
   121JGD Special Issue on Innovation & Sustainability Vol. 10, 121-139 (2014)

The Exemplary Dilemmas of Ecotourism in the 
Sarawak Rainforests: Towards an Integrated 

Partnership Model for the Future Sustainability of 
Resilient Wilderness Communities

Cameron Richards*
Perdana School of Sciences,

Technology Innovation Policy, Universiti Teknologi Malaysia, 
Jalan Semarak, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

Alvin Yeo
Universiti Malaysia Sabah (UNIMAS)

Kota Samarahan, Malaysia

*Corresponding author; email: cameronkrichards@gmail.com

ABSTRACT

Around the world remote indigenous wilderness communities are 
battling for social and cultural as well as environmental sustainability 
in the face of ever encroaching modern forces of progress, change, 
and the loss or rather commercialization of various local traditional 
contexts of a ‘public commons’. Such communities may well provide 
a critical focus for not only future global sustainability but also an 
emerging globally networked society balancing or reconciling the 
often confl icting agendas of economic vs. environmental sustainability. 
Just as modern efforts to re-discover notions of sustainable society 
and development might learn much from wilderness communities so 
too conversely such communities need to fi nd ways of better engaging 
the forces of globalization. This paper will explore the challenges, 
opportunities, and related dilemmas of trying to fi nd or establish 
new more sustainable and reciprocal exchange between wilderness 
communities and the modern outside world. It will do so in relation 
to a case study of collaboration between a Sarawak rainforest 
community and a university group trying to assist that community to 
adapt to a complex changing world in terms of developing an eco-
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tourism niche as a basis for striving to achieve a reasonable degree 
of resilient self-suffi ciency.  

Keywords: wilderness communities; ecotourism, sustainable 
development, telecentres; indigenous knowledge systems

INTRODUCTION: WILDERNESS COMMUNITIES 
AS THE LAST LINE OF DEFENSE FOR THE 

GLOBAL NATURE COMMONS

If you cut down more trees than you grow, you run out of trees. If 
you put additional nitrogen into a water system, you change the type 
and quantity of life that water can support. If you thicken the Earth’s 
CO2 blanket, the Earth gets warmer. If you do all these and many 
more things at once, you change the way the whole system of planet 
Earth behaves, with social, economic, and life support impacts 
(Gilding, 2011).

Remote wilderness communities perhaps represent an 
effectively last line of defense against the race of modern human 
progress to privatize, commercialise and harness the exploitable 
resources of the last tracks of the global nature commons (Goldman, 
1998; Rifkin, 2010; Gilding, 2011). Of course, such an imperative 
also includes the polluting, wasting, and even outright destruction 
of water, air, soil and organic life in natural as well as built 
environments - especially the last-remaining natural ecosystems 
in the fast-disappearing wilderness areas. The battle to defend the 
global public commons is effectively being conducted on behalf of 
the rest of humanity in an increasingly interdependent world by the 
small, ill-equipped, and often ‘uneducated’ local communities who 
identify with being the traditional land-owners or stewards rather of 
their local areas (Slater, 2004). Such peoples are obviously in need of 
some assistance from the overwhelming forces of worldly ‘profi t and 
progress’ relentlessly encroaching on them. As is well-known in the 
literature about international aid programs (e.g. Easterly, 2005) even 
well-intentioned outside assistance often inadvertently undermines 
the required degrees of self-suffi ciency need to persevere in the 
battle for future survival. In this way the international sustainability 
challenge is exemplifi ed by the delicate balance needed between 
tradition and modernity – that is, between the customary practices 
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of such communities and external imperatives of technological as 
well as social, economic, and cultural change in a modern, globalized 
world of threatened and fast-disappearing natural resources.      

In 2009 the remote Penan community of Long Lamai in 
Sarawak (near the borders with and between Brunei and Indonesian 
Kalimantan) established a solar-powered telecentre for community 
members to link to the outside world. Telecentres are typically 
community centres in poor or rural areas which allow provision 
of access to computers, the internet, and related new literacies and 
technologies in terms of a range of activities or purposes including 
information access, education, communication, entertainment and 
business (Richards, 2004). They were assisted in this endeavor by 
a group from the University of Malaysia Sarawak (UNIMAS) who 
were interested in exploring ways in which remote rainforest and other 
wilderness communities might benefi t from being virtually linked to 
the outside world. With encouragement from the UNIMAS group the 
local Penan community formed a committee with the responsibility of 
not only managing the telecentre but also exploring and developing 
a sustainable plan to use this new resource to support an ecotourism 
initiative. ‘Ecotourism’ is generally a term used to refer to tourism 
initiatives focused on attracting visitors interested in observing or 
experiencing (and also protecting) wildlife and natural ecosystems in 
particular areas of interest (Barkin, 1996; Buckley, 2011). From the 
outset the group refl ected on the various related challenges of coming 
up with a transferable local model of future economic as well as 
environmental sustainability (Siew, Yeo, Phoa, Lo, Kulathuramaiyer 
& Nair, 2013). By extension their efforts also represented an effort to 
negotiate the dilemmas of partnership by the local community with 
various forces from the outside world which might alternately be seen 
as both a threat and opportunity. 

This paper will explore the various internal as well as external 
dilemmas of the Long Lamai eco-tourism initiative. It will do so in 
terms of how these related dilemmas also represent a partnership 
model in the inevitable engagement with both the forces of change 
and a globalized world. It will do so as part of an effort to recognize 
the transferable requirements of sustainability for both local self-
suffi ciency and also ongoing global inter-dependence. In this way 
the discussion of the paper will also seek to outline an integrated 
and convergent framework of how local and global knowledge 
systems potentially involve a reciprocal ‘win-win’ benefi t which can 
positively resolve (and not necessarily reinforce in a vicious circle) 
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both external and internal sets of related dilemmas. In relation to the 
case study focus, the fi rst part of the paper will discuss the external 
dilemmas which inevitably arose from the initial decisions to agree 
to a partnership, to host a telecentre, and to develop an ecotourism 
initiative. The second part of the paper rather focuses on how the 
development of an ecotourism initiative also involves a corresponding 
internal set of key dilemmas which will have be addressed. These 
have to do with social, economic and cultural change within the local 
community as it engages a complex and fast-changing outside modern 
world. A fi nal section reviews how these related challenges thus 
presuppose the need for an integrated and convergent framework to 
better understand, to apply, and to transfer the capacity or knowledge 
needed for future sustainability.  

THE EXTERNAL DILEMMAS OF HOW LOCAL-GLOBAL 
‘PARTNERSHIPS’ ARE INEVITABLY THE KEY TO 

FUTURE SUSTAINABILITY

Like thousands of years ago, the Penan are still dependent on a healthy 
forest ecosystem for their daily subsistence … One of the main traits all 
Penan have in common is the long-term sustainable use of their food 
sources. Being so completely dependent on the natural environment 
they live in means having to live with it rather than dominating it. 
For a Penan a forest is not just a natural resource, but also a home, a 
history and a way to survive (WWF Germany, 2005: p.32).

For remote wilderness communities such as the Long Lamai 
Penan group, it is increasingly clear that direct engagement with 
an outside, modern, and globalized world is inevitable one way or 
another. Ultimately then, any external aid or assistance needs to be 
directed at promoting or encouraging the degrees of local resilience 
and self-suffi ciency also required for enhancing long-term chances of 
survival. That the local resilience of wilderness communities is also 
linked to the defense of threatened natural reserves, resources, and 
ecosystems arguably also constituting a global public good means that 
this is conversely an inevitable partnership of interdependence with 
the modern outside world (e.g. Kaul, Grunberg & Stern, 1999). Thus 
there is much mutual vested interest in fi nding or establishing the right 
delicate balance in any such partnership agreements or relationships.  
As indicated below, the opportunity as well as challenge to engage the 
forces of globalisation in terms of a partnership approach represents a 
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set of related dilemmas which fi t within an overriding dilemma from 
both a local and global perspective. In short this overriding dilemma 
is that, even for human groups which have remained relatively closed 
off to the modern world, change itself is inevitable and can also be 
approached as an opportunity and not just a threat.

As the Long Lamai partnership with the UNIMAS group also 
exemplifi es, there are at least three key related dilemmas at work. 
The fi rst is that the environmental protection and sustainability 
of the natural resources of many wilderness areas in the world is 
directly linked to the future of the local groups who retain traditional 
ownership over their land or at least a sense of stewardship for it. 
The second is that this sense of responsible stewardship has at 
least some related connection to a suffi cient sense of economic 
sustainability. The poverty-induced breakdown of social order in 
such communities can lead to the non-sustainable exploitation of 
resources (especially trees for timber) by locals as well as outsiders. 
Suffi cient levels of economic sustainability are obviously important 
before people lose possession of either their land or their systemic 
senses of cultural integrity and indigenous or local knowledge linked 
to a specifi c location and environment (Savage, 2013). The third key 
related dilemma is that once relatively closed off communities and 
knowledge systems are ‘opened up’ to engagement with a the outside 
world (even in a partnership relationship) then a new hybrid form of 
inter-dependent environmental as well as well as social, economic, 
and cultural system needs to be achieved for future sustainability. In 
short, this requires in practice a re-negotiating of the delicate balance 
between adequate levels of local self-suffi ciency and organization on 
one hand, and on the other various connections to an inevitably and 
increasingly interdependent human and natural worlds.

As Siew, Yeo, Phoa, Lo, Kulathuramaiyer & Nair  (2013) 
outline, the UNIMAS group were very much aware that their ongoing 
partnership with the Long Lamai represented a series of interventions 
needing to be thoughtfully framed and linked together. This is in order 
to support future sustainable development in the local community 
around the central idea of an ecotourism initiative. Additional 
research funding allowed the group to refl ect on this relationship as a 
case study of applying the SHIP (systemic, holistic, interdisciplinary 
and participatory) approach adapted from Manuaba (2007). Figure 
2 represents their projection of how the related innovations of a 
community telecentre and an ecotourism plan will together involve a 
range of social, economic, cultural and environmental implications, 
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challenges, and also opportunities for striving for integrated 
sustainable development. As well as having to grapple with the 
tension between the local traditions or knowledge and the modern 
imperatives of globalization, the plan for an ecotourism initiative 
represents a particular challenge of balancing future sustainability 
and the commercial opportunities but also challenges of this plan to 
market themselves over the internet through their new telecentre. 

Adapted from Siew, Yeo, Phoa, Lo, Kuluthuramaiyer & Yeo, 2013).

Figure 1.  The Various Social, Economic, Environmental and 
Cultural Implications of the long Lamai Community Plan to Use Its 
Telecentre to Develop an Ecotourism Initiative

Many of the relationships outlined here also refer to internal 
factors and relationships to be discussed further in the next section. 
Our immediate interest here lies in how the related Long Lamai 
telecentre and ecotourism initiatives involve interdependent social, 
economic, cultural and environmental sustainability challenges linked 
to both: (a) the partnership with UNIMAS, and (b) the local decision to 
open itself to the opportunities but also related dilemmas of engaging 
externally with the outside modern world. The UNIMAS application 

Material 
resources

Govemment

e-Commerce
Handicraft

Households

Environment

Pollution

Imigation

Logistics

Water

Food

Hydro 
power

Agriculture
Cultural 
groups

Human
Resources

Church

Local
transportation

Travel
agencies

Banking/
Finance

Homestay

Cultural/
Knowledge

Tourism
activities

Community
Telecentre

Social

Economic

Environment

Culture



   127JGD Special Issue on Innovation & Sustainability Vol. 10, 121-139 (2014)

of the SHIP approach represents a ‘system’ approach to both 
undertaking research and at the same time recognizing that the various 
challenges are ultimately linked in terms of their implications for the 
local knowledge ecosystems of the Long Lamai community. However 
to better appreciate this connection a more developed framework 
is also needed which addresses the related dilemmas involved. 

We have linked two particular models to discuss, develop, 
and apply a more dialogical or complementary framework of global 
convergence between traditional and modern knowledge systems 
(Richards, 2012a; 2012b, 2012c). One of these is the more reciprocal 
or dialogical model of this relationship infl uentially articulated par 
excellence by the ethnographer Clifford Geertz (Cf. also Clifford, 
1988). It recognizes that modern outsiders typically fail to understand 
or appreciate the richness as well as ecology of traditional cultural 
contexts because they impose a top-down and asymmetric model of 
communication. We have further adapted this to Easterly’s (2005) 
insights that both accountability and feedback (i.e. the systemic 
function of self-organisation as adaptation to complex environments) 
represent the convergent key to partnerships based on a suffi cient 
degree of mutual independence and respect rather than the vicious 
circles of unequal, co-dependent, and non-sustainable relationships. 
As Easterly points out so effectively in his discussion of why even 
well-intentioned Western Aid programs in the developing world 
tend to often do more damage than good in the long run, mutual 
accountability and feedback are the keys to integrated, productive and 
sustainable partnerships. Accountability without feedback tends to 
result in authoritarian or top-down approaches. Conversely feedback 
without accountability tends to result in chaos and disorganization. 
Thus the kind of resilience which Ramo (2011) argues is needed for 
a fast-changing 21s Century world can only built within partnerships 
which are ultimately founded on a basic dialogical rather than 
asymmetrical basis of communication (Cf. also Servaes, 2012).   

There are two different but related points of departure for 
discussing how the critical friend (as distinct from bureaucratic 
or directly commercial) partnership by the UNIMAS team frames 
the Long Lamai ecotourism initiative. As Figure 1 indicates, the 
implications of this initiative can be approached in terms of the direct 
interventions into the local community knowledge system represented 
of both the telecentre resource and the ecotourism initiative. As the 
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fi gure further outlines these interventions involve a range of distinct 
economic, social, cultural and environmental implications and related 
dilemmas as well as challenges which link back to this. 

However there is a simple reason why this perspective also 
needs to be appreciated in terms of the developing partnership 
relationship between the local community and the UNIMAS group.  
It appears that the Long Lamai community achieved the confi dence 
to undertake this initiative based on a developing trust in the ongoing 
relationship. This might be appreciated in terms of how UNIMAS 
were not just doing research for its own sake but also to genuinely help 
the local community and generate some transferable models to other 
rainforest communities in Sarawak. It was thus a different kind of 
partnership than various kind of asymmetric ‘aid’ or even commercial 
relationships which often involve associated economic imperatives or 
political and cultural implications. As we discuss elsewhere (also in 
terms of an integrated inter-disciplinary perspective), the traditional 
notion of academic neutrality can provide a basis for universities 
to take a more active leadership role for positive change and future 
sustainability in terms of the crucial interplay of the four macro 
stakeholders (government, private sector, universities/research and 
the wider community contexts of society) of global human systems 
(Richards & Padfi eld, in press). 

THE KEY INTERNAL DILEMMAS OF HOW A LOCAL 
ECOTOURISM INITIATIVE CAN BE A PRODUCTIVE 

ENGAGEMENT WITH GLOBAL FORCES OF CHANGE

Very limited attention has been paid to the human dimension in 
developing integrated models of sustainability (Monto, Ganesh & 
Varghese, 2005:p. 95).

Even remote wilderness communities can benefi t from linking 
up to the internet and related modes of digital telecommunications 
(i.e. ICT for development) (Unwin, 2009) as a foundation for trying 
to productively engage with global forces of change. Ecotourism 
represents an exemplary focus for how such communities can try to 
reconcile environmental sustainability with economic development 
and cultural transformation (Buckley, 2011; Nowaczek, 2010). This 
is not without its challenges (e.g. Honey, 2008). As Barkin (1996) 
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has pointed out, a ‘durable productive basis’ needs to be established 
for ecotourism intiatives to be suffi ciently harnessed by and likewise 
benefi t the local participating community. 

In other words there are a range of internal dilemmas to be 
grappled with in order to achieve a sustainable ecotourism model.  
Some form of modern economic self-suffi ciency is often crucial 
for traditional tribal societies and indigenous communities to also 
protect and retain traditional modes of social and cultural resilience. 
This is especially so in the face of challenges from forces of 
modern development such as mining, plantation farming, and urban 
expansion. As one model of achieving some degree of economic and 
self-suffi ciency also predicated on environmental protection linked to 
notions of traditional stewardship of the land, ecotourism exemplifi es 
how wilderness communities can aspire with or without assistance to 
achieve a convergent practice of simultaneous traditional and modern 
(i.e. also social and economic) resilience. In the modern world the kind 
of social and cultural resilience demonstrated in traditional contexts 
need to be changed and extended to include new modes of economic 
self-suffi ciency. Key related might be usefully outlined in terms of the 
distinct physical, social and cultural/activity domains which organise 
the human hierarchy of needs described by Abraham Maslow - a 
model which has strongly infl uenced the fi elds of psychology and 
sociology. This distinction between progressive domains of human 
needs also informs a useful framework for outlining the key dilemmas 
of an integrated systems approach to human sustainability which 
appropriately include what Monto, Ganesh & Varghese (2005) refer 
to as the ‘human dimension’ (Cf. also Goodchild, 2010).

The foundational domain of physical human needs relates to 
requirements of food, shelter, air, water, waste, and ‘reproduction’ 
in various senses of the term. Just as individuals have these needs 
in terms of their physiology so too actual communities in relation to 
the natural resources and limitations of particular local contexts or 
environments. Likewise, just as the human body needs to achieve 
‘homeostasis’ (an additional basic human need identifi ed by Maslow) 
so too local communities inevitably need to achieve a delicate balance 
between local self-suffi ciency and global interdependence for future 
sustainability. In the rainforests of Borneo (e.g. King, 1993) as 
elsewhere in the world, related kinds of settled communities have 
typically evolved or developed customary knowledge systems which 
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by and large sustainably link traditional human needs with the local 
environmental context or ecosystem. In other words, these (internal) 
cultural/knowledge ecosystems are aligned to the (external) natural 
ecosystems of complex local adaptation in time and space in terms of 
the integrated domains of human or built settlements (Monto, Ganesh 
& Varghese, 2005). 

As King outlines, human settlement patterns in the Dipterocarp 
and Montane rainforests of Sarawak and other part of Borneo refl ect a 
traditional cultural diversity of indigenous knowledge systems as rich 
and complex as the local biodiversity. In this way various local tribes 
traditionally developed sustainable local self-suffi ciency in not only 
food and shelter but also handicrafts and medicines from the local 
plant-life. In this way the Penans traditionally led a nomadic hunter-
gather existence in the interior parts of Borneo focused on the access 
to rattan and tree resins for handicrafts as well as sago palms and wild 
boar as the key food sources. Although they became more settled in 
recent times many of the Penan tribes still keep a strong bond to the 
land as refl ected by their well-known anti-logging activities in recent 
decades (e.g. Malaysiakini, 2009). 

The introduction of a telecentre powered by solar energy 
in the Long Lamai community thus represents a further stage in 
the settlement process, yet one still where the local people are  
traditionally and sustainably linked to the land, the local rainforest 
environment, and to related customary knowledge and practices. 
As indicated above, the local ecotourism initiative thus represents a 
focus for trying to reconcile with traditional ways engagement with 
a modern globalized world but also the respective forms of activity, 
work, and leisure – which correspond to the cultural/activity domain 
of the hierarchy of human needs. Ecotourism provides a particularly 
useful pretext to preserving traditional activities of handicraft making 
and the gathering if not hunting for traditional foods (such as edible 
nuts, fruits, and herbs) and medicines. But it also provides a basis for 
transferring this knowledge to a younger generation ready to listen if 
and when they can see that such knowledge can have an economic 
value and be the source of work and income. Thus young Penans are 
showing renewed interest in the option of staying in their traditional 
community (or returning from cities). 

One of the most interesting and exemplary features of ecotourism 
linked to a local telecentre is how this can provide a dialogical focus 
for the young to embrace their indigenous knowledge system helped 
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by their elders, just as the young are able to assist the older generation 
to connect to a wired world and access relevant information as well 
as market their new initiative.  In this way also then, such an initiative 
provides an exemplary focus for addressing the global dilemma of a 
related gap between tradition and modernity. 

In addition to being also a pretext to interest the older generation 
in the value of connecting to the internet (and a networked world) 
the community telecentre provides all members of the community 
with the benefi t of not only access to global sources of information 
and entertainment but also educational resources and opportunities 
without having to necessarily leave the local community (Richards, 
2004). This includes formal educational opportunities supported 
online as well various modes of life-long or community-based 
learning. Like the physical and social domains, the cultural/activity 
domain also inevitably requires the achievement of a delicate balance 
between local self-suffi ciency and global interdependence. 

In the hierarchy of human needs the social domain represents 
the central mediating function between physical and activity needs. 
Again, just as individuals are inextricably linked to the social contexts 
of communication and interaction so too actual communities are 
organized by particular public vs. private modes of economic and 
political as well as socio-cultural order. This is typifi ed by how the 
traditional hunter-gatherer mode of Penan social life can alternately 
stand in complete contrast with modern modes of governance and 
socio-economic exchange (market enterprise, etc.), yet also be adapted 
or transformed to achieve a potentially sustainable convergence. In 
human history the ‘private’ domains of the human social context 
alternately refer to the domestic, intimate and personal spaces of 
family and individual identity on one hand, and on the other market 
forces of exchange within and between other tribes and the outside 
world (Arendt, 1988).  Conversely, the corresponding ‘public’ 
domains alternately refer to both the collective or community (virtual/
cultural  as well as physical) commons and the process of formally 
organised top-down governance, policy or decision-making, and 
modes of leadership or power relations. 

As noted above a management committee for the Long Lamai 
community has overseen both the related telecentre and ecotourism 
initiatives.  This committee will need to ensure that those not directly 
involved in both also benefi t as well as those directly involved in 
activities. This brings into consideration dilemmas about how to 
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harness diverse contributions and distribute income in ways which 
balance the community interest on one hand, and on the other notions 
of individual contribution and private or commercial interest. This is 
exemplifi ed by how homestay accommodation arrangements - which 
are located in particular homes and directly benefi t particular families 
- are a key focus of many traditional community-based ecotourism 
initiatives. Again there will need to be an additional delicate 
balance between the communal commons and either privatized or 
individualised domains of activity and interest – such as the provision 
of transport or tour guides, and the sale of handicrafts or foods. In other 
words, new forces of change, innovation and enterprise will need to 
be suffi ciently reconciled with the traditional role of the community 
as ‘stewards’ of the rainforest and land. 

TOWARDS AN INTEGRATED PARTNERSHIP MODEL 
FOR THE FUTURE SUSTAINABILITY OF RESILIENT 

WILDERNESS (AND OTHER) COMMUNITIES

Two things need to happen for sustainable success in the kind of 
partnership involved in supporting the Long Lamai ecotourism 
initiative described above. First, the local partner will  naturally have 
to take greater or increasing ownership of the process as it unfolds 
or develops.  As the UNIMAS group were keenly aware, this would 
need to involve taking a neutral yet up-front position on describing to 
the local community the risks as well as opportunities on proceeding 
with plans. They therefore anticipated that these plans would 
encounter some very understandable reservations and resistances. 
Conversely they were aware that they would need to suffi ciently 
engage the interests and motivations of the overall community as well 
as key individuals who might drive the process (Siew, Yeo, Phoa, 
Lo, Kulathuramaiyer & Nair, 2013).  As we observed in one notable 
community meeting, the UNIMAS group present remained supportive 
but not directly leading in discussions about important community 
decisions. This meant they so well respected as a neutrally respectful 
presence that when a divisive item did come up at this meeting which 
could not be resolved the leader of the group was invited to chair the 
discussion towards a resolution – which they did on this occasion with 
a constructive balance of mediation and recommended options.  
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Thus, the second thing that needs to happen is that the external 
partner must resist the temptation to dominate the process in a one-
way or hierarchical fashion (e.g. Easterly, 2005). In other words 
local ownership of the ideas (as well as the land) should be a key to 
progressing the partnership in terms of suffi cient mutual respect, trust, 
and ongoing dialogue. In establishing a new kind of model that might 
be transferable to other communities it was perhaps signifi cant that 
this was generally achieved in this case in terms of the proactive as 
well as neutral role of a community-mentor partnership. As we discuss 
further in related papers about projects involving corporate and NGOs 
as well as government agencies (Richards, 2013) such a role can also 
be taken by public or private sector agencies as long as they embrace 
and apply a genuine sense of corporate social responsibility (CSR) 
and commitment to future global sustainability. 

In relation to sustainability projects in threatened wilderness 
areas, a natural or genuine respect can be achieved and applied by those 
external partners who understand the following: that local partners are 
not just local stewards trying to protect their own environment but 
that this has global implications which in the long run which benefi t 
everyone. In short local wilderness communities also represent the 
global human interest or, to put this another way, to ‘help them’ is a 
way of ‘helping ourselves’ in the long run. 

From an integrated systems perspective there are distinct 
yet related frameworks of partnership which need to be reconciled 
whatever the nature of the partnership and whoever the stakeholders. 
The central dilemma of traditional hunter-gather societies in particular 
- represented in myth, rituals, festival, and colorful costumes as well 
as in dance, songs, stories and artifacts or handicrafts - was whether 
the cultural system was in practice being suffi ciently aligned to the 
natural system to ensure future sustainability. This contrasts with the 
modern dilemma of whether any and all natural resources (including 
in wilderness areas) can be suffi ciently harnessed for economic 
purposes of profi table investment rationalized in various ways as also 
social and technological progress. As the Gilding quote at the outset 
suggests, this refl ects a discrepancy between viewing nature as an 
ecosystem to be sustained on one hand (holistic view), and on the 
other viewing it as a collection of exploitable resources (reductionist 
view). The ecotourism initiative exemplifi es the dilemmas of rather 
a middle way which can reconcile the human imperatives for growth 
or optimization and homeostasis. Instead of external growth and 
internal passivity (the modern way) this can rather involve internal 
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growth and external homeostasis or equilibrium. In this ways also the 
macro stakeholders of public and private domains (e.g. governance 
vs. market forces of enterprise) can also be convergently aligned with 
the wider community and formal or academic knowledge-building. 

As noted in Part A above this is related to the academic dilemma 
also confronted by the UNIMAS. Their response was to go beyond the 
mere observer role to apply methods of participatory research as part 
of the partnership model negotiated with the Long Lamai community. 
In their paper the UNIMAS group made a useful attempt at applying 
several related models refl ecting a systemically sustainable approach. 
In addition to using the general framework of the four pillars of 
(economic, political, cultural and environmental) sustainability 
the group specifi cally aspired to apply the SHiP (systemic, holistic, 
interdisciplinary and participatory) approach. As they outlined their 
method: ‘in this research we will employ the Ship approach which 
supports the notion of sustainable rural tourism by recognizing ‘rural 
tourism’ as a system incorporating many multi-disciplinary elements 
that need to be examined as part of a holistic analysis (Siew, Yeo,  
Phoa, Lo, Kulathuramaiyer & Nair, 2013, p.6). In other words the 
interdisciplinary approach adopted represents an initial yet still 
signifi cant academic systems approach to knowledge-building – the 
kind which many argue is required for complex and authentic or 
real-life problem-solving (e.g. Kolko, 2011). It also involved going 
beyond merely the conventional observer role in modern research to 
explore not only the potential of the ecotourism ‘intervention’ but the 
related challenges of its ongoing or future sustainability as well as 
transferability. 

From the start the whole project was as an effort to help the local 
people as a basis for generating transferable knowledge. This was not 
only to help the local people help themselves but, by implication at 
least. to help save the rainforests of the global public commons. And 
the key to a reasonably successful convergence of formal and informal 
purposes was the mutual respect needed for any partnership to work. 
Yet we wish to propose that there is form of implicit reciprocation 
of knowledge which may well go beyond this in ways that are not 
always adequately understood or explained. It is generally understood 
by many who have closely studied the Penan  group (and also other 
hunter-gather tribes) that the cultural ecosystem of their indigenous 
knowledge system is inextricably and closely linked to the natural 
ecosystem. But more importantly such knowledge refl ects a mode 
of ‘systems’ thinking (and ecological awareness) in practice and not 
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just as a concept or in theory. In this important and powerful respect 
modern peoples (even well-meaning academics) still have much to 
learn from the rainforest heritage of the Penan and other peoples like 
them – that is, the residual elements today of the Penan indigenous 
knowledge system as a complex, rich and adaptable framework of 
applied and external ‘homeostasis’. 

Some years ago William Cronin (1996) controversially 
argued against what he saw as some misguided and ultimately 
counterproductive environmental policy strategies to save wilderness 
areas. He did so on the basis that in isolation such policies are a red 
herring to how the real challenge of future sustainability lies in re-
thinking and re-learning the ‘human place in nature’ – that is, to 
re-acquire in practice the kind of integrated systems approach or 
associated ecological awareness needed to reconcile human and natural 
knowledge systems (and also economic vs. environmental rationales). 
As indicated we think that such a convergent understanding is needed 
to sustain the kind of partnerships with wilderness communities 
usefully exemplifi ed by the UNIMAS engagement to assist the 
Long Lamai community in developing a telecentre and related 
ecotourism initiative. In addition to also requiring open feedback and 
emergent accountability, this also presupposes a distinction between 
partnerships based on mutual respectful self-organising rather than 
co-dependent (or parasitic) resilience as a basis for  resisting short-
term non-sustainable temptations to maintain suffi cient individual or 
collective integrity. 

Figure 2. An Integrated Systems Model of the Inter-Dependent 
Axes of the Hierarchy of Human Needs and Activities
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As Figure 2 suggests, we are presenting here a systems model 
of sustainability which distinguishes between but also links in practice 
internal and external (also accountability and feedback) axes of 
knowledge-building. These alternate domains need to be suffi ciently 
aligned to achieve a relatively independent rather than co-dependent or 
asymmetrical resilience. In this way the framework outline provides a 
more developed model for approaching the local ecotourism initiative 
itself as an inter-dependent system of different roles or aspects. It 
is also a useful means for refl ecting on the partnership between the 
Long Lamai community and the UNIMAS group who are helping 
to guide this community as part of ongoing participatory research 
involving a proactive rather than merely observational process of 
study. This is in addition to how such an integrated systems model 
usefully frames a convergent view of the interplay of natural and 
human ecosystems on one hand, and on the other the interaction of 
different kinds of modern vs. traditional knowledge systems. As a 
dialogical model of sustainable development it thus helps to ‘turn 
upside down’ some conventional notions of  progress or development, 
profi t as an end itself,  and the inevitable over-exploitation or even 
destruction of natural resources and local habitats. In such a way we 
propose a transferable model of how external ‘partners’ may not only 
assist remote wilderness communities to achieve greater resilience in 
engaging the modern world – but also for both partners to learn a 
new convergent model of future sustainability for the emergence of a 
globally networked society. 
 

CONCLUSION

As Paul Gilding suggests, people around the world need to take 
control of their own destinies to address the related challenges the 
global fi nancial crisis and global warming (which he sees as related) 
in order to achieve future global sustainability. It is always easier 
to do this with a mentor, coach or other kind of partner who is 
able to provide a ‘critical friend’ role. This is one key reason why 
interdisciplinary, participatory and proactive models of university or 
academic partnership can – as this paper has discussed – provide a 
focus for working with and assisting remote wilderness communities 
striving with various external and internal dilemmas of trying to keep 
some kind of cultural integrity in balance with the needs for economic 
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survival. The UNIMAS-Long Lamai partnership has a number of 
exemplary aspects. But above all else it epitomizes the global ethical 
responsibility to assist those who arguably represent the last line 
of defense of not only their own local habitat but indeed the future 
sustainability of the global public good and commons. 
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