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Abstract 

 

Urbanisation has given significant impact to various sectors, particularly in agriculture. Essentially, agricultural production activities depend heavily on land 

resources. At the same time, land is also needed as vital resources for the country development. Despite of the initiative of urbanism to better the country 
development process, it has raised concern among the land administrator regarding the status of the national’s food security. Food security has been threatened 

by the needs of the physical development due to urbanisation. Therefore, this article attempts to study the impact of urbanisation on the agriculture sector and 

examined the role of urbanism to safeguard the land resources for food security purposes. It is hope that, this article will form an inclusive understanding 
regarding the idea of urbanism in pursuing the betterment of an economic progress without compromising the needs for the national food security. 
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1.0  INTRODUCTION  

 

Urbanisation has led to rapid economic development cause by the increasing number of population. Over the coming decades, the level of 

urbanisation is expected to increase in all regions, with Africa and Asia urbanised faster than other regions (Azizan and Hussin, 2015). In 

Malaysia, the growth of its population demonstrates a steady rate at 2.4% per annum with current population reached 30.3 million people 

(Department of Statistic Malaysia, 2015). With the rate of Foreign Direct Investment into this country increased tremendously from USD 

10,074 million to USD 12,306 million, the need for construction sector especially for infrastructure development are overwhelming as to 

cater the demand of growing population (Maclaren, 2011). 

Since land is a scarce and crucial resource, it has given a significant impact on agriculture sector. In many cases, agriculture land is 

being converted to some other development purposes or gives way to the urbanisation process. Essentially, agricultural activities depend on 

land resources for production. At the same time, land is also needed as vital resource for development. Since land conversion is driven by 

urbanisation and pressures agricultural land, presumably it will affect agriculture production and threaten the national food security. 

Therefore, this article attempts to study the impact of urbanisation on agriculture sector and examine the role of urbanism to safeguard land 

resource for food security. 

 

 

2.0  LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

In 2050, the demand for food is expected to increase greatly. One of the main factors that contribute to the increment of food demand is the 

growth of world population. The future food needs are projected based on population growth and it is found to be quite reliable. Malaysia is 

part of the Southeast Asia region and among the fastest developing countries in the world (Scott, 2001). In 2014, the total population has 

reached approximately 30.3 million compare to 29.8 million people in previous years. This number is expected to increase gradually and 

projected to reach 43 million people by the year 2050 (Department of Statistic Malaysia, 2014). Thus, this trend will indirectly increase food 

demand tremendously. 

In order to fulfil the demand of the growing population, Malaysia has invested billions to maintain food supply. In 2013, Malaysia 

has remained as a net importer for food worth approximately RM15.6 billion for sugar, dairy products, cereal, vegetable and fruits as well 

as cocoa (MIDA, 2014). Moreover, UN's Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) also estimated that the imports of rice in 2014 have 

increased to over 1.1 million tons which is more than the average level in the previous year (FAO, 2006). 

In terms of the size of agriculture land allocation, the distribution of agriculture land in Malaysia throughout its 13 states are covered 

around 4.06 million hectares. Since 1980s, one of the major challenges experienced by Malaysia’s agriculture sector is land accessibility, 

as agricultural land was been converted into other urban use particularly for industry, infrastructure and housing purposes (Bai, 2012). 

According to the statistic provided by the World Bank, agricultural land in Malaysia was last measured at 23.95% in 2009 (Rybczynski, 

2005). However, according to the Second National Physical Plan, the size of agricultural areas has reduced over the years due to the 

pressure for urban development as illustrated in Table 1 below. More land, especially those adjacent to town, industries and housing areas 

are taken up for urban development. 
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Table 1 Agricultural land use Peninsular Malaysia in Hectare (National Physical Plan 2, 2010). 

 

Crops 1997 2002 2006 Difference 

1. Paddy 410,000 405,800 331,036 -74,760 

2. Palm Oil 2,174,500 2,466,500 2,816,513 350,013 

3. Rubber 1,759,100 1,560,000 1,284,912 -275,088 

4. Others 1,632,400 1,716,700 808,099 -908,601 

Total 5,976,000 6,149,000 5,240,560 -908,441 

 

 

Many researchers are concerned about the urbanisation impacts on agriculture sector that consuming fertile land in the suburban areas 

around major cities. For instance, from 1990 to 2000, Malaysia has converted about 2 percent which is equivalent to 666,000 hectares of its 

agricultural land to non-agricultural use (World Bank, 2015). If this rate were to constantly increase, all agricultural land would be converted 

into urban use in 1500 years to come. Undoubtedly, it will affect the country's domestic food production and threatened the national food 

security. 

Land conversion often had causes several problems such as insecurity of food production, the loss of cropland and some other issues. 

Thus, the spatial arrangement is vital to control and balance natural preservation within rapid physical development. However, land 

conversion is driven by many process of biophysical and socio economics (Van Doom and Bakker, 2007). Setiawan and Purwanto in Firman 

(1997) classified these drivers as internal and external drivers. The external drivers are found to include industrialization (Ho and Lin, 2004; 

Lichtenberg and Ding, 2008), urbanisation (Ho and Lin, 2004) infrastructure development (Ho and Lin, 2004; Lichtenberg and Ding, 2008; 

Nelson, 1990) and governmental policy. While, internal drivers are mainly include land productivity (Levia et al., 2000) as well as technology 

intensity. However, Hersperger and Burgi (2007) have divided the driving forces into five different groups. They are culture, nature, politic, 

economy and technology (Hersperger and Burgi, 2007).  

Many countries have tried to preserve agricultural land from being converted to other uses (Lichtenberg and Ding, 2008). Others have 

acted passively or launched inappropriate plans to control the conversion. The complex nature of agricultural land conversion has made its 

driving forces, relationships and processes extremely important for different stakeholders such as scientists, agricultural land managers and 

policy makers to create appropriate strategies as practical measure to preserve agricultural lands from being converted to some other 

development purposes. 

 

 

3.0  THE URGENCY FOR FOOD SECURITY 

 

According to the definition by the World Food Summit, food security refers to the ability of people in physically and economically to access 

nutritious, safe and sufficient food at all times in order to meet their dietary needs and preferences through active and healthy lifestyles (FAO, 

2006). This broad definition has become the main reference when discussing food security. Other author has also defined food security into 

small scope as an ability of a household to secure, either from its own production or through purchases, adequate food to meet the dietary 

needs of all its members (Maziya-Dixon et al., 2004).  

It is important to understand that food security rely on food systems in order to provide stable, appropriate access, availability and use 

of food. However, it is hard to make a food system function accordingly as it will involve several factors (i.e. political, socioeconomic and 

biophysical), influencing other interests factors (i.e. governance, fiscal) across different range of levels (local or national) and scales (small 

or large). Achieving food security has emerged as one of the key development challenge for the less developed country in the 21st century. 

But for a developed country, the challenges come in term of sustaining the food supply to achieve the demand of population. But curiously 

there is seems to be neglected. 

Generally, around 60% or more of the total household expenditure, food holds the largest allocation in the budget of the urban poor. As 

addressed by some scholars, the main cause of food insecurity in most cases is food inaccessibility particularly due to lack of economic 

sources rather than food availability. However the availability of food in the future is expected to rely on the quantity of land supply, labour 

forces, capital investment, technology involved, water system, management skills of the production as well as the effectiveness of the food 

distribution system (Maclaren, 2011). 

Today, due to global warming, the demand for bio fuels, unpredicted economic signals given by markets and governments to producers, 

has shown that the world is losing approximately one-third of the agriculture production (Maclaren, 2011). The growth rate of food 

production is expected to decline especially in poor countries where the growth of population keep increasing, if the government is unaware 

and not improving their food production system. But except, an extensive developments in production and its distribution are done through 

an application of the new technologies for an encouragement to improve economic signals then only will assists to increase the growth rate. 

It was believed that the effectiveness of the food demand in the future will be determined by the level of the income per capita and the size 

of the population. Even though the global population is projected to increase to 9 billion in 2050, it does not reflect that the simple linear 

relationship is parallel with the growth of the food production. In other words, there is a clear potential for food security to be improved in 

order to sustain the supply of demand in the equilibrium for the future needs. 

 

 

4.0  THE ROLE OF URBANISM TO SAFEGUARD LAND RESOURCE FOR FOOD SECURITY 

 

Urbanism is not a new philosophical framework in pursuing betterment to achieve the country’s well-being. One of the main principles of 

the urbanism as somewhat encouraged by McHarg (1969) is the ability of the city to balance with the nature (McHarg, 1969). He explained 
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that the principles promote the city to recognize sensitive zones, an ecosystem and the habitats that being threatened has to be protected 

through conservation, a density control, the land use planning and an open space design. Thus, the resource that was consumed during 

urbanisation process can be replaced through the natural replenishing cycles and creating an environmental stability.  

According to Beatley (2000), through the implementation of urbanism idea, the city will likely to be characterised as an ecological 

friendly design city, able to reduce ecological footprint, create circular metabolism to establish network within the adjacent urban area to 

encourage walking and reduce driving, to provides population with their own food production and to promotes a healthy lifestyle through 

the liveable neighbourhoods. But according to Ma (2002), there are several other benefits that have been expected by urbanist in promoting 

their ideas (Ma, 2002) including the benefit to numerous stakeholders, including the residents, the businesses, the developers, the 

municipalities as well as the environment. 

However, the question may arise as to whether the benefit mentioned above is good enough to show that the urbanist is really concerned 

with the issues of domestic food production? If they are only just focussing on the infrastructure and the facilities, it will not totally support 

boosting the sustainability of the regional economics. At the same time, the big question should also be answered whether the urbanist was 

aware of the attempt by other parties to fulfil the demand of the urban population for food by preserving the agriculture land that has been 

converted into other use and has threatened the production of the local food supply and so has also threatened the food security?. 

It is not easy to restraint the process of urbanisation. Even though the idea of urbanism has promoted the city to be built in a sustainable 

manner, but the old city was formed thoughtlessly and was unprepared to overcome the impact of population growth and the problems 

associated with it. The scarcity and availability of land has become the major concern whereby both the developments of a physical and the 

agriculture requires and depends on the land resources to meet the demand of the population in terms of the food production and also the 

basic infrastructure. 

The conflicting needs for land can be managed if the city is regulated and coordinated in a sustainable growth manner. However, 

managing urbanisation and development process is not just simply about formulation of strategies and programs, but also requires a decision 

making of the politician that has to be in parallel with the demand of the community (Porter, 2002). The planners and the policy maker must 

be aware of the urbanisation scale in order to steer and manage the related development process in a sustainable way (DFID, 2002).  

In order to manage the urban growth efficiently, the planning instrument are necessary to make sure that development occurs on the 

exact location, in terms of its types, density and time. Zoning is believed to be among the effectives planning tools to manage an infill 

development through the mixed-development methods particularly within an urban boundary and as to encourage liveability. The standards 

as promoted by Beatley (2000) will also contribute to be a great potential and benefit to avoid the development poured beyond urban 

boundaries and encroaching on the countryside with undesirable physical and socio-economic impacts particularly on agriculture land. 

Thus, the considerations of socio economics in terms of food security are vital in the planning process which directly touches on the 

food policy. Some of the scholars have thoughtlessly accepted this goal and others have also vigorously criticised the idea (Azizan and 

Hussin, 2015). As shown in Figure 1, the complexity of food policy consists of the production policy, the price and stability as well as the 

policy demand from the public. Any policy decisions regarding the demand and production of food will influence the global food prices and 

stability. Besides, it will also give an impact on the environment and the efforts to end poverty and hunger significantly. Therefore, food 

policy lies within the wider policy setting. In confronting the challenges of global food security, it has demanded the critical action in terms 

of the supply and demand, the governance to address the effect of any policy action regarding to environment, and lastly the needs of the 

world’s poorest. 

In this case, a policy remains as an effective tool to support the government approach in legal, management and decision-making 

aspects (McHarg, 1969). This mechanism is reasonably important to assist the municipalities to regulate the expansion of the city within its 

boundary, to coordinate the urban development, to manage land scarcity and to safeguard land resources from being converted into other 

urban uses. At the same time, it also assists the global food system in balancing the environmental in a sustainable manner. Obviously, the 

idea of urbanism is reasonably leading to favour sustainability and assist to safeguard scarce resources particularly land through promoting 

the city to manage the urban growth. Similarly, the idea also aims to encourage the social equity and the economic development, as the 

fundamentals pillars of a sustainable urbanisation.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 1: The Complexity of global food policy (Godfray and Garnett, 2014). 
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5.0  CONCLUSION 

 

It is obvious that the impact of urbanisation and population growth has caused changes in land use pattern. Unconsciously, agriculture land 

has to compete with any physical development that seems to be more economically significant to be placed on the limited urban land. 

Agriculture land often forced to gives way to infrastructure development to fulfil the demand of the growing population in terms of provision 

of basic needs especially housing. More and more land has been converted into urban use, threatening the agriculture land and food security. 

From the discussion, it is clear that urbanisation has caused agriculture land to decrease in number prior to land conversion phenomenon. 

Thus, food production is declining and forces the country to import food and invest billions to maintain food supply for the growing 

populations. This delicate situation will indirectly impact on food security if practical measures fail to take place in the long run. 

The idea of urbanism is basically to serve as antidote to prevent urban sprawl during the 19th century. It encourages the management of 

the urban growth and favours the urban development towards sustainability. Similarly, the main principle of urbanism promotes a city to be 

balanced with the nature. Thus, managing urban growth in sustainable manner require the planning tools to effectively secure the land for 

the purpose of food production and physical development. Zoning, infill development, policy as such can prevent a city from encroaching 

any sensitive development area as well as assist a city to safeguard land resource particularly agriculture land for the purpose of food security. 

Throughout the centuries urbanism has been about humans living in sustaining, and stimulating proximity. Interest in urbanism has 

surge in the past two decades. Urbanisms of many kinds have entered the urban lexicon, each staking out its own discriminating take on the 

urban realm. The urbanism of villages, neighbourhoods, towns, and cities drew people in as places of interaction, opportunity, and creativity. 

Going for urbanism is the key to community life, efficient public infrastructure, and preserving nature. 

In the last few decades, the expansion of the city as the engine of economic development, technological transmission and cultural change 

has long been the subject of discussion among the scholars. The impact brought by urbanisation often seems to harm agriculture sector. For 

instance, urban-based enterprises depend on the production of the agricultural sector to ensure that other industry such as manufacturing also 

grew. It can simultaneously deny the assumption of some urbanist regarding to the insignificant of agricultural land in sub-urban or rural 

area instead of capital, labour and technology. It will also maintain the demand-supply curve of the raw material for agricultural products. 

So the key issue is within global decline in agriculture land area, does the growing and changing demands for food (and other agricultural 

products) that an increasingly urbanized population and economy brings can help to support agricultural sustainability and boost up 

awareness among urbanist and utopian on the issue of food security?. 

In the context of Malaysia, the level of urbanization is likely to increase. If there is no intention from the authority to promote the idea 

of urbanism to preserve the potential land for food production, the population will struggle to live based on limited and insufficient food 

stock. Even the nation transformation programmes carry out from rural area into a liveable city with all of new spatial-economic policy, the 

issue of food security must not be forgotten and need to be addressed seriously as part of the national development agendas. 
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