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INTRODUCTION

First of all, I would like to congratulate the National and the Technical Organising Committees for
successfully organising this Symposium which will undoubtedly bring the latex industry into a new
horizon. We are also particularly proud to be the host country for this Symposium and I would like to
take this opportunity to welcome our foreign guests by saying "Selamat Datang" which means "Welcome"
in the Malay language. I hope that you can take some time to see our beautiful country before returning
home.

I am also very grateful that MARGMA has been invited as a Joint Organiser, thus enabling the
Association to play a role in the National Organising Committee as well as the Technical Committee. We
consider it a great honour and privilege both to the Association and to me, to be given the opportunity to
share with you a brief Keynote Address on the Current Trend in Latex Dipped Products Manufacturing
with particular reference to the Malaysian scenario.

First of all, I would like to give a small introduction of the Malaysian Rubber Glove Manufacturers'
Association (MARGMA), its activities as well as its aims and objectives.

MARGMA was established in 1989 and has been the voice and advocate for the industry in the Country;
dealing with related trade associations and government agencies in shaping and monitoring new
directions in the development of the industry.

In brief, the aims and objectives of MARGMA are as follows:

a. to bring about a common understanding amongst all manufacturers.
b. to work towards improving and standardising a "Malaysian Latex Glove"
c. to represent all its members on their interests and grievances and
d. to disseminate the latest information in technological advancements.

Presently, MARGMA has 69 members out of which 48 are ordinary members whilst 21 are associate
members. We are also proud to say that MARGMA members represents about 85% of the total
production capacity of latex gloves in Malaysia. Our membership covers from the Small and Medium
Industries to the giant multi-national companies.

Current trends would not be current if we do not have a history. So lets take a brief look at the historical
developments of the latex dipped products and one will be able to visualise how the industry has
developed or evolved over the years - especially the glove industry.

Latex dipped products became significant during the 1970's and expanded thereafter with the
participation of multi-national companies. By latex dipped products, we would be referring to gloves (in
particular), condoms, catheters and other items that meets the similar manufacturing concept.
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The industry continued to expand during the 1980's especially after the implementation of the Industrial
Master Plan (IMP) by the Government in 1986 whereby more focus was on the manufacturing sector.
The upsurge in growth beyond one's imagination was during 1986/7 - attributed to the global AIDS scare
which propelled glove prices to phenomental levels. Latex glove manufacturing plants mushroomed all
over Malaysia by investors trying to capitalise in the booming market.

Obviously, the market boom was short-lived and by end of 1988 or in early 1989, the market collapsed
due to the rapid oversupply situation resulting in the prices of examination gloves plunging to rock
bottom. More than 300 licenses were approved by the government for the manufacturer of latex
examination gloves out of which about 200 were in operation then. It was just too much for the market to
absorb.

It is also interesting to note that despite the collapse of the market whereby glove prices plunged, the
examination glove market increased by about 30% during the same period. Malaysia's export figure for
latex gloves increased from about RM750.000.00 in 1988 to about RM900,000.00 in 1989.

The period of correction was painful and many manufacturers of latex glove succumbed to the market
situation and only the fittest survived the storm which recovered only around late 1990 - when we saw
some light at the end of the tunnel. Since then, the market continued to improve as the simple economic
fundamental of supply/demand sets its equation into proper perspective.

Since then we never look back and today with a total of about 85 manufacturers of latex gloves in
Malaysia, we have successfully made this into multi-Billion Ringgit industry with our exports totaling
approximately RM2.5 billion (which is approx. USD1.0 billion).

As we have experienced the pain in 1988 we should now enjoy the sweetness of our success and we are
proud to say that Malaysia is now the world's largest consumer of NR latex and is also a major producer
of latex gloves (both medical and domestic or industrial), latex thread, condoms, catheters, etc. The
success has been related mostly to our concept of Quality. Thanks to the support from the various
government agencies especially the Malaysian Rubber Research Development Board and the Rubber
Research Institute of Malaysia as well as SIRIM and MIDA, we are able to achieve a product of superior
quality surpassing quality standards worldwide.

We are also fortunate to be host country for quite a number of multi-national companies who have
relocated their operations to Malaysia and bringing with them a technology which meets world standards
not only in manufacturing, but in Research and Development, product innovation, as well as other
important aspects such as packaging and other related fields.

The latex goods sector has been experiencing double digit growths over the past few years and I am happy
to append some of the export figures as follows:

Total Latex Goods, RM

Latex Gloves
(Glove Output-billion prs.)

1992
2.00B

1.03B
3.47b.prs.

1993
2.33B

1.63B
5.80b.prs.

1994
2.64B

1.89B
6.54b.prs.

1995

3.10B(est.)
2.27B
7.51b.prs.

As a matter of interest, the total export of the rubber industry consisting of rubber as a commodity as well
as manufactured down stream products for Malaysia totalled approximately RM7.20 billion in 1995 out of
which manufactured item consists of RM3.10 billion as mentioned earlier and latex gloves of all types in
RM2.27 billion. We would expect total export of latex gloves for 1996 to exceed RM2.5 billion.
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One would not deny the fact that the above are impressive figures with a very steady growth and we hope
that the industry will continue to perform as expected and such growths will not happen without a
continuous effort to resolve current issues and threats which are continuously being faced by the industry.

'Terceptions vs Reality"

Health related issues of protein allergy, nitrosamines and bio-compatibility of latex products continue to
give us an unfavourable image. The protein allergy issue has led to the manufacture of latex products
made from substituted synthetic materials, which are by themselves not totally free from chemicals either.
However, we need to bear in mind that these issues may have been blown out of proportion although
isolated and insignificant cases have occurred to highly sensitive persons. Therefore, the perception of the
serious nature of these issues far outweighs the reality of the matter which is the result of the adverse
effects of campaigns against the use of NR latex in medical products.

Anyhow, all these issues are currently being looked into by R&D agencies from both the public and
private sectors and serious research efforts have resulted in containing and clarifying most of these issues.
The RRTM has also developed a new low protein latex (LOPROL) for the local latex industry and the
subject matter of RVNRL we are deliberating during this Symposium will definitely be able to bring us
closer to achieving a chemical free product.

Threats from Synthetic Materials

The encroachment of synthetic materials in latex dipped products has posed a serious challenge to the use
of NR latex. Further R&D is therefore urgently required and intensified in order to upgrade the quality as
well as the characteristics of NR latex and eliminate its negative effects so as to ensure its position as the
natural choice as a raw material in latex dipped products manufacturing. And again, I believe the
RVNRL is a new technology towards this end.

Labour

The latex dipped products industry is known to be quite labour intensive and both the public and private
sectors are putting in more efforts into providing a more automated process.

In Malaysia, about 45,000 workers (or about 75% in the rubber based industry) are employed in latex
dipped goods manufacturing, which generates an export value of RM3.10 billion (1995 Estimate). Based
on the above figure, we have a contribution per workforce of about RM75.000 - which is quite high as
compared to other developing countries. Again I would like to emphasise that eventhough our labour
force is getting a little more expensive as compared to our neighbouring countries, our productivity is still
relatively on a high and comfortable figure.

A point worth noting is the current heavy dependance on foreign labour by the industry, and in a recent
survey conducted by MARGMA, we found that most (if not all) its members employs at least 20% of
foreign labour - mostly from Bangladesh and Indonesia.

Dependance on manual operation is not our long term strategy and therefore, automation will be the
answer to a more efficient and stable operation and it requires an all round support including R&D and
local machine supply and engineering support services.

Pricing

Looking at a more macro point of view, the factor of pricing has always been an important criteria in
determining the market position of the product and therefore, the industry must evolve itself to be as cost
effective as possible to ensure it can maintain its economics favourably. The threat from synthetic
materials also hovers over our price structures and we must not price ourselves too high so as to attract
substitutes into the market. Therefore, in the development of any new product or new technology, we
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must not let the realities of market forces surpass us and we must ensure that the end product has an
economically acceptable price.

Environmental Issue

Waste management in the production of latex products is also a cause of concern. Manufacturers today
are expected to be responsible corporate citizens and gone were the days where we can simply discharge
our wastes any way we like. In heading to be a developed nation, we begin to realise there is always a
price to pay to ensure we continue to have a healthy environment and to ensure our habitat is not being
endangered.

In Malaysia, the problem of waste treatment has always been a major concern and both the private and
public sectors must work hand in hand to ensure the common interests of achieving a commercially viable
waste disposal and treatment facility can be met.

More R&D should be provided to increase the down stream usage of sludge for other possible end
products and we hope the RRIM will be able to contribute further towards this end.

Product Certification

Another area of interest and to a certain degree of confusion is the numerous product certification by the
various bodies (and the changes in requirements) which latex products manufacturers have to keep track
on - this is especially so on latex dipped products for medical purposes.

Today, we have our local SIRIM product markings, then we have the FDA compliance or the ASTM
standard, the CE Mark, the ISO Standards with the ISO 14000 as the latest (correct me if I am wrong)
and the various other existing standards which manufacturers have to deal with. Obviously all these
standards have its good intention i.e. to ensure quality standards are consistantly met with proper
tracability, etc., etc. but one will realise most of the requirements are repeated and manufacturers spend
time and money in trying to ensure they are properly accredited by the various agencies which may not
really enhance their product specification.

Towards this end, MARGMA is working towards introducing a Standard Malaysian Glove which will not
only meet all the most stringent standards in the world, but will try to surpass them if possible We hope
to achieve this in Jhe very near and foreseeable future.

In summing up, a strategic plan for a broader product range is important for the future development of the
industry and the latex dipped products sector must consolidate and diversify to have innovative value
added products to meet changing consumer preferences and/or requirements. Value-added latex goods
include low-protein/hypoallergenic/powder-free/sterilised medical gloves, industrial gloves, high value
ballons, flexi-toys, theatrical masks and various medical devises besides catherers - all in all we need a
significant product differentiation in terms of quality as well as technological characteristics in order to
sustain the challenges ahead.

The challenges for a chemical-free and environment friendly latex dipped product is real and the stage is
set for this new challenge and we hope to achieve this in the near future.

The increasing need for automation in production and packaging should require more focus and coupled
with more product innovation, the industry will be set for a bright future.

Last but not least, we are certain that NR Latex is here to stay but I do not discount the possibility of more
developments of working and blending with synthetics in a win-win situation in the near future and lets
keep our eyes and ears open.


