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How do i become...

eliminate them all together as 
insects play an important role in 
the food chain and are essential 
to our well-being.”

Ridzuan, who is currently 
the research and development 
director at Fumakilla Malaysia 
Bhd, says that entomologists are 
sought after in various industries 
to conduct field research, 
develop and test new insecticidal 
products, conserve and manage 
animals, and eradicate diseases 
transmitted by insects. 

“Entomologists, for example, 
are required in the tobacco 
industry. tobacco companies store 
their product for long periods and 
they have to deal with bugs that 
attack dried tobacco. 

“so these companies need 
experts who know how to protect 
tobacco from harmful pests.”

there are also opportunities 
for entomologists to teach and 
research in universities. 

 there are not more than 
200 entomologists in Malaysia 
and the number is insufficient 
to deal with the rise in insect-
borne diseases as well as other 
problems. 

“In 2007, there were 60 
students in universiti sains 
Malaysia (usM) who specialised 
in this field. all were hired even 
before they graduated.

“there is more awareness now 

about this field of study compared 
to when I graduated in 1983 from 
usM. 

“at that time only five students 
majored in entomology,” says 
Ridzuan, who now holds a 
Master’s of science in Medical 
Entomology from usM.

 students pursuing a biology 
programme at universities can 
opt to major in this field. 

What is the average salary of 
an entomologist?

“today a fresh graduate will 
be able to earn a minimum of 
RM2,000 a month and those 
with some four to five years’ 
experience can take home 
RM5,000.”

Entomologists are not only in 
demand here but also in other 
countries in southeast asia. they 
are also a rare breed in thailand, 
Indonesia, Myanmar and the 
Philippines.

On Fumakilla’s Entomology 
Research Centre in Penang, 
Ridzuan says it is one of the most 
advanced in asia, outside Japan. 
about 40 personnel comprising 
entomologists, biochemists, 
chemists and toxicologists are 
involved in research activities at 
the centre.

the centre, which was 
established in 1987, has an 
insectorium where it breeds 
various pests such vector 
mosquitoes, roaches, flies 
and ants with the purpose of 
developing solutions that are safe 
and effective in controlling them. 

It verifies the product 
performance of household 
insecticides through biological 
efficacy tests using various 
strains of mosquitoes, flies and 
cockroaches cultivated at the 
centre.

the centre, which collaborates 
with various independent 
organisations such as the World 
Health Organisation, universities, 
research institutes and sIRIM, 
also offers screening research 
to identify the resistance level 
of mosquitoes across the 
region. — By CHaNdRa deVi 
ReNGaNayaR (chandra@nst.com.
my)

Taxonomists spend long hours in laboratories, says Bakhtiar Effendi 
Yahya

Ridzuan Ismail says there are 
about 200 entomologists in 
Malaysia

An Entomologist?
IMagINE working in an 
environment surrounded by 
creepy crawlies. 

the daily job routine involves 
researching insects of various 
kinds, understanding their 
behaviour as well as touching 
and feeling them. the job calls 
for finding solutions to control 
some insects and use others to 
advantage.

While some of us might 
squeam at the thought of such a 
vocation, this has been Ridzuan 
Ismail’s world for more than 20 
years. 

the medical entomologist finds 
insects intriguing. Mosquitoes, 
cockroaches, houseflies and ants 
— insects that are a nuisance to 
mankind — are his passion.

generally entomologists are 
scientists who study insects. 
Medical entomologists, says 
Ridzuan, are those who specialise 
in insects and their impact on 
human health. 

“a medical entomologist’s work 
is to study the behaviours of 
insects that transmit diseases and 
develop methods to control their 
population so that the health of 
the public is not compromised.”

Besides the field of medical 
sciences, entomologists’ 
expertise is much sought 
after in agriculture and 
forensic research. While an 
agriculture entomologist looks 
at sustainable pest management 
in crop development, forensic 
entomologists research the use of 
insects to solve crimes. 

“there are close to one million 
insect species on Earth. 

“some are harmful to humans 
by spreading diseases and others 
are beneficial. Mosquitoes and 
houseflies, for example, can 
transmit disease, while bees help 
in the pollination of food crops. 

“then there are some insects 
that damage crops. 

“all insects have a role in 
the ecosystem. the job of the 
entomologist is to understand 
their behaviours and also to 
introduce products that can 
control them. 

“the idea is to control and not 

“there are not many qualified 
taxonomists in Malaysia to train 
students,” says Bakhtiar.

“taxonomists spend 
long hours in laboratories 
examining thousands of insect 
specimens one by one. It takes 
time to train and produce a 
taxonomist,” he adds.

a passion for insects is an 
essential prerequisite for the 
job. add dedication to that. 

Indeed, taxonomists cast in 
the mould of Matsuzawa are 
hard to find.

they are by reputation quiet 
and retiring, and preferring, one 
suspects, the company of insects 
to humans.

there is nothing they like 
better than be outdoors with 
a pair of binoculars to spend 
some quality time with their 
organism of choice.

Limited job opportunities may 
be one reason why aspiring 
researchers shy away from 
taxonomy.

as science Careers (http://
sciencecareers.sciencemag.
org/career_magazine/previous_
issues/articles/2004_09_10/
nodOi.1692941400598529112) 
puts it: “taxonomy, one of the 
oldest branches of biology, has 
a certain gray nobility about it 
but in the era of genomics and 
other ‘omics, few would call the 
old field sexy.

“taxonomists, after all, 
rarely start science-based 
megaconglomerates, make 
angel investments in promising 
biotech start-ups, or win 
headlines and seven- and 

eight-figure grants from federal 
funding agencies.”

that may be true but the 
rapid loss of biodiversity makes 
taxonomists look very attractive 
now.

they are urgently required 
to identify, name and classify 
species before they disappear.

Japan needs many 
taxonomists especially insect 
taxonomists, says Matsuzawa. 
that means jobs for students 
who are interested in the field.

In the case of Malaysia, “we 
have to depend on experts from 
overseas”, says Bakhtiar.

It is sad that Malaysia, which 
is known as one of the mega-
diverse countries in the world, 
has few people working on its 
flora and fauna. 

“Many European and 
american institutions are 
charging an expensive rate of 
service for identification of a 
single specimen. Due to national 
and ethical demands, all 
these overseas institutions are 
required to return part of our 
specimens. But who will work 
on them here if we don’t train 
people now?” asks Bakhtiar.

“a student at uMs completed 
his final-year project on leaf 
beetles last year. there are lots 
of potential students out there. 
What we need are dedicated 
teachers.”

NOTe: matsuzawa will return 
to universiti malaysia Sabah in 
October for two months.

faezah@nst.com.my


