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This paper highlights aspects of urban tourism in developing countries and the nature of its

existence. The discussion gives a focus to the context of urban tourism in Southeast Asia, specifically,

perspectives on tourism development in the cities of Malaysia. Tourism development in the cities of
Malaysia can be viewed in two stages, which are after independence (after 1957) and after tourism

came of age (post 1990). Both of the stages influenced on how tourism has been perceived in

Malaysian cities. The discussion concludes with the implications of tourism in Malaysia cities within

the context of Southeast Asia as a means to provide insights into urban tourism in developing
countries. Therefore, the question of how the concept of urban tourism applies to the cities of
developing countries can be considered.

Urban tourism, developing countries, Malaysia, Southeast Asia.

INTRODUCTION

The complexity of urban and tourism relationships has been discussed from various perspectives and
discipline backgrounds such as geography, urban planning and tourism (Jansen-Verbeke, 1986, 1992;
Ashworth, 1989, 1992; Law, 1991; Page, 1995; van den Berg et al., 1995; Judd, 1995). This was part of an
attempt to clarify the meaning and existence of urban tourism and led to a more comprehensive review
i the late 1990°s (Murphy, 1997; Mazanez, 1997; Tyler et al., 1998; Judd & Fainstein, 1999). These
discussions involve various perspectives, points of view and approaches, which can be similar or
different depending on the places to which they refer.

These studies were extended in the early 2000’s (Pearce, 2001; Law, 2002; Shaw & William, 2002; Hall &
Page, 2002; Page & Hall, 2003), in which discussion addressed urban tourism themes, contributing to
further specific exploration of the tourism nature of the city. The discussion addresses either the broad
context of tourism, or is specific to elements in urban tourism development, thereby constructing the
concept of urban tourism and enabling it to receive recognition as a distinctive sub-discipline. How-
ever, much of the literature and research refers to and examines the phenomenon from examples of
developed countries (e.g. Western Europe and North America), while by contrast, there 1s limited
knowledge of how tourism operates in the cities of developing countries.
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In relation to this, Law (1996: 1), in examining tourism in major cities, notes five fundamental questions:

1. To what extent are there common processes operating across the world?

1. To what extent are there differences between the industry in different countries reflecting political,
cultural and social factors?

1. To what extent does the varying resource-base of cities determine the character of the industry?

iv. How do the leadership of the public and private sectors and the institutional structure of a city
effect the development of the industry?

v. How do problems caused by the industry vary across the world?

If this agenda has been fully considered in the cities of developed countries, the same attention is also
required to address them in relation to the cities of developing countries. As a relatively new subject
for the political economy of cities, the emphasis on urban development in developing countries might
reveal different directions and perspectives about urban tourism. In this context, maybe the first
question we ought to address relates to the main features of urban tourism development in developing
countries. This might be difficult to answer. As noted by Oppermann and Chon (1997: 62) in developing
countries, ‘compared to seaside resorts, city tourism and urban models have attracted less attention’.
This lack of attention can not only be seen in urban tourism studies but also in overall systems of
tourism in developing countries that are still in their infancy and requires more exploration (Oppermann
etal., 1996; Oppermann & Chon, 1997).

Nonetheless, several attempts by tourism and urban or geographical researchers to describe urban
tourism in developing countries can be traced back and identified relating to cities such as Lucknow
and Simla in India (Singh, 1992; Jutla, 2000), Caribbean Islands locations (Weaver, 1993), Xianmen in
China (Begin, 2000) and Johannesburg in South Africa (Rogerson, 2002). Yet understanding of urban
tourism in developing countries is still immature and receives limited attention. Despite these initial
attempts, the existing literature and research remain fragmented interest of various tourism themes
without clear indications of the concept of urban tourism, or within the context of the development of
a particular region.

Therefore, an underpinning theme of this paper is an attempt to see different points of view in more
depth relating to how urban tourism actually emerges in developing countries compared to developed
countries. Obviously, there is a gap in current research to examine the phenomenon in comparison to
what have been seen in the Western Europe and North America.

Compared to developed countries (e.g. Western Europe and Northern America), the notion of eco-
nomic benefit from tourism might still be the same but different approaches and aims may underpin
expectations of how tourism is accepted within urban development in developing countries. Thus, this
paper examines further the existence of urban tourism in developing countries in the context of Malaysia’s
cities. The uniqueness of Southeast Asian and Malaysia’s cities, in particular, could provide better
msight in relation to the character of urban-based tourism in developing countries. It will consider
several local perspectives as an evidence of the specific nature of urban tourism in Southeast Asian
through the use of example from Malaysia’s cities.

Perspectives on Tourism Development in the Cities of Malaysia

The theme to be addressed here is the potential of cities in Malaysia to develop in accordance with the
functions and images of tourism. Each of the identified cities in Malaysia has developed in the context
of'and has their own place in history that, in many ways, influences how tourism can be promoted and
managed (Ismail ef al., 2003; Ismail & Baum, 2004). Therefore, in general, urban tourism development in
Malaysia can be viewed as having evolved through two stages.
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1. Development in cities after independence or after the postcolonial era that began in the 1957.

ii. The development of tourism in cities after 1990, when tourism begins to be established as a key
sector.

Both of these stages reflect the efforts of government in urban and regional development, and the

trend or influences of tourism in international and domestic markets. Based on these stages, the

discussion in this paper will examine further the nature of tourism in the cities of Malaysia.

Location Background

Malaysia is located in Southeast Asia and consists of the South-eastern Asia peninsula (Malay Pen-
msular), and northern one-third of the island of Borneo, bordering Indonesia and the South China Sea
(East Malaysia). It was originally formed as Malaya (what is now Peninsular Malaysia) on 31 August
1957. The Federation of Malaysia was formed on 9 July 1963 through a merging of the former British
colonies of Malaya and Singapore, including the East Malaysian states of Sabah and Sarawak on the
northern coast of Borneo. However, Singapore left the Federation on 9 August 1965 as an independent
country. Malaysia neighbours and shares it boundaries with other Southeast Asia countries of Thai-
land, Singapore, Brunei, Indonesia and Philippines in a strategic location along the Straits of Malacca
and the southern South China Sea.

The Federation of Malaysia consists of 13 states (Negeri) and federal territories (Kuala Lumpur, Labuan
and Putrajaya). Therefore, the Federation of Malaysia includes 14 capital cities of which Kuala Lumpur
is the Federal capital city of Malaysia. The location of these main cities in Malaysia can be seen in
Figure 1.

The First Stage (after independence — 1957)

The existence of urban tourism in Malaysia can be traced back in the beginning of the tourism industry

in the country. Here, cities actually played important roles in structuring the evolution of the tourism

industry (Oppermann, 1993; Oppermann & Chon, 1997). In explaining the development of tourist space

i developing countries, Oppermann (1993) identifies that the first phase of tourism development

actually begins and expands from the largest or capital cities especially at national level. Based on this,

Oppermann and Chon (1997) assert that:

1. Capital cities play a dominant role as ‘pre-touristic structures’ for the tourism industry in the early
development phases of international mass tourism.

1. The dominant function of capital cities in tourism development is the ‘gateway effect’ since interna-
tional airports are developed and located close to them.

ui. The role of the capital city is to play both the above functions for a long period until an increasing
number of tourism destinations or resorts around the country begin to be established and alterna-

tives evolve to execute these functions.

In Malaysia, development after independence or the post-colonial era shows that attention was given
to infrastructure, concentrating in the new capital cities especially Kuala Lumpur as capital city of the
Federation. Khalifah and Tahir (1997) and Musa (2000) note that the focus for Malaysia from the 1970’s
was to develop basic infrastructure that indirectly also provides basic facilities for tourism activities.
This approach involved the development of a major airport for the country and accommodation such
as a range of hotels to cater for international arrivals. Related to this, three early characteristics of
urban-based tourism in Malaysia can be seen:

1 The cities as gateway for international tourists (Oppermann, 1992; Oppermann & Chon, 1997;

Mullins, 1999).
. Cities as point of distribution or connectivity to tourism destinations around the country (Oppermann,
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1992).

ui. Cities as bearers of the national symbol, company and government headquarters and therefore as a
place for business and diplomatic interaction through meetings and communications (Oppermann
etal., 1996; Oppermann & Chon, 1997).

In many ways, these characteristics at the early stage of urban tourism development in Malaysia are
similar to other countries in Southeast Asia. In parallel with the growth of tourism activities world-wide
in the 1970’s, governments in Southeast Asian began to introduce and strengthen policies that could
maximise the opportunities from tourism (Mullins, 1999). As mentioned earlier, the first step to be taken
was the initiative of government to develop large-scale infrastructure especially airports, internal
systems of transportation and accommodation. In this context, according to Oppermann (1993), most
mternational tourism is highly concentrated in the capital city and then disperses to other places
around the country. Since additional supply is provided in the capital city, the formal tourism sector
starts to establish itself in the city, while new places around the country are explored, especially by the
drifter and explorer (Oppermann, 1993).

This nature of the city can be seen clearly in Kuala Lumpur and Penang where the major airports for
Malaysia are located. Both of these cities, especially Kuala Lumpur, as the largest city of Malaysia,
play a role as main channels to tourism destinations around the Malay Peninsular especially to coastal
and rainforest areas (Oppermann, 1992). Moreover, the development of the North-South highway in
Malaysia in the 1980’s (where Kuala Lumpur is located in the centre of this highway) increases the
rapid movement of tourists to other areas of the country especially between cities. Following that,
during the Fifth Malaysia Plan (1986-1990), focus was given to establish Kuala Lumpur and Penang as
primary tourist nodes for international tourism. This feature worked to ‘make the city a major interna-
tional tourist destination in its own right’ in the context of Southeast Asian cities (Mullins, 1999: 252).

Meanwhile, the function as gateway and distribution or connectivity centre encouraged a large pro-
portion of hotel development. Based on the spatial-temporal development of hotel location in Kuala
Lumpur between 1957 and 1990, the increase in hotel construction directly influenced the transforma-
tion of its urban form (Oppermann ez al., 1996; Oppermann & Chon, 1997). Due to the nature of Kuala
Lumpur that includes an airport and railway station, and Central Business District (CBD), the location
of hotels began to evolve in these areas. According to Oppermann et al. (1996), and Oppermann and
Chon (1997), this form of tourism development, as shown in urban hotel locations in Kuala Lumpur, is
seemingly more coincidental than well planned, and there is no explicit policy for tourism development
except the call for more construction of luxury hotels as noted in the Kuala Lumpur Structure Plan of
1984. For Oppermann and Chon (1997: 72), although the study of ‘hotel development reveals only one
facet of the overall tourism development, it illustrates the pace of development and it may stand as
symbol for other associated changes’. In this case, it gives early and valuable evidence of the exist-
ence of urban tourism development in Malaysia.

Nonetheless, although urban tourism at this stage is more coincidental than well planned, King (1993)
argues that in terms of image for historical tourism, there is a tendency to focus on locations in cities
such as Melaka, Penang and Kuala Lumpur. The target market is education-oriented visitors with
colonial experience in relation to objects such as buildings, architecture and museum collections.
Furthermore, King also found that many British tourist brochures for 1990-91 located Penang, Kuala
Lumpur and Melaka as the main attractions. After this, the attention of promotion went to various other
locations around Malaysia for images of culture, heritage, rural life and nature-based tourism. This was
to avoid competition with cities in neighbouring countries such as Thailand that had already devel-
oped strong images in terms of nightlife, entertainment, and Singapore for a modern urban image (King,
1993).






