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Opening and Welcoming Remarks 

Mr. Youssouf Oomar, the Acting UN Resident Coordinator who 

was speaking on behalf of Kamal Malhotra (the new UN 

Resident Coordinator), stated the importance of this forum for 

Malaysia and the presence of participants highlights the 

people’s commitment and concerns for challenges ahead. He 

also conveys thanks to the members of JAFFC and Aliran for 

organising the conference, as the food crisis has been made 

worse by situations of conflict, poverty, displaced persons and 

climate change. He highlighted the predicament facing the 

global world with economic slowdown, energy crisis along with food crisis but reiterated UN’s commitment in 

to a cohesive national response to the crisis. There is the need to reach out to the villages and ensure that voices 

of various stakeholders are heard. This is to ensure that discussions do not solely pertain in the urban areas for 

fixes that are to be implemented in the rural areas.  

 

Key Issues & Overview of Global Food Crisis 

The next session is a speech by Dr. Subramaniam Pillay from Aliran on the 

key issues and overview of global food crisis. The session is chaired by Tijah 

Chopil, part of the grassroot leader from Bidor, Perak. Dr. Subra began by 

highlighting the increase on food prices, leading to the conception of food 

crisis. He argues that there is no physical shortage of food but more on the 

matter of the poor not being able to afford to buy food due to higher prices 

and low income. Although climate change has been one of the reasons to the 

decline of world’s food stocks, there are other developments such as food 

crops being used for fuel. For instance, a World Bank research found that 

70% of the rising food price is caused by food for fuel programmes that have 

been encouraged over the last two years all over the world, with 5% of grains now being diverted to the 

production of bio-fuel globally.  This led to reduced land for production of other food crops, subsequently 

leading to world prices of other crops to go up, affecting millions of poor people all over the world. 



The increase in demand from new middle class in rapidly developing countries is due to changes in diets (with 

greater emphasis on meat and dairy products) and the problem of speculation by commodity and hedge funds 

where pension and hedge funds in the North are looking to make money by speculating in countries of the South 

are also part of the reason of higher food price. Similarly, the rise in price of crude petroleum has also increased 

the cost of production in agriculture sector, especially in the cost of producing fertilizers and storing and 

transporting food from producers. All these culminate to the rise of price of food for the end consumer. 

 

Another contributory factor, highlighted by Dr Subra, is the impact of World Bank and IMF policies on the 

supply of food in poor countries. For instance, the IMF insists poor countries remove subsidies for their farmers 

in return for financial aid. This results into lower production of food crops and in some countries, an increase in 

non-food crops like cut flowers and cotton. Situation is also made worse by reduction in farmland acreage due to 

rapid urbanisation and conversion of agricultural land to industrial land. The economic structure itself is 

problematic as there is a lack of competition at the middle level of the food chain. Domination of agribusiness 

industry by a few large multinational firms allows these companies to manipulate prices to ensure higher profits.  

 

Dr Subra suggests that reducing cost of food production through subsidies for agricultural inputs would also 

work in food prices reduction. There is also the need to increase the purchasing power of consumers by 

providing direct food aid to the poor and at the same time, ensure more equitable economic growth. Thirdly, the 

recognition of the right to adequate and nutritious food for all should be enforced as it is the responsibility and it 

is within their power to regulate corporations. He concludes with suggesting that the food crisis is caused by 

both structural and short-term factors. 

 

Q&A session 

i. How do you operationalise the right to food? What is involved in making this a basic right? 

a. One of the means is to ensure that people have the ability to buy food – either you have a kind 

of economic development that emphasise growth with equity, or provide people (temporarily) 

facing problems with welfare programmes that enables them to buy food. It’s also a larger 

problem that requires a larger solution, for instance, the models of development that we have 

right now is the trickle-down US capitalist approach, which has proved to be problematic.  

ii. If we look into the UNDHR, the right to life, the right to food, these are clearly defined. We even have 

a Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food within the UN mechanisms but in Malaysia we have not 

used these adequately. Second, the problem is not just with the IMF and the World Bank, the 

agreement on agriculture in WTO has had some very serious repercussions on food security (such as 

removing tariffs and barriers). Thirdly, since the UN is part of the process, we also need to look at the 

FAO, which has failed. Now it is controlled by the corporate world, and the promotion of 

biotechnology. We need to critically review FAO and how it advises the government and its impact 



on the government. We also need to think of the “corridors” that the Malaysian government is opening 

as the government recently informed us that this is where food security will be addressed but these 

corridors are focusing on biotechnology. 

a. The problem with WTO was that developing countries were not united when it was agreed 

upon; therefore the North nations were able to push their agenda through. With regards to the 

corridors, the solution would need to be found as it comes but in regard to palm oil production, 

the government is introducing laws for converting palm oil into diesel. This is only a symptom 

of the problem, as we would not need diesel should we have a good public transportation 

system. Therefore we need a holistic solution, not piecemeal ones.  

iii. We need to realise that corporate players are controlling governments. In that case, the challenge for 

us is even more as it is difficult to expect governments to regulate these corporate players when these 

players are already controlling the government. 

a. This is why we need to tackle larger governance issues, having a functional democracy where 

the needs of many are heard over a few voices. The recent financial crisis showed that taxpayers 

have to foot the bill of a disaster caused by a few. If we are organised, we can push for 

structural changes. If we don’t push now, the ‘few’ will continue to dominate. Change needs to 

come from the bottom, not from the top. 

 

During the tea break, a Press Conference officiated by Mr Raj (Head Committee of JAFFC) along with 

Claudia from PACOS, Anuar from KOMUNITI, Dr Subra, Tijah from Orang Asli and Father Jojo Fung 

(part of JAFFC) 

 

Voices from the Grassroots: Orang Asli, Migrant workers, Plantation workers, New Village Farmers and 

Single Mothers 

Moderator: Manohara S. 

A number of grassroots spoke on their experiences 

and challenges in time of food crisis. For instance, 

Nisha, Semai from Kampong Cham, Bidor 

(member of SPNS and JOA Perak) spoke of the 

impact of price rise on the Orang Asli. Previously, 

the Orang Asli did not have to rely on commercial 

economy, as they were self-reliant farmers. 

However, after the government’s call to switch to 

commercial crops, the Orang Asli had to fill the empty plots of land with palm oil. Profits were made initially 

but due to the volatility of palm oil price, it also led to major changes in incomes needed to buy food products. 

In some villages, ancestral land has been taken over by commercial firms. 



 

Arumugam who have been in the plantation sector for 33 years and spoke on the changes in price before and 

after the food crisis, whereby increase in price affected other essentials, services and utilities. He argues that 

although the Minister for Human Resources has encouraged companies to give workers land for vegetable 

plantation, priority and emphasis is given for planting oil palm. Hanifa, a migrant worker from Tamilnadu, who 

has been here since 2006, also shared his experiences in light of the current global price hike in food. The 

inability to sustain his family back in India led to his arrival in Malaysia and has been facing a number of 

problems in regard to unpaid labour and paperworks. 

 

Two women, one of who is a single mother, confided in the nature of their daily lives with higher food prices. 

Angela spoke on the difficulty of supporting her family with what little income was made. She mentions of a 

place that provided food supplies in sum of RM12 for a month. Rani spoke on the difficulty of supporting a 

family with RM800 per month as expenses would not be enough to cover accommodation, utilities and food. A 

student spoke on how some his peers would not eat during recess, as the pocket money is only sufficient for 

travelling costs. 

 

En Aziz bin Man is a rural citizen in Kedah 

indulged in his knowledge of paddy farmers 

especially in times of food crisis. As of 

now, there is less land for cultivation and 

crops are subjected to various diseases, 

where higher operational costs as most 

activities are machine-based, paddy farmers 

are also subjected to BERNAS where grains 

are sold for less but the byproduct of rice 

are sold expensively. The government provides subsidies but individual farmers would need to spend on other 

unexpected variables such as reconstruction due to flood and cleaning contaminants in the water due to wastes 

released by nearby factories. This crisis in economy led to a number of problems, both in social and economic.  

 

Q&A Session 

i. Question for En Aziz, which state government (under different political parties) is better?  

a. En Aziz: I am not from any political party as I am an NGO person who belongs to CAP, SAM 

and ASA (Angkatan Sahabat Alam) to protect the environment and fight on behalf of the 

community. We want justice therefore we are not interested in any political party. We are also 

humans with rights. 



ii. Question for Hanifa, is the present predicament for migrant workers the fault of anyone else apart 

from the agents? Do they consider it to be anyone else’s fault? It is quite obvious that neither the 

government nor the UN is hearing the voices of the poor. This ought to change but is any 

representative of the government present here because they should be present at public forums of 

this kind. 

a. Hanifa: Besides the agents, the government is also responsible for this situation. If the 

government is just, I would not be facing the problems I am having now. Compared to other 

countries, the experience of migrant workers in Malaysia is the worst. 

iii. For those in debt, are there problems with the ah longs or banks? 

a. Irene Fernandez of Tenaganita: Many workers from the estate or factories have their ATM cards 

taken away by ah longs since their salaries get paid directly into their accounts. Also women 

who owe ah longs money are forced into prostitution. Other cases have seen women being 

trafficked to the UK and a debt can start at RM2000 but can grow to around RM30 000 on 

interest alone. 

iv. Just a comment on this crisis in context of HIV/AIDS as I have fears that one day I may die in my 

home from having no food. My colleague and I work to get donations for single mothers but with 

the rise in prices, the donations will dwindle, therefore the government must look at all of us 

citizens regardless of ethnicity, religion etc. 

 

Fr Jojo Fung then invited others from Sabah and Sarawak to share their experiences on the crisis. 

 

Mr Sulaiman Kadir used to work with the Land Survey Department in Sarawak. He was the Assistant Public 

Relations Officer, dealing with indigenous people and based on this experience, land is being manipulated to the 

benefit of MCs, GLCs and conglomerates. People in Sarawak too are facing the same problem in regard to the 

food crisis but the added dimension to this problem is the impact of corporations controlling the land. Claudia 

Lasimbang of PACOS shares her knowledge of Sabah, especially in regard to the Native Customary Rights land. 

Large-scale agriculture does not help the poor locals who previously were able to live off their land. She argues 

for planting own food crops as striving for greater sustainability, as it would not be affected by price fluctuation. 

Awang from Sarawak argues for the need to understand the crisis in Sarawak by actually having a conference in 

Sarawak so that the information from the locals there would not be diluted and no further misinformation is 

made. Farming is also an unattractive sector and difficult to sustain. There is also a problem of being too export-

oriented rather than self-sustenance.  

 

 

 



Response from Civil Society (NGOs, grassroot leaders), moderated by Chin Chin of AWAM 

Fr Jojo Fung (member of the JAFFC, born in Sabah) hoped that alternative policies and measures could be 

suggested in the small group discussions to bring it forward for the government in order to address the current 

predicament. Climate change is very much an important factor in this, as the change in ecological conditions 

would impact on food production and availability. Government’s environmental policies should also be looked 

deeply into, along with identifying how exactly policies of WTO, IMF could be opposed. Civil societies need to 

work together to address these issues, based on shared ideology and religious values.  

 

Claudia from PACOS commented on how 

situations are similar regardless of whether it 

is in Semenanjung or East Malaysia where in 

Sabah, communities are still trying to figure 

out the best solution between subsistence or 

commercial/market agriculture. The concept 

of food production has changed but it is 

important that this change is recognised to 

ensure the situation is monitored. Among 

these myriad of problems, the challenges 

faced by undocumented migrant workers should also be identified and addressed. Annuar Mahmud, who is the 

Secretary of fisherfolk and farmers NGO with a strong anti-FTA stance, argues that after the Green Revolution, 

we ended up with hybrid seeds promoted by the MNCs and production processes are dictated by MNCs without 

having a choice in engaging in the preferred method of natural farming. Food is a basic need and right for all 

and should not be based solely on monetary matters. Fisherfolks are also marginalized due to environmental 

degradation. The lack of political wills in addressing this is obvious and we need to look at the economic system 

and ensure that rights to local farmers are given, and not solely to the MNCs. He argues for the need to reject 

GMO and reclaiming the lost of local knowledge.  

 

Summation session by Prof. Khoo Khay Jin succeeded the lunch break.  

Prof Khoo stated that based on the earlier sessions, it can be concluded that we do not have a food crisis but a 

food price crisis as there is not a problem of shortage, rather it is the threatening situation where individuals are 

unable to afford food. This is a two-sided problem as on one hand, we hear the food price crisis is a problem of 

consumers in the urban areas but we’ve also learnt that the producers themselves are having problems. Both 

consumers and producers face problems; therefore we should be careful in attributing blame for the current 

quandary we’re in. Instead, solidarity needs to be built between the two affected parties.  

 



Although a number of government programmes have been introduced to deal with the current crisis such as the 

price control policies, and these are necessary measures, but we need to evaluate how exactly these policies are 

being implemented and whether or not it has been effectively implemented, especially in the rural areas such as 

adhering to price controls. In regard to production, in the past, we used to question why subsidies are needed 

when imports for rice are cheaper abroad. But without this support for local production, we may have a situation 

where there would be no rice producers left. Development practices, changing lifestyles and change in 

consumption patterns, along with climate change will lead to further crisis in food. It is estimated that 

production output in Malaysia will fall between 5-15%.  

 

The economic crisis has resulted in a period of tremendous uncertainty and this provides us with the opportunity 

to rethink of how we want to move forward rather than remain trapped by the same frameworks that have 

resulted in the problems we face today. Grassroots can evaluate and keep what’s good, and suggest what else is 

needed, taking into account what both consumers and producers require.  

 

Small Group Discussions facilitated by Yeoh Seng Guan of Aliran.  

Participants were broken into 

eight small groups and assigned 

questions of how to ensure fair 

pricing, what measures can be 

taken to overcome the rise in 

food prices and how to safeguard 

the needs of future generation 

while promoting a sustainable 

environment. Groups were then 

combined to present their 

recommendations to the 

government and civil societies. 

 

Plenary Session by Dr Francis Loh and Prof. Khoo Khay Jin  

The plenary session enables a platform of open discussion from all participants to address the issue based on 

what has been learnt in the forum thus far and based on own experience and knowledge of the food crisis.  

 

 

 

 

 



Draft Declaration Presentation by CPPS 

The draft declaration was presented by 

CPPS, based on what transpired during the 

forum. The draft demands is to be presented 

to the MPs once finalized and agreed by 

consensus. The declaration would be 

disseminated to be endorsed and a 

delegation is to present the document to an 

elected representative in the Parliament. 

The draft declaration was presented and 

simultaneously amended based on feedback 

from participants.  

 

Closing Ceremony 

Mr Raj extended his thanks to the UN Country Team, Aliran which anchored this event, the panel of speakers, 

CPPS, the organising committee members of JAFFC, the emcee, rapporteur, the communities present and 

concerned citizens.  

 

Tijah and Nisha conducted a symbolic closing ceremony where participants came forward with different food 

items that have become a scarce commodity, to the main “ceremonial table” as Nisha called out the names of 

these items.  

 

 

 

Photographs are all courtesy of Aliran .  

 

 


