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Abstract

This paper explores the significance of a rural region, the village of Panchor, as a potential nature tourism
site located in Johor district of Muar, Malaysia. The study's objectives were (1) evaluating local community
funding, and (2) evaluating the participation of local government. Three overlapping topics were explored
based on qualitative interpretation of an interview and open-ended answers in the questionnaire: (1) group
connection, (2) economic benefits, and (3) environmental attitude. The findings revealed that river-based
tourism could improve the socio-economic status and the sustainability of rural areas. It also addressed the
consequences and limitations of the study in this report.
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1.0 Introduction

The natural resources of rivers manifest both natural beauty and usefulness for a vast array of
human activities including river-based tourism such as river cruises, fishing, boating, and other
forms of tourism activities (Laws & Sermone, 2009). The Muar River plays a key role in Malaysia's
history, culture, and economy. Hence, the Muar district in Johor has made an enormous effort to
increase its tourism potential with an attractive new tourism product, such as potential river
tourism in the Panchor rural area strategically located next to the Muar River. It is no doubt that
the potential river-based tourism may contribute to Johor state’s foreign income and the Panchor
local community’s economic status. Nevertheless, issues related to the local community’s socio-
economic well-being, support and involvement need to be taken into account.

Johor state aims to become a high-value regional tourism destination by 2023 (Benjamin,
2018), an ambition associated with the 2014-2023 Master Plan for Johor Tourism. Since its goal
is to increase tourist arrivals from domestic and foreign countries to Johor, Muar district has
stepped up efforts to optimize its tourism potential with an attractive new tourism product. Muar,
a popular tourist destination already p boasts well-preserved pre-historic houses, a fascinating
history, and fine cuisine. Muar highlights its strategic position at the mouth of Muar River. Panchor
covers an estimated area of 40.6 hectares and is about 40 kilometres from the town of Muar (see
Fig. 1) in a new plan for the rural town of Panchor to establish tourism on the river. According to
Rahman et al. (2020) and Shah (2018), this is potentially the result of tourism that could help Muar
achieve its target of tourism growth.
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Fig. 1: Geographical location of Panchor Area
Source: Rosman (2020)
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Panchor, the target of a new river-based tourism destination is a rural town strategically located
next to Muar River and has Pagoh Education Hub for a neighbour. The Muar River flows next to
Panchor, one of the major rivers flowing through the states of Johor, Negeri Sembilan and
Pahang. So far Panchor has drawn only day-trippers who normally stop to savor local riverside
restaurant delicacies. Many tourists opt for river cruises that take them closer to Muar City for a
broader variety of river activities or even to other bigger cities across the border of the Johor state.
However, Panchor must move forward as a tourist destination to draw more value-added tourists
(2018). The city has to be revitalized into what it was like in the early 70s — an administrative hub
of the upper Muar River (Zakaria, 2020) with an important waterway between the West Coast and
the Peninsula for traders that was central to the socio-economic status of the local community
(Samah et al., 2011). Panchor's Muar River needs to be more for the local population than
industrial fisheries. To do this, it needs to rope in the cooperation and involvement of the local
community to promote local tourism to Panchor through a productive and sustainable tourism
development project based on the river.

Tourism has grown today, and visitors are seeking more value for their vacations. Water
tourism destinations are also becoming more popular nowadays, where visitors of the 21st century
view their vacations differently. They seem to look for different ways of travelling, to try new
experiences and adventures, and to achieve higher holiday quality rates (Trono, 2014). Given
these trends, river-based tourism may offer great potential to protect and maintain rivers as natural
resources, as well as to revitalize and grow tourist destinations that emphasize sustainable and
community-based tourism (Folgado-Fernandez, Di-Clemente, Hernandez- Mogollon, & Campon-
Cerro, 2019). In addition, the key aspect of water-based tourism today is one that has a natural
environment, where people seek relaxation, leisure, and recreation (Jennings, 2016). The goal of
this study is therefore to explore the possibility of a river-based tourism development plan for the
Muar River in the rural town of Panchor. More significantly, it aims to investigate and assess the
support and participation of the local community in the potential growth of Panchor's Muar River
through river-based tourism.

2.0 Literature Review

2.1 Underlying Theory

Homans' Social Exchange Theory (SET) (Tittenbrun, 2012) infers the social behavior of Panchor's
local community as an outcome of an exchange process. The theory focuses on the host group
attitude and interpretation (Meimand et al., 2017). The theory also indicates that the relationship
between the host community and the development tourism project is typically terminated if the
costs outweigh the benefits. The confidence of residents is important as they are likely to be more
willing to support the growth of tourism when they can benefit from tourism without having to incur
additional costs (Homsud, 2017). To engage the local community in supporting tourism
development activities intended for their region, a strong and positive perspective is needed. SET
underlines various studies of tourism innovations such as Chuang (2010), Ward and Berno
(2011), Paraskevaidis and Andriotis (2017), to name but a few.
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2.2 Local Community’s Support towards Tourism Development

A local community is a structured tradition-based group made up of individuals and households
residing in a given area (Kariuki, 2013). It refers to people who have also come together to share
common resources within the region, thereby contributing similar sentiments, attitudes,
expectations and aspirations towards the growth of tourism to some extent. Although support from
local communities ensures the sustainability of the industry's commercial, socio-cultural,
physiological, political, and economics (Alonso & Liu, 2013; Dorcheh, & Mohamed, 2013), their
participation is vital in influencing the success of further development of tourism. According to
Dorcheh and Mohamed (2013), scholars believe that community perception is a significant field
of tourism study, as past studies (Diedrich & Garcia-Buades, 2009; Dorcheh & Mohamed, 2013)
have shown that community members are especially involved in the decision-making process
when it comes to achieving sustainable tourism growth.

2.3 Local Community’s Attachment towards Tourism Development

Community attachment refers to a person's thoughts, emotions, and a sense of belonging towards
the town (Rasoolimanesh, Jaafar, & Ahmad, 2017). It can be measured in a variety of ways, such
as the duration of life or having been born or grown up in the group (Brida et al., 2014). In the
analysis of the relation between group attachment and resident perception, literature shows a
mixed result. Meimand et al. (2017) and Rasoolimanesh, Jaafar, and Kock (2015) argue that
residents with stable feelings of attachment are more prone to the positive and negative effects
of tourism, which affect their support for the development of tourism. Morales, Agiiera, and Lopez-
guzman (2018) have found a positive impact on the community's commitment to promoting
tourism growth. The study shows that support for sustainable tourism growth for the local
community depends on the degree of commitment people have to theirneighborhood.

3.0 Methodology

3.1 Research Design and Data Collection

A qualitative approach to accessing the perception of local residents of a river-based tourism
development center at Muar River in Panchor has been selected. Studies of Gnanapala and
Karunathilaka attitude towards tourism development in 2016 showed that understanding
community perception can provide decision-makers with useful insights into the growth of tourism,
given that growth is largely dependent on stakeholders' ability to recognize threats, mitigate and
adapt strategies and assess the implications of tourism development It is also proposed that the
open-ended format be used to obtain various answers (Darb, 2006). Data were obtained from the
Malaysian Department of Statistics (2011) on the 562 Panchor residents, whereas a purposeful
sampling technique allowed the study to determine a recommended sample size of at least 226
residents (Krejcie & Morgan, 1970) as the target respondents of an open-ended survey. A total of
17 numerators helped administer the survey questionnaire and treated inquiries from residents
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between March and April 2019. The study also conducted an interview with the Chief of Village
Heads to expand data interpretation and complement the survey-gathered information.

3.2 Data Analysis Procedure

Both the open-ended questionnaire written responses as well as the interview transcripts were
thematically analyzed. The material was then coded, interpreted and analyzed using grounded
theory with the audio recordings of the interview transcribed. Then, the findings were interpreted
accordingly.

4.0 Results

4.1 Residents’ Social Characteristics
Of the 92 respondents of the survey, more than 71% of the Panchor villagers were males, while
most of them were Malays (92%). The two largest groups in the sample were (23%) Gen X (39-
53 years old) and (41%) Gen Y (24-38 years old). Over half of the respondents (60%) had
completed high school and some had tertiary education. As for the occupational background, 27%
were working in the public sector and 25% were from the private sector. Aimost 46% of the
respondents had resided in Panchor over the past 20 years.

The interview was conducted with Mr Khairunasir Md Zin, the Chief of Village Heads. Aged at
42 years old and lives in Muar, he holds a Diploma in Business Management and a Diploma in
Teaching (personal communication, April 9 2019). His main tasks are to administer the ‘mukim’
(a subdivision of a district) and to oversee the development, security, unity, religion and welfare
of the people as well as assisting the District Officer on rural project proposals. The Chief of Village
Heads who had been in office since 2014 was interviewed for approximately 80 minutes. The
whole session was audio-recorded with his consent. The survey responses showed that the
majority of the residents (95%) showed positive support and involvement in the future
development of a river-based tourist centre in the village. Only 5% of them were negative towards
tourism development. The questionnaire was written responses and interview transcripts which
were analyzed thematically produced three interconnected themes: (1) community attachment,
(2) economic gains and (3) environmental attitude.

4.2 Community Attachment

From a socio-cultural perspective, community involvement is expected to have a significantimpact
on local support for tourism development, particularly in rural areas (Meimand, et al., 2017). The
local community displayed an inclination to support tourism development if they perceive the
benefits of river-based tourism. Based on the positive written responses by the respondents, it
was divulged that the future river-based tourism development could enhance the unity within the
local community such as in facilitating ‘group gains’ which refers to the benefits accrued by the
community (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). The youth local community, within the age group of 18
to 38, revealed that as they were still physically active, they would love to participate in some of
the river-based activities. They also thought that being involved in such
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activities would create not only unity within their small community, but also individuals who are
open-minded and have a strong sense of belonging towards their community (Jaafar,
Rasoolimanesh, & Ismail, 2015).

Some local communities according to Morales et al. (2018) also displayed a negative attitude
towards tourism development and the factors that could influence such a manner and perception
could be demographic, personal, or social. A small inclination from a personal aspect, however,
revealed that the local community would only be willing to support the development of tourism if
everyone in the community worked together. Another respondent confessed that the community
would support tourism development only if proper procedures were implemented particularly
concerning the community’s well-being and safety. Other written responses displayed a
reluctance to be involved with river-based tourism due to old age. In contrast, some other older
residents were content to be in their comfort zone and wanted only to attend to agricultural work
on their fruit orchards.

4.3 Economic Gains

Residents who demonstrated great community attachment are more likely to make a crucial
contribution to the development of sustainable tourism (Lee, 2013). The findings of this study
unfolded respondents who displayed support towards tourism development in Panchor mainly
because potential job opportunities for the locals could generate income and upgrade the local
community’s lifestyle. Table 1 below summarizes the written responses that are related to
economic gains.

Table 1. Related to Economic Gains

Respondents’ Written Responses Summary

Promote Panchor River locally and internationally

Create a new job opportunity

Opportunity to open-up new businesses

Can increase the local economy and introduce Panchor to the outsider

The findings revealed significant positive support and involvement of the Panchor residents in
the development of river-based tourism that could enhance the community’s economic gains. At
the interview with the Chief of Village Heads, he mentioned that “new industries will create job
opportunities and draw locals back to Panchor. It also attracts outsiders to come here." Hence,
new jobs opportunities would be able to attract the youth of the local community to work within
their local areas thus decreasing the number of people migrating to cities to seek jobs. Following
this, the current development of the neighbouring regions of Pagoh Higher Education Hub, new
housing areas, the future high-speed rail and other construction projects, all of which are also
contribute to revitalising Panchor’'s economic status. Furthermore, the respondents suggested
that the nearby river as a natural resource has great potential in attracting local and foreign
tourists. Some of the responses were, “As a local resident of Panchor, | think that it is time to
revive Panchor’s unique river which has not been explored to its potential’. Another resident said,
“It can attract more local and international tourists".

However, some responses showed the residents’ resistance to river-based tourism due to their
concerns on the social and environmental well-being of the community. In summary, river-based

6
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tourism can help to promote Panchor although sustainability measures for a rural area should be
considered as a priority by all relevant bodies. The new tourism industry could make Panchor
village town known to other visitors and also attract local as well as international stakeholders to
open up new business avenues.

4.4 Environmental Attitude

Another significant finding on the local community's attitude is the one relating to the environment.
Table 2 below provides a description of some written answers extracted from the environmental
attitude data. Respondents had a favorable view and attitude of their local area toward a river-
based tourism development when environmental awareness concerns were given priority.
However, the results also showed resident knowledge of how an imbalanced local area growth
could produce pollution, which could harm the river's cleanliness and natural beauty. As Homsud
(2017) explains, a positive mindset is likely to emerge when one sees the benefits of tourism in
the local area.

Table 2. Environmental Attitude

Respondents’ Written Responses Summary

Create awareness to the local community to appreciate the
beauty

Awareness in maintaining the cleanliness of the river
Create pollution to the river

Destroy the beauty of the river

Create an imbalanced development

Can contribute to the cause ofpollution

The interview with the Chief of Village Heads revealed the optimistic attitude of the local
community towards the growth of the village area's river-based tourism. He also indicated that the
current and future development of Panchor's neighboring areas; Pagoh's Education Hub, High-
Speed Rail, Muar Furniture Hub and New Housing Areas could contribute positively to improving
public services and creating new employment opportunities for residents. However, all parties
directly or indirectly involved in construction activities must take responsibility for any changes
that could interfere with the protection of natural resources or endanger the general well- being of
the ecosystem around them (Amir et al., 2015).

5.0 Discussion
The preliminary findings of this study indicate that a river-based tourism development of the Muar
River in Panchor may be just the right initiative to stimulate the residential area's very dull socio-
economic condition as well as promote sustainability. Being strategically placed next to Muar
River allows Panchor the perfect host for tourists to take partin a variety of water-related activities.
Such activities could attract more business opportunities that could potentially revive Panchor into
the region's next lively, exciting, and new commercial hub.

The research also provides valuable details on the understanding of the host group and future
participation in a development plan for water-dependent tourism. The results verified that the
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predicted social activity of the local community is an outcome of a process of exchange as
theorized by SET. As they begin to recognize their new position as residents of a destination in
the tourism industry, they become more conscious of the possible benefits and risks involved in
their new social partnership with the visitors as well as the activities of development projects. The
three themes that emerged from this study; local connection, economic benefits, and
environmental attitude can be interpreted as positive expressions of the local community's
mindset, support, and willingness to engage as partners in the creation of the river-based tourism
center at Panchor. Furthermore, current and upcoming development projects around the Panchor
region will give fresh impetus to further business investments, particularly those related to tourism
from interested stakeholders within and outside the Johor state. A new vibrant economy also
means a broader variety of opportunities for local youth who have left Panchor for work in bigger
cities to take up.

6.0 Conclusion

This study's results could be summed up as helpful in three ways. Firstly, when promoting Muar
River in Panchor as a tourist destination, this study could be the key guide for the Ministry of
Tourism, Muar Municipal Council and Johor State Tourism Board. Second, Panchor's tourism
destination initiative may be the next stimulus package for the economy of the local region and
should be considered a high-priority state development project. Third, Malaysian tourism
researchers should undertake a more in-depth sustainability analysis of Panchor as a water-
based tourist destination including maybe considering how universities within the Pagoh
Education Hub should play a more collaborative role in reviving and sustaining the economy of
Panchor.

This research is limited to only including the younger Panchor residents. Therefore, it is
proposed that future studies encourage the older people, who are in fact the local community's
key inhabitants, to contribute to a more inclusive and practical viewpoint of the potential growth of
the city into a tourism destination. Future studies could also support their results by collecting the
views of the neighboring towns of Pagoh and Gerisik, which could also experience some spill- over
effects of rural area growth. Taken together, the study provides promising evidence that Panchor's
river-based tourism growth is fully supported by the host community.
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