PROGRAM SUMMARY FOR HOPE PJESKY, FARMER/RANCHER
2008 AGRICULTURE FELLOW TO JAPAN, THAILAND & MALAYSIA

Ms. Hope Pjesky traveled to Japan, Thailand, and Malaysia to investigate the differences in agricultural trade policies and food safety, defense and traceability practices and to understand the views of food producers and consumers in each country.
In all countries Ms. Pjesky found similarities to the agricultural climate in the United States.  Some similarities she noted included the rising age of farm owners, lack of available labor force for farm work, development of an agro tourism industry, value added/direct marketing businesses, regional brands promoting local foods, and urban encroachment.
Ms. Pjesky observed a “hypersensitivity” in Japan relating to food safety and traceability that she posited was mostly driven by political parties and news media.  She asserted that food and agriculture are used by political parties as tools to control votes and by local media outlets to sell newspapers and airtime.  Ms. Pjesky also noted a demand for traceability in the retail market to reassure consumers of the safety of their food.  According to Ms. Pjesky, traceability systems are time consuming and expensive, for complete farm to fork traceability to exist consumers must be willing to pay more for products and most are not willing to do this.  In Malaysia, because most of the country’s population practices Islam, the focus of the traceability industry was on Halal products. Malaysia is involved in a movement to establish an internationally recognized Halal traceability standard.
While in Japan, Ms. Pjesky found that most in the agriculture field did not favor open trade policies because of the belief that they would not be able to compete with less expensive imports.  In contrast, she found that Malaysian and Thai agriculture officials and farmers were in favor of free trade with the exception of those in the poultry industry.  The concern in the poultry industry is that the high cost of production will lead to higher prices for domestic poultry thus creating a preference among consumers for imported poultry.  Ms. Pjesky found that despite the mixed feelings amongst agriculture professionals, the governments in both Malaysia and Thailand are in favor of reaching a trade agreement.
Agricultural self sufficiency was another issue critical to producers, government officials, and consumers in Japan and Malaysia, according to Ms. Pjesky.  Distrust of modern production methods such as genetically modified organisms, and the loss of variety in crops contribute to the self-sufficiency issue.  In Malaysia, Ms. Pjesky found that the governmental policies on subsidies contributed to lack of production.  Ms. Pjesky was surprised by the amount of influence the governments in Japan and Malaysia have over farmers’ production decisions while Thailand has a more hands off approach to farmer production.
In Thailand and Malaysia, Ms. Pjesky found initiatives to improve the lives of small farmers.  For example the Malaysian AgriFood Corporation is exploring ways to empower small farmers, by creating farmer cooperatives for international export.  In Thailand, she visited the Royal Project Development Center established by the Thai government.  This project was created in 1969 to transition hill tribe farmers from the dangerous opium trade to other edible crops.  Today their products are sold domestically and exported to Europe.
During her 7 weeks in Thailand, Malaysia, and Japan, Ms. Pjesky met with farmers, ranchers, private sector leaders, government officials, and NGO heads.  These meetings provided her tremendous insight which strengthened her views in favor of free trade.  She was deeply honored to be the first Eisenhower Agriculture Fellow to travel to Asia and appreciated the kindness and hospitality extended to her by the Eisenhower Fellows she met.  Ms. Pjesky looks forward to sharing her findings and influencing and developing policies within the agriculture organizations in her state and the U.S.
