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Key findings
Current planned infrastructure projects at the border of the Gunung Mulu National Park (GMNP), the
only UNESCO World Heritage Site in the Malaysian State of Sarawak, threaten the integrity and
remoteness as well as the high biodiversity and geomorphology of the park.
The projects include
-

a township that covers an area of 10km2 and will lead to the destruction of about 3.2 km2
rainforest (Threat 1),
a new water treatment plant for the township on the land of the indigenous village Bateu
Bungan (Threat 2),
an extension of the existing airport (Threat 3),
a highway leading to the border of the park, with clearly devastating consequences for
passenger traffic and the integrity of the Gunung Mulu National Park, which is a park that has
not been accessible by road until today (Threat 4).

The planned mega-infrastructure projects would cover an considerable area of about 10 km².1. This
area corresponds to approximately two thirds of the area of the 200’000-inhabitant Swiss city of
Geneva (15.9km2)2. The planned developments should be prevented at all costs.

Threat 1: Mulu Township
Current plans show that the township will be constructed in the immediate surroundings of the
Gunung Mulu National Park (GMNP) border.3 According to GIS calculations, the projects reach to
within 300 metres to the border of the park.1 The integrity, biodiversity and remoteness of the
Gunung Mulu National Park is threatened by various factors:
-

-

-

GIS calculations reveal that about 3.2 km2 of rainforest would be destroyed by the
infrastructure plans, all in a radius less than five kilometres from the GMNP UNESCO World
Heritage Site.1 It would specifically promote the already substantial habitat loss for cave
swiftlets and bats. These species are known to forage for insects beyond a 25km radius from
their nesting sites. For this reason IUCN suggested that clear-felling should not be permitted
within a distance of 25km from the GMNP boundary 4. Part of the rainforest that would be
cut down lies within the planned extension of the Mulu National Park (see map EXHIBIT 1 in
appendix).
The township would also negatively impact the animals in the Mulu area i.e. through the
increase in light pollution, noise pollution, and human activity. This would strongly impact
the indigenous Penan living in the area in their hunting and other subsistence activities.
The objective of the infrastructure project is clearly to increase passenger/tourist traffic to
the area. At the moment around 20’000 tourists visit the park every year.4 The envisaged
calculated maximum of tourist arrivals is 30,000 per year.4 There is a very high risk that the
construction of a 10km2-township 5 (together with a highway and an enlargement of the
airport) will lead to exceeding this limit of 30’000 people per year.
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EXHIBIT 1: Map by the BMF, conducted based on Exhibit 2 and 3
Cf. https://www.citypopulation.de/en/switzerland/geneve/gen%C3%A8ve/6621__gen%C3%A8ve/
3
EXHIBIT 2: Official plans of the proposed Mulu township and leaked Satellite Map of the proposed township
4
IUCN, 2000 WORLD HERITAGE NOMINATION-IUCN TECHNICAL EVALUATION GUNUNG MULU NATIONAL
PARK. Page 59
5
IUCN, 2020 Gunung Mulu National Park 2020 Conservation Outlook Assessment. Page 4
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Threat 2: New Water Treatment Plant
The planned township includes a water treatment plant right next to the river Sungai Melinau 6 at the
border of the GMNP and on the land of the village of Bateu Bungan 7. The planned treatment plant
for the Mulu township would be in a mere 100m from GMNP 8 and 900m from Bateu Bungan village.
Several studies point to the negative influence of water reservoirs on fish.9 The Penan community of
Bateu Bungan relies on fish and fears the impact of the water treatment plant on fish as well as the
impact on the water level for boats travelling on the river.
Therefore, the community of Bateu Bungan rejectted the compensation offered by the government
for the construction of the water treatment plant on their land. The Water Treatment Plant is not in
the interest of the local Penan community.10

Threat 3: Highway to the park
Together with the construction of the new township, a connecting road to the Northern Coastal
Highway (Pan Borneo Highway) is planned to be built 11.
Up until now, the GMNP has not been accessible by road. Tourists come to the area by plane. A
highway leading into GMNP would have a direct and negative impact on the integrity, remoteness
and environment of the UNESCO World Heritage Site.
The Site’s Conservation Outlook Assessment 2020 came to the same conclusion, that road
connections like this would endanger the park’s remoteness which is essential to the protection of
the park’s Outstanding Universal Value12: IUCN specifically states the danger of roads leading to the
park:
”Roads up to the park boundary for whatever purpose (forestry, mining, hydro, oil-palm plantations)
represent a significant potential threat.” […]
“Roads in surrounding areas are potentially an important threat to the park.”
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It is therefore clearly in the interest of Gunung Mulu’s UNESCO World Heritage status that the GMNP
will not be connected to the Pan Borneo Highway.

Threat 4: Extension of Mulu Airport
The proposed extension of the airport located 200m from the park’s border will further add to this
threatening of the remoteness as it will attract more tourists to the area. The envisaged calculated
maximum of tourist arrivals is 30,000 per year.4 The danger that the construction of the airport will
promote significantly higher and unsustainabile levels of visitation is great. At the moment around
20’000 tourists visit the park every year.4
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EXHIBIT 3 : Leaked Plans of the planned water treatment plant
EXHIBIT 1: Map by the BMF, conducted based on Exhibit 2 and 3
8
EXHIBIT 3 : Leaked Plans of the planned water treatment plant
9
e.g. Simmons et al., 2017.
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EXHIBIT 4: Letter from the headman of the affected Penan community Bateu Bungan to the Chief Minister of
Sarawak, August 2022
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EXHIBIT 2: Official plans of the proposed Mulu township and leaked Satellite Map of the proposed township
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IUCN, 2020 Gunung Mulu National Park 2020 Conservation Outlook Assessment. Page 1
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IUCN, 2020 Gunung Mulu National Park 2020 Conservation Outlook Assessment. Page 6
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Threat 5: Absence of buffer zone around Gunung Mulu National Park
The Period Reporting (2012) by the park itself states that the park doesn’t need a buffer zone as it is
surrounded by National Parks which act as a buffer zone.14 IUCN refutes this in their Conservation
Outlook Assessment and claims that the park is not sufficientlysurrounded by other national parks, as
proven by published maps.15 The above-mentioned infrastructure projects prove that there is an
urgent need for a buffer zone as there will be a substantial town and further development right next
to the park’s border and in between the Gunung Mulu National Park and its neighbouring National
Park. There is high risk that these upcoming infrastructure projects will negatively impact the wildlife
corridor between GMNP and the primary forests of neighbouring Brunei.
10

Threat 6: Land right conflicts
A substantial part of the proposed Mulu Township would be on land that is currently subject to
indigenous Penan and Berawan Native Customary Rights claims in a court case16. It is a former
Radiant Lagoon Oil Palm Concession that was stopped thanks to campaigning and blockades by the
local communities. The proposed new township would once again threaten the land that in particular
is a crucial part of the traditional land of the indigenous Penan and that they depend on for their
subsistence needs.

Conclusion
The planned projects in the immediate proximity of the GMNP threaten the integrity and remoteness
as well as the high biodiversity, flora, fauna and geomorphology of the UNESCO World Heritage Site
directly. The planned development of a township of the size of 10km2, the building of a water
treatment plant, a highway, and the extension of the airport would have serious ecological and social
impacts on GMNP and lead to the destruction of about 3.2 km2 forest, light pollution, noise
pollution, potential change in water levels, impacts on animal populations (especially fish and bats),
and threatens to fuel land right conflicts, as the whole area of these proposed developments lie on
land claimed by indigenous communities.
The objective of the infrastructure project is clearly to increase tourist traffic to the area. At the
moment around 20’000 tourists visit the park every year. 4 The envisaged calculated maximum of
tourist arrivals is 30,000 per year.4 The danger that the planned construction of a township with
highway access and enlarged airport field will exceed this limit is great.
If these infrastructure projects are undertaken, Gunung Mulu National Park would most likely be
placed on the List of World Heritage in Danger as specified in Article 11(4) of the World Heritage
Convention. This is why the planned developments should be prevented at all costs.
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EXHIBIT 1: Map by the BMF, conducted based on Exhibit 2 and 3
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Exhibits
Exhibit 1: Map by the BMF, conducted based on Exhibit 3,4 and 6
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Exhibit 2: Official plans of the proposed Mulu township
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Exhibit 3: Leaked Plans of the planned water treatment plant
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