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Abstract. The river corridors of Malaysia’s heritage river cities have long been contributing to 

the livelihood of diverse communities within these places. Recently, the speedy city development 

progress in Malaysia to accommodate the up to date cultural-based heritage economy, coupled 

with severe climate change and lack of community consultation in designing and developing the 

river corridors has made a difference to the landscape settings of these places. These have raised 

concerns among the local community, particularly the local workers who are depending on the 

resources along the river corridors. This paper explains the strategy in triangulating multiple 

research methods to identify and assess the important landscape character settings of Malaysia’s 

urban river corridors, which are significant in the routine of the working communities at these 

places. The experiential landscape survey (ELS) – the phenomenological approaches in 

landscape assessment created by Thwaites and Simkins was tested. Three inter-connected 

processes that consist of Process 1 – defining preliminary river corridor boundaries, Process 2 – 

looking for relevant occupations and individuals (as participants), and Process 3 –  identifying 

and assessing the significant landscape setting successfully strategized in this study. The 

outcome helps to assess the landscape character in relation to working communities’ experience 

for heritage urban river corridors in Malaysia. It also expands the conventional landscape 

character assessment through multiple methods, including site observation, ELS, and interviews.    

Keywords: river corridor, experiential landscape, heritage cities, working communities, 

Malaysia, Melaka City, Kuala Terengganu 

1. Introduction 

The Riverfront Development Guidelines [1] defined a river corridor in the Malaysian context as, “the 

river, including the area extending fifty (50) meters beyond the river reserve on both sides” (Figure 1). 

The definition clearly emphasized the condition of river corridor in form and position, with less 

information on the ecological and dynamic characteristics, which are essential to define the primary 

territory of these strips of land along river channels. 

perpus
Highlight
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Figure 1. Urban river corridor territory according to the 

Department of Irrigation Malaysia (Source: adapted from [1]) 

 

A natural river corridor landscape is complex and it is tough to determine its boundary, as the river 

corridor territory can include various landscape settings and living systems connected to a complex river 

system [2–4]. A developed river corridor in different is significant as it offers more resources for urban 

communities to support their socio-economic, social, cultural and urban ecological needs in the 

contemporary living environment. Yet there is an outdated understanding among urban design teams 

(especially those between 1990s and early 2000s) that river corridors in Malaysia, generally, are just 

similar. This is reflected from their response in regards to the standard design and development applied 

in almost all of the urban river corridors and riverfront properties in this country. The disregard for the 

ecological characteristics of river corridors in the design process, combined with lack of enforcement in 

the design outcomes have resulted in many urban river corridors in Malaysia to be unsustainable and in 

an inferior standard of quality. 

Recently in Malaysia, there is an awareness among urban managers and urban design teams to 

enhance the quality of the urban river landscape. This is because most of the urban river corridors are 

deemed as important and valuable assets to the urban community from diverse socio-economic and 

multi-ethnic backgrounds. Unfortunately, there are limitations to the current approaches in looking for 

the main stakeholders whose livelihood and working routine are depending on the values offered by the 

urban river corridors. Yet, their uncommon experience and understanding of the river corridors can 

assist the urban design teams in developing a better design outcome for community’s important 

landscape settings. Urban design teams, therefore, need a powerful method to assist them in acquiring 

community consultation and public participation to gain insights into the important landscape settings 

among the community.This paper attempts to discuss the inter-connected processes developed and 

strategized for this study. Qualitative methods were chosen to assess the vital landscape character 

settings of the selected urban river corridors, as distinguished by the working communities of Malaysia’s 

heritage river cities. The processes utilized are useful to strengthen the landscape design process for the 

river corridor landscape development in these cities.  

2. Methods 

This study adopts the experiential landscape concept - a phenomenological technique in the landscape 

character assessment (LCA) created by Thwaites and Simkins [5] to identify the landscape settings that 

are crucial in influencing the routine among working communities of the urban river corridors in heritage 

river cities of Malaysia. The experiential landscape concept consists of these elements – center, 

direction, transition and area [5]. Therefore, this study attempts to evaluate the people’s important 

landscape settings according to the local context. 

2.1 Research areas 
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Two urban river corridors in two prominent heritage river cities of Malaysia were chosen for this study. 

One is located at Melaka City while another one is situated at Kuala Terengganu (Figure 2, 3 and 4). 

The selection of these areas is based on the following criteria: 

• They have significant growth in terms of historical, ecological and physical development contexts; 

• they are a living niche for the local communities, who come from various cultures and socio-

economies; 

• the rivers in these cities are outstanding in influencing the physical, social and cultural development 

for the research areas; and, 

• they have similar characteristics in terms of: 

- situated in historic cities and geographically located at an estuary area;  

- in the jurisdiction of the city council;  

- experienced expiditious urbanization, cultural-based development and active tourism-oriented 

development; and,  

- possessed established river corridor design, development, and management activities.  

 

Figure 2. The research areas in Peninsular 

Malaysia, as shown in red dots: (1) Melaka City and 

(2) Kuala Terengganu (Source: [6]) 

 

 

Figure 3a & 3b. The research area at urban river of Melaka City (left) 

and Sungai Melaka’s river system (right) (Source: [7,8]) 

 

 

Figure 4a & 4b. The research area at urban river of Kuala Terengganu (left) and 

Sungai Terengganu’s river system (right) (Source: [7,8]) 
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This study involved two stages of fieldwork activities, each stage was designed with different aims. 

2.2 Stage 1 Fieldwork  

The Stage 1 fieldwork is aimed at identifying relevant occupations in terms of working scopes, activities, 

and routines that are related to the sources offered by the urban river corridor landscape in Melaka City 

and Kuala Terengganu. This stage also aims to distinguish and select relevant individuals who are 

involved in the identified occupations before inviting them to participate in this study. This study had 

also gathered information from the Internet and on-site to achieve the aims of Stage 1 fieldwork. 

Information drawn from this stage was used to construct two primary tools for the study, which are 

further used to support data collection activities in Stage 2 fieldwork, involving ELS and semi-structured 

interview sessions.  

2.2.1 Exploring and gathering information via the Internet and local publication. This study has used 

the Internet and local publications as the primary medium to explore the site since the researcher 

involved is an outsider and had little understanding about the condition in the research areas. Google 

Earth, Flickers, Facebook, blogs, websites and Instagram provide free access to satellite images, image-

based social media networks and web resources, to be used as the reference for online site exploration. 

With the abundant resources from the Internet, the significant areas in terms of physical and cultural 

aspects (exposed to the public and promoted online) within the heritage urban river corridors were 

identified. The online exploration has helped the researcher make reflection and understand the 

condition of the research areas from the surface. Also, this has assisted to get prepared prior to the next 

exploration stage, need to be done on site. 

2.2.2 On-site exploration and familiarization. In the next stage, this study involved on-site exploration 

and familiarization activity. The the research areas are unique. Therefore, the areas need to be explored 

intensively to support the familiarization activity within the heritage urban landscapes. Some types of 

equipment were made ready to aid the on-site tour and familiarization attempt in both research areas: 

• Site map with the up-to-date information;  

• Data recording equipment such as Nikon digital camera, cam-corder, Sony voice recorder, 

broadband, fieldwork checklist, notebook, stationeries, and appropriate clothing attire for 

conducting survey works; 

• Itinerary for survey activities; and, 

• Personal transportation and assistants.  

In this stage, various transportation modes were utilized, including walking, driving, and using public 

transport available on sites, such as river cruise boat and trishaw. 

2.3 Stage 2 fieldwork  

The Stage 2 fieldwork was more focused on strategizing process to identify and assess the landscape 

settings of the research areas using two survey techniques; ELS and interview.  

2.3.1 Experiential Landscape Survey (ELS). ELS involves touring and scrutinizing the participants’ 

experiential landscape in their working ground in order to seek and evaluate the landscape settings that 

play a part in their earning. ELS was conducted to follow their journey based on their working routine 

at their urban river corridor ground.  

2.3.2 Semi-structured Interview. This approach is used to look into the relationship between studied 

working communities and their living landscape [9,10]. Five sets of questions were designed for the 

interview to gain insights into five working community groups in Melaka City and Kuala Terengganu. 

The participants were selected among the insiders who have been working for a living there. They were 

also chosen from diverse occupation background (from professional to general worker level) where the 

nature of their job routine has a significant relationship with the river in the research areas. They are 
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urban manager, city journalist, tourist guide, boat skipper and rickshaw puller. The questions were 

developed in Malay and English languages to cater to their native tounge preference. This study 

employed thematic coding, open coding and map overlay in analyzing the interview feedbacks and ELS 

data to identify the crucial settings based on the experiential landscape theory.  

3. Outcomes 

There are three inter-connected processes that are successfully strategized in this study has, as part of 

the processes to assess the working communities’ important landscape character settings: 

 Process 1 – Strategizing online exploration activities 

 Process 2 – Strategizing Stage 1 fieldwork activities 

 Process 3 - Strategizing Stage 2 fieldwork activities 

3.1 Process 1 - Strategizing online exploration activities 

Five activities were outlined in this process, to assist in defining the preliminary research boundary of 

the urban river corridor sites in Melaka City and Kuala Terengganu (Figure 5). Online exploration 

activities were conducted from a distance, which is a unique yet critical process. Since the researcher is 

not familiar and has limited access to both areas, this process contributes to the development of the next 

processes. 

 
Figure 5. Process 1 - Strategizing online exploration to develop and 

define the preliminary research boundary of the studied urban river 

corridors in Melaka City and Kuala Terengganu. 

 

The boundary in this study was established to the areas where the research participants (urban design 

team and special interest individuals) with relevant occupations were found. The defined research areas 

show that the heritage urban river corridor landscapes in Melaka City and Kuala Terengganu are unique, 

and thus require intensive exploration that is deemed practical in both areas. 

3.2 Process 2 - Stage 1 fieldwork activities 

3.2.1 Strategizing Stage 1 fieldwork activities. Process 2 - the stage 1 fieldwork 1 is to guide in 

identifying the individuals with relevant occupation as the research participants within the defined 

research areas. It is also for the researcher to explore, discover, and get familiar with the working routine 

of the locals in the dynamic and complex urban river corridor landscape (Figure 6). The initial findings 

were obtained from two groups; i) urban design teams and ii) special interest individuals. 
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Figure 6. Process 2 - Finding individuals with relevant occupations as the research 

participants 

 

There are four activities in Process 2 that cover the durations before, during and after fieldwork 

activities; i) to define purpose, scope and prepare for the field work 1; ii) the first impression of the 

research sites; iii) field exploration and familiarization to identify appropriate occupations and, iv) to 

identify relevant participants.  

3.2.2 Process 2 - Stage 2 – First impression of the research sites. In Stage 2, the researcher recorded 

her impressions of the views, ambiance, reactions, ideas, feelings, and understanding of the place 

(research areas) during the first visit, using the landing approach by Girot [11]. The landing technique 

is necessary because it makes use the researcher’s experience as an outsider of the places, as an expertise 

(the researcher background as a landscape designer), and the researcher’s sense of curiosity about the 

place during the first visit, The purpose is to identify the indicators of places that are regarded as the 

centre of outdoor workplaces, which are to the working communities, especially the urban design teams 

and special interest public.  

3.2.3 Process 2 - Stage 3 – Site exploration and familiarization to track down appropriate occupations. 

Stage 3 involves critical site exploration, observation, and familiarization activity with the defined 

working communities working ground. The purpose is to track down appropriate occupations as well as 

individuals among the urban design teams and special interest groups as the research participants. The 

researcher identified the urban river corridors locations and characteristics that are deemed significant 

for the participants to earn their livelihood. In stage 3, this research applied grounding, finding and 

founding techniques introduced by Girot [11]. The research participants are the individuals who are 

knowing well the study sites and have active working routines within the study areas. The criteria to 

select the relevant participants are as follows: 

Urban design team members: 

• currently attached to the city council as part of the urban design team in the research areas; and,  

• involved as decision makers in developing the urban river corridor landscape within the research 

areas. 
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Special interest public members:  

• actively operating within the research areas (either at Melaka City or Kuala Terengganu);  

• who are familiar with the research sites; and, 

• in contact with the public in particular places through their daily working routine activities.  

3.2.4 Stage 4 – Identify the relevant research participants. This stage involves finding and selecting 

the most appropriate insiders of the occupations as participants based on the below criteria: 

• have significant work experience abd achievement in their field; and, 

• possess broad proficiency of their landscape settings based on the relationship they have with the 

research areas via their working routine. 

Ten insiders (five participants for each research area) representing the identified occupations were 

found to be the most appropriate participants. They have been suggested by their colleagues. Overall, 

this process enables the identification of: 

• the ground centre for the working communities; 

• relevant occupation; and, 

• competent individuals (from the discovered occupations) as research participants. 

3.3 Process 3 – Strategizing Stage 2 fieldwork activities 

Process 3 is to find and evaluate the landscape settings via four main activities: i) to design 

experiential landscape survey (ELS); ii) to develop ELS brief description and to arrange a tour; iii) to 

administer ELS with the participants; and, iv) to classify and describe.  

 
Figure 7. Process 3- Indicating and evaluating the important urban river corridor settings with the 

identified research participants. 

3.3.1 Stage 1- Strategize ELS. ELS was used as the main approach to reinforce Stage 2 fieldwork. The 

field study would be conducted by identifying participants with the actual outdoor working ground in 

river corridors of the research areas. ELS involves touring and studying the participants’ experiential 

landscape within their working range to discover and evaluate the landscape settings that important and 

have contributed to their earning. Interview questions for ELS were provided to escort their journey 



The 1st International Conference on Urban Design and Planning

IOP Conf. Series: Earth and Environmental Science 409 (2020) 012014

IOP Publishing

doi:10.1088/1755-1315/409/1/012014

8

 

 

 

 

 

 

based on their working routine at the studied areas. This is matching with the concept of experiential 

landscape in investigating and scrutinizing human experience in a landscape because based on Thwaites 

and Simkins, “this is the reality of how places are experienced” [5]. 

The tools used to support the ELS approach are: 

a) interview questions, base map as well as tape/video/recording devices; and, 

b) ELS protocols – sets of rules in the survey, established to facilitate the survey activities that cover 

three sessions; before, during, and after the ELS activities. 

3.3.2 Stage 2 – Organize briefing session and planning ELS journey with the participants. At stage 2, 

the researcher arranged a briefing session with each of the participants before undertaken the survey 

activity according to their preferred schedule. A set of ELS tools that consist of protocols, semi-structures 

interview questions, consent form, and the site base map was been given to them during the meeting. 

The tools did also help in giving some ideas to them about how ELS activity will be conducted and types 

of data that need to be obtained. The participants have also been requested to propose the ELS tour 

according to the exact journey that they have been taken while conducting their job in the studied area. 

The session at this stage allows the researcher to: 

• uncover the participants’ sense of interest and capabilities, whether they are keen to be committed 

in the survey or not; 

• gain introductionary information about the places; and, 

• obtain a preliminary tour plan designed by the participants based on their daily job routine at the 

urban river corridors in these cities, as well as the recommended transportation modes for the ELS 

activity.  

3.3.3 Stage 3 – Conduct ELS with the participants. Stage 3 involves conducting ELS and interviews to 

find and evaluate the landscape settings at the urban river corridors deemed important by the 

participants. Most of the sessions were conducted in Malay.  

3.3.4 Stage 4 – Classify and describe. Stage 4 involves arranging and mapping the landscape settings 

that important to the participants according to the experiential landscape characteristics developed by 

Thwaites and Simkins [12] . The characteristics that emphasize values and meanings of the settings were 

revealed and described by them. Three categories of analyses were undertaken including thematic 

analysis, mapping and general map overlay, and open coding. Overall, Process 3 leads to the main 

findings of this research: 

• the best to the slightest landscape settings which are outstanding and momentous to the working 

communities; 

• the settings’ characteristics; 

• the usefulness and intrepitation of the settings from the working insider communities’ perspective 

and experience with these places;  

• the distribution of working insider communities’ important urban river the settings. 

4. Discussion 

This study has successfully strategized and undertaken three processes in evaluating the working 

communities’ relevant landscape character settings of the urban river corridors via human experience as 

shown in Figure 8.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8. The flow of the three major methodological processes for this research. 

 

PROCESS 1 
Defining river corridor 

boundaries 

PROCESS 3 
Identifying and assessing 

important landscape settings 

 

PROCESS 2 
Finding appropriate 

occupations and relevant 

individuals (as participants) 
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This study also demonstrates that the triangulation of multiple techniques is significant in supporting 

the assessment process as highlighted in Figure 9. Observation, exploration, and interview are the main 

procedures conducted by the researcher were used to define the research area preliminary boundaries. 

Observation and interview approaches were further used to identify the individuals with relevant 

occupations as research participants. Meanwhile, ELS is the primary technique, which is based on the 

evaluation of key users (represented by the research participants as the working communities) was 

applied to appraise the essential urban river corridor settings from the users’ experience.  

 

Figure 9. The main idea of the multiple method triangulation used in 

the assessment. 

 

In general, the assessment processes have further advanced the conventional landscape character 

assessment (LCA). This study has engaged stakeholder participation covering extensive areas of the 

urban river corridors. The locals are highly included in assisting the expert in understanding their 

important landscapes. This research has also found the diverse working communities who have 

worthwile experiences and unique knowledge of what is relevant in the urban river corridor settings, 

which worth to consider in supporting urban design team’s design decision making.  

5. Conclusion 

The development of the processes involved in this study has further extended the landscape character 

assessment (LCA), by factoring in community feedback to enhance the recent landscape design for the 

forthcoming development of urban river corridor in Malaysia. Indeed, this study has come out with a 

new approach for the Malaysian urban design teams to evaluate the landscape settings that are crucial 

yet significant for diverse working communities via experiential landscape survey (ELS). In particular, 

this study reveals the working communities’ reliance on the landscape character to earn a living in the 

urban river corridors of the heritage cities.  
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Abstract. There is no doubt that the tourism sector has become one of the major contributors to 

development and considered as agent of change for many parts of the world. The strengths of 

tourism (or community based rural tourism, CBRT in this context) are described in various 

forms; as a tool in economic and physical development and as means to enhance the social and 

human capital development and conservation of natural environment. In rural areas especially in 

developing countries, tourism development had been eagerly embraced as a panacea for 

revitalising the rural economy, hence many government agencies, particularly tourism-related 

bodies, have also invested heavily to promote more sustainable forms of community-based 

tourism in rural areas. Under normal situation i.e. where CBRT is operated outside disaster prone 

areas or with notion of less considerations on reducing disaster risk in operating a tourism 

business, CBRT might flourish in rural areas, and in return would be able to secure local job 

creation, stable income generation, curbing outmigration among youths and workers, protecting 

natural resources and local culture, etc. As for CBRT programmes which are operating in 

disaster-prone areas, their operators might not share similar opinions as they have to cope with 

different issues and challenges, which in this context, challenges in generating sufficient income 

for sustaining their operation and also in reducing disaster risk and potential losses to their 

business. This paper will discuss possible challenges in sustaining CBRT programmes in 

disaster-prone areas based on the findings from data analysis of a case study of homestay 

operators in Mesilou Village in Sabah, Malaysia, particularly after the 2015 earthquake. 

1.  Introduction 

Extreme climate, rapid urbanization, and environmental degradation substantially increase our exposure 

and challenges to natural hazards and disaster risk particularly in developing tropical countries. With 

the spirit underlying the Sendai Framework on Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030 adopted in the United 

Nations General Assembly 2015, this paper presents a community-based platform for disaster risk 

reduction (DRR) emphasizing on empowerment and sustainability of community based tourism business 

in facing those emerging challenges. The development of community based rural tourism (CBRT) was 

an outcome of the federal government’s to strengthening household income through diversified the rural 

economic activities, since agriculture sector alone is no longer holds the key to rural development [1,2]. 

perpus
Highlight
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Under this initiative, a more sustainable form of tourism is being promoted in rural areas, with 

government heavily investing into infrastructure development, training and promoting of CBRT. These 

efforts have in turn, being supported and eagerly embraced by communities involved as a panacea for 

revitalising the rural economy [3]. 

Operation of any CBRT particularly under normal situation i.e. tourism that operated outside disaster 

prone areas or with the notion of lesser need for reducing disaster risk in a tourism business, might 

flourish in rural areas and will foster local job creation, stable income generation, curbing outmigration 

among youths and workers, protecting natural resources and local culture, etc. However, the operators 

of CBRT programmes in disaster-prone areas, might not share similar opinions as they have to cope 

with different issues and challenges; which in this context, challenges in generating sufficient income 

for sustaining their operation and also in reducing disaster risk and/or potential losses to their business. 

This paper will discuss possible challenges in sustaining CBRT programmes in disaster-prone areas 

based on the findings from data analysis of a case study of homestay operators in Mesilou Village in 

Sabah, Malaysia, particularly after the 5th of June 2015 earthquake.  

2.  Community Based Rural Tourism in Disaster Prone Area 

2.1 The nature of CBRT 

Ever since the concept of sustainable development came into the development and conservation debate, 

many government agencies, particularly tourism-related bodies, have invested heavily to promote more 

sustainable forms of tourism in rural areas. The term ‘sustainable tourism’ has come into tourism 

literature as an extension of the idea of sustainable development, but with more focus on tourism needs 

– “a tourism development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs” [2]. What is Rural Tourism? At first glance, a simple answer can 

be given: rural tourism is tourism, which takes place in the countryside [4]. The reality of rural tourism, 

however, is more complex as many early commentators have pointed out on deeper consideration where 

a simple definition of rural tourism is inadequate for many purposes [2,5]. Equally, it is difficult to 

produce a more holistic definition which could be applied to all rural areas in all countries. Researchers 

in tourism (refer to [4–8]) have suggested some key elements that can be used in characterising rural 

tourism: 

1. Located in rural areas and functionally rural – built upon the rural world’s special features of small-

scale enterprise, open space, contact with nature and the natural world, heritage, ‘traditional’ 

societies and ‘traditional’ practices. 

2. Rural in scale – both in terms of buildings and settlements and, therefore, usually small-scale. 

3. Traditional in character – growing slowly and organically, and connected with local families. It 

will often be very largely locally controlled and developed to benefit the immediate area in the long 

run. 

4. The complex and varied patterns of rural environment, economy, history and location result in 

differing kinds of rural tourism. 

5. A high percentage of tourism revenue benefits the rural community. 

6. Permits participation in the activities, traditions and lifestyles of the local people. 

7. Provides personalized contact with the rural community. 

On the other hands, community based rural tourism (CBRT) is an extension of the sustainable rural 

tourism paradigm which emphasised on the management and ownership of business by the community 

with funding and assistance from government agencies or NGOs, for the community, with the purpose 

of enabling visitors to increase their awareness and learn about the community and local way of life [9]. 

Based on a study by Kamarudin [3] on the sustainability of CBRT in the East Coast of Malaysia, he 

suggested the following criteria to be used in guiding the development of a CBRT: 

1. Based on activities and services are developed through partnerships with all relevant parties, and 

enhanced by engaging a broad range of local stakeholders. 
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2. Managed and owned by a formal community group (termed the CBRT committee) rather than by 

individuals or specific interest groups within a community. 

3. Empowered local people to define and represent their own communities based on local or 

traditional knowledge and skills. 

4. Involve an equitable distribution of benefits and costs among all participants in the activity. 

5. Promote sustainable community development and establish a balance between economic, 

environmental, social and cultural sustainability goals. 

6. Offer high level of tourist satisfaction through activities which utilise the local or surrounding 

attractions (natural, cultural and human). 

7. Enhance local development capacity (local leadership and the local CBRT committee or 

organisation). 

8. Involve constant monitoring of impacts to ensure a continuous and long-term sustainability of 

CBRT programmes. 

2.2 Dynamics of rural tourism and natural hazards 

According to UNEP, there are more than 200 million people affected at a global level every year by 

disasters associated with natural hazards including droughts, floods, cyclones, tsunamis, earthquakes 

and wildfires/bushfires [10]. The impacts of disasters on the livelihoods of the affected are greater with 

the issues of growing populations, environmental degradation and global warming. Such phenomenon 

posed a clear indication that the global community is now highly vulnerable to these types of disasters 

and therefore, finding and implementing better mitigation procedures to protect the victims and the 

environment is becoming more urgent. The sustainability of tourism destinations in rural areas are very 

much dependent on the ability of tourism players, host communities and other stakeholders to gain more 

knowledge on how to effectively manage natural disasters and adapt their planning and management 

practices accordingly while taking into account the impacts of climate change. 

Since rural tourism has always been regarded as the impetus that brings in new business opportunities 

and economic development for various parts of the world, there are several key factors that have 

impacted the sustainability of tourism businesses, both positively and negatively. One of these factors 

is the emerging concern on natural disasters and climate changes that occur in tourism destinations 

unexpectedly. Minimizing losses of life, livelihoods, tourism infrastructure and property during a natural 

disaster is generally an indicator of the destination’s capacity to adequately prepare for and effectively 

manage disaster events. For many communities, the huge challenge is to make the tourism businesses 

more resilient to disasters through community-based initiatives. 

3.  Lifeline Model – Linking between Resilience Rural Community, CBRT and SDGs 

The authors using the lifeline model to explain the concept of rural community resilience towards 

disaster (Figure 1). To guide the discussion, the authors created two assumptions, firstly, by formulated 

three different scenarios using different colour strings (and by assuming under all three scenarios, the 

community possess similar capital and functions) namely; Line “1” (green string) represents the 

community progress towards Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) without disturbances (disasters) 

i.e. without taking the element of disasters into equations. Line “2” (blue string) showing the 

community’s progress towards SDGs with element of disasters and by taking into account the resilience 

concept which was instilled in the community. Line “3” (red string) on the other hands, represents the 

progress towards SDGs with inclusion of elements of disturbances (disasters) but by excluding the 

concept of community resilience. 

Second assumption was that for each coloured string (green, blue and red) has the same length. These 

green, blue and red strings will be placed accordingly in horizontal axis to represent the SDGs 2030 

target achievement i.e. improving the community livelihoods while tackling climate change and 

conservation of natural resources. The blue and red strings then were pulled down in vertical axis to 

represent distortion i.e. the disasters which impacted the community functions and productivity. Using 

simple comparative on the length of each string, it becomes obvious that the green string (Line 1) will 
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stretch all the way to year 2030 (i.e. achievement of SDGs) in normal progress without taking into 

account any disaster elements. On the other hands, for the red string which experienced severe systemic 

impacts and distortion by disaster (the string was pulled down dramatically) and the community will fall 

behind for a few years as compared to Line 1 (indicating a slower recovery process of capital and 

functions), thus will require longer time to improve their functionality and productivity to achieve SDGs 

target. 

 

Figure 1. Resilience concept as in lifeline model (using different colour strings) 

(Source: authors, 2019) 

 

As for the community that incorporated the resilience concept and DRR, they will experience minor 

systemic impacts, however shall maintain most of the vital functions and productivity for recovery. By 

developing capacity in dealing with distortion, local stakeholders should be able to mitigate all possible 

damages and speed up the recovery process and will less depending on the constant assistance and 

recovery towards SDGs 2030 (as compared to community represented by Line 3). In conclusion, the 

green string represents an ideal situation however it is almost impossible to be translated into a complex 

real world as we observed today (considering climate change etc.). On the other hands, the red string 

represents undesirable living condition and threat to livelihoods, and the blue string is the intended 

scenario which need to be nurtured so that the community could react accordingly in improving 

livelihoods (and their CBRT businesses in this case) with the occurrence of disasters. 

4.  Research Methodology  

A total of 20 respondents participated in the survey conducted on 10th October 2018 consists of local 

stakeholders, particularly homestay operators, business people, and residents from within the 

communities who work in tourism-related sectors, i.e. both in farming and non-farming activities. The 

respondents were interviewed to represent their opinions and perceptions of the tourism business 

performance in Mesilou Village, and in relation to the concept of disaster risk reduction and community 

resilience in disaster-prone areas. As shown in Figure 2, the development of homestays project in 

Mesilou village can be explained based on spatial distribution. The lower section of the village (marked 

with red circle) is the cluster of early homestay projects which owned and operated by local people. 

Meanwhile, the upper section of the village (marked with yellow circle) is cluster of newer chalet and 

resorts developed and operated by investors both the local and nearby businesspersons. The newer 

tourism projects are more scattered as compared to the early homestay projects that is more concentred 

and closed to one another. The survey of local stakeholders was conducted using questionnaire-guided 

interviews (to obtain quantitative data) and it is supported by qualitative information derived from a 

series of interviews and informal discussions with local informants, the youth group Mesilou Volunteer 

Club (MEVOC) and the head of the community. Personal observation of local tourism activities during 

the fieldwork has also been included.  
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Figure 2. Location of Mesilou village, Kundasang, Sabah & distribution of homestays (and other 

tourism enterprises) in Mesilou as observed and recorded during research fieldwork in October 2018 

(Source: as stated on each image) 

5.  Results and Discussions 

The popular tourism and major vegetable production areas of Ranau-Kundasang in Sabah in general, 

and Mesilou village in particular have come into the limelight after the 6.0-magnitude earthquake shook 

Sabah in June 2015. Many experts considered the earthquake as the strongest to affect Malaysia since 

the 1976 Sabah earthquake. Based on local news report, eighteen fatalities were recorded and all 

occurring on Mount Kinabalu. Many of the local tourism attractions and highland farming areas have 

been closed temporarily for repair works, however many are yet to recover due to severe and/or 

permanent damages particularly on the basic infrastructure (collapse bridges, water supply disruption 

and damaged main roads and farm roads) (Research Fieldwork [11]). 

5.1 Profile of respondents and CBRT business in Mesilou village 

Survey of local stakeholders as presented in Table 1indicated the majority of respondents i.e. business 

persons are homestay operators (45%), followed by owners and/or workers in non-farming projects but 

to some extent, also support the local rural tourism development (40%). The remaining respondents are 

involved in tourism services as a tour guide/porter, farmer and an owner of a food-based small and 

medium enterprise (SME) respectively. 

 

Table 1. Type of local businesses / services (n=20) 

  

Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Homestay operators 9 45.0 45.0 45.0 

Tourism-related (porter/tour guide) 1 5.0 5.0 50.0 

Agriculture-related (farmers, 

machine operators)  

1 5.0 5.0 55.0 

Food-based SMEs 1 5.0 5.0 60.0 

Non-farming (transportation, 

catering, coffee shop, mini market, 

pasar tamu, etc.) 

8 40.0 40.0 100.0 

Total 20 100.0 100.0  

Source: research fieldwork [11] 
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Based on the survey findings in Table 2, more than 55% of the respondents have established their 

businesses before the 2015 Kundasang earthquake. It is also interesting to learn from Table 2 that local 

tourism businesses continue to grow even after the disaster. In 2016, two new CBRT businesses were 

established, followed by another seven new businesses established in 2017. This finding can be 

interpreted as a positive sign of the resilience of local tourism businesses after a major disaster. It also 

proved that a place with high tourism potential such as Mesilou is not defined by the earthquake. In this 

instance, a major disaster event did not deter local and nearby investors to continue developing tourism 

and other economic projects in the study area. 

 

Table 2. Year of establishment of business (n=20) 

  Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid Early 2000 to 2010 4 20.0 20.0 20.0 

2011 to 2015 (before 

earthquake) 

7 35.0 35.0 55.0 

2016 (post-earthquake) 2 10.0 10.0 65.0 

2017 7 35.0 35.0 100.0 

Total 20 100.0 100.0  

Source: research fieldwork [11] 

 

In terms of starting up their tourism business, the majority of the respondents specifically mentioned 

they were using their own money or money from their own savings (55%). On the other hand, about 

20% of the respondents were reluctant to share any information related to business capital and their 

financial source for starting up their business. Another 15% of the respondents obtained funding via a 

bank loan, whereas “shared capital with partners” and “loan / financial assistance from government” 

comprises of 5% of the respondents each when asked about the source of their business capital (Table 

3). A few respondents stated that they have started their business in an organic manner where they started 

small before growing into a bigger entity and along the way, they learned the ups and downs in business, 

accumulating valuable experience and skills to rejuvenate their business. It is the norm to expand 

homestay units only when they have sufficient cash or capital and most of the construction works have 

been carried out in-house (by the owners with the help of their relatives and/or children). By doing so, 

they are able to reduce cost and avoid unnecessary loans, thus ensuring the business can survive in the 

long run so that it can be passed on to their children in the future. 

 

Table 3. Business capital (to initiate the business) (n=20) 

  Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid Using own money / own savings  11 55.0 55.0 55.0 

Shared capital with partners  1 5.0 5.0 60.0 

Loan from bank / financial 

institutions  

3 15.0 15.0 75.0 

Loan / financial assistance from 

government 

1 5.0 5.0 80.0 

Others (not specify) 4 20.0 20.0 100.0 

Total 20 100.0 100.0  

Source: research fieldwork [11] 
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5.2 Challenges for CBRT business continuity and resilience in Disaster-Prone Areas 

As presented in Table 4, the majority of the respondents stated their businesses were directly and/or 

indirectly affected by the disasters, and mainly experienced once or two times of disruptions (80%). 

From this percentage, 15% of the respondents agreed that their business were disrupted many times by 

the disasters and the remaining 5% stated his business was spared from the disasters. Among the reasons 

given by the respondents for the low level of business disruptions is many of the homestays are located 

at the centre of the village which is located quite far from the Mesilou River, a high risk area due to the 

debris flow and mud flooding (refer to Figure 2). The earthquake, followed by debris flow wiped out 

the main bridges but most of the major infrastructures in the village remain intact and were spared from 

any serious damages. 

 

Table 4. Business disruption prior to disasters (n=20) 

  Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid Yes, disrupted many 

times 

3 15.0 15.0 15.0 

Yes, only once or twice 16 80.0 80.0 95.0 

No disruption  1 5.0 5.0 100.0 

Total 20 100.0 100.0  

Source: research fieldwork [11] 

 

In relation to business recovery challenges, the majority of the respondents (70%) mentioned that 

their business activities have fully recovered within a month after the disaster (refer Table 5). 30% of 

the respondents were able to resume their business operations just within 24 hours prior to disasters, 

followed by 20% needing less than a week and another 20% needing less than a month.   

 

Table 5. Length of business recovery prior to disasters (n=20) 

  Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid Within 24 hours  6 30.0 30.0 30.0 

Few days but less than a week  4 20.0 20.0 50.0 

Few weeks but less than a 

month  

4 20.0 20.0 *70.0 

Few months, but less than 6 

months  

4 20.0 20.0 90.0 

> 6 months 2 10.0 10.0 100.0 

Total 20 100.0 100.0  

Source: research fieldwork [11] 

 

Findings from the survey indicated that past and current disasters posed various challenges to the 

local tourism businesses. Based on the multiple choice answers given, many respondents mentioned 

their answers as in combination of few challenges. The highest percentage is the combination of three 

factors namely: (1) the closure of the main road to the village and main tourism attractions; (2) declining 

numbers of tourists visiting and; (3) higher booking cancellations (40%) (refer Table 6). Second most 

popular answer given is a combination of “closure of the main road to the village and tourism attractions, 

decline in numbers of tourists, temporary closure of local transportation and infrastructure damage” 

(35%). 
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Table 6. Effects of disaster to local businesses and community (n=20) 

  

Frequency 

Percen

t Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Closure of main road & tourism 

attractions & decline in number of 

tourists & higher booking 

cancellations  

8 40.0 40.0 40.0 

Closure of main road & tourism 

attractions, decline in number of 

tourists, disruption of local 

transportation & damage in 

infrastructure  

7 35.0 35.0 75.0 

Closure of main road, high booking 

cancellations, damage in 

infrastructure & bring negative image 

and reputation  

3 15.0 15.0 90.0 

Decline in number of tourists, high 

booking cancellations, disruption of 

local transportation & damage in 

infrastructure  

1 5.0 5.0 95.0 

Not related 1 5.0 5.0 100.0 

Total 20 100.0 100.0  

Source: research fieldwork [11] 

 

The most pertinent challenge mentioned by respondents is “decline in tourist arrivals” particularly 

for a few months after earthquake hit their village. Fear about their future safety, many tourists have 

cancelled their early booking and spreading of negative news (if not false news) in social media about 

the possible future earthquake had deter potential visitors to Mesilou (Research Fieldwork [10]). Figure 

3 summarised the list of challenges facing by respondents in sustaining CBRT in Mesilou village, 

particularly after the 2015 earthquake. Despite challenges and disturbances caused by disaster to their 

business performance i.e. combination of various internal and external factors (Table 6 and Figure 4), 

many of local CBRT operators were able to persist and continue to accommodate new visitors within 

the first 30 days or less than three months. 

The result also can be linked to Figure 1 of this paper i.e. lifeline model (blue string: Line 2), whereby 

the CBRT business in Mesilou was affected by disaster, however majority of operators were able to 

bounce back and become resilient. The findings also in line with information on CBRT establishment 

in Mesilou (refer to Table 2), which indicated many new businesses were established after 2015-

earthquake; sending clear massage there are huge potential and demand for CBRT in highland and 

disaster-prone area and disaster did not deter both tourists and investors from Mesilou village. 
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Figure 3. Effects of disasters to local tourism and community in Mesilou village (Source: 

research fieldwork [11]) 

6.  Conclusion and The Way Forward 

As Mesilou is one of the most popular tourist destinations in Sabah, the occurrence of a major disaster 

will inevitably impose certain challenges for CBRT businesses and will implicate the image and 

reputation of the business community in the village. In this light, the research has identified several 

challenges of a disaster to Mesilou’s image and reputation, and the extent to which these factors effected 

the CBRT performance and its ability to bounce back and becoming more resilient. As discussed in the 

analysis and findings section, the majority of the respondents stated that disasters imposed short-term 

negative implications to the tourism business community in Mesilou. However, the situation will 

improve over a short period of time i.e. visitors return within a month to three months after the 

earthquake. Furthermore, many of the respondents agreed that safety concerns about the village and 

surrounding attractions have always been a priority among visitors, as well as to the locals. Safety 

assurance is therefore very important to regain tourists’ confidence. 

The advancement of CBRT business and increase interest from investors to develop new homestays 

and chalets in Mesilou is indeed a good news to local community as the projects will create more local 

jobs and encourage local people to remain in the village (i.e. curbing out-migration or working outside 

Kundasang area). Other than that, the popularity of Kundasang in general as gateway to Kinabalu Park, 

and Mesilou village in particular had drawn steady number of tourists arrivals hence allowed new form 

of farming-related projects including the aquaponic farms (semi-organic farming integrated with fish 

pond) to be promoted into local tourism ecosystem (Research fieldwork in 2018). Based on the field 

observation, many new areas (hilly and near to Mesilou river) have been cleared for future development. 

Although the land belongs to private owner, they have to bear in mind about the previous history of 

disaster that strike Mesilou and it would be wise to take precaution and apply certain degree of 

development control for high risk and environmental sensitive areas. As for the way forward, CBRT 

operators and local business entity in Mesilou village need to instil awareness to all local stakeholders 

about the importance of having a balanced development i.e. maintaining long-term economic gains from 

tourism, while continuously exercising disaster risk management measures and strategies with vision to 

reduce future risks. 
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