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Leading edge: Red corn for a
food-secure future

Kun Makara

Johnny Ong is chairman of HLH Agriculture (Cambodia), a
Singaporean firm that has invested in red corn production in the
Kingdom since 2008.

Johnny Ong is chairman of HLH Agriculture (Cambodia), a firm that has
invested in Cambodian red corn and plans to inject another US$400
million in the future. Photo by: PHA LINA

You have been operat ing Cambodian projects for nearly for
two years, could you tell me about  your init ial capital
investment?
We invested US$40 million in a project that covers 10,000 hectares in
the Oral district of Kampong Speu province and another 450-hectare
site in the province’s Omlaing district.

Of this land, 10,000 hectares is a concession, and the other 450
hectares is freehold. Our company is 100-percent owned by a listed
company in Singapore.

Why were you interested in invest ing in corn product ion in
Cambodia? 
One reason is because there is a lack of food security in the world
now. We have foreseen that it is a good opportunity for the industry to
grow.

The agriculture sector is a long-term investment, and a lot of people
ask me why I choose [to invest in] corn and not rice or cassava.

We are investing in the corn industry because it can help Cambodia by
attracting more processing companies to come here.

Corn can also be processed into a few thousand kinds of products –
not only for people but also for animals.

What is your company’s product ion capacity?
We have just planted 5,000 hectares of corn and completed some
factories. This year we will plant on another 2,000 hectares, which we
will harvest twice.

We need to clear the land and set up water irrigation systems and
warehouses. Last year, we could produce between 3 and 4 tonnes of
corn a hectare, but now we get about 5 to 6 tonnes per hectare
because we have tried to improve our planting process.

Our objective in the next five years is to produce between 8 and 10
tonnes per hectare.

Next year, we want to build another warehouse, and we also intend
to build another drying plant.

We currently have two types of planting machines, some from the
United States and some from Spain, and have the biggest high-tech
harvesting machine in Asia. Our processing plants are from China.

Do you have any plans to increase your investment? 
Our main target for Cambodia is to have 100,000 hectares for corn
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plantations to produce more than 1 million tonnes per year.

We plan to inject US$400 million to increase corn plantations by 50,000
hectares in the next five years. We hope we can succeed. We will also
consider building a corn-starch a nd corn-oil processing plant.

We also plan to go into rice and cassava plantations, maybe over the
next year, as we want to fully utilise our land even though some of it
is low-lying.

Do you sell corn in the local market  or do you export  to
other countries?
Actually, we export our entire yield to Vietnam, Malaysia, Taiwan and
Thailand.

Do you have any plans to export  to Europe?
We cannot make exports to Europe because they mostly buy from
United States at a cheaper price. If they want to buy from us, they will
spend more.

But the fact that Asian countries are planting corn, rice and cassava to
cover Asian needs is enough because we have got a huge population,
and they have to have food to eat every day.

What about  corn demand in the global market? 
Following studies, I see that the whole world has a shortage of corn.
That’s why we see that this year the corn price has been going up.
Last year, we sold crops for about US$100 per tonne, and now it’s
more than $200 per tonne.

China is the largest corn- producing country in Asia, and they have a
lot factories, which need about 1 million to 5 million tonnes of corn to
produce oil, medicine, fibres and many other kinds of products. The
corn market is bigger than cassava.

The whole world is changing. There are less farmers
because everybody wants to seek jobs in the cit ies. So, how
are we going to produce enough food for rising
populat ions?
I think Asia’s demand minimum is about 50 million tonnes of corn [a
year]. How can Asia produce this huge amount? This is a very big
volume.

It is a good opportunity for us. We just want to make exports.

Also, the weather is changing, and some other agricultural land that
has already produced cannot be planted every year.

We came to invest in this country because it has a lot of land with
potential to plant any kind of agricultural product.

What about  the local market; do you buy from farmers?
Cambodia has four processing plants that need corn to process into
animal feed. I think one company maybe requires 5,000 to 20,000
tonnes every month. So far I have not seen any foreign investors
come to invest in corn production here – we are the first one.

We have bought just a few hundred tonnes from farmers, because
most of them sell directly to local buyers for export to Vietnam or
Thailand. Sometimes, we can not compete with the price because the
direct buyers offer a bit more.

Do you have any difficulty in export ing?
Well, export for us is very challenging because the domestic costs are
high. We also need to have documentation.

As Cambodia does not have a quality-checking laboratory, we need to
go to Vietnam or Thailand. We hope that Cambodia will set up a lab to
test all the kinds of agricultural products for companies working in the
sector.

What do you think about  the country’s agriculture sector?
I have been here for the last two years. I think the sector is improving
because of the government.

It is encouraging farmers and offering tax-free imports on farming
machines. It also facilitates us in term of export process. Customs
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services and the ports are improved.
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