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Land provides basic needs for indigenous peoples

➢ Indigenous peoples rely on land for food, water, 

and shelter. 

➢ Often, indigenous peoples plant cash crops such as 

palm oil and rubber to sell for income. 

➢ They source medicinal herbs and plants from the 

land, and wood for ceremonial carvings.

➢ Parts of the land are sacred in indigenous peoples 

culture and used as graveyards etc. 

A Jahut villager clearing the dam of debris to 

ensure smooth flow of water to Kampung 

Sungai Mai



Strict land borders prevent natural land expansion

➢ Because indigenous peoples rely on land for so 

many aspects of life, it is paramount that they 

have access to enough land. 

➢ Land is often the key issue for indigenous 

peoples, and there are many pending land 

rights cases in courts. Encroachment of 

indigenous land reduces their access to basic 

needs.

➢ Strictly delineated borders prevents 

expansion of land, making it difficult for 

indigenous communities when their numbers 

grow. 

Kampung Orang Asli

Bukit Bangkong

gazetted village land



We should ensure continued access to land for basic needs

➢ Forest-based carbon schemes should channel some profits to indigenous who 

are taking care of the area.

➢ Act 134 protects indigenous land rights, but there is room 

for improvement in upholding these rights in court. Land 

appeals are sometimes vastly delayed or hijacked by 

commercial interests.

➢ Make allowances for expansions of village borders 

through organic population growth.

➢ Indigenous peoples can be valuable forest and ocean 

custodians, in line with Malaysia’s 2050 carbon zero 

ambition. 
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Sufficient access to food despite high poverty rates

➢ The 12th Malaysia Plan (RMK12) states 

that the poverty rate for indigenous 

people in 2019 stood at 34% for 

Orang Asli, much higher than the 

national poverty rate of 5.6%.

➢ However, interviewees in Kg Sungai 

Mai and Kg Bukit Bangkong indicated 

access to sufficient food and water. 

They practice subsistence agriculture 

to fulfil nutritional needs.
Hill paddy planted by a Kampung Sungai Mai villager for personal 

consumption. The Jahut believe in ‘semangat padi’, whereby paddy is 

planted to be eaten or given, not sold. 



Disaggregated data at IP level can inform better policy

Target 1.1: Eradicate extreme 

poverty

• Indicator 1.1.1: Proportion of 

population living below the 

international poverty line 

aggregated by sex, age, 

employment status, and 

geographical location 

(urban/rural).

Target 2.1: Universal access to safe 

and nutritious food

• Indicator 2.1.1: Prevalence of 

undernourishment.

• Indicator 2.1.2: Prevalence of 

moderate or severe food 

insecurity.

➢ Although official income remains low, 

subsistence farming generally provides 

indigenous peoples with sufficient 

access to food. 

➢ More nuanced reading of data –

analyze SDGs 1 and 2 together for a 

more complete picture.

➢ Disaggregation of national data to 

include indigenous peoples as a 

separate category can inform better 

policy and improve policy outcomes.
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Jobs and income: living sustainably off the environment

➢ Many indigenous peoples live off their 

surroundings (land, water, or both), in harmony with 

the environment. 

➢ Some take up waged labour at nearby 

supermarkets, factories, and estates, although 

income and progression is limited. 

➢ Tourism offers more employment opportunities e.g. 

tour guides, homestays, carvings, weavings.

➢ There is generally some reliance on government aid.

➢ Education improves social mobility and income prospects, but there are 

many underlying issues. 

A villager in Tun Mustapha Park teaching the 

younger generation traditional ways of 

catching fish (Photo credit: Sofia Johari)



Modernising agriculture will improve food security

➢ In 2019, director-general of the Department of Orang 

Asli Development (JAKOA) Dr Juli Edo stated that 

99.3% of Orang Asli are in the bottom 40% income 

(B40) group.

➢ Many work in agriculture, whether for self sustenance 

or growing cash crops for income. 

➢ Agricultural practices are generally quite basic.Palm oil planted in Kampung Sungai Mai by 

villagers. The produce is then sold to the 

surrounding Sime Darby estate.

➢ Modernising indigenous agriculture (fertiliser, tools, machines) will improve 

food security and labour productivity, at both a communal and national scale.



➢ WWF-Malaysia and Sabah Parks have initiated eco-tourism projects and its 

related products to supplement income. 

➢ Community engagement where villagers maintain upkeep is key to ensure 

projects are sustainable over the long term.

Coastal community case study: Tun Mustapha Park (TMP)

➢ TMP is home to many indigenous villages and tribes 

who share marine resources in the Park. 

➢ Marine park establishment has been proven to increase 

the biodiversity of marine flora and fauna.

➢ Most of the indigenous households earn <RM1000 per 

month, mostly from marine resources).

Sea cucumber farm at Mapan Mapan

(Photo credit: Sofia Johari)



Tourism and culture provides supplemental income

➢ In Kg Mesilau, villagers’ livelihoods comprise mainly of 

tourism services, due to it being one of the entrances to 

Mount Kinabalu. The village is home to over 10 mountain 

guides who are expert mountaineers.

➢ The Mah Meri in Sungai Bumbun sell carvings and 

weavings, but the revenue generated is modest. 

➢ Be wary of ossifying cultural practices such as dancing and 

carvings through commercialization – there should be 

room for these rich traditions to continue developing over 

time.

Rungus cloth weaver       

(Photo credit: Sofia Johari)

Mah Meri carvings



Government aid helps; more sustainable solutions needed

➢ TMP: Due to the low-income level, most 

indigenous households also rely on 

various government B40 subsidies for 

hardcore poor categories such as E-Kasih. 

➢ In Kampung Sg Mai, interviewees 

expressed that everyone has bank 

accounts as it is how they receive 

government aid. A quiet Bank Simpanan Nasional outpost in Pulau Banggi

➢ Generally, direct handouts do help indigenous households get by – but 

longer term solutions are needed to break the cycle of poverty and 

dependency.



Education improves income but problems persist

➢ Education level allows for more social mobility and 

higher income, but generally remains below the 

Malaysian average due to lack of access to good 

schools, teachers, and equipment.

➢ We need disaggregation of education indicators 

at indigenous level e.g. literacy and numeracy 

rates, % who complete primary, secondary, and 

tertiary education. 

SMK Banggi

➢ Self-chosen practical (financial literacy) and vocational (SME) training 

can be very useful in enhancing economic wellbeing. 

➢ Schools with teachers / syllabi catered to indigenous needs can prevent 

cultural erasure from mainstream education. 

State breakdown: Sabah > Peninsular
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West Malaysia: Wide coverage but only 17% renewable

➢ World Bank data indicates that Malaysia had 

achieved 100% access to electricity since 2014. 

Nevertheless, there are still pockets of remote 

rural locations without access to electricity.

➢ All our case studies in Peninsular (Kg Sungai 

Bumbun, Kg Sungai Mai and Kg Bukit Bangkong) 

are connected to TNB’s National Grid. 

Interviewees expressed that they can generally 

afford TNB’s rates.

➢ However, the National Grid in Peninsular 

Malaysia is not very clean, with just 17% of 

capacity from renewable sources. Electric power lines connecting Kampung Sungai 

Mai in Jerantut to the Peninsular Power Grid.



Sarawak: 75% energy from hydro, but dams displace IP

➢ The geographic hurdle is more pronounced in East 

Malaysia, where there are more remote villages.

➢ The Sarawak Alternative Rural Electrification Scheme 

(SARES) by Sarawak Energy and NGOs such as Green 

Empowerment help provide rural access to electrical 

lighting. 

➢ Sarawak’s energy mix is much cleaner than Peninsular, 

with 75% of 2019 generation coming from 

hydropower (25% from coal, gas, and diesel). 

➢ However, dam construction has displaced 

indigenous communities in the past. 

Bario Central Solar Hybrid Power Station 

located at Kampung Baru, Bario

Protests against the construction of the 

Baram hydroelectric dam. Photo credit: 

Save Rivers



Sabah: Lagging universal coverage, reliability, renewables

➢ Rural electrification levels in Sabah are the 

lowest in Malaysia at 88.7%.

➢ Sabah’s System Average Interruption Duration 

Index (SAIDI) was 205 minutes in 2019.

➢ 90% of Sabah’s 2019 generation came from non-

renewable sources.

➢ In Oct 2021, the Sabah Renewable Energy Rural 

Electrification Roadmap was launched to 

implement renewable energy mini-grids for at 

least half of the unelectrified remote area villages 

in Sabah by 2027.

Mohamad Alamin (Kimanis MP) said that Sabahans, 

including his parliamentary constituency, faced 

electricity outages almost every day, which not only 

affected their daily lives but also caused property 

damage. He requested for the upgrading of the 

electrical system, as the cables and transformers 

used were very outdated.



Continue advancing rural electrification and renewables

➢ Sabah and Sarawak to continue advancing rural 

electrification levels towards universal coverage 

(community-managed micro renewables). 

➢ Sabah and Peninsular should accelerate their 

energy transition to renewables. Coal phase out 

can be done through co-firing.

➢ Development of new hydropower dams (e.g. Baleh) 

should be in consultation with the indigenous 

communities affected.

➢ Sabah should upgrade their electrical 

infrastructure to improve reliability. 
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Well-paved roads lead to sustainable development

➢ Roads are crucial for rural indigenous villages as they 

provide convenient access to nearby towns with 

health, education, financial, and retail facilities. 

➢ The quality of roads varies by village. Kg Bukit 

Bangkung had tar roads and metered water as it is 

surrounded by Malay villages.

➢ Kg Sungai Mai, which is surrounded by a large Sime Darby palm oil estate, had 

long, winding dirt roads, and intermittent water from two nearby dams. 

➢ The Mah Meri people get relatively more attention from mainstream 

indigenous activists and NGOs due to their proximity to urban locations, and 

access through roads. 

➢ Obtain consent (in accordance with FPIC) first before building roads.

A road in Pulau Banggi



Mobile connectivity brings cultural and educational shifts

➢ Mobile and Internet connectivity provides 

more interaction with the outside world 

and opportunities.

➢ Some interviewees alluded to a dilution 

of culture as indigenous youth spend 

copious amounts of time on their devices, 

absorbing more mainstream culture.Children near Kudat gather on an island with stronger Internet 

connection to play mobile games.

➢ Devices and Internet played a key role in education during the Covid-19 

induced lockdowns, when schools were closed. Interviewees cited struggles

with number of devices, reliability of Internet connectivity, and the virtual 

medium of instruction being difficult to follow.



Summary (1/2)

Subject Situation Recommendations SDGs

Land rights 

and basic 

needs

• Land is key in providing basic 

needs, income, and culture

• Make allowances for natural land expansion

• Carbon schemes should compensate 

ecosystem custodians

Poverty rates 

and statistics

• Mainstream economic data 

such as GDP and income 

does not capture full picture

• Transparent, disaggregated data can improve 

policy

• Analysis of SDGs should be done holistically 

and not in silos

Jobs and 

income

• Living off the land

• Many IP are still in B40 / in 

poverty

• Multifaceted: Education, 

tourism, government aid

• Modernise agriculture (tools, machines, 

fertiliser)

• Community engagement is key for 

sustainability of projects

• Targeted indigenous education policies



Summary (2/2)

Subject Situation Recommendations SDGs

Affordable 

and clean 

energy

• Pockets of remote rural 

locations without access to 

electricity.

• Rural electrification: 99% (P), 

96% (SW), 89% (SB)

• Renewables: 75% (SW), 17% 

(P), 10% (SB)

• Continue advancing rural electrification 

through community-managed micro 

renewables

• Accelerate transition towards a greener grid 

by phasing out coal

• Hydropower dam development needs to be in 

consultation with IP

Connectivity 

and 

infrastructure

• Roads are crucial connections 

to health, education, financial, 

and commercial facilities

• Internet and devices provide 

connectivity especially during 

lockdowns 

• Develop and upgrade roads (with consent)

• Enhance rural Internet connectivity



Relevant SDG Indicators (1/3)

Land rights and 

basic needs

• 1.4.2 Proportion of total adult population with secure tenure rights to land, (a) with legally 

recognized documentation, and (b) who perceive their rights to land as secure, by sex and type of 

tenure 

• 2.1.1 Prevalence of undernourishment

• 2.1.2 Prevalence of moderate or severe food insecurity in the population, based on the Food 

Insecurity Experience Scale (FIES) 

• 14.5.1 Coverage of protected areas in relation to marine areas

• 15.1.1 Forest area as a proportion of total land area

Poverty rates 

and statistics

• 1.1.1 Proportion of the population living below the international poverty line by sex, age, 

employment status and geographic location (urban/rural) 

• 1.2.2 Proportion of men, women and children of all ages living in poverty in all its dimensions 

according to national definitions

Illustrative, not exhaustive



Relevant SDG Indicators (2/3)

Jobs and 

income

• 2.3.2 Average income of small-scale food producers, by sex and indigenous status

• 2.4.1 Proportion of agricultural area under productive and sustainable agriculture 

• 8.3.1 Proportion of informal employment in total employment, by sector and sex

• 10.1.1 Growth rates of household expenditure or income per capita among the bottom 40 per cent 

of the population and the total population 

Education

• 4.1.1 Proportion of children and young people (a) in grades 2/3; (b) at the end of primary; and (c) 

at the end of lower secondary achieving at least a minimum proficiency level in (i) reading and (ii) 

mathematics, by sex 

• 4.1.2 Completion rate (primary education, lower secondary education, upper secondary education) 

• 4.5.1 Parity indices (female/male, rural/urban, bottom/top wealth quintile and others such as 

disability status, indigenous peoples and conflict-affected, as data become available) for all 

education indicators on this list that can be disaggregated
Illustrative, not exhaustive



Relevant SDG Indicators (3/3)

Affordable and 

clean energy

• 7.1.1 Proportion of population with access to electricity 

• 7.1.2 Proportion of population with primary reliance on clean fuels and technology 

• 7.2.1 Renewable energy share in the total final energy consumption 

Connectivity 

and 

infrastructure

• 8.10.2 Proportion of adults (15 years and older) with an account at a bank or other financial 

institution or with a mobile-money-service provider

• 9.1.1 Proportion of the rural population who live within 2 km of an all-season road

• 9.c.1 Proportion of population covered by a mobile network, by technology

• 17.6.1 Fixed Internet broadband subscriptions per 100 inhabitants, by speed

Illustrative, not exhaustive



Thank you



SDG Goals


