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ABSTRACT

This study explores the economic, social and ecological viability of nature tourism
development in the rural areas bordering the Crocker Range National Park, Malaysia.
Analyses of the potential market for nature-related tourism and the tourism interests and
perceptions among the communities here were carried. Our data revealed that the level of
interest in eco-tourism is high among the people living around the CRNP and this is related
to the high market demand from tourists. Local visitors and tourists are found to be awar e of
the nature attractions and other tourism assets prevailing in the forest areas of the CRNP and
are willing to pay for participation in nature-related activities. This can he seen as a tremen-
dous opportunity for the people here to generate additional income from promoting and
organising nature-related activities for both local and foreign tourists.

INTRODUCTION

Tourism has been a pat of the politicd agenda in Maaysa since 1987 when the Federd
Government decided to develop tourism into a mgor economic sector. A main objective of
this policy is to achieve economic growth and employment in the rurd areas through
development of tourism indugtry. In this process, “nature tourism” has been forwarded as one
of the main focus areas in the tourism policy of the Sabah State Government (Minidry of
Tourism Deveopment, Environment, Science and Technology 1996). The underlying idea of
nature tourism is to protect and conserve naturd resources while providing a stable and
lading income from tourism. The creation of national parks is seen as a logicd point of
departure in development of this type of tourism. Two distinct gpproaches to nature tourism
in Sabah can be didinguished: “The Home-stay Programme’ - which is an officdd Sabah
Government scheme - and “Ecotourism”. The idea of the Homestay Programme is to
accommodate tourigts in a village with a locd family, thus dlowing the tourigt to learn about
loca life, culture, and nature. Ecotourism is a novel gpproach to tourism, which has attracted
much attention in recent internationd tourism debates (McCool 1995).

To date, much debate ill surround the precise definition of the terminology “ecotourism”
and the types of activities it encompasses. Nevertheless, the main features of ecotourism can
be summarised as tourism with niinima physcd and socd impact on the vigted aea
dongsde dgnificant economic participation by locad resdents (Wunder 1996). No officid
agenda for implementing ecotourism exids in Sabah. Wedern tourists ae generdly
considered to be the main target group of both the Homestay Programme and ecotourism, as
Adan tourigts generdlly are not consdered to be the main target group for nature tourism
(King 1999). If present tourism patterns in Sabah are examined, it is noticesble that the
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amounts of Western tourists spending time in Sabah are quite low compared to the amounts
of tourigs from Asa Wesern tourigs comprise only 10% of the totd number of tourists
whereas tourigs from neighbouring countries comprise 75% (King 1999). This pattern holds
true for receipts from tourism where western tourists only comprised 15% of tota Maaysian
tourism receiptsin 1995 (Sadi and Bartels 1997).

The present study explores the economic, socid and ecologica viability of nature tourism
deveopment in the rural areas bordering the Crocker Range Nationd Park (CRNP). This is
accomplished through an andyss of the potentid market for tourism in the Study ares
coupled with an anadlysis of local tourism interests and perceptions.

STUDY AREA

Crocker Range Nationad Park (CRNP), covering a unique lowland and montane primary
ranforest, was established in 1984 to mantan the high biodiversty of the forex and to
secure dable and safe water digtribution to the adjacent areas. Within the nearest future the
date government is planning to develop the park for tourist purposes. In the forests of the
CRNP, past practices of wildlife hunting has reduced the presence of larger mammals but the
Park 4ill harbours a large diversty of unique faunad and flora species that can be viewed as
invduable assts for nature tourism. Our study focused on a smdl village cdled Patau located
5 kilometres outsde the CRNP in the upper pat of the Tambunan digrict. The village has
gpproximately 600 inhabitants, and agriculture is the main source of income.

METHODS

As there are presently only negligible tourism activities in the study area, the focus of the
present sudy is on the potential demand and supply of tourism activities. The demand sde
was invedigated through a questiomare survey consstiing of a total of 36 questionnaires
directed towards understanding the demand for nature-rdated activiies among Western
tourists. The supply sde was investigated through 13 interviews with key informants from
the village of Patau on the issues of tourism development in the village and through 16
interviews with loca famers on the issues of income and employment. The study adso took
into account the views of 10 governmenta officids and representatives from the touriam
indugtry. With a few exceptions, a semi-dructured interview format was gpplied. The study
was conducted during the course of three weeks in October 1999.

To get a rdatively varied sample of western tourigts, the respondents were sampled according
to age, s=x and from a sdection of focd locdities (Kota Kinabalu back-packer lodges,
Kindbau Park’s vidtor-centre, and Sabah Museum). Apat from the intentional focus on
Wegtern touridts, there was a possible bias in the sampling of respondents, as only tourists
dready engaged in tourism activities in Sabah were interviewed. Potentid “would-be’ nature
tourigts, not presently visting Sabah, were not included in the sample. This, however, should
not bear adversdly to the vaidity of the data with respect to tourism demand, but merdy sug-
gested that our present data represented a conservative estimate of the potential demand for
nature tourism in the CRNP vicinity. The quesiomares included ranking exercises and
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openrended hypothetical  willingness-to-pay questions. A review of the underlying problems
associated with the hypotheticd question of willingness-to-pay was previoudy discussed by
Freeman (1993). Although the socio-economic characteristics of the villagers of Patau were
probably not very different from other amilar villages in the Tambunan didrict, it should be
kept in mind that results pertaining to loca perceptions on and plans that were afoot for
tourism were only gpplicable here, not necessrily true to al agriculturdly-based villages
adiacent to the CRNP. Interviews with key informants from othewise smilar villages
indicated that both socid coheson and actud plans on tourism were relatively less developed
inthesevillages

RESULTSAND DISCUSSION

Demand for naturetourism

The purpose of the questionnaire survey was to identify preferences for different types of
tourist activities and accommodation. The average length of stay in Sabah for respondents
was 14.9 days, which was notably more than the officaly edimated average of 7.1 days
(Ministry of Tourism, Deveopment, Environment, Science and Technology 2000). This
difference was most probably atributable to a shorter average stay of the large number of
Southeast Adan short-stay vidtors, as is the case in the rest of Mdaysa (Sadi and Bartds
1997). The average per-diem expenditure of the respondents (RM229) was quite close to the
officaly edimaed average of RM237 (Minisry of Tourism, Development, Environment,
Science and Technology 2000). This suggested that our sample of Western tourists could be
regarded asfairly representative.

When asked to rank what kind of experiences the tourists preferred during their stay, nature
ranked as the most important (73% of respondents) with locd culture as number two (53% of
respondents ranking culture as most important or second in importance). The other possible
options were sun and swimming, gastronomy, adventure, and sports. A tota of 92% of the
respondents were planning to vist one or more nationd parks during their stay in Sabah.
Crocker Range Nationd Park was known by 58% of the tourigts. This provided an indication
that a high percentage of the Wedtern tourists visting Sabah could be viewed as “nature
tourists’ or potentia “nature tourists’.

Most respondents (57%) generdly preferred to stay in hotels. 32% in hostds, and 10% in
private accommodation. The tourists were dso asked to date ther preferences for
accommodation in the case of vidting a rainforest gte with a distance of two hours from the
nearest city. The preferred length of the stay in such an area was 1-3 nights, 15% of re-
spondents would prefer to stay in the city; 50% at a nearby tourist resort, 35% in a village
close to the rainforest with little privacy and no access to bathing facilities. This indicated
that facilities such as bath and privacy were important consderations that tourist took, even
for short stays. There exised dso a consderable demand for smple accommodation in the

villages

As some tourig activities included in the questionnaire were mutualy exclusve, it was not
meaningful to cdculate an aggregate willingness-to-pay messure by summing willingness-to-
pay measures for each individuad tourism activity. Neverthdess, it was clear from our
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hypothetical  willingnessto-pay survey tha respondents generdly were willing to pay
congderable amounts for tourism activities in the tropical rainforest of the CRNP (Table 1).

Table 1. Average willingness-to-pay for tourism activities.

Option Average Remarks
willingness-to-pay
(RM)
Guided daytrip to national Park 108 21 bids >0, 2 zero-bids, 13 NA*

One night stay at rainforest lodge including

" ) 248 22 bids >0, zero-bid, 13 NA*
traditiona dinner
Loca accommodation near the rainforest 17 17 bids >0, 18 NA*
for one week
Loca handicrafts (small size) 40 17 bids >0, 1 zero-bid, 17 NA*
Entrance fee to national park 26 24 bids >0, 11 NA*
Entrance fee to a cultural /higtorical 15 21 bids >0, 2 zero-bids, 12 NA*
museum
A loca guide for one day 374 22 bids >0, 2 zero-bids, 11 NA*

*  Some of the not answered (NA) questions can reasonably be considered as zero-bids.

Most importantly, the average willingness-to-pay for a one-night stay a a lodge was very
high indeed (RM248 per night), conddering the average daly spending of the sample of
tourigs (RM229). The edimated average willingness-to-pay for locd accommodation and
loca handicrafts should be used with caution due to the particularly low response rates for
these quetions Even if the average willingnessto-pay for locd accommodation was an
upward biased, due to an overrepresentation of the 35% of respondents who preferred this
type of accommodation in the pool of pogtive bids, it was Hill possble to infer a notable
postive demand for this touriam activity. It should be remembered that the quadity of goods
were not specified when measures for willingness-to-pay were derived in this study. For
ingance, willingness to pay for entry to a culturd museum would be expected to differ
markedly depending on the quality services and attractions offered.

Our gtudy indicated that a large segment of the existing Western tourigts vidting Sabah were
nature tourigs. Thus, if tourism were to be promoted and developed in the CRNP vicinity, the
Sabah government need not embark on a specid marketing programme to promote CRNP to

new vistors because demand from the same pool of nature tourists can be reied upon to
make this new tourist dedtination vigble. This was supported by our data that more than half
of the respondents aready knew about the Crocker Range National Park.

Regardless, some crucid issues need to be addressed in rdation to making CRNP a tourist
destination of huge economic potentia. These include providing answers to:

i) How can tourism in the CRNP vicinity be promoted to fare posgtively in comparison to
other nature-related “stes’ in Sabah? and

i) How much time should a tourig soend within a given time-budget in competition to other
non-nature related tourist activities? To answer these questions, more detailed studies of
tourist consumer preferences and the comparative advantages of the CRNP are necessary.
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It is clear, however, that there are great potentia gains to be derived from the promotion
of certain specidised nature attraction such as specific flagship atractions provided by the
Rafflesia, the biggest flower in the world found here.

L ocal perceptions of tourism development

A survey on the perceptions of the inhabitants of Patau towards the promotion and
development of nature tourism amidst them was carried out. In the process, a thorough
knowledge on the generd income and employment pettern of the villagers here was obtained.
The data generated would be used to assess the potentid supply of tourist services by the lo-
cds, the capability of these services to meet tourit market demand and the potentia
economic benefit to be derived from making Patau as a vibrant tourism dedtination. The
primary source of employment in the village of Patau was agriculture. This mainly took the
form of lowland wet rice production and upland shifting cultivation of dry rice. It was evident
from the interviews that most agriculturd production was based on family labour inputs
dthough some organised cooperation between farmers in the form of large working groups
(“gotong-royong”) aso existed.

Many respondents viewed scarcity of labour as a condrant on further expandon of
agricultura production in the area There was adso a s=rious lack of interest in agriculturd
activities among their younger generation who seemed to prefer migrating to the urban aress
for job opportunities. Agricultural production seemed to a large extent subsstence in nature.
A mgority of respondents sold their surplus production of vegetables and fruits in the market
but kept the rice for ther own-consumption. More than haf of respondents derived a
subgantial share of their cash income from off-fam activities and remittances from family
members engaged in urban employmen.

It was evident that the villagers here possessed little or no experience deding with any
tourid-related activities. Their only knowledge on tourism was their occasond encounter
with loca picnickers who came to spend ther weekend afternoons a the Mahua Waterfal
located close to their village. The respondents demondtrated vague ideas on i) the type of
services that can be promoted and developed to make Patau a popular tourist destination and
i) the impact tourigs might bring to the village economicdly, culturdly and socidly. The
respondents generally expressed high expectations on plans to develop tourism in their midst
because they often viewed tourism as a means of generating additional source of income for
the community as a whole. Some perceived development of tourism as a means of reversng
the migration educated youths to urban areas. They did not anticipate any immediate labour
shortages resulting from the devdopment of tourism industry in ther village. Few however
expressed caution and concern over possble negative socid and ecologicd impects the
tourism industry might bring such as the liberd exposure to dien cultures of the vigting
tourigts as well as the adverse effects on the environment and the pristine nature of the CRNP

The Village Council of Patau was dready engaged in the development of a tourism plan for
Patau. The plan was a component of a more genera comprehensive development plan cdled
TOPMAN to be executed by a village cooperative in the near future. The main objective of
the plan was to offer dterndive liveihood for the people in the community while a the same
time devating the living sandard of the people of Patau generdly. Among the immediate
projects to be implemented under the tourism plan include the development of a cattle ranch,
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a guesthouse, a fishpond, and a galery for exhibitions of locd paintings and handicrafts. On a
more long-term plan, a nature tral to the Mahua Waerfdl will be developed to include
facilities such as a tree-top cabin for accommodation, a souvenir shop and a restaurant to
attract both loca and foreign tourists. Dance performances by the loca cultura group were
also considered.

Compatibility of tourist demand and local interests

The surprisngly wel-developed tourism plan drawn up by the village council of Patau was in
dak contrast to the reatively naive perceptions of villagers on the services and activities
required to attract tourists to their village. Thus, even with a large tourit demand, there
seemed to be a potentid risk of mismatching the supply of tourism services with the types of
activities that tourists dedred. It was clear from our sudy that there exised noteworthy
overlgpping in the interests of potentid touriss and that of the locads Because comfort
ranked high on the priority list of a Western tourist coming to Sabah, the plan to construct a
locd guest-house would be a move in the right direction in providing tourigs with
comfortable accommodation. The level of comfort provided under the Homestay Programme
however might not be able to meet te required sandard. Western tourists would much prefer
the comfortable accommodation facilities provided by well-established government agencies
or private companies who would understand their requirement and expectations better.
Besdes accommodation, there was dso a high demand for loca tourist guides, handicrafts
and cultural performances. For nature lovers, easy access to the pristine forest areas of the
CRNP would rank the highest on their preference before vigiting this new tourist detination.

The fact that there was dready a high level of interest among loca leaders to promote Patau
into a tourist destination spoke well for the future of tourism in the area Indeed local support
would be highly pertinent for the short-run viahility of such development. In the longer run,
sustained and broadly based locd participation would be required. To sustain the economic,
socid and ecologicd viahility of tourism development here, factors such as job opportunities,
income generation and incentives for proper naturd resource management and environmental
consarvation must be accorded priority attention.

It was dear from our willingness-to-pay survey that huge income from rentas could be
generated from those providing accommodations and transportations. Other tourism related
activities could aso be expected to contribute sgnificantly in devating the living standard of
the people in Patau who took the opportunity to ride on the wave of tourism industry in their
village. This in turn could lessen their dependence on agriculture as a source of income, and
hence reduce economic dependence on the natura resource base in the rura aress. A
decreased dependence on agriculture would be incompatible with the somewhat srict eco-
tourism criteria that advocated minimum economic dependence of the villagers on tourism.
Strict adherence to such ecotourism-criteria however could result in having to limit the
market volume of tourigds vidting this new dedinaion and consequently reducing the
economic benefit that could have been maximdly derived from the tourism activities here.
The inherent smdl scde of the Homestay Programme dso suggested that it would only be
able to generate modest increases in overdl locd income, dthough it was focussng on locd
paticipation in culturad and naure-rdated tourigt activities Both types of tourism could,
however, potertidly generate some podtive economic processes while minimisng socid and
ecologica disruption.
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The potentidly condgderable demand for loca guides and locd handicrafts could directly
generate incomes for the loca inhabitants directly engaged in these activities The Sgnificant
demand for accommodation, culturd arangements and inditutions (eg. museums) could al
ather benefit locd inhabitants directly through some ownership of the inditutions and
activities, or perhgops most  importantly, indirectly through incomes from increased
employment. Also, secondary income growth in the village could be generated if the
purchasng power of inhabitants engeged in tourism activiies was rased dgnificantly. |If
touriam activities on the village levd were to be managed by village co-operatives, as
planned for the village of Patau, the income from tourism would be expected to be distributed
somewha equdly; contributing to a drengthening of loca socid coheson. Tourism
management by village cooperatives need not, however, be the most effective in terms of
providing the services demanded by tourigts.

If the ecologica impacts of tourism should be hdd to a minimum, local incentives for natura
resource management would seem imperative. Locd incentives for sugtainable resource
management could be provided through local participation which could in turn provide stable
incomes from tourism activities directly through a sustained natura resource base (Wong
1994; Honey 1999; Lingham 1994; Minigtry of Tourism Development, Environment; science
and Technology 1997). Conversdly, it could be argued that a lower dependency on agriculture
as a source of income, in the face of increased income opportunities from tourism, could
imply a lower pressure on forest resources. However, this was contingent on sustained
availability of labour for tourism sarvices If agriculture as a source of employment and
income declined ggnificantly in importance, a composte risk of economic dependency on
tourism, lessened tourist interest in the area (especidly if tourits were interested in
traditiond farming practices), and declining locd interest in natura resource manegement
could emerge.

Direct impacts from the presence of tourists should dso be consdered when evduating the
ecologicd impacts of tourism. Our sudy did not consder the potentid risk of adverse
ecologica impacts from tourism on the CRNP.

CONCLUSION

Our dudy explored the economic, socid and ecologicd viability of nature tourigm
development in the rura areas bordering the Crocker Range Nationa Park (CRNP) through a
survey of loca interests as well as of potential tourist demand. We tave established that the
locd levd of interest in tourism was unexpectedly high among the people of Patau. This was
manifested in an effort to draw up a comprehensive tourism development plan for the village.
Our study aso reveded a large potentid purist demand for nature tourism and Patau seemed
st to play a ggnificant role in the promotion of eco-tourism industry because of its unique
location on the edge of the CRNP. Knowledge on the services and activities required to
dtract tourists to their village however was inadequate among the people of Patau
themsdves. For the economic viability and sudanability of tourism development here,
certan tourist segments could be targeted and attracted to this new destination, especidly
those interested in the prisine nature and wedth of the tropical rainforess. While locd
paticipation would be petinent in ensuring the economic vigour of any locd tourism
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industry, caution must dso be taken to minimise its adverse impacts on the indigenous people
with respect to thelr cultura and socid vaues. Negative impacts of the ecosysems and loca
environment could be effectivedly minimised through the sharing of proceeds from tourism to
manage the prisine habitats and conserve dl resource-based tourist assets found within the
CRNP.
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