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ABSTRACT 

Land use transition in Sarawak is mainly caused by the land development projects under the 

State programme. In the mission to ‘develop’ rural communities, the state introduced various 

land development projects to ‘uplift’ the standards of living of the rural poor as well as to 

pull them into the mainstream of ‘modernisation’ (Cramb, 2007). However, this has taken a 

toll in the rural community’s livelihood. Not only does this affect their livelihood activity 

directly, all other livelihood aspects such as the access to resources and their traditional 

cultural practices are also affected. Despite all that, they manage to strive and sustain their 

livelihood. Using Sustainable Livelihood Framework as the guideline for this research, I am 

looking at the communities’ strategies in navigating their livelihood despite constant 

changes that took place. With that, my study focuses on diversification of livelihood 

strategies which include the diversification of access to capital assets. Access is the key 

factor that affects a household’s livelihood sustainability.  

 

Keywords: Sustainable livelihood framework, livelihood strategies, capital asset, asset 

to capital, smallholder farmers, land use 
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Diversifikasi Strategi Kehidupan Dalam Kalangan Pekebun di Nanga Entabai, Julau 

ABSTRAK 

Perubahan penggunaan tanah di Sarawak dipengaruhi oleh projek pembangunan yang 

diperkenalkan oleh kerajaan. Dalam misi untuk membangunkan masyarakat luar bandar, 

kerajaan telah memperkenalkan pelbagai projek pembangunan tanah dengan alasan untuk 

menaiktaraf kehidupan masyarakat luar bandar sekaligus menarik mereka ke dalam arus 

pemodenan (Cramb, 2007). Walaubagaimanapun, ini telah meninggalkan kesan terhadap 

kehidupan masyarakat. Tidak hanya ini mempengaruhi kehidupan seharian mereka secara 

terus, tetapi juga kepada seluruh aspek kehidupan yang lain seperti akses terhadap sumber 

dan tradisi kebudayaan mereka. Namun, masyarakat luar bandar tetap mampu meneruskan 

kehidupan mereka walaupun terpaksa berhadapan dengan pelbagai perubahan. Dengan 

menggunakan kaedah Rangka Kerja Kehidupan Mampan sebagai panduan, kajian ini 

berperanan untuk mengkaji strategi yang digunakan oleh para golongan pekebun dalam 

memastikan kemampanan kehidupan mereka. Dengan itu, kajian ini berfokuskan kepada 

diversifikasi strategi kehidupan yang juga merangkumi diversifikasi terhadap akses kepada 

aset kapital. Akses merupakan kunci kepada kemampanan kehidupan sesebuah keluarga. 

 

Kata kunci: Rangka Kerja Kehidupan Mampan, diversifikasi cara hidup, aset kapital, 

pekebun luar bandar, penggunaan tanah 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Study Background 

This chapter discusses livelihood diversification as a strategy to sustain a livelihood 

faced with shocks or trends. Taking Sarawak as the case study, this chapter peels the issues 

faced by the rural communities in Sarawak in tandem with rapid changes of development 

policies.  

1.2 Development Policies in Sarawak 

Sarawak faced constant land change in tandem with implementation of development 

policies. These policies introduced are meant to ‘push’ farmers’ livelihood to a better, 

modernised living through ‘modern’ agriculture activities. Hence, various development 

policies were introduced with a mission to ‘upgrade’ the farmers’ livelihood (Cramb, 2009). 

Iban’s rural communities were largely dependent on natural resources as their source 

of livelihood. Before cash income became significant, rural farmers relied on forest products 

for food supplied. Hunting and gathering were among the important activities to sustain 

themselves (Cramb, 2013). However, as the state started to roll out the development policies 

especially to the rural area, rural communities adjusted their farming pattern to fit into the 

development policies introduced. Ngidang (2003) reported that the Department of 

Agriculture (DOA) had been assisting farmers with rubber planting since 1956. As a result 

of rubber intensification, the total land covered with rubber increased significantly from 

25,000 hectares in 1960 to 36,000 hectares in 1972 in Second Division (Cramb and Reece, 

1988). 
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From rubber, the state extended their attention to pepper farming. According to the 

official website of Department of Agriculture (DOA) Sarawak, most pepper farmers which 

were mostly of Iban and Bidayuh ethnicity, were largely assisted by pepper planting schemes 

that were implemented by DOA since 1972 (Department of Agriculture Sarawak, 2021). 

This resulted in Sarawak as the biggest pepper producer in Malaysia which covers 98% of 

the entire production. To date, Malaysia is the fifth biggest producer globally after Vietnam, 

India, Indonesia and Brazil. 

Another major state’s intervention project in the rural area is on the oil palm 

programme. This is following the then chief minister of Sarawak, Abdul Taib Mahmud’s 

speech in 1984, where he encouraged rural farmers to develop their ‘idle’ lands for a 

productive and more economically benefit activity (Cramb, 2013). In the eyes of the state, 

the rural community has a lot of lands that are not utilised, or in other word, “idle”. It is 

deemed as a waste that the rural communities did not utilise their natural resources to 

generate income. 

Given the current condition where the rural communities were as a backward society 

due to their socioeconomic condition, Abdul Taib Mahmud believed that only through 

‘modern’ economy that this rural communities can be pulled out from the mainstream of 

poverty (Cramb, 2013). At that time of the speech, state government was currently working 

on large scale plantations through joint venture programme with the private companies 

where the natives lease their lands to private sector for the latter to develop into oil palm 

plantation (Cramb, 2013). To support this programme, several government agencies such as 

Sarawak Land Consolidation and Rehabilitation Authority (SALCRA) were established to 

act as custodians.   
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1.3 The Effects of Shifting to Cash Cropping 

It is found that Iban’s sociocultural livelihood is equally affected as a result of land 

use transition from subsistence farming to cash cropping. Priority shifts to cash crops had 

affected farmer’s livelihood in various aspects. For instance, heavy priority on cash crops 

which caused farmers to pay less attention to paddy farming had altered their relationship 

with the spiritual divine. According to Freeman (1955), Iban’s paddy farming are tightly 

bound to spiritual activities. It is believed that padi has its own spirit that can help farmers 

to increase their harvest for the year. Freeman (1955) in his report described padi as “… a 

spirit, that it possesses a soul, a personality of its own, and it is this belief that permeates 

the whole of their agricultural practice” (p. 28). Each bilik family has a padi pun that is 

regarded as the most important strain of rice (Freeman, 1955). Iban believes that padi pun 

allows them to communicate with the padi spirit. With the gradual extinction of padi 

farming, it is said that the Iban loses their belief system, rituals and societal role that signify 

their identity as an Iban (Cramb et al., 2009). 

Apart from that, the farmer’s involvement in global market economy through cash 

cropping had also making them to compromise the sovereignty of their local traditions and 

institutions (Ngidang, 2003; Cramb et al., 2009; Cramb and Reece, 1988). Previously, any 

matter related to land is dictated by the customary law called adat. Adat is a set of rules and 

interdiction that governs individual or community’s way of life (Sather, 1980). Since land is 

a source of livelihood, the access towards it and the management are controlled by adat 

(Ngidang, 2003). When cash cropping began to manipulate farmer’s land use pattern, local 

traditions and institutions begin to fade. This can be seen in land use decision making 

process. In the past, decision on what to plan and which land to cultivate are made known to 

the local community before planting activity begin. This is to avoid any contravention with 
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other longhouse members. However, when farmers begin to have permanent farms, annual 

meeting is no longer being practiced (Cramb, 2007). On state level, development project 

based on cash cropping led to dilution of local institutions and sovereignty of the adat law. 

For instance, state views unused native land as ‘idle’ or ‘unproductive’ land (Cramb, 2013). 

For them, it is a loss to the native itself when they did not make use of their existing land for 

gaining money. However, what the state failed to see is the concept of fallow system among 

the Iban. Iban used to practice shifting cultivation as a way to rejuvenate soil fertility for 

future farming purposes. This fallow land will then become secondary forest (tanah 

temuda)  (Cramb, 2013). Although the fallow land is not being used at the moment, the Iban 

always have the idea of utilising it in the future. 

Not only that, Joint Venture Programme (JVP) under land development projects of 

Sarawak created the role of trustee between landowners and private company had made 

landowners to lose their power over their lands. The landowners are not given rights to 

involve in any management decisions and financial arrangements of the project (Cramb, 

2009). In addition to that, rights towards the land after the project ends is still not known as 

there is no landowner who had finished their leasing period for the other members to learn 

from (Cramb, 2013). Because of the very long leasing period and the vagueness on land 

rights, rights to access and to inherit are abruptly disturbed. This, however, is not a recent 

issue since the Iban had been pressured to renegotiate their land tenure system ever since the 

colonial era (Cramb and Wills, 1990). According to the Iban customary law, those who first 

cleared an area are entitled ownership for the land. Rights towards the land is heritable and 

can be passed from one generation to the other (Freeman, 1955). However, when colonials 

came, they disregard this form of land tenure (Cramb and Wills, 1990). For them, rights to 

lands will only be established when the landowners hold an individual title grant to the land. 
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Failure to provide individual titled land will not give the landowners a total ownership 

towards the land but only a usufruct right1 if the claimant could provide evidence that their 

ancestors had first opened the land before 1958 - based on the law stated under Land Code 

1958. With numerous land development projects and policies being introduced to the 

community, the role of adat as a sovereign law in ruling the Iban land tenure had gradually 

losing its power. 

Specialisation in cash cropping also weakened the community’s social ties and sense 

of identity (Cramb et al., 2009). In the past when subsistence farming was still a prominent 

agricultural activity in Iban community, beduruk or exchanging of labour in return of favour 

was a common practice. According to Freeman (1955), the concept of reciprocity is a 

prominent tradition within the community. However, as cash crop became increasingly 

important within the society, the practice of beduruk fades (Cramb et al., 2009). The 

decision-making and cash crop management that are individualistic in nature reduces the 

social cohesion between one bilik family to the other. 

Complete specialisation on cash crop increases household vulnerability towards 

price downturns (Cramb et al., 2009). As price of cash crop depends on the global market 

economy, farmers who choose to focus largely on cash crop are more vulnerable compared 

to those who diversify their livelihood strategies. In situation where price of cash crop could 

not cover household’s needs and commitment, farmers would find themselves struggling as 

they do not have other alternatives to support their livelihood. Not only that, price downturns 

also affect farmer’s capability to buy fertilisers for their crop. In a case study of two different 

communities in Sarawak and West Kalimantan, the farmers have to reduce the amount of 

 
1 Usufruct means the right to use but not to own 
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fertilisers and pesticides used on their crop as a result of reduced capacity to buy chemicals 

(Wadley and Mertz, 2005). In Sarawak where subsidies for chemicals are provided only for 

the first three years of planting, farmers have to buy chemicals on their own for the following 

years. Wadley and Mertz reported that the maintenance of cash crop often drop off after the 

subsidies stop, especially when price for the cash crop drop in the market. 

1.4 Livelihood Diversification 

Livelihood diversification is a concept under livelihood strategy which refers to the 

construction of various activities and social security with the intention to either maintain the 

livelihood (necessity) or to bring the current livelihood to a greater height (choice) (Ellis, 

1998). It does not only restrict to income diversification through activities conducted but 

also referring to the diversification of access that one may have (Ellis, 1998). 

According to the Sustainable Livelihood Framework as purposed by Ellis (2000), 

livelihood diversification is made possible through the access to capital assets. There are five 

capital assets identified, which are natural capital, social capital, financial capital, human 

capital and physical capital. The access to any of the capitals could allow the household to 

create a livelihood strategy to either maintain or elevate their current livelihood state (Ellis, 

2000). 

In Sarawak, literatures show that the rural communities have been diversifying their 

livelihood strategies in different ways through different capitals (Cramb and Reece, 1998; 

Saliman et al., 2023). One of the distinct capitals is social capital. Saliman, Wong and 

Abdullah (2023) found that social capital can be in both vertical and horizontal network. 

Vertical network can be seen through programs or projects conducted by different agencies 

ranging from schemes, subsidies and trainings. These projects help in providing the capitals 

needed to embark on a new agricultural project. Trainings provided, for instance, helps the 
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community to maneuver their ways in agricultural sector, particularly on crops that they are 

planting. On the other hand, horizontal network refers to the mutual help given between one 

another of the same community or family such as raising funds for wedding, funerals or 

helping one another in the farm or what the local known as ‘beduruk’ (Saliman et al., 2023). 

Beduruk is an act of exchanging labour for farming activities (Freeman, 1955). It is usually 

done between longhouse members who are usually consisting of family members. 

1.5 Relationship between Access to Capital Assets and Livelihood Diversification 

Strategies 

Studies show that in the face of shock or trends, individuals use diversification to 

maintain their livelihood (Ellis, 2000; Nguyen, Nguyen and Grote, 2022; Wang et al., 2024). 

They involve in various kind of activities in order to sustain their livelihood, either on farm 

or non – farm based (Ellis, 2000). Those who do on farm activities may work on other’s 

farm and receive something in return such as money, while those who do non – farm work 

may work as a labour worker to earn an income. 

The ability to do diversification is said to be influenced by their access to capital 

assets (Habib et al., 2023). Those who have stronger access to capitals have better ability to 

maneuver their ways in such situations. Mumuni and Oladede (2016) found that farmers who 

have better access to capitals improve their locus of control, which allows them to have 

better control on farming management and boosts their agricultural entrepreneurial 

capabilities. 

In Sarawak, livelihood diversification strategy is not an uncommon practice among 

the farmers. Study by Tan et al. (2020) found that the riverine communities around Sadong 

Jaya deployed livelihood diversification strategies as a way to cope with the flood that often 

happen to them. They optimised their access to physical and human capitals in order for 
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them to maximise their strategies. Infrastructures such as bridges and roads had helped them 

to diversify and intensify their economic activities, which then enabled them to cope with 

the shocks. 

1.6 Problem Statement 

         Julau is a district within the division of Sarikei (Pentadbiran Bahagian Sarikei, 2025). 

It is 1703.39 square kilometers and can be accessed by the Pan Borneo road. According to 

the official website of the Sarikei Division Administrative, Julau is known as the massive 

pepper producer. Most of the communities are farmers who are also working on other cash 

crops such as rubber and paddy. 

         Nanga Entabai is one of the areas in Julau. “Nanga” refers to the confluence of a 

river while “Entabai” is the name of the area. Nanga Entabai consists of seven longhouses 

namely Rumah Minggan, Rumah Enggu, Rumah Uchi, Rumah Salleh, Rumah Lenjau, 

Rumah Banggau and Rumah Jeffery. The distance from Julau town to Nanga Entabai is 

32.2km and approximately 45 minutes of driving with the speed of 60km/hr (based on 

fieldworks done from 2019 to 2022). 

 According to Tambile et. al (2024), rural communities who heavily relied on natural 

resources are often challenged by various factors such as droughts, floods and outbreaks of 

pests and diseases. Their shifted priority from subsistence farming to cash cropping also 

caused them to be affected by global occurrences such as price fluctuations in the market 

(Achterbosch, van Berkum, & Meijerink, 2014). The growing importance of cash, which 

leads to the active participation in cash cropping, may draw these rural farmers closer to 

global events while simultaneously pushing them further into the margins of economic 

hardship. This, in turn, may echo Ellis (1998), who described those farmers as 'vulnerable’.  
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 In this study, the researcher is interested in examining farmer’s livelihood strategies. 

The researcher wants to observe main livelihood strategies that the farmers are applying in 

their effort to sustain their livelihood. Drawing from the Sustainable Livelihood Framework, 

such strategies are a result of their access to capital assets. Thus, the researcher is also 

interested in examining the role of capital assets to farmer’s livelihood strategies’ choice.  

 Other than that, the researcher wants to analyse the decision - making factors in 

relation to crop choices. As cited in 1.1, study shows that the farmers' crop type had 

undergone changes as policies changed (Cramb, 2009). Thus, in this study, the researcher 

wants to study the factors that influence the crop choices among farmers. 

1.7 Research Objectives 

Drawing from the arguments above, the research objectives of this study are as 

follows: 

a) To examine the livelihood strategies of rural farmers in Nanga Entabai, Julau 

b) To identify role of capital assets in farmer’s livelihood strategies 

c) To determine factors that influence the decision - making process in relation to crop 

choices 

1.8 Research Questions 

As such, the research questions of this thesis are: 

a) What are the livelihood strategies of the rural farmers in Nanga Entabai, Julau? 

b) How did the access to capital assets shaped rural farmer’s livelihood strategy? 

c) What are the factors that affect farmer’s crop choices? 
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1.9 Research Significant 

This study is important as it could address the needs of different parties. The insights 

into the challenges faced by the rural farmers and their livelihood diversification strategies 

may guide the related governmental and non – governmental organisation (NGO) in shaping 

their policies or developing programs aimed at supporting rural farmer’s needs. 

Identification of the roles of capital assets, as well as examining the factors that 

influence farmer’s crop choices could guide responsible parties in creating programs that 

could elevate farmer’s livelihood. With the insights gathered from this study, the respective 

parties would narrate their programs plan better which indirectly could save their time and 

cost. 

Finally, this study could serve as a point of reference for future researchers interested 

in exploring the same topic. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Narratives of Development 

   Modernisation theory provides a framework of how a ‘modern’ society should be 

(Mbah and Ojukwu, 2019). It provides a specific standard of how a society should transition 

if they want to be considered as a ‘modern’ society. Modernisation theory views progress in 

a guided particular path of transitions which cover transition in values, norms, institutions 

and structures (Bhuyan, 2020). 

  In the context of development, modernisation theory is used to explain the process 

of change and growth (Mbah and Ojukwu, 2019). Rostow (1990) suggested five stages of 

growth namely the traditional society, the pre - conditions for take - off, the take - off, the 

drive to maturity and lastly, the age of high mass - consumption. The core of his argument 

is that a ‘modernised’ society should go beyond subsistence economy but venture into mass 

production which directly correlates to an increase in income and a rise in employment rate. 

Modernisation theory believes that these are the qualities of a ‘developed’ nation. As a result 

of this idea, the ‘underdeveloped’ countries are expected to follow the path taken by the 

‘developed’ countries (Tipps, 1973).  

This theory has been debunked due to its limited scope of analysis and ignorance 

over various social situations. Modernisation theory, which encourages the poor to have 

higher purchasing power to enable them to get their basic needs, does not cover some 

prominent issues such as the needs for basic human nutritional needs and the inability of the 

cripple group to be employed (Streeten, 1979, p. 137). As such, the basic needs approach is 

introduced as an alternative to measure development. The objective of the basic needs 
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approach is to ‘provide opportunities for the full physical, mental and social development of 

the individual’ (Streeten, 1979, p. 136). It believes in the need to mobilise resources to 

particular groups that are lacking in those resources and focus on what is provided rather 

than on income. In another word, basic needs approach gives the responsibilities to those in 

power (eg. the elites, the developer) to see what the community is lacking and to provide 

them with what they need. This idea then was contrasted with the advent of human 

capabilities approach proposed by Sen (1979). 

The realisation on the capability of human beings, particularly those of marginalised 

community as an active decider for any decision in their own life was significant in the late 

1970s by the work of Sen (1979) and early 1980s by the work of Chambers (1983). Sen 

introduced the basic capabilities approach in which he believes that a human’s wellbeing is 

not defined by income or wealth per say but is determined by their capabilities in translating 

their resources into what they define as ‘achievement’ (Clark, 2005). To measure a wellbeing 

of an individual simply by looking at their resources would not do the justice since resources 

is only a mean and not an end (Robeyns and Byskov, 2023). Sen (1979) argues that resources 

are not an end in itself because different people have different capability of using the 

resources. He illustrated this by using an analogy of a disabled and physically abled man. 

Given the same amounts of resources, Sen argues that the final outcome between the disabled 

and the physically abled man would be different because the process of getting to the end is 

different for both parties. For instance, the disabled man may need to get a wheelchair to 

allow him to achieve his desired end goal. By getting a good wheelchair, he will need to use 

most of his resources - which then leaves him with little resources to pursue his goal. This 

illustration shows that the number of resources do not determine a person’s wellbeing but 

rather, the capability of utilising the resources to produce a meaningful end. Thus, the 
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capability approach recognises people’s ability to make use of their resources to create 

opportunities and achievements (Robeyns and Byskov, 2023). 

Following Sen’s work, Chambers (1983) believes that the ‘marginalised’ whom the 

elites tried to ‘develop’ should hold the loudest voice in any development plan. They should 

be given the power to decide what they want and to voice out what they do not agree with 

because the development projects that are going to be introduced will affect the community 

the most. 

2.2 The Advent of Sustainable Livelihoods Approach 

         Sustainable livelihood (SL) is an idea that emerged from the concern to eradicate 

poverty (Ashley and Carney, 1999). It is a result of growing concern over the effectiveness 

of development activity that was meant to cater for the poor. Donors and government efforts 

were focusing too much on resources, facilities or services without putting much emphasis 

on the people themselves. As a result, development programs were less likely to be 

sustainable over a long run. Thus, in order to enhance the effort to eliminate poverty, this 

approach was introduced as a way of thinking about the objectives, scope and priorities for 

development (DFID, 1999). The concept of sustainable livelihood was introduced in the 

report of an Advisory Panel of the World Commission on Environment and Development 

(Chambers and Conway, 1991). In essence, this approach is a way of putting people at the 

centre of development (DFID, 1999). 

 Ellis and Biggs (2001) found that approach to development in the context of rural 

setting has undergone a series of evolution. In the 1960s, rural development thinking was 

influenced by modernisation theory. It then evolved to state intervention in the 1970s, 

followed by market liberalisation in the 1980s and participation and empowerment in the 

1990s (Ellis and Biggs, 2001).  The stages of evolution did not transit in an ‘absolute’ 
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manner where one set of ideas swept away the previous thinking completely, but it involved 

a dynamic evolution. The idea will gain strength in practice ten or fifteen years after they 

were first put forward (Ellis and Biggs, 2001).  

2.3 Definition of Sustainable Livelihood 

There are various definitions of sustainable livelihood found. According to 

Chambers and Conway (1991), sustainable livelihood refers to “a livelihood that consists of 

capabilities, assets (stores, resources, claims and access) and activities required for a means 

of living”. A livelihood is sustainable when it can cope with and recover from stress and 

shocks, maintain or enhance its capabilities and assets and provide sustainable livelihood 

opportunities for the next generation. Chambers and Conway divided assets into two 

categories which are tangible and intangible. Resources and stores are categorised under 

tangible while claims and access are categorised under intangible. 

Chambers and Conway (1991) believe that any development project should apply 

capabilities, equity and sustainability as its concept. Each is not treated as the end product 

but each can work either as a means or an end. Chambers and Conway see capabilities as an 

ability to be proactive and dynamically adaptable, not only reactive to adverse changes in 

condition. This includes being able to access and use services, making innovation, 

interacting with one another and exploiting new conditions and resources. Equity, on the 

other hand, is a situation where less unequal distribution of assets, capabilities and 

opportunities take place and the enhancement of the marginalised to allow them to strive 

well alongside other communities. Chambers and Conway divide sustainability into two 

categories; environmental sustainability on the impact of livelihood activities on 

environment and social sustainability where a human unit can maintain and power through 

their livelihood activities under any circumstances. 



 15 

        Scoones (1998) believes that a livelihood is sustainable if it has capabilities, assets and 

activities combined together to sustain a living. He believes that a combined access to 

livelihood resources will enable households or individuals to pursue livelihood strategies 

which are clustered into three categories, namely agricultural intensification and 

extensification, livelihood diversification and migration. These strategies can be 

accomplished if households or individuals have access to the types of capital that Scoones 

had categorised into four kinds: natural capital, economic or financial capital, human capital, 

and social capital.  

Chambers and Conway (1991) and Scoones (1998) differ in their focus while 

conducting sustainable livelihood approach. Chambers and Conway (1991) did not explicitly 

mention the need to look into the role of institutions and processes in affecting the livelihood 

strategies chosen. Their focus are on how to conduct this approach by taking into account 

capabilities, equity and sustainability of the project while thinking of the practicality of this 

approach in the 21st century. While Scoones (1998) is also concern of the methods of using 

this approach, he explicitly mention the need to pay attention to the mediating processes that 

affect the livelihood strategies of a particular unit of analysis. Growing from Scoones’s 

work, several other researchers are supporting this. Ellis (1999) defined livelihood as the 

activities, assets and access that are combined together to determine the living gained by an 

individual or a household. He argues that a livelihood can be sustained if the individual or 

the household have the access to capital assets. This access will determine the type of 

activities that the individual or the household can do to sustain their livelihood.  

Unlike Scoones, Ellis (2000b) said there are five capital assets that are significant in 

sustaining household livelihood. There are natural capital, human capital, social capital, 

financial capital and physical capital. Ellis (2000b) recognises the role of physical 
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infrastructures, such as roads, as a prominent factor that could affect a household's livelihood 

strategies. Access to roads, for instance, may open up many income opportunities, which 

then help the household to maintain their livelihood. 

Apart from access to assets, Carney (2003) argues that power structures such as 

governance, power and rights have a role in determining a household's livelihood strategies. 

She suggested users of sustainable livelihood approaches pay adequate attention to how 

government work and the role that the poor people play. Apart from analysing the power 

relations between the poor and the elites, Carney was also concerned with the relationship 

between the market economy and the people’s livelihood. According to her, the community's 

economic decision is influenced by the market economy. What they do to sustain their life 

is a response towards the market economy. 

 

Based on Figure 2.1 above, Chambers and Conway (1991) argue that a livelihood 

output or what they also coined as “gain” is determined by their livelihood capabilities. Their 

capability will then shape the type livelihood activities they can do. Their capability to design 

Figure 2.1: Operational definition of sustainable livelihood by Chambers and Conway (1991, p. 7) 

People    Their livelihood capabilities        

 

Activities   What they do 

Assets    Tangible (resources and stores) 

    and intangible (claims and access) 

    which provide material and social means 

 

Gains or outputs  a living, what they gain from what they do 
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their choice of livelihood activities are influence by their access to tangible and intangible 

assets. Chambers and Conway believe that these assets are the means to achieve the 

livelihood outcome that they desired. 

2.4 Sustainable Livelihood Framework 

According to the SLF by Ellis (2000), assets, the access to assets and the factors that 

influence the access to assets (eg. social relations, institutions and organisations) are factors 

that determine the livelihood strategies of a particular object of study. 

   

Based on the above diagram, assets which consist of natural, physical, human, 

financial and social capital together with the influence of social relations, institutions and 

organisation under a particular context will determine the livelihood strategies of a particular 

household. The chosen strategies will then determine the livelihood outcome - whether they 

are more secure or become vulnerable. A sustainable livelihood is said to be achieved when 

the household could cope or adapt to the changes that affect their livelihood. 

Asset is referred to as the stocks of capital that can be used directly or indirectly to 

sustain a livelihood by generating means of survival or to produce material well-being above 

Figure 2.2: Sustainable livelihood framework adapted from Ellis (2000). 
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survival need (Ellis, 2000). Asset includes tangible or intangible matter that is owned, 

controlled, claimed or accessed by the household.  

2.5 Capital Assets 

There are five types of capital assets under the sustainable livelihood approach, 

namely natural capital, social capital, physical capital, financial capital and human capital. 

As noted in section 2.3, access to capital assets enables households to structure their 

livelihood strategies, which in turn support the sustainability of their livelihood. 

i. Natural capital 

Bateman and Mace (2020) define natural capital as the renewable and non - 

renewable natural resources which can give a direct or indirect benefit to humankind. It may 

act as an ecosystem service delivery (e.g providing fresh air) or a thrust for a household's 

economic catalyst. Studies reported that rural communities mostly relied on their natural 

resources for source of income (Kemkes, 2015; Tambile et. al, 2024). In Kemkes’s study of 

the people in Great Caucasus of the Republic of Georgia, low-income group in the remote 

mountainous region depended on natural resources for up to 60% of their total income 

(Kemkes, 2015). The livelihood activities mostly revolve around collecting forest products 

which then are sold for cash. The ability to harvest natural resources for income is an 

example of how access to natural capital could help in sustaining livelihood. 

ii. Social capital 

Social capital, on the other hand, refers to the social resources, such as networks, 

associations and social claims, that people utilise in creating a livelihood strategy (Scoones, 

1998). This echoed what Yuliati and Isaskar (2018) believe in when they said that social 

capital, which consists of institutions plays, a significant role in determining the 
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sustainability of a household’s livelihood. In the study done in East Java, Indonesia, Yuliati 

and Isaskar (2018) found that cooperation institutions (gotong - royong) and economic 

institutions have an influence over a household's livelihood sustainability. Cooperation 

institutions, for instance, helped family members in farm works when the instant family 

members are not around. This situation echoed Freeman’s observation when he noticed that 

relatives of any woman whose male family members are not around during paddy’s peak 

season came to help her to do the herculean tasks. This action allows the household in context 

to be on track with their farming activity and thus, allowing them to sustain their livelihood. 

Economic institutions, such as the practice of ‘arisan’, where money is collected among 

members of the arisan group and is rotated within the members itself, helped women with 

financial difficulties. With this practice, women who have financial constraints could pay 

their commitments. Thus, this is an example of how social capital helps to sustain a 

livelihood. 

iii. Physical capital 

 He and Ahmed (2022) define physical capital as the tools for production that are used 

to sustain a livelihood. He and Ahmed (2022) conducted a study on farmers in South China 

to look for the important factors that influence the transformation of a household’s livelihood 

strategies. In the study, they found that physical capital holds the most positive influence on 

the growth of the agriculture livelihood strategy as it could improve the production capacity 

of local farmers. Another instance of the role of physical asset to the alleviation of 

household’s livelihood strategies is shown by the work of Cramb and Sujang (2013) where 

they found that the road build by joint venture companies for oil palm projects had benefited 

smallholder farmers who utilise the same road to bring out their fresh fruit bunches (FFB) 

to town.  
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iv. Financial capital 

Wang, Mao, Liu and Cai (2023) argued that financial capital is the basis for 

production and operation of rural households. Not only does it help in sustaining a livelihood 

strategy but it also helps in expanding and improving a household’s living standard. A high 

financial capital gives stronger survival motivation and allows a household to diversify their 

livelihood strategies. In the context of the study done by Wang et al. (2023), entrepreneurial 

ideas among the rural households stem from having a solid financial capital foundation. Not 

only that, the financial capital also has a positive impact on the success of rural household’s 

entrepreneurship. 

v. Human capital 

Human capital refers to the ability, talents and knowledge of an individual or a 

household which will affect their activity’s productivity and competitive advantage 

(Baiyegunhi, 2024). Syafrial, Toiba, Retnoningsih, Purwanti and Rahman (2022) define 

divide human capital into categories which are quantity (human resources) and quality 

(skills, knowledge and ability). In the study conducted on 300 farmers in East Java, the 

researchers found that age does have an influence on an individual's level of food security. 

This is due to the utilisation of technologies in the agricultural sector, which the older farmer 

could not adapt to. According to Baiyegunhi (2024), a high level of human capital capacity 

echoed better learning capability. In this sense, the younger farmer has a higher level of 

human capacity compared to the older farmer’s group. Baiyegunhi, in his study among cane 

growers in Kwazulu - Natal North Coast, South Africa found that on - the - job training gives 

a positive impact to farmer’s ability to do innovation which then increases farm 

productivity.  
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2.5.1 Examples of How Assets Affect Livelihood Strategies 

Assets influence livelihood strategies in a way that it defines what a household is 

capable of doing to sustain their livelihood. A case study by Gautam and Anderson (2016) 

in Humla, Nepal shows the example of social capital as an asset that gives security to a 

particular household. Chhetri, for instance, has access to public sectors and other salaried 

jobs, which is not easy to penetrate, due to their highest ranking in the caste hierarchy. Not 

only that, being in the highest caste allows them to work in non-governmental organisations 

(NGO) and schools. Dalits, on the other hand, who are at the lowest hierarchy have a very 

limited chance to be hired in the public sector and NGO. However, despite the disadvantages, 

the Dalits sustain their livelihood by diversifying their network to other sectors, such as 

expanding their networks to the foreign labour market and working for the high caste. 

Meanwhile, the second caste in the hierarchy which is the Lama, sustain their trading 

activities through their geographical settlements which is at the higher altitude area and the 

culture similarities with the Tibetan. Lama strengthens their trading network with the 

Tibetan communities through the similarity that both groups have, which is religion and 

language. Lama keeps their position in trading strong by maintaining the networks that they 

have built for ages. 

Cramb (1988) in his visit to Nanga Sumpa in the 1970s found that the Iban farmers 

overcome their rice shortage issue through the networks that they have. Since most of their 

lands were allocated for cash cropping, the Iban went to their Malay neighbours to rent their 

land for rice paddy farming. They utilised their access to social capital to overcome the 

‘shock’ that they were facing. Cramb also found that this group of farmers bought rice from 

other people. In this context, they were using their financial capital to solve their issue. 
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The case studies above show how communities utilise their access to capitals as a 

way to solve their problems or what Ellis (2000) called as ‘shocks’ or ‘trends’. 

2.6 The Iban: Values, Traditions and Agricultural activity 

Iban’s daily life is governed by a set of conduct called adat (Sather, 1980). Adat 

holds a significant position in the Iban’s community that all spheres of human life have their 

own particular set of adat that consist of rules and interdiction. Sather describes adat as a 

law that governed the Iban’s daily lives which include their customary norms and rules that 

determine their behaviours. In any case where the adat law is violated, formal legal actions, 

fines or other forms of sanction will be forced upon the individuals. In cases where the 

offender goes against the spirits, he or she is required to do a ritual to restore the relationship 

between the community and the spirits. Failure to do so will cause misfortune for the 

community. Hence, the supremacy of adat law in Iban’s community is unquestionable that 

any particular rule under adat is ought to be followed without any necessity for further 

enquiry (Sather, 1980) 

2.6.1 Adat, Religion and Livelihood Activity 

Iban associate adat with religion. Distinction between these two facets is not possible 

because they are interconnected to one another. It is said that much of the adat concerns with 

rituals observances and other aspects of religious life (Sather, 1980, p. xii). In cases where 

adat is violated, rituals are held to compensate for the wrongdoings.  

Archdeacon Peter Howes’s (1960) interview with one of the Bidayuh from Padawan 

illustrates the close relationship between livelihood activity and religions. When Howes 

asked the man of why he refused to embrace Christianity, his answer was, 
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“I have not become a Christian because I cannot. You see for yourself that our adat is 

bound up with our work. Our worship goes with our work. We do not worship unless it has 

something to do with our work. We do not work unless it has something to do with our 

worship… It is not what I believe, but the way I have to live that keeps me from becoming 

Christian” (Howes, 1960, p. 493). 

The man added that he allows his children to embrace Christianity for he thinks they will 

have a new way of living- a livelihood that is not like his. He said their new way of life 

would not need them to adhere to the adat.  

From literatures above, it can be seen that between the year 1950s to 1960s, adat, 

religion and livelihood are strongly connected to one another. 

2.6.2 Iban’s agricultural economy 

Freeman (1955) describes Iban’s economic organisation as an independent unit. Each 

bilik family own absolute right over crops they planted and produce. Communal ownership 

over space and property are not a common evidence among them. Although establishment 

of longhouse seem to give an idea of communal ownership, it is unlikely to be so as every 

bilik family is an independent unit of competitive and egalitarian society (Freeman, 1955, p. 

1). However, Sather (1990) argues that absolute autonomy over a land does not exist. Rights 

over land is only ‘activated’ during cultivation season. In that phase, landowner has the 

power over his crops. However, when that land turns fallow, other community members are 

free to collect forest products from that land. Sather mentions that it is only the community 

leader who has the power to ban certain activities from taking place.  

Freeman (1955) also argues that decisions on agricultural planning is first done 

within bilik family first. For instance, the bilik family will already have its own decision on 
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which site to farm before the discussion with the rest of the longhouse members starts. The 

discussion with the rest of the longhouse member is to inform and to make sure there is no 

willfully contravention with other’s plan.  

In terms of agricultural produce, Freeman (1955) said each bilik family own absolute 

rights over what they harvested. Most of them keep their produce for self-consumption. In 

case where there is a surplus, they will sell it in trade of gong and brass (Freeman, 1955; 

Cramb and Reece, 1988). Even though they are independent of their economic decisions, 

communal working group is a practice among the Iban. The Iban has the concept of beduruk 

where they exchange helps in farms. The concept of reciprocity is prominent within the 

community (Freeman, 1955).  

Selling products in terms of cash money are not common among the Iban (Freeman, 

1955). Favour is usually return in terms of labour or obligation to help, but very rarely favour 

is returned in terms of cash money. Involvement of cash money in returning favour is seen 

as a shameful act. In land borrowing context, landowner usually did not receive any form of 

cash payment. Favour is usually in the form of inter-change of damun (secondary forest that 

a bilik family borrowed to farm their crop). However, payment in terms of cash is usually 

enforced to someone who is parsimonious to lend out his land. In this way, he is shameful 

of agreement (p. 24).  

Although the Iban is very independent in terms of controlling or deciding their 

economic activity, they are binded by mutual economic and ritual interdependencies (Sather, 

1980, p. xi). 
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2.6.3 Land Tenure System of the Iban 

Shifting cultivation require the Iban to move from one place to another during every 

new farming season. For every new land they cleared, they are entitled for the ownership 

towards the land. Hence, in the past, land tenure over a piece of land is determined by who 

first clear the area and who planted trees on that piece of land (Ngidang, 2003; Ngidang, 

2005). However, not every tree is eligible to mark ownership on a piece of land. Trees like 

engkabang, tapang, tebelian and engkerebai are examples of special trees that can be used 

to symbolise ownership on a plot of land. 

The ownership towards that land is transferable from one generation to another 

through inheritance. Ancestors who have ownership over plots of lands will transfer the right 

to their descendants. This will continue from generation to generation. In the Iban 

community, rights towards lands or other family wealth are given more to the child who is 

taking care of the parents (Ngidang, 2003). If they are staying in the longhouse, this child is 

the one who will inherit their ‘bilik tuai’ or the main bilik of the family. Others who do not 

hold the major role of taking care of the parents will either live with their spouse’s family 

(nguai) or building their own bilik independent from the ‘bilik tuai’ (Ichikawa, 2007). They 

will be given material item from their parents such as brassware as a form of remembrance. 

This is called pemai. 

Based on literatures, land tenure system of the Iban had revolved across time (Sather, 

1990; Ngidang, 2005; Ichikawa, 2008). Ichikawa (2008) argues that these changes were 

brought about by the increase of commodity values of natural resources. Land, for instance, 

is a valuable asset among the Iban as it can give high monetary return through cash cropping. 

Hence, the Iban altered their land tenure system to suit their current interest. Study by Sather 

(1990) and Ngidang (2005) show that there is a change in land tenure system among the 
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Iban. Sather (1990) found that planting a tree would only give rights to the planter over the 

tree and its fruits but not to the whole piece of land. A tree may have many owners as a result 

of inheritance or transferability of rights towards the tree but they do not hold a right towards 

the land where they planted the tree on. Same goes to the landowners. A landowner of which 

the tree is planted on has no rights of harvesting or distributing the fruits although the tree is 

planted on his land (Sather, 1990). This means back in the 1990s, rights towards land and 

trees are segregated from one another. However, research done by Ichikawa (2008) provides 

another perspective on land tenure. The community of whom he interviewed mostly agree 

that landowners have rights to anything (including trees) on his land as he held the ultimate 

right on his land. Other people who have no right to that land should not plant a tree on 

someone else’s land as that could be said as encroaching into other’s land. Ngidang (2005) 

says that an act of planting trees on a land is an action used to mark an ownership towards 

that land. Hence, it could be understood why respondents in Ichikawa’s research disagree on 

outsiders planting trees on someone else’s land since that action seems to steal the right of 

ownership from the real landowners. 

2.6.4 Renegotiating Land Tenure System 

As time goes by, factor of dispute over land changed. In the past, disputes between 

ethnic groups were happening largely on matters regarding territorial expansion. The Iban 

community whom were known for their practice of ‘bejalai’ often travel to new places to 

expand their territorial area (Cramb, 2009). However, as commercialisation of agriculture 

kicks in, community focus on protecting their current native lands from being grab by the 

state. 

The Iban’s land tenure system has been renegotiated across times depending on 

state’s current interest (Cramb and Sujang, 2011). The Iban has been pressured on land 
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matters since the colonial era. Back in Brooke’s era, the Iban was pressured to have a land 

licensing system (Cramb and Wills, 1990). When British came in, the Iban was still forced 

to have an individual title to land with reason to avoid disputes among the Iban on land 

tenure. However, Cramb and Wills (1990) found that there is very little dispute among the 

community members on land issue and it was solved through customary law. Thus, Ngidang 

(2003) argues that British has its own agenda behind its encouragement on private licensing. 

According to Ngidang (2003), British worried that more lands will be claimed under native 

customary rights if the native would continue to use their ‘traditional’ land tenure system. If 

this happens, lands under state rights will be decreased and this can impinge their 

development agenda (Ngidang, 2003). 

In 1984, the then Chief Minister of Sarawak, Abdul Taib Mahmud said any native 

idle land will be converted into productive land by turning it into an oil palm plantation to 

improve the economic condition of rural community (Cramb, 2013). The state at that time 

encourage rural farmers to devote their ‘idle’ land to large scale plantation in order to 

success. It was as if the rural farmers can only be successful if they let those big companies 

manage their land on behalf of them. Apparently, not every farmer falls into this trap. Cramb 

and Sujang (2013) found that there are smallholder farmers who refuse to let these big 

companies manage their land. They were not sure of the transparency of work and their 

rights towards their lands when the lease ends since there is no single case that already ended 

their lease that these farmers can learn from. Thus, these smallholder farmers prefer to 

cultivate oil palm on their own. They make good use of facilities that were meant for the 

large companies to benefit their own needs.  
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2.6.5 Dynamism of Land Use Pattern 

Livelihood strategies are dynamic in nature that will evolve according to changes 

that take place in the surrounding.  According to Chambers and Conway (1991), dynamic 

livelihood capabilities show the ability to perceive, predict, adapt to and exploit changes of 

the surrounding environment. The ability to change livelihood strategies in accordance with 

existing environment change is also referred to as the community’s coping and adapting 

strategies (Ellis, 2000). Coping strategy is a term used to refer to the ability of a household 

to come up with livelihood alternative in response to sudden shocks. Meanwhile, adapting 

strategy refers to livelihood strategy that is constantly and gradually changing depending on 

the surrounding condition.  

The following case studies show how land use is changing in concomitant with the 

changes in surrounding. Santiphop et al. (2011) and Braimoh (2009) suggest that market 

plays a major role in determining the decision to change the land use pattern. A case study 

by Santiphop et al. (2011) on a community in Kanchanaburi province, Thailand, shows a 

decrease in land acreage for traditional crop such as cotton and eucalyptus due to change in 

preference to other crop that bring higher profit to households. Since cassava is one of the 

main export foods for Thailand, land expansion for cassava is significant. Rigg (1987) found 

that the development of cash crop in Thailand is influenced by infrastructural improvements, 

farmers' accessibility and private sectors. 

Braimoh (2009) demonstrates the influence of macroeconomic policies to market 

conditions and prices which in turn influence agricultural input and land proportions. The 

land use patterns among the community in Ghana reflected what the policy is about. For 

instance, when structural adjustment policies supported domestic production and imposed 

high tariffs for imported food, an increase in cropland for rice and vegetables was observed. 



 29 

Not only did the farmers cultivate these for their consumption, they are also selling it to the 

market. Hence, Braimoh concludes that the farmers’ livelihood strategy is all about 

diversifying their farming system by having basic subsistence as well as making sure they 

have a smooth income at the same time.  

Looking at how land use patterns have changed from subsistence farming to 

commercialised farming, some researchers argue that market integration to rural farmers has 

reduced food variability and soil fertility. While not to dismiss the arguments, Finnis (2006) 

came out with few other reasons as to why rural farmers decided to change their land use 

practices. Apart from doing commercialised farming for economic purposes, farmers in 

Oormudikadu, Kolli Hills changed their crop from millet to tapioca as a response towards 

environmental insecurity, infrastructural change and labour consideration. The community 

there is adapting to the new situation by coming out with a new alternative that can support 

their livelihood better in the current situation they are in. For instance, they chose to plant 

tapioca instead of minor millet, which is their staple food, because of the predictable erratic 

rainfall that usually happens between May-June, a time that is crucial for crop success. 

According to one of the farmers, planting tapioca allows them to have at least the sack of 

the tapioca, instead of nothing, in a condition where there is not enough rainfall for crops. 

Not only that, the newly tarred road in 1989-1990 that connect the upper land to the lowland 

has encouraged the cultivation of tapioca. Since tapioca is mostly sold to the sago-starch 

processing mill in lowland, they need truck to transport the tapioca. With the coming of the 

road, the transporting of tapioca to lowland is made possible. Hence, livelihood strategy is 

dynamic in nature that it constantly evolving depending on the surrounding factors. Carney 

(2003) suggests SL users to have the eyes to see the dynamism of livelihood strategies and 

factors that affect it. This does not bound to physical change only but also to the policies, 
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institutions and processes (PIP). The insight to change will help us to understand how 

livelihoods are evolving and also show us changes that bring positive effect to community. 

2.7 Family as The Social Capital of The Iban 

 Iban is a group of people who have a close relationship with their family members. 

Although each bilik family is said as an independent unit from other bilik families, their daily 

routine and everyday livelihood strategies are influenced by family relationships. 

The influence of family institutions in Iban’s livelihood strategies can be observed 

in their daily life. Based on a fieldwork by Freeman (1955) in the 1949 to 1950 among the 

Iban in Baleh, family or kindred plays a significant role in bilik family’s livelihood. It helps 

to provide access to a certain capital asset which is then used to create a livelihood strategy 

for the household. The first example of family influence on livelihood strategy can be seen 

in the practice of bejalai. Bejalai means to take on a journey to bring material profit and 

social prestige for the person and his bilik family (Freeman, 1955). The materials and social 

prestige that a person get does not only represent the man himself but also brings glory to 

the whole bilik family that he is in. Hence, a bejalai man is expected to bring back with him 

valuable material possessions such as gong and tajau (jars) to uplift his family social status. 

From here, we can see that an individual’s achievement can be used to improve a whole 

family's social status which then grants them recognition within the community. Not only 

that, the work of one adult man in collecting material profit can help to sustain a whole 

family's livelihood by providing them with security against food shortage. Freeman observed 

that the Iban community whom he worked with has this practice of exchanging systems 

where one gives out a valuable material to someone in return for another valuable item. In 

this context, Freeman mentioned that families who have padi shortage for the year gave out 

their valuable material possessions in return for padi.  



 31 

The Iban family also make use of their family relations to supervise young adult men 

during their bejalai mission when their father is not in the team (Freeman, 1955). According 

to Freeman, it is common to have at least one active male in the family to take care of the 

family farm. In some cases, fathers who have young adult sons have to leave their sons under 

their uncles’ or cousins’ supervision during their bejalai trip. In order to let the son bejalai 

and bring material profit and social prestige to the family, the father makes use of their family 

relations to make this happen. 

Other than that, family relations are crucial in households who do not or have less 

male active members. The beginning of padi farming required difficult tasks such as felling 

virgin trees and dibbling (Freeman, 1955). This labour task is usually done by the male 

members of the family. However, there are certain cases where the bilik family do not have 

any male member that can do the tough work. As such, the woman in the bilik family will 

work on someone else’s farm by doing the ‘women’ entrusted tasks such as sowing and 

reaping padi. In return, the male in the family will repay the woman’s deeds by working in 

her farm. Through this, the bilik family can still be able to farm padi even though they are 

lacking of male labour within the bilik family. Undoubtedly, family relations can help a 

household to come out with a livelihood strategy that can sustain their life.  

Within the bilik family itself, every member has an important role to play including 

the children. For children under 12 years old, they do not have any specific responsibility to 

hold (Freeman, 1955). However, some parents decided to expose their kids to farm works at 

a young age by bringing them to farm and giving them tools to do some farm works. Other 

than farm works, children play a significant role in enabling both of their parents to be 

available for farm works. This can be seen in one of the bilik families in Rumah Nyala, Baleh 

(Freeman, 1955). Freeman found that Agun’s older child, who was eleven years old, assisted 
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his parents by taking care of his younger sibling when their parents were in the farm. Agun 

was working on a virgin forest that was isolated from the rest of the members which means 

he could not join any labour exchange groups. This left him to rely on his wife’s and his own 

labour. With the help of their oldest children in taking care of their nine months old baby, 

he and his wife managed to do the work required for a three-acre umai. 

Apart from that, family institutions play a vital role in wage labour activity. Freeman 

(1955) mentioned that wage labour among the Iban community is usually done with close 

kin. During his fieldwork, he observed that those who were in need of cash money would 

work with their relatives. For instance, Gayar, who is a woman in her 50s, worked at her 

brother’s padi field in return for cash money to buy kerosene and matches from Chinese 

traders. From this observation, we can see that family relations are a crucial factor for the 

creation of Iban’s livelihood strategy.  

2.8 Effects of Commercialisation to The Iban’s Livelihood 

Commercialisation of agriculture had caused institutions changed among the Iban. 

As argued by Cooke (2002), transformation in the name of development bring changes to 

both physical and social-cultural change to the community. Land development projects, for 

instance, change the ‘traditional’ way of land management (Ngidang, 2003). Their usual way 

of using land has been ignored by the authorities as long as the latter’s interest is met. With 

numerous land development projects and policies being introduced to the community, the 

role of adat law as the tool to govern the community’s land use system has gradually losing 

its power. 

Back in subsistence farming era, whatever is being planted on the lands and the time 

of planting are discussed among the members of the group (Freeman, 1955; Cramb et al., 

2009). This is to inform the members of what each bilik family plan to do for the next 
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agricultural season. This practice indicates the importance of opinions from every group 

member in the decision-making process. However, with the coming of land development 

program such as cash cropping, local discussions are no longer playing a key role in the 

community (Cramb et al., 2009). With the alluring advantages from cash crop, local 

community no longer held discussion on what to plant since they will be cultivating cash 

crop by default (Cramb et al., 2009). This evidence occurred due to state’s propaganda on 

the goodness of commercialised agriculture for the community’s economic development. 

This had caused the local political institution to degrade for they no longer have power in 

local decision-making process.   

Commercialisation of agriculture has produced an individualistic community. 

According to Cramb et.al (2009), swidden cultivators have a stronger sense of identity and 

togetherness in terms of the willingness to exchange labour in farms. However, when they 

started to participate in commercial agriculture, they begin to focus more on their crops and 

have no time to work on someone else’s farm. This has changed the social practice of the 

community which used to be so intact with one another.  

Apart from that, commercialisation of agriculture has diminished and changed social 

roles within the community (Cramb et al., 2009). This is shown through women’s role in 

rituals. As we have discussed earlier, rituals and agriculture in the Dayak community are 

inseparable entity. Every padi cultivation cycle will require a specific ritual to be done to 

ensure continuous blessing upon the crop (Freeman, 1955). With the changing of crop 

preferences and conversion to new religion, rituals are becoming less prominent in the 

community. These changes in the local community simultaneously change the role of 

women. Their prominent role in rituals are gradually declining as rituals activity started to 

shed off. Other than that, the commercialisation of agriculture had differentiated the 
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responsibilities of each household member. The diverse nature of cash crops may or may 

not utilise the times and skills of every household member to the same degree (Cramb et al., 

2009). Oil palm, for instance, is a male-dominated activity for its intensive labour 

requirement in harvesting the fresh fruit bunches, leaving the other family members to focus 

on other activities. Before cash crop came, every member of the household has equal 

responsibilities in rice farming. 

Shifting of swidden farming to that of cash crops has also redefined the local identity 

in terms of their perceived social status (Cramb et al., 2009). Before commercialisation of 

agriculture takes place, those with plentiful rice harvest will be considered as rich and worthy 

of respect. Now, admiration is given to those who cultivate cash crops.  

Not only that, commercialisation of agriculture also brings changes in perceived 

importance of crops. Before cash crop comes in, padi is considered as a sacred crop 

(Freeman, 1955; Cramb et.al, 2009). Rituals are mostly done in relation to padi cultivation. 

When cash crop comes in, this importance has shifted from padi to the cash crop. Cramb 

et.al (2009) provides an example of how pepper has dominated rituals among the 

community. Padi was used to be the centre of worship but now prayers are lifted for pepper 

(ibid).  

Changes in material value are also noticeable. Back in those days, gongs, brassware 

and earthenware jars are a representation of wealth (Cramb and Reece, 1988). How they 

acquired it through the bartering of their surplus rice and the fact that there are very few 

durable goods at that times made these iron and steel made items became valuable. Since 

commercialisation of agriculture takes place, cash cropping is one of the important safety 

nets for the Iban households. They depend on these crops to provide them with cash money 

to enable them to cover the household’s needs and commitments (Dove, 1993). The 



 35 

heightened dependency of cash income motivated the Iban to divide their lands to two 

purposes; one was for upland rice farming and another one was for cash crop farming. As 

cash crop become more significant in the household livelihoods, more and more lands are 

reserved for commercial agriculture and lesser lands are allocated for upland rice farming. 

This situation put the households to be vulnerable in terms of rice supply due to the limited 

plot reserved for upland rice farming. We can see from this evidence that the idea of 

economy among the Iban community has changed. Before the coming of commercial 

agriculture, Iban community’s economy is a subsistence or pre-commercial economy 

(Cramb and Reece, 1988). Now that cash income become important in a household, Iban’s 

economy is largely based on income generating activity such as cash cropping and off-farm 

activities (Mertz, Christensen, Højskov and Birch-Thomsen, 1999). This is partly to 

diversify production and to act as a buffer should there be any risk associated with upland 

rice cultivation (ibid). 
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter discusses methods and methodology of this study. The methods used are 

designed to meet the objectives of the research. 

3.2 Research Design 

This study is conducted using qualitative research approach. According to Rossman and 

Rallis (2003), there are eight characteristics of qualitative research as shown by table 

Characteristics of Qualitative Research 

• Use various methods 

• Not tightly prefigured 

• Takes place in natural world 

• Rely on interpretation 

• Focuses on context 

• Recognises researcher’s influence on the community daily life 

• Value researcher’s unique perspective 

• Multifaceted and interactive reasoning 

Table 3.1: Characteristics of Qualitative Research (Adapted from Rossman and Rallis, 2003) 
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It is crucial to be grounded to the key principles of qualitative research mentioned 

above. A researcher should understand that his existence in the community setting would 

leave effects on the community’s daily life. Therefore, during the data collection for this 

study, all sessions were conducted in the evening, where most farmers had come back from 

their farm. 

3.3 Data Collection Method 

This study is using Participatory Rapid Appraisal (PRA) approach. According to 

Abdullah, Abu Bakar, Sulehan, Awang and Ong (2012), PRA provides a space for the local 

community to share their knowledge and experience regarding their way of living. It 

encourages active participation during the data collection process.  

i. Observation 

Observation is a highly important tool in qualitative studies (Marshall and Rossman, 

2006). It allows researchers to discover interactions in natural social settings where 

respondents are behaving in a way they usually behave on daily basis. This allows the 

researcher to see the actual social phenomena in the community. 

Apart from that, observation allows the researcher to take note of non-verbal message 

such as the respondent’s body language. Words uttered in a conversation can bring certain 

degrees of emotions, be it discomfort or excitements. Through observation, researcher would 

be able to distinguish the emotional reaction of the respondents through their body language. 
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In this study, observation was used to record the farmers' daily activities from 

morning until night. This was essential for determining their livelihood strategies. Through 

observation, the researcher was able to see how the farmers managed their day, following a 

consistent routine, except on days when they had other matters to attend to. To assist with 

the observation, the researcher carried a small notebook to jot down notes. Any questions 

that arose during the observation were written down and later brought forward to the 

respondents for clarification. 

 

 

  

Figure 3.1: Pepper vines can be seen anywhere even at the backyard of a bilik. 
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Figure 3.2: Rumah asap by the roadside owned by a woman who used to work in food and 

beverage industry in Singapore (which at the time of correction writing, this stall has been closed 

due to instruction from the authority) 

Figure 3.3: English signage in the stall. 
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From Figure 3.3 above, we can see language influence on community’s daily 

interaction. This stall belonged to a woman who was working in food and beverage industry 

in Singapore. When she went back to her longhouse in Nanga Entabai, she opened a food 

stall by the roadside to support herself. The signage on her stall indirectly told us the 

influence of her previous working environment on her current livelihood strategy. On 

another note, the fact that this signage is understood by most public shows how the global 

language had interceded into the far interior area of Sarawak that is now used as a medium 

of communication within the community. 

ii. Cultural Mapping 

Cultural mapping is defined as a tool used to identify cultural assets in a geographical 

area which data be analysed to reveal cultural ways of doing and thinking (Pillai, 2013). 

Cultural mapping is mostly applied to be familiar with a particular place of study and to get 

idea on how community organise and identify themselves in a given local space. There are 

several uses of cultural mapping. Among them are to explore community identity, analysing 

community resource management and for historical assessment (Pillai, 2013, p. 21). By 

applying this activity to my data collection process, it gives me information about the local 

community which may as well covers the community’s history. 

In one of the fieldwork sessions, the researcher asked the respondents to draw a map 

of their surrounding area, covering all the longhouses within Nanga Entabai. The 

respondents were then asked to overlay a map of how the area looked 30 years ago on top 

of the map they had just drawn. This approach combined asset mapping and resource 

mapping. According to Pillai (2013), asset mapping involves identifying both tangible and 

intangible assets. Tangible assets include facilities and buildings, while intangible assets 
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refer to organizations or events. In contrast, resource mapping focuses on mapping human 

and material resources used to produce cultural products (Pillai, 2013, p. 22). The choice of 

a 30-year timeframe was intentional, as it predates the construction of most current 

longhouses, which were primarily built in the 2000s. By mapping these two different eras, 

the researcher was able to analyze how the area has changed over time and identify the 

factors contributing to those changes. 

The objective of this exercise was to allow the researcher to observe how changes in 

physical infrastructure have impacted the community's livelihood, providing a foundation to 

delve deeper into their personal life experiences. During the exercise, the researcher asked 

the respondents why certain buildings were constructed in their settlement. Through this, the 

researcher gained insight into the village's history and its connection to colonial influences 

at the time. Additionally, questions about land use prompted the respondents to share stories 

of their childhood, including their experiences with rubber tapping and the history of pepper 

farming. This exercise revealed how global trends and colonial influences have shaped the 

farmers' decisions to transition from rubber to pepper farming.  

  

Figure 3.4: Cultural mapping activity with the villagers. 
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iii. Questionnaire (Household survey) 

Ricci, Lanfranchi, Lemetayer, Rotonda, Guillemin, Coste and Spitz (2018) believe 

that the most correct way to increase data validity is through qualitative research as it allows 

for direct communication with the sample group. One of the tools that can be used is using 

a qualitative questionnaire. According to Tombs and Strange (2024), qualitative 

questionnaires provide a practical advantage for researchers as it is an easier tool to be collect 

data as compared to other tools such as interviews or focus group discussions. Other than 

that, qualitative questionnaires encourage participation from the respondents as it allows 

them to express their opinions, thoughts and knowledge. The means provided to share their 

views allow researchers to capture diverse knowledge about the local community.  

Figure 3.5: The map drawn by the community. 



 43 

In this research, the qualitative questionnaire is in the form of household survey. This survey 

provides valuable data on respondents' livelihood activities, their access to natural assets 

such as land, their current land use, future plans, and their decision-making processes 

regarding land use patterns. It gives an insight into what capitals every household has.  

During the household survey, the researcher was assisted by an enumerator.  The 

enumerator was responsible for administering the questionnaires set, conducting interviews, 

or observing specific behaviours, depending on the research methodology. 

iv. Interview 

 According to Dunwoodie, Macaulay and Newman (2022), interviews allow 

researchers to get an understanding of how the local community interpret their surroundings. 

It allows the respondent to share their thoughts, prejudices, views and ideas pertaining to 

their social phenomena which then gives the researchers an insights of how the community 

provide meaning to their surroundings.  

In this study, the interview sessions were conducted through informal conversations 

with the respondents, focusing on topics such as village history, the emergence of 

Christianity in Nanga Entabai, and individual life experiences. These interviews were 

unstructured, as there was no guide sheet to follow. The researcher took note of important 

questions and navigated the conversation until it reached the desired topics. Initially, 

engaging in informal yet in-depth conversations, particularly with older respondents, proved 

challenging. The researcher faced difficulties in asking probing questions due to limited Iban 

vocabulary and speaking skills. However, over time, the researcher was able to improve and 

successfully gather the desired information. 
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v. Focus Group Discussion 

Focus group discussion (FGD) is a method used to collect data from a group of 

respondents who share similar characteristics relevant to the research questions (Marshall 

and Rossman, 2006). During one of the visits, a focus group discussion was conducted with 

respondents aged 70 and above, who are part of the older generation still residing in the area. 

The discussion focused on their childhood memories and significant events in their 

lives. Through the conversation, the researcher gained insight into what life was like in the 

1940s. The connection to the outside world was limited, and one of the participants shared 

that they were afraid whenever they saw a Chinese person approaching their longhouse, as 

they were not accustomed to interacting with outsiders. Another participant supported this, 

recounting how they would honor any white man who visited their longhouse; 

“Enti urang putih niki ke rumah kami sigi dikangau kami Tuan. Tang diatu urang Iban 

pun bisi meh nyadi Tuan” (Respondent ML, personal communication, 2020). 

The statement above can be translated as, 'Any white man who enters our longhouse 

will be called Tuan. But in today’s world, even our own Iban people can be called Tuan. 

'Tuan' is a term used to refer to someone recognised as powerful or holding a high position. 

Respondent ML’s statement reflects his perception of change, as he highlights how today, 

even an Iban man can be regarded as equal to a white person, worthy of the title 'Tuan’.' 

As the conversation continued, I asked the respondents about their experiences with 

market activities. I inquired about the prices of items in the past and their views on the 'pasar' 

(market) during their time. The respondents eagerly shared their childhood memories with 

me. They explained that eating junk food was uncommon. One respondent remarked, 'Urang 
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ke makai utai bakanya urang ke bisi duit, bisi padi. Kami semina bekuli,' which translates 

to, 'Those who eat such foods (junk foods) are those who have money, have rice. (But) we 

are just coolies.' This statement reminded me of Freeman’s (1955) observation in Rumah 

Nyapa, Baleh, from 1949 to 1950, where he noted that those with an abundance of rice were 

considered wealthy in the community. 

FGD provided a clearer understanding of how market economics and external 

influences have affected the daily lives of rural communities 

 

  

        Figure 3.6: My FGD participants from Rh Banggau. 
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vi. Village Profile  

Village profile is a piece of written documentation containing information about a 

particular village. The data may range from the population age, education level to age group. 

According to Zuhdi, Prihati and Aguswan (2019), village profile is crucial in any 

development planning as it provides in-depth information about the village which may cover 

the issues and challenges, environmental conditions and village potentials.  

In this study, a village profile is distributed to every of the longhouses in Nanga 

Entabai. There are a total of seven longhouses there. Information was gathered by traveling 

from one longhouse to another. Most of the data was obtained from the headman, with 

additional assistance from the longhouse members, who provided the necessary information. 

 

 

 

Figure 3.7: A photo of village profile question. 
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Figure 3.8: TR Minggan shared the history of the emergence of longhouses in Nanga 

Entabai. 

 

vii. Genealogy Activity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.9: An example of family tree of one of the bilik in the longhouse. 
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Genealogy is the activity of tracing kinship lineage of a particular family. According 

to Kumar (2023), genealogy activity provides understanding for researchers on how family 

defines their structures, roles and inheritance. In this study, genealogy activity was 

conducted during the early visit of the fieldwork. This is crucial to allow the researcher to 

get a rough idea of the whole longhouse. Along the way, the researcher could get an 

understanding of how family ties helped a household to maintain their livelihood. 

viii. Food Diary 

The idea of keeping track of what the villagers eat was inspired by Finnis (2006), 

who collected a one-day dietary list and meal times from households to examine potential 

connections between agricultural practices, environmental changes, and dietary diversity. 

This approach provides valuable insights into farmers' land use patterns and helps to assess 

the extent to which they depend on natural resources for their food supply. 

Throughout the fieldwork, it was found that at least one or two meals consumed by 

the villagers came from their own natural resources. Most of their vegetables are sourced 

from their farms. Plants such as galangal (lengkuas) and torch ginger (kechala) were among 

the foods served for dinner, which aunty gathered from her nearby farm. Chicken was 

purchased from the Julau market, while pork came both from their own livestock and from 

a Chinese vendor who visited daily to sell pork. Aunty and uncle had slaughtered one of 

their pigs for the Christmas celebration last year and still had some stock remaining. 

During the researcher’s last visit in October 2022, they had the opportunity to have 

lunch with the villagers on several occasions. It was observed that most of the meals 

consisted of foods gathered from their own farms. Based on the villagers’ expressions and 
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body language, it was clear that they took pride in not having to spend money on certain 

foods, such as vegetables. Below are the photos taken during the lunches: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 3.10: Lunch meals on 24th October 2022. From bottom left: Yam (collected from their 

farm), Spanish mackerel (ikan tenggiri) and tomato (bought from town) and luffa (from farm). 

From upper left: bamboo shoot (collected during dibbling activity on the headman’s farm), cassava 

leave (collected from farm) and Melinjo leave or daun sabung in local language (collected from 

farm). 

 

Figure 3.11: Meals on the second day (25th October 2022). From right are fish caught from a river 

nearby, kepayang cooked with fermented fish (both are from their own resources), Spanish 

mackerel bought from town and luffa was collected from the farm. 
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ix. Farm Visit 

On the second day of the visit, the researcher went to Enggu's farm. They spent 

approximately three hours walking around the farm and sightseeing. The initial purpose of 

the visit was to observe what was being cultivated on the land, though it turned out to be 

more than that. 

The researcher had initially expected the entire land to be covered with pepper vines, 

but this expectation was quickly dispelled upon arrival. At the foot of the hill, they were 

greeted by pineapple crowns and lemongrass. As they walked, Enggu began to chop a few 

plants, such as galangal and torch ginger. Enggu also introduced the researcher to a plant 

called 'tubu telu' in the local language, a type of bamboo shoot. The researcher had neither 

seen nor heard of it before. The plant was yellow in color and had a 'chubby' appearance. It 

had a mild flavour but was nearly tasteless. The researcher was uncertain whether it was 

meant to be cooked or eaten raw. 

3.4 Conclusions 

 In conclusion, the researcher gained valuable insights into the rural community's way 

of life. The variety of tools used to collect data proved to be extremely helpful, not only in 

gathering information but also in easing the atmosphere. Some tools encouraged open 

discussions, allowing respondents to freely express their opinions without hesitation. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 

4.1 Introduction 

 This chapter presents the research findings, organised according to the research 

objectives which are; i) to examine the livelihood strategies of rural farmers in Nanga 

Entabai, Julau; ii) to identify role of capital assets in farmer’s livelihood strategies and iii) 

to determine factors that influence the decision - making process in relation to crop choices. 

4.2 Research Site: An Overview 

This research is conducted in Nanga Entabai, Julau. It takes around 45 minutes’ drive 

to reach Nanga Entabai from Julau town. The road is tarred all the way from the Julau town 

to Nanga Entabai. Before the road was tarred, the river was the main mode of transportation. 

There are seven longhouses in Nanga Entabai with a total of 138 households. The 

oldest longhouse is located at Sayong, currently known as Rumah (Rh) Minggan. The other 

longhouses namely Rh Enggu, Rh Uchi, Rh Salleh, Rh Lenjau, Rh Banggau and Rh Jeffery 

were all originated from that longhouse in Sayong. According to an oral history by the then 

headman of the original longhouse, Tr Dian anak Entalang, the original longhouse (which is 

the current longhouse known as Rh Minggan) was a combination of three longhouses that 

were scattered around Sungai Merurun, Entabai. Government officers from Kanowit which 

include district officer, temenggong and penghulu went to one of the longhouses and 

suggested them to combine all three longhouses and built a new settlement in a new location. 

After several discussion sessions, they finally agreed to build a new longhouse in Nanga 

Sayong. TR Libai Anak Lisa was appointed to be the first headman in the longhouse.  
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As in most other longhouses, not every bilik is occupied on daily basis. Some of them 

will only come back during the weekend while some may only come once in a year, most 

likely during festive season. Families who stay on daily basis are mostly those who relied 

on agricultural activities for living.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

During my early visits at the end of 2019, Nanga Entabai has a low 

telecommunication signal. One needs to stand at certain spots to get network coverage. Some 

of the families had Wi-Fi installed despite low network signal. They hang the Wi-Fi modem 

at a spot where there is network connection detected. That wi-fi modem is meant to catch 

phone network to be transmitted to mobile phones that are connected to it.  This allows the 

wi-fi users to use their mobile phones everywhere around the house, as long as they are still 

Figure 4.1: Beautiful scenery taken from a hill in Nanga Entabai, Julau. 
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within Wi-Fi coverage. For those who do not have wi-fi installed, they need to go to specific 

spots around the longhouse to get the signal. Bukit Jelutong, a hill in the area was known to 

receive the strongest phone coverage. However, it is not as strong as it was before now. The 

villagers believe that it was due to the installation of incomplete telecommunication towers 

surrounding the area that probably disturbed the network coverage. Celcom is known to have 

better network coverage compared to all other networks. However, the signal has improved 

in 2022 that it can now receive 4G signal. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 4.2: The ruai or common verandah of Rumah Enggu. 
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There is a primary school in Nanga Entabai called Sekolah Kebangsaan (SK) Nanga 

Entabai. It has approximately around 100 students ranging from Primary One to Primary 

Six. Nanga Entabai also has a clinic called Klinik Nanga Entabai, where longhouse 

communities often go for basic medical treatment. There are medical assistants, staff 

nurses and ambulance service available in the clinic. Medical cases that require 

advance treatment will be transferred to the nearest general hospital which is in Sibu. The 

journey from Nanga Entabai to Sibu will take about two hours drive. Nanga Entabai has a 

chapel called St Patrick Chapel. The community here are mostly from Roman Catholic 

denomination.  

Figure 4.3: A Wi-Fi modem hanging on a window to get network signal. 
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Figure 4.4: St Patrick chapel (right) and SK Nanga Entabai (left) 

 

 

According to the Sustainable Livelihood Framework proposed by Scoones (1998), 

context, conditions and trends will determine the livelihood resources of a particular 

household or individual. The access to the capitals is determined by institutional processes 

and organisational structures involved in the said context. Thus, the following are the 

development timelines in Nanga Entabai, which play a significant role in determining the 

current community’s livelihood strategies. 

A Brief History of Nanga Entabai 

 
i. Late 1950s: Introduction of formal education in Nanga Entabai 

SK Nanga Entabai was built in 1958. This school was established by JK Wilson, the 

principal at the Batu Lintang Training college. His influence here in Entabai is very strong 

that his name has always been mentioned whenever we talked about development 

specifically education and rubber.  
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ii.  1960s: The beginning of commercial crops in Nanga Entabai 

Rubber Planting Scheme (RPS) was first introduced in Nanga Entabai in the 1960s. 

This was an initiative by Tuan K (head of agriculture in Kanowit – that time Julau was under 

the governance of Kanowit). Mr JK Wilson or Tuan Tuai as the local called him, is the 

middleman that applied this scheme for the people in Nanga Entabai. It was part of his 

development project. Mr JK Wilson formed community development schemes to help rural 

communities to improve their livelihood. As part of this objective, he helped the local in 

Nanga Entabai to apply for RPS. It is estimated that around 3 acres of getah kahwin and 200 

trees of getah kolono (breed kahwin) were given to each bilik. Not only that, the RPS also 

provided the receiver with fertilisers. Another project under the development scheme is the 

cooperative enterprise. The villagers informed me that this shop under cooperative initiative 

Figure 4.5: SK Nanga Entabai from across Sg Entabai river. 
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was where they did selling and buying of goods and rubber. This had helped to reduce the 

influence of middleman which allowed the villagers to buy goods at a cheaper price. Tuan 

Tuai was asked to return to his country, Scotland within 24 hours during the governance of 

Tun Abdul Razak in 1968. Within 7 days, he handed over the projects to his trainees and 

flew over to Scotland with minimal belongings with him. According to the locals in Nanga 

Entabai, Tuan Tuai was required to pay RM1000 for each day he still here after the notice 

been commenced. Hence, the villagers were collecting money among themselves and helped 

to pay the RM7000. Through the development scheme, Tuan Tuai introduced school, 

dispensary and rubber planting schemes to the locals.  

iii.  1970s: Commercialisation of pepper  

The respondents remember this was the year when they started to venture into pepper 

crop. It was introduced by Department of Agriculture (DOA) through a program that taught 

the locals some useful skills such as sewing, cooking and farming. That time, DOA gave 

about 50 pepper trees as starting to each longhouse. The respondent said that the more 

frequent they joined courses, the more pepper seedlings they received.  

During this era, they were still using river as main mode of transportation. They sold 

their pepper berries at groceries shops nearby. One of the respondents shared the names of 

the shopkeepers. Most of them were the government workers who worked nearby the clinic 

(eg. police, border scout). There was also a local who opened his shop there. At this era too, 

they were still using ‘kati’ as measurement unit. 

iv.  1980s: The changing in measuring unit 
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Respondents recalled this period as when the measurement unit started to change 

from kati to kilogram. River was still heavily relied upon for transportation. It took them 

around 2 to 3 hours to Julau town and sometimes 4 to 5 hours if the boat is heavy loaded. 

v.  1990s: Development of physical infrastructures 

 River was the main transportation of people in Nanga Entabai before tarred road 

constructed. The pavement of road to Nanga Entabai began with tanah kuning and gradually 

transformed to tarred road. The first road pavement stage started from Julau town to Nanga 

Ayam to Nanga Merurun. It took a lot of time to construct the road to Nanga Merurun since 

the hilly topography. The road project proceeded to Karangan Ara. It was reported that the 

road project from Julau town to Karangan Ara was under Public Work Department or 

Jabatan Kerja Raya (JKR). The road was built in Karangan Ara during the governance of 

Member of Parliament (MP) Thomas Salang Sidin. After Karangan Ara, the road 

construction continued to Matob (Meluan area). This was during Dato Sng Chee Hua’s 

governance. From Matob, the road continued to Nanga Entabai. The villagers said when the 

road project to Nanga Entabai started in the 1990s, there were less people involved with 

rubber farming because most of them have shifted towards pepper and paddy farming. 

During a conversation with the villagers regarding road construction, Respondent 

EG and his wife shared their birth experience which took place in the early 1990s. The road 

construction had not reached Nanga Entabai at that time that they had to use boat to reach 

Karangan Buluh, where road was accessible and used a car from there to go to the nearest 

hospital located at the Julau town. It was a heart – pounding experience for the couple but 

there was a smile on their face when they recalled the unforgettable memory. 
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When the road was accessible in Nanga Entabai, there were a lot of other rural 

dwellers who came from further rural areas where road had not reached them, stopped by at 

the jetty in Nanga Entabai to take a private van or what the local known as ‘van sapu’ to go 

to Julau town. Many boats were docked at the Nanga Entabai jetty since it is the congruence 

of rivers that connects multiple rivers at one point. These boats came from the Mujok River, 

Kanowit River, Ensiring River, Merurun-Entabai River, and Entabai River. The informants 

described the heavy boat traffic with a phrase, "besengki moto ba ai, ipa pemayuh," which 

means "the edges of the boats touched one another – a sign of how many boats were there”. 

Those who took the ‘van sapu’ was charged RM7/head for the lift from Nanga Entabai to 

Julau town. There used to be a lot of food stalls along the jetty. There were vegetables and a 

variety of delicacies sold in the food stalls.  

Apart from road construction, the community of Nanga Entabai were connected to 

the outside world through telecommunication. For family whose family members were 

working far from the longhouse, they were connected through very seldom phone calls. 

Respondent EG shared what his life was back then when he was working offshore and had 

to leave his family behind. There was a phone booth in SK Nanga Entabai which the rural 

members made to good use to talk to their dearest ones who were in a faraway land. 

Respondent EG would call the phone booth and leave a message to anyone who picked up 

the call, to inform his family members of his availability for the next call. This person would 

then pass this message around until it reached Respondent EG’s family. The period from the 

first call to the next call will take few days. On the promised day, Respondent EG’s wife 

was expected to wait at the phone booth at the said time to wait for his phone call. This 

practice remains for several years until they owned a mobile in 2004. 
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v.  End of 1990s to current: Formation of livelihood strategies 

Respondent ST reported having around 2,000 pepper trees during this period, which 

was considered a significant amount. The pepper was sold at what locals referred to as 

‘berega’. One kilogram of white pepper was priced at RM21, while black pepper sold for 

RM16 to RM18. At the time, these prices were considered high, because the price of other 

goods were relatively low. Due to the "high" pepper prices, Respondent ST was able to build 

the rooftop of his 'bilik'.  

While managing his pepper farm, Respondent ST also worked elsewhere, away from 

the longhouse. During his absence, the farm tasks were carried out by his wife. It was 

reported that it was in the early 2000s that the outmigration in search for jobs in towns was 

significantly taken place.  

During this interview, Respondent ST expressed his concern about the future 

generation. He said, “Start ari 2000 urang rebak baru gawa ke luar. Enda nemu tanah diri. 

Enti (tanah) nda disukat, nadai meh” (Respondent ST, personal communication, 2020). He 

expressed concerns about future generations, who may not be aware of their ancestral lands 

in the longhouse, especially if the lands are not titled. 

In the year 2002, Rumah Enggu was erected or what the local called as “nirika 

tiang”. The land where the longhouse is currently built belongs to an ex-headman named Tr 

Dian. Tr Dian agreed to give out his land for the construction of a new longhouse. As 

compensation, he told the members to only pay him based on the number of trees they had 

chopped down for the purpose of their bilik construction. Respondent EG, who is the son of 

Tr Dian, disagreed with his father’s decision. Instead of the verbal agreement, Respondent 

EG suggested for all the members to sign an agreement, between the landowner and the 
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buyer, to avoid any possible dispute in the future. The longhouse was officially 

commemorated in a ceremony called “mangkung tiang” in the year 2009. 

In 2012, the tarred road from Julau town to Nanga Entabai was completed. The 

respondents vividly recalled that this was the year many farmers decided to stop paddy 

farming. The main reason for this halt in paddy farming is the venture into more “profitable” 

crop, which was pepper at that time. One respondent explained that her choice to grow 

pepper instead of paddy was because the money she earned from selling pepper could be 

used to buy rice from the market. Rather than working tirelessly on paddy farming, she felt 

it was more worthwhile to focus on pepper farming, as the income from it can help her to 

purchase rice. 

 Due to the decrease in paddy farmers, the remaining paddy farmers had to cope with 

the consequences of wild animals attacking their fields. While this was not a serious issue 

when there were many paddy farmers, the situation worsened as the number of farmers 

dwindled, causing wild animals to increasingly target the remaining fields, which intensified 

the problem. They used an idiom “enda kala ditiki ke pengabang”2 to describe the situation.  

 Pepper price was said to be at its peak during the year 2014 and 2015. The black 

pepper was RM35 per kilogram while the white pepper is RM55 per kilogram. Respondent 

ST did not get to enjoy the price increase because he only had around 500 pepper trees that 

able to give him good harvest. His other pepper trees were affected by disease that caused it 

to experience stunted growth. It was during this time too that the villagers in Rumah Enggu 

get to enjoy constant electricity supply. 

 
2 An idiom to refer to the inability of a host to serve many guests at one time 
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In the year 2019, the price of pepper was reported to be among the lowest, at RM6 

per kilogram for black pepper. Respondent ST had around 1,000 pepper trees, but he 

explained that the number was relatively low because most of his trees had died due to heavy 

rainfall. By 2022, the number had decreased further to around 500 trees. He attributed this 

reduction to two main factors: rising fertilizer costs and his aging, which impacted his ability 

to manage the farm. 

As road transportation gradually became the primary means of travel for the 

community in Nanga Entabai, the number of visitors stopping at the jetty steadily declined. 

Fewer people used river to reach their destinations since the longhouses were now accessible 

by road. As a result, businesses along the jetty experienced a slowdown. 

Despite the significant decline in the use of boats for transportation, some individuals 

still choose to use them to send their grandchildren to school (SK Nanga Entabai) or to reach 

their orchards. When asked why, they explained that the boat route is much shorter compared 

to traveling by car. 

4.3 Nanga Entabai: Connection to The Outside World 

The community in Nanga Entabai is connected to the "outside world" through 

various platforms. The earliest connection to external forces dates back to the 1930s, during 

the colonial era when Sarawak was governed by the Brooke family. 

In Nanga Meluan, located about a 20-minute drive from Nanga Entabai, stands a fort 

known as Kubu Brooke. According to the information board at Kubu Brooke, the fort was 

built by the colonials in response to a protest led by a local figure named Asun. The conflict 

between Asun and the colonials was one of the notable events in the area, involving a clash 

between the locals and the 'outsiders.' 
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The second major encounter of the local in Nanga Entabai with the outside world is 

through Mr John Kennedy Wilson, a British army who was a volunteer teacher. Mr John 

Kennedy Wilson left a huge impact on the community’s life. I could sense the community’s 

appreciation of him whenever they talked about him. They remember vividly the memories 

they had with him. Throughout the interview session, one can easily conclude that the 

villagers respected him and admired him for his good deeds. 

The villagers mentioned that Mr John Kennedy Wilson had positively impacted their 

life. He “groomed” the community with life skillset to allow them to stand in par with other 

communities. He introduced education to the people there and instructed the villagers to 

build their own school. He brought his previous student from Ulu Budu, Saratok to teach the 

people there.  

The third way the communities there connected to the ‘outside’ world is through their 

participation in cash cropping. Before cash crops began to have a significant position in 

farmer’s everyday life, their livelihood was mainly revolved around paddy (bumai). 

However, as cash cropping became prominent, paddy farming activities were seen as 

decreasing. The respondents said they no longer farm paddy because it cannot give them a 

constant source of income. In cases where household do not have enough supply of rice, 

they can opt to “nyanda” or “borrow” rice from their relatives. The borrower is expected to 

‘pay back’ with a vessel of rice which is also equivalent to eight gantang3 of rice.  

 
3 Gantang is a measurement tool used in the past. It is no longer used since 1977 after the measuring system in 

Malaysia was standardized.  



 64 

Rubber was brought to Nanga Entabai through a scheme called Rubber Planting 

Scheme (RPS) in the late 1950s. According to Respondent ST, RPS was only given to two 

longhouses located within the area. The first longhouse was Rumah Gani in Sayong and 

another one is Rumah Banyang in Batu Matob. They remembered the incident where other 

villagers from other longhouses came to Nanga Entabai by boat just to ask for the rubber 

seedlings. 

This scheme provided three acres worth of rubber trees to each family that were 

eligible for the scheme. The rubber seedlings were received from Mr John Kennedy Wilson 

under the scheme. Respondents reported that Mr John Kennedy Wilson, or whom the local 

called as Tuan Tuai, has closed connection to someone from the agriculture department. It 

was through him that the villagers got the rubber seedlings. The fertilisers were also 

supplied. They got to bring back their share of fertilisers from Tuan Tuai’s store.  

Pepper, on the other hand, was brought in in 1970s. It was not started with a scheme, 

unlike rubber. It was from self-initiative. The villagers heard about pepper through words of 

mouth and wanted to give it a try. They got their seedlings (paong) from others just to try it 

out. Enggu remembered his father got his pepper seedlings from TR Kanyau in Durin while 

Saging’s father got it from Nyalak, Ulu Julau. In reflecting how easy their parents got the 

access to pepper seedlings, one of the respondents said “Iban tu mayuh kaban” which equally 

means “Iban has a lot of relatives”. Because of this, getting assistance or acquiring help is 

greatly possibly among the Iban. Through this, we can see how their social capital helps in 

maintaining or strengthening their livelihood strategies.  

Only after the villagers had started pepper farming on their own that the agriculture 

department gave them about 200 pepper trees. Enggu said pepper helped in adding more 
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cash alongside rubber. In the 1970s, the price of white pepper is RM2.20/kati while black 

pepper is approximately around RM1.50 to RM1.60 per kati. In the 1980s, the price of black 

pepper increased to approximately RM3 per kilogram while white pepper is RM5 per 

kilogram. Saging mentioned that cash money became significant in the 1970s because it was 

when they begin to need money to go to a hospital or parents need money to send their 

children to school.  

Respondent ST stopped cultivating rice in the 1990s due to a shortage of labour and 

changes in lifestyle (berubah cara pengidup). They had to divide their labour, as they were 

also managing pepper cultivation at the same time. As children began migrating to town for 

better job opportunities, farmers were forced to give up some of their activities due to the 

lack of available labour. 

It was mentioned that it was not common for the villagers to go to town. If they 

needed to, they would hop into a boat which the local referred to as “bandung”. If not, they 

would get their basic supplies from Enggu’s canteen who also receive the supplies from 

Chinese businessman in Julau town. These businessmen were said to source their supplies 

from a port in Sibu, where large-scale trading activities took place.  

In the 1950s, the Chinese are only allowed to open shop up until Meluan and not 

allowed to go further in. All the headmen within the area came together to tell the counsel 

that they did not want the Chinese businessmen to expand their business to their area (from 

Meluan onwards) to protect the existing local business. Respondent EG said if Chinese 

comes in, the Ibans will surely lose. The Chinese superiority is pictured through an Iban 

saying that goes “dini bisi asap, diak bisi Cina’ which equally refers to “where there is 

smoke (showing existence of human beings), there is Chinese”. 
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It was mentioned that in the earlier days (before the end of the 1960s), the Ibans felt shy 

about doing business because it was not part of their traditional practices. At that time, 

trading for cash returns was still uncommon. 

4.4 Capital Assets of The People in Nanga Entabai 

Village profiles, household surveys and interviews that have been conducted show 

that the farmers in Nanga Entabai utilise their capital assets to do livelihood diversification 

strategies. As discussed in Chapter 2, livelihood diversification is made possible when there 

is access to a certain capital asset. Below are the examples of how each capital asset helped 

the smallholder farmers in sustaining their livelihood. 

i. Natural Capital 

Natural capital refers to environmental resources and services that are useful for 

livelihoods (Scoones, 1998). Nanga Entabai is covered with lush green forest and numerous 

streams of rivers. The villagers are putting these resources to good use. Hunting, collecting 

wild plants and fishing are among the activities that help to support their livelihood. Hunting 

wild boar, for example, help the household to get cash income through the selling of meat. 

Fishing and collecting snails are one of the livelihood activities that are associated with 

natural assets.  
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Figure 4.7: A photo of nearby villager selling snails at Rh Enggu. A plastic of snails was sold at 

RM10. 

Figure 4.6: Dinner meals. From bottom left: Bamboo shoot, snails and daun sabung. All are collected 

from their forest. 
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ii. Financial Capital 

Most villagers in Nanga Entabai got their financial resources from various activities. 

Non-farm employment, wage labour, farming and on-farm labour are among the activities 

that strengthen the financial capital of the household. Although cash cropping is known for 

its prominent role as one of the most important financial resources, majority of households 

diversify their livelihood activities to strengthen their financial state. 

Respondent LJ does pepper farming, supply vegetables and works as a wage labour. 

He needs more money since he needs to support his two kids who are currently studying at 

a tertiary level. His wife, on the other hand, is working on her vegetables business together 

with few other women from nearby longhouses.  

Figure 4.8: A photo of two men casting fishes at the river. 
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The access to financial capital is influenced by various factors such as the human 

capital (skills) and the social capital (friendship built with vegetables buyer who buy in 

bulk). The vocational skills that Respondent LJ had acquired from a vocational school had 

helped him with his wage labouring while the friendship that they created with businessmen 

around Sibujaya had made it possible for them to supply vegetables in bulk. The access to 

human and social capital has directly strengthened the financial capital of this household. 

This situation shows that the access to a certain capital is influenced by the access of another 

capital. This reminds me of what Bebbington (1999) argued when he said the enhancement 

of one capital asset will lead to the strengthening of other capital assets. When one has access 

to a particular asset, this will open a way for access to another asset. In this case, the ability 

of Respndent LJ to diversify into various livelihood activities, which eventually strengthen 

his financial state, echoed Bebbington’s (1999) argument. 

iii. Physical Capital 

Road is a significant factor that has changed the livelihood of the community in 

Nanga Entabai. The existence of road from Nanga Entabai to Pakan-Entabai road had 

changed the livelihood activities of the villagers. Before the road was built, the Friday 

weekly market at the jetty was crowded with sellers from nearby longhouses and buyers that 

are mostly coming from the Pakan-Entabai area. Not only them, the jetty was also the pit 

stop for many other boat users who came from various longhouses before they took a ride to 

Julau town.  
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The construction of the Pakai – Entabai road had created a new business opportunity. 

In a fieldwork done in the year 2020, a small food stall4 was found at a roadside, not far from 

Rumah Lenjau. A conversation with the business owner found that she is aiming for 

customers who drive pass the Pakan – Entabai road. The stall was known as rumah asap by 

the local (literally translated as the smoke house5). It was well-received by the public, 

especially those coming from the Pakan – Entabai road. The business was flourished well 

due to its strategic location. The stall’s owner has the access to the strategic spot because her 

longhouse was just a few metres away from the main road. Hence, she was able to utilise the 

proximity to road for her business advantage.  

In addition, the stall owner had extensive experience in the food and beverage 

industry. She had worked in Peninsular Malaysia and Singapore for several years before 

returning home (see Chapter 3). When asked who had introduced her to the job, she 

mentioned that it was her relative who brought her into the industry. This illustrates how 

social capital can facilitate access to human capital. 

Another case related to physical asset (i.e road) is Respondent ID. Respondent ID is 

a smallholder farmer who bought a land from one of the villagers. When she first bought the 

land, it was a thick forest with no sight of ‘development’. However, ever since the Entabai 

– Rantau Limau road was built around 7 years ago, Respondent ID developed the lands by 

planting various kind of crops such as pepper, paddy and oil palm. Paddy and oil palm were 

planted on the same plot because it was said that the oil palm seedlings would not 

 
4 This stall was no longer opened at the time of writing 

5 Smoke house refers to food stall that sell barbequed meat. Customers can dine in and enjoy other varieties of 

food options.  
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overshadow the paddy since it is still small. Other than planting the crops, Respondent ID 

also renting out her land to a Chinese trader that sells bird nest. Every month this 

businessman will pay them RM400 for the rental fee. From a thick forest to somewhat a 

‘developed’ land, access to roads plays a crucial role as the catalyst to this change.  

In addition to Respondent ID, one of the headmen in the area also benefits from the 

access to the road for his farming. According to his wife, they relocated from their original 

farming plot to their current one due to the road's presence. When the road was first 

constructed, they decided to move to a piece of land closer to it in order to take advantage 

of the road access. They believed that being closer to the road would increase their chances 

of gaining access to electricity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.9: The newly built road to Rantau – Limau 

Entabai – Rantau Limau road 
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iv. Human Capital 

Human capital is one of the important assets that help these farmers to create another 

livelihood activity. Skills, education level and knowledge are what enabled the farmers to 

diversify their livelihood strategies.  

An example of how human capital helps maintain a household's livelihood can be 

seen in Bunyau's family. Bunyau, the headman of one of the longhouses, and his family are 

actively involved in farming. However, one of his daughters, who currently lives with him 

in the longhouse, is involved in a different activity—baking. She is a baker in Nanga Entabai. 

While she helps her parents with cooking and household chores, she also earns an income 

from her baking. Occasionally, she assists her parents on the farm, though her time is limited 

as she also works as a babysitter for her sister's son. 

When asked where she learned her baking skills, she explained that her sister taught 

her. Her sister had attended a short baking course and passed on the knowledge. With this 

skill, she is able to take orders from the villagers in the area. 

In this context, she gained access to human capital (baking skills) through her sister. 

Her sister opened the pathway for her to acquire the skills, which she then used to contribute 

to maintaining the household's livelihood. 

v. Social Capital 

Social capital is one of the most prominent capitals that had helped the villagers in 

Nanga Entabai to diversify their livelihood strategies. In this study, it is found that family 

relations are a significant factor that allow for creation of different livelihood activities. 
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The example of the first case is Respondent UB. Respondent UB was working in 

Brunei as a survival instructor for British army based in Brunei. His main role was to teach 

the army how to survive in the jungle. It was his cousin, who was also working in Brunei at 

that time that invited him to come.  

Another example is Respondent AL. He was in his 70s at the time of the interview. 

He used to work in a timber company when he was younger due to the need to have cash. 

The money that he has then will be transferred to his family back in the longhouse. This 

situation echoed what Yuliati and Isaskar (2018) found in their research. They found that 

remittance from family members who work as migrant workers had helped to ensure their 

household’s livelihood sustainability. In his absence, Respondent AL’s wife was the one 

who took care of their farm back home. Respondent AL knew about that job from his relative 

who suggested him to join them. 

Other than Respondent AL, I found that most of my respondents who have worked 

outside their hometowns were brought to these opportunities by their family members (e.g., 

Respondent EG, Respondent DL). They learned about job vacancies through their family 

and were guided on how to apply and reach the job location. In some cases, family members 

directed them to what I would consider an ‘entry’ job—a stepping stone to better 

opportunities. This is evident in the cases of Respondent EG and Respondent DL, both of 

whom were initially brought to the city by their families. From there, they moved from one 

job to another, leveraging the skills and experiences they had gained throughout their 

careers. In the case of Respondent DL, while he initially applied for jobs based on family 

recommendations, his experience played a key role in his career progression. This method 

of family recommendation is not only relevant to past generations (about 20 years ago) but 
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continues to apply today. For example, Respondent EG’s son, a recent high school graduate, 

is now working in Pahang, Malaysia, after being introduced to the job by his uncle, who also 

works there. Similarly, Respondent EG's daughter secured her current job through a family 

connection, working directly under her granduncle on her mother's side. This example 

illustrates that social capital, especially within family networks, plays a significant role in 

sustaining a household’s livelihood.  

In addition to family relations, the influence of key individuals also plays a 

significant role in creating livelihood opportunities (i.e., jobs). This is evident in the life 

story of Respondent CM. A 70-year-old man (estimated) who is currently inactive in farming 

due to health issues, Respondent CM shared during our interview that he was once a border 

scout in the 1960s. At that time, border scouts were highly sought after to serve as the 

government’s ‘eyes and ears’ in the fight against communism. He was stationed in Ulu 

Entaih, where he eventually met his late wife. His journey as a border scout began when he 

was hired by Mr. John Kennedy Wilson. This story highlights how social capital, through 

connections with influential individuals, can significantly contribute to sustaining one's 

livelihood. 

4.5 Crop Priority Evaluation 

This exercise is designed to examine the shifting priorities of crops within a 

household. The higher the frequency, the greater the priority the household places on the 

crops, and vice versa. 

i. Pepper 
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Several factors are contributed to the differences in frequency. For pepper, the factors 

range from changing in its given role, migration, shifting priorities, and the varieties of other 

available crops that need attention. 

Household Number Frequency Reasons 

Household 2 

The frequency of going to 

pepper field has been 

reduced from every day to 

only 3-4 days per week. 

This is due to the work demand 

in other sectors. The members 

of this household are involved 

in wage labour and selling kuih 

in front of a school every day. 

Due to these varieties of 

activities, they could no longer 

focus on pepper as much as 

before.  

 

Household 5 

Focused on pepper more 

now as compared to about a 

generation ago. 

 

 

They are settling down in the 

longhouse for good after 

working in cities for many 

years. 

Household 10 

About a generation ago, she 

went to the farm every day. 

Nowadays, she probably 

Aging factor 
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goes one to two times a 

week. 

 

1. Farm jobs are taken by her 

children 

2. She looks after her 

grandchildren 

Household 4 

About a generation ago, 

they spent about less time 

on pepper. Nowadays, their 

daily farming activity is on 

pepper farming. 

Pepper is the only crop they 

focus on. Apart from engaging 

in pepper farming, this 

household also involved in 

wage labour to add to the 

income. 

 

i. Rubber 

Most households exhibit a similar pattern regarding rubber tapping. About a generation ago, 

nearly all households engaged in rubber tapping. However, today, the majority have 

abandoned this activity. When asked why they stopped, most responded with 'lada enda 

berega,' meaning the price of rubber is no longer as high as it once was. They also associated 

a decline in rubber tapping with weather conditions. The farmers could not tape rubber, even 

during light rain, to ensure the quality of the latex.  

ii. Paddy  

Engagement in paddy farming among the farmers of Nanga Entabai has seen a drastic 

decline, particularly after the roads in the area became accessible. Generally, paddy farming 

Table 4.1: A frequency table comparing the frequency of visits to pepper in the past versus 

the present. 
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is a labour – intensive task, but it involves different stages, each with varying levels of 

difficulty. As such, the frequency of visits to the field depends on the demands of each task. 

For instance, the labor demand during harvesting is significantly higher compared to the 

burning process. Consequently, farmers' visit frequency to the field varies at each stage of 

work. 

Farmers noted that the harvesting period requires more labour than other stages, as 

they need to collect the paddy quickly before it falls to the ground. This makes the harvesting 

period particularly hectic, especially when labour is in short supply. 

According to the respondents, the stages of paddy farming are as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Nebas (clearing of undergrowth) 

Nebang (cutting of trees) 

Rangkai engkereban (drying) 

Nunu (burning) 

Ngebak (process of gathering 

residues of un-burnt branches/trees to 

be burnt again) 

Nugal & Menih (dibbling & 

sowing) 
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The sowing process occurs simultaneously with the nugal (dibbling). After creating 

holes in the seedbeds, the paddy seedlings are placed in them. Often, the paddy seeds are 

mixed with vegetable seeds for intercropping, with the vegetables serving as secondary 

crops. 

A visit to Tr Bunyau’s paddy farm open my eyes to how paddy farming was done. 

According to my conversation with his wife, the land where they planted the paddy now was 

a rubber farm before. To make sure the next crop grow well, they need to get rid of tree 

branches from the rubber. Hence, they planted paddy first as it involves burning and clearing 

of lands. Right next to the paddy plot was pepper. When asked why they did not plant pepper 

instead on the paddy plot, Bunyau’s wife said the cost to buy a pepper pole is quite 

expensive. 

Figure 4.10: Work process in paddy farming 

Mantun (clearing of undergrowth 

around paddy) 

Ngetau (harvesting) 
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Burnt tree trunk 

Figure 4.11: Tree trunk need to be completely cleared to make sure crop grows well. 

 

Figure 4.12: The extra seeds from sowing activity. 
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Figure 4.13: Paddy seeds stocks that they kept inside their farm house. 

Figure 4.14: Paddy seeds. Bunyau’s wife told me that they cannot skip paddy farming even for a 

year (one cycle), otherwise the paddy seeds will not grow. 
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The farmers divided their tasks accordingly per day to make sure they are able to 

care for their crops well. For instance, if they went to work on their paddy field in the 

morning, the other half of the day will be used to maintain their pepper. For Household 12, 

he used to fit in other task such as making houses on his free time during the stages that 

require less labour for his paddy farming. This echoed what Freeman (1955) reported when 

he observed most men went for ‘bejalai’ during less labour-demand stages and came back 

again during harvesting season where high level of labour was demanded.  

4.6 Factors Influencing the Number of Crop Trees 

The findings show that the number of crop trees varied from about a generation ago 

compared to now. The reasons are as follows: 

i. Pepper 

“In the past, I engaged in various activities like fishing and hunting wild games. 

Nowadays, I focus solely on pepper farming”. (Respondent from Household 3, personal 

communication, 2022) 

 

“(pepper trees) increase in number compared to last time because the price of pepper is 

higher these days”. (Respondent from Household 2, personal communication, 2022) 

 

“I was inspired by others when I saw them planting more pepper trees during the previous 

price boom.” (Respondent Household 23, personal communication, 2022) 
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“When I saw others have more pepper trees than mine, I feel the urge to add mine”. 

(Respondent Household 8, personal communication, 2022) 

 

“Since I have settled here and no longer working elsewhere, I focus on pepper farming”. 

(Respondent Household 5, personal communication, 2022) 

For farmers who have reduced number of pepper trees planted, most attribute this 

decline to the lack of nutrients their pepper plants are receiving. The significant drop in 

pepper prices has made it difficult for farmers to maintain the necessary amount of fertilizer 

for the crops. Respondent ST noted that the return from pepper is not proportional to the 

costs they incur to maintain it. Household 25, too, mentioned his inability to buy enough 

fertilisers for his pepper trees. 

“My pepper trees are reduced now because they are dying. I cannot afford to buy many 

fertilisers bags because they are expensive”. (Respondents Household 25, personal 

communication, 2022) 

 

Due to this price drop, the farmers also had loss motivation to work their pepper farm. A 

respondent from Household 14 said, 

“My pepper trees are mostly dying because I do not care for them as much. Some of them 

totally died due to rain. I do not concentrate on them now” (Household 14, personal 

communication, 2022) 

The discouraging price for pepper had caused Household 14 to shift her focus on 

other mainstream income. She started oil palm farming and focused on other jobs, such as 
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on producing pepper – based products (e.g. tuak lada (pepper wine) and pepper-salt powder) 

and as a contractor. Not only that, she is also one of the key person for vegetables supplies 

to Sibujaya market. Her husband, on the hand, has chilli fertigation and sells ‘ciping’, a by 

– product of yeast, for tuak making. She has a lot of other activities that give her better 

income prospect than pepper. She said, 

“Based on my observation, vegetables selling is more profitable compare to pepper 

because you can sell it every day. On the other hand, the price for pepper and rubber are 

inconsistent. It can go up and down. Furthermore, pepper is a one-time production. 

Rubber, too depends on weather. If it is raining, you cannot tape”.  

(Household 14, personal communication, 2022). 

 

ii. Rubber 

As for rubber, there has been no significant increase in the number of trees planted. 

Those who have added new trees are primarily replacing dead ones, with seedlings typically 

provided by the Department of Agriculture (DOA). 

Some households have reduced the number of rubber trees by dedicating the land to 

pepper cultivation. Moreover, in instances where older trees have died, they have not been 

replaced, resulting in a decline in the total number of rubber trees. 

“My rubber trees are decreasing because it is not valuable anymore. Most of the 

trees are replaced by pepper”. (Respondent Household 3, personal communication, 

2022) 



 84 

4.7 Factors Influencing Crop Preferences – Matrix 1 

There were two matrix ranking activities done throughout the fieldwork. The first 

activity was with the farmers from Rumah Enggu while another activity was done with 

farmers from Rumah Bunyau. 

i. Money 

In terms of money, the respondents believe that oil palm gave the highest cash 

income. The reason behind this is because oil palm requires less maintenance. It only needs 

fertilisers and pesticides to maintain it. Out of six individuals in the focus group discussion, 

only one is involved directly with oil palm. At the time of the discussion, oil palm prices 

were booming.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.15: Photo of matrix ranking sheet (Group 1) focused on ‘Money’ factor. 
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ii. Maintenance 

According to the respondents, they all agree that pepper has the highest maintenance 

among all. “You will always have work in the pepper farm, that is why you need to work on 

it every day” (Respondent BJ, personal communication, 2022). Other than fertilising the 

pepper, farmers need to weed, occasionally spraying it with pesticides, tying the long stalk 

to the pepper pole etc. All the works cannot be done in a day. Thus, it is categorised as the 

highest maintenance crop.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.16: Photo of matrix ranking sheet (Group 1) that focused on ‘Maintenance’ factor. 
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Second demanding crop is oil palm. The guy who involves directly with oil palm 

said, “the oil palm seedlings would need us to feed it and spray it with pesticides. However, 

when it is mature enough, you will only need to harvest and feed it with fertilisers only. 

There is no need for you to give it pesticide anymore” (personal communication, 2022). 

Paddy is ranked at the third place for most demanding crop. This is because the tasks 

involved do not demand the farmer to stay on the farm every day – depending on the season. 

According to the respondents, “there are time when you can leave the farm. For instance, 

while you are waiting for the trees to dry before you can burn them, you can do some other 

thing first” (Respondent S). The act of working somewhere else while waiting for the next 

stage of paddy farming is called ‘ngerampas’ or can be directly translated as ‘snatching’. 

Respondent S said they usually made use of this time to work elsewhere to get income.  

Cocoa is ranked as the fourth crop because it requires less work if compare to paddy 

farming. However, if it were to compare with rubber, it is more demanding because you will 

need to watch over it every now to keep it from the wild animals (i.e squirrels). Other than 

that, the farmers need to do a constant checking on which fruits can be harvested.  

iii. Manpower 

The respondents all agree that paddy farming require the most manpower among 

other crops. This is because the farmer needs to rush up the process, for instance during 

harvesting period. If the farmer would not be able to harvest the paddy as fast, chances are 

the paddy kernel will fall to the ground. Apart from that, paddy farmers need to complete 

each task within the same time period with everyone else to prevent wild animals from 

attacking your farm only. When that farm is the only farm remained, chances are wild 

animals will ‘focus’ on that farm hence will result in lesser paddy production for the year. 
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Their ancestors (urang suba) usually will describe this situation as ‘mayuh antu’ or directly 

translated as ‘many ghosts’. The ‘ghosts’ in this sense is the wild animals such as squirrels. 

On the other hand, a pepper farmer would not need to complete his tasks following 

other’s timeline. However, it requires manpower to carry the pepper berries after harvesting, 

fertilising and weeding. One of the respondents described it as “te nadai nemu nadai” which 

means there will never a day without any task. Hence why it is ranked as the third crop that 

requires high manpower.  

As much as pepper is manpower consuming, it still rank lower than oil palm because 

the latter involves heavy workload. Farmer needs to prune the tree as well as harvesting the 

Figure 4.17: Photo of matrix ranking sheet (Group 1) that focused on ‘Manpower’ factor. 
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fruits which require a lot of energy since the fruit is heavy. Farmer needs to use a lot of 

energy to strike the tools onto the fruits. Hence why, it demands a lot of energy and 

manpower to complete the task. 

 On the other hand, rubber requires the least manpower to maintain. This is because 

a farmer only need to do weeding occasionally. The respondents said if the farmer often visit 

the location, not much maintenance should be done since the pathway to the grass can be 

maintained as he walked along the pathway. 

Cocoa requires more manpower as compared to rubber because farmer needs to 

choose its fruits carefully – and it is a tedious work. 

iv. Weather 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.18: Photo of matrix ranking sheet (Group 1) that focused on ‘Weather’ factor. 
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It is found that rain will not affect oil palm negatively. Instead, it will make fruits to 

be heavier, and this will give better return for the farmers. Hence why, on a very sunny day 

farmers will rush to sell off their fresh fruit bunches (FFB) to avoid water from losing which 

then will make the FFB to be lighter in weight.  

At the second rank is cocoa. Cocoa needs a sunny weather more than oil palm 

because farmers need to dry the fruits. This is also the same case with pepper. However, the 

impact of raining to pepper is worse than to cocoa as it will gives more adverse effect to 

pepper. Other than hampered the process of drying fruits, raining will also make the pepper 

berries to fall to the ground which then affect the production of pepper in terms of quantity. 

Besides, continuous raining will cause the tree root to rot. The local term to describe the 

rotten root are ‘urat manggar’. This situation did happen to some of them where their pepper 

trees died due to raining. On the other hand, the respondents compared this situation to 

draught. If there is a draught for a complete month, the respondents said only small pepper 

trees (seedlings) will adversely be affected but not the fully grown trees.  

As for paddy farming, continuous raining will hamper the production of quality 

paddy kernel as usually there will be a small, black dot sticking to the wall of the kernel.  

Rubber ranked as the most sensitive crop to weather because tapping activity can 

never be done if it is raining. This is because latex cannot be mixed with water. Other than 

that, drying of rubber sheet also cannot take place if there is raining. 

v. Fastest returns 

All respondents agree that paddy farming is the fastest crop to give return. Within a 

year, a farmer can start from scratch and still yield the harvest at the end of the farming cycle. 
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This considers as the fastest among other crop since other crop would require at least three 

years to produce yields. 

The second fastest crop is pepper. According to the respondents, pepper would need 

a total of three years for it to produce its first batch of fruits. The ranking is then followed 

by cocoa, oil palm and lastly rubber. According to the respondents, cocoa will require a few 

years for it to bear fruits. It was said that cocoa take longer time than pepper to bear fruits. 

 The slowest crop to give return was rubber. Rubber needs many years to mature for 

it to produce latex. Respondent BJ added that if someone wants a fast cash, wet paddy 

farming will do the trick. As long as they get enough fertilisers, the paddy will grow fast and 

healthy. She provides this example because she heard news from others that some paddy can 

be harvested within two to three times per year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Figure 4.19: Photo of matrix ranking sheet (Group 1) that focused on ‘Fastest Return’ factor. 
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vi. Fertilisers 

Pepper was ranked as the number one crop that requires fertilisers. The respondents 

told me enthusiastically that pepper needed fertilisers during its whole lifetime. Until the 

farmers decided to stop pepper farming then only no fertilisers is needed anymore. In 

addition to this, pepper required various type of chemical solution such as fertilisers to 

encourage the growth of berries and also pesticides to prevent insects attack. When asked 

why they still choose to plant pepper when clearly it demanded a lot of cost, their answer 

was “Kati deh, pengidup. Nya ga ka nyadi ditu” which can be translated as “What to do, that 

is how we earn a living since it (pepper) can be planted here”. Others find it worth it to plant 

because the price return is worth the hassle compared to the other crops.  

The second crop that requires most fertilisers is oil palm. Oil palm requires fertilisers 

since it was still a seedling. A one-year-old oil palm tree would require 3kg of fertilisers to 

encourage its growth. If the tree has enough fertilisers, the fruits will grow bigger. It is said 

that one needs to fertilise the tree once in two months.  

The next crop is cocoa. The respondents said that cocoa requires more fertilisers as 

compared to paddy. They said the fertilisers would encourage the fruit to grow better. Next 

in the ranking is paddy. Fertilisers make the paddy to grow more. In the past, fertilisers were 

not used because farmers were mostly farming on a virgin or less-used lands, where big tree 

trunks were still available. The decayed trunks will decompose, and this give nutrients to the 

paddy. However, nowadays farmers relied on fertilisers to increase soil fertility. Paddy only 

requires one time of fertilising.  

The least crop that requires fertilisers is rubber. It is not compulsory to fertilise the 

rubber. The respondents said some of the farmers who fertilised rubber said that fertilisers 

maintain the amount of latex produced.  



 92 

 

 

 

vii. Cost 

All respondents agree that pepper consumes the highest cost. Although it gives the 

most money, it also requires a lot of money to maintain. Respondent BJ said “it gives and it 

takes back”. 

Next in the ranking is oil palm. The cost for pepper and oil palm are almost the same. 

The price for a bag of fertiliser weighted 25kg is ranging from RM70 to RM100. Cocoa is 

ranked as the third crop that involves a high cost. It requires higher cost than paddy because 

it lives longer while paddy’s lifespan is only a year. Longer living year means more fertilisers 

used which directly means higher cost. Furthermore, cocoa would need pesticides since it is 

one of the crops that prone to fungi attack. 

 

Figure 4.20: Photo of matrix ranking sheet (Group 1) that focused on ‘Fertilisers’ factor. 
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The two last crops that do not require high cost is paddy and rubber. Since it is not a must to 

fertilise rubber, it is considered as the lowest cost crop. One of the respondents said, “My 

late father used to say that the fertiliser for rubber is sword”. This is because the main 

maintenance a rubber needs is a clear field. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.8 Factors Influencing Crop Preferences – Matrix 2 

This is the second matrix ranking activity done with respondents from Rumah 

Bunyau. In this activity, I have added and omitted certain crops in the ranking list based on 

what I observed on the field.  

The purpose of the second matrix ranking activity is to triangulate as well as to 

compare answers from the first activity. 

 

Figure 4.21: Photo of matrix ranking sheet (Group 1) that focused on ‘Cost’ factor. 
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i. Time 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

According to the respondents, pepper demands their time the most among other 

crops. This is because it involves a lot of works (mayuh kerja). One of the respondents shared 

with me the common steps in maintaining pepper trees which are planting, fertilising, 

making sure the roots would not be intertwining with roots from other trees, weeding and 

harvesting. One of the respondents said the amount of time and works required in pepper 

causes their livelihood to lean more towards pepper farming activity which causes them to 

leave behind paddy farming. 

Vegetable was ranked as the second most demanding crop exceeding paddy farming 

and other main crops such as rubber and oil palm. The reason is because vegetables require 

an intentional care from the farmers in terms of its maintenance. As compared to paddy 

farming, vegetables require more time than paddy since paddy provides plenty of time in 

Figure 4.22: Photo of matrix ranking sheet (Group 2) that focused on ‘Time’ factor. 
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between task (masa senggang) for farmers. This is in line with what Freeman (1955) 

mentioned in his book where he pointed out the common ‘bejalai’6 period among the Iban 

male took place during the paddy’s growing stage, or what Freeman described as ‘when the 

padi is in the ground’. The period usually lasted for six months (Freeman, 1955). During this 

time, Iban male usually will go out for their expedition and some would be on the ‘bejalai’ 

for many years. This is also in line with what Respondent ST said when he said that they 

usually did wage labour to earn some cash during the paddy’s growing stage. The flexibility 

in terms of time here is not available for vegetables where constant care is needed for the 

latter to ensure the vegetables grow well. Even so, the time flexibility in paddy here refers 

to the time taken to complete one task to the other and not within a task itself. Based on my 

conversation with Respondent BJ,  a farmer needs to rush their speed during the harvesting 

period to avoid over-ripening of padi, which if happens, will cause the padi to fall to the 

ground. 

The fourth rank goes to oil palm. Oil palm does not demand a lot of time to maintain 

as compared to pepper and vegetables. The amount of energy needed may be higher than 

these two, but the amount of time needed to care for the crop is not as much as the other two.  

Rubber and fruits are ranked as the lowest and second lowest respectively. Rubber 

was ranked as the least demanding crop in terms of time because they did not tape rubber 

for a while now. “Nyu baka kampung’ (Like a thick forest), ‘Enda dinga kangau’ (Did not 

hear any sound) and ‘Nadai temu rita’ (No news) are phrases they used to describe how 

 
6 According to Freeman (1955), bejalai means to explore outside of one own home for pursuit of social prestige 

and materials gain.  
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infrequent they visit their rubber farm. They no longer spend their time on rubber tapping 

due to the very low price (see 4.6.3). 

Fruit crop was ranked higher than rubber because the amount of time they visited 

fruit trees are more frequent than they visited rubber since fruit trees would require them to 

maintain the stem occasionally.  

Between vegetables and oil palm, they all agree that vegetables require more time 

than the latter because vegetables need extra care. One need to go there often to make sure 

it is safe from insects. However, the amount of time spent per visit is not too long. On the 

other hand, for oil palm, you may probably need one visit per month to fertilise the trees. 

Between vegetables and paddy, they all agree that the visited vegetables more than they visit 

paddy. “Sayur tu pagi abas d, lemai abas d. Umai mantun aja” which means “You may visit 

your vegetables once in the morning and once in the evening while for paddy, you are only 

there for weeding”.  

ii. Money 

The ranking for this factor follows this order, with one being the least profitable crop 

while six being the most profitable crop. In this activity, the respondents ranked pepper as 

the most profitable crop and rubber as the least profitable crop. 

When asked why pepper was ranked as 6 when oil palm price was currently booming, 

their reason was because they have no experience selling FFB yet. Only one out of five 

respondents have planted oil palm and she has yet to sell FFB. Hence why, the respondents 

prefer to rank pepper as the most profitable crop instead of oil palm despite the current oil 

palm price boom.  
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During the discussion, the respondents mentioned that pepper and oil palm share a 

similarity in which their price varies from time to time. One of the respondents said, “sawit 

enggau lada tu, maya iya (price) niki, bisi ga iya. Maya ya nurun, nadai…niki nurun, niki 

nurun utai nya, sekejap aja” which means “Oil palm and pepper, when it (the price) goes 

up, we could get ‘something’. However, when the price goes down, we do not get much… 

(it) goes up down, up down, in a short period of time” (personal communication, 2022).  This 

reflects the reality on the ground for smallholder farmers as mentioned in Chapter 1 where 

smallholder farmers’ livelihood are threatened with the inconsistency of cash return as a 

result of price fluctuation in the global market.  

Vegetables and paddy were ranked third and fourth place respectively. All agreed 

that vegetables give better return (asil7) than paddy due to several reasons. Firstly, one can 

reap produce from vegetables within several months. In a span of a few months, the farmer 

can collect and sell it to get cash. However, this was not possible with paddy where they can 

only harvest the paddy once a year. Hence, in terms of production wise, vegetables are 

preferred. Secondly, selling vegetables is one of the livelihood activities in the area. For 

instance, some of the farmers sell their vegetables to a middle person who then will supply 

these vegetables to the nearest local market (eg. Sibu market). Selling vegetables is an active 

activity within this group of farmers. However, no news on rice selling has been heard. The 

farmers who planted paddy are most if not all keeping the stock for their own consumption. 

In this context, no cash can be earned through paddy farming which is why vegetables are 

ranked as higher in terms of a crop that gives more ‘money’. 

 
7 Asil in this context refers to money. 
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When I changed the context where I asked which crop gives more money if both 

vegetables and paddy are sold, all agree that paddy will give them higher money return 

because it is more expensive than vegetables. Respondent NA said, “of course it is 

expensive. Even the ‘Chinese’ rice is already expensive, what more to say the ‘Iban’ rice8”. 

Because they did not sell their paddy, the respondents agree to put paddy as lower than 

vegetables. 

Between rubber and paddy, the respondents believe that they will get more money 

from paddy than rubber if they sell out their paddy yield. Rubber does not give any good 

returns because of the current price. On the other hand, fruit is regarded as the second lowest 

crop that gives money because the respondents do not get any monetary return from their 

fruit trees. All fruits harvested are for their own consumption. However, they believed that 

if they sell the fruit, it will give them more money than if they sell rubber. The significant 

drop in rubber makes farmers lose interest in tapping it. “No news heard” and “I did not see 

anyone selling rubber in any market” are among the phrases they uttered when they talked 

about how invaluable rubber is now. One of them considered rubber as similar to cocoa, 

“Just like you see cocoa, there is also no news on rubber”.  

If compared between fruits and vegetables, the respondents agree that vegetables 

give better return because in a span of four to five months, one can yield the produce. 

Furthermore, the villagers there sell vegetables for monetary return. Respondent NA 

expressed her thought on vegetables by saying, “jual sayur bisi jalai mimit” which means 

“selling vegetables has a better future”. They even shared other’s experience in farming 

 
8 Iban rice is purplish in colour and not common in the market. Meanwhile, ‘Chinese rice’ is the white-coloured 

rice where one could buy from any shop. 
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vegetables, “If you really focus on vegetables farming like the Chinese, you can harvest it 

up to thrice a year”. The respondents also said that it is better to farm vegetables and sell it 

rather than doing rubber tapping. They said the amount of money received from tapping 

rubber does not worth it if compared to the amount of energy and time invested. They 

believed that the tedious work and the amount of sacrifices they need to do for rubber tapping 

does not worth the amount of money they will receive. From the respondents’ preferences 

over vegetables, we can see how monetary value play a significant role in determining which 

crop considers ‘worth’ to farm. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.23: Photo of matrix ranking sheet (Group 2) that focused on ‘Money’ factor. 
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iii. Cost  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The crop that does not need high cost the most is rubber because these farmers always 

be given fertilisers from DOA. Furthermore, rubber does not require fertilisers as much. One 

can opt not to fertilise it at all (refer 4.6.5.7). In comparison to rubber, fruit trees may need 

higher cost than rubber because it will need fertiliser occasionally. 

Vegetables are said to require higher cost than paddy because it needs to be fertilised 

regularly. Furthermore, these farmers do not receive any vegetable fertilisers aids from any 

party unless they are planting it under a scheme project. In contrast, those paddy planters 

will receive fertilisers aid although at times they would have to add themselves to make sure 

it enough for the whole year. 

Figure 4.24: Photo of matrix ranking sheet (Group 2) that focused on ‘Cost’ factor. 
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Oil palm and pepper are almost the same where the cost needed for these two crops are 

considerably higher than the rest. This is because they need to be fertilised consistently and 

the cost to buy the fertilisers are solely on the farmers themselves. Nevertheless, the farmers 

voted pepper to be the crop that consume the highest cost because it needs different type of 

fertilisers and pesticides to maintain it. 

iv. Energy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Oil palm is ranked as the crop that requires energy the most. This is because the tasks 

involved are heavy. One would need to harvest the fruits and collect it afterwards. In some 

cases, they have to carry the FFB to a certain distance for them to load in the truck. It 

Figure 4.25: Photo of matrix ranking sheet (Group 2) that focused on ‘Energy’ factor. 
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consumes a lot of energy since the FFBs are heavy and big in size. Respondent NA described 

her experience with oil palm, 

“Cutting out the branches is easy but harvesting the fruits is difficult. If the tree is 

around 7 years old, you can still use pole to poke the fruits out. But if it is 10 years 

all, it would be very tall”. (personal communication, 2022) 

Respondent DA added by saying,  

“It is easier if you harvest fruits from a tree that is on a hill slope rather than a tree from a 

flat ground because you will need extra push to get the fruits out. If the tree is on a slope, 

at least the fruits will roll down” (personal communication, 2022) 

This ranking is followed by pepper. Pepper is a lot lighter in terms of energy, but the 

workload is tedious. There are a lot of steps need to be done (see 4.6.5.2). However, when 

asked to compare between 1000 oil palm trees and 1000 pepper trees, all agree that oil palm 

would require the most energy. 

Paddy is next in the ranking. Although each task is only done once within the cycle, 

some of the tasks would require a lot of manpower. In comparison, vegetables may need 

constant care every day, but the amount of manpower involved is not as big as paddy (at a 

certain stage of work). 

The respondents all agreed that rubber and fruit trees are the least crops that demand 

energy. Fruit trees require manpower only during harvesting while rubber need not any if no 

one is tapping it. One can leave the rubber tree as it is.  
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v. Weather  

The number one crop that relies on weather is rubber. A farmer cannot do rubber 

tapping when it is raining, without any doubt, because the milk tapped cannot be 

contaminated with water.  

This then followed by paddy. Paddy during the stage of field clearing would need a 

sunny day to fasten the burning process. Rain would slow down the work. Next, the 

respondents ranked oil palm as the third crop that relies on weather for work continuity. 

They mentioned that rain will cause the pathway to be slippery, and this will make the 

process of carrying FFB to be difficult. However, one can still harvest the fruit even during 

raining. 

The last three crops ranked in order is fruits, vegetables and pepper. Fruits is ranked 

as depending more on weather as compared to vegetables because one could not climb a tree 

to harvest the fruits if it is raining because it would be slippery. On other day than harvesting, 

fruits is said as not affected by raining. On the other hand, raining does wonder to vegetable. 

They said raining will encourage the growth of vegetables because the soil is moist. In 

contrast, drought will cause the vegetables to wither. 

Pepper is ranked as the least crop that depends on weather for work continuity. This 

is because one can still do pepper-related work even during raining. However, there are a 

few exceptional cases which are during spraying of pesticides and drying of pepper berries. 

Even so, the negative impact of raining on the crop is not as high as in rubber because 

according to Respondent DA, “baik gik gak lada, tau basah” which means “but at least it is 

okay for pepper to get wet” when they compared between pepper and rubber.  
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vi. Fastest to Produce 

In this context, return refers to production. Hence, the question was “which crop 

produces the fastest?”. The respondents all agreed that vegetables (sayur) produce the fastest 

among the rest. It was said that one can yield its produce within 3 months. Meanwhile, rubber 

was said to produce the slowest.  

Between oil palm and fruits, all agree that oil palm produces faster than fruit tree. On 

the other hand, oil palm was said to give faster produce than pepper. When asked whether 

there is any possibility for pepper to produce within a year, Respondent MD mentioned “3 

taun enti bisi, bisi” which means the least time it requires to grow is three years – if only it 

grows within the time period. Respondent NA picked an example of one of the villagers who 

Figure 4.26: Photo of matrix ranking sheet (Group 2) that focused on ‘Weather’ factor. 
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planted pepper and oil palm side by side at about the same time and had the oil palm bear 

fruits first compared to pepper that was still very small.  

In comparison, paddy produces once a year. They mentioned that paddy that was 

planted solely for commercial purpose in town (padi pasar) may produce thrice a year (padi 

3 bulan) but in their case, theirs can only be harvested once per year.  

 

  

Figure 4.27: Photo of matrix ranking sheet (Group 2) that focused on ‘Fastest to Produce’ factor. 
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Hence, the sequence for this rank is as follows; 

 

 

 

(1 – the slowest crop to give produce and 6 – the fastest crop to give produce) 

vii. Easiest to Work On 

 

 

 

 

Ranking Crop 

1 Rubber 

2 Fruit 

3 Pepper 

4 Oil palm 

5 Paddy 

6 Vegetables  

Table 4.2: Crop ranking in terms of the duration it takes to give produce 

Figure 4.28: Photo of matrix ranking sheet (Group 2) that focused on ‘Easiest to Work On’ factor. 
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Initially, rubber was perceived as the easiest crop to plant because one can leave the 

rubber as it is after planting it without having to do much work to maintain it. However, 

when I told them to rate based on level of work difficulties in terms of the procedures 

involved, the answers started to change.  

They perceived fruits as equally easy because they can simply cut off the trees shall 

the trees are too tall to climb. However, if they were to compare with vegetables, vegetables 

were regarded as easier since they do not need to climb up anything to collect it and less 

likely that they have to carry it on their back. The respondents said “Pama nyu ngena uyut, 

bisi endar ya. Bisi dijual” which means if they need to carry the vegetables, means it is way 

too many that it can be sell to others. Respondent NA said, “Senang uchu, senang. Nyamai 

meh udah ditanam dik, tupi. Enti ya retak, tuat. Enti ensabi, tunu dik, tabur, beri sum” 

(personal communication, 2022) which means farming vegetables are relatively easier in 

terms of its maintenance. 

Between oil palm and paddy, all agreed that paddy farming is easier compared to oil 

palm due to lesser workload. Oil palm would need the farmer to consistently pruning it from 

time to time for ease of harvesting. During the harvesting of FFB, the farmers also would 

need to harvest, collect and gather the FFB in one place. Such works considered ‘harder’ 

because the FFB are heavy. 

Between rubber and paddy, the latter was considered as easier crop to take care of as 

compared to the former. This is because one could spend half a day working on the farm and 

call it an end for the day (depending on his personal goal for the day) while rubber would 

need the farmer to be involved with the rubber-related work the whole day. For instance, 

Respondent DA mentioned that if a farmer taps rubber in the morning, he or she would need 
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to dry it and pick it up later in the evening. Here we can see how rubber’s occupy the farmer’s 

day – be it in the morning or evening. In comparison to this, paddy was considered as ‘easier’ 

in the sense that the amount of workload for the day is flexible depending on the farmer’s 

decision rather than a compliance. Respondent DA described the flexibility as “if you have 

reached the time, you are done for the day” (personal communication, 2022).  

The discussion on this factor found that the most taxing crop was pepper because 

there is a lot of maintenance that need to be done, such as weeding, fertilising and spraying 

of pesticides. This shows different crops have different level of difficulties. The steps require 

to maintain some of the crops may be more than other crop but ranked as easier, due to the 

amount of energy invested and level of difficulty involved (eg. climbing). 

viii. Road 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.29: Photo of matrix ranking sheet (Group 2) that focused on ‘Road’ factor. 
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All agree that oil palm requires road the most because the work for oil palm is heavy 

and one would need a proper road condition to carry the FFB (refer to 4.5.7.7). After oil 

palm, rubber was ranked as the second highest crop that needs a road. When asked for the 

reason, the respondents told me that “because it was under a scheme”. According to the 

respondents, if they are entitled for a scheme, the respective party will make a road leading 

to the plantation site. Road was said to be equally important for both pepper and vegetables. 

However, pepper was ranked higher than vegetables due to the task demand. The respondent 

said, “If no road, how are you going to climb up the tree (with ladder)?”. Not only climbing, 

but one also has to bring the ladder to the pepper farming site and hence why, road is crucial. 

On the other hand, vegetables need road more than fruit trees and paddy because 

farmer would have to set up the plant bed for the seed to grow while paddy does not require 

a proper plant bed. Hence why vegetables would require road more than paddy does. A 

respondent was not agreeing that vegetables need road, but her argument was countered by 

two other respondents who began to provide example on a big vegetable farm in Pakan, 

Sarawak that has a proper road. It was mentioned that this vegetable farm is under a 

vegetable scheme.  

Other than that, rubber, which was ranked as the second highest crop that would need 

a road, was said to be a crop that would need a road because it was under rubber plantation 

scheme. According to the respondents, if the farmer is entitled for a scheme, the respective 

party will pave the way to make road.  

This raised a question whether this ranking was based on ‘which crop needs road in 

terms of work task?” or “which crop would have road built together?”. Road was perceived 
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to be of least importance for fruit trees because one can plant fruit anywhere regardless of 

the road condition. 

ix. Sensitive to Type of Soil  

 

 

Pepper is regarded as the most sensitive crop to the soil. This means it needs suitable 

soil for it to grow, otherwise it would not be alive. Vegetables are also considered as fussy 

because it would not grow in any type of soil. Respondent DA said “If it does not want to 

grow at this one area, you have to move it to elsewhere” (personal communication, 2022). 

Oil palm is considered as the least sensitive crop to soil because it can be planted 

elsewhere – even on rocky soil. “Laban ya lain urat” or “Because it has different kind of 

roots” is the reason mentioned for its flexibility on type of soil. Although fruits is considered 

Figure 4.30: Photo of matrix ranking sheet (Group 2) that focused on ‘Sensitive to Type of Soil’ 

factor. 
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as similar to oil palm, it cannot grow in mangrove area. Hence, its flexibility is limited to a 

certain extent. Oil palm, on the other hand, believed to be able to grow on mangrove site. 

“Look at those oil palm by the roadside” said Respondent DA to show oil palm flexibility 

even on mangrove site. 

For paddy, the respondents said that different seed type would require different soil. 

For instance, wet paddy seed would not grow in a dry area while hill rice seed would not 

grow in a wet area. In this sense, type of paddy seed will determine the soil suitability. As 

long as the seed type matches the soil condition (wet/dry), the paddy will grow.  

x. Size of Land 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.31: Photo of matrix ranking sheet (Group 2) that focused on ‘Size of land’ factor. 
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Oil palm is the crop that demanded big size of land the most. This is because it needs 

to be planted with a distance of 30 feet from one tree to another to ensure it grows healthily 

other than preventing the branches from overlapping with that of another trees. 

Fruit trees, too need large distance from another tree. However, based on the 

respondents’ answers, this depends very much on the planters himself. He can opt to plant it 

nearer to one another or the other way around. Further distance is preferred because fruit 

trees have big branches. From their response, it can be observed that it is crucial to separate 

oil palm trees from another while it is quite flexible for that of fruit trees. 

The ranking is followed by rubber. It was said that rubber needs to be planted at least 

10-foot distance from one another. In comparison to fruit trees, rubber tree is smaller in size 

with and not branching out as much as the fruit trees. 

Pepper, on the other hand, needs at least 6-foot distance from one tree to another. 

The distance is shorter compared to rubber. Meanwhile, paddy and vegetables are almost the 

same where they do not demand big size of lands. 

4.9 Conclusion 

Land is a precious asset for the Iban as it determines their livelihood. Careful steps 

were taken to ensure the continuity of access over their lands. Not only that, as they navigate 

through ways of sustaining their livelihood, they considered several factors to consider 

before embarking on planting crops. The decisions will affect many aspects in the future. 

Hence, the farmers need to think thoroughly about which crops will give the best benefit for 

them. 
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Although it may seem that the longhouses in the area are empty as a result of out-

migration, the communities there still think it is very important for them to protect the land 

for future generation’s use. One of the respondents said, “simpan kena sida ke ka bekebun 

ila. Enda patut semua gawa perintah, semua gawa company” which means “(I) kept the 

lands for those who want to do farming for living in the future. I do not think everyone will 

work in the government sector or in companies” (personal communication, 2022). 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter discusses the width and breath of the research findings. It touches on 

the reasoning behind farmers’ livelihoods choices and how they strengthen their land 

security despite constant change in development policies. 

5.2 Access to Land 

Land is one of the crucial natural capitals of the Iban. Generally, the common way 

of getting access to land among the Iban is through inheritance. The first generation who 

first cleared a forest will be regarded as the one who owns the land. Right over this land can 

be passed down to their descendants through inheritance. From my study, I found out that 

the rights towards lands are transferred based on children’s responsibility and the children’s 

locality. 

From my interviews with my fellow respondents, they said that the land division 

among the children will follow a ratio of 1:1 where every child will receive the same portion 

of land. Their parents too, will get the same portion. The amount of lands received at the end 

of the day will be different when the parents had decided which child will be responsible to 

care for them. This child will automatically inherit their parent’s portion of land which means 

he/she will get more land than his/her other siblings. 

The respondents explained to me the scenario of land division by providing me 

examples, 
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“If the parents have 4 acres of lands and they have 3 kids, 3 acres will be divided equally 

among the kids while another 1 acre will be kept by the parents” (personal communication, 

2022). 

  The one who ‘ngibun9’ the parents will get to inherit the land which makes him to 

get more than the rest. For the ‘other siblings’, those who ‘nguai’ to their spouse will get 

lesser than those siblings who do not ‘nguai’ or what the local term called ‘kediri10’. Even 

so, this depends on where they choose to settle. Those children that have no plan to return 

to the longhouse or have ‘nguai’ to others who stayed too far from the longhouse will not be 

given land. When asked why, the respondents said they are worried if one day the land will 

be sold to someone else and that there will be strangers settle in the area. 

 An illustration of the land division is as shown below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
9 Ngibun means taking care of. 

10 Kediri – Household independent of any side of the family.  

Figure 5.1: An illustration of how land is being divided among children in an Iban household (a). 

Land (4 plots) 

Parents 
Child 1 Child 2 

Child 3 

4 plots of land are 

distributed equally 

among parents and 

their three children. 

1 plot 1 plot 1 plot 1 plot 
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Say for example Child 1 is the one who given the official responsibility to care for 

the parents, he/she will inherit his/her parents lands. In diagram above, total number of land 

plot Child 1 inherited is two instead of one. This will make his/her lands to be more than the 

rest of his/her siblings. 

All respondents interviewed agreed that the child who given the responsibility to care 

for the parents should inherit more lands than the other children. This is because the child 

bear most responsibilities and handle more task than the rest. As a sign of gratitude, the 

parents will pass down their portion of lands to the child.  

Another factor to consider when passing down lands to children is the children’s 

locality. Children living away from the longhouse (i.e staying permanently elsewhere or 

Figure 5.2: An illustration of how land is being divided among children in an Iban household (b). 

Land (4 plots) 

Parents 
Child 1 Child 2 

Child 3 

1 plot 1 plot 1 plot 1 plot 
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‘nguai’11 to their spouse in another longhouse away from their own) will not be given the 

land. Exceptional case is when they have a plan to settle in the longhouse or if they ‘nguai’ 

to any longhouse nearby. The lands cannot be passed or given away if the receiver has no 

intention to settle down in the longhouse as it is worried that the lands in future will be sold.  

This is in line with Cramb (1989) argument when he said that the nguai household 

would not have the right to claim the parental’s household’s lands. When a child decided to 

‘nguai’ to his/her spouse, he/she is regarded as a full member of the latter’s household. This 

means his/her rights on his/her parental household is void. However, Cramb mentioned that 

an exceptional condition is accepted. For instance, if the new couple settled within the same 

longhouse (agi begulai) and the spouse’s household has less lands to be used, the parental’s 

household may give or borrow a portion of lands for the couple to farm. 

Since it is not preferable to pass down the lands to children that have not decided to 

settle in the longhouse for a long run, the lands allocated for them will be temporarily under 

the child that chosen to care for the parents. If the children have decided to settle, the parents 

or the child who cared for the parents will give the lands to the sibling accordingly. During 

my data collection, Respondent UB, the one who cared for the parents and inherited the bilik 

tuai12, held the responsibility to divide the lands to his siblings when they come back. It is 

in no way that the responsible child denied the rights of his other siblings. 

 
11 ‘nguai’ – act of following his/her spouse after married and becoming a full member of the spouse’s household 

(Cramb, 1999). 

12 Bilik tuai refers to the parental house. 
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Respondent BK, one of the headmen in Nanga Entabai, suggested that the sibling 

entrusted with the responsibility of dividing the land among the family must do so fairly, as 

the land was acquired by their ancestors, meaning all siblings have a rightful claim to it. 

Should the child who cared for the lands refuse to give portion of the lands to the sibling 

who comes back, the tuai rumah (headman) can be called to settle the issue. In this sense, 

although the tuai rumah may not come from the family, he has the right to be involved in 

the issue. 

Another reason to not pass down lands to children living far away from the longhouse 

is to avoid the encroachment of strangers to the area. Lands within an Iban area usually 

‘owned’ by the same kinship groups. This is because in the past during the clearance of land, 

these groups of Iban went together with their kins (Freeman, 1955). This explains why 

landowners of neighbouring lands are usually related to one another. The respondents 

mentioned that if the lands be passed down to children that have no intention to stay in the 

longhouse for good and they sell it to strangers, chances are their area will be inhabited by 

‘strangers’ – someone that is not originated from the area. Hence, this determines why the 

Iban takes precautious steps in passing down lands to the later generation. 

Respondent HP said she will not give any inheritance land to any of her children that 

‘nguai’ to others but will give them lands that she bought herself. This is because she wants 

to respect the ‘adat’ that comes with the inheritance land. For lands that she bought herself, 

she said she is free to decide what she wants to do with the lands since she bought it rather 

than inherited it. Thus, the bought lands did not entitle to any ‘adat’.  
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5.3 Land for Farming 

Based on my findings, I found that the farmers farm on either their own lands or their 

family’s land. Based on the questionnaires, 50% of the total respondents said they are 

farming on their own lands while 31% said they are farming on their spouse’s lands. Only 

one household said they are farming on their sibling’s lands, and another four households 

say they are farming on their parents or their in-law’s lands. Out of these four households, 

two of them have not had any land division done yet within the family. Therefore, they still 

consider the lands they are farming now as their parents’. However, another two households 

had the division done. One of them is the only son of the family. Since his mother is still 

alive, he regards his mother as their head of family and hence why he prefers to call the land 

as belonged to his mother, instead of calling it as his. 

In this context, they labelled their ‘ownership’ to the lands differently. Some prefer 

to say the lands as their own while some find it comfortable to regard the lands as their 

parents’. Unfortunately, this study does not examine the relationship between the 

‘ownership’ status to the level of access. 

No one among the respondents had ever rented out their lands nor renting someone 

else’s lands for farming purpose. When asked what are the factors that parents usually 

considered when they divide lands among their children, most of them agreed that the one 

who ‘ngibun’ the parents will get more compared to their other siblings. The one who has 

been pointed to ‘ngibun’ the parents will own the ‘bilik tuai’.13 Respondent Household 24 
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said the child who has been pointed to care for you is called your lanting. According to the 

Adat Iban (1993), lanting means the chosen valuable objects that parents chose to keep.  

Other than these factors, type of land is also another variable that the Iban takes into 

account when giving out the lands to their children. Household 14, who knows the usual 

considerations in land division among the Iban, chose to abide to the same rule only for 

‘tanah lama’ – which means the lands that were inherited to them. According to her, the 

inherited lands that were given to them will be owned by their children that were settling 

down with them. As for the ‘nguai’ children, they will inherit lands that the parents have 

bought. When asked why is there a difference between ‘tanah lama’ and ‘tanah beli’, 

Household 14 says that they should abide to the ‘adat’ that ties with the inherited lands but 

they are free to decide anything for lands that they have bought themselves. Even so, 

Household 14 allows the ‘nguai’ child to ‘use’ the inherited lands if they were staying within 

the longhouse area. “All of them can use it, but not to own it” (Household 14, personal 

comm.) 

5.4 Land Tenure and Borrowing Regulations 

My findings show that the communities in Nanga Entabai prefer a form of return 

when they lent out their land to others. Most of them prefer the return to be in monetary 

form. However, some are more lenient with this ‘borrowing’ concept, especially when the 

borrower is their relatives. 

i. Demanded for payment 

66% households said they would surely ask for payment. Their answers are based on the 

lost and profit idea. Examples of statements are as follows; 
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“I demand for payment because they are getting some money from my land”. 

(Respondent Household 2, personal communication, 2022) 

 

“Of course I will ask for payment. If he plants pepper there, how much profit he gets?” 

(Respondent Household 10, personal communication, 2022) 

 

“To compensate for the hard works I put on that land before”. (Respondent Household 

9, personal communication, 2022) 

 

“Only someone crazy will not ask for payment”. (Respondent Household 8, personal 

communication, 2022) 

 

“I do not want to lose anything”. (Respondent Household 7, personal communication, 

2022) 

 

From these statements above, it shows that the Iban put an emphasis on the loss and 

profit concept. However, this is not something new. Cramb (1989) in his study found out 

that the non-relative or distant relative who ‘use’ the land will be charged a certain amount 

because the landowners “…do not want to make a loss on the transaction” (p. 285). However, 

charges were not applied to close relatives because they were considered as ‘pinjau’. Cramb 

distinguished two terms which were ‘nyua’ or renting and ‘pinjau’ or borrow. These two 

terms carried two different meanings. ‘Nyua’ or renting is treated like a commercial rent 
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while ‘pinjau’ is an act of borrowing land temporarily without any payment imposed. On 

the other hand, nyua’ is paid using cash or rice. Either way, the rental was determined prior 

to harvest.  

Other than demanding for payment due to not wanting to loss anything, some 

respondents demand payment because they are following the ‘new’ trend. 

 

“I am following the new trend now where if you borrow someone’s lands, you have to 

pay for it. Last time, you did not have to pay if you are family. Sometimes even non-

related also would not have to pay anything. Now, even family will need to pay”. 

(Respondent Household 16, personal communication, 2022) 

 

ii. Flexibility for relatives 

Respondent from Household 12 would not mind borrowing his land without rent; 

however, he is concerns over the security of his ownership over that land.  

 

“If it is my family members, I would lend it out without asking for rent. However, if I do 

not impose rent, I am scared if they claim it as theirs”. (Respondent Household 12, 

personal communication, 2022) 

 

Household 14 allows her longhouse member to use small portion of lands in the front 

yard of their house for free. She said, “because they are my relatives, so it is free” (personal 
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communication, 2022). To avoid any conflict over that front yard’s lands, they have a written 

agreement that only allow them to use that land until the year 2027.  

“If there is no black on white, I am afraid if my land will go to someone else - my 

children and grandchildren will lose”. (Household Respondent 14, personal 

communication, 2022) 

iii. Not letting anyone to use their lands 

35% households prefer not to borrow their lands to anyone. Most of them are scared 

to borrow it out because they worried if the borrower will claim ownership over their lands. 

“I do not want to rent my land to anyone because sometimes they want to own it. Others 

would think they have bought it but they don’t. The next thing you know, they take away 

your land”. (Respondent Household 23, personal communication, 2022) 

There are also households that refuse to lend their lands to someone else because they do not 

have enough land for their own use.  

5.5 Accessing Lands for Multiple Purposes 

 Households in Nanga Entabai have varying access to land, depending on their 

intended use. 

i. Gathering/Collecting Foods from Someone Else’s Lands 

Cramb (1989) found that it is permissible to collect wild plants from someone else’s 

lands without the approval from the owner. Firewood, wild fruits and bamboo are examples 

of wild crops that anyone can collect freely. An exception is for planted crop such as 

ironwood and cassava where approval from the landowners is needed. Hunting is also 

allowed in any fallow land. 
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However, this particular study found that there are diversity of answers to these 

questions. The methods used to get the foods determine the respondent’s answer whether 

they allow the other party to get food from their land or not.  

ii. Hunting  

14 households say it is okay to shot wild animals on someone else’s lands without 

telling them beforehand. There are various reasons to this. Some households say hunting 

will help to keep their crops from being eaten by wild animals. Respondent from Household 

23 said “enti aku bisi utai tanam kapa enda munuh iya. Nulung nyaga utai tanam aku” which 

means “If I have crops there, just let them shoot as this will help to protect my crops” 

(personal communication, 2022). 

Other than that, some households are positive about this activity because animals are 

moving and one has no control over their movement.  

“These animals have legs to move around to my lands and others’ lands”. (Respondent 

Household 18, personal communication, 2022) 

Household 24 said he does not mind because wild animals are not something that he rears.  

Others, on the hand, have not much say on the matter because they say they do not know 

what is happening on the ground, 

“Even if I say no, I do not know if he goes to my land or not because I would not 

know if he went there”. (Respondent Household 12, personal communication, 2022) 
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“It is deep in the forest. Even if I prohibit him to shoot animals there, I will not 

know if he goes. If I knew, I would not let him”. (Respondent Household 13, personal 

communication, 2022). 

 

However, Household 13 limits his approval to type of lands these hunters go to. According 

to him, he will not allow it if they go to his oil palm plantation with fear that these hunters 

will steal the fresh fruit bunches (FFB).14 

42% households disagree with the hunting activity being done on someone else’s 

land. One of the answers to this is they are worried if the hunter accidentally shot them 

instead of the animals. Such cases have not happened in the area but news about this in other 

places left them worried. 

Apart from that, protection act over wild animals from the state also influence the 

respondents’ answers, 

“For me, cannot. You see all these signboards at the market? The government said we 

cannot hunt wild animals. But if I do not know what is happening on the ground, then what 

to do…” (Household Respondent 14, personal communication, 2022) 

 

Another respondent was giggling and seem guilty to answer ‘allow’ - worried that his 

answer will go against the government rule. “Is it alright if I say yes, am I not guilty?” 

(Respondent X, personal communication, 2022) 

 
14 At the time of interview, oil palm is at its price boom. 
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The responses, based on government regulations, indicate that decisions regarding land 

use and individual land rights are controlled by the authorities. Even decisions made about 

their own land are now subject to certain limitations." 

iii. Animal Trap 

77% households said it is not right to set up an animal trap on someone else’s lands. 

The most common reason is they are concerned for the safety of the landowners. They worry 

if the trap traps them while they are working on their farm. Others find it is important to seek 

consent from the landowners first before setting up the trap since the land is under the right 

of the landowners.  

On the other hand, Household 15 choose not to allow others to set up a trap on her 

lands because she does not want the other party to gain something when she does not get 

anything in return. She said, “Even if they ask for permission, I would not allow because if 

they get something, they will not give you” (personal communication, 2022). 

Household 24 prefers not to allow others to set a trap on his land because he worried 

if there will be a conflict over the caught animal. “If let say there is a wild boar in the trap, 

you want to claim it as yours, but it is not because that is someone else’s trap” (personal 

communication, 2022). This raises a question about access – to what extend does a 

landowner has access to their own lands? 

23% households think it is okay to let others set a trap on their land. They came out 

with a variety of reasons for this. Household 12 says “If we prohibit them, then our crops 

will all die due to being eaten by wild animals” (personal communication, 2022) 
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Household 18 thinks everyone has the right to get wild animals. He said “wild 

animals are not something that we rear, hence everyone has the right to get it”. In this 

context, Household 18 regards wild animals as ‘public property’ while rear animals as 

‘private property’ that cannot be disturbed. Meanwhile, Household 7 thinks it is okay as long 

as he is being informed about the location of the trap. 

iv. Wild Plants 

The Iban collects wild plants for their consumption. Big events like weddings, wild 

plants such as shoot (or upa in local language) is one of the must-have foods in the menu. 

When asked whether it is okay to collect shoot in someone else’s lands, 92% households 

answered “No”. Their reasons are mostly the same, which is the upa belongs to the 

landowners and if anything, one should ask for permission to take it. Some of the respondents 

think it is okay to give permission to those who collect it for their own consumption but not 

for sell. During my visits, I often heard this phrase “aku suah meli utai aku empu” which 

means they often buy what belongs to them. In another word, they presume someone collects 

wild plants from their farm and sells it back to them. 

The respondents told me that nowadays they plant their own upa. A respondent from 

Household 6 said she does not allow anyone to collect upa from her land because she planted 

it herself and she wants to sell it. Hence, some of the respondents perceive collecting upa 

from someone else’s land without their information is considered as stealing.  

Talking about permission, Respondent BK told me that in the past one can collect 

someone else’s crops and only informed the owner afterwards. “Last time it was done 

absurdly. Some may not even inform the owner and just go away with the vegetables”, he 

giggled. “Nowadays the current practice does not allow this sharing practice anymore 
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because everything needs money”. (Respondent BK, personal communication). The word 

‘absurdly’, or in the local language “sengapa”, does not exist in the past especially when it 

comes to collecting wild crops on someone else’s lands. Now that when most of the things 

are regarded as ‘valuable’ and that the society’s environment revolved around cash, the 

practice of collecting crops from other’s land is considered inappropriate. This shows how 

dependency on cash income has affected the livelihood of the rural community. 

5.6 Key Factors Impacting Land Use  

External agencies such as Malaysia Pepper Board (MPB) and political representative 

play a prominent role in determining farmer’s land use decision. They influence farmers by 

giving them talks and suggestions on what is best for their crops. MPB, for instance, often 

come to check on the farmer’s pepper condition. Based on my conversation with one of the 

farmers, MPB educate them on which pepper is the best to cultivate based on its weight. 

Heavier weight gives a better price return for the farmers. According to the farmer, she did 

not know her previous pepper berries was light. The pepper species that she planted has long 

stalk which can occupy more berries. She thought this species will give her more profit as it 

carries more berries compare to other species. However, a visit from MPB told her otherwise. 

Since then, she avoids planting that species and focuses more on planting other species that 

carries heavier berries. Apart from MPB, political party also plays a significant role in 

farmer’s land use management. When I went to do my fieldwork on September 2020, it was 

not long after a visit from the Julau political representative.  I was informed that the current 

state assemblyman encouraged farmers to plant Musang King, the famous type of durian. It 

was mentioned that he is working on getting the seedlings for the farmers in the area. During 

my interview with one of the farmers on her future planning for her family’s land, she 
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included planting Musang King in the planning as a result of the politician’s suggestion. 

Here we can see how politicians can influence farmer’s land use decision.  

Other than that, labour is among the factors that affect land use management among 

the smallholder farmers. Based on my visit to each of the longhouse, I notice that it is a rare 

occasion to see complete members of each household on daily basis as some of the members 

need to be outside of Julau temporarily, either for working, studying or following their 

spouse. They will usually come back during festive season or on any important event. This 

has created labour scarcity among the members who stay. Respondent DL, who does not 

have any other member in his bilik have to manage his farm all by himself. Often time he 

hired fellow villagers or his relatives to help him out with farm work such as weeding and 

collecting pepper berries. When I asked him whether he has any plan to expand his existing 

farm, he said he would want to open another plot of land for vegetables farming. However, 

lack of labour force stops him from fulfilling his dream. Thus, farmers decision-making on 

land use management is depending on their labour availability.  

Land ownership is also another factor that affects farmer’s decision on their land use. 

Respondent RN is a farmer who is currently farming on his sibling’s land. When I asked him 

whether he has any plan to expand his land use, he said he do not have any plan at the 

moment since the land that he is currently using is belong to his sibling. He could not use 

his own land because it is too far from their longhouse. There is no direct road heading 

towards his land. He needs to walk by foot passing through thick jungles in order to reach 

his land. The villagers describe Respondent RN’s very remote land by saying “enti nuan 

bekebun din, urang utan ngau nuan” which means “If you farm there, the orang utan will 

accompany you”. They said so because there is no other farm in the area and this increases 
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the chances for orang utan to ‘attack’ his farm. Because he farms on his sibling’s land, he is 

uncertain whether he can still use the land in the future. Hence, this has limit him from 

having future planning on his current farm. On the other hand, farmers secure their land 

ownership by planting strong and sturdy crop such as rubber. I asked Respondent DL why 

he planted new rubber seedlings if he does not tap them. He said he did that to secure his 

land from going into the hands of others. 

Another factor that affects land use decision among the villagers is road access. 

Villagers usually open their farms on an area that is reachable by road and has close 

proximity to their longhouses. Just like Respondent RN, he prefers farming on his sibling’s 

land as it is nearer and reachable by road. Not only him, Respondent BJ is also changing her 

farm from Sungai Meluan to her current farm, which is just across her longhouse due to 

distance and better access. Although she still uses a boat to cross the river, the distance to 

her current farm from where she lives is way shorter as compared to if she were to roar a 

boat to her previous farm in Sungai Meluan. On my last visit in October 2022, Respondent 

BJ told me that they have a plan to plant oil palm on one of their lands that is not too far 

from the Pakan – Entabai road. Since that area is now accessible by road, she and her 

husband are considering to start an oil palm farm there. This is an interesting finding since 

during my early visit in this area back in the late 2019, oil palm is not in the option list due 

to the hilly topography. However, when the new road came, pattern of crop choice has 

changed.  

Other than that, external factors such as disturbance from animals is one of the factors 

that determine farmer’s decision on land use. Most farmers quoted the same answers 

whenever I asked them reasons for not doing paddy or cocoa anymore. They said animals 
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would attack their fields if they were to plant paddy due to limited paddy field available at 

the moment. 

 

Lastly, global trend is one of the mentioned factors that affect farmer’s decision on 

land use. When I asked Respondent ST of why villagers changed their crops from time to 

time, he answered me by saying “nitih ke pemansang dunya” which means “(we) are 

following the development trend”. The history of rubber to Nanga Entabai was associated 

with Mr John Kennedy Wilson, a Scottish man who opened a school in the area. He brought 

education to Nanga Entabai by building a school. This school was built through communal 

work with the local communities. Not only did he introduce education to the people there, 

he also brought changes in local agricultural activity by introducing them to rubber planting. 

His idea of global trend at that time had pulled the rural community to participate in global 

market. Apart from that, the increased need of cash money had encouraged the villagers even 

Figure 5.3: A photo showing Pakan-Entabai road. 

Pakan – Entabai Road 

Rumah Banggau 



 132 

more to do rubber planting as it is among the important source for cash income. This reminds 

me of the Iban in Kantu, Kalimantan where rubber is acted as their security net for cash 

money (Dove, 1993). 

 

5.7 Factors Influencing Crop Choices 

Findings show that current farmers are prioritising one type of crop instead of equally 

engaged in other crops. About a generation ago, most farmers in Nanga Entabai involved in 

paddy farming, rubber tapping and pepper farming – all at the same time. They would work 

in the paddy fields in the morning and then shift to the pepper farm in the afternoon, with 

some even fitting rubber tapping into their schedules. One household could incorporate all 

these three activities and work on each crop alternately within a day. However, this pattern 

is hardly visible in today’s context. Although there is other type of crops available on current 

farmers’ land, such as rubber and paddy, but the amount of time and energy invested are not 

as extensive as what they would invest in pepper. 

The findings show that every respondent is engaged in pepper farming. Pepper has 

become a major crop within the Iban community, leading to the gradual decline of other 

crops, such as paddy. This finding does not deny the fact that although paddy farming is not 

extensively done anymore, there are few households that still engage in paddy farming. The 

findings show that 35% of the community still engages in paddy farming. The harvest from 

the field typically provides enough rice to last for a year. For households with smaller 

harvests, they supplement their stock by purchasing rice from the market. When asked why 

they continue to farm paddy despite the low returns, most explained that it was to ensure the 

continuity of their family’s paddy seed. This aligns with Freeman’s (1995) observation that 
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Iban households highly value their paddy seed, or padi pun15. Respondents expressed that 

they plant paddy in memory of their ancestors, while others do so to prepare for future 

generations, in case they wish to farm paddy themselves one day. 

Paddy farming has not gained much favor among current households for several 

reasons, with labour scarcity being a primary factor. The process itself is complicated, 

requiring both physical strength and considerable time. For households with members also 

working non-farm jobs, this intensive workload often proves to be unfeasible within their 

busy schedules.  

Another key factor influencing farmers' decision not to engage in paddy farming is 

the low cash return it offers. In Nanga Entabai, paddy is primarily grown for household 

consumption, and it does not generate income in the same way that cash crops like pepper 

or rubber do. As a result, farmers find it more profitable to focus on cash crops, which 

provide them with a steady cash income. For example, Respondent EG expressed his 

thoughts on this by saying, "hasil nuan belada nuan ulih meli beras, bebanding nuan ngereja 

ya setahun," which translates to, "the return you get from pepper farming can be used to buy 

rice, rather than working for it (paddy farming) for a year." In this statement, Respondent 

EG is weighing time and financial returns as factors in deciding which farming activity is 

more worthwhile. Another respondent, referred to as Respondent BK, shared a similar 

perspective: "It is better to buy rice from the market. Nowadays, the aid for paddy farming 

is decreasing, not giving good monetary value and it is always attacked by pests." 

Respondent HP also supported this view, expressing a preference for purchasing rice rather 

than growing it. She further explained that the decline of the traditional practice of ‘beduruk’ 

 
15  Padi pun is considered sacred because it was considered as a gift from god (Freeman, 1955). 



 134 

(a method of exchanging labour) has made it even more difficult to continue with paddy 

farming. 

In addition to paddy, cocoa was once a significant crop in Nanga Entabai. However, 

nowadays, no households cultivate cocoa for commercial purposes; instead, the cocoa trees 

are left idle. When asked why they continue to keep the trees despite not utilising them, one 

respondent explained that the trees serve as a reminder of when her family used to grow 

cocoa for income through a scheme from the Department of Agriculture (DOA). Like rubber 

farming, cocoa cultivation has largely ceased in the area. The primary reason for this decline 

is the demanding nature of maintaining cocoa trees, combined with the fact that the returns 

from cocoa farming no longer provide enough financial incentive for farmers to continue. 

For comparison, in the 1980s, the price for a kilogram of cocoa was RM3, while the price 

for black pepper was RM16 per kilogram and RM21 per kilogram for white pepper. This 

price disparity further highlights why farmers have shifted focus to more profitable crops. 

Additionally, the viability of farming cocoa is also measured by the time it takes for a farmer 

to see returns. Respondents in the research noted that cocoa trees require several years to 

produce beans, whereas pepper can be harvested annually. This significant difference in the 

time to yield results makes cocoa farming less attractive, as farmers prefer crops that provide 

quicker returns. 

Rubber tapping is no longer a popular practice among farmers in Nanga Entabai, with 

attention having shifted to pepper farming. One of the main reasons for this is the 

unattractive price of rubber, which has led farmers to halt tapping. As Respondent from 

Household 23 shared, "rega enda pulai ke pengering aku bedarat kin," meaning the cash 

return from rubber tapping is not worth the effort, particularly when considering the time 

and energy spent walking to the rubber site. Another respondent echoed this sentiment, 
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stating, “It would be a lie if someone says they stop tapping because of poor eyesight. If the 

price was attractive, they would resume rubber tapping”. This statement shows that price is 

one of the key determining factors for a farmer to decide which crop is to be prioritised.  

5.8 Reasons for Keeping “Idle” Perennial Trees  

Despite not actively engaged in other permanent crops apart from pepper, many 

farmers still keep those trees, especially the rubber trees. For them, rubber serves as a safety 

net—a reserve crop that they can turn to if the price becomes favourable again in the future. 

This is not only envisioned for their benefit but also for future generations, ensuring they 

would not have to start from scratch when the price increases. This practice resonates with 

what Dove (1997) observed about the Iban community in Kantu, where rubber was tapped 

when cash was needed. Although the situations differ, both highlight rubber’s role as a safety 

net. 

Another reason for keeping the permanent crop is the perception that it would be a 

loss to eliminate them without replacing them with another crop, like pepper. If there is no 

other land available for farming, it is seen as a financial loss to cut down them. 

Other than that, perennial trees help mark ownership of native lands. Without official 

land titles, planting permanent crops like rubber is a way to signal ownership and prevent 

the land from being categorised as "idle" or "state land," as noted by Cooke (2006). 

In Nanga Entabai, this practice is also evident. Respondent HP stated that if they do 

not plant crops on their land, it would not be considered their land. This reflects the 

vulnerability of land ownership security in rural communities, where land is at risk of being 
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claimed by the state. Household 9 explained that rubber is preferred over pepper because it 

requires less maintenance, thus serving as a reliable marker of ownership. 

While there have been no direct land disputes between the state and the community, one 

respondent recalled an experience in the year 2015 when Land and Survey department staff 

came to measure land boundaries. During this visit, the staff automatically categorised 

“unused” lands as state lands. This reinforces the community’s belief in the importance of 

planting crops as a way to protect their land from being taken. 

5.9 Influence of Different Capitals on Household Livelihood Sustainability (Case study: 

Household 14) 

Household 14 is among a well-known family in the area. They are known for 

venturing into various livelihood activities ranging from farming, construction-based 

activity and business. Although pepper price currently does not at the ‘favourable’ stage, 

Household 14 still able to sustain their livelihood through other various means of living. 

Taking into account Ellis’s (2000) argument, such diversification of livelihood strategies are 

possible due to the access to capital assets. Hence, I identified few capital assets that 

Household 14 has that had enabled them to diversify their livelihood strategies. 

Firstly, Household 14 has the access to financial capital. They were known for their 

big plot of pepper farm. The profit they received from farming then rolled into other branches 

of businesses like supplying chillies (in big amount), selling ragi for tuak making, producing 

pepper salt seasoning and at the same time a contractor. Currently, this household is the only 

family that planted oil palm in the longhouse (Rh Bangau). As informed by the other farmers 

during my field visit, planting of oil palm would require a high cost as one needs to level 

uneven grounds, clearing the lands as well as buying seedlings.  
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In terms of human asset, the head of the Household 14 is a Form 6  Back in the 1960s, 

it was an uncommon achievement for someone to complete Form 6 especially among the 

rural students. Back in those days, Form 6 leavers were regarded as excellent students. Thus, 

this household has the advantage in terms of knowledge and the ability to learn new things 

as the household head is an educated person. For record, he had attended a course on chillies 

planting using fertigation system. The input he got from this course enabled him to supply 

chillies to local markets which then added to his income streams. 

In terms of social asset, the wife is an active member of a woman political group. 

She often joins the group activities and often have advantage to join courses sponsored by 

this political group. Her husband, on the hand is the eldest son of the late Gani Anak Dagang, 

who was a headman and an ex-counsellor in Entabai in the year 1950s. This shows that this 

household came from a respected and well-known family.  

In terms of physical asset, this household has a four-wheel drive. This eased the job 

to carry FFB as well as to carry construction materials. This helps in smoothen their business 

operations.  

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 5.4: Photo of cooked pepper-salt seasoning by Household 14. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides a summary of each chapter discussed in the study, offering an 

overview of the entire thesis and highlighting the key findings. It concludes with 

recommendations for potential improvements and suggestions for future research. 

6.2 Summary 

Chapter 1 discusses the concept of development and its impact on the livelihoods of 

rural communities, focusing on how it has influenced their customs, traditions, and economic 

activities. Development projects have prompted these communities to adapt to new 

environments, leading to a greater reliance on cash income. This shift has "forced" them into 

intensified and extensive cash cropping. As a result, their involvement in cash crops has 

made them more vulnerable to factors such as price fluctuations and land insecurity. Using 

Nanga Entabai as a case study, this thesis applies the Sustainable Livelihood Framework to 

examine the community's strategies for sustaining their livelihoods. 

Chapter 2 delves into the theoretical aspects of the research, exploring the 

framework, definitions, and existing literature on similar topics. It also discusses the 

discourse surrounding land among the Iban. The literature is compared to trace the evolution 

of land-related issues over time. This chapter highlights how development projects have 

altered Iban adat (customary practices) in detail. 

Chapter 3 outlines the methods and tools employed in this research. A qualitative 

approach was used, with Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) applied to gain deeper insights 
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into the community's livelihood. Interviews, focus group discussions, and matrix ranking 

were among the key methods that contributed to the formation of the research findings. 

Chapter 4 presents the findings of the study, including a detailed examination of the 

research site and its history. This chapter is rich with photos to better represent the fieldwork. 

It explores how various types of capital contributed to the formation of livelihood strategies 

among households in the area. It also includes data from questionnaires, focusing on land 

access, and concludes with a presentation of the data from matrix ranking activities regarding 

farming choices. 

Chapter 5 provides an analysis of the findings from Chapter 4. This chapter offers a 

deeper exploration of key issues, such as land security, by comparing historical and 

contemporary literature. The goal is to address knowledge gaps by using comparative 

literature to better understand the changes that have occurred. The contexts from Freeman's 

studies (1950 and 1970) are frequently referenced as a benchmark for comparing the current 

situation. 

6.3 Overview of the Research Findings 

The common problem that the farmers here are struggling with is the fall in price of 

cash crops, particularly pepper and rubber. As in many other rural areas in Sarawak, farmers 

in Nanga Entabai were once doing rubber tapping as part of their livelihood activity. Based 

on my conversation with Mr S (the catechist), their area was first introduced to rubber in 

1960s through rubber scheme that was brought by the late Mr John Kennedy Wilson, who 

was at that time a Scottish man teaching in Nanga Entabai. Rubber tapping was said to be 

the source of cash income for the villagers at that time (personal communication with the 

elders in Rh Banggau, 2020). As time goes by, the price of rubber drastically drop that it was 

not an option for the farmers. Based on my conversation with the farmers, the current price 
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for rubber could not cover their transportation and labour cost, that they find no rational 

reason to tape. The farmers told me that they must limit fertilisers used on their pepper ever 

since the pepper price drops. Their ability to buy fertilisers are very much depending on the 

price of pepper in the market. The higher the price, the higher the revenue they receive which 

resulted in higher purchase of fertilisers bags. 

The second problem is the attack from wild animals. When I was there, the discussion 

on how monkeys disturb their crops are what I always hear whenever I ask their reason of 

not doing paddy and cocoa farming anymore. According to the farmers, this was not the case 

back in those years where there were plenty of paddy fields and cocoa trees around. Since it 

is now limited, the animals tend to attack that same field repeatedly. 

Next, farmers are also struggling with handling pepper disease. A visit to one of the 

farmers’ farm allows me to see various forms of pepper disease. One of the common diseases 

is called “kulat ubong” or a fungi-based disease. It is a disease that triggered in the presence 

of latex. According to Respondent BJ, it is not advisable to plant pepper on the same land 

that was used to plant rubber as the fungi is not dead in the span of 10 years. This knowledge 

is presented to the farmers by officers from Malaysian Pepper Board (MPB). Because of 

this, Respondent BJ make sure her pepper farms are far from her rubber trees to prevent the 

spreading of fungi to her pepper vines. 

Lastly, the farmers are facing is labour scarcity. Pepper farming requires a lot of 

works. From weeding to taking care of the fruit to harvesting it, farmers are always occupied 

with pepper maintenance works. For households that do not have enough labour, their 

livelihood activity is usually limited. My conversation with Respondent DT proves this. 

When ask about his future planning for his land, he wishes he could venture into vegetable 
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cropping. However, he does not have enough labour to work on his farm as pepper consume 

the biggest portion of his time.  

Regardless of all the problems faced, the communities can sustain their livelihood 

through the capital assets. Below are examples of how the communities utilises their assets. 

i. Livelihood Diversification Strategy 

Livelihood diversification strategy in terms of diversity in livelihood activities is a 

common practice among the smallholder farmers in Nanga Entabai. The application of the 

strategy is made possible through the access this household has to capital assets; financial 

capital, human capital, social capital, physical capital and natural capital. It is common to 

find a household’s access to a certain asset strengthen their access to another capital. This 

simultaneous effect will keep impacting one another until the household’s livelihood is at a 

stable state (Wu et al., 2022).  

Smallholder farmers diversify in either non-farm, on-farm or off-farm jobs. As 

defined by Ellis (2000), non-farm work refers to work done outside of farming activity, on-

farm refers to work done on the farm such as planting of varieties of crops while off-farm 

refers to farming work on someone else’s farm. In this study, most of smallholder farmers 

incorporate these activities to sustain their livelihood. It is either they are juggling all the 

jobs themselves or there is a division of task within the household where, for instance, the 

parents do the on-farm job while the children take over the non-farm jobs. The output from 

the activities is what sustained the livelihood of the household. 
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ii. Non – Farm Works 

It has been reported in the previous chapter that most farmers venture into non-farm 

works. Wage labour, one-off contract workers or trading are among the common activities 

found in Nanga Entabai. It is not unusual for members of households to take non-farm jobs 

on daily basis. They incorporate their farm activities with the non-farm job. 

If we were to look back in the 1950s, non-farm job was also a practice back then 

(Freeman, 1955). However, non-farm jobs were practiced differently if compared to today 

context. Back in those days, non-farm jobs were treated as an occasional activity. They only 

did non-farm job during the ‘free period’ (masa senggang) while waiting to move to another 

step in the paddy farming cycle. As explained previously in Chapter 4, paddy farming has 

various steps in which some of the steps may take up to several months to complete before 

moving to the next step. Most of the farmers usually go out for work experience in-between 

sowing and harvesting period (Freeman, 1955). In some families, the man will leave the 

family for a period of time and only come back when he had to hold the main responsibility 

to care for the family.  

Freeman called this as their ‘bejalai’ mission. ‘Bejalai’ is a significant life event in 

every Iban adult man as it provides experiences as well as a way of gaining social prestige 

within the communities. Freeman defined ‘bejalai’ as ‘to go on a journey’. Iban men do take 

.pride for their ‘bejalai’ experience. 

The difference between non-farm job back in the 1950s to that of now is the period 

of when it is being practiced. As I mentioned earlier, non-farm job was usually practiced 

during the in-between period of one task to another but in today context, non-farm job is 

incorporated to their daily living. They fit their non-farm job to their farming activities. For 

instance, during my appointment with Respondent DA at 9am for a farm visit, I was 
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informed that she was just got back from ‘working’ for a tauke16. She was paid RM50 to 

carry boxes of food supplies for a school nearby. By 9am, she was ready to assist me with 

my farm visits. I asked if this has always been like this and she nodded. This was not the 

first time she was getting paid to carry the boxes. The task only took one hour at most and 

for the rest of the day, she can focus on her farming activity. From here, we can see how 

non-farm work can be incorporated in a farmer’s daily life.  

This is not common for farmers back in the early 1950s. One of the reasons is 

probably due to the low dependency on cash income at that time. Daily activities focused on 

subsistence farming. Freeman (1970) said, “(Iban) way of life is based upon the cultivation 

of hill rice…” (p. 152). This means the Iban’s everyday living was focusing on subsistence 

farming that trading activity was not common. Childhood experienced shared by Respondent 

ST and Respondent EG on section 4.2.3 mentioned how their communities felt embarrassed 

to do business because it was not common that time. The older group from Rumah Banggau 

(refer 3.3.5) also shared the same view in which they said that it was scary to see any Chinese 

man coming to their longhouse because it was not common to see outsiders in the area.  

This explains why the ways the Iban in the 1950s incorporate non-farm work to their 

livelihood is different than the current Iban. Previously, non-farm work cannot be 

incorporated to on-farm work within a day by the same person. However, this is common in 

the current context. 

iii. Off-farm Works 

 
16 A slang to refer to a businessman – usually a Chinese man. 
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Off-farm work refers to farming work done on someone else’s farm (Ellis, 2000). 

This is still practiced among the smallholder farmers in Nanga Entabai, Julau. Farming job 

such as plucking pepper berries and weeding are among the common faming job that the 

communities here do to get cash income. This being said, the practice of ‘beduruk’ is slowly 

dimished within the Iban community.  

According to Freeman (1955), ‘beduruk’ means exchanging of labour. It is a system 

where a household reciprocates the same labour given on their farm to the household that 

works on theirs. The reciprocation has to be equal. For instance, if Household A provides 

two women to work for Household B, Household B has to also provide two women to work 

for Household A. This practice is no longer seen in Nanga Entabai. When asked why, most 

of the answers said “because not many people plant paddy now”. This proves true based on 

my visit to their farm. There are some farmers still planting paddy, but most paddy farms 

are in small plot that it can be handled by members of the household themselves. 

In contrast to ‘duruk’, wage labour for farming job is common in Nanga Entabai. In 

the questionnaires, 10 out of 26 households answered they are still involved with farming 

wage labour. They are paid for various farming jobs such as plucking pepper berries, 

weeding and fertilising. More often, they are working for members within the area which 

are usually their own relatives. Respondent DL, for instance, relied on his nephews to help 

him with the farming job because he could not afford to do all of them by himself. This was 

also the same back in the 1950s where Freeman mentioned that the workers were usually 

members of close kin. 

Paying someone else to work on one’s farm is not a new thing. Freeman (1970) in 

his fieldwork back in the 1950s observed the same pattern too. Back in those days, the 

payment was normally padi as “padi is the most readily convertible of all forms of wealth” 
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(p. 239). It was said that most of the time, the Iban did wage labour to get padi as wages due 

to insufficient padi supply to feed the family for a year. Although not common, payment in 

terms of cash was also available at that time. This depends on the intention of the worker 

himself/herself. Freeman quoted an example of a woman who worked for cash with her 

brother because she wanted to use that cash to get goods from the Chinese hawkers. Here 

we can see that cash has already entered the rural community. However, the significance of 

it was not as prominent as today. In today’s context, farmers do farm work to mainly get 

cash instead of hoping to be paid with ‘padi’. From the cash they receive, they can use it to 

get their necessities such as padi (refer Chapter 4).  

iv. On-farm Works 

From my findings, I found that the farmers in Nanga Entabai do have varieties of 

crops on their lands. They have cash crops, vegetables crops, fruit trees and wild plants 

available on their lands. Apart from taking care of their cash crops, the farmers also pay 

close attention to their vegetable crops as it is one of their food sources. Other than that, 

some households purposely planted vegetables in surplus for them to sell at a nearby market 

(Sibujaya).  

Prior to my data collection, I expected to see a monocropping land use pattern. 

However, my visit to their farms proves otherwise. As reported in 4.7.1, there are varieties 

of vegetables crops available on the farmers’ farm. They purposely planted some of them, 

though some other crops may grow wild. They usually planted vegetables at the foot hill of 

the pepper farm or between pepper trees.  

However, the differences in land use patterns in today’s context and in the 1950s, for 

instance, are intensity and extensity. It has been reported that Iban had incorporated rubber 
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to their padi farming (Freeman, 1970). It was also mentioned that rubber acted as a safeguard 

for the Iban community as it provided them with cash income which then can be used to buy 

rice for households that were facing rice shortages. However, despite the acknowledgement 

on the positive role of rubber to Iban households at that time, padi was still regarded as the 

main crop (refer 2.4.1). Quoted Freeman, he said “…rubber provided a very safeguard for 

households faced with a padi shortage from their farms, but it did not seriously compete with 

farming as a main activity” (p. 269). Here we can see that padi was still the number one crop 

among the Iban farmers. The subsistence crop (padi) was above the cash crop (rubber). 

This was not the case in today’s context. My findings show that cash cropping had 

governed the majority of the Iban farmer’s daily life. In the morning, it was common to find 

the longhouses quiet as most of them were going to the farm. Only few mothers and their 

children were found. The farmers usually come back home in the afternoon. Most of them 

will choose to relax after that though there are a few farmers who choose to go back to the 

farm after lunch to continue their work. 

Men were less likely to be seen in the morning. There were several occasions where 

I did not meet anyone at the ruai in the morning. The longhouse usually will come back 

‘alive’ nearly lunch hour where most of them were back from farm for lunch. At this time 

around, some will take advantage over the sunny day to dry their pepper berries. This is not 

fixed as it depends on the current farming stages. The drying of pepper berries often take 

place after harvesting period.  
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Figure 6.1: A woman from Rumah Minggan is weaving a basket at the ruai in the afternoon. 

Figure 6.2: Pepper berries need to be completely dried before moving on to the next step. 
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Not only does cash cropping determine their daily activities, it also changed the 

Iban’s land use pattern. Subsistence farming used to cover the majority of the Iban’s land 

per household (Freeman, 1970; Cramb, 1988). Paddy farming, which was the main crop at 

that time, covers the majority of the land. On the other hand, vegetable crops acted as a 

secondary crop where they were planted simultaneously together with the paddy seed in a 

same dibbling hole. When the Iban started to incorporate cash crop into their farming 

activity, they started to allocate plots of lands for this purpose. As time goes by, these plots 

become bigger and started to take over plots that were allocated for subsistence farming 

(Cramb, 1988). At current time, there is no plot that I saw in Nanga Entabai that was 

allocated specifically for subsistence farming purposes. Instead, all the vegetables crops fit 

in, or squeeze on, on the cash crop plot. When asked why there is vegetable planted on a 

Figure 6.3: Dried pepper berries. 
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random spot, most answer was “sayau ke tanah” or “do not want to waste any space”. Here, 

in terms of priority, we can see that vegetable cropping is not a priority but rather a side crop 

to supplement the family with food sources.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 6.4: An illustration of changes in land use pattern. 
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Figure 6.5: Local vegetable named cangkuk manis planted at the foot hills of where pepper trees 

were planted. 
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6.4 Land Security 

It can be concluded that communities in Nanga Entabai are concerned over the 

security of their lands. This is shown through their farming decision and how they define 

level of access of a certain party over their lands.  

When question such as “Why do you plant rubber when you no longer tape it?” being 

asked, one of the most common answers was “kena ngetan ke tanah” which literally means 

“to protect my lands”. If we were to compare, the Iban in the past planted permanent trees 

Figure 6.6: Different type of vegetables planted in between pepper trees. 



 152 

(eg. rubber) to claim ownership over land. They cleared a virgin forest, farm paddy there 

and planted permanent trees on that land to tell others that “This land is owned” (refer 2.6). 

However, in today’s context, although there is no longer expanding of territory take place, 

the communities now planted trees to “protect” their land from others. Here we can see the 

difference of objectives in planting trees in the past versus now – to claim a land versus to 

protect the land. Why is this so? 

This echoed the argument by Majid Cooke (2006) in which she said communities in 

rural Sarawak planted oil palm as a sign that the land is utilised to ‘good’ use. This is a 

response towards the assumption that the rural community does not utilise their lands for 

economic benefit (refer Chapter 1 and 2). Because of this assumption, cases on land disputes 

happened.  

Not only does the community worry about the land dispute between them and the 

state, but they are also worried over the security of their lands in relations to members of the 

same circle. This is proven through their responses during the questionnaires. Some of them 

also shared the precautions steps they took in keeping their lands ‘safe’ from being taken 

away.  

Respondent EG shared the history of their longhouse making. It was built on one of 

the longhouse member’s lands. The landowners gave in his lands and only asked payment 

based on number of fruits trees felled. After payment, the particular plot of land, of which a 

new bilik is built, will belong to the payer. As the headman, Respondent EG disagree to this 

verbal agreement. Instead, he preferred to have a black and white agreement between payer 

and the landowner to avoid any future conflict over the land. He added, “even if the conflict 

does not happen during my time now, but we do not know what happen in the future, to my 

grandchildren, great grandchildren”.  
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It is interesting to observe how land security is not at its stable state now compare to 

in the past. In the past, planting of trees were the methods used to mark ownership over a 

plot of land but now, the community feels the need for an official agreement to strengthen 

the security over their lands.  

Not only does a black and white agreement perceive as needed to secure ownership 

over a piece of land, the access to other’s land is also not as fluid as before. The respondents 

shared how lenient the community was when it came to collecting food from someone else’s 

farm (refer 4.4). Nowadays, it is perceived as a wrongdoing if a person was found to collect 

vegetables, even wild crops, from someone else’s farm without the latter’s concern. The act 

of gathering crops without telling the landowner is regarded as ‘stealing’. This perception 

could come from the effect of heightened dependency on cash income as well as the 

insecurity over landownership.  
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6.5. Reflection 

This study could be improved in several ways. One area for improvement would be 

the design of the questionnaire. It is crucial to ensure clarity in the terms and context used in 

the questions to avoid confusion. For example, one question asked respondents, “Which crop 

do you plant now?” The researcher intended for this to refer to the crops the household 

currently has, but confusion arose when one respondent omitted pepper from her list, even 

though she still had it on her farm. Upon further clarification, the respondent explained that 

Figure 6.7: A grandma was asking for permission from the landowner to take their yam and 

chillies. 
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she had not planted any new pepper trees and had temporarily abandoned pepper farming, 

which may have influenced her decision to exclude it from the list. This response likely 

reflects a misunderstanding of the question’s wording rather than a genuine omission. 

Additionally, a researcher should avoid using a single term to cover multiple 

meanings. This became apparent in Question C.10, where the term "borrow" was used to 

represent both “borrow” and “renting.” A more precise understanding of the context is 

necessary before assuming that one term can apply to all situations. The researcher should 

double-check the terms used in the questionnaire to ensure they align with the respondents’ 

understanding. 

Furthermore, the researcher should be cautious when interpreting respondents’ 

answers. For instance, many respondents indicated that paddy farming was not popular in 

the area and that those who still cultivated it had small plots. Initially, the researcher assumed 

“small” meant very limited in size, but during a farm visit, it became clear that one farmer’s 

plot was considerably larger than expected. This discrepancy led Mr. Kelvin to suggest that 

the respondents might have downplayed the size of their farms to avoid appearing boastful. 

This example demonstrates that, as a researcher, it is important not to take respondents’ 

answers at face value; continuous evaluation and triangulation of information, such as 

through farm visits, can help clarify any inconsistencies. 
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APPENDIX 

APPENDIX A: QUESTIONNAIRES SET (Blank) 

Saut Tanya Pasal Cara Ngidup ke Diri Ba Genturung Sida ti Bekebun  

(Smallholder Farmers) 

Tarikh interview: 

Rumah panjai: 

Numbur bilik: 

Nama Interviewer: 

 

A. MAKLUMAT ASAS (BASIC INFORMATION) 

 

A.1 Nama: ______________________________________________________________________ 

A.2 Umur: ______________________________________________________________________ 

A.3 Penempa:   [     ] 1. Laki    [     ] 2. Indu 

A.4 Status nuan: [     ] 1. Udah kawin    [     ] 2. Bujang   [     ] 3. Udah beserara (cerai)             

                            [     ] 4. Udah mati laki/bini 

 

A.5 Sapa nuan ba ruang bilik nuan? 

[     ] 1. Tuai bilik     [     ] 2. Lain-lain: __________________ 

 

A.6 Nuan (tauka laki/bini nuan) ngempu bilik tuai kita tauka ukai? 

[     ] 1. Ya     [     ] 2. Ukai 
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A.7 Tikas pelajar nuan? 

[     ] 1. Enda sekula.  [     ] 2. Nyangka pemeri 3.    [     ] 3. Abis pemeri 6  [     ] 4. Nyangka pom 3            

[     ] 5. Abis pom 5     [.    ] 6. Abis pom 6.    [.    ]7. Lain-lain:_____________________ 

 

B. PENGAWA BERTANAM BERTUPI 

B.1 Dalam kandang 10-15* tahun ti udah sebedau bisi jalai tar suba, ni bagi ke bisi ditanam nuan? (Ulih 

tanda magang) 

 

[     ] 1. Lada       [     ] 2. Getah         [     ] 3. Padi       [     ] 4. Sawit     [.  ]5. Koko 

 

a. Enti nadai nanam utai, kini ke nuan? 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

____________ 

 

B.2 Diatu, ni bagi utai ti bisi ditanam nuan? (Ulih tanda magang) 

[     ] 1. Lada       [     ] 2. Getah          [     ] 3. Padi     [     ] 4. Sawit     [.  ] 5. Koko 

 

a. Nama kebuah enda nanam padi tauka koko agi diatu? 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

____________ 

 

b. Nama kebuah nuan agi nanam tauka ngelak ke getah bisi ba tanah tuan taja nuan enda ngereja 

ya? 

 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

B.3 Diatu, ni paling mayuh dikerja nuan? 

[     ] 1. Lada       [     ] 2. Getah          [     ] 3. Padi     [     ] 4. Sawit     [.  ] 5. Koko 
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B.4 Alam kandang 10-15 tahun ti udah, berapa kali nuan kereja ba kebun? 

 

        Frequency 

Crops 

 

Setiap ari 5-6 kali 3-4 kali 1-2 kali Tau nadai dalam  

seminggu 

 

Nadai 

sangkut 

paut 

Lada       

Getah       

Bumai       

Koko       

 

B.5 Diatu, alam seminggu, berapa kali nuan kereja ba kebun? 

 

        Frequency 

Crops 

 

Setiap ari 5-6 kali 3-4 kali 1-2 kali Tau nadai dalam  

seminggu 

 

Nadai 

sangkut 

paut 

Lada       

Getah       

Bumai       

Koko       

 

B.6 Suba (10-15 tahun), berapa iti pun lada enggau getah nuan? 

 

Lada: 

Getah: 

 

B.7 Diatu, berapa iti pun lada enggau getah nuan? 
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Lada: 

Getah: 

 

a. Nama kebuah bisi betambah (tauka bekurang)? 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

C. AKSES NGAGAI SUMBER SEMULAJADI (NATURAL RESOURCES) 

C.1 Ba tanah sapa alai nuan berkebun diatu? 

[     ] 1. Tanah aku       

[     ] 2. Tanah laki/bini aku               

[     ] 3. Tanah menyadi aku              

[     ] 4. Lain-lain:_____________ 

 

 

C.2 Alam kandang 10-15 tahun suba, kala nuan nyewa tanah nuan kena urang bukai bekebun?  

(Sewa alam reti jako tu tau ditunsung ari segi duit ringgit tauka ari pemeri utai bukai) 

 [     ] 1. Kala           [     ] 2. Enda kala 

 

C.3 Enti nuan nyaut ‘Kala’ ba C.2, nama utai ditanam sida ba tanah nya?  

(Tanda ‘Nadai sangkut paut’ enti nuan nanda ‘Enda kala’ ba tanya C.2) 

 

[     ] 1. Nanam padi (bumai)               

[     ] 2. Nanam lada              

[     ] 3. Nanam getah               

[     ] 4. Utai bukai: ___________________ 

[     ] 5. Nadai sangkut paut 
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C.4 Diatu, kala nuan nyewa tanah nuan kena urang bukai bekebun?  

(Sewa alam reti jako tu tau ditunsung ari segi duit ringgit tauka ari pemeri utai bukai) 

 [     ] 1. Kala           [     ] 2. Enda kala 

 

C.5 Enti nuan nyaut ‘Kala’ ba C.2, nama utai ditanam sida ba tanah nya?  

(Tanda ‘Nadai sangkut paut’ enti nuan nanda ‘Enda kala’ ba tanya C.4) 

[     ] 1. Nanam padi (bumai)               

[     ] 2. Nanam lada              

[     ] 3. Nanam getah               

[     ] 4. Utai bukai: ___________________ 

[     ] 5. Nadai sangkut paut 

 

C.6 Alam kandang 10-15 tahun ti udah, kala nuan nyewa tanah urang bukai kena nuan bekebun? 

[     ] 1.Kala         [     ] 2. Enda kala 

 

C.7 Enti nuan nanda ‘Kala’, nama utai ditanam nuan ba tanah urang nya?  

(Tanda ‘Nadai sangkut paut’ enti nuan nanda ‘Enda kala’ ba tanya D.4) 

[     ] 1. Nanam padi (bumai)               

[     ] 2.  Nanam lada 

[     ] 3. Nanam getah         

[     ] 4. Utai bukai: _____________ 

[     ] 5. Nadai sangkut paut 

 

C.8 Diatu, kala nuan nyewa tanah urang bukai kena nuan bekebun? 

[     ] 1.Kala         [     ] 2. Enda kala 

 

C.9 Enti nuan nanda ‘Kala’, nama utai ditanam nuan ba tanah urang nya?  

(Tanda ‘Nadai sangkut paut’ enti nuan nanda ‘Enda kala’ ba tanya C.4) 
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[     ] 1. Nanam padi (bumai)               

[     ] 2.  Nanam lada 

[     ] 3. Nanam getah         

[     ] 4. Utai bukai: _____________ 

[     ] 5. Nadai sangkut paut 

a. Agi bisi kini urang diatu besewa ke tanah urang kena bekebun? 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

____________ 

 

C.10 Enti diatu urang ka minjau tanah nuan kena sida bekebun, nuan deka minta bayar tauka enda? 

[     ] 1. Minta bayar        [     ] 2. Enda minta bayar  

 

a. Nama kebuah? 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

C.11 Ba penemu nuan, tauka enda kitai nimbak jelu babas ba tanah urang bukai enda bepadah? 

[     ] 1. Tau        [     ] 2. Enda tau 

 

a. Nama kebuah? 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________
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C.12 Ba penemu nuan, tauka enda kitai manjok jelu babas ba tanah urang bukai enda bepadah? 

[     ] 1. Tau          [     ] 2. Enda tau 

 

a. Nama kebuah? 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

C.13 Ba penemu nuan, tauka enda kitai ngulih ke sayur babas (contoh: upa) ba tanah urang bukai enda 

bepadah? 

[     ] 1. Tau             [     ] 2. Enda tau 

a. Nama kebuah? 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

C.14 Nama utai ti ditimbang tauka dikira sida urang tuai menya lebuh maya sida ya bebagi ke tanah 

ngagai anak-anak sida? 

 

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

C.15 Adakah nuan deka nitih cara ti sama maya nuan magi tanah ngagai bala anak nuan ila? 

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
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D. PENGAWA BA KEBUN URANG BUKAI (OFF-FARM WORKS) 

D.1 Alam kandang 10-15 tahun suba, kala nuan bekuli ba kebun urang? 

[     ] 1. Kala         [     ] 2. Enda kala 

 

D.2 Diatu, kala nuan bekuli ba kebun urang? 

[     ] 1. Kala         [     ] 2. Enda kala 

 

D.3 Alam kandang 10-15 taun suba, bisi nuan kala ngaji urang gawa ba kebun nuan? 

[     ] 1. Kala         [     ] 2. Enda kala 

 

D.4 Diatu, kala nuan ngaji urang gawa ba kebun nuan? 

[     ] 1. Kala         [     ] 2. Enda kala 

 

D.5 Agi bisi ka pengawa beduruk diatu? 

[     ] 1. Bisi         [     ] 2. Nadai 

 

a. Huraian 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 
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E. PENGAWA KELIMPAH ARI BEKEBUN (NON-FARM WORKS) 

E.1 Kelimpah ari pengawa bekebun, nama agi pengawa dikerja nuan ti ngenatai ke asil ari segi duit 

ringgit? 

 

[     ] 1. Bejual sayur  

[     ] 2. Bejual ikan 

[     ] 3. Nyual anak babi/manok 

[     ] 4. Kontraktor              

[     ] 5. Bekuli                 

[     ] 6. Duit pincin               

[     ] 7. Kedai runcit                

[     ] 8. Lain-lain: ___________ 

 

 

E.2 Bisi kita sebilik gawa di luar diatu? 

[     ] 1. Bisi [     ] 2. Nadai 

 

E.3 Nama pengawa sida ya? 

[     ] 1. Bekuli ba kedai cina [     ] 2. Gawa kontrak ngadu rumah         [     ]3. Gawa perintah           

[      ] 4. Gawa ba kompeni             [     ] 5. Lain-lain: _____________________ 

 

E.4 Sapa nunjukka sida ngagai pengawa nya? 

[     ] 1. Keluarga  [     ] 2. Kawan          [    ] 3. Minta kediri          [.    ] 4. Lain-lain: _____________ 

 

E.5 Bisi sida ya meri kita duit? 

[     ] 1. Bisi [     ] 2. Nadai         [     ] 3. Lain-lain: 
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E.6 Enti bisi, berapa penyuah? 

[     ] 1. Sebulan sekali [     ] 2. Lebuh maya bisi pulai     [     ] 3. Enda tentu        

[     ] 4. Lain-lain: _____________ 

 

E.7 Ba penemu nuan, cukup enda asil ari bejual ke lada tauka nangkal getah (i.e cash crops) nampung 

belanja kita sebilik alam setahun? 

[     ] 1. Cukup [     ] 2. Enda cukup 

 

E.8 Ba penemu nuan, penting enda kitai bisi ngembuan penatai bukai kelimpah ari pengawa belada 

tauka nangkal getah? 

[     ] 1. Penting [     ] 2. Enda penting 

 

F. PENGAWA TI NGERAPATKA KAUL (SOCIAL COHESION) 

F.1 Agi enda kita ditu baum enggau pangan diri lebuh deka berengkah ke siti-siti batang pengawa? 

(contohnya: Ngepun ke kebun lada) 

[     ] 1. Agi [     ] 2. Nadai agi 

 

 

F.2 Agi enda kita miring tauka besampi gerempung lebuh kita deka numbuh ke siti-siti batang pengawa 

bekebun? (Contoh: Ngepun ke kebun lada) 

[     ] 1. Agi [     ] 2. Nadai agi 
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2. Questionnaires setsmallholder farmers: Household 1 
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Household 2 
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Household 3 
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Household 4 
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Household 5 
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Household 6 
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Household 7 
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Household 8 
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Household 9 
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Household 10 
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Household 11 
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Household 12 
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Household 13 
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Household 14 
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Household 15 
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Household 16 
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Household 17 
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Household 18 
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Household 19 
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Household 20 
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Household 21 
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Household 22 
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Household 23 
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Household 24  
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Household 25 
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Household 26 

 



 354 



 355 



 356 



 357 



 358 



 359 

 


