Along with its implementation comes the obsta-
cles in urban farming. ILAM'S Atiah says, “[From
our perspective, | the challenges are lor landsca pe
architects to design public spaces that are regen
erative; meaning public spaces that are charac-
terised by a capacity for renewal and growth of
li Vg sysie ms that are functional landscapes for
health, emotion and food productions.”

She adds, "Regenerative spaces are dynamic, di
e, aclapt 1 multifuncrional. Further, re
penerative spaces facilitate symbiotic relationships
and equitable soctal structures to meet the needs of

Bresakilyn Grange in New Fork

fi
layanthi: Oppertunilies
in wrhan farming include
enabling delivery of
produce at the height of
freshness te urban areas
.. we deliver within & few
hours of harvest, creating
jobs and reducing the
cartwon fotprint in the
food supply chain

Thomas: The level al
awareness definitely
seems better than when
we started six years ago
I believe urban farming
does offer unigue solutions
to the market

COITNITL 5 across all dem phics. Landsecapes
should be green infrastructures that a nation “must
harve’ and mo longer something that (8 ndee to have”;
it i= a neoessity that prn,v\.'iu:h'-.'|1'||,|lri|'|ln' henehits o the
people, environment and the economy.”

Atiah highlights, “5ome of the current prac
tices and pollcies by the local authorities do re-
quire urgent changes and flexibility. More urban
open spaces shoubd be open or legalised as urban
farming plots for the community. The commu
:'|'||1r|n'||4I to learn about |'-I.an|s.
and |*-|._|:|.I'|u. methods, sharing experiences and
knowledge with th
[and] sharing the urban farming process and
the fruits of their labour on platforms such as
social media.”

Sunway XFarm's Chong says, “At our end, chal-

lenges include higher rental for belng in the city,

aswe want te be close to our consumers With crap
guality consistency from growing in a controlled
EriviTonment
and currently, renewable energy isn't very acces-
sible locally. Even the installation of solar panels
requires observation of how much direct sunlight
a building gets in a high-rise jungle.”

Meamwhile, Babylon Vertical Farm's Thomas
& implementing the right market strategy
and gaining capital investment are also crucial

tough tasks in urban farming.

“Changing regulatory [policies) and mindset
are challenging as well. We need regulation to
inform consumers on pesticide-free standards.
This will inform and build capacity for consum-
ers in terms of making better choices,” opines
BoomGrow's Jayanthi.

What the future holds
Despite the challenges, urban farming continwes
to grow and is inevitably becoming an integral

1 |[respective| neighbours,

omies A higher energy cost as well,

Urban farming is gaining popularity globalty, &S pictured here
InFasona Uirhan Farm In Japan

part of the community and real estate landscape
in Malaysia.,

ILAM s Atiah says, " The lessonswe learn from
this pandemic will have a deep impact on the
future of design, cities, public spaces and in
frastructure. Post-pandemic landscape archi-
tecture will require the government to invest
on public works and public infrastructure with
the idea of going local, doing re with less,
and accommedating a variety of bigger spaces
that act as urban retreats or parks and natural
spaces around cities.”

She adds, “One of the key realizations brought
by this pa ndemic to everyone was of the concept
-.||'.-:'.|a.lui||u|.1|.||l'r' — wihich is the basis of land-
scape archivecture, Urban farming will reinforce
the value of commumnity, local neighbourhoods,
green spaces and natural systems close to home
as everyone wants to gee out of their closed walls
and connect to nature and get some fresh air; it
ne of the best solutions in the ciry”
There is an urgency, she highlights
scape architects to come up with the new, creative
ideas of connecting people to nature in high-den
sity environments “for the benefit of the com-
munity's well-being and health. Urban farming
is now no longer concerned just for the poor; it is
a sustainable lifestyle for better health, food and
level of happiness”

Sunway XFarms Chong opines, *As technol-
ogy development adwvances, the cost to operate
urban farms reduces, in turn resulting in more
affordable crops,

“In general, the public s slowly starting to
become more aware of urban and pesticide-free
farming, and we hope to further increase their
awareness of safe and sustainable food grown
close o thieir homes."

“By growing right in the city where the people
are,we are able to demonstrate 8 sustainable moded
for food sscurity, |.1u'.|d||1g thedf s, swareness
and u'.ppnrl:_" she adds,

Globally, more urban farming start-ups are
utilising state-of-the-art software, technologies
and roboties to grow their crops and minimise
their resources while maximising their outputs
and produce.

“with advancing technology, urban farming is
here to stay. We are cutting down on imports and
hyper-local production; consumers e better
choices for fresh and quality produce, while reduc-
ing our reliance on imports and creating agritech
jobs,” says BoomiGrow's Jayanthi,

'I.‘.':ll:l'. innovations, manufacturers are al ways
pushing the emelope with indeor lighting technol
ogy, but | prefer paying more attention W Srmarter
buginess innovations such as how we can better
streamline farm supply chain management as
It reaches the end wser,” says Babylon Vertical
Farm's Thomas.

“1 think thar moving forward, focusing our
efforts on the value we can bring to the end user
will benefir all of us in the long ran.” o




