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ABSTRACT  
 
 The traditional precept of Tagal in Sabah started with riverine territorial demarcation to exploit riverine 
resources for a villager living within the vicinity of a river. The genesis of the modern precept of Tagal started 
off by focusing on river cum fish conservation. River rehabilitation and a growing fish population led to the 
‘taming’ of the fish which eventually transformed into fish massaging. The modern precept of Tagal evolves 
into not only riverine conservation but also encompassing ecotourism with the participation of local 
communities. Ecotourism first started life with fish massaging and later extended to jungle trekking and 
homestay programme with the latest being Tagal fish competition. The aim of this paper is to study the 
evolvement of Tagal on ecotourism cum attendant local community and also environmental conservation. The 
research methodology adopted in this paper entails a case study of Kampong Luanti Baru. In-depth interview 
with key informants from Kampong Luanti Baru and Kinabalu Park and also participant observation were used 
to gather data. The analysis shows that the imbued precept of Tagal in the local community and the attendant 
socioeconomic benefits of ecotourism have benefitted environmental conservation. Holistic river management 
means that the upper and lower reaches of the river must be conserved. However, the long to intermediate term 
worry is that development in the upper reaches of the river will have negative ramifications downstream. The 
Tagal system, which involves a strategic partnership between the local community and the Fisheries Department 
of Sabah as the lead agency, has given birth to co-management. Co-management empowers the local community 
by its close involvement in monitoring, policing and conservation efforts, as economic benefits are dependent on 
a conserved riverine environment. Co-management in the development of ecotourism has a symbiotic effect, as 
both the local community as well as environmental conservation will eventually be in sync. 
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Introduction 
 
 The Tagal system is an indigenous precept hatched in Sabah. Tagal in the Kadazandusun language means 
prohibition or forbiddance from exploiting river resources by an unrelated third party. The traditional precept of 
Tagal involves a villager living within the vicinity of a river to territorially demarcate a part of the river for 
himself. The villager would place poles around a “lubok’”, a deep pool, to proclaim ownership. 
 A deep pool is often selected as the possibility is higher for many fish to dwell in it. The villager will fish in 
the pool as and when he sees fit. However, the modern precept of Tagal first started out by focusing on river 
cum fish conservation.  Prior to 1960s, inland freshwater fish was plentiful. However, the growth of the timber 
industry and extensive agriculture development have led to soil erosion, pollution and consequently the 
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destruction of fish breeding grounds and habitats. In addition, over-fishing has also led to the dwindling 
population of freshwater fish (FAO Online 2010).  
 A case in point is Kg. Luanti Baru (Luanti Baru Village). Sungai Moroli (Moroli River) was used as a 
dumping ground by farms, villagers and bypassing motorists. A dynamic villager, Jeffrin Majangki, reminisced 
that as a young boy, Sungai Moroli was teeming with an abundance of fish. His initial purpose was to recreate 
his early childhood memoryscape. Jeffrin Majangki, with the help of the Fishery Department of Sabah, initiated 
the inception of Tagal on 12 October 2002. However, there were many doubters in his village with regard to his 
plan. The Fishery Department of Sabah provided advice and assistance in inland fishery management. The first 
step taken was the clearance of rubbish from Sungai Moroli. A year after, several species of fish began to appear 
without re-stocking. The river, which was left to its own devices, began to heal. Through trial and error, Jeffrin 
Majangki began to ‘tame’ the growing population of fish. This eventually led to the development of ecotourism 
in the form of fish massage or spa. It is claimed that the fish massage has a curative effect for those who suffer 
from psoriasis (Sabah Tourism Online 2010).  
 The success of fish massaging led to the opening of a cafeteria cum convenience store (also selling 
handicrafts made by the villagers) and the development of jungle trekking and homestay programmes. The 
proceeds from these economic activities are shared with the villagers in one form or another like festivities, 
death of family members and education. As a result of the accruing economic benefits, the villagers in general 
wholeheartedly supported the Tagal system. On our field trip to Kampung Luanti Baru, Jeffrin Majangki 
recounted an incident where a visitor jokingly told a child who was playing with his friends near the river that 
he is going to fish in the river. The child immediately relayed this to the adult villagers. This illustrates that the 
precept of conservation is embedded in the hearts of the villagers. At the same time, the villagers have become 
the eyes and ears in monitoring, policing and conservation efforts.   
 The success of the Tagal system stems initially from a government-local community initiative in co-
management. This has spread to 379 rivers in Sabah adopting the Tagal system (The Star Online 13 January 
2010). The first ever Tagal fishing competition was held on 30 August, 2009 at the Moyog River in Penampang 
using barbless hooks in a catch and release fashion. This is to minimize the negative impact on fish stock (The 
Star Online, 26 August 2009). The success of this first ever Tagal fishing competition has led to the suggestion 
of an annual Tagal grand prix tournament with a Tagal calendar of dates and venues (New Sabah Times, 1 
September, 2009). A crucial yet attractive magnet to draw other villages is the economic spillover effect 
associated with river rehabilitation. Through an evolutionary process, the Tagal system has expanded into the 
socioeconomic realm of the villages.  
 The following section is a discussion on the research methodology adopted in this research. 
 
Materials And Methods 
 
 The research methodology adopted in this research is the case study approach. Case study allows for an 
intensive cum holistic analysis of an individual unit i.e Kampung Luanti Baru. The benefit of utilizing a case 
study is the possibility of gathering evidence via the memoryscape. In addition, case study allows for a 
combination of descriptive and explanatory format. The research methods adopted in this case study are in-
depth interview with the key informants from Kinabalu Park and Kampung Luanti Baru and also participant 
observation. A combination of these two methods allows for the gathering of evidences in a complementary and 
supplementary manner. 
 The following section is an analysis and discussion of how the evolvement of Tagal has on ecotourism and 
environmental conservation in Kampung Luanti Baru. 
 
Result And Discussion  

 
 The traditional precept of Tagal was individualistic in nature whereas the modern precept of Tagal is 
community-focused with the advent of ecotourism. Financial benefits accrued from ecotourism activities have 
been a prime motivator in winning the hearts and minds of the local villagers. As Jeffrin Majangki, the initiator 
and manager of Tagal in Sungai Moroli recounted, there were many doubters with regard to his plan. When the 
financial benefits began to flow in as a result of ecotourism and also more importantly when the financial 
benefits were shared with the local community, the local community appreciation for environmental 
conservation is not only heightened but also began to permeate through the whole community. Thus, the local 
community wholeheartedly became the eyes and the ears in monitoring, policing and conservation efforts. The 
modern precept of Tagal has helped to fulfill two important tenets of ecotourism i.e. environmental conservation 
and the participation of local community. The participation of the local community has always being a 
grreenwash issue but not in the case of Kampung Luanti Baru in particular and Sabah in general. In addition, a 
zonal or compartmentalized system was developed in Kampung Luanti Baru based on the traffic light colour 
scheme. A red zone in the Tagal system strictly forbids fishing whereas a yellow zone allows for occasional 
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fishing based on the decision of the Tagal village committee. A green zone has no restriction on fishing 
whatsoever. However, the success of ecotourism has motivated the community to forego fishing in all three 
zones.  
 If the water in the upper reaches of the river is basically pristine in nature, the deep pools along the river act 
as capacitor banks for fish. A holistic approach to riverine management is to conserve both the upper and lower 
reaches of the river. If the upper reaches are neglected or vice versa, riverine management has not reached the 
optimum level yet. Destruction, however limited, of the physical and biological attributes of any part of the river 
can be non-renewable and may require many years for the river resources to regenerate. Agriculture 
development via oil palm cultivation has taken place in the upper reaches prior to the Tagal zone in Sungai 
Moroli. Observation by the villagers indicated that the volume of river water has reduced fairly drastically with 
the advent of oil palm cultivation. Villagers who have been to the upper reaches indicated that the oil palms are 
also planted fairly close to the river-banks. The long and intermediate term worry is that run-offs from the oil 
palm cultivated areas, which may contain fertilizer, herbicide and insecticide may contaminate the upper reaches 
and eventually the lower reaches of the waterway. This in turn may affect the water quality and consequently the 
fish breeding grounds. 
 The success of the Tagal system also has ramifications for the state of Sabah as the popularity of Tagal has 
caught on in many rural riverine villages. The institutionalization of the Tagal system and the attendant benefits 
means that the conservation of the upper reaches of the river is also vital. Any negative consequences in the 
upper reaches will have downside risks or damages to the ecosystem health. Thus it provides the impetus to 
monitor and police the upstream, which is normally outside the Tagal zone. The Tagal system can act as the first 
line of defence and as a buffer for riverine management.  
 The strategic partnership between the villages adopting the Tagal system and the Fisheries Department of 
Sabah proves to be a step in the right direction for river conservation. As the spillover effects are many and with 
economic benefit as a major motivator, many major obstacles over time became solvable via co-management. 
Co-management focuses on a partnership arrangement between the government and the local community and 
resource users (Dey and Kanagaratnam 2010). 
 Co-management also means empowerment of the local community in river resource management, which 
entails rehabilitation, conservation, monitoring and policing against encroachment, wildlife poaching, 
overfishing and any activity that will pollute the river (FAO Online 2010, Daily Express 30 December 2005). In 
this strategic partnership which is a smart partnership, the Fisheries Department of Sabah acts a technical 
adviser to the Tagal committee for activities like zoning the rivers according to utility, conducting research and 
development to improve the system and capacity-building. By keeping to these roles and not being 
overwhelming in nature, co-management works as the local community is in control over their resources and 
destiny. 
 Ecotourism activities like fish massaging, sport fishing and river cruises can also be extended upstream This 
form of community-based ecotourism can lead to sustainable tourism on a long -term basis. The need to change 
the mindset of the villages, which have adopted the Tagal system, is not required as they are already sensitized 
to the need of maintaining and improving the riverine ecosystem health.  
 
Conclusion: 
 
 The traditional precept of Tagal that focuses primarily on individual exploitation of riverine resources has 
been transformed into the modern precept with community participation in riverine conservation to foster the 
growth or survival of ecotourism. The local community has become the eyes and the ears in monitoring, 
policing and conservation efforts. Ecotourism, which brings in the tourist revenue, is a prime motivator. In this 
context, a triple win has been forged i.e. a win for the environment, a win for the villagers, and also a win for the 
government as river pollution is drastically reduced with the implementation of Tagal. 
 River conservation at the upper and lower reaches, incorporating Tagal, would be more holistic in nature. 
As most of the villages are in the lower reaches of the river, pollution in the upper reaches will have a 
detrimental and at times irreversible damage on the riverine ecosystem health.  
 The strategic smart partnership between Kampung Luanti Baru that has adopted Tagal and the Fisheries 
Department of Sabah as the lead agency, has led to a win-win situation i.e. a win for the environment and also a 
win for the villagers in terms of better socioeconomic health. The key ingredients of success of this particular 
co-management are the empowerment of the villagers with a lead agency in the form of the Fisheries 
Department of Sabah helping in facilitating a win-win situation. As power is devolved to the villagers, the 
villagers feel that as a key stakeholder, the success of Tagal is within their hands and also their destiny. 
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