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Abstract:

Given that the way of life of indigenous peoples is usually associated with low
living standards, the government has an important role to play in ensuring that
the gap between indigenous and non-indigenous communities is narrowed.
Unfortunately, as the program to improve the quality of life of indigenous
communities has been widely implemented across the country, tension has
begun to escalate among the indigenous community on the real motive of the
program. Government policy objectives to assimilate indigenous communities
into mainstream society leave little scope for indigenous groups to pursue their
own life projects. Several studies have reported that the development of the
government within traditional indigenous lands has caused conflict between
the developer and the indigenous community. This situation has caused the
indigenous people to bear the consequences of losing their traditional land,
which is very important to reflect their identity. The aim of this paper is
therefore to examine the current issues related to the land development
initiative on the way of life of indigenous peoples in Malaysia. Documents
search from published and unpublished material is used for this paper and a
guide with a set of settings five years prior. The findings of this paper show
that the development of the government in indigenous traditional lands has
disrupted the traditional way of life, leading to multiple adverse effects on the
community and the environment. In other words, the core of the indigenous
people’s struggle to this date is therefore concentrated in their involvement in
making decisions in any development proposed to enhance their quality of life.
Apart from that, the perspective of land development between the government
and the indigenous peoples is quite different from one another. In conclusion,
it is important to elicit knowledge and opinion from both indigenous peoples
and government agencies to ensure the impact of land development activities
can be minimized and implemented appropriately.
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Introduction

Given that the way of life of indigenous peoples is usually associated with low living standards,
the government has an important role to play in ensuring that the gap between indigenous and
non-indigenous communities is narrowed. Unfortunately, as the program to improve the quality
of life of indigenous communities has been widely implemented across the country, tension
has begun to escalate among the indigenous community on the real motive of the program.
Government policy objectives to assimilate indigenous communities into mainstream society
leave little scope for indigenous groups to pursue their own life projects. Several studies have
reported that the development of the government within traditional indigenous lands has caused
conflict between the developer and the indigenous community. This situation has caused the
indigenous people to bear the consequences of losing their traditional land, which is very
important to reflect their identity. The aim of this paper is therefore to examine the current
issues related to the land development initiative on the way of life of indigenous peoples in
Malaysia. Documents search from publish and unpublished material is used for this paper and
a guide with a set of settings five years prior. The findings of this paper show that the
development of the government in indigenous traditional lands has disrupted the traditional
way of life, leading to multiple adverse effects on the community and the environment. In other
word, the core of the indigenous people struggle to this date is therefore concentrated in their
involvement in making decision in any development proposed to enhance their quality of life.
Apart from that, the perspective of land development between the government and the
indigenous peoples is quite different from one another. In conclusion, it is important to eliciting
knowledge and opinion from both indigenous peoples and government agencies to ensure the
impact of land development activities can be minimize and implemented appropriately.

Literature Review

There are three points will be discussed in the literature review. The review will begin with
some introduction to the background of the Malaysian indigenous peoples, follow by the
typology of the land development associate with the ideal development for the indigenous
territory and the real intention of the land development initiate by the local government.

Background of the Indigenous Peoples of Malaysia

The term use to address the indigenous peoples of Malaysia is vary by region. In general, the
indigenous peoples in Malaysia constituted of the ‘Malays’, ‘Natives’ and ‘Aborigines or
Orang Asli’. In other word, they also usually addressed as “Bumiputera” which refer to the
“princes or sons of the soil”,(Gomes, 2007; Khor and Zalilah Mohd Shariff, 2008; Khor and
Shariff, 2019) and the classification has been used as a fundamental for affirmative action and
policies in their favor, including the reservation of places for them in the civil service.

In peninsula Malaysia, the indigenous constituted of Malay indigenous and the Orang Asli. A
Malay is one who professes the religion of Islam, habitually speaks the Malay language and

conforms to Malay customs. As for the “Aborigine or Orang Asli”, the definition of the term
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is not quite specific where the Federal Constitution defines an ‘aborigine’ only as ‘an aborigine

of the Malay Peninsula’. However, a more details on who is ‘aborigine’ a mentioned in section

3(2) of the Aboriginal Peoples Act 1954. A person can be considered aborigine if one or both

of their parents was a member of aboriginal ethnic group, speaks an aboriginal language and

habitually follows an aboriginal way of life, customs and beliefs. While in Sabah and Sarawak,

the indigenous are known as ‘Native‘. In Sarawak, a person can be considered ‘native’ if both

of their parents are natives whereas in Sabah, a native is a citizen, the child or grandchild of a

person of a race indigenous to Sabah, was born either in Sabah or to a father domiciled in Sabah

at the time of the birth. However, under state laws it is possible for a person who is not born as

a native to be deem a native by applying to the native court or by virtue of residence,
assimilation into the culture of a native community, good conduct and language.

Typology of Indigenous Land Development

According to the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2019),
the indigenous development can further be classified into four type considering the number of
people inhabit the area. The following typology of indigenous development in rural areas
outlines for ideal types:

a) Remote Indigenous communities with abundant natural resources and amenities — these
places consider to have the opportunities for commercial development related to
minerals, hydrocarbons, renewable energy, fishing and aquaculture, food production,
and nature-based tourism. A key issue for these communities will be how to invest own-
source revenues in ways that support economic value adding and diversification, and
building/attracting the necessary skills to support business growth, while promoting the
sustainable management of resources for future generations.

b) Remote Indigenous communities where natural resources and amenities are limited or
absent —these places lack natural resources available for commercial use, and economic
development is limited to the internal market and some tourist opportunities. In these
places government transfers, subsistence hunting and fishing, and local bartering and
sharing through partnerships or service agreements with neighboring communities
and/or other Indigenous groups will play a greater role in supporting community well-
being.

c) Indigenous communities close to cities abundant natural resources and amenities —
these places consider having the potential to development related to renewable energy,
food production, and tourism. A key issue for these communities will be integrating
with the wider urban/regional economy and governance arrangements to maximize the
benefit of their resource base.

d) Indigenous communities close to cities where natural resources and amenities are
limited or absent — these places are close to cities but do not have sufficient land size
or the natural resources that enable commercial scale development opportunities.
However, even land parcels are small, this may still present opportunities for retail and
industrial land development, and collaboration with local municipalities on planning
and infrastructure is important to activating these opportunities

Based on the above development opportunity for indigenous peoples, location is indeed playing
huge roles in any kind of economic development. Rural areas especially in remote area cover
a variety of agricultural lands and forests. While relatively isolated from the mainstream
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economy, these areas do have large natural, cultural and historic resources that can be the basis
for economic development.

Behind the Development Initiatives

Indigenous development can be implemented through either the restructured settlement,
economic development or social development program. Restructured settlement program is an
approach that involves the regrouping and restructuring of the indigenous community. The
initial objective of the program was merely to enable them to be more easily managed
(Mustaffa Omar, 2009). While the economic development and social development program
tend to focus on transforming the indigenous community lifestyle to more sustainable lifestyle.
Initially, main objective of the mentioned program above is to reduce the gap between the
indigenous and the non-indigenous community either in economic or social development.

Considering the indigenous territories happen to be storing abundance of natural resources,
modern states still tend to eye indigenous lands as terra nullius available to be taken for national
security purposes, to house burgeoning non-indigenous populations, or to be exploited for
wealth or development. As for private companies, their often alliance with the states, covet the
riches from natural resources to be accrued from indigenous territories.

Given the fact that the way of life of indigenous peoples is usually associated with low living
standards, the government does play an important role in ensuring that the gap between
indigenous and non-indigenous communities can be narrow down (Mattos, 2015) . The
continue effort of the government to enhance the quality of life of the indigenous community
can be seen based on the community capital such as follows;

a) Physical Capital: Improving physical capital includes focusing on community assets
such as public facilities, water and sanitation provision, efficient transport, safe and
high-quality housing, adequate infrastructure, and telecommunications.

b) Human Capital: Increasing human capital requires a focus on areas such as health,
education, nutrition, literacy, and family and community cohesion, as well as on
increased training and improved workplace dynamics to generate more productive and
innovative workers; basic determinants of health such as peace and safety, food, shelter,
education, income, and employment are necessary prerequisites.

c) Economic Capital: Strengthening economic capital means focusing on maximizing the
use of existing resources.

d) Natural Capital: Minimizing the consumption of essential natural capital means living
within ecological limits, conserving and enhancing natural resources, using resources
sustainably (soil, air, water, energy, and so on).
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Figure 2.1: Overview of The Government Strategies of Community Development

Efforts
(Adapted from Mattos, 2015)

Discussion

To this date, the indigenous peoples have suffered from the consequences of historic injustice,
including colonization, dispossession of their lands, territories and resources, oppression and
discrimination as well as lack of control over their own ways of life (United Nation, 2009;
Jalata, 2013; Errico, 2017). The Malaysian Commission on Human Rights have reported that
in handling indigenous development, the government does not conduct proper consultations in
implementing development within the indigenous territories. This approach has caused many
destruction to the indigenous territories and the scale of destruction may vary according to the
desired development goals but the effect is often the same which affecting the indigenous
traditional way of life (Gudynas, 2018).

These policies toward resettlement and planned economic activities implement by the
government is inconsistent with indigenous rights to determine their own priorities for
development and to the recognition of lands. Economic development and ‘mainstreaming’
indigenous peoples should not come at the price of jeopardizing the indigenous way of life as
determined by them. Unfortunately, the execution of land development attempts by the
government often in a manner that is not appropriated leading to the devastating to the
indigenous land, culture, identity, and overall wellbeing.

Priorities for national development, particularly those affecting the indigenous community are
continue to be introduced and implemented without effective cooperation and consultation with
the indigenous peoples in an effort to push them into the mainstream economy. The lack of
nuanced and equitable economic development programs adversely affects the indigeneity and
identity of rural-based indigenous communities.

Therefore, to address the lack of authority over land development within the indigenous
territories, the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples stress that states require to
consult with the indigenous peoples concerned in order to obtain their free, prior and informed
consent before adopting and implementing legislative or administrative measures that may
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affect them. For example, the Declaration explicitly requires States to obtain consent of
indigenous peoples in cases of:

i.  The relocation of indigenous peoples from their lands or territories (article 10)

Ii.  The adoption of legislation or administrative policies that affect indigenous peoples
(article 19)

iii.  The storage or disposal of hazardous materials on indigenous peoples’ lands or
territories (article 29)

Iv.  The undertaking of projects that affect indigenous peoples’ rights to land, territory
and resources, including mining and other utilization or exploitation of resources
(article 32).

Unfortunately, the right to be consult and obtain free, prior and informed consent has not
happened for most indigenous peoples in Malaysia thus widening the gap between the rich and
the poor (World Bank Group, 2016), with indigenous populations the one who falling behind.
Development on a worldwide scale has not reduced poverty and in some countries has stopped
altogether (United Nations, 2020).

The ignorance of the opinion of the indigenous people toward the development scheme plan
for them has caused harm to the indigenous way of life where the harm might have indirectly
or directly to their cultural and spiritual value (Nordin and Ibrahim, 2014). This may be seen
at a fundamental level where the government fails to fully engage the indigenous peoples in
their own solutions, recognizing existing cultural values and priorities, thus resulting to force
an implementation to enhance wellbeing.

However, the failure to involve the indigenous people in decision making is not entirely
subjected to the government action but also often related to their indigenous value that very
difficult to ascertain and justify by the governments toward the allocation of resources as they
were not yet willing to quantified their resources (Nguyen and Cairney, 2013).

As mention by Wycliffe Antonio et al. (2019), the view of the indigenous toward their
customary land is not only subjected to tangible assets but also have a special emotional,
cultural and spiritual element. This might have to do which the sense of belongings and
attachment to the land, which symbol their identity. In fact, the majority of indigenous peoples
around the globe technically have similarities in terms of culture and lifestyle that highlight
spiritual relationships with the environment (UN Environment Programme, 2017; World
Resources Institute, 2018). There is no denying that these relationships can take many forms,
but in general, these relationships are rooted in the sense of belonging and respect to nature
(Sangha et al., 2015; Chan et al., 2016).

For Indigenous people, culture or spiritual is consider as the foundation upon which everything
else is built. Culture underpins all aspects of life including connections to family and
community, connection to country, the expression of values, symbols, cultural practices and
traditional and contemporary forms of cultural expression such as indigenous language,
ceremonies, cultural events, storytelling, dance, music and art. This connection will remain
even though some of the indigenous people are no longer live on the particular traditional land.
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Indigenous people describe the land as sustaining and comforting, fundamental to their health,

their relationships and their culture and identity.

On the other hand, the government see it as a major resource to be extracted for development
or human purposes (Sangha et al., 2018; Antonio and Griffith-Charles, 2019; Kamaljit K
Sangha et al., 2019; Kamaljit K. Sangha et al., 2019). The land occupied by the indigenous
communities often has great economic and development opportunity, but this particular area
was often bound by customary restrictions (Parlee, 2015).

Therefore, most economic development programs implemented in rural areas often adversely
affect the culture, economy, social, and way of life of indigenous people due to no consensus
can be reached. The modern economies continue to disregard the function of nature's services
toward improving well-being (Costanza et al., 2014). The ‘re-engineered economy’ is based
on economic growth, which typically disregarding the relationship between human and nature.
In fact, since entering the industrialization era, the indicator to measure the national growth is
concentrated in Gross Domestic Product, which basically ignores others aspect (Costanza et
al., 2014; Daly, 2015)

Conclusion

In conclusion, the main core of the indigenous people struggle to this date is concentrated in
their involvement in making a decision in any development proposed to enhance their quality
of life. The indigenous were even criminalized for traditional activities. According to the
Europe Union, the traditional practice that has been continually practised by the indigenous
people are inseparable from their livelihood, and further action to make them leave this routine
will affect their behaviour. The denial of long passing traditional practices and displacement
away from traditional territories has led to another kind of global issues related to the “Identity
Crisis”.

Traditional land is not necessarily a barrier to development, but the success of land
development scheme would be more prevalent if the indigenous community itself had control
over their development (Nelson, 2019). Rather than forcedly drag to adapt new lifestyle, which
totally deviated from their tradition, a hybrid way of life that balanced out the element of
cultural and modernity can be achieve if the government can engage more sustainable
approach.
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