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Abstract

Past literature has posited that tourism is one of the fastest growing sectors and has been signified as an attractive
investment proposition. Rural tourism sector has been actively promoted by the Malaysian government and
currently, it is considered as one of the cornerstone of Malaysia’s economic diversification strategy. On the other
hand, it is important to note that stakeholder like local communities do play a crucial role in sustaining tourism
development. Hence, the purpose of this study is to assess the impact of rural tourism development on the
environment from the local communities’ perspectives. The environmental constructs which consists of
surrounding of therural tourism destination, environment management practice, conservation of culture heritage,
local satisfaction and influence of resources have been examined against local communities’ attitude towards
rural tourism development. 199 respondents comprising of residents of rural tourism in Sarawak, Malaysia took
part voluntarily in this study. To assess the developed model, SmarPLS 2.0 (M3) was applied based on path
modelling and then bootstrapping with 200 re-samples was applied to generate the standard error of the estimate
and t-values. Interestingly, the findings suggested that local communities were most concerned with the
conservation of culture heritage and influence of resources when it comes to rural tourism development.
Implications of these findings showed that it is crucial to understand the various concerns of the local
communities for ensuring better sustainability performance especially in rural tourism setting.

1. Introduction

Tourism is considered as one of the corner stone industry and is ranked as the second largest industry in
Malaysia. It plays a significant role in reducing the rate of poverty among the rural communities especially those
in rural tourism destinations. Most significantly, rural tourism is seen as an opportunity for local people living in
tourism destinations to gain positive benefits from tourism development and the state’s conservation of forests
and protected areas. Past studies have elucidated that the standard of living and employment opportunities of the
rural communities depend very much on tourism industry (Bredhenhann & Wickens, 2003; Ruiz Molina,
Gil-Saura, & Moliner-Velazquez, 2010). Nonetheless, tourism may bring negative impact to the local residents if
it is not managed in a responsible way. In order to achieve a sustainable tourism development, local community
leaders and stakeholders in tourism industry should work together to manage rural tourism industry as a
‘community industry’ (Murphy, 1985). Hence, for the tourism-related economy to sustain it and the residents to
be satisfied, residents must be willing to take part in the process. Considering the frequency of interaction
between residents and tourists, their willingness to serve as kind hosts is critical to the success of tourism.
Therefore, residents are encouraged to be actively involved in the planning process and their attitudes toward
tourism and perceptions of its impact on community life must be continually assessed to increase their
satisfaction (Allen, Long, Perdue & Kieselbach, 1988).

Tourism was promoted by the Malaysian government back in the 1970s, where the government started by focusing
on providing basic infrastructures like highways, airports and the upgrading of attractions with potential tourism
destination. In the 1980’s, tourism was promoted as a means to meet the country’s development objectives, and
now, the Malaysian government has launched the Economic Transformation Programme (ETP) as they foresee
that there is a need to enhance connectivity to key priority tourism markets. Although government efforts play a
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crucial role in the development of tourism, it is undeniable that other stakeholders in the tourism industry
contribute to the development decisions by ensuring the industry is managed in a responsible way.

The quality of the environment, both natural and man-made, is essential to tourism such as the construction of
general infrastructure such as roads and airports, and tourism facilities, including resorts, hotels, restaurants,
shops, golf courses and marinas. They may give adverse impact on tourism especially rural destinations. Past
studies contended that if rural tourism is not planned properly, it will result in uncontrolled constructions and
distorted urbanization at the destination, damage the natural environment and wildlife, and cause pollution to
rivers. It was reported that the costs of preserving historical and cultural, the loss of wild life areas and natural
landscape are very high (Tatoglu, Erdal, & 6zgur, 2012).

The environment can be improved and achieved by ensuring that development is harmonious with the overall
plan for the destination, increase the number of attractions, recreational opportunities and services (Batra & Kaur,
1996; Eshliki & Kabousi, 2012). Past studies (e.g., Buckley & Pannell, 1990; Nunkoo & Ramkissoon, 2010)
have identified damage to the natural environment as one of the major detractants from the visitor’s experience.
Hence, an environmental protection strategy should be implemented to address the issue of eco-tourists from the
cause-and-effect of their actions on the environment. More initiatives should be conducted and to be more
cautious of the places they visit (Tuohino & Hynonen, 2001; Greaves, 2010).

Thus, this paper focuses on the impact of rural tourism development on the environment from the local
communities’ perspectives, and how would that affect their attitudes. This study endeavors to evaluate the impact
of environment construct namely, surrounding of rural tourism destination, environment management practice,
conservation of culture heritage, local satisfaction and influence of resources on the local communities in rural
tourism destination in Sarawak, Malaysia.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Community Based Tourism

Rural tourism is different from other forms of tourism where its development is dependent very much on the
natural and social/cultural environments. In view of that, it is crucial to conserve and preserve the quality of
tourism environment especially for rural tourism destinations. Community-based tourism has been actively
promoted in many parts of the world especially in Asian countries, such as in Thailand, Cambodia, Mongolia,
Malaysia, and Indonesia. Past studies have contended that other countries (e.g., Africa, Latin America, and the
Caribbean) were found to have formed community-based tourism network in order to promote rural tourism
(Jamaludinet al., 2012). Researchers in the past have defined community-based tourism where the communities
are given certain authority to decide and protect the environment at the same time creating cross-cultural
awareness (Tsonis, 2009) in order to promote the economic, social and cultural well being of the communities at
the rural tourism destinations (Brohman, 1996). It is important to implement a balanced and harmonious
approach to development of rural tourism, ensure the quality of development, both culturally and
environmentally, and also focus on the needs, interest, and potentials of the community and its inhabitants for the
sustainability of the rural tourism development (Razzaq, Hadi, Mustafa, Hamzah, Khalifah & Mohamad, 2011).

2.2 Environment

Tourism environment has been broadly defined as the involvement in biophysical and socio-cultural
environments (Zhong, Deng, Song & Ding, 2011). It is evidenced that tourism development has resulted in
economics, environmental, and social-cultural benefits to the local communities which helps to revitalize and
improve on the standard of living of the local communities (Kuvan & Akan, 2005; Andereck & Vogt, 2000).
Researchers in the past contended that an environmental protection strategy should be implemented to address
the issue of eco-tourists from the cause-and-effect of their actions on the environment. Hence, more initiatives
should be conducted to increase their awareness, sensitize them to environmental issues, and to be more cautious
of the places they visit (Tuohino & Hynonen, 2001).The Malaysian government has set up the Department of
Environment (DOE) to implement the management of environment and to increase the awareness of the
environmental impact of tourism (Mohammed, 2002).

On another note, in many developing economies, heritage is regarded as one of the more significant and fastest
growing components of tourism (Alzue, O’Leary & Morrison, 1998; Herbert, 2001). It has become increasingly
popular in the world, and very important for tourism development. Cultural and heritage tourism is vital for
economic development that achieves economic growth by attracting visitors from outside a host community,
who are interested in the historical, artistic, scientific or lifestyle/heritage offerings of a community, region,
group or institution (Silberberg, 1995). Cultural heritage conservation helps a community not only by protecting
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the valuable physical assets, but also preserving its practices, history, and environment, and a sense of continuity
and identity. Prompt action should be taken to conserve the cultural heritage as the cultural property is more at
risk from the secondary effects of a disaster than from the disaster itself. Many countries agreed that
cultural/heritage tourism strategies can be used to boost local culture especially in rural destinations, and that
they can aid the seasonal and geographic spread of tourism (Richards, 1996).

Local communities’ satisfaction is known as part of the environmental component in managing rural tourism
destination. As tourism development usually involves a compromise between economic benefits and
environmental or cultural costs, residents can manage by emphasizing the economic gains to maintain
satisfaction with their community (Dyer et al, 2007; Cavus & Tanrisevdi, 2002; Faulkner & Tideswell,
1997).Hence, in order to maintain sustainability and long term success of the tourism industry, local
communities should participate in understanding and assessing tourism impact at their destinations (Diedrich &
Garci'a-Buades, 2008).

On another note, natural resources play a significant role in environmental management of tourism industry.
Researchers in the past (e.g., Hull & Revall, 1989) stressed the importance of landscape and defined it as the
outdoor environment, natural or built as perceived by the tourists of the rural destinations (Jaal & Abdullah,
2012). Studies have evidenced that tourism has resulted in negative impacts on the environment, such as erosion
and environmental degradation due to the uncontrolled construction, littering, fire risks, and vandalism. It was
reported that teahouses, small supermarkets, guesthouses, and handicraft shops were opened at the tourism
destinations which are not managed by the communities as they haveno capacity to run and accommodate them
(Ghaderi & Henderson, 2012).

2.3 Attitude of Local Communities towards Tourism

Huang and Stewart (1996) mentioned that tourism development may alter the residents’ relationships to one
another and to their community. It is observed that the perception and attitudes of residents toward the impacts of
tourism are important to the planning and policy consideration for successful development, marketing, and
operation of existing and future tourism program (Ap, 1992). Residents with the most economic gain will be
most supportive of the tourism industry (Harrill, 2004). Cavus and Tanrisevdi (2002) found that the development
process was the primary factor in residents’ negative attitudes towards tourism. When residents perceive that the
costs of tourism overshadow the benefits, feelings of anger and irritation towards tourists can develop and thus
lower community satisfaction (Doxey, 1975; Faulkner & Tideswell, 1997; Ko & Stewart, 2002). Residents who
feel that they are participating in tourism planning on the other hand will have more positive attitudes towards
tourism (Cavus & Tanrisevdi, 2002).

In spite of this, the findings show that the majority of local residents perceived tourism as an economic
development tool (Gursoy et al., 2002), and thus it is not surprising that most of the findings on resident attitudes
toward srural tourism development shows a positive assertiveness (Andereck & Vogt, 2000) while only a few
studies reported negative attitude toward tourism. To ensure long-term success in tourism development, it is very
essential to have the local residents’ support. It is impossible to sustain tourism to a destination that is not
supported by the local people (Ahn, Lee & Shafer, 2002; Twinning-Ward & Butler 2002; McCool, Moisey &
Nickerson, 2001).

3. Method

To achieve the objectives of the study we collected data from local community in rural tourism destinations in
Sarawak. A total of 199 responses were received and were found suitable for analysis. To test the hypotheses
generated we used a second generation analysis technique called Partial Least Squares (PLS) which is also
Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) which is more powerful than the first generation technique analysis.
SmartPLS 2.0 (M3) (Ringle et al., 2005) a variance-based SEM technique was used to test the hypothesized
relationships. Since PLS is a non-parametric technique the significance of the paths generated need to be analysed
using a procedure called bootstrapping. Bootstrapping is a resampling technique that draws a largenumber of
subsamples from the original data (with replacement) and estimates modelsfor each subsample and this is
recommended by Hair et al. (2014) to compute a standard error of each modelparameter. From this calculated
t-values we can then test whether the path coefficients are significant or not.
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Figure 1. Research model

3.1 Assessment of the Measurement Model

Structural equation modelling analysis relies on a two-step procedure called measurement model and structural
model analysis (Anderson & Gerbing, 1981). The measurement model is used to assess the validity and
reliability of the items used to measure the constructs. If the loadings are more than 0.5 (Hair et al., 2010),
average variance extracted is more than 0.5 (Fornell & Bookstein, 1982) and composite reliabilities are more
than 0.7 (Chin, 2010) then we can assume that the measures are valid. From table 1 we can see that our measures
all exceeded the cut-off values recommended in the literature. In addition, we calculated the square root of the
AVE that exceeded the inter-correlations of the construct with the other constructs (Table 2), which ensured
discriminant validity (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). As suggested by Henseler et al. (2009), the second option for
verifying discriminant validity is by examining that the loadings of the indicators should be higher than the cross
loadings on other constructs (see Table 3). Thus we can be assured that the measures used are valid and reliable.
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Table 1. Results of measurement model

Model Construct Measurement Item Cronbach Loading CR* AVE®
Alpha

Communities’ 0.818 0.872 0.580
Attitude Comm_Attitude 1 0.799
Comm_Attitude 2 0.814
Comm_ Attitude 3 0.855
Comm_Attitude 4 0.628
Comm_Attitude 5 0.686

Conservation of 0.704 0.708 0.569
Culture Heritage Con_Culture Heritage 1 0.939
Con_Culture Heritage 3 0.508

Environment 0.716 0.813 0.471
Management Practice =~ Env_Mange Practice 1 0.583
Env_Mange Practice 2 0.815
Env_Mange Practice 3 0.646
Env_Mange Practice 4 0.776
Env_Mange Practice 5 0.574

Surrounding of 0.820 0.873 0.580
Tourism Destination Surrou Destination 1 0.727
Surrou Destination 2 0.792
Surrou_Destination 3 0.734
Surrou Destination 4 0.808
Surrou_Destination 5 0.743

Influence of 0.785 0.853 0.538
Resources Influence Resources 1 0.711
Influence Resources 2 0.832
Influence Resources 3 0.696
Influence Resources 4 0.719
Influence Resources 5 0.702

Local Satisfaction 0.836 0.923 0.857
Local_Satisfaction 1 0.903
Local_Satisfaction 1 0.948

Note:

a Composite reliability (CR) = (square of the summation of the factor loadings)/{(square of the summation of

the factor loadings) + (summation of error variances)}.

b Average variance extracted (AVE) = (summation of the square of the factor loadings)/{summation of the

square of the factor loadings} + (summation of error variances)}.
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Table 2. Discriminant validity of constructs

Constructs Communities’ Conservation Environment Surrounding Influence Local
Attitude of Culture = Management of Tourism of Satisfaction

Heritage Practice Destination ~ Resources

Communities’ 0.762

Attitude

Conservation 0.496 0.754

Culture Heritage

Environment 0.527 0.429 0.686

Management

Practice

Surrounding 0.469 0.474 0.507 0.762

Tourism Destination

Influence 0.586 0.483 0.618 0.600 0.733

Resources

Local Satisfaction 0.132 0.129 0.088 0.039 0.018 0.926

Note: Diagonals represent the square root of the average variance extracted while the other entries represent the

correlations.

Table 3. Loading and cross loading

Communities’  Conservation  Environment  Surrounding  Influence Local
Attitude of Culture Management  of Tourism of Satisfaction
Heritage Practice Destination ~ Resources

Comm_Attitude 1 0.799 0.408 0.496 0.340 0.532 0.024
Comm_Attitude 2 0.814 0.430 0.436 0.426 0.463 0.120
Comm_Attitude 3 0.855 0.396 0.490 0.400 0.547 0.140
Comm_Attitude 4 0.628 0.308 0.269 0.246 0.263 0.156
Comm_Attitude 5 0.686 0.331 0.237 0.357 0.354 0.086
Con_Culture Heritage 1 0.488 0.939 0.395 0.448 0.494 0.077
Con_Culture Heritage 3 0.195 0.508 0.237 0.232 0.143 0.175
Env_Mange Practice 1 0.266 0.167 0.583 0.428 0.361 0.264
Env_Mange Practice 2 0.455 0.293 0.815 0.431 0.620 -0.026
Env_Mange Practice 3 0.324 0.307 0.646 0.287 0.435 -0.091
Env_Mange practice 4 0.445 0.422 0.776 0.402 0.431 0.077
Env_Mange practice 5 0.257 0.239 0.574 0.156 0.186 0.175
Surrou_Destination 1 0.281 0.317 0.338 0.727 0.441 -0.009
Surrou_Destination 2 0.447 0.417 0.410 0.792 0.567 -0.035
Surrou_Destination 3 0.285 0.317 0.316 0.734 0.390 0.024
Surrou_Destination 4 0.393 0.414 0.450 0.808 0.491 0.074
Surrou_Destination 5 0.333 0.310 0.391 0.743 0.355 0.104
Influence Resources 1 0.445 0.264 0.540 0.361 0.711 -0.153
Influence Resources 2 0.452 0.509 0.574 0.529 0.832 -0.026
Influence Resources 3 0.334 0.335 0.378 0.335 0.696 -0.179
Influence Resources 4 0.457 0.366 0.438 0.505 0.719 0.268
Influence Resources 5 0.439 0.290 0.315 0.443 0.702 0.103
Local_Satisfaction 1 0.103 0.088 0.133 0.069 0.020 0.903
Local_Satisfaction 2 0.138 0.143 0.044 0.013 0.014 0.948
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3.2 Assessment of the Structural Model

Next we looked at the inner model to test the hypotheses that were generated. Figure 2 shows the visual results
while Table 4 shows the detailed results.Environmental management practices (B = 0.194, t = 1.764),
conservation of cultural heritage (B = 0.213, t = 2.288) and Influence of Resources(p = 0.316, t = 3.190) were
significant predictors of communities’ attitude whereas surroundings of tourism and local satisfaction were not
significant. Thus H2, H3 and H5 were supported while H1 and H4 were not supported. The R? value was 0.440
which indicates that 44% of the variance in the communities’ attitude can be explained by all the five constructs.
The most important predictor was influence of resources followed by conservation of cultural heritage.

| I_IR_@1 | ‘ I_IR_Qz | | I_IR_Q3 ‘ ‘ I_IR_Q4 | | I_IR_Q& ‘
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Figure 2. Results of the path analysis

Table 4. Path coefficients and hypothesis testing

Hypothesis Relationship Coefficient t-value Supported

Hl Surroundings of Tourism 0.077 0.678 NO
destination—>communities”’ attitude

H2 Environment = Management  Practice— 0.194 1.764* YES
communities’ attitude

H3 Conservation of Cultural Heritage— 0.213 2.288* YES
communities’ attitude

H4 Local Satisfaction — communities’ attitude 0.079 0.992 NO

H5 Influence of Resources —communities’ 0.316 3.190** YES
attitude

**p<0.01, *p< 0.05

4. Discussion

Communities are known as the most important stakeholder in the tourism industry as they are the ones who will
be most affected by the decisions with regards to tourism planning and development of their areas. Hence,
understanding community attitudes are vital for the sustainability of rural tourism development (Eshliki &
Kaboudi, 2012). This study aims to investigate the extent of tourism impact on the destinations’ environment and
how that would affect communities’ perceptions towards the development of rural tourism. It is believed that
these perceptions would assist policy and decision makers when it comes to tourism planning and development.
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Past studies have envisaged that the development of tourism has seriously affected the environment of the
destinations (Song, Lee, Kang, & Boo, 2012). Hence, it is proposed that more environmentally friendly practices
be implemented to preserve and conserve the environment of the tourism destinations. This study has extended
the existing knowledge on tourism research particularly rural tourism development in the Malaysian context.
Five dimensions of environmental construct, namely, (1) surrounding of rural tourism destination; (2)
environment management practice; (3) conservation of culturalheritage, (4) local satisfaction; and (5) influence
of resources, were tested on communities’ attitudes towards rural tourism development. These scales were tested
on its capabilities in explaining sufficient variation in the construct being measured in the Malaysian rural
tourism destinations in general and Sarawak in particular.

Interestingly, three dimensions, namely environmental management practices, conservation of cultural heritage
and influence of resources were found to be statistically significant to communities’ attitudes towards tourism
development and are of the concern of local communities. These results are further supported by past researchers
whereby the presence of congestion would bring adverse impact on conservation effort especially for the
historical sites and this has caused stress on the local communities (Riganti & Nijkamp, 2007).As stated by Bao
and Su (2004), many issues in the past are related to cultural heritage such as over commercialization, crowding
of heritage attractions, ignorance of residents about their benefits and effect on their daily life. All this negative
impact resulting from tourism development has affected the perceptions of rural communities towards the
development of their areas into tourism destinations.

On the other hand, the result has also indicated that another concern of the local communities are the impact of
tourism development on their resources and the environmental management practices. This is congruent with
past research whereby negative environmental impact such as littering, overcrowding, pollution of water and soil
have caused damage to the natural resources thus affecting the communities (Liu, Sheldon &Var, 1987; Mason,
2003; Aref, Redzuan & Gill, 2009).

5. Conclusion

This study has provided compelling evidence on the importance of continuous efforts to understand the nature of
rural tourism destinations from the perception of local communities. It is worth examining the impact tourism
could have on local communities in view of the fact that identifying and developing sustainable rural tourism
continues to be important in tourism industry. This research study claims to demonstrate the existence of a
positive and significant link between two types of environmental factors namely, conservation of culture heritage
and influence of resources on communities’ attitudes towards tourism development. Hence, it is crucial to
understand the various concerns of the local communities to ensure a better sustainability performance especially
in rural tourism setting.
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