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Abstract: This study delves into the multifaceted dynamics of economic diversification in the
state of Sarawak, Malaysia, as well as the deep implications for rural wellbeing. Specifically,
the aim of the study is to look into various economic diversification measures and their
impact on the Iban rural community in Sri Aman, Sarawak. Sarawak, endowed with
abundant natural resources and a diverse cultural legacy, has embarked on a transformative
journey towards economic diversification in order to support sustainable development and
enhance rural populations' livelihoods. This study used a mixed-methods approach,
including surveys and in-depth interviews. It was found that the majority of households have
increased their income by diversifying their sources of income by engaging in both farm and
non-farm activities, such as formal and informal trading, wage labour, and remittances. The
benefits of livelihood diversification can be seen in the community's decreased reliance on a
single activity, the development of infrastructure, the survival of the Iban culture, and the
resilience of the community.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Sarawak is Malaysia's largest state and is renowned as the Land of Hornbills. Sarawak has a
diversified indigenous population and distant rural areas, making it a unique setting for
investigating the impact of economic diversification (Alamgir et al., 2020; Freeman, 1995).
Sarawak's largest ethnic group, accounting for 30.3% of the population (DOSM, 2019), is the
Iban. Rural poverty persists in Sarawak, however, due to low productivity, a shortage of non-
agriculture jobs, and a rise in rural-urban migration (Kato et al., 2020; Tedong et al., 2022,;
Tilai et al., 2022). This study is distinct in that it focuses on a localised situation. This research
also includes socioeconomic inclusion and the application of structural change development
theory in tandem with the Iban decision-making framework. The purpose of this research is to
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look into various economic diversification measures and their impacts on the Iban rural
community in Sri Aman, Sarawak, with a particular focus on the Pantu Sub-District.

Sarawak has embarked on a road of economic diversification, recognising the need for a more
sustainable and equitable approach to growth. Economic diversification has emerged as a
feasible technique for reducing poverty and improving rural communities' overall well-being.
Indigenous peoples live in a distinct way. Economic diversification is the purposeful strategy
of broadening the economic base through investment in new industries and sectors, minimising
reliance on a single industry or product. In Sarawak's case, diversification includes a wide range
of efforts aimed at promoting a more balanced and resilient economy. This transformative path
towards economic diversification has far-reaching repercussions for Sarawak's rural
communities, which serve as the backbone of the state's society. Rural communities, where
traditional ways of life and cultural heritage are deeply embedded, are both beneficiaries and
agents of change (Kato & Soda, 2020; Munan, 2015; Latip, 2018; Tugang & Kiai, 2022). Their
well-being is intrinsically related to the success of these diversification efforts, which include
livelihood assets and cultural preservation (Adlina et al., 2013; Tang, 2020). As a result, this
study acknowledges that diversification is an important means of adapting to change, and the
concept of diversification used in this study is based on the idea that rural communities engage
in a variety of agricultural (farming) and non-agricultural (non-farming) activities to both make
a living and earn money. Furthermore, agricultural diversification refers to farm operations
such as growing diverse crops or rearing animals (Waha et al., 2018). Furthermore, rural
livelihood is not restricted to revenue produced simply from agriculture but can also be derived
from a variety of non-farm sources. As a result, the rural non-farm economy includes a wide
range of activities that vary by location (Adam, 2019; Wadley, 2007; Yan et al., 2017). The
rural non-farm economy is defined in this study as non-farm livelihood activities. In this study,
the rural non-farm economy is defined as livelihood activities that are not solely reliant on
agriculture, wage labour, or self-employment, as well as unearned income such as remittances
and other traditional activities related to natural resource utilisation and fishing.

This study aims to clarify the complex interactions between economic diversification and rural
wellbeing in Sarawak. A mixed-methods approach was used to thoroughly comprehend the
many ramifications of economic diversification by combining in-depth interviews with key
stakeholders and survey questions answered by a sample of rural dwellers. We want to give
policymakers and practitioners practical insights by shedding light on the issues and chances
as well as the viewpoints of neighbourhood communities.

2. RESEARCH METHODS

A mixed-methods research approach, which combines qualitative and quantitative research
methods, was used in the study. With this method, the research questions can be thoroughly
and fairly explored, leading to a deeper comprehension of the topic being studied. By
combining in-depth interviews with important respondents and survey questions given to 220
respondents, this study uses a mixed-methods technique to examine the effects of livelihood
diversification on Iban well-being. A significant portion of the communities dwelling in Pantu
Sub-District, Sri Aman Sarawak, are Iban, which is why it was chosen as the research location.
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Key respondents were interviewed in depth to get qualitative data. In-depth interviews were
conducted with key informants who had knowledge of and insight into rural need for economic
diversification. Twelve longhouse heads and the two chief communities have been selected as
key informants for this undertaking.

Survey questions were used to gather quantitative data from a sample of 220 respondents. Their
opinions were crucial for assessing and generalising trends and patterns connected to rural
wellbeing in the context of economic diversification because they may represent a cross-section
of the rural population in Sarawak. Key respondents were subjected to in-depth face-to-face
interviews. The researchers used these interviews to collect extensive qualitative data so they
could examine the complexities, perceptions, and experiences around economic diversification.
The chosen respondents received survey questions, and data was gathered using structured
questionnaires created to capture quantitative data on variables of interest. Thematic analysis
was done on the qualitative information from the in-depth interviews. To offer qualitative
insights, common themes and patterns that emerged from the interviews were noted, classified,
and examined. Statistics were applied to the quantitative data from the survey questionnaires
to look for patterns, correlations, and linkages. The researchers combined their findings after
studying both qualitative and quantitative data to create a thorough picture of how economic
diversification has affected rural wellbeing in Sarawak.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

Decisions for rural well-being are not limited to the household, but rather entail a complex
network of social interactions. Community chiefs, longhouse heads, and household heads play
critical roles in determining livelihood diversification possibilities and increasing the well-
being of the Iban community.

The Decision-Making Framework

Traditional practices and contemporary economic opportunities frequently need to be carefully
considered and negotiated. Ibans typically reside in longhouses, which are huge multi-family
communal structures. The Iban are heavily influenced by economic factors when making
decisions. Agriculture, hunting, and fishing are still essential components of their subsistence
lifestyles. However, measures for economic diversification, like involvement in cash crop
farming and engaging in formal or informal businesses, have added new complications to their
decision-making processes. They frequently base their social structure and decision-making on
these longhouses. The community chiefs, heads of longhouses, and heads of families play
important roles in the Iban community, where they have influence on household decision-
making as they gain knowledge and experience to bring about beneficial changes in the
community lifestyle in response to the present development. It was found that they attended
various activities, briefings, and training organised by the district office and other government
agencies, such as the briefings on Adat Iban (1993), the Wildlife Protection Ordinance (1998),
and crime prevention, to carry out their roles more effectively.

The local community and the government or any other external institutions are connected by
the community chiefs as well. Their duties and responsibilities include presiding over any
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native court, representing their community at official events, helping the government care for
their community's welfare, and generally supporting all government officers in fulfilling their
public responsibilities. The head of longhouses is in charge of supporting the community chief
in a variety of administrative tasks, including resolving religious, cultural, and infrastructure-
related issues. The headman is tasked with leading the community's members in decision-
making based on the group's best interests and with input from its members. The Village
Development and Security Committee (JKKK) is typically consulted before the head of the
longhouse makes any decisions that affect his community. In addition to having problem-
solving abilities, the leader of the longhouse should uphold Iban society's traditions and culture.
The longhouse leader engages in close discussion with the longhouse community. In the
discussion, recommendations for government-sponsored community development initiatives,
such as farming plans for the cultivation of cash crops, are discussed. The JKKK is also
responsible for carrying out extensive human capital transformation in order to foster a
progressive and cohesive community and to support governmental initiatives. In Pantu Sub-
District, a highly hierarchical system with the head of the longhouse as a central figure in
decision-making was observed with regard to this socio-cultural structure of the Iban. This is
because the head of longhouse is the only one who is able to apply for any infrastructure-related
subsidies and projects concerning electricity, water, and road access. According to the findings,
the Iban family is an important unit in the longhouse community. The head of the household is
responsible for leading their family members and bringing them to an agreement. In this
context, consensus refers to a situation in which all household members mutually agree to a
choice made by the leader of the family after listening to his thoughts and concerns. According
to the findings, while certain outcomes may not be to everyone's liking, they regarded it as the
best decision for the home. Typically, the oldest member of the family would assume the role
of household head; nevertheless, the findings revealed a substantial link between headship and
the family's highest income earner. The division of family labour is based on an individual's
gender, age, and physical capacity, and this is a recognised practice among the lban people in
Pantu. According to these findings, the social structure of the Iban community influences
decision-making, which in turn influences how households pick their livelihood diversification
options.

Rural Economies and Diversification

The Iban community in Pantu Sub-District has greater opportunity to diversify their sources of
income due to structural changes in livelihood strategies. According to the findings, subsistence
farming is associated with traditional agriculture in Pantu Sub-District, whereas commercial
agriculture and non-farm labour are more representative of today's society and have helped
Ibans diversify their sources of income. It was found that 70% of the households involve
themselves in agricultural activities as their main occupation, even though they still diversify
their secondary income by engaging in non-farm jobs. The varied combinations of cash crops
and food crops clearly describe the household livelihood plans in Pantu. Averaging three
distinct types of crops per family household, nearly every household in Pantu produces a
variety of crops. The engagement of households was highest in the cultivation of rice (26.12%),
followed by fruits (18.84%) and other crops (17.54%). The villagers in Pantu Sub-District
depend on these three categories of crops for both income and self-sufficiency. These
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households gain cash through the sale of their extra farm output, increasing their access to a
wider variety of foods. In addition, the region cultivates three main cash crops, with oil palm
accounting for the biggest percentage (14.18%), followed by rubber (11.75%), and pepper
(11.57%). Income from households is directly derived from cash crops. In order to increase
food security, it was discovered that farm livelihood techniques are an essential component of
rural livelihoods in Pantu Sub-District. There was a diversification of livelihoods and non-
agricultural activities in Pantu Sub-District, including wage work, formal and informal trading,
and reliance on remittances. The non-farm sector is significant because it offers the rural
residents of Pantu Sub-District a variety of work alternatives. It was discovered through this
survey that the rural populations in Pantu Sub-District do not rely solely on agriculture for their
means of subsistence because 30% of the respondents reported receiving money from wages,
self-employment, and unearned income. About 12.7% of the respondents work for pay in
private businesses, including oil palm companies, on a contract basis in Pan Borneo projects,
and a handful work as unskilled labourers in nearby coffee and grocery stores. In contrast, 6.4%
of respondents who reported having a paid job work for the government as teachers, nurses,
police officers, or military personnel. This segment obtained greater education to work in
government fields and support themselves. The majority of the 5% of household heads who
depended on pensions, government social assistance, and remittances were older people.
Fishermen and collectors of forest goods make up 3.2% of the workforce in the category of
other occupations. Additionally, 1.8% of people work for themselves and own both legal and
informal businesses, including grocery stores, shops that offer handicrafts and forest products,
and van rental companies. Homemakers, who mostly rely on unearned income, such as
remittances from their spouse or family members, make up the remaining 1.4% of the
workforce.

Natural resources, such as forest gathering and land, are important to Iban lifestyles since
people have historically relied on these resources for sustenance, economic activity, and
cultural practices. The study discovered that forest collecting (p = 0.016) has a substantial
impact on the monthly income of households as more inhabitants sell vegetables in local
markets in Pantu and Lachau towns. Forests also supply a variety of resources essential to the
Iban way of life, including timber, rattan, bamboo, and different non-timber forest products
such as edible plants, herbs, and indigenous medicines. These forest materials are collected and
sold to supplement their income. Then, the size of the land has a substantial (p = 0.02)) impact
on the monthly revenue. Then, the size of the land has a substantial (p = 0.02)) impact on the
monthly revenue. Ibans grow income crops such as rubber, palm oil, and pepper in addition to
subsistence crops. These cash crops are frequently sold in local marketplaces, providing an
economic source for Iban families. Access to large and adequate land is required for the growth
of these crops. The move from agriculture to nonfarm income means that an increasing number
of farmers have enough income to cover their daily needs. Furthermore, remittances increased
the income of rural families in Pantu Sub-District, particularly low-income families whose
members frequently migrated in order to improve their livelihood and support their families.
They picked diversification activities because they considered that diversified livelihood
strategies in Pantu Sub-District were more sustainable and less subject to environmental
hazards and seasonality than non-diversified ones. With shifting economic conditions and
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environmental concerns, the Iban people have changed their livelihoods through wage labour,
handicrafts, and small-scale businesses. Their ability to diversify their income sources is
influenced by their access to land and natural resources.

The Impact of Rural Economies Diversification

The Iban community in Sarawak, Malaysia, has demonstrated the transformative impact of
diversification by reducing reliance on a single activity and striving for greater economic and
cultural sustainability. It was found that human capital in Pantu is changing as a result of the
labour force decline, resulting in a significant reliance on external labour. This is because
several household members, particularly young individuals, shifted to urban areas. To address
the family's labour needs, the Iban employ wage labourers, both local and international, to work
on their oil palm plantations. In addition, to combat labour shortages, the Iban cultivate a
cooperative culture in rice growing. The study's findings also demonstrate that the financial
assets of rural Pantu are changing as their household income comes from diverse agricultural
and non-agricultural occupations that enhance their lives. Diversification entails formal and
informal enterprise, infrastructural improvement, cultural identity preservation, and general
resilience. The promotion of formal and informal entrepreneurship in rural areas is an important
part of livelihood diversification. Local entrepreneurs in Pantu Sub-District have delved into
diverse economic sectors such as agribusiness, handicraft manufacture, and eco-tourism as
alternatives to conventional livelihoods such as agriculture and timber. These business
endeavours generate additional income, increase financial stability, and open the way to
economic self-sufficiency. Infrastructure development is a crucial driver of rural livelihood
diversification. Improved transportation, market access, and communication networks have
increased economic options for the Pantu Iban population. This advancement not only
improves the flow of products and services, but it also improves the general quality of life by
offering access to education, healthcare, and social services. Physical assets in Pantu Sub-
District have changed, as can be seen in schools, the Pantu health facility, water supply,
electricity supply, and road accessibility. This has an impact on the accessibility and choice of
livelihood strategies among the local Iban in Pantu Sub-District. Farmers in Pantu Sub-District
can also collaborate and innovate with various agencies, such as the Farmers Association, the
Department of Agriculture (DOA), and the Pantu Sub-District Office.

Maintaining cultural identity is critical when communities diversify their livelihoods. The Iban
people have taken active steps to ensure the survival of their customs, rituals, and traditional
knowledge, owing to their rich cultural legacy. Even in the face of increasing industrialization,
cultural preservation measures such as the resuscitation of traditional crafts and the
transmission of oral histories contribute to community solidarity and pride. Resilience is an
important result of livelihood diversification. Rural communities like Pantu become less
vulnerable to economic shocks, environmental calamities, and market changes when they
reduce their reliance on a single activity. The ability to adapt and innovate in the face of
adversity is a hallmark of resilient communities, and diversification acts as a buffer against
adversity. The impact of rural livelihood diversification, as demonstrated by the activities in
Pantu Sub-District, goes beyond economic considerations. It includes official and informal
enterprise, infrastructure development, cultural preservation, and resilience cultivation. Rural
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communities that lessen their reliance on a particular activity improve their ability to flourish
in a changing world while preserving their distinct cultural identities. Overall, the structural
change development demonstrates how the transformation of livelihood strategy affects the
Iban community in Pantu Sub-District's livelihood. They are reliant on the opportunities
provided in rural areas. Because agriculture is not the main source of income in rural Pantu,
these options are tied to livelihood diversification. This means they can earn revenue and obtain
employment by engaging in farm and non-farm activities.

4. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The Pantu Sub-District in Sarawak, Malaysia, study on livelihood diversification has provided
useful insights into the complex consequences of reducing reliance on a single economic sector.
Rural communities can accomplish sustainable growth while retaining their distinct identities
by delving into several aspects of diversification that also impact infrastructure development,
cultural survival, and resilience. Several socioeconomic strategies, such as investments in
farmland infrastructure, fisheries training, and money to develop commercial farming, could
be implemented to develop these areas. Non-agricultural industries, such as rural tourism and
small and medium-sized enterprises, also have significant development potential. Microfinance
programmes and grants can help people and organisations gain access to financial resources
for prospective entrepreneurs in the community. Access to financial resources for budding
entrepreneurs in the community, such as microfinance programmes and grants, can help
individuals and organisations establish and grow their businesses. Furthermore, the Sarawak
government should continue to invest in infrastructure development, especially in
transportation, communication, and healthcare services. Improved infrastructure will improve
not only economic prospects but also citizens' general quality of life. Future academics should
undertake additional research on livelihood diversification and natural resource management
for other ethnic groups living in Sarawak's interior, such as the Kedayan, Murut, Bisaya, and
Berawan. Finally, the Pantu Sub-District's successful experience serves as a model for rural
development programmes attempting to lessen reliance on a particular economic activity. Rural
communities may pave the way for sustainable and equitable development by supporting
economic diversification while protecting cultural identity and strengthening resilience. The
ideas give a road map for policymakers, local governments, and development organisations to
support and duplicate similar activities in other rural areas of Sarawak.
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