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IT is mid-marning in the middle
of 8 dry, hot season but you
woldm't knoew 1t under the
heavy, leafy cover of the Forest
Research Institute Malaysia in
Kepong, Selangor.

ith the sun barely peeking
through the dense branches, it is
hard to see past the towering
trees.

But this is not ane of the centu
ries-old rainforests that Malaysia
Is remowmed for. This & a jungle
that began life just a little over
100 years ago in a desolate area
scarred by apen cast tin mining
and pockmarked by terraced veg-
efxhle farms.

‘While it might be hemmed in
on the east now by the vast rest-
dential tracts of Kepong and sur-
rounded by highways channelling
wehbeles fromm one end of the
Klang Valley to the other, the
544ha inatibute remains one of
Malaysia®s most valuable nataral
LreRsures.

FRIM, the acronyin by which
the institute is commaonly knomwn,
lan't just & vast park that thiou-
sands of residents can casily
access 10 revel in namre in the
micldle of the Klang Vallsy's cone-
crete jungle - it is also a carefully
curated and Incredibly valuahle
collection of fora,

It houses 114 of the country’s
threstenesd plunl! :\sprr.iﬂs. hixs over
350,000 plant specimens, some of
which date back oo the 18808, a5
well as a formidable collection of
fungi, moss, and insects. On top of
all this, it hosts aver 200 bird SpE-
cies, including hornbills and king-
Mishers, a5 wedl a5 wild boars,
squirrels, and monkeys.

Representing about 9% of the
todal number of threatened plants
recorded in Malaysia, FRIM's tree
collection is $o valuahbe that dur-
ing the mowvemnent restriction at
the helght of the Covid-19 pan-
demic that began in 2020, imtrud
ers broke in and cut down 40
karas trees, one afl the mast
expensive woods in the world
whose resin - known as gaharu
or agarwmood = is used in the man-
ufachure of perfume and incense.

The: wmazing thing is that this is
all man-made,

“FRIM & the Largest troplcal
rainforest restaration programms:
in the world,” declares direc-
tor-general Dr Ismakl Parlan dur-
ing an interview with The Star
recenily.

And it's a mne success toa
where others have tried and
Failed, What wias 1outed in 2017
as the largest tropical forest resto-
ratlon project in the world in the
Brazilian Amazon stalled in 2020
having achieved less than 20% of
its original goal due to fires, the

Fowworthy's masterstroke was
planting as many species as he
could source, not discriminating
amomng them. = FRIM
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Beautiful example of the relatively rare phenomenan called crown shyness in the collection of camphar trees, Dryobalanogs aromalica, sl FRIM
These ecanomically valuable trees are besng lost in the wild. — Photos: FAIHAN GHAMNL The Star
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will. And that wasnt even on
tatally degraded Land like FRIMS
ariginal condition.

Ismall, who says he had wanted
1o wiork here even as o forestry
student at Universiti Putra
Malsyska decades ago, 18 our
enthusiastic guide on a tour of
FRIM after the instrute submitted
its namination v become a World
Unesco Heritage Site (United
Matioms Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organisation).

The submission was made in
Paris by Malaysia's Tourism, Arls
and Culture Ministry earlier this
yewr, for consideration in
Unesco’s 20242025 evaluation
sesglon. The hid by FRIM - offi-
cially known as FRIM Selangor
Forest Park in the submission -
will b evaluated berween July
and Movember, with a decision
anmounced next year.

FRIMS firm bid

If FRIM's bid is successful, it
will join several oiher Unesco
sites in Malaysia: Sarawak's
Gunung Mulu Natlonal Park and
Sabah’s Kinabalu Park, which

were lisbed in 2000; George Towm
and Melaka, listed in 2008; and
the Lenggong Valley, Perak In
2012; the Niah caves in Sarawak
i currently on the tentative lst

Sa why is FRIM deserving of
heing on this prestigious list?

FRIM i5 unique, according 1o
Ismiail, precisely because it is
man-made.

“I we dont exgplain it (o you,
you woukdn't believe that this = a
man-made, p]nnrm’:i [orest.

“It's a man-made forested land-
scape that reflects a fusion of
calonial British and local Malay
knowiedge and cultural values in
a mature roical rminlorest creal-
ed on severely devastated land.

“It's an exceptional testimony o
the combined woark of man and
nature. And this is FRIM's out-
standing universal value that is
worthy of being a Unesco Workd
Herftage Site,” Ikmall explains.

While Gearge Town and
Melaka are renowned for thelr
historical and architectural signil-
icance, FRIM offers a unique nar-
rative centred on the transforma-
tion of severely devastated land
into a manare tropbeal rainforest
thraugh the collaboration of dil-

Loaking at sorme af the earliest specirmens at FRIM'S herbarium are

(fram |eft) head of FRIM s Flora Biodiversity Programme, Dr Sam Yen
e, lsmail, Mg, and the instilube's Forest Biodiversity Division director
Dr Lee Soon.

Ferent culbtural and scientilic oo
miunities.

*This esnphasis on ecologieal
restoration and cultural fusion
sets FRIM apart from other appli-
cants, showcasing a diflerent
aspect of Malaysia's rich heritage
and envirnnrnental sewardship,”
says Ismail.

Although FRIM was anly offi-
cially named in 1985, the herculs
an restoration efforts stretch way
back o the 19105

That was when American Dr
Fred Willlam Foxwarthy, who
had & doctorate in forestry from
Cornell University, was headhunt-
exl [rénn the Phili |.|i||r.~. 51
become the first Forest Research
Offtcer of then Britsh Malaya.

Faxwarthy’s set af baund, type-
written diaries in FRIM's library
detail his daily life as well as
those of his staff and workers,
revealing what they did and what
they were thinking when going
ahout restoring the land - a treas-
wre trave of the trial and errer
that led to eventual suocess.

At that time, much af hilly
Kepong was being mined for tin
on the lower slopes while the hills
had terraces cul into them for
vegetable farming, says eminent
hotanist Dr Francs Mg, whi edit-
ed a compilation of Foxworthy's
diarbes.

“Fowwarthy wanted to take up
the bigzest challenge possible,
conwerting waste land nto pro-
ductive forest

“He said if you want to show
hemas woe can grow a forest, lets
pick the toughest area possible so
there will be no doubt thar we
can do it,” says the fommer deputy
director-general in a speclal video

resentation available at FRIM's
‘acehaok poCount.

One of the brilliant things
Foxworthy and his team did, said
Mz, was to plant hundreds of dif-
ferent species.

“He didn't distinguish [among
thean | becaige he sabd e didnt

know enoagh 1o be able 10 select
ome or two, and put all his money
o them.

“That turned aut ta be a mas-
terstroke. It was sclentific meth-
olalogy in the sense that all the

lants were recorded and they
earned from what they were
doing, But they didn't have a pre-
st ldea of what they should do -
theey Didedled about, shilled and
changed, and if something was
not suitable for a particular area,
they would do it again until they
gat it right,” Nz explains In the
vide.

Today, Foxworthy has a road
named alter him an the instinale, a
genitly winding lane under the
ool sweep of boughs from the
thousands af trees planted aver
the years.

Preserving the heritage

While Unesco status has
hrought Geoarge Town and Melaka
prestige and fame as well as the
inevitable boom in tourism,
Esamial] savs of FRIMS ambition
that, “We want to keep it like
this®.

“By gaining Unesco Herilage
Site stams, FRIM aims to highlight
the immportance of conserving nal-
ural resources and the environ-
ment, particularty in the cantext
ol reforestation elTorts and biodi-
wersity conservation,” he says,
adding that the instinure also
sepls to preserve and promate
the uribque architecrural heritage
within its landscape.

That means preserving several
buildings on its premises such as
the stately administrative office
from 1929, the former resbdence
of the chief researcher, the Villa
Aramaatica, and the original staff
quariers. Harking back to the
1960s, the quaint Malay-style
wonden quarters with meranti
fooring held up by stilts of balau
and kernpas continue to function
as% the residence of FRIM stall,
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Hoveever, Ismail does concede:
that Unesco recognition could
enhance FRIM'S poteéntlsl & an
ecotourism destination, attracting
visitors interested in experiencing
and learning abaut the unique
ecological espects of the site

"B then, actually, we are not
keen an talking about numbers,
we want o maintain it like this”
b reiterates.

Locally, FRIM is om the national
heritiage list under Malaysia's
Heritage Department, as well as on
Selangors lst of 24 must-visit
spoats. Before the pandemic, it used
10 receive spme 500,000 visitors a

WEar,
Ome of its immensely popular
arrractions is the Farest Skowalle, a

250m-ong structure made up af
11 towers and eight bridges
berween 18m and S0 high that
winds through part of the prounds;
It saw close 10 57,000 vishiors even
at the height of the pandemic
between 2020 and March 2023,

Green dreams

But FRIM's bindiversity conser-
vatlon s more than the sum of its

brees.

It has been keading research
Focusing on kentifying, docurment-
ing and cataloguing the country's
fora in projects such as the “Flora
of Peninsular Maknysia® and “Tree
Flora of Sabah and Saremwak®.
I:mnpl.'lm‘! i 20 valugnes, I:I1|-LE|‘|§-
jects thoroughly studied and fully
documented 2,235 species — or
63.9% — of 3,500 tree species in
Sabah and Sarawak. as well as
1,358 speies - or 16.4% - of 8,300
vasoular plant species in
Penimsular Malaysia.

The documentation also bed to
the assessment and publication of
Mekrvsia Fed List: Plants of
Peninsular Malmysia, the first vol-

urnee of which carme out in 2021,
Bath these projects, says [smiail,
recelved the tull commmdtreent of

dedicated local research leams as

‘Wnoden staff quartars built in the 19605 are still in good
shape and are 8 part of FRIM'e Unesco submession.

wiell as supgar Irom research
imstitutions and universities world-
wide,

It's nat even half of the estimat-
ed mumnber of plant speches
Malaysia has but they at least rep
resent & start on the main ones,
Tsmall says.

“All af FRIM's grounds are a
sanctuary for threatened plants,”
he points out, adding that the ex
situ collection first started with the
estaflishoment of the Dip[urr:::rj,]
and Mon-[Mpterocarp Arboreta in
1929

Similarhy, FRIM's ethnobotany
division docuwments the traditional
batanical knowbedge of indigenous
peoples, particularly the Orang
Asll in Pendnsular Malaysla, and
ather Iocal communities,

For this, the institute was con-
ferred the 2021 Unescs Sultan
(Jaboas Prize for Environmental
Conservation, just one in the array
af awards, including 44 fram the
Maleysia Book of Records, that
adorm the walls of the main office,

They include as well the prestig-
bous 2009 Mahathir Science Award
for FRIM's pioneering research an
the properties of rubherwood In
thee 1970s. Omee condined 1o fire
wond and charcoal production for
tin smelting, rubberwond made up
&0 of all Malaysian wooden fur-
niture in 2019, with global exparts
warth RM11.15hil in 2022

“The colour of rubberwood is
wihitish 50 §'s easy o give it what-
ever colour you like, and further-
rniore, iF9 very easy o handle,”
explaing Ismail.

FRIM's collaboration with a local
company in the developrvent and
commercialisation of various
products has also dinched mualtl-

le awards, including the Ciéra
ine of environmentalhy-friendly
Ersaact repellent and disinfsctant.

Mare than a jungle

If FRIM were to successfully
clinch the highly sought aller

The
enthusiastic
lsmail wanis o
share with tha
world FRIM's
hardwan
Beperience in
restaring
comphately
devastated land
successiully

L -

(One of the earliest specimens at FRIM's
herbarium. This dates back to 1885,

Unesscny stastus, it would surely be
one of the most prestigious awards
e hang on those walls,

Ismail says success would
serve as a valuahle reference for
the world in several ways,

“0ur success in preserving
Malaysias ropical forests and
hiodiversity can serve as a
madel for other counirles facing
similar conservation challenges.

“By sharing our expertise and
Iest praclices, FRIM can i|1:\spirr
global efforts to protect and sus-
tainably manage natural
resources,” he says

He adds that Unesco Heritage
Site recognition would alsoe
underscore the cultural signifi-
camce of Malaysias forests and
indigenous knowledge systems,
and contribute to the preserva-
tian af intangible cultural herit-
age.

Alsa, Ismail points out that
FRIM's integration of conserva-
ton with sustainable develop-
ment initiatives demonstrales
the feasibility of balancing envi-
rognental protection with eco-
momic growth

“By promoting ecotourismm,
research and education, FRIM is
an example of how natural her-
inage sites can contribute o local
livelihonds and economic pros-
perity while safeguarding nam-
ral scosysiems.”

As & Unesco Heritage Site, says
Tamalil, FRIM wioulld serve a5 a
beacon of hope and inspiration
for global conservation efforts.

This is especially important
when scientists around the
world are increasingly calling
for the restoration of habitats
niot anly ta halt bindiversity loss
but alse to tackle the impact of
climate change, as restoring for-
ests would sequester carban.

If anything, FRIM stands as a
symhbal that thme - plus a lot of
human effort, political will, and
many, many irees — heals all
wounds, even a scorched earth
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FRIM fun facts

wThe largest tree in FRIM is a
kedadan tree, the

6. 4m tall, its total hiomass is
estimated to be 203 tonnes with
carbon storage of 9.3 tonnes.

e -
e

® St up in 1908, FRIMs Mational
Herbarium holds 350,000

years old and date Back 1o the
1E80s

Dryohalanops
ablongifaiia. Measuring 115.8cm
in diamater at hreast height and at

= The ‘crawn shyness” phenmencn chserved among tha kapur trees in—J
FRIM, also known as camphar trees is among the few ever abserved in J
matune. This feature refens 1o the crowns of fully stacked treas mat
touching each other but lesving gaps betwesn their branches

i conilers, manooots such as palm E

reference plant specimens, same
6,500 of which are mone than 100

a ‘E..'
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u FRIM has seven arbareta, also
knioren &g |I'.'|I'|l; musenmE. They
are Dipterocan, which |s a family
af tropical hardwood frees,
Mon-Dipterocarp, fruits, bamboa,

]

and gingear, and an Ethnobotanical 4
Gardan for culinary and cultural

= Specimans of new plant species
oollected by FRIM are also sent 1o
Singapare’s Bolame Gardens and
the Kew Gardens in London,
Ergland, as hackup”
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FRIM staff
members by a
keladan free at
the cantury-old
Dipleracarp
arbaretum
Diplerocarpaceas
is @ family of
trees conssdered
valuable as
timber, playing a
significant
szonomic role
South-East Aslan
EouRlres



