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UNDP EQUATOR INITIATIVE CASE STUDY SERIES
Local and indigenous communities across the world are 
advancing innovative sustainable development solutions 
that work for people and for nature. Few publications 
or case studies tell the full story of how such initiatives 
evolve, the breadth of their impacts, or how they change 
over time. Fewer still have undertaken to tell these stories 
with community practitioners themselves guiding the 
narrative. The Equator Initiative aims to fill that gap.

The Equator Initiative, supported by generous funding 
from the Government of Norway, awarded the Equator 
Prize 2015 to 21 outstanding local community and 
indigenous peoples initiatives to reduce poverty, protect 
nature, and strengthen resilience in the face of climate 
change. Selected from 1,461 nominations from across 

126 countries, the winners were recognized for their 
achievements at a prize ceremony held in conjunction 
with the United Nations Convention on Climate Change 
(COP21) in Paris. Special emphasis was placed on the 
protection, restoration, and sustainable management 
of forests; securing and protecting rights to communal 
lands, territories, and natural resources; community-
based adaptation to climate change; and activism for 
environmental justice. The following case study is one in 
a growing series that describes vetted and peer-reviewed 
best practices intended to inspire the policy dialogue 
needed to take local success to scale, to improve the global 
knowledge base on local environment and development 
solutions, and to serve as models for replication. 

http://equatorinitiative.org/index.php?option=com_winners&view=casestudysearch&Itemid=858
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Areas of focus

Maintenance of indigenous culture and traditional 
knowledge, sustainable and eco-agriculture, ecotourism, 
land tenure
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PROJECT SUMMARY
This trans-border indigenous people’s alliance came 
together in 2004 to build on the shared historical 
and cultural bonds between the Dayak Lundayeh/
Lun Bawang, Kelabit, and Sa’ban peoples living in the 
highlands of the Heart of Borneo. Forum Masyarakat 
Adat Dataran Tinggi Borneo (FORMADAT, or in 
English the Alliance of the Indigenous Peoples of the 
Highlands in the Heart of Borneo) aims to integrate 
conservation and development at the landscape 
level and to generate benefits for local people by 
preserving the rich natural and cultural diversity of 
the area. The highlands include the largest surviving 
intact forested and traditionally farmed catchment 
area on the island of Borneo. Farmers in the area use 
a traditional wet rice farming system, developed over 
centuries, which allows the same fields to be farmed 
continually and is unique in Borneo where most 
use shifting agriculture. The group has prioritized 
farming native varieties of rice and fruits, and building 
innovative value-added supply chains through 
partnerships with NGOs and networks such as Slow 
Food International. FORMADAT also works as an 
advocacy network and actively lobbies for greater 
land tenure security, indigenous peoples rights, and 
forest protection. 

The designations employed and the presentation of material on this 
map do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the 
part of the Secretariat of the United Nations or UNDP concerning the 
legal status of any country, territory, city or area or its authorities, or 
concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries.

https://vimeo.com/154787026
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

Borneo is the world’s third-largest island. It accounts for 
only one percent of the planet’s landmass, yet the island 
harbours more than six percent of the earth’s biodiversity. 
It is estimated that one third of Borneo’s 15,000 plants 
are endemic. Over the past four decades, logging, fires, 
and conversion of natural forests to oil palm and timber 
plantations have decimated Borneo’s lowland forests. 
Today, only 50 percent of the island remains forested 
and many of the island’s birds, plants, insects, reptiles, 
fresh water fish, reptiles, and amphibians are threatened, 
including Borneo’s most well-known species, the critically 
endangered Borneo orangutan (Pongo pygmaeus).

The remote Borneo Highlands, which straddle the 
Indonesia-Malaysia border and known as the ‘Heart of 
Borneo’, contain the largest intact forests remaining 
on the island. The Borneo Highlands, part of the Heart 
of Borneo, support one of the most diverse montane 
forest ecosystems in the world, including damar trees 
(resin producers, Agathis spp.). Other species in the 
lower montane forests include members of the beech 
family (oaks and chinquapins), the myrtle family, and 
rhododendrons. Low-statured heath forests and alpine 
meadows dominate the higher elevations. The Heart of 
Borneo is also famed for its orchid biodiversity. Over half 
of Borneo’s 30 species of pitcher plants (Nepenthes spp.) 
are also found in the area. 

Notable fauna include the critically endangered Sunda 
Pangolin (Manis javanica), the endemic, near threatened 
Black Oriole (Oriolus hosii), the vulnerable Hose’s Civet 
(Diplogale hosei), and the charismatic, near threatened 
Rhinoceros Hornbill (Buceros rhinoceros). In addition to 
their great biodiversity, the forests of the Borneo Highlands 
provide critical ecosystem services, including carbon 
sequestration, micro-climate mitigation, and watershed 
protection. Many of Borneo’s northeastern lowlands 
derive their drinking water from rivers that originate in 
the highlands, including the Baram and Trusan rivers in 
Sarawak, the Padas River in Sabah, and the Mentarang 
River in North Kalimantan.

The Heart of Borneo is home to 15,000 Dayak peoples of 
the Lundayeh/Lun Bawang, Kelabit, and Sa’ban ethnic 
subgroups. These groups have lived in the area for many 
generations – as evidenced by megalithic monuments, 
archaeological remains, and burial grounds – and share a 
common linguistic and cultural heritage supported by strong 
social and economic bonds. The indigenous inhabitants 
of the Borneo Highlands make their livelihoods from rice 
farming, water buffalo husbandry, and the cultivation 
of other crops such as sorghum, millet pineapples, and 
local forest fruits. Local residents also harvest a variety 
of forest resources including medicinal plants, spices, 
resins, and material for producing traditional handicrafts. 
High biodiversity is a salient feature of traditional farming 
systems. This also applies to the Highlands where there are 
about 40 varieties of local fruit with enough phenotypically 
and sensorially distinct characteristics to warrant a different 
name in the local language. Smoked salt produced from 
montane saline springs is another traditionally traded item. 
Spices, such as cinnamon and vanilla, and handicrafts, 
including baskets, sunhats, woven mats, beadwork and 
musical instruments, are additional sources of income. 

The partition of the Heart of Borneo, first by the 
colonial English and Dutch powers, and later by the 
Indonesian-Malaysian border, has divided these groups 
administratively but hampered their ability to visit their 
families on the other side, and to trade. 

In 2003, at a workshop in Ba’ Kelalan, participants from 
the communities of the highlands met for the first time 
to discuss local development perspectives and hear 
the stories of agricultural practices with high fertilizer 
and pesticide input that had detrimental effects on 
the ecology and the economy of an area in Sabah. The 
participants shared the concern to promote the economic 
development of the area without risking the degradation 
of the social and natural environment. This is when they 
also discussed the possibility of establishing a Forum to 
forge stronger links among the communities and develop 
strategies of common interest for economic, social, and 
environmental well-being. 
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The idea to form a community forum came to late Datuk 
Dr Judson Sakai Tagal, a former Sarawak Minister and 
Member of Parliament, at the workshop in Ba’ Kelalan. He 
was determined to see the Highlands of Borneo develop in 
sustainable ways, while protecting nature and preserving 
the culture and traditions of the peoples. 

Inspired by the idea, the elders and leaders of the Lun 
Dayeh/Lun Bawang, Kelabit, and Sa’aban Indigenous 
Peoples of Bario, Ba’Kelalan, Long Semadoh (Sarawak), 
Long Pasia and Long Mio, Ulu Padas (Sabah); Krayan and 
Krayan Selatan, Kalimantan Timur (Indonesia) established 
the Forum Masyarakat Adat Dataran Tinggi Borneo 
(Alliance of the Indigenous Peoples of the Highlands in the 
Heart of Borneo) or FORMADAT in Long Bawan (Krayan) in 
October 2004. 

FORMADAT’s mission is to increase awareness and 
understanding about the highland communities, build 
local capacity, and encourage sustainable development in 
the Heart of Borneo. 

The FORMADAT motto is “Perurum, Selawai, Meruked” (one 
fellowship/together; one journey; until the destination/
until it is achieved)

In the words of the Traditional Leader and Head of 
FORMADAT (Lewi G Paru): “The FORMADAT that we 
established in 2004 is a forum in our own backyard to 
serve the interests of all of us who live along the border of 
the Borneo Highlands. This is a good forum: it unites us in 
one fellowship, one thought, one journey, to look after our 
homeland, our rights. This place we call patar dita’ Borneo 
is the only homeland we, the Lundayeh, Kelabit, Lun 
Bawang and Sa’ben, have. Before, we went our separate 
way, we did not have an association to bring us together 
in one thought, one strength, to defend our land, our 
environment, our culture, our economic interest.”

There are two protected areas in the Heart of Borneo: 
the 60,000-hectare Pulong Tau National Park in Sarawak, 

Malaysia, and the 1.28 million-hectare Kayan Mentarang 
National Park in North Kalimantan, Indonesia, and covering 
part of the Highlands. In Kayan Mentarang National Park, 
communities are participating in the co-management 
of the park. On the Malaysian and Indonesian sides, 
communities have, since the 1990s, carried out the 
mapping of the cultural sites and ancestral lands. The 
intentions behind this mapping were to secure the rights 
over their forest and precious water catchment areas 
(important for irrigation); to ensure that the boundary 
of the Kayan Mentarang National Park (Indonesia), and 
zoning of the park, respect the rights of local people to 
their land, agricultural practices and resources, and their 
right to food and water; and to be part of the management 
of the protected areas.

The community mapping exercises carried out by 
highlanders created maps of their territories that identify 
streams and tributaries, historical sites, graveyards, 
megaliths, salt springs, ecotourism trails, and historical 
settlements. This has allowed communities to zone areas 
for forestry, farming, settlement, and conservation, and has 
been integral to the creation of land management planning. 

In 2007, after an international campaign led by WWF 
and partners, the governments of Brunei, Indonesia, and 
Malaysia agreed to conserve and sustainably manage 22 
million hectares of Borneo’s interior remaining forests. 
Through this initiative, more than 150 species of reptiles 
and amphibians, 350 species of birds, and more than 
10,000 species of plants will be protected, as well as key 
ecosystems. All of FORMADAT homeland in the Borneo 
Highlands is included in the Heart of Borneo initiative.

FORMADAT has been actively engaged in the Heart of 
Borneo Trilateral Initiative and its voice is recognized at 
meetings and events organized by the three governments.
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LOCAL CHALLENGES

Logging and forest degradation

In the early 1970s, nearly three quarters of Borneo was 
forested (558,000 square kilometres). Since that time, 
logging, fires, and land conversion have destroyed many 
of Borneo’s forests, resulting in a 30 percent decline 
(168,500 square kilometres) in the island’s forest cover. 
Although forest protection laws have been enacted across 
much of Borneo, corruption and inadequate enforcement 
are common and deforestation continues. As many of 
Borneo’s easily-accessible lowland natural forest have 
been degraded or converted to timber and oil palm 
plantations, logging companies have increasingly turned 
their sights to the largely intact forests of the Heart of 
Borneo. However, many of Borneo’s highland forests 
are fragile and slow to recover from logging or clearing, 
particularly upland Heath forests with podzolized soils 

that are nutrient-poor but support important and rare 
species. Most of the forests on the Indonesian side are 
part of Kayan Mentarang National Park, and hence 
protected, but on the Malaysian side logging still poses 
a threat, especially with respect to water supplies and 
ecotourism. For example, logging operations south of 
the village of Bario in Sarawak, Malaysia have scarred the 
landscape, making the once popular ‘Bario Loop’ trek unfit 
for ecotourism. Logging roads on the Malaysian side of 
the border are also providing new immigrants to the area 
with greater access to highland forests, which in turn has 
increased incidences of poaching and illegal collection of 
agarwood (Aquilaria and Gyrinops spp.) for the incense 
and perfume trade.

Threats to cultural identity

As development initiatives from the outside increasingly 
target the Borneo Highlands, FORMADAT elders worry 
that the traditional ways are in jeopardy of being lost. Of 
particular concern is the loss of old languages, customary 
law and cultural practices. The loss of the languages 
of the FORMADAT communities (Kelabit, Lundayeh, 
Sa’ban) in the Heart of Borneo poses a particularly grave 
threat to traditional knowledge systems associated with 
sustainable land management, such as rice agriculture, 
salt-making and others. Adat or customary law that 
regulates the use of natural resources and land, based on 
strong conservation values, is still practiced, but also at 

risk of becoming obsolete under rapid changes in land use 
and development projects from the outside.

The initiative of FORMADAT is built on the spirit of 
enhancing the resilience of the indigenous communities 
of the highlands, strengthening their voice and role 
in steering future development in their homeland. 
FORMADAT aims to maintain the cultural and family bonds, 
traditions and ways of the peoples of the Highlands. As 
Lewi Gala Paru, the leader of FORMADAT, puts it: “Even 
though a boundary is drawn between us, we are of one 
root, one ancestor, one culture, one belief.”

“Now there is no written version of the Kelabit language. And in fact, some of our Kelabit 
younger generations hardly speak Kelabit. People like me, we are scared that eventually 
our culture and our ethnic group will go extinct through assimilation. My hope is that 

FORMADAT will facilitate our survival for posterity.” 

Gerawat Nulun, FORMADAT Elder
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Limited economic opportunities

FORMADAT communities on the Indonesian side of 
the border are only accessible by small airplanes. On 
the Malaysian side of the border, rugged logging roads 
connect the highlands to the coastal lowlands. Despite 
its remoteness, development of the Borneo Highlands 
appears to be imminent. FORMADAT’s greatest challenge 
is to advocate for a development strategy that supports 
local communities in an ecologically, socially, and culturally 
sustainable manner. Strengthening local livelihoods and 

ensuring sustainable and fair incomes is central to achieving 
this goal. Alternatively, unsustainable development and 
drastic change in land uses can tempt local communities 
to sell their land and rice farms for development. Although 
the Borneo Highlands produce a surplus of rice, fruits, 
spices, and other goods, isolation and high transportation 
costs limit FORMADAT members’ abilities to trade with the 
outside world.
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LOCAL RESPONSES

Sustainable rice farming

Farmers in the Borneo Highlands have developed a wet 
paddy system of rice cultivation that is irrigated by clear 
waters from mountain streams. After the rice is harvested, 
water buffalo are released into the paddies to churn and 
fertilize the soil. Unlike shifting agriculture which is still 
commonly practiced across much of the interior of Borneo, 
this de facto organic agriculture system is environmentally 
sustainable and does produce a surplus. Local communities 
are food secure. The headwaters of many rivers in the 
Borneo Highlands remain remarkably pristine because 
farmers do not use chemical fertilizers or pesticides. 

FORMADAT farmers grow more than 40 varieties of 
rice. This rich agrobiodiversity provides communities 
with greater resilience to adapt to pest infestations 
and climate change. The most famous rice grown in the 
region is Adan rice, which comes in black, red, and white 
varieties and is prized for its small grain, fine texture, 
and high mineral content (black variety). Adan rice is a 
popular gift in Malaysia and Indonesia. The black variety 
had almost disappeared but farmers were encouraged 

to cultivate it again after the recent surge in demand. In 
2015, FORMADAT farmers sold 600 kilograms of black 
Adan rice in Malaysia and Indonesia. In Jakarta, this variety 
sells for as much as 50,000 rupiah (US$3.75) per kilo, more 
than three times the price of regular white rice. However, 
transportation costs are high and greater volumes of rice 
are needed to make the operation a long-term financial 
success.

FORMADAT is promoting organic and fair trade certification 
as a way to differentiate Borneo Highland products in the 
marketplace. Over 300 FORMADAT farmers have been 
trained in internal control systems (ICS), a necessary step 
when obtaining organic certification. FORMADAT is also 
encouraging farmers on the Malaysian side of the border 
to comply with Malaysian Good Agricultural Practices. 
Although the organization cannot yet afford the cost of 
certification, FORMADAT believes that branding green and 
fair products with messaging that stresses the traditional 
management of highlands resources is a promising 
avenue for achieving marketing success.

KEY IMPACTS 

Sustainable rice farming

 ■ Maintained indigenous, deforestation-free, biodiverse, organic rice farming practices that protect 
local food security, the diversity of traditional cultivars, and critical highland watersheds. 

 ■ Trained more than 300 farmers in internal control systems with the aim of attaining organic 
certification.



9

Sustainable agroforestry

Local communities in the Heart of Borneo have sustainably 
managed their forests for generations. The mosaic of 
agricultural fields and forestlands protects one of the 
largest water catchment areas on the island of Borneo. 
Forests also provide local communities with timber, 
medicinal plants, foods, dyes, and material for handicrafts. 
Over generations, local residents have domesticated and 
bred dozens of local fruits, which are now grown in gardens 
or managed in forest edges. These local varieties of fruits 
are the result of experimental breeding and traditional 
knowledge. Many are specifically adapted to local soils 

and microclimates and exhibit unique colors, flavors, sizes, 
and textures. Like the many varieties of rice grown in the 
Borneo Highlands, the richness of locally cultivated fruits 
provides communities with nutritional variety and a buffer 
against the effects of climate change. In 2015, FORMADAT 
launched the first Tropical Forest Fruit Festival to showcase 
local fruit varieties and to raise awareness of the region’s 
great agrobiodiversity. The festival brought over 1,000 
tourists to the region and resulted in the establishment of 
community nurseries for the propagation of some of the 
most important and distinctive local fruit varieties. 

KEY IMPACTS 

Sustainable agroforestry

 ■ Launched a Tropical Forest Fruit Festival to attract tourists and bring attention to local agrobiodiversity.
 ■ Established nurseries to breed distinctive species of local fruits.

Safeguarding traditional knowledge and cultural practices 

In 2011, FORMADAT constructed a Cultural Field School 
in the Krayan Highlands of Indonesia. The Cultural Field 
School contains a small museum, serves as a tourist 
attraction and community center, and provides a space 
where youth can be immersed in local languages and 
traditional arts, including music, dance, and woodcarving. 

FORMADAT has also invested in publications that 
document and preserve local knowledge. In 2015, the 
organization published Highland Tales in the Heart of 
Borneo, a compendium of local stories and legends. Plans 
are currently underway to create an additional publication 
documenting traditional rice farming techniques.

KEY IMPACTS

Safeguarding traditional knowledge  
and cultural practices

 ■ Established a Cultural Field School in Krayan to ensure preservation of indigenous languages, cultural 
traditions, and local arts.

 ■ Published an illustrated history of the Kelabit and Lun Bawang peoples, including stories, legends, 
and folklore.

 ■ Identified important social and ecological landmarks, and mapped the territory. 
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Sustainable ecotourism

The Heart of Borneo is a picturesque patchwork of rice 
paddies, rural villages, forested mountains, and rivers and 
streams. With comfortable year-round temperatures, the 
area is ideal for trekking and ecotourism. For more than 
a decade, FORMADAT has been laying the groundwork 
to support an ecotourism development in the Borneo 
Highlands. The organization has overseen the construction 
of trails and worked with tourism agencies to promote the 
area. The highlands are also part of the new multi-year 
campaign Visit the Heart of Borneo, launched by the Heart 
of Borneo Trilateral Initiative in October 2017.

Currently there is only one formal immigration post at 
the international border between Malaysia and Indonesia 
in the Borneo Highlands, on the Malaysian side. Despite 
this impediment, FORMADAT has collaborated with local 
authorities and security forces to ensure safe passage of 
tourists trekking from Malaysia into the Krayan Highlands 
of Indonesia and back again. FORMADAT’s ecotourism 
initiative aims to provide jobs for local guides and 

homestay owners, and is generating additional revenue 
for communities through the sale of food and handicrafts. 
In 2015, FORMADAT launched the Heart of Borneo Eco-
Challenge, a series of five-to-ten-day-long treks that follow 
traditional migration routes in the region. Participants are 
able to visit rural villages, experience local cuisine and 
cultural performances, and see ancient burial sites, rare 
orchids, and pitcher plants.

As part of its efforts to improve local infrastructure and 
global communication, FORMADAT has encouraged 
the establishment of internet centres on both side of 
the border. These centres allow FORMADAT members to 
communicate with friends and relatives across the border, 
as well as with the outside world. This has improved 
organizational planning and marketing efforts. It has also 
strengthened FORMADAT’s ecotourism initiative because 
it allows tourists to communicate with the outside world 
and provides instant communication with emergency 
services to respond to accidents or medical emergencies.

KEY IMPACT

Sustainable ecotourism 

 ■ Enabled safe passage of trans-border trekkers between Malaysia and Indonesia in partnership with 
authorities. 

 ■ Launched the annual Heart of Borneo Highlands Eco-Challenge, a series of ecotourism treks 
highlighting the area’s rich cultural and biological diversity.

 ■ Established tele-centres that facilitate communications among FORMADAT communities as well as 
with the outside world.

“The FORMADAT that we established in 2004 is a forum in our own backyard to 
serve the interests of all of us who live along the border Indonesia-Malaysia of the Borneo 
highlands.  This is a good forum:  it unites us in one fellowship, one thought, one journey, 
to look after our homeland, our environment, our economy, our culture and our rights.” 

Lewi G. Paru, Customary Chief and Head of FORMADAT Indonesia
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Fostering market linkages for FORMADAT community products

FORMADAT’s leadership makes a concerted effort to 
promote market linkages for community-produced 
products through trade fairs and other events. For example, 
FORMADAT sponsored a booth at the Rainforest World 
Music Festival in Malaysia for several years, resulting in 
sales of local instruments and products, and the initiation 
of trade contacts with musical instrument buyers in India 
and Thailand. Products of the Highlands are also promoted 
through the PARARA national festival taking place every 

two years in Jakarta. FORMADAT representatives have also 
attended Slow Food International events in Italy and Korea 
to promote Adan rice and mountain salt. As a result, both 
black Adan rice and mountain salt are now registered in 
Slow Food International’s ‘Ark of Taste,’ an international 
catalogue of endangered heritage foods; the white Adan 
rice has also received a certificate of geographic indication 
by the Indonesian government. 

KEY IMPACTS

Fostering market linkages for  
FORMADAT community products

 ■ Used the Rainforest World Music Festival, PARARA and Slow Food International meetings to expose 
Heart of Borneo products to wider markets.
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POLICY IMPACTS

National policy impacts

FORMADAT is an international standard-bearer for 
indigenous, trans-border issues. In 2012, the organization 
drafted a memorandum to the governments of Indonesia and 
Malaysia that outlined FORMADAT’s vision for implementing 
sustainable development in the Heart of Borneo. Since that 
time, FORMADAT has worked with district level governments 
to enact provisions outlined in the memorandum. At 
the national level, FORMADAT liaises with security and 
immigration offices to facilitate trans-border ecotourism. In 
2014, the government of Indonesia highlighted FORMADAT’s 
accomplishments at a meeting of the Heart of Borneo 

Initiative and noted that the organization has provided a 
new model for engaging civil society in Borneo. Since 2015, 
FORMADAT has secured a place in the events and meetings 
of the Heart of Borneo Trilateral Initiative where it has 
advocated for consultation of indigenous peoples and civil 
society in the initiative of the three governments. FORMADAT 
has also vouched for traditional and organic agriculture and 
community-based ecotourism as development strategies 
for the region. FORMADAT is currently building a network of 
Borneo community leaders to improve indigenous and local 
community representation in the Heart of Borneo Initiative.

Contributions to the Global Agenda

Around the world, international borders have separated 
members of the same indigenous group, with consequences 
for their ecological, cultural, and spiritual heritage. International 
agreements such as the Convention on Biological Diversity 
(CBD) are increasingly recognizing the importance of 
traditional knowledge to better conserve and sustainably 
use the world’s natural heritage. FORMADAT members have 
attended various national and international events to discuss 
their work promoting indigenous rights and trans-border 
cooperation, including side events at the Tenth Meeting of the 
Conference of Parties to the CBD (COP10) in Nagoya, Japan in 
2010, the World Parks Congress in Sydney, Australia, in 2014, 
and the Twenty-First Meeting of the Conference of Parties to 

the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC COP21) in Paris, France, in 2015. In addition to their 
global contributions around indigenous rights, FORMADAT 
also provides a model to address issues of transboundary 
resource management that are likely to increase as climate 
change becomes more severe. FORMADAT’s pioneering 
work with governments to address resource management 
across international borders sets an important precedent 
for managing these types of resource conflicts. This type of 
transboundary work will be critical to delivering on the three 
Rio Conventions (CBD, UNFCCC, and the United Nations 
Convention to Combat Desertification) as well as to achieving 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 
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REPLICATION, SCALABILITY, AND SUSTAINABILITY

Replication and Scalability

FORMADAT’s work shows great potential to be replicated 
in the Heart of Borneo. The international border between 
Indonesia and Malaysia divides a number of indigenous 
groups that share a common culture and history, including 
but not limited to the indigenous peoples with whom 
FORMADAT works directly. Another indigenous group 
separated by the border are the Iban, who have communities 
in West Kalimantan, Indonesia, and in Sarawak, Malaysia. 
Using FORMADAT as a model, Iban communities have 
created Forum IBAN with the aim of improving economic 
and cultural ties across the border. Representatives from 
FORMADAT have travelled to Kapuas Hulu Regency in West 
Kalimantan to share their experiences with Forum IBAN and 
advise the fledgling initiative on matters relating to cultural 
preservation and advocacy.

The FORMADAT model may also be replicable in other 
areas of the globe where indigenous groups have been 
separated by international borders (e.g., the Amazon, the 
island of New Guinea, and the China/Myanmar border). 
FORMADAT’s initiatives to maintain traditional agricultural 
and cultural practices while improving communication 
between communities bisected by international borders 
are relatively low cost; however scalability in both Borneo 
and globally may be hampered by market access, and 
poor infrastructure. The ability to replicate the cross-
border traditional agricultural and ecotourism model to 
other regions of the globe will also be highly dependent 
upon the willingness of neighbouring governments to 
cooperate for the benefit of local border communities.

Sustainability

Over the past decade, FORMADAT has developed a 
support network that includes governments, NGOs, 
indigenous organizations, media companies, and donors. 
This network has helped FORMADAT implement its vision 
for a sustainable Borneo Highlands. However, the majority 
of the organization’s programs are reliant upon external 
sources of funding and technical expertise. FORMADAT’s 
tele-centers are in the process of developed self-financing 
business plans for the future. The organization’s ecotourism 

and agricultural initiatives are currently generating small 
profits, some of which are being reinvested into core 
operating costs and the community. Future challenges to 
FORMADAT’s sustainability include conservation of local 
forests, equitable distribution of ecotourism benefits to 
the entire community, strengthening the cultural identity 
against the threat of cultural loss, and the challenge of 
out-migration of youth.

FUTURE PLANS
 ■ Upgrade ecotourism infrastructure and local capacity, and strengthen ecotourism marketing outreach.
 ■ Obtain organic certification for Adan Rice produced by all FORMADAT members.
 ■ Follow up on the declaration for traditional and organic rice farming in the Indonesian side of the 

highlands
 ■ Implement Malaysian Good Agricultural Practices (MyGap) for FORMADAT farmers living on the 

Malaysian side of the border.
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PARTNERS
 ■ WWF: WWF Indonesia and WWF Malaysia provide 

FORMADAT with financial and technical assistance, 
including capacity building, marketing assistance, 
training in the use of GPS units, and mapping.

 ■ Lundayeh Ethnic Association: The Association provided 
financial support for the construction of FORMADAT’s 
Cultural Field School.

 ■ Indonesian Department of Education: The Department 
of Education also provided a grant to support the 
Cultural Field School.

 ■ Sarawak Forestry Department: The Forestry Depart-
ment works with FORMADAT to support ecotourism and 
sustainable development in the Heart of Borneo.

 ■ Borneo Jungle Safari Sdn Bhd, Borneo EcoTour Sdn 
Bhd: These tour operators work with FORMADAT to 
promote ecotourism 

 ■ E-Bario, E-Ba’Kelalan, and, E-Krayan: These local, 
community-based internet service providers facilitate 
FORMADAT’s ability to communicate among highland 
communities and with the outside world.

 ■ International Tropical Timber Organization (ITTO): 
ITTO is working with the Malaysian government 
and FORMADAT to create a transboundary 
conservation area in the Borneo Highlands and has 
given financial support to ecotourism activities in 
the region, including training of tourist guides, trail 
improvements, and preservation of megalithic areas.

 ■ Organic Association of Indonesia: The Association 
provides technical support for organic rice cultivation.

 ■ Slow Food International: FORMADAT is a food 
community member and recently applied for 
Presidium status (Indonesian side)

 ■ University of Sarawak: The University provides 
support for information technology initiatives such as 
the E-Borneo Knowledge Fair.

 ■ Malaysian Global Innovation and Creativity Centre 
(MaGIC): MaGIC trains FORMADAT members in 
entrepreneurship and sustainable business practices.
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