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Abstract

This report examines community-driven initiatives within Sabah’s blue economy,
emphasizing the integration of indigenous knowledge, sustainable practices, and
environmental conservation in marine and riverine activities. With its expansive coastal
and river communities, Sabah is increasingly recognizing the blue economy as a tool
for fostering a balanced approach to economic growth that benefits all. The report
highlights various community-led projects that contribute to this vision, focusing on
sustainable resource management, youth empowerment, and cultural preservation.

The report showcases diverse activities across coastal and river communities in Sabah,
including Semporna, Sandakan, Pulau Banggi, Sebatik Island, Pitas, and Kuala Penyu,
each demonstrating unique approaches to marine conservation, eco-tourism, and
waste management. For instance, community-based tourism initiatives in Sandakan
and Kuala Penyu combine eco-tourism with cultural heritage, providing sustainable
livelihoods while preserving regional biodiversity. In Semporna, youth-led coral and
turtle conservation projects, supported by local and international NGOs, empower
young people to take an active role in marine stewardship.

Key themes emerging from the report include the vital role of traditional conservation
systems, such as the Tagal system, which regulates resource extraction in riverine and
coastal communities, and the increasing involvement of women as micro-
entrepreneurs in the blue economy. These grassroots efforts, often supported by
external partnerships, are fostering more resilient and sustainable economies by
merging local knowledge with modern conservation techniques.

However, the report also identifies several challenges, such as youth migration to larger
cities for better employment opportunities, statelessness, waste management issues,
and the detrimental effects of unsustainable fishing practices on both marine
biodiversity and the communities that depend on it. Addressing these concerns
through targeted policy reforms and local capacity building is crucial for ensuring the
long-term success of Sabah’s Blue Economy from the grassroots level.
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Methodology

The study employed a qualitative research approach, centering on field observations
and in-depth interviews to document community-led blue economy activities in Sabah.
Ethical considerations were paramount, with informed consent obtained from all
participants before the interviews to safeguard their well-being and uphold the study’s
integrity and credibility.

The research focused on six strategic locations—Semporna District, Sebatik Island,
Sandakan, Banggi Island, Pitas, and Kuala Penyu—selected for their unique geographic
characteristics, reliance on marine and river resources, diversity of economic activities,
and varying levels of community engagement. These sites provided a representative
sample of Sabah'’s coastal and riverine communities, allowing the study to capture the
breadth and depth of practices across different economic and social contexts.

The team prioritized documenting community-led initiatives, whether or not they
received government support, to uncover innovative solutions from challenging
economic and infrastructural conditions. These included waste management
innovations, conservation efforts, and informal economic practices. The methodology
also aimed to capture Sabah'’s local communities’ lived experiences and political
challenges, particularly those facing statelessness and exclusion from formal support
systems. While the study acknowledged the impossibility of covering all community-led
blue economy activities in Sabah, the selected examples provide valuable insights into
local dynamics, resilience, and sustainability in coastal and riverine areas.

A thematic analysis guided the research, enabling the identification of key economic
activities and industry-specific practices across regions. This approach highlighted
commonalities and unique practices within the blue economy framework, presenting a
holistic understanding of sustainability and community engagement. Despite
similarities in economic activities across locations, the study uncovered distinctive
examples that underscore the importance of local knowledge and adaptive strategies.
These findings serve as a foundation for further, more detailed studies, emphasizing
the critical role of community-driven practices in shaping Sabah’s blue economy and a
more informed development strategies.
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Kulapuan Island

Kulapuan Island is home to around 500 residents, mainly from the Bajau Tabawan,
Palaau, Panubal, and Siasi communities. Most families are large, often with 8 to 10
members, and many young people leave the Island to work in Semporna City. Because
of its remote location, Kulapuan faces limited access to healthcare, education,
electricity, and clean water—necessitating costly trips to the mainland. The Island has
two formal schools and one religious school, all privately run. Electricity comes from
generators and solar power, and an estimated 98 percent of residents are
undocumented due to registration delays and birth certificate issues.

Traditional Fishing

Kulapuan residents primarily employ net fishing, hook fishing, and
spearfishing. Their catches-squid, crabs, clams, abalone, and Lokan-are
sold locally or to middlemen (tauke) near Semporna or Tawau. Children
learn swimming, boating, and diving at an early age, fostering a natural
affinity for the sea. Women also contribute significantly by collecting
Siput Kahanga—-a local shellfish—for sale or home use, thus preserving
culinary heritage and supporting the Island’s economy.

Empowering Youth through Marine Conservation

On Kulapuan Island in Semporna, community-based marine
conservation is flourishing, driven by local youth actively involved in
coral reef and turtle conservation efforts. In collaboration with Reef
Check Malaysia, young people participate in coral restoration activities,
using recycled bottles to nurture and monitor coral health through
regular diving sessions. Although there is no financial compensation for
these maintenance activities, the initiative fosters environmental
awareness and pride among the youth, empowering them to take
ownership of their local marine ecosystem. The partnership with Reef
Check Malaysia provides essential training, equipping the youth with
the skills needed for effective coral restoration.
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The World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) has been crucial in
engaging the Island’s youth in turtle conservation efforts.
Inspired by an awareness campaign on environmental shifts,
young individuals now actively participate in protecting turtle
hatcheries. WWF incentivizes their involvement by providing a
10 Malaysian ringgit allowance per night, leading to a minimum
of RM 100 monthly for many participants.

Since the project’s inception in 2022, turtle conservation has
expanded significantly, growing from just four locations to more
than 40 sites. The youth take turns in these conservation
activities, balancing their commitments with work and family
responsibilities, ensuring the project’s sustainability during the
peak turtle nesting season from August to November.

The marine conservation initiatives on Kulapuan Island,
including coral and turtle conservation, highlight the importance
of community empowerment and environmental stewardship.
These efforts are particularly significant as job opportunities on
the Island are limited, encouraging young people to stay and
contribute to their community’s sustainability.

By acquiring skills in coral restoration, waste management, and
turtle conservation, the youth can generate income while
preserving their natural heritage. Collaborating with nonprofit
organizations like Reef Check Malaysia and WWF ensures
continuous support and training, fostering a sense of
responsibility and joy in protecting the marine ecosystem for
future generations.
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Larapan Island

Larapan Island, located in Semporna District, is a small, underdeveloped island with a
population of a few hundred people. There are more than 105 houses, most home to at
least seven family members, although some may have fewer. The island’s surrounding
waters are part of the Tun Mustapha Marine Park, rich in marine life including coral
reefs and fish. Most residents are Bajau Kubang, and about half are undocumented.
The island is divided into two regions: “Hujung” (end) and “Tengah” (middle), with most
community activities concentrated in these areas. Interviews were conducted in the
Hujung area.

Subsidies for Small-Scale Fisherman

Fishing remains central to Larapan Hujung’s economy, and the
government, through the Department of Fisheries, subsidizes items like
boat engines and equipment to modernize and sustain local practices.
Subsidies may also include fuel support for registered fishermen and at
least RM 300 for those needing financial assistance. While some
fishermen registered under the Malaysian Fisheries Board benefit from
fuel subsidies, not all are eligible. These subsidies are crucial in ensuring
the community can sustain its fishing activities and maintain economic
stability.

Empowering Youth through Marine Conservation

Like other islands in Semporna, Larapan Hujung has embraced coral
restoration as a core environmental initiative. In partnership with Reef
Check Malaysia, young islanders use recycled bottles to cultivate new
coral growth. Comprehensive training in various coral preservation
methods enables them to conduct weekly dives for monitoring and
maintenance. Reef Check Malaysia’s part-time employment
opportunities and guidance have propelled the deployment of more
than 520 coral-growing bottles. This approach sustains local marine
ecosystems and opens alternative career pathways beyond fishing and
farming. Through exchanges with peers on Mabul and Kulapuan,
Larapan’s youth bolster regional conservation efforts.
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Sandakan

Sandakan, located on the northwest coast of Sabah and facing the Sulu Sea, serves as a
key hub for maritime and fisheries activities. However, it is perhaps best known for its
wildlife conservation centers, notably the Sepilok Orangutan Rehabilitation Centre,
Labuk Bay Proboscis Monkey Sanctuary, and the Bornean Sun Bear Conservation
Centre. Drawing more than 2.6 million visitors annually, these sanctuaries underscore
Sandakan’s importance as a premier biodiversity and wildlife preservation destination.

Turtle Conservation

Wildlife preservation in Sandakan has progressed through initiatives
that balance species protection with local economic needs.
Established in 1977, the Turtle Islands Park—comprising Selingan,
Gulisan, and Bakungan Kechil-is managed by Sabah Parks to protect
essential nesting grounds for green and hawksbill turtles. Over 47
years, these islands have attracted around 800,000 visitors and
facilitated the hatching of nearly 16 million eggs. Government
support, including RM 1 million in 2018, helped release 17 million
hatchlings, illustrating how committed policies and resources can
bolster conservation efforts.

Another successful model is the Walai Penyu Conservation Park on
Libaran Island, where residents maintain debris-free beaches to
promote healthier turtle habitats. Serving as on-the-ground stewards
and educators, they actively involve neighboring communities in
marine protection efforts. This participatory and informed decision-
making—from governmental oversight to grassroots initiatives—
ensures cohesive conservation strategies safeguarding the
environment while supporting residents relying on marine resources.


















Pulau Banggi

Pulau Banggi, one of Malaysia’s largest islands, is located off Sabah’s northeast coast in
the Kudat District. The region comprises Banggi Island and 50 smaller islands, including
Pulau Patununan, Pulau Malawali, Pulau Balambangan, and Pulau Mandidarah. The
island mainly consists of the Bajau Ubian and Dusun Bonggi communities, alongside
smaller groups like the Suluk, Kagayan, and Balabak. Within the Coral Triangle, Pulau
Banggi boasts rich marine biodiversity and forms part of Tun Mustapha Park, a
multiple-use marine protected area managed by Sabah Parks. The main socioeconomic
hub, Karakit, supports the island’s fisheries and growing ecotourism sector.

Due to its proximity to the Philippines, Pulau Banggi experiences seasonal visits from
transient seafarers, which occasionally leads to illegal resource extraction. During a
recent field visit, the team explored two coastal towns—-Loktohog and Karakit-to better
understand the island’s marine-based livelihoods.

Balat Farming

Balat (sea cucumber) farming is a key livelihood in Pulau Banggi,
especially in Lotohog and Karakit. Households use homemade floating
cages (sangkar) to farm 4 to 5 sea cucumbers per cycle, lasting 8 to 12
months. According to local farmer Mr. Shahudin, medium-sized sea
cucumbers can fetch RM 700 per kilogram, while extra-large specimens
sell for RM 500 each. Annual harvests typically generate around RM
1,000 per household, with additional income from middlemen who
export Balat, mainly to China, for its culinary and medicinal value.

Balat processing, involving drying and freezing, is primarily managed by
women who collect sea cucumbers from shallow reef flats or during
low tide. This practice has evolved over nearly three decades, making
Pulau Banggi a leading center for Balat farming in Malaysia. However,
the sector faces challenges, including high costs, limited seedlings, and
a lack of training or financial assistance. Many residents also lack digital
literacy, limiting their market access and forcing reliance on middlemen
offering below-market prices.
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