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Abstract: This paper focuses on the participation of local residents in rural tourism 
development in Lower Kinabatangan, Sabah, Malaysia. The relationship between community 
participation and rural tourism development has not been extensively researched in the context 
of developing countries.  In an attempt to fill this gap, this study examines the role played by a 
specific community-based cooperative, KOPEL, in the development of tourism in a Malaysian 
rural community. Hence, an in-depth analysis of the local residents’ participation in KOPEL’s 
tourism activities and its impacts is deemed relevant. Driven by an interpretivist approach 
to research, qualitative in-depth interviews and participant observation were the main data 
collection methods employed to address the research questions. The findings are themed into 
four categories: (1) planning and empowerment, (2) awareness and training, (3) collaboration 
with other stakeholders and (4) impacts of rural tourism. The paper’s contribution to knowledge 
is threefold: First, this paper provides an insight into rural tourism development from a non-
Western perspective; second, this study advances our understanding of highly debated concepts, 
such as community and community participation; finally, this paper contributes to shed light 
on the role played by cooperatives in enhancing community participation in tourism.
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Introduction

Community participation is acknowledged as a critical factor in the development 
of community-based tourism (CBT) (Lee, 2012). CBT is a popular alternative 
to mass tourism (Lopez-Guzman, Sanchez-Canizares & Pavon, 2011) and is also 
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regarded as being more appropriate in improving rural economies (Johnson, 2010). 
One way to realise active community participation is through the formation of 
cooperatives. Cooperatives are community-based and mutually-controlled socio-
economic enterprises that fulfill the needs of a specific community (Johnson, 2010). 
The Malaysian government acknowledges cooperatives as a viable tool to uplift the 
standard of living of local people through empowerment, particularly in rural areas. 

Community participation in the development of tourism has been discussed 
extensively in the context of developed countries (Tosun, 2000; Wang, Yang, Chen, 
Yang & Li, 2010). However, Tosun (2000) and recently, Saufi, O’Brian & Wilkins 
(2014) established that this concept has not been studied in detail in developing 
countries. In Malaysia, although community participation is considered an 
important tool for rural tourism development by the government, it faces some of 
the constraints mentioned by Tosun (2000) such as lack of financial resources, lack 
of expertise and trained human resources as well as lack of awareness amongst local 
communities towards tourism. As published literature highlights the low level of 
community participation specifically in developing countries (Aref and Gill, 2010; 
Wang et al., 2010; Li, 2006), an in-depth analysis of local resident participation in 
Malaysian tourism and its impacts is deemed relevant.

A well-known example of a cooperative engaged in community-based tourism 
in Malaysia is the Batu Puteh Community Ecotourism Co-operative (KOPEL) in 
Kinabatangan, Sabah. This paper therefore, explores the form of local community 
participation in tourism development by focusing on the following two research 
questions:
i. How does the local community participate in the tourism projects and products 

initiated by KOPEL?
ii. What are the impacts of tourism on the local community?

Community and Community Participation

A review of literature indicates that community is generally defined based on 
three characteristics, descriptive, value and active, as identified by Butcher, Glen, 
Henderson & Smith (1993). Descriptive refers to a group of people who share 
something in common, either a geographical location or common interest such as 
occupation, ethnicity or religion. In addition to the descriptive meaning, the term 
community also has an evaluative meaning and Butcher’s three community values are 
solidarity, participation and coherence (Banks, Butcher, Henderson & Robertson, 
2003). Butcher integrates the descriptive and value meanings to define the meaning 
of an active community. Hence, community refers to members of common groups 
who act collectively towards achieving change by embracing solidarity, participation 
and/or coherence (Banks et al., 2003). 
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The most common definition of community in literature is based on the 
descriptive definition. For the purpose of this study, the concept of community is 
viewed from the descriptive perspective because no definition has been specifically 
developed in the context of Malaysia. Moreover, prior tourism studies in Malaysia 
have explicitly used or assumed the terminology developed for the western context.

Community participation is imperative for any community to achieve the desired 
change in their livelihood.  Despite the importance of community participation 
in tourism development, there is no agreement on its definition (Tosun, 2005). 
Haywood (1988, p.106) defined community participation as “a process of involving 
all stakeholders (local government officials, local citizens, architects, developers, 
business people and planners) in such a way decision making is shared”. The United 
Nations Economic and Social Council resolution 1929 (LVIII) (as cited by Tosun, 
2005, p.336) defined “participation as voluntary and democratic involvement of 
people in (a) contributing to the development effort (b) sharing equitably in the 
benefits derived and (c) decision-making  in respect of setting goals, formulating 
policies and planning and implementing economic and social development programs”. 
In addition, Sproule (1996, p.236) defined participation  as “giving people more 
opportunities to participate effectively in development activities, empowering people 
to mobilise their own capacities, be social actors rather than passive subjects, manage 
resources, make decisions and control the activities that affect their lives”.

The three definitions of community participation encompass active involvement, 
empowerment, equitable distribution of benefits derived from tourism activities 
and the need for coordination amongst various stakeholders. These concepts can 
be best described using Tosun’s typology of community participation specifically 
developed for tourism (2006). According to this typology, there are three main 
types of community participation: coercive participation, induced participation and 
spontaneous participation. Coercive participation is the lowest form of participation 
where the host community is manipulated by authorities in tourism to meet their 
needs.  This form of community participation is passive and uses a top-down approach. 
The community is not given an opportunity to be heard nor involved in decision-
making  or share benefits accrued from tourism. Induced community participation 
enables the host community to have a voice in the tourism development process and 
share the benefits; however, they do not possess decision-making authority. Lastly, 
spontaneous participation, the ideal type of participation, enables the host community 
to be actively involved in tourism and have full decision-making authority.  Tosun 
(2006) further stated that of the three forms of community participation, induced 
participation is the most common in developing countries due to the operational, 
structural and cultural constraints encountered (Tosun, 2000).This paper focuses on 
community participation based on Tosun’s typology. 
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 The form of participation by the local community is determined by the specific 
nature of their participation. The specific nature of participation includes local 
employment in tourism activities and venture ownership (Ashley & Roe, 1998). Active 
participation is achieved through cooperatives (Teodosio, 2009) since participation is 
embedded as one of the cooperative principles. This principle states that cooperatives 
are democratic organisations controlled by their members who actively participate 
in setting the policies and making decisions (Skurnik, 2002). In fact, cooperatives 
have been recognised as a mechanism that can effectively encourage local community 
participation and provide socioeconomic benefits as opposed to private or public 
enterprises because cooperatives are community-based and mutually-controlled 
enterprises (Johnson, 2010). For this reason too, the cooperative system has been 
acknowledged as an effective approach to developing rural tourism (George, 2007).

The philosophy of cooperatives and reviewed literature in the western context 
suggest that it is vital for the local community to be involved in the tourism planning 
and decision making process in order to benefit from tourism development. On the 
contrary, literature from developing countries (Li, 2006) reveals that local residents 
also benefit sufficiently from being employees or entrepreneurs despite their lack 
of participation in tourism-related decision making. This finding is also supported 
by Tosun (2006). It can be inferred that empowerment of the local community in 
developing countries need not necessarily be achieved through direct participation in 
decision making but even as employees and entrepreneurs in tourism ventures. As a 
result of being empowered, the community in tourism destinations would be able to 
benefit economically, socially and culturally. In the context of developing countries 
however, benefits reaped may be limited due to the community’s lack of awareness 
on tourism potential at their locality. 

The level of awareness can be enhanced by making information accessible and 
comprehensible to the community. In addition, appropriate educational and training 
programs should be strengthened. An informed and trained community would 
ensure that the benefits accrued from tourism will not be siphoned away.  Tosun 
(2000) stressed that training is essential and must cater appropriately to the needs 
of the local people to promote their active participation. The key skills required 
for meaningful local community participation can be classified into skills relevant 
to the owner/operator, supervisory staff and ordinary staff. Hence, training should 
focus on the following skills: product development, handling visitors, customer 
care and hospitality, marketing and communication, environmental and cultural 
management, leadership, legal issues and financial control, guide training and basic 
language (Asker, Boronyak, Carrard & Paddon, 2010). 

However, merely being informed, educated and trained alone will not ensure 
the community’s effective participation in rural tourism. As rural tourism is an 
assortment of services, products and facilities, it is crucial to secure the collaboration 
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of multiple stakeholders (Jamal & Getz, 1995; Okazaki, 2008). Stakeholders are 
“people identified as potentially being directly and indirectly involved or affected 
by the CBT venture, and they need to be identified and involved in some way …” 
(Asker et al., 2010, p.12). The main stakeholder groups in tourism are residents, 
entrepreneurs, tourists, government officials (Byrd, Bosley & Dronberger, 2009), 
educational institutions, researchers and NGOs (Asker et al, 2010; Sproule, 1996). 
It is crucial to have effective collaboration among the various stakeholders to enhance 
the understanding of common goals and help resolve problems in the tourism 
development processes (Jamal & Getz, 1995).  However, effective collaboration may 
be complicated and difficult to achieve due to the different perceptions of tourism 
between the various stakeholder groups (Byrd et al., 2009).

As one of the key stakeholders, the local community’s support for tourism 
development will be influenced by their evaluation of actual and perceived outcomes 
of tourism for their destinations (Byrd et al., 2009). This view is in line with the 
social exchange theory that suggests “people evaluate or exchange based on the costs 
and benefits incurred as a result of that exchange” (Andereck, Valentine, Knopf & 
Vogt, 2005). 

Literature classifies benefits or positive impacts into three main areas: economic 
impacts, sociocultural impacts and environmental impacts (Faulkner & Tideswell, 
1997; Long, Perdue & Allen, 1990; Mitchell & Eagles, 2001; Poitras & Getz, 
2006). Interestingly, Scheyvens (1999) identified four dimensions of tourism 
impacts in her empowerment framework: psychological, social, political and 
economic empowerment. In psychological empowerment, the self-esteem of the 
local community is enhanced due to external recognition of the uniqueness of their 
culture, natural resources and their traditional knowledge. Social empowerment 
involves improving community cohesion as the community members work together 
to build a successful ecotourism venture. In political empowerment, the community’s 
voices and concern should guide the development of any ecotourism project from 
the feasibility stage through to its implementation. Economic empowerment brings 
lasting economic gains to the local community. On the contrary, if tourism initiatives 
are not properly planned and implemented, it may lead to negative consequences 
such as adverse environmental effects (e.g. damage to the natural environment, 
traffic congestion and pollution), adverse sociocultural effects (e.g. increased levels 
of crime, social decay and cultural erosion) and adverse economic effects (leakages) 
(Faulkner & Tideswell 1997; Long et al., 1990; Mitchell & Eagles, 2001; Scheyvens, 
1999).

Background of Batu Puteh Community Ecotourism Cooperative (KOPEL)

The Batu Puteh district is located in Lower Kinabatangan which is a site of mega-
biodiversity and contains a high concentration of lowland wildlife (WWF, 2007). 
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Batu Puteh  is  made up of five villages – Mengaris, Perpaduan, Paris, Singga Mata, 
and Batu Puteh proper (Figure 1) and has a total population of 1,780 (KOPEL, 
2010).

 

Figure 1. Batu Puteh village along the Lower Kinabatangan river. 
(Source: WWF, 2009)

 
The Kinabatangan River is located in the mountainous region of Borneo in 

Sabah, Malaysia (Figure 2). As the second largest river in Malaysia (560 kilometres in 
length), it is known for its amazing wildlife and mesmerising habitats. This includes 
the limestone caves at Gomantong hill, dryland dipterocarp forests, riverine forests, 
freshwater swamp forests, oxbow lakes and salty mangrove swamps near the coast.
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Figure 2. The state of Sabah where Kinabatangan is located
(Source: Borneo Adventure Holidays, 2013)

In 1996, the state government in its effort towards biodiversity conservation 
in Lower Kinabatangan gazetted this area as a Wildlife Sanctuary. Although this 
move improved biodiversity conservation, the restrictions imposed by the state 
government in this area affected the local community’s source of livelihood and 
revenue. To help the local community, Model Ecologically Sustainable Conservation 
and Tourism (MESCOT) was introduced in 1997 by the Norwegian World Wildlife 
Fund through World Wildlife Fund Malaysia (WWFM).  MESCOT’s objective was 
to enhance the socioeconomic status of the local community through sustainable 
tourism and conservation activities. To achieve this objective, MESCOT carried 
out several initiatives such as gathering and documenting information about the 
biodiversity, cultural history and tourism potential of the area, conducting study 
trips to various tourist attractions and providing basic skills training to enable the 
local community to carry out tourism activities. 

MESCOT was instrumental in building the local community’s capacity to 
operate a homestay programme (Miso Walai Homestay) that was linked to the 
ecotourism resources in Lower Kinabatangan.  Initially, MESCOT’s organisational 
structure was sufficient to coordinate the tourism activities. However, this structure 
was later deemed to be inadequate in obtaining financial assistance from the 
government and to manage conflict arising from the community due to perceived 
unequal distribution of income.  
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Since a cooperative is recognised as a more transparent and democratic 
organisation, it was put forward as a more suitable alternative. Hence, the Batu 
Puteh Community Ecotourism Cooperative (KOPEL) was formed in 2003 to 
continue the community-based ecotourism activities initiated by MESCOT.  
KOPEL has 260 members who represent 14% of the total population (1,780) of 
Batu Puteh and the membership is open to all Malaysian citizens residing in the Batu 
Puteh district (KOPEL, 2010). To ensure continuous sustainable tourism growth, 
KOPEL collaborates with various government agencies, local and international non–
governmental organisations (NGOs) and private organisations. These collaborations 
have fostered good relationship with various tourism stakeholders which are evident 
through the increased tourist arrivals from 170 visitors staying approximately 760 
nights in 2000 to 2,544 visitors staying more than 6,763 nights in September 2012. 
As a result, the income generated rose from RM38,000 (USD12,000) in 2000 to 
RM1.6 million (USD500,000) in 2012. KOPEL’s organisation chart is displayed in 
Figure 3.

Figure 3. Organisation chart of KOPEL
(Source: KOPEL Annual Report 2009/2010)
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Methodology

Based on an interpretative paradigmatic stance, this paper employs a qualitative 
approach to research. The main method of empirical material collection consisted of 
qualitative interviews. More specifically, semi-structured, in-depth interviews were 
carried out with residents from the local community of Batu Puteh. For the purpose 
of this study, the term “local community” refers to residents. KOPEL was selected for 
the study as it is regarded as the most successful model of community-based tourism 
in Malaysia. 

However, interviews were not the only instruments utilised to collect data. 
The researchers also conducted a detailed review of documents concerning tourism 
activities in the community, such as the annual report published by KOPEL in 
2010. Furthermore, the researchers kept a diary during the interviews to take note of 
personal observations concerning respondents’ perceptions and the context in which 
the interviews and observations were carried out. 

There was no pre-determined number of interviews to be carried out. Rather, the 
interviews were conducted until ”theoretical saturation” was achieved, as suggested 
by Jennings (2010). More specifically, theoretical saturation is reached when “there 
is redundancy in information being identified in the empirical materials and no 
new information is being found” (Jennings, 2010, p. 205). In this study, this was 
achieved with 14 in-depth interviews with key respondents from the Batu Puteh 
district carried out over a period of 5 days. The respondents were all Malaysians 
and included those involved in various capacities of tourism development, such 
as homestay operators, small business operators, transport providers, suppliers of 
tourism products and equipment.

The interviews were conducted in Bahasa Melayu (Malay language) and then 
translated into English. The researchers acknowledge the issue concerning the 
translation of concepts from one language to another (Temple, 1997; Wong & 
Poon, 2010). However, the interviews could not be conducted in English as the 
respondents were not fluent enough in this language. The interviews, which lasted 
between 45 and 120 minutes, were all digitally recorded, transcribed verbatim, and 
translated.

Ethical procedures were followed during the data collection process. In particular, 
an Information Sheet was provided by the researchers to all the respondents before 
any interview was conducted. The Information Sheet included an overview of the 
research project as well as information concerning how the data would be collected 
and treated throughout the research process. The researchers emphasised the 
importance of anonymity and that the results would only be used for the purpose of 
this study. This was crucial to establish a relationship of trust with the respondents, 
as many participants were expressing personal opinions and feelings. 
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The analyses of the empirical material occurred at different stages. A preliminary 
analysis of the data collected was conducted during the fieldwork as in qualitative 
research, empirical material collection and analysis usually occur concurrently 
(Lofland & Lofland, 1994). This preliminary analysis was necessary to determine 
whether theoretical saturation was reached. A more detailed analysis of the data was 
conducted by the researchers after the fieldwork. This led to the identification of 
codes and themes, which were then explored and discussed in relation to the existing 
literature on the topic. Pseudonyms were assigned to the various interviewees in order 
to guarantee anonymity and confidentiality. The themes identified by the researcher 
were a result of both inductive (data-driven) and deductive (theory-driven) reasoning 
based on the recognition that “researchers cannot free themselves of their theoretical 
and epistemological commitments, and data are not coded in an epistemological 
vacuum” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 84).

Results

The findings on local residents’ involvement are themed into four categories: (1) 
planning and empowerment, (2) awareness and training, (3) collaboration with 
other stakeholders and (4) impacts of rural tourism. 

Planning and Empowerment 

The following excerpts reveal local residents’ involvement through participation in 
the planning process via their membership in the cooperative (KOPEL). The finding 
asserts the importance of local residents’ participation in the planning process to 
generate positive outcomes.

To succeed, I think, there must be proper planning. For us luckily the community did 
the planning. Secondly, it must involve the community. They must be involved and get 
benefits. (R1, male 38).

Local residents’ involvement in the development and implementation of tourism 
policies and programs is also evident from the review of KOPEL’s annual report. 
Firstly, they are involved as committee members in KOPEL’s administration which is 
organised into eight bureaus. Secondly, they participate in regular meetings to plan, 
implement and monitor all tourism-related activities (KOPEL, 2010).

Involvement enables the local residents to be empowered. So, when asked how 
they participate in tourism activities, the respondents replied that they participate as 
owners, employees and entrepreneurs of tourism facilities and services. 
The responses below were from KOPEL’s employees:
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I am the homestay coordinator. I look after the quality of accommodation in Eco- 
camp, Supu-camp and the Miso Walai homestays… I also ensure the equipment in the 
camps are in working condition…Before this I was not working (R2, 26, female).

My main job is tour guiding for KOPEL. I also play traditional musical instruments 
for the tourists’ as part of the cultural troupe here… before I was just doing odd jobs (R3, 
28, male).

As a conservation project manager my main duties are to identify areas in the jungle 
that require planting trees, treatments, to monitor the smooth running of the planting 
activities and to prepare reports to KOPEL and other agencies that have provided funding 
for this project…(R4, 46, male).

The following responses were obtained from entrepreneurs:
 I stitch hammock, leech stockings, flags and prepare crisps to be sold at the KOPEL 

cafeteria…(R5, 32, female).

 I have been operating homestay since 2010. We provide food and accommodation. 
The homestay is only a side income for me; my main job is managing my oil palm small 
holding. I also plant other vegetables which I use to feed the tourists in my house and 
supply to KOPEL … (R6, 43, male).

My main job is farming. I also make boat for KOPEL for the river cruise activity…
(R7 ,45, male) 

Actually I work for a tour operator. But at the same time I help KOPEL if they need 
transport services for their tourist…….i have two vans.  I also provide homestay facilities 
since 2000(R8, 49, male).

KOPEL has empowered the local residents and added great value to the local 
economy by creating new jobs, increasing income and providing entrepreneurial 
opportunities. This finding conforms with Scheyvens (1999, p. 246) who stated that 
the rationale behind the empowerment framework is to “promote the well-being of 
both local people and their environments”.

Awareness and Training

KOPEL’s executive manager stressed that awareness among the local residents on the 
potential for tourism development and benefits began in 1997 with the establishment 
of Model Ecologically Sustainable Conservation and Tourism (MESCOT), a non-
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governmental organisation. This awareness influenced the local residents’ involvement 
in tourism activities:

Rural tourism means activities of the cooperative especially river cruise, homestay, and 
stay in the jungle, forest conservation activity and culture …. Before tourism this place 
was not interesting. But after got Cooperative in here, Batu Puteh district has become 
popular in Sabah whereby tourism activity is so important to local community here… 
(R4, 46, male).

There are many places to visit in Kinabatangan, such as Batu Tulug cave, birds 
nest in Supu. There is a cave which can be explored by normal route or by rope. There is 
Kampung Bilit, Kampung Sukau which is open to tourists just like Kampung. In terms 
of the community the food, traditions, dances, customs are all unique…(R7, 45, male).

Tosun (2000, p. 624) claimed that “for active participation of local people in 
tourism, training is an essential element, which must be outfitted to the needs of the 
community”. However, the findings show that the local residents lack the appropriate 
skills to manage tourism activities efficiently. The interview excerpts below support 
the notion that the development of knowledge and skills is pertinent in ensuring 
successful tourism development.

I cannot bravely say we are successful because still there are a lot of things that need 
to be done. For example training for staff, we only have a few who are educated. Our 
problem to expand our programs is lack of skilled manpower… in terms of management 
skills (R9, 44, male).

From the aspect of management and KOPEL employee they need training, need 
sufficient coaching, and good discipline because we take in visitors (R7, 45, male).

When KOPEL employees were probed further on the type of training received, the 
following responses were obtained: 

I have yet to attend training on tourism management and I am still waiting for an 
opportunity to attend one (R2, 26, female).

 There is some training done by the cooperative (KOPEL) itself but the training is 
general… to learn to be a tour guide. I have learned a lot from senior guides here. Later 
I also attended a course. This course was provided by a private institution in Tawau… I 
attended this course for three weeks to get the guide’s license… (R3, 28, male)
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The above responses show that the level of training received by the employees is 
rather low and not emphasised by KOPEL. Hence, there is a need for a systematically 
designed training plan to enhance KOPEL employees’ efficiency and effectiveness in 
developing and implementing tourism activities.

Collaboration with Other Stakeholders 

Collaborations between KOPEL and other stakeholders have provided funding, 
training, technical assistance and infrastructure development, as observed from these 
respondents’ replies:

It cannot be denied that we have received assistance from the government... grants, 
infrastructure, maintenance for our camp, jetty and so on. This is from the Ministry of 
Tourism. Training is given by SKM (Cooperatives Commission of Malaysia). But we 
collaborate a lot with a Japanese University. They have a 4 year project with us to provide 
basic training in rural community development and environment. It is funded by JICA 
(Japan International Cooperation Agency). Every year we send 3 staffs for training on 
environment. The Forestry Department and Sabah Wildlife department help us in forest 
restoration. The MOTOUR, starting from last year has conducted English tuition for 
homestay operators (R9, 44, male)

As far as I know KOPEL cooperates with forestry department, WWF and if I am not 
mistaken with SHELL also (R10, 30 female).
 

The above findings point out that a certain degree of effective collaboration 
has been established between KOPEL and other stakeholders, namely, government 
agencies, local and international NGOs and private organisations.

Impacts of Tourism

From the interview excerpts, it is evident that there are economic benefits as seen from 
job creation, prevention of rural-urban migration among the youths and increase in 
net income and wealth. Social cohesion can be observed when the local residents 
and tourists work together to build successful ecotourism ventures. Moreover, the 
involvement in tourism activities has boosted the community’s self-confidence and 
pride in its traditions and culture:

Firstly, economically it provides income. Minimum our members get RM400 
– RM3000 a month, RM3000 during the peak season. All members are involved in 
different activities… such as tour guiding, tree planting, operating homestay, operating 
as boat man and the lowest income is RM425 a month. That’s in terms of economy. 
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Secondly, in terms of job opportunities, we have created at least 200 jobs now. Thirdly, the 
impact is on youths now working with us...they have learnt how to run tourism activity 
and learnt English, especially the guides. We have now almost 290 people as members 
of cooperative working together. In terms of culture, not only the old people can play 
the traditional music, the young also can play. Yeah, that’s the impact. Preserve the local 
tradition by showcasing to the tourists…(R1, 38, male).

The good thing is we can improve the command of the language. Only in terms of 
culture is bad. They mix around freely and their way of dressing… There are do’s and 
don’ts but these tourist don’t follow.  From economic aspect it increases our income. In 
terms of environment it increases awareness of environmental protection. At one time 
before the villagers will throw rubbish into the river but tourists encourage us not to 
throw but to leave it in one place to be collected by the Kinabatangan District council. We 
were also forbidden to burn rubbish. We felt shame. They were also involved in wildlife 
conservation (R8, 49, male).

Got good impact. They teach English. Sometimes they give tuition for the kids here. 
The good thing is sometimes these tourists help the villagers. They stay here one or two 
months… they help us to do the plan and build the house. They go to school to help 
painting… they participate in forest restoration activities (R6, 43, male).

Largely, the tourism activities carried out have positively impacted the residents 
economically, socially and psychologically.

Discussion and Conclusion

KOPEL’s administration plays an important role in the decision-making process. 
The responses from the interviews and the analysis of the KOPEL’s annual report 
show that the local residents are the primary feature of community involvement 
and their participation has directly influenced tourism development in their area. Li 
(2006) confirmed the importance of village administration in planning and decision-
making. 

The setting up of eight bureaus with specific objectives and job functions to 
administer the tourism projects clearly indicates a structured approach to planning 
and is manifested through various mechanisms. Elected representatives of the 
resident community sit on the board of directors and on the management team of 
KOPEL. These representatives are responsible for tourism development planning, 
making decisions and educating other members of the community. As not all local 
community members can be directly involved in decision-making, certain community 
representatives are selected to make decisions pertaining to tourism development 
(Sproule, 1996). The existence of community planning is also evident through the 
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annual general meeting and regular board meetings held by the management team. 
This finding supports Tosun’s spontaneous participation typology and Simmons’ 
finding (1994) that participation in planning is necessary to ensure that benefits are 
shared.

 However, active involvement may be confined to the 260 members of the 
cooperative only. Furthermore, the extent of their participation during the annual 
general meeting is also questionable because the majority of the community in this 
area lack formal education and training to make informed decisions. 

The structured administration of KOPEL has also benefitted minority groups 
(women and youth) by providing gainful employment in various tourism activities 
despite their low educational qualifications. The local employment and development 
of small enterprises promoted a multiplier effect which spurred local economic 
development and a better quality of life. The perceived economic benefits from being 
involved may have further motivated their involvement. Thus this involvement 
changed the local residents’ attitudes from being submissive to being active 
participants. As Liu and Wall (2006) pointed out, an important driving force for 
pursuing tourism is always the expectation of positive economic benefits. While the 
positive benefits accrued cannot be denied, on the other hand, the opportunity cost 
of the women’s involvement cannot be ignored. Their active involvement as suppliers 
of tourism products and services may result in the women continuously shouldering 
heavier responsibilities in household duties to fulfill tourists’ needs and expectations. 
This may be predominant in developing countries where gender stereotyping and 
hierarchies are pronounced. 

The study explored the level of awareness of the local residents and their 
involvement in tourism activities.  Awareness amongst the resident community on 
the potential for tourism development and benefits began in 1997 with MESCOT’s 
initiatives and continued with the establishment of KOPEL in 2003. Indeed, 
community awareness is considered a critical factor for community integration in 
tourism planning and management (Mitchell & Eagles, 2001). Therefore MESCOT 
and KOPEL can be viewed as the primary catalyst that motivated the local residents 
to achieve self-reliance and empowerment in the tourism development process.  
However, this higher level of awareness may be confined to KOPEL members who 
only constitute 14% of the Batu Puteh district population. One reason for the low 
level of involvement in tourism activities is probably due to the fact that agriculture 
is still the mainstay and constitutes 69% of the local economy (KOPEL, 2010). This 
limited involvement may result in less support for sustainable tourism development 
as pointed out by Lee (2012), who argues that community involvement is a critical 
factor affecting the level of community support for sustainable tourism development. 

The findings also reveal that KOPEL employees do not have the technical 
expertise and skills in place to carry out their responsibilities effectively. This may 
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pose a challenge to KOPEL as a tourism regulator and planner. Liu and Wall (2006) 
pointed out that in developing the economy, deficiencies in human capital is often 
a major obstacle preventing the host population from participating effectively in 
tourism development. To realise maximum economic benefits and to retain it locally, 
the development of local human resources is therefore crucial for KOPEL. 

Haywood (1988) stated that community participation is a “process involving 
all stakeholders in such a way decision making is shared”. It is obvious from the 
responses obtained and the annual report that KOPEL has collaborated with various 
stakeholders, namely government agencies, NGOs, tourists, local community and 
other private enterprises for tourism development. This finding is consistent with 
literature which emphasises the need for stakeholders’ collaboration for a viable 
tourism sector to exist (Jamal & Getz, 1995; Jamal & Stronza, 2009). An in-
depth analysis of the findings highlights the different forms of involvement by the 
stakeholders. The government and the community collaborated in infrastructural 
development, providing tourism education and training as well as forest restoration 
and conservation efforts. The lack of necessary infrastructure, education and skills 
may hinder the promotion of the destination as a desirable tourist attraction. The 
findings also highlight the rising need for biodiversity conservation in the Batu Puteh 
district. This has fostered collaboration amongst local and international NGOs, 
tourists, residents and private enterprises.

The above findings indicate that stakeholder involvement depends on specific 
types of stakeholders and their respective interests or objectives. This finding is in 
line with Lepineux (2004) who stated that stakeholder collaboration depends on a 
combination of economic, social and moral interests and the proportions of these 
interests may vary according to the type of stakeholders. Therefore, this study shows 
that KOPEL is aware of the importance and the need to involve multiple stakeholders 
in the tourism planning process; yet, the degree of successful collaboration with each 
stakeholder type would require further study.  

Based on this study, tourism in Batu Puteh district has generated an array of 
economic benefits for the local residents. Tourism has created the potential for 
employment opportunities, business opportunities, linkages with agriculture 
activities and the development of infrastructure. The employment opportunities and 
income generation through tourism projects act as an stimulus for local development 
in terms of skills, diversity of livelihoods and pride. Additionally, this study also shows 
that the community has benefitted from tourism through an improvement of their 
environment. The benefits the local residents receive from tourists who visit their 
area has encouraged them to utilise their natural resources wisely and sustainably 
through forest restoration, wildlife conservation and environmental protection 
initiatives. As Scheyvens (1999, p. 246) stated “a community-based approach to 
ecotourism recognises the need to promote both the quality of life of people and the 
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conservation of resources”. 
The presentation by the KOPEL’s executive manager and an analysis of KOPEL’s 

annual report for 2010 indicates that the level of social capital amongst the local 
residents is high. The local residents through their membership in KOPEL have 
agreed that some of the income generated from KOPEL’s tourism activities be used 
to fund social and community development projects such as funeral expenses, 
education expenses and house repair/ refurbishment expenses. The ability of local 
residents to agree on how to use the income generated from tourism indicates 
enhanced social capital (Mbaiwa & Stronza, 2010). Despite the high level of social 
capital among the KOPEL members, conflicts could arise amongst them due to 
perceived unequal distribution of tourism income. This occurs when tourists request 
to stay with certain families based on recommendations or prior experiences. In 
addition, based on the philosophy and principles of cooperatives, non-members are 
not involved in setting policies, making decisions and receiving direct benefits from 
tourism. This could lead to unbalanced social capital in the form of resentment, 
envy and conflict within the local community. In spite of not having the decision-
making authority, non-members have benefited indirectly as entrepreneurs/suppliers 
of tourism products (such as boats and food products). 

The other intangible benefits derived from tourism activities are improved 
communication skills in English and increased self-confidence which has led the local 
residents to embark in tourism ventures more earnestly. The benefits derived from 
tourism have improved the self-esteem of the once traditionally low-status sector 
of society. Furthermore, rural tourism development and conservation initiatives by 
KOPEL have succeeded in retaining youth, develop tourism entrepreneurship skills 
and foster harmonious relationships with tourists, government agencies and NGOs. 
Lastly, the findings indicate that the local residents’ participation has enabled the 
rejuvenation and preservation of local culture and traditions which were almost 
forgotten. 

This paper identified and discussed the nature of local residents’ participation in 
rural tourism and its impacts in Lower Kinabatangan, Malaysia. The study found that 
active participation of the local residents is confined only to 260 members of KOPEL 
who represent a mere 14% of the total population (1,780) of Batu Puteh. However, 
KOPEL’s success does not reflect the success of the whole community in Batu Puteh 
district. It is proposed that KOPEL should carry out more membership campaigns to 
recruit new members from the whole population of Batu Puteh, undertake more skills 
training to enhance expertise and develop innovative and quality tourism products. 
It is also recommended that KOPEL foster greater collaborations among the existing 
stakeholder partners to benefit further from the tourism potential in the area. As 
rural tourism is a relatively new phenomenon in this area, the KOPEL members 
seem more concerned with the economic benefits to improve their standard of living 
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and may not realise the negative consequences that could arise in the long term.
The study attempted to fill a gap in the literature by examining community 

participation in rural tourism through a cooperative in a developing country. 
Contrary to Tosun (2006) who suggested that induced participation is the most 
common form of community participation in developing countries, in the case 
of KOPEL, spontaneous participation is evident. This   form of participation is 
consistent with cooperative principles that advocate active involvement based 
on the bottom-up approach. As such, this study is innovative as it showcases a 
successful grassroots approach in developing rural community participation using 
the cooperative mechanism. Furthermore, this study took a qualitative approach 
which required intensive and prolonged fieldwork. As most prior studies in tourism 
in the region have been driven by quantitative approaches (Mura & Sharif, 2015), 
this study provides an innovative perspective from the methodological point of view. 

More research, however, needs to be conducted to strengthen the study’s  
trustworthiness. Future studies for example, should focus on local residents who are 
not directly involved in tourism activities as this will provide more comprehensive 
perspectives on tourism and community participation in developing countries. 
Lastly, to achieve a more balanced discussion on the impacts of community-based 
tourism, future studies could investigate further the negative consequences on the 
community. 
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