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Abstract of thesis presented to the Senate of Universiti Putra Malaysia in fulfilment of 

the requirement for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

ACTOR-NETWORK THEORY APPROACH IN ALIGNING DIVERGENCES 

IN POLICIES GOVERNING RURAL TOURISM IN SEMPORNA, SABAH, 

MALAYSIA 

By 

SIOW MAY LING 

July 2014 

 

Chair: Associate Professor Sridar Ramachandran, PhD 

Faculty:  Institute of Tropical Forestry and Forest Product 

 

The purpose of this thesis is to formulate a framework for rural tourism policies in 

Semporna, Sabah, Malaysia. This study is carried out in response to current 

anthropogenic issues occurring at the study site.  The objectives of the study is (i) to 

identify emerging themes of policies governing rural tourism, (ii) to determine 

elements influencing effective policy governance in rural tourism and (iii) to identify 

responsible tourism indicators for rural tourism policies in Semporna, Sabah.  

 

 

The study adopts a full qualitative approach through the lens of a constructivist, 

employing Actor Network Theory. This highlights the holistic approach of the human 

and non-human continuum. The study elicits data from three sources namely, policy-

makers, end-user of the policy and policy text corpus. The study involves the collection 

of primary data through the Delphi Policy technique for policy makers, in-depth 

interviews for end-users of the policy and text analysis for policy text corpus. All 

findings is analysed using the thematic analysis approach and triangulated. 

 

 

The significant contributions that have emerged from this study in addressing 

responsible rural tourism policies in Semporna Sabah includes; (i) methodological 

contributions; modified policy Delphi technique, (ii) theoretical contributions that is 

the dynamic framework of responsible rural tourism, (iii) decision making 

contributions that is the analytical network policy process and (iv) transferable 

qualitative indicators. This indicates that the main aspects of rural tourism policies 

comprising of economic, social and environment factors must not be assumed in 

isolation and evolves around human and non-human continuum.  

 

 

The thesis provides insightful qualitative analysis on the divergence governing rural 

tourism policies in Semporna, Sabah. The findings will be very useful for future 

formulation of rural tourism policies especially in the context of marine tourism 

involving heterogeneous actors. This thesis can act as a point source for future tourism 
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policy research as it has been the biggest challenge and limitation to date in retrieving 

the extant policy documents. 

 

 

The significance of the findings could enable policy makers to set agendas, formulate, 

adopt, implement and evaluate policies based on the guidelines of the framework. In 

addition, the emergent indicators would be useful in assessing the health of tourism 

policies in other rural tourism destinations.  
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TEORI JARINGAN AKTOR UNTUK MENYERAGAMKAN PENCAPAHAN 

DALAM PENGAMALAN TATAURUS DASAR PELANCONGAN DESA 

BERTANGGUNGJAWAB DI SEMPORNA, SABAH, MALAYSIA. 

Oleh 

SIOW MAY LING 

Julai 2014 

Pengerusi: Associate Professor Sridar Ramachandran, PhD 

Fakulti: Institute Perhutanan Tropika dan Produk Hutan 

 

 

Tujuan penyelidikan ini adalah untuk membentuk suatu kerangka dasar pelancongan 

desa di Semporna, Sabah, Malaysia. Kajian ini dilaksanakan bersandarkan isu-isu 

antropogenik yang timbul di kawasan kajian tersebut. Matlamat kajian ini adalah untuk 

(i) mengenalpasti tema-tema berbangkit dalam pengamalan tataurus dasar pelancongan 

desa, (ii) menentukan unsur-unsur yang mempengaruhi pengamalan tataurus dasar 

pelancongan desa yang berkesan dan (iii) mengenal pasti petunjuk pelancongan 

bertanggungjawab untuk dasar pelancongan desa di Semporna, Sabah.  

 

Kajian ini berlandaskan pendekatan kualitatif yang berasaskan perspektif konstruktivis 

dan menggunakan Teori Jaringan Aktor. Justeru, pendekatan menyeluruh ini memberi 

penekanan kepada perihal spektrum manusia dan bukan manusia yang terterap dalam 

jaringan aktor. Kajian ini memperlihatkan maklumat dari tiga sumber utama, iaitu 

penggubal dasar, pengguna akhir dasar serta korpus teks dasar. Hasil penemuan dicapai 

menggunakan pendekatan analisis tema dan seterusnya melalui proses triangulasi untuk 

memantapkan kesahihan penemuan tersebut.  

 

Sumbangan ketara yang muncul daripada kajian ini dalam mengetengahkan dasar 

pelancongan desa kebertanggungjawaban di Semporna, Sabah adalah terdiri daripada i) 

sumbangan dari segi kaedah iaitu pendekatan Delphi Dasar terubahsuai, (ii) sumbangan 

teoretikal iaitu kerangka dinamik pelancongan desa kebertanggungjawaban, (iii) 

sumbangan terhadap pembuatan keputusan iaitu rangkaian analitikal proses dasar dan 

(iv) petunjuk kualitatif yang dapat dipindahkan. Ini menggambarkan bahawa aspek 

utama dasar pelancongan desa yang merangkumi bidang ekonomi, sosial dan alam 

sekitar tidak boleh dinilai secara berasingan dan ianya wujud dalam spektrum manusia 

dan bukan manusia.  

 

Tesis ini mempamerkan analisis kualitatif mendalam terhadap pencapahan dalam 

pengamalan tataurus dasar pelancongan desa di Semporna, Sabah. Hasil penemuan ini 

akan dapat membantu dalam penggubalan dasar pelancongan desa terutamanya dalam 
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konteks pelancongan marin yang melibatkan pelbagai aktor. Tesis ini boleh 

digunapakai sebagai punca sumber maklumat untuk kajian dasar pelancongan di masa 

hadapan memandangkan cabaran utama kajian ini adalah dalam mendapatkan kembali 

dokumen dasar yang masih wujud.  

 

Sumbangan hasil penemuan ini akan membolehkan penggubal dasar untuk menentukan 

agenda, terima pakai dasar, melaksanakan dasar dan menilai dasar berasaskan 

garispanduan kerangka tersebut. Selain dari itu, petunjuk yang muncul daripada kajian 

ini boleh digunakan untuk menilai keberkesanan dasar pelancongan di destinasi 

pelancongan desa yang lain. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Rural tourism contributes significantly to the rural economy and to the wider tourism 

industry. The study of rural tourism policies is always the most significant aspect of 

effective and sustainable growth strategies in rural tourism. The importance of rural 

tourism policies and planning is considered one the top 10 most important tourism 

issues in recent years (Haven-Tang & Jones, 2012). It is crucial to identify the 

importance of good governance and effective rural tourism policy that ensures the 

sustainability and improvement of the industry. The first chapter explains the main 

concepts of the study, followed by an identification of the key issues and the focus. 

Figure 1 illustrates the flow of Chapter 1, whereby the chapter begins by identifying 

the: (i) definition of key constructs; (ii) description of the study site; (iii) problem 

statements (iv) significance of the study; and (v) research objectives. 

Definition of Key Constructs 

 

The sub-topic of Key Constructs explains the main concepts used in the study that 

introduces certain definitions, terminologies, as well as creating a pathway towards 

unifying all concepts and ideas. 

 

Rural Setting 

The definition of a rural setting may differ. The European Union’s definition is a place 

that has less than 1500 people (Hall, Kirkpatrick & Mitchell, 2005). The United States 

Census Bureau defines rural as having a population of fewer than 2500 people. Rural 

setting can also be measured by the sparseness of population, isolation from the state’s 

largest cities and homogeneity of population (Morehouse, MacBeath & Leask, 1984).  

 

In Malaysia, the Statistics Department of Malaysia and the Federal Department of 

Town and Country Planning Peninsular Malaysia, defines rural settings as a population 

of less than 10,000 people that include farming and natural features within the same 

proximity as its residents regardless of whether they live in clusters, are scattered, or 

are parallel to one another (Ministry of Rural and Regional Development, 2010). 
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 3 

Tourism 

In the past half century, the tourism industry has emerged as one of the world’s most 

powerful, yet controversial, socio-economic forces (Telfer & Sharpley, 2008). It is 

defined as a unique product of tangible and intangible aspects that encompass 

everything that a tourists experiences (Poon & Low, 2005). Tourism is a fast growing 

industry, but more importantly, it is a valuable sector that contributes significantly to 

a nation’s overall economy. The United Nations World Tourism Organisation 

(UNWTO) highlights that the latest UNWTO World Tourism Barometer states that 

tourism reached a new record in 2012 with an estimated US$ 1075 billion spent 

worldwide. South-East Asia is the best performing sub-region in Asia and the Pacific 

with a +9 percent growth (World Tourism Organisation, 2013). Tourism is 

consistently a major and integral component of lifestyle (Poon & Low, 2005) which 

generates significant amount of foreign exchange earnings that contribute to the 

economic growth of countries (Poon & Low, 2005; Tadasse & Nsiah, 2008). 

Globally, this industry is known to affect economies and communities, creating 

employment opportunities that contribute to a nations’ economic and social 

development (Baum & Szivas, 2008).   

Rural Tourism 

Rural tourism can be described by the many types of tourism activities conducted 

within a rural setting. Activities such as farm tourism, agro-tourism, alternative 

tourism, and soft tourism may be defined differently from one country to another 

(Page & Getz, 1997). The Rural Tourism Master Plan for Malaysia (2000) defines 

rural tourism as:  

 

Tourism that provides opportunities to visitors to visit rural villages and rural 

attractions, and to experience the culture and heritage of Malaysia, thereby 

providing socio-economic benefits for local communities. Day-visits are 

included in the definition. 

 

Rural tourism can also be defined in many ways. A vacation or a holiday for instance, 

describes a vacationer who occupies a large portion of his time engaged in 

recreational activities on a farm, ranch or country home and its environs (Fleischer & 

Pizamt, 1997).  

 

Rural tourism is deemed to be one of the most prominent areas of tourism that 

accounts for 10-25 percent of all forms of tourism (Park & Yoon, 2009). This form of 

tourism has been recognised as an effective catalyst of rural socio-economic 

regeneration (Panyik, Costa & Rátz, 2011). Since the early 20th century, rural tourism 

activities provide a platform for the development of countries worldwide. As a result 

of declining economic activity, restructuring of agricultural sectors, dwindling rural 

industrialisation and out-migration of educated youth (Briedenhann, 2004), many 

scholars highlight the importance of rural tourism as a catalyst for economic 

generation and human development (Briedenhann, 2004; Fleischer & Pizamt, 1997; 

Su, 2011). Others scholars have suggest that the development of tourism in these 

rural areas may be a result of the lack of viable alternatives or the self-fulfilment of 
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political rhetoric (Fleischer & Felsenstein, 2000). This is a key contributing factor in 

the development of rural areas which are economically and socially undermined (Su, 

2011).  

Public Policies 

Public policy is defined as “an intentional course of action followed by a government 

institution or official for resolving an issue of public concern” (Cochran, Meyer, Carr 

& Cayer, 2009). It applies to a great variety of people and interests compared to 

private decisions (Birkland, 2001). Policy is rarely a single action, but more often 

seen as a series of actions that are coordinated to achieve a public goal. Public policy 

is rooted in law and the authority and coercion associated with law (Cochran et al., 

2009). 

 

East Asia and Southeast Asia has experienced dramatic changes in public policy over 

the past two decades (Asher, Newman & Snyder, 2002). Malaysia is a country that is 

ethnically heterogeneous and is recognised as a veritable model of public policy 

within the region (Asher et al., 2002). Authors who address the Malaysian political 

system also highlight the vulnerability of it (Adhikari, Derashid & Zhang, 2006; 

Hezri, 2004). The Malaysian political system is elaborated in more detail in the latter 

part of this chapter. 

 

Rural Tourism Policies 

Rural tourism policies fall under the umbrella of public policies. Rural tourism 

policies are a set of regulations, rules and guidelines, directives, and developmental 

or promotional objectives and strategies that provide a framework within the 

collective and individual interest (Haahti, 2001). Sharpley (2002) postulates that rural 

tourism policies serve as a mechanism to attract more diverse high-spending markets, 

mitigate problems of seasonality, encourage independent and non-organised tourism, 

spread the socio-economic and cultural benefits of tourism, and promote the alleged 

demand for more environmentally appropriate forms of tourism. The development of 

rural tourism is seen as complex and contemporary because it involves balancing 

economic, environmental and social requirements (Dragulanescu & Drutu, 2012). It 

is imperative to understand that the success and sustainability of rural tourism 

depends on the role of the government and its agencies in formulating policies, 

shaping practices and delivering services (Baum & Szivas, 2008).  

 

Rural tourism policies have both direct and indirect impact on various agencies in 

Malaysia. In the latter part of this chapter, multiple facets of rural tourism policies in 

Malaysia are illustrated and various strength, limitations and challenges faced by the 

industry are highlighted. 
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Study Site: Sabah, Semporna 

Semporna the east Malaysian state of Sabah is the study site of the thesis.  

 

Sabah 

Sabah is the second largest Malaysian state situated on the island of Borneo, with an 

area spanning 72,500sq kilometres. It is fondly referred to as “The Land Below the 

Wind” as it sits below the typhoon belt of East Asia (Welman, 2011). The state is 

positioned between a coastline surrounded by the South China, Sulu, and Celebes 

Seas. It is also the third largest island in the world (Official Website of Sabah State 

Government, 2013).  The four main cities of Sabah are Kota Kinabalu, Sandakan, 

Tawau and Kudat, all located along the state’s shorelines. Factoring in islands and 

lagoons, its shorelines span 4328 kilometres (Jakobsen, Hartstein, Frachisse & 

Golingi, 2007). Situated within the Coral Triangle, it is rich in marine biodiversity 

(Poh & Fanning, 2012) with its rugged landscape consisting of extensive rainforest 

and towering mountain peaks (Dony, Ahmad & Khen Tiong, 2004). Being a diverse, 

multicultural country with several main ethnic groups, the state of Sabah comprises 

of 31 different indigenous peoples, including Kadazans, Muruts, Kedayans and Sulus 

(Dony et al., 2004).  

 

 

Tourism in Sabah is an important catalyst of economic generation and has been since 

the state formed the Sabah Tourism Board in 1976 as the entity responsible for 

looking into continued expansion to carter to the needs of the international market 

(Sabah Tourism Board Official Website, 2013). As a result, Sabah evolved into an 

attractive tourist destination for investors (Kim & Chan, 2011; Kleinen & Osseweijer, 

2010). Sabah received 2.75 million tourists in 2012, which is a 54 percent growth 

from 2003 (Sabah Tourism Board Official Website, 2013). 

 

Semporna 

The study site of Semporna in Figure 2 is the principle town of the district, situated 

within the Tawau division. It is located on the south-eastern coast of Sabah. The 

district is 1,145 square kilometres (Royo-Vela, 2009) and is one of the main tourist 

attractions for both locals and foreigners (Borneo Post, 2012). Semporna is a busy 

town with commercial centres encompassing both formal and informal markets, 

shops, supermarkets, travel agents, shops and restaurants (Kleinen & Osseweijer, 

2010).  

 

 

Most of Semporna’s potential for tourism lies within the natural resources of the 

district. Preliminary findings with key stakeholders indicate that there are gaps in the 

successful implementation and governance of rural tourism policies in Semporna. 

The United Nations Environmental Programme and World Tourism Organisation 

(2006) highlight this as a crucial aspect to be addressed. Programme indicates that the 

proper use of rural tourism policies is of unprecedented importance for safeguarding 

the sustainability of the industry. In order to ensure the holistic approach of the 

policies, policy gaps pertaining to environment (Ali, 2010), economics (Daldeniz & 
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Hampton, 2012) and communities (Ali, 2010; Kleinen & Osseweijer, 2010) must be 

addressed. 

 

It is also important to understand that the various groups directly or indirectly 

involved with tourism are aplenty. Tourism is a fragmented group of diverse players 

from different organizations with ownership represented by local, national, and 

transnational agencies and governments (Baum & Szivas, 2008). More often, 

addressing and synergising these groups’ opinions would be a challenge. Baum & 

Szivas (2008) highlight the importance of interest groups, stating that this group 

should include representation from tourism businesses, local and national 

government agencies, labour market agencies, community groups, and trade unions.  
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Figure 2 Map of Semporna. 

Source: Google map (2014) 
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Problem Statement 

 

A four-step approach proposed by Coley & Schienberg (2008) is employed as a 

process to address the problem statements underlying rural tourism policies in 

Semporna, Sabah. These steps include identification of: (1) the nature of the problem; 

(2) factors contributing to the problem or condition; (3) the impact of the problem; 

and (4) a promising approach. These four steps lead to the clarification of the 

problem statement. In the case of Semporna, Sabah it crystallises the problem 

statement and need for the study. 

 

Nature of the Problems 

A funnel approach is used to highlight the Federal-Sabah-Semporna relationship and 

their related issues. However, to ensure a holistic coexistence of scenarios between 

Federal-Sabah-Semporna, previously mentioned statements are revisited within the 

chapter. 

 

Tourism in Malaysia  

Tourists are attracted to Malaysia due to its rich natural and cultural heritage and the 

array of diverse attractions from its different states (Ghaderi, Mat Som & Henderson, 

2012). The tourism industry is an important sector for the Malaysian economy (Poon 

& Low, 2005) and is identified as the third largest foreign exchange earner thus far 

(Aruna, 2013).  

 

In earlier years Malaysia’s economy is traditionally dominated by the primary 

commodities and soon evolved into the manufacturing sector in the 1970s (Hanim, 

Salleh, Othman & Ramachandran, 2007; Lean & Tang, 2010; Tang, 2012). However, 

starting from the year 2000, the contribution of its service sector exceeds 50 percent 

of the nation’s GDP, out of which, tourism contributes the largest portion (Tang, 

2012). Malaysia is relatively a young nation (Jensen & Kara, 2011) and only recently 

embarked on the process of promoting and establishing tourism (Hamzah, 2004). 

Hamzah (2004) further postulates that the tourism agenda in Malaysia is initiated 

through the Tourist Development Corporation Malaysia (TDCM) in 1972. The 

Ministry of Arts, Culture and Tourism (MOCAT) is subsequently established in 

1987. At this point, tourism in Malaysia is not a priority. A specific Ministry of 

Tourism is established in 2004, responsible solely for matters related to the 

developments of tourism in Malaysia (Hamzah, 2004). 

 

Today, the Federal Government proposes the agenda of developing tourism as a 

major part of the economic sector. According to Siow, Abidin, Nair, Ramachandran 

& Shuib (2011), Malaysia is targeting to achieve high-income-nation status by 2020 

with plans to achieve this by reaching 36 million tourist arrivals and RM168 billion 

in tourist receipts. In 2012 alone, the nation recorded 25.03 million tourist arrivals 

and RM60.6 billion in tourist receipts (Official Website of Tourism Malaysia, 2013).   
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The Malaysian Government establishes the year 2014 as Visit Malaysia Year (VMY) 

(Official Website of Tourism Malaysia, 2013). The Malaysian 2013 budget mentions 

that VMY is expected to receive 28 million tourists. To successfully implement 

VMY programmes, RM1.2 billion is allocated for operating and development 

expenditure that includes promotion and advertising. The budget outlines the 

government’s support of more investments in high-end hotels to comply with the 

international standards and to cater for the luxury and high-spending category (Prime 

Minister’s Office, Malaysia, 2013). It is clear that the government is putting tourism 

on a pedestal and is seen as one of the most important income contributors for the 

nation. 

Rural Tourism in Malaysia  

Malaysia always places rural development at the forefront of its development plan. In 

the Seventh Malaysian Plan, the government highlights the importance of community 

participation in tourism. The Ninth Malaysian Plan also highlights creation of 

opportunities for farmers to expand and diversify agricultural products such as agro 

tourism (Kunasekaran, Ramachandran & Shuib, 2011). Other government initiatives 

include promoting rural development through the New Economic Policy (NEP), from 

1971 to 1990. Its main concern is to address the regional economic inequalities and 

poverty faced by Malays in Peninsular Malaysia. 15 percent of foreign tourists who 

entered Malaysia in 2010 wanted to stay in rural areas (Zainal, Radzi, Hashim, Chik 

& Abu, 2012). This clearly shows the demand of the industry in Malaysia. Another 

significant step in the government’s efforts in the development of rural tourism is the 

commissioning of The Rural Tourism Master Plan in 2000. The master plan had the 

agenda to create a strategic vision of the plan and develop a new brand of tourism 

experience for visitors, particularly long stay and high spending visitors.  

 

Marzuki, Hussin, Mohamed, Othman & Mat Som (2011) highlights that developing 

rural tourism is crucial. In the year 2000, 10 percent of the nation’s tourism revenue 

came from rural tourism. As with other sectors, this policy intensifies the rural 

tourism sector through development of rural areas in Malaysia (Awang & Aziz, 

2011). The main objective of these agendas is to promote economic growth and 

employment in the rural areas through this industry (Hjulmand, Nielsen, Vesterløkke, 

Busk & Erichsen, 2003).  

 

The government acknowledges the use of rural tourism to narrow the income 

disparity gap, alleviate property, reduce urban-rural migration and preserve the 

cultural and natural heritage of the rural community (Borneo Post, 2012).  

Tourism in Sabah 

Teh & Cabanban (2007) postulate that Sabah is a premier destination for nature, 

adventure activities and cultural pursuits as well as being famous for its ecotourism. 

Tourism in Sabah is one of the three priorities highlighted under Sabah’s Halatuju 

Pembangunan dan Kemajuan (State Development Agenda). Sabah’s plan for its 

tourism industry is clearly stated in their annual budget proceedings. Their plans 

highlight the importance of various management programmes such as environmental 

and wildlife protection (Aman, 2009). Sabah has evolved into an attractive tourist 

destination for investors and accommodation sectors (Kim & Chan, 2011). Sabah 

State Government projects approximately 2.75 million tourists or more to arrive in 

2012 (Sabah Tourism Board, 2012). Nature tourism is the main focus of the Sabah 
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State Government’s tourism policy (Hjulmand et al., 2003). Today, tourism is 

becoming more significant as the industry grows 420 percent each year and shows 

strong potential in the years to come (Jakobsen et al., 2007). Teh & Cabanban (2007) 

suggests that the state of Sabah has two major attractions, Mount Kinabalu, the 

highest peak in Southeast Asia, and Pulau Sipadan, one of the world’s top SCUBA 

diving locations. 

 

The state of Sabah recognises that its tourism sector depends heavily on the natural 

biodiversity of the state and that it plays a crucial role in its social, economy and 

environmental development. To ensure the sustainability of this industry the 

government of Sabah works together with non-profit organisations such as WWF 

(World Wide Fund for Nature), UNDP (United Nations Development Plan) and 

Danish Co-operation (Kim, 2011). 

 

Sabah’s start as a “value for money destination” has developed into a nature centric 

tourism destination. This is encapsulated in Sabah’s declaration of ‘Sabah Naturally’, 

their catchphrase during Visit Sabah Year 2000 (Bagul, 2005). Since then rural 

tourism and sustainable development are the main focus areas in the tourism policy 

of the Sabah State Government (Bagul, 2005; Hjulmand et al., 2003; Romzi et al., 

2011). Tourism in Sabah is becoming more significant as the industry shows strong 

potential in years to come (Jakobsen et al., 2007). This can be a source of income to 

alleviate poverty (Briedenhann, 2004; Fleischer & Pizamt, 1997; Su, 2011). 

Tourism in Semporna 

Tourism in Semporna started to flourish in the 1980s (Ali, 2010), where Malaysia’s 

largest concentration of coral reefs exist and where Malaysia’s largest dive industry 

calls home (Choo, Kassem & Sumampouw, 2012). The Sabah Economic 

Development and Investment Authority (SEDIA, 2013) targets an increase of tourism 

visitor receipts in Semporna to Gross National Income (GNI) of RM565 million, 

creating 2,269 jobs. Semporna’s coastal town may be used by tourists as a gateway to 

its 49 beautiful islands (Kleinen & Osseweijer, 2010) including, Sipadan, Mabul, 

Bohey Dulang and Sibuan (Hutton, 2001).  

The crown jewel of Semporna’s tourism lies in Pulau Sipadan. It is regarded as a 

world class dive site and is most frequented by the high-end , professional foreign 

market segment (Daldeniz & Hampton, 2012). Pulau Sipadan is an island 

approximately 30 kilometres south of Semporna, host to a cornucopia of marine life 

such as turtles, moray eels, tropical fish and a diversity of hard and soft corals 

(Ledesma, Lewis & Savage, 2003). Often compared to the Great Barrier Reef in 

Australia, from January to October 2011, Pulau Sipadan received an estimated 

30,959 foreign tourists and 4,523 local visitors (Borneo Post, 2012). Tour operators 

tap this international tourist market, which corresponds to the need of these 

attractions by targeting Europe, Japan and Taiwan (Hitchcock, King & Parnwell, 

2008). Catering for the high-end niche sector of tourism (Daldeniz & Hampton, 

2012). rural tourism is putting Semporna on the map due to its location within the 

Coral Triangle (Praveena, Siraj & Aris, 2012). 

 

This high-end niche sector of tourism starts to change around 2009 when Semporna 

is seen as a tourism destination, catering generally for the younger and less 

experienced international dive market. Often categorised as backpackers, this 

segment attracts low budget tourists (Daldeniz & Hampton, 2012). The operators 
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who manage businesses in Semporna are predominantly not of Semporna origin. 

These operators leveraged tourism opportunities that Semporna had to offer 

(Daldeniz & Hampton, 2012). The operators are not concerned over the long-term 

future of the island, but instead interested in short-term quick cash turnover (Musa, 

2003). 

The nature of the problem scholars highlights that economic, social and 

environmental aspects must be taken into consideration while addressing tourism 

policies (Blancas, Lozano-Oyola, González, Guerrero & Caballero, 2011).  

Social situation of Semporna  

According to the Department of Statistics Malaysia, Semporna has a population of 

178,061 (Table 1). The figures underline that at least 22.5% are non-citizens of 

Malaysia. The livelihood in Semporna varies, with some residing in large well 

equipped houses complete with modern furnishings and a proper sewage system. A 

large number, however still live on houses with stilts, built along the seashore where 

they rely on the sea to clear away raw sewage and rubbish (Kleinen & Osseweijer, 

2010). The lack of basic facilities in these areas are conducive for the spread of 

cholera, malaria, tuberculosis and typhoid (Kleinen & Osseweijer, 2010). 

 

Table 1 Population of Semporna,  

Source: Department of Statistics Malaysia (2010) 

Population Malaysian Citizens Non-

Malaysian 

Citizens 

Total 

Semporna 
Bumiputra 

Non-

Bumiputra 

92,996 2,365 40,168 178,061 

 

When Sabah gained independence in 1963, the government had issues with the status 

of illegal migrants. This is due to the close proximity of Indonesia and Philippines 

where a large population of migrants would enter Semporna illegally (Kleinen & 

Osseweijer, 2010). This increased rapidly from the mid-1970s to the 1980s due to 

political unrest, particularly in southern Philippines (Ali, 2010). There also exists 

reports of pirates surrounding the waters of Semporna, engaging in violent conflict 

with illicit activities such as smuggling, and piracy from the 1990s to early 2000s 

(Kleinen & Osseweijer, 2010).  

 

As with other parts of Sabah, Semporna faces a problem with illegal human 

migration and complex socio-economic factors. The census conducted in 2010 shows 

that 24,000 people are immigrants living in squatter homes where there are 18 major 

squatter colonies within the district rating zone and more than 100 smaller colonies 

scattered outside the area (“Semporna a dangerous district –DO, 2013). In most 

cases, these illegal immigrants are of Pilipino descent and are called Bajau Laut, Sea 

Bajau or Pala’u. They reside in Semporna due to the political unrest in the 

Philippines. The Bajau Laut are categorized as ‘stateless people’ rather than illegal 

immigrants or political refugees, without official citizenship and status (Ali, 2010). 

This community has lived in Sabah from a period before the formation of Malaysia 

over 50 years ago. They do not consider themselves illegal. The State Government 

however, denies their citizenship as they do not possess valid documentation (Yunus, 

2013). 

 

© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM



 12 

Their actual status in Sabah is still questioned, with history and economic 

development being key contributing factors to the general issue of illegal immigrants 

(Ali, 2010). As a result, there are many people unaccounted for residing in the district 

of Semporna (Yunus, 2013). The District Officer of Semporna, Abdul Mohamed 

Ibnu Abdul Kadir Baba, in his reports to the Royal Commission of Inquiry indicates 

that Semporna is a dangerous place with an alarmingly large number of immigrants 

due to its proximity to the Southern Philippines (“Semporna a dangerous district –

DO, 2013). The District Officer’s statement comes as a result of the intrusion of Sulu 

gunmen into Lahad Datu and Semporna in 2013, killing civilians, police and army 

personnel. 

 

In 2008, efforts made by the Sabah and Federal Government to provide temporary 

citizenship or ‘green cards’ to the Sea Bajau people. The programme is unfortunately 

not successful because the programme is only focused on illegal immigrants and 

political refugees on the mainland and islands – a more exhaustive programme is 

required (Ali, 2010). The main cause of the drawback is the lack of knowledge of the 

Bajau Laut people due to their nomadic lifestyle and illiteracy (Ali, 2010), with little 

or no awareness to obtain legal documentation (Yunus, 2013). 

 

In terms of education, the people of Semporna have access to primary and secondary 

education. In Semporna alone, there are 38 primary schools and 9 secondary schools 

(Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2008). With respect to higher education, Semporna 

has three colleges; Community College (Official Portal Department of Community 

College Education, 2013); Kolej Rizda (Kolek Rizda, 2013); and Kolej Politech Mara 

(Kolej Politek Mara, 2013). While this may seem like a reasonable opportunity for 

the communities to obtain basic levels of education, schools in Malaysia only accept 

children with valid documentation. This would include documents from their 

guardian/parents indicating they are permanent residents or citizens of Malaysia or 

possess valid working visas (Ministry of Education, 2011). The difficulty lies in 

justifying such basic education for stateless people without this mandatory 

identification criterion.  

 

The lack of educational opportunities for children without valid documentation can 

cause a ripple effect. In Semporna alone, school-going children aged 5-19 years 

contribute to 40 percent of the total population of Semporna (Department of Statistics 

Malaysia, 2012). The Department of Labour, Sabah (2012), in 2011 witnessed 343 

new registrations for work placements, 3,127 vacancies and only 86 successful 

allocations. Several factors could be responsible for such discrepancy in vacancies 

and successful allocations. One would be the lack of education opportunities, causing 

a drop in employment. Another reason could be the lack of documentation of 

migrants. Illegal migrants who are eventually employed would be employed illegally 

with minimal wages. 

 

With regards to the social development of Sabah, once again the Halatuju 

hypothesise a more holistic development, incorporating present and future needs. 

Also, the government’s policy encompasses the process of developing multiple 

dimensions of economic, social, political, cultural and human resource. It is to 

balance the economic dimension of growth, reducing negative impacts and bringing 
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about equality between rural and urban developments (The Official Website of the 

Chief Minister of Sabah, 2011).   

 

In the context of tourism and its impact on the local communities, Daldeniza & 

Hampton (2012) suggest that while tourism may bring significant impact to the 

community, there are possibilities that it brings negative impacts on host 

communities. This is prominent in Sabah where local communities have little to no 

control over the ways that the industry develops and cannot match the financial 

resources available to external investors. This is seen as an economic leakage, 

whereby normally such investments in the area would be dominated by large 

transnational companies which have potential economic growth (Daldeniz & 

Hampton, 2012). 

Local context is a critical element for Semporna’s success in the tourism industry, 

which would include ethical, ideological, social and aesthetic values. This is needed 

as it clarifies ‘what people live for and what is worth working for (Romzi et al., 

2011). 

Economic situation of Semporna 

The total population of Semporna is 113,164. It mainly consists of 67% Bajau, 8.5% 

other Bumiputra groups and 1.8% Malay. Other ethnic groups such as Kadazan 

Dusun, Murut, Chinese and Indians make up the rest of the population (Department 

of Statistics Malaysia 2012). The GDP of its people originates from fishing, seaweed 

farming, small local businesses, services predominantly operated by women, and 

cultivating tapioca, bananas and other fruit. Seaweed farming is a crucial part of 

Sabah’s socio-economic development as private and local companies are venturing 

into seaweed and cultivation on a larger scale in Semporna (Ahemad Sade & Ariff, 

2006; Kleinen & Osseweijer, 2010). 

 

The government initiated various projects in Semporna in order to boost the economy 

of the area. This includes transforming the seaweed farming industry into a high-

yielding commercial-scale business where the collaborative project between the 

Economic Transfer Programme (ETP) and the Department of Fisheries Sabah 

projects a GNI of RM1,410.6 million and 12,700 job opportunities by the year 2020 

(Economic Transformation Program, 2013). The other project recently announced in 

the Malaysian 2013 budget is the implementation of a lobster rearing project that 

would produce 18,000 metric tonnes of lobster yearly. This project, in collaboration 

with a multinational company is projected to create 20,000 jobs and to benefit 6,000 

entrepreneurs and increase the local monthly income up to RM4000 (Prime 

Minister’s Office Malaysia, 2013). 

 

Coral reefs are considered the foundation of Semporna’s economy for both the local 

community and the tourism industry. Semporna’s coral reefs provide a basis of 

income from products originating from the reef which includes seafood, reef trade 

and consumption in local restaurants to a popular world recognised diving destination 

(Ho & Kassem, 2009). In 2010, nearly 2000 people in Semporna work as full-time 

fishermen collecting around 12,000 metric tons of various fish species (Kleinen & 

Osseweijer, 2010). Both local and migrants settle along the coastal areas of Sabah 

and depend on fishing as their main source of income (Jakobsen et al., 2007: Poh & 

Fanning, 2012; Teh, Teh & Sumaila, 2011). The livelihoods of these individuals are 

threatened by the change in their environment, as some coral conditions in Semporna 
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are rated as poor (Praveena, Siraj & Aris, 2012). The main culprit to this would be 

the drastic depletion of fish stock due to overfishing and devastation of coral reefs 

due to fish bombing and poisoning (Corpuz, 2008).  

Environmental situation of Semporna 

Semporna has the largest percentage of coral coverage in Malaysia, where it supports 

industries such as fisheries and tourism. WWF-Malaysia Sulu-Sulawesi Marine Eco-

region programme manager Romecca Jumin highlights on the increase in the nation’s 

dependency on fisheries and other coral reef resources. The reefs of the area are 

under threat due to over and descriptive fishing, land-based pollution and 

unsustainable tourism development (Goh & Lai 2013). Other scholars mention that 

the main causes of reef habitat loss in Semporna is the use of improper fishing 

methods such as dynamite, cyanide fishing, and illegal trawling as well as coastal 

development leading to coral mortality from high turbidity (Jakobsen et al., 2007).  

 

Personal observation and reports also indicate that in the town of Semporna, large 

quantities of rubbish and raw sewage are thrown into the sea (Kleinen & Osseweijer, 

2010). This is one of the major problems that the area of Semporna faces (B. Antiu, 

personal communication, November 22, 2012). A local newspaper mentions that the 

Sabah minister of Tourism, Culture and Environment, Masidi Manjun, refers to the 

town of Semporna as a “Rubbish Town.” He adds that this issue is highlighted by 

tourists with the rubbish potentially originating from nearby islands (Vanar, 2010). 

However, efforts by the government to protect the environment are rampant. This 

would include the gazettement of two marine parks within Semporna District, namely 

TSMP and Sipadan Island Marine Park (Sabah Tourism Board, 2013) 

 

The government is making strides to protect the environment. This would include the 

gazettement of two marine parks within the Semporna District, namely TSMP and 

Sipadan Island Marine Park (Sabah Tourism Board, 2013). Wood, Wood, George, 

Dipper and Lane (1997) indicate that it is necessary to control damaging or 

destructive human activities of Sipadan Island. They noted obvious deterioration of 

the quality of reefs. In 1998 the Malaysian Ministry of Environment and Tourism 

introduced restrictions of 120 tourists per day to Pulau Sipadan. This effort is 

introduced through policies to reduce the impact of divers on the island and also to 

minimise the use of fresh groundwater (Weaver, 2001). The kidnapping of 21 tourists 

and operators by the Abu Syyaaf terrorist group in 2000 however, forced the 

Malaysian government under to impose restrictions (Hassan, 2010) on the inflow of 

tourist coming into Sipadan island the Majlis Keselamatan Negara (National Security 

Council). In 2004, the Malaysian government ordered all dive resorts to ban night 

dives and limit 120 divers per day (Cripps, 2013). This is achieved through the 

exclusive use of 12 dive operators with permits issued by MKN. This permit costs 

RM40 (RM1 = approximately 0.32 USD) and the operation of the islands is managed 

daily by Sabah Parks (B. Antiu, personal communication, June 19, 2013).  

 

Another major effort includes initiation of the Semporna Priority Conservation Area. 

This objective of the project, active since the 1980s, is to address several coral reef 

surveys and assist in the establishment of the TSMP (Praveena et al., 2012). The 

Department of Marine Parks Malaysia and Fisheries Sabah collaborate with Sabah 

Parks to monitor TSMP (Praveena et al., 2012). TSMP is approximately 45 minutes 

away from the coastal town of Semporna. The park is gazetted in July 2004. It is the 
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largest Marine Park in Sabah covering an area of 340 square kilometres of sea and 

coral reefs, with 10 square kilometres of land or 35,000 hectors in total (Sabah Parks, 

2010). The gazettement includes the island of Bodgaya, Boheydulang, Tetagan, 

Selakan, Sebangkat, Maiga, Sibuan and Mantabuan.  

 

TSMP is seen as an effort to mitigate further anthropogenic effects that could occur 

within Semporna. However, it can also be viewed as a form of conservation for the 

purpose of tourism generation. While this is a major step in environmental efforts, 

there could potentially be a social backlash from the local communities with regards 

to economic forms of livelihood. Fishing and alternative forms of income generation 

such as fish farming are banned in the conservation zone (Daldeniz & Hampton, 

2012). The local community are forced to resort to alternative methods of income 

generation. It is crucial to educate the locals in understanding the positive ripple 

effects of a marine park which increase the ability for marine life to reproduce 

resulting in more fish to unprotected areas (Government of South Australia, 2013). 

 

Several enactments and legislations are in place to conserve Semporna’s biological 

diversity, including coral reefs and the islands surrounding this area (e.g. TSMP). 

Legal guidance includes the Parks Enactment 1984, the Forest Enactment 1968, and 

the Fauna Conservation Ordinance 1963 (Praveena et al., 2012). These enactments 

govern the regulations of anyone entering these protected areas and the consequence 

of individually violating them. 

 

In TSMP, communities with approximately 1,500 people live within the ecology that 

includes 544 types of coral reef fish, 255 hard corals and 70 soft corals. The 

Semporna Island Darwin Project (SIDP) works with the local communities to initiate 

awareness on the importance of coral reef conservation. The Marine Conservation 

Society, together with Sabah Parks is involved in educating the local community on 

how to use local resources in a sustainable manner. One of the initiatives of this 

project is to introduce seaweed cultivation and clam ranching as an alternative source 

of income (Semporna Island Darwin Project, 2011), which are both healthier methods 

of gaining income without harming the biodiversity. 

 

The TSMP’s ecosystem is still under threat. As mentioned previously, the social 

situation in Semporna is complex, where the district is home two both legal and non-

legal residents. TSMP is estimated to be home to approximately 1,100 to 1,500 

people within the park (A. Boni, personal communication, September 26, 2012). The 

way of life of these people are not dissimilar to the rest of the people in Semporna 

where fish bombing is practiced and they have poor waste management habits. SIDP 

still acknowledges that fish bombing activities remain rampant within the waters of 

TSMP. They are determined to create awareness campaigns to inform the locals on 

the negative effects of the activity. They use this approach because they acknowledge 

that a complete 24-hour surveillance of a 100-kilometre reef is virtually impossible 

without adequate resources available (Semporna Island Project, 2013). 

 

Fish bombing is not only widespread within TSMP but around the waters of 

Semporna. Governmental efforts to make Semporna a “fish bomb free area” are 

underway and it is acknowledged that more stringent enforcement. Such fish 

bombing poses a threat to marine life, danger to people involved, and has long-term 
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detrimental effects to the tourism industry (Borneo Post, 2010). WWF and Sabah 

Parks also proactively educate the local communities through environmental 

education programmes in schools (Goh & Lai 2013).  

 

Efforts should be made immediately to safeguard the sustainability of these 

resources. Such efforts should be derived from existing policies that impact across 

the three main areas of concern; the economy; social factors; and the environment.  

 

Factors contributing to the problem  

It is essential for coherent goals and integrated policies to be included in tourism 

policy objectives as they involve multiple government agencies (Quinn, 2013). Three 

main factors that can contribute towards the success or the downfall of rural tourism 

policies are considered. First, address issues from an institution’s perspective, 

highlighting the efforts of multiple agencies whose jurisdictions might overlap. 

Second, the policy maker’s perspective should address the possible decisions made 

during the policy cycle and the behaviour of policy-makers. Third, address concerns 

from the receivers’ view point of the policy.  

The Malaysian Governmental Structure: 

Malaysia’s governmental structure encompasses a three-tier government structure 

comprising of the Federal Government, 13 State Governments and 144 Local 

Governments. The Federal Government, under the Federal Constitution has authority 

over the country’s economic development, health, education, security, defence and 

immigration. The State Government has power over land matters, for the exception 

of Sarawak and Sabah where the State Government has additional powers over 

immigration and labour matters (The Malaysian Bar, 2011). The Federal Government 

has 25 ministries with a total of 1,532 agencies across all ministries and states (My 

Government, 2013). According to the Malaysian Business Law Handbook (2012), the 

Malaysian government established various agencies to ensure that the objectives of 

the government are met. The government administrative structure consists of three 

levels: ministries; departments; and statutory bodies. At the ministry level, the 

functions of the main agencies are to formulate, control and implement policies. At 

the department level however, their role is solely policy implementation.  

 

A study on the successful policy implementation of Malaysia’s system of government 

illustrates that there is lack of coordination due to their different agendas, conflicts of 

interest, lack of dedication for policy enforcement, different interpretation of policies, 

and multi-agency policy enforcement (Lee, 2010). Scholars highlight that the inter-

organisational relationship of policy implementers is complex. This complexity is a 

result of horizontal and vertical organisation structures causing a less-than cordial 

relationship between federal, state and local level governments. The lack of synergy 

in the administration of policies is taking its toll on the efficiency and effectiveness 

of the policy system in Malaysia (Ariffin & Zahari, 2013). 

 

Marzuki (2010) points out that at least six ministries are directly involved in the 

tourism development of Malaysia: Ministry of Tourism; Ministry of Science; Health 

and Environment; Ministry of Primary Industry; Ministry of Transport; Ministry of 

Agriculture; and Ministry of Housing and Local Development. Hamzah (2004) 
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highlights that due to the complexity of the tourism industry, where it crosses 

different components and sectors, many tourism activities are carried out by the 

Ministry of Tourism and Culture (as of 2013), the Malaysia Tourism Promotion 

Board (MTPB), or Tourism Malaysia (TM). TM is tasked with the marketing and 

promotional duties of tourism. Other government agencies related to rural 

development and tourism that are directly involved include: the Department of 

Agriculture, responsible for Agro tourism; the Department of Forestry and 

Department of Wildlife and National Parks, both responsible for ecotourism; 

Department of Fisheries, accountable for coastal tourism; Department of Aborigines’ 

Affairs in charge of indigenous tourism; and the Department of Museums and 

Antiquities responsible for heritage and cultural tourism. 

The Sabah Government:  

The Sabah state has special rights under the federal system because of their different 

historical and political backgrounds and also because there is a large population of 

Sabahans that are non-Malay or non-Muslim and indigenous (Langford & Brownsey, 

1988). The 20-point agreement signed between Sabah and the Federal Government is 

formulated as part of the de-colonisation process (Beng & Lee, 2010). Sabah agreed 

to be part of the federation of Malaysia in 1963 when the state is granted special 

provisions and safeguards related to land laws, local governments, finances, official 

languages and official religions (Hassall & Saunders, 2007). The 20-point agreement 

also included the rights of education whereby the system should be maintained and 

remains under state control (Luping, 1985).  

 

The Yang Di-Pertua Negeri leads the governmental system in Sabah and the State 

Legislative Assembly is the organisation responsible for the process of implementing 

state laws known as enactments (Sabah State Government, 2013). The Chief Minister 

of Sabah under the Chief Minister’s Department has 10 ministries, and 122 agencies 

(My Government, 2013). 

 

In Sabah, the Ministry of Tourism, Culture and Environment (Ministry of Tourism, 

Culture and Environment Sabah, 2013) is responsible for advising on policies and 

providing guidelines for Sabah’s sustainable tourism development in line with 

national policies, including marketing and promotional efforts. The Ministry’s 

agencies include the Sabah Parks Trustee Board that is responsible for the state 

parks’ management, human resource development and enforcement of the Park’s 

enactment. Sabah Tourism Board is the agency that is responsible for marketing and 

promotions.  

The Federal-State Relationship:  

There are many jurisdictions that are under the control of the State Government. As 

such, Sabah is empowered to enact laws and formulate its own policies. McMorrow 

& Talip (2001) noted that conflicts may arise between federal and Sabah-state 

departments due to different national and state policies. Therefore, the complexity of 

the governmental system, and the evidence of economic, social and environmental 

policy gaps highlight the need for adoption of the convergence effect technique 

between the two governments.  

 

Taking these two scenarios into consideration, two main concerns arise. This includes 

inter-government fragmentation that occurs between the Federal Government and the 
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State Government and also intra-government fragmentation that occurs between 

agencies of Federal and/or State Government.  

Policies in Malaysia: 

Governments may take two kinds of approaches in policymaking, active or passive 

involvement. According to Zainal et al. (2012), passive involvement means the 

government introduces actions that may not directly influence tourism, but may have 

indirect implications. The active approach is when the government undertakes 

deliberate actions to favour tourism. In this sub-topic a variety of policies in Malaysia 

that have active and passive implications are addressed.  

 

When Malaysia gained independence from Britain in 1957, there is a distinct 

disparity in development within the different regions of Peninsular Malaysia. The 

Malaysia Plans are a massive comprehensive document that presents a significant 

roadmap for Malaysia’s development (Rudner, 1994). To date there are 10 Malaysia 

plans from 1966-2015. The NEP was embedded within the Malaysian Plans with two 

major objectives in mind. The direction of these Plans is to eradicate poverty and to 

reconstruct the society in order to eliminate the identification of race within the 

economic function. The objective of the Malaysia Plans is to transition the country 

from an agriculturally based nation to a service based nation.  

 

The potentials of tourism are recognised in the Second Malaysian Plan, where the 

government highlights the importance of policy planning and the development of the 

nation to cater for the domestic and international markets (Second Malaysia Plan, 

1971-1975). However, it is not until the Fifth Malaysian Plan (1986-1990) where the 

government recognises the importance of the tourism industry with chapter dedicated 

to tourism. Another milestone includes the formation of a specific ministry for 

tourism called the Ministry of Culture, Arts and Tourism (Tourism Malaysia, 2013). 

In the Ninth Malaysia Plan the government highlights the importance of eco-tourism 

and acknowledges the importance of sustaining natural resources against damage, 

degradation and contamination. The Plan highlights a budget of RM1.13 billion 

towards cleaning, preserving, managing and reforestation efforts (Ninth Malaysia 

Plan, 2006-2010). 

 

Other national plans also identify tourism as the key economic driver of the nation. 

For instance, the Economic Planning Unit identifies in their New Economic Model 

that tourism can be used as a driver to move Malaysia towards becoming a high-

income nation (New Economic Model for Malaysia, 2009). The ETP on the other 

hand, is a comprehensive effort by the government to transform Malaysia to a high-

income nation by the year 2020. Tourism alongside agriculture, business services and 

financial services are some of the themes that spearhead the 12 National Key 

Economic Areas by ETP (Economic Transfer Programme, 2011).  

 

In the area of rural development, the Malaysian government recognises the need to 

reduce instances of diaspora by ensuring that the rural communities remain in these 

areas and make a healthy and sustainable living (Government Transformation 

Programme, 2011). The rural development initiative under the Government 

Transformation Programme (GTP) is under the tutelage of the Ministry of Rural and 

Regional Development Malaysia. It highlights that key infrastructure and economy 

enhancements are the key areas of GTP 1.0 and GTP 2.0, respectively.  
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The National Tourism Policy issued by the Ministry of Tourism Malaysia (2011) has 

the agenda to drive tourism as a primary sector, a sustainable and viable form of 

economic generation for the nation. For rural tourism, the policy highlights the 

importance of community empowerment through rural tourism activities (Zainal et 

al., 2012). 

 

The Rural Tourism Master plan is commissioned in 2000. The government’s effort to 

ensure the growth of rural tourism is witnessed in the agenda of this plan. This 

marketing plan creates a strategic vision of the Master Plan to create a new brand of 

tourism experience for visitors, particularly long stay and high spending visitors.  

 

The National Ecotourism Plan that is drafted by MOCAT and WWF in 1996, acts as 

a backbone for rural tourism policies in Malaysia (Chin, 2010; Marzuki et al., 2011). 

Of the estimated 20 sites in Peninsular Malaysia, Sabah and Sarawak are taken into 

consideration for the high patronage of both local and foreign tourists (Marzuki et al., 

2011). The aim of this plan is to assist both the Federal and State level Governments 

in the development of Malaysia’s ecotourism potential, with effective tools for 

conserving the natural and cultural heritage of the country while providing socio-

economic benefits to the local communities (Chin, 2010; Marzuki et al., 2011).  

  

Chapter 3 of the National Ecotourism Plan clearly states the guidelines for marine 

parks and islands. In this chapter, guidelines such as impact of tourists, permitted 

activities, site planning and management, and operator qualifications are clearly 

mentioned. However, the National Ecotourism Plan only states the guidelines from 

the tourist and tour operator’s perspective. There are no details for the role of the 

local communities (National Ecotourism Plan Malaysia, 1996). 

 

The issues pertaining to the National Ecotourism Plan include the applicability of it 

for Sabah. Conservation issues specific to Semporna may be overlooked because the 

National Ecotourism Plan addresses the general ecotourism conservation for the 

entire nation. However, the greater concern related to the National Ecotourism Plan is 

its relevancy after 16 years without review. Therefore, it is imperative that the 

National Ecotourism Plan be revisited to ensure its relevancy. 

Policies in Sabah 

SEDIA has developed a Sabah Development Blueprint for 2008 to 2025. SEDIA 

places tourism as one of the six key outcomes for the state. The plan targets the 

tourism sector in Sabah is to yield tourist spending of RM2.88 billion in 2006 up to 

RM48.6 billion by 2025. The Plan also highlights its strategy to increase rural 

community tourism receipts from RM1.5 million in 2006 to RM48 million by 2025, 

where the state positions itself to be a premier eco-adventure tourism destination. 

SEDIA believes that tourism in Sabah has great potential to receive a high tourist 

yield and prospective for further growth (Sabah Economic Development and 

Investment Authority, 2007).  

 

Another important policy to highlight is the Sabah Tourism Master Plan 2011-2025. 

The government of Sabah has drawn out a strategic development plan for tourism to 

catapult the industry to the next level by adding value and ensuring long-term 

sustainable growth (New Sabah Times, 2010). This Plan is a successor to the 
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Tourism Master Plan 1981 and Sabah Tourism Development Guidelines 1995. State 

Government agencies such as the Forestry Department, Wildlife Department and 

Sabah parks are given the responsibility of conserving and managing Sabah’s natural 

resources (Bagul, 2005). The Sabah Tourism Master Plan 2011-2025 however, has 

yet to be passed by the government of Sabah. For now the state’s tourism industry is 

heading forward without proper documentation. 

Policies in Semporna 

SEDIA (2013) has highlighted four projects related to tourism development in 

Semporna, conducted through the Entry Point Projects (EPP) where EPP 1 is the 

Semporna Resort. The key outcomes of EPP 1 are to emphasise upgrading and 

enhancing the quality of tourism through better infrastructure and to provide job 

opportunities for locals. EPP 2 is called the Mount Corner Tourism Hub focusing on 

a new satellite town facilitating accommodation of larger groups of tourists, creating 

business and job opportunities, and increasing tourist spending. EPP 3 is the Sipadan 

Mangrove Resort centred on increasing tourist spending and job opportunities. Lastly 

EPP 4 Alorie Lepa-Lepa is a resort located on Mabul Island that targets to double 

tourist arrivals by 2020 and create more job opportunities in the process. Preliminary 

investigations indicate that most of the policies incorporating both active and passive 

actions to favour tourism do not have indicators to ensure their success. The Rural 

Tourism Master Plan, the National Ecotourism Plan and the Sabah Tourism Master 

Plan are examples of such policies.  

 

Impact of the Problem  

In the contect of policies from Federal to State and Local level, two areas of concern 

that require further investigation; the exhaustiveness of the identified policy; and the 

availability of other ‘confidential policies’ that are under the scrutiny of their 

respective agencies. To identify what impacts the rural tourism policies have on the 

receivers of the policy, it is important to derive the impact from the receivers of the 

policies themselves. Initial investigations in Semporna suggest that there are 4 major 

receivers or end-user groups involved in tourism. These include: (i) community; (ii) 

businesses; (iii) non-profit organisations; and (iv) tourists.  

Community 

The Assistant District Officer of Semporna highlights that there is an issue with 

responsible waste management in Semporna (N. Hj Minduru, personal 

communication, November 10 2012). He further mentions that this is a complicated 

situation as the locals dispose of the rubbish into the sea, which in turn impacts and 

the tourism industry with divers finding the rubbish on the seabed. This is confirmed 

through the preliminary findings of the Persatuan Pengusaha Pelancongan Semporna 

(Association for Semporna’s Tourism Operation) which suggests that the increased 

rubbish is due to the lack of disposal facilities in Semporna town and issues with the 

zoning system of the district where the islands do not fall under the jurisdiction of the 

District Office (K.W. Pee, personal communication, November 11, 2012).  

 

A community factor is the issue of illegal residents living in Semporna. Their 

statelessness causes a ripple effect in the tourism industry as they are people unable 

to receive education. This causes them to be less sensitive towards their surroundings 
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as they live on a hand-to-mouth basis. A statement by the Head of Marine in Sabah 

Parks mentioned that a number of Sea Gypsies live within TSMP and resort to fish 

bombing activities (F. Abdul Razak, personal communication, November 22, 2012). 

This community can still contribute to the tourism industry, where according to a 

discovery programme called Human Planet Explorer, Sea Gypsies are extraordinary 

divers that can reach a depth of 20 meters and remain underwater for several minutes 

with just one breath of air (BBC, 2013).  

 

Further investigations are required to study the policies that are causing the gaps by 

the community. It is crucial to include them in this study as they play a prominent 

role in the success of effective tourism policies. 

Business 

An interview with the Association for Semporna’s Tourism Operation highlights that 

the locals are not benefiting much from the tourism industry in Semporna. 

Accordingly, the Chairman of the Association mentions that 80 percent of the 

industry is dominated by investors outside Semporna. When further probed, it is 

revealed that minimal participation attributed to lack of interest by the locals resulted 

from absence of knowledge within the industry. Other reasons would include the 

differences in lifestyle such as in fishing and seaweed farming, where the tourism 

industry brings different traditions and practices to local communities that are 

potentially against societal norms and culture (R. Abd. Hamid, Personal 

Communication, November 11, 2012). He further highlights that out of the 12 

permits issued by MKN, only 2 local operators may be granted a permit from 

Semporna. The Association’s plight to ensure that permits are for everyone is very 

strongly proposed.  

 

The former Assistant District Officer in charge of the administration of the district 

mentions that there are no policies in Semporna compels the locals to participate in 

tourism businesses (N. Nusuri, personal communication, February 1, 2013). The 

absence of such a policy in the tourism industry is considered an oversight as it could 

lead to the potential monopolisation of the industry by businesses outside of 

Semporna.  

 

Further investigations are required to understand how the local communities can be 

fully integrated into the tourism industry in Semporna. It is important to avoid 

economic opportunities from leaving Semporna. It also gives the local community 

the opportunity to thrive in the tourism industry. This is deemed an important 

element to investigate as rural tourism in a particular location requires auxiliary 

income and alleviation of poverty in order to improve.  

Non-Profit Organisations 

Non-governmental or non-profit organisations such as The Marine Conservation 

Society (MSC), WWF-Malaysia, and Nature Link are the non-profit bodies that are 

involved in the SIDP. The project objective is to produce a plan for conservation of 

biodiversity and sustainable use of the Semporna islands and reefs. This Plan 

includes proposals for proper use of resources, maximising opportunities for 

sustainable use and guidelines for recreation and tourism. Non-profit organisations 

are an important group of stakeholders that act as the ‘watch-dog’ for policies.  
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Tourist 

Preliminary findings for both international and national tourists highlight the same 

issue regarding the cleanliness of Semporna. Concerns are voiced towards the 

environmental impact on corals when rubbish and raw sewage is disposed of into the 

sea. The Local Government needs to be more proactive towards the cleanliness of the 

area. Basic services such as a tourism information centre and entertainment are 

limited within the vicinity.  

 

In February 2013, the altercation between Malaysia’s national security and Sulu 

gunmen from the Philippines to reclaim Sabah raised questions regarding Sabah’s 

and in particular, Semporna’s security systems (Vanar, 2013). The incident claimed 

the lives of six policemen (Chen, 2013) and created global concern on travel advisory 

for the area. For instance, The Government of New Zealand highlighted Semporna as 

high-risk area due to the uncertain security situation and risk of kidnapping. They 

advised against all non-essential travel to these areas (Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 

Trade, New Zealand, 2013). The Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade Australia 

(2013) provided a travel advisory that the coastal region of Eastern Sabah, including 

nearby islands and dive sites, should be reconsidered: 

As of late August 2013, Australians are urged to carefully consider the risks 

of travelling around coastal areas of eastern Sabah, due to the continued threat 

of kidnappings and violence linked to insurgency and terrorism. Australians 

should exercise extreme caution if travelling to the area of Semporna, 

including Kapalai, Ligitan, Mataking, Mabul and Sipidan islands and also to 

resorts in the general region surrounding Sandakan. 

Further investigations should be conducted to understand the tourist’s perspective on 

cleanliness and security. It is unclear if Semporna as a tourism destination falls short 

of its potential due to the two aforementioned issues. To ensure the sustainability of 

the industry, it is important to understand if policies can play a role in enabling a 

cleaner and safer tourist destination.  

The examples provided indicate significant issues. Investigations of the problem 

indicate that: (i) there are many agencies involved in rural tourism that might have 

overlapping or unclear responsibilities; (ii) the complexity of federal-state 

relationship could result in divergence of policy implications; (iii) there are multiple 

passive and active rural tourism policies in Malaysia at the Federal, State and Local 

levels, (iv) relevancy of the existing tourism policies is questionable; (v) and there 

are multiple actors involved in the rural tourism industry. 

The receivers of the policy are duty bound to ensure that the policies are followed 

through. Therefore it is crucial that the policies are firmly established with the 

necessary mechanisms to measure their success. These mechanisms, called 

indicators, are considered crucial and must be made known to the end users in order 

to ensure the effectiveness of the policies. 

Promising Approaches 

The approach of this study must take into account the various actors that are involved 

in tourism policies. This is important as the practical approach to policy 

implementation involves the relationship between the government’s intention for the 
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policies and the negotiation with actors and those involved with the policies 

(Krutwaysho & Bramwell, 2010).  

 

When reviewing the sector to comprehend the characteristics of participants and the 

roles they are willing to play, it appears that policy-makers consist of both official 

and unofficial actors (Airey & Chong, 2010). Tourism in Semporna, Sabah involves 

five main actors as the tool or mechanism for effective rural tourism policies; the 

government, who are the implementers of the policies; communities; businesses; non-

governmental agencies (NGOs); and tourists, who are the receivers of the policy and 

the policy-text.. Taking into consideration the three main categories of policy-

makers, policy-receivers and policy-text, there is a need to link the human and non-

human categories to ensure that any gaps are addressed holistically. The human and 

non-human categories should also be addressed from social, economic and 

environment perspectives. Due to the complexity of the various stakeholders 

involved and their respective views, it is crucial to create a theory that enables 

connectivity between actors both human and non-human.  

Actor Network Theory (ANT) 

Actor-Network Theory or ANT is a patterned network of heterogeneous relations, or 

an effect produced by such a network. This related and process-oriented sociology 

assumes agents, organisations and devices are ‘interactive effects’. ANT is therefore 

the effect of interaction between materials and strategies of organisations (Law, 

1992). The fundamental importance of ANT is that is it not materialist-oriented. It 

does not intend to divide humans and non-humans with the intension to understand 

there is a simultaneous presence of different ‘agencies’. These agencies can be 

humans, machines or even text, treated in a heterogeneous actor-network (Plesner, 

2009). In ANT, the actors are assembled from various actors that include humans and 

non-humans, mechanical and technical objects, or human knowledge (Winiecki, 

2009). 

 

ANT is worth considering as a framework for the study of tourism. This theory 

guides scholars on how and what to study in tourism (Vanderduim, 2007). ANT 

establishes important insights for tourism research (in this case, research in rural 

tourism policies) as it provides a possibility to bypass dualism and also to take into 

consideration the significance of materials in the concepts and practices of tourism. 

ANT therefore provides the ability to deal with relational materiality of the social 

world where it provides an avenue for researchers to identify how tourism happens 

through hybrid network practices of different actors while providing the opportunity 

to grasp multiple relational orderings (Jóhannesson, 2005). In short, tourism is held 

together by active sets of relations in which the human and the non-human 

continuously exchange properties, bringing some form of structural order to the big 

picture (Vanderduim, 2007). What actor-network theorists now seek to investigate 

are the means by which associations come into existence and how the roles and 

functions of subjects and objects, actors and intermediaries, humans and non-humans 

are attributed and stabilised (Murdoch, 1997). 

 

For rural tourism in Malaysia, the characteristics of its actors are reflected in its 

tourist operators, local officials, federal and state officials, tourists and civil society. 

Rural tourism is therefore a complex system of actions with specific operating 

guidelines, composed of a multitude of actors. Multiple objects and non-human 
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elements are involved in the composition, along with actors (Murdoch, 1997). Old 

tourism policies are giving way to stronger cooperation and collaboration between 

parties (Jamal & Getz, 1995). Therefore in order for policies to work, the relationship 

between these elements must be bridged, creating a heterogeneous environment 

crucial for the effectiveness of policies. 

 

In order to achieve this, the researcher needs to adopt an inductive, comprehensive 

approach, involving the experiences of actors the sense that they give to their actions 

and how they view the viability of the system they operate (Jolivet & Heiskanen, 

2010). This procedure is implemented through the constructivist worldview 

elaborated in more detail in the latter part of this thesis. 

 

Comparing both the theories, it is evident that ANT can be used to address the 

possible gaps in Semporna’s rural tourism. This is possible as ANT takes into 

account all stakeholders, human and non-human into a heterogeneous element of 

study. 

 

Summary of Problem Statement 

Table 2 summarises the problem statement and the intended objectives to address the 

identified problems for this research. The problem statements and objectives are 

crafted in line with a constructivist worldview: that adheres to the notion of multiple 

realities; the realities are from multiple, intangible mental constructions and a 

postiriori. The construction of table 2 is also in line with the qualitative research 

approach, focusing on theory building and discovering the phenomena under 

investigation which is critically discussed in Chapter 2. The objectives do not 

specifically answer a problem statement, but instead are designed to address holistic 

coverage of the problems under investigation. The desired outcome is the general 

objective of the study. 

Objectives of the Study 

Main Objective:  

To establish a holistic framework for Responsible Rural Tourism policies in 

Semporna, Sabah. 

 

Specific Objectives: 

1. To identify the emerging themes of policies governing rural tourism in Semporna. 

2. To determine the elements influencing effective policy governance in rural 

tourism in Semporna. 

3. To identify responsible rural tourism indicators for tourism policy in Semporna. 
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Table 2 Problem Statement and Objectives 

Problem Statement Objectives Desired outcome 

Government structure of overlapping 

agencies, unclear responsibilities and 

federal-state relationship.  

To identify the 

emerging themes 

of policies 

governing rural 

tourism in 

Semporna. 

To determine the 

elements 

influencing 

effective policy 

governance in 

rural tourism in 

Semporna. 

To identify 

responsible rural 

tourism 

indicators for 

tourism policy in 

Semporna 

 

 

To establish a holistic 

framework for Responsible 

Rural Tourism Policies in 

Semporna Sabah 

Multiple passive and active rural 

tourism policies and the relevancy and 

effectiveness of existing policies  

Environmental problem: 

Anthropogenic activities causing 

degradation to the environment such as 

fish bombing and irresponsible sewerage 

and rubbish disposal 

Social problem: Large non-citizen 

population, prone to diseases as no 

proper sewerage and rubbish disposal 

systems are in place 

Economy problem: economy leakages 

as high percentage of businesses that 

originate from outside Semporna, the 

dependency of the local community’s 

livelihood is on coral reefs as it is the 

foundation of the economy for seafood, 

trade and tourism 

 

Significance of study 

It is important to address the gaps that exist in rural tourism policies in Semporna, 

Sabah. This study contributes a collection of ideas and feedback from different 

actors, reference to existing policies to establish a holistic framework that are used to 

formulate rural tourism policies. Such frameworks are necessary for responsible 

usage of rural tourism resources to ensure sustainability, and to contribute towards 

economic regeneration in rural destinations. This study addresses these gaps and 

provides valuable information on the formulation of policy frameworks. It is also 

timely to address the issue in in light of Malaysia’s target to achieve its 36 million 

tourist arrivals and RM168 billion in tourist receipts by 2020. 
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Organisation of Chapters 

Figure 3 illustrates the organisation of the entire research from Chapter 1 to Chapter 

8. Discussions and findings are segregated into four different components to best 

present the analysis and findings. 
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Figure 3 Orientation of Chapters 1 to 8 
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