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Sample 1: Cream of the Crop (Interview Questions & Answers Format) 

Sdr. Tan Hoe Hing  (1976)
Why do you take up agriculture as your career?
Agriculture has been part of my life since childhood. I was born into a farming family in Kampung Sungai Suli, near Teluk Intan—a village that, in those days, was accessible only by river. My father, like many of our neighbours, grew Limau Langkat mandarin oranges. As children of a farming family, my siblings and I naturally helped with the farm work. It was a simple but happy life, balancing school with daily farm activities.

Everything changed in 1963, when I was in Standard Six. An unknown disease swept through the village, causing the mandarin trees to turn yellow and become unproductive. Despite efforts by the Department of Agriculture and professors from the University of Malaya, no effective solution could be found. My family's livelihood, like that of many others in the village, was severely affected. We had to adapt by growing short-term crops such as vegetables, sugarcane, and yam, while searching for a new direction.

By the time I reached upper secondary school, our situation had improved somewhat. However, pursuing a university education seemed beyond my family's means, as I had eight younger siblings and could only continue my studies if I received a scholarship. When applying for university, I chose agriculture because it matched my background and gave me a better chance of being admitted and receiving financial assistance.

My parents fully supported my decision. I believe they still remembered the prosperous days when our family grew mandarin oranges and quietly hoped that one day I might discover a way to overcome the disease that had devastated our village. Perhaps they even dreamed that I would return home and help revive the crop that had once sustained our community.

I was truly grateful when I was accepted into the Faculty of Agriculture at the University of Malaya and awarded a Federal Scholarship. It was a dream come true and the beginning of a lifelong journey in agriculture.

Can you tell us where have you been posted while in the Department of Agriculture and what have you have contributed to the development of horticultural crops?
As a Federal Scholarship recipient, I reported for duty at the Headquarters of the Department of Agriculture on 11 February 1976, immediately after completing my final university examination, together with my fellow scholarship recipients. Following a two-week orientation in the Crop Production Branch, I was posted to the Crop Production Centre at Titi Gantong, Perak, located a few kilometres from the town of Bota.

I served there from 1976 to 1990, although during this period I was granted study leave on two occasions. In 1979, I attended a six-month Postgraduate Diploma Course in Corn Production at CIMMYT in Mexico. Later, I pursued a two-and-a-half-year Master's Degree in Agricultural Management at the University of the Ryukyus, Japan.

Although I was not among the pioneers who established the Crop Production Centre, it was still in its early stages of development when I arrived. Much of the 220-hectare site designated for seed production was still covered by virgin jungle, and the soil consisted mainly of muck overlying peat. Land development was carried out progressively as the Centre expanded its seed production capacity to support the Department of Agriculture's AID Programme.

By the time I left Titi Gantong in 1990, the entire farm had been developed with a comprehensive drainage system and an extensive network of farm roads. Wherever possible, plots were maintained at about two hectares each to facilitate farm mechanisation. During the 1980s, the Centre became the Department's principal seed production facility for crops such as sweet corn, groundnuts, vegetable seeds, and banana planting materials. I am grateful that I had the opportunity to lead a team that contributed to its development.

[image: image1.jpg]



Picture 1:  Adios Titi Gantong! My last photograph taken with the 16ha groundnut field before I began my journey to Terengganu
My second posting was to the Terengganu State Department of Agriculture, where I served as the Officer-in-Charge of Crop Development for almost ten years before being transferred back to the Department's Headquarters, first in Kuala Lumpur and later in Putrajaya.

In Terengganu, one of my earliest initiatives was to promote the development of a roselle industry in the state. I was also actively involved in supporting the establishment of a Honey Mandarin industry. Honey Mandarin was a superior variety compared with the Limau Langkat that my family had grown during my childhood.
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Picture 2:  The late Tan Sri Datuk Sanusi Junid's visit to the roselle pilot project in Rhu Tapai, Terengganu in 1993.
My main responsibility was to provide technical support, particularly in the production of disease-free Honey Mandarin planting materials for commercial growers and Group Farming Projects. By the time I left the state, more than 1,000 hectares had been planted with Honey Mandarin.

Unfortunately, despite these efforts, the industry declined soon after my transfer. The disease-free trees became reinfected with citrus greening disease—the same disease that had devastated the mandarin orchards in my village during my childhood. This experience reinforced my belief that producing healthy planting materials alone is not enough. Long-term success also depends on growers having the knowledge and skills needed to manage the disease effectively in the field.

The final phase of my government service was at the Headquarters of the Department of Agriculture, first in Kuala Lumpur and later in Putrajaya. I served initially as a Section Head, then as Deputy Director of Horticulture, and finally as Director of the Paddy, Industrial Crops and Floriculture Division before my retirement.

Looking back, I consider myself privileged to have the opportunity of contributing to Malaysian agriculture in various capacities—from seed production and crop development at the field level to policy formulation and programme implementation at the national level. Each posting broadened my experience and strengthened my commitment to serving the farming community.

What are your contributions in international agriculture collaboration?
Compared with my responsibilities in national agricultural development, my involvement in international collaboration was relatively limited. Nevertheless, I had the privilege of representing Malaysia on several regional and bilateral initiatives related to my areas of responsibility.

During my tenure as a Section Head in the Department of Agriculture, I participated in international collaborative engagements and, from time to time, served as a member of the Malaysian delegation in international and regional meetings. Among those that I remember are:

Technical advisory service to the Ministry of Agriculture of Guyana, South America.

Various discussions on the UPOV Convention on Plant Variety Protection.

The harmonisation of Malaysia's Good Agricultural Practice (myGAP) standards with GlobalG.A.P. standards.
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Picture 3:  With the Minister of Agriculture, Guyana, South America in my technical advisory mission on rambutan cultivation in 2003.
Later, during my service at the Department's Headquarters, Putrajaya, I became more actively involved in international cooperation. Some of the more notable assignments included:

Serving as a member of the Secretariat of the Technical Working Group on Crops under the Bilateral Cooperation Programme between Malaysia and the People's Republic of China from 2004 to 2006.

Heading the Malaysian delegation to the Bilateral Task Force between Malaysia and Singapore on the Good Manufacturing Practice Guidelines for Minimally Processed Sugarcane, which was subsequently broadened to cover other fruits and vegetables.

Although these international engagements formed only a small part of my overall career, they provided valuable opportunities to exchange knowledge and experiences with counterparts from other countries. They also broadened my perspective on agricultural development and the importance of regional cooperation in addressing common challenges.

What do you do after your retirement ?
Immediately after my retirement from the Department of Agriculture, I joined the Malaysian Agri-food Corporation (MAFC), a government-linked company, where I served for three years as Vice President for Standards and Certification. My principal responsibility was to oversee food safety standards for agricultural produce from the company's own farms as well as those of its suppliers.

After taking a short break, I accepted a contract appointment with Cypark in 2015 to manage its Agriculture Integrated Photovoltaic (AIPV) projects. The concept involved cultivating high-value crops beneath solar panel installations, enabling agricultural production and renewable energy generation to coexist on the same land. My engagement with Cypark concluded in 2024, following the discontinuation of the Government's Feed-in Tariff (FiT) programme for AIPV projects.

Alongside this work, I have also been involved in managing a 10-acre durian orchard that was initiated about six years ago. Although the orchard was originally developed under Cypark, it is now owned by one of its former subsidiaries. Beyond fruit production, the orchard was originally envisioned as a venue for company retreats and other outdoor activities, giving it a purpose beyond commercial farming.

Since 2022, I have also had the privilege of serving as an Independent Non-Executive Director of MKH Oil Palm Berhad. This role, together with my continuing involvement in the durian orchard, has enabled me to remain professionally engaged while keeping both my mind and body active.

Retirement, for me, has not meant stepping away from agriculture. Instead, it has provided opportunities to contribute in different ways while continuing to learn and stay connected with the industry that has been such an important part of my life.

What is  your thought/views/opinions on the future of the crop / food production & development in Malaysia? What are the challenges facing the farming communities and are the possible solutions.
I believe the future of crop production and food development in Malaysia will depend largely on two key factors.

First, our farming community must be prepared to acquire, adopt, and continuously update modern technologies. Advances in agricultural science, mechanisation, precision farming, and digital technologies are changing the way food is produced. Farmers who are willing to embrace these innovations will be better positioned to improve productivity, enhance sustainability, and remain competitive.

Second, farmers need to look beyond production alone. In today's competitive environment, they must constantly seek and nurture new business opportunities throughout the agricultural value chain. Agriculture is no longer just about growing crops; it also requires sound business planning, market awareness, and the ability to adapt to changing consumer demands.

At present, Malaysia's crop sector is still dominated by smallholders. While they have made significant contributions to national food production, the small size of many holdings often limits economies of scale and makes it more difficult to adopt modern technologies and compete effectively.

In my opinion, one possible long-term solution is to review our national land policies with a view to creating voluntary exit mechanisms for unproductive smallholders. Such an approach would allow them to realise the value of their land assets while facilitating land consolidation for more efficient and commercially viable agricultural production. Any such policy, however, should be implemented with due regard for the welfare and long-term interests of the affected landowners.

Agriculture has changed tremendously since I began my career five decades ago, and it will continue to evolve. While technologies, markets, and farming systems will undoubtedly change, I believe the success of Malaysian agriculture will always depend on our willingness to learn, innovate, and adapt to new challenges.



