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Abstract: The UNESCO World Heritage Site in Malaysia is situated in George Town, Penang. The enclosed area of 

this protected site has a wide range of historical treasures that act as a deterrence against unauthorized 
modifications. Traders participate in regular activity within defined settings. Meanwhile, the peripatetic sellers 
transition from one area to another. However, it is crucial to recognize the existence of vendors and hawkers who 
participate in illegal activities and use public spaces for their business ventures. The study area has identified a 
prominent element that contributes to conflicts in public places, namely the substantial demand for street food 
outlets. The precise geographical coordinates of the combat area have been properly recognized and recorded to 
facilitate a thorough analysis. The objective of this research is to determine the geographic prevalence and severity 
of confrontations that occur in public settings. The conservation of the ecosystem is greatly dependent on the 
accessibility and use of public space. 
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INTRODUCTION  
 
The rich and complex story of our common human and environmental past is at the very core 
of each site designated as a UNESCO World Heritage Site. Allegories like this stand as reminders 
of the priceless treasures on Earth and the great achievements of bygone civilizations. But 
beyond these magnificent facades, there is frequently a quiet but raging fight—a conflict that 
might destroy these sacred places. This is the domain of the UNESCO World Heritage Site's 
public space dispute, an intricate and critical matter that necessitates our intervention and 
settlement. The  
 
The journey will find out what is holding the priceless artifacts back, figure out why they are at 
odds with each other, and figure out how to make the past and the present, the public and the 
heritage, live in peace with each other. This study highlights the core of the shared past, where 
the past reverberates with the hopes of the future, and the fight for preservation intersects 
with the needs of public access. This UNESCO World Heritage site and its cultural legacy serve 
as both a treasure and a battlefield.  
 
Any city worth its salt will have public space as an essential feature. Section 8 of Act 171 of the 
Malaysia Local Government Act 1976 states that the property is subject to thorough control by 
local authorities since it is categorized as public. A particular public space inside George Town, 
Penang, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, is the subject of this investigation. On July 7, 2008, the 
property was formally recognized as a UNESCO World Heritage property. Gazetteering helps 
the region's identity, which in turn increases its historical and economic relevance. In recent 
times, the domain of public space has been greatly affected by the unchecked advancement of 
modern development, which has damaged the cultural heritage that has been handed down 
through previous generations. The UNESCO World Heritage Site has been invaded by 
lawbreakers who are not permitted to be there, taking public space. People in this situation are 
destroying public spaces by using them for private gain rather than for the intended purpose of 
providing places for people to relax, socialize, and enjoy themselves. The area is now an illegal 
private business zone because of the changes that have taken place there. The public area has 
been misused and abused due to the governmental authority responsible for regulating it, the 
Penang Municipal City Council, violating norms and regulations. Consequently, many problems 
and worries arose as a result of this illegal activity. The study's overarching goal is to identify 
hotspots for and severity levels of public space disputes. In order to ensure the continued 
viability of this UNESCO World Heritage Site for present and future generations, it is essential to 
conduct this study and use sustainable preservation measures. 
 

 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Public spaces within UNESCO World Heritage Sites serve as unique arenas where the past, 
culture, and the present intersect. These sites, recognized for their exceptional cultural and 
historical significance, attract millions of visitors annually. However, the conservation and 
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management of these spaces often entail complex challenges, particularly in the context of 
burgeoning tourism and increasing urbanization. This literature review seeks to provide a 
comprehensive understanding of the multifaceted issues surrounding public space conflicts at 
UNESCO World Heritage Sites. It delves into the diverse perspectives, dynamics, and 
implications associated with these conflicts, ultimately aiming to contribute to the discourse on 
sustainable heritage preservation. 
 
The topic of public space in urban areas has garnered considerable attention among scholars, 
who define it as inclusive areas that are accessible to the public, including but not limited to 
thoroughfares, recreational areas, open fields, plazas, and pedestrian walkways. According to 
the findings of PLANMalaysia (JPBD, 2004), public space refers to the spatial domain inside 
urban regions that is an integral component of human existence within the urban environment. 
An area of land, regardless of whether it is under siege or not, that has been designated or 
reserved to be organized, either in its whole or in part, This includes public parks, sports fields, 
recreational grounds, and pedestrian paths. According to UN-Habitat (2016), the Global Public 
Space Program suggests that a significant portion, namely 50%, of urban land should be 
designated for public space. This allocation may be further divided into 30% for roads and 
pathways and an additional 20% for open space, green areas, and public services. The 
significance of public space in urban areas cannot be overstated. It serves as a fundamental 
topographic element, contributing to the overall character of a city. Additionally, public spaces 
enhance the aesthetic appeal of the urban environment by providing visually engaging and 
beautiful settings (Cattel et al., 2008; Jacobs, 1985; Payne, 2009). The presence of public spaces 
inside urban areas has been shown to have a multitude of positive effects on several aspects of 
society, including the economy, environment, security, health, integration, and connection.  
 
The status of public space has a direct and somewhat proportional impact on the quality of life 
of urban residents. This pertains to Thompson's (2002) assertion that an optimal public space is 
characterized by its ability to establish a direct connection between the space itself and the 
individuals who live or operate inside it. Hence, the present research adopts the theory of place 
in public space as a foundational framework and primary reference point for investigating the 
prioritization of public space design and provision, with a focus on aligning with the authentic 
essence and purpose of such spaces. The theory of place has been a subject of ongoing 
discourse and analysis over an extended period. The use of the Theory of Place is extensively 
employed in the conceptualization and development of public places. Previous research has 
shown that there exists a positive correlation between the behaviors exhibited in public spaces 
and the design of those spaces, resulting in the creation of effective and livable public 
environments (Francis, 2003; Lang, 1994). 
 
In order to move forward, it is imperative to adopt a holistic and adaptive approach to 
managing these conflicts, ensuring that these extraordinary sites continue to inspire and 
educate future generations while remaining resilient in the face of contemporary challenges. 
Public space conflicts in UNESCO World Heritage sites are not mere challenges but 
opportunities for innovative and sustainable solutions that can benefit both the sites and the 
communities that call them home. 



PROCEEDINGS SIMPORA XIV: 2023 
e-ISSN 3030-5543   

 

 
 

60 

STUDY AREA 
 
The public space under investigation in this research encompasses a portion of the region 
situated inside the esteemed UNESCO World Heritage Site of George Town, Penang. The term 
"public space" in this research includes the pavements of shophouses, pedestrian streets, and 
back roads. Public places are intended to be accessible to all individuals without any kind of 
ownership or control. Within the framework of the Town and Country Planning Act 1976 (Act 
172) and the Local Government Act 1976 (Act 171), it is explicitly stipulated that government-
owned property or areas are prohibited from engaging in any activity without obtaining legal 
authorization from the relevant local authority. Both of these legislative measures prioritize the 
safeguarding of government-owned territories or lands from invasion. If this conduct is 
contravened and disregarded, it is evident that physical abuse has transpired in the vicinity. The 
subject of the investigation under consideration is a designated UNESCO World Heritage Site, 
officially recognized and deemed a very significant national historical asset. Hence, it is 
essential for any action taking place or intended to take place within this vicinity to get the 
consent of the relevant stakeholders and adhere to all regulations governing this locale. The 
subject matter pertains to the National Heritage Act (Act 645) enacted in 2005. The designated 
research area has several sites of historical significance, necessitating a conscientious approach 
to social sensitivity within the vicinity. Consequently, strict adherence to legal regulations is 
important for all undertakings transpiring within the region. The aforementioned law was 
officially promulgated and published in the gazette, with the intention that it would be 
implemented by the relevant authorities and adhered to by the general populace. Hence, it is 
essential to implement adequate oversight and monitoring measures for any activities that may 
impact the significance of heritage, particularly its Outstanding Universal Values, which may 
include the utilization of structures or spaces inside the designated historic area. 
 

 
METHODOLOGY 
 
This research encompasses a subset of the overall population of vendors and hawkers who 
engage in the unauthorized use of public space inside the UNESCO World Heritage Site of 
George Town. The individuals chosen for this study are comprised of shopkeepers and hawkers 
who operate inside the UNESCO World Heritage Site of George Town, located in Penang. The 
research region, including the UNESCO World Heritage Site George Town in Penang, lacked any 
previously documented estimates of vendors and hawkers who have exploited public space, 
necessitating the need for manual calculations to be conducted on-site. Upon completion of the 
data collection process, it was determined that the cumulative count of individuals engaged in 
trade and vending activities that resulted in public space conflicts amounted to 4969. This 
figure included 4597 merchants and 372 hawkers. During the process of data collection and 
analysis, the researchers used the Global Positioning System (GPS) application to capture the 
precise geographical coordinates of the specific region where the confrontation in the public 
space was instigated by merchants and hawkers. The use of the Global Positioning System (GPS) 
application is important in this research endeavor to ascertain the precise geographical 
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coordinates of the public space dispute occurring inside the confines of this UNESCO World 
Heritage Site. By using this program, it becomes possible to accurately identify and document 
the geographical coordinates of the conflict site. The geographical coordinates of this battle are 
determined via the use of GPS-enabled gadgets. The coordination of this particular site occurs 
concurrently with the assessment of the number of dealers and hawkers who have violated the 
regulations pertaining to public space use. The procedure of coordination entails a significant 
duration in order to identify the more accurate positions of dealers and hawkers at various 
times and locations. The data was acquired by collecting the coordinates of the public space 
dispute area and mapping them using the ArcGIS 10.1 tool. 

 
 
FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 
 
The research area's data-gathering approach facilitated the identification and presentation of 
public space conflicts at the UNESCO World Heritage Site. These conflicts were shown through 
the use of conflict location maps and diagrams. 
 

 
LOCATIONS OF PUBLIC SPACE CONFLICT 
 
The geographical positioning of these merchants and street vendors only pertains to those who 
have caused disruptions in public areas situated inside the confines of the UNESCO World 
Heritage Site. Please see Map 1. The individuals engaged in commercial activities throughout 
both weekdays and weekends included not just merchants but also hawkers. The conflict 
pertaining to public space arises when it is unlawfully converted into private space, resulting in 
adverse consequences. These consequences manifest in the form of temporary or permanent 
barriers erected within the public space, which not only impede its intended purpose but also 
contravene legal regulations. The ongoing dispute in this public place has posed challenges for 
other individuals seeking to use the area. This research primarily targets merchants and 
hawkers who engage in the unauthorized use of public space, resulting in conflicts within the 
public sphere. 
 
Public spaces play a crucial role in urban environments, facilitating the engagement of 
individuals within a community, promoting cultural interchange, and providing opportunities 
for leisure pursuits. Nevertheless, in highly crowded regions such as George Town and Penang, 
the distribution and use of public places sometimes give rise to disputes among inhabitants, 
visitors, and municipal officials. This research investigates the intricacies of public space conflict 
in George Town, providing insights into the primary areas where these disputes often arise and 
the underlying causes that contribute to their occurrence. These findings highlight the 
multifaceted nature of public space conflicts in George Town, Penang. Such conflicts result from 
the interplay of economic interests, heritage preservation, community needs, and 
environmental considerations. Effectively addressing these conflicts requires comprehensive 
urban planning, community engagement, and policies that prioritize heritage preservation 
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while accommodating evolving urban demands. It also necessitates a commitment to open 
dialogue among stakeholders to find equitable solutions that respect the diverse interests 
within George Town. 

 
Figure 1 Location of Public Space Conflict in the UNESCO World Heritage Site, 

George Town, Penang 
(Source: Field Study, 2016) 

 

LEVEL OF PUBLIC SPACE CONFLICT  
 
George Town, Penang, is a vibrant and culturally rich urban center known for its historic 
significance, diverse population, and thriving tourism industry. Public spaces play a pivotal role 
in the city's fabric, serving as meeting points, recreational areas, and cultural hubs. However, 
with the growing population and increasing tourism, the level of public space conflict has 
become a matter of concern. This study aims to assess the current level of public space conflict 
in George Town and identify key contributing factors. The research region has been analyzed to 
determine the extent of public space conflict, resulting in the identification of two distinct 
categories: low public space conflict and high public space conflict. (see Map 2 for reference.) 
This degree of conflict arises because of several variables, with particular emphasis on the 
circumstances surrounding the public sphere. This research examines the absence of public 
space conflicts in a specific location, highlighting the seamless execution of everyday activities, 
particularly the unrestricted mobility of people and vehicles. It is important to ensure the 
regular maintenance of this area to safeguard the public space from any disruptions that may 
potentially lead to conflicts, thereby promoting the collective welfare of individuals. 
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Nevertheless, it is worth noting that regions experiencing a scarcity of public space encounter a 
notable prevalence of conflicts, mostly arising from the utilization of sidewalks next to 
businesses, alleyways, and roadways. These conflicts predominantly stem from the activities of 
street vendors and merchants, which tend to concentrate in limited sections of public spaces. 
The presence of these dealers and hawkers sometimes leads to the establishment of transient 
obstacles inside public areas, therefore impeding the ease of passage for other individuals using 
the space. The temporary barriers constructed by these vendors and hawkers could be opened 
when not in use. The building of this barrier is mostly undertaken during peak hours when the 
region experiences a multitude of activities, despite its temporary nature and ability to be 
opened at any given moment. The presence of these temporary barriers serves as a precursor 
for the establishment of permanent obstacles within the vicinity. Moreover, the prevalence of 
public space conflict suggests that the public space has been subject to persistent building 
activities, therefore exerting control over the region. In the public space, both permanent and 
temporary constructions or barriers have been erected, encompassing various parts of the 
area. This situation poses challenges for individuals visiting the public area and other members 
of the general public in terms of usability. The occurrence of heightened public space conflict in 
this region may be attributed to its proximity to popular tourist destinations. Efforts must be 
undertaken to proactively address and eliminate the persistent conflict in public spaces, 
ensuring the equitable and enduring enjoyment of sustainable public spaces by all individuals. 
Preservation of history within this research area is important to ensure its appreciation by both 
present and future generations. 

 
Figure 2  Level of Public Space Conflict in the UNESCO World Heritage Site,  

George Town, Penang 
(Source: Field Study, 2016) 
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DISCUSSION 
 
Traders who possess a legitimate business license granted by the relevant authorities are 
bound by the provisions of the Local Government Act 1976 (Act 171), the By-Laws (Trades, 
Business, and Industry) of the Penang Municipal Council 1991, and other pertinent legislation, 
acts, or regulations that have been enacted and remain applicable throughout the duration of 
their business operations. Traders are obligated to engage in commercial activities only inside a 
defined location, limited to their own business premises, and during certain hours as stipulated 
and documented in their company licenses. As stipulated in the George Town Special Area Plan 
(RKK) of Penang (2016), the utilization of sidewalks and street areas for showcasing items while 
ensuring sufficient accessibility for pedestrians is allowed within the framework of 'road 
sharing'. Nevertheless, a small number of authorized dealers have engaged in activities that 
have resulted in conflicts, to the extent of disregarding all rules and regulations established for 
the benefit of the general public. A subset of merchants engages in the unauthorized utilization 
of the front, left, right, or rear areas of their establishments to grow their commercial 
operations, disregarding the requisite authorization from local governing bodies. The vendors 
have misconstrued the notion of 'road sharing' to such an extent that they have effectively 
monopolized a significant portion of the public space. These merchants have erected many 
barriers to exhibiting their merchandise in the vicinity of their commercial establishments. 
Traders employed both permanent and temporary barriers in accordance with specific 
temporal and situational factors, thereby engendering conflicts within public spaces that 
evidently contravened the Local Government Act 1976 (Act 171) and the By-Laws (Trades, 
Business, and Industry) of the Council Penang Municipality 1991. The Local Government Act 
1976 (Act 171) explicitly stipulates, in accordance with Section 102, that local authorities 
possess the authority to periodically establish, modify, and nullify business licenses that give 
rise to issues and disruptions, in accordance with the Law By-Laws, intending to safeguard the 
health, safety, and welfare of the populace. 
 
Conversely, it is essential that individuals engaged in hawking activities possess a legitimate 
hawker permit issued by the relevant local governing body. According to the Hawkers 
(Amendment) By-Laws 1991, it is explicitly stipulated that individuals are prohibited from 
engaging in hawking activities unless they possess a valid license granted by the relevant local 
governing body. As to the Hawkers (Amendment) By-Laws 1991, the designated location for 
conducting hawking operations, as determined by the municipality, excludes areas such as 
staircases, pavements, paved fields, and public places. This refers to regions that do not disrupt 
public thoroughfares, property owners, or privately held businesses. The idea of 'road sharing' 
has been implemented in George Town, Penang, which is recognized as a UNESCO World 
Heritage Site. The George Town, Penang Special Area Plan (RKK) 2016 introduced the notion of 
'road sharing', which involves the utilization of sidewalks and street space for the purpose of 
displaying items while ensuring sufficient pedestrian access. Regrettably, hawkers have rejected 
this idea, resulting in conflicts over the usage of public space. The presence of these street 
vendors gives rise to a conflict in public spaces, characterized by the presence of both 
permanent and temporary impediments that vary depending on certain times and conditions. 
The dispute that arises in public spaces is in contravention of the Hawkers (Amendment) By-
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Laws 1991, the Local Government Act 1976 (Act 171), and many other legislations. The Hawkers 
(Amendment) By-Laws of 1991 impose restrictions on hawkers, prohibiting them from engaging 
in activities that might impede or disrupt the unobstructed flow of vehicular traffic and 
pedestrian movement within a designated area. 

 
 

CONCLUSIONS 
 
In summary, it can be inferred that the phenomenon of public space encroachment, whereby 
public areas are unlawfully transformed into private domains, is a significant concern and 
challenge affecting UNESCO World Heritage Sites, as well as other urban public spaces globally. 
The prompt calls for the expeditious resolution of the difficulties and problems pertaining to 
conflicts in public spaces. It is important to use suitable and accurate methods and solutions in 
order to safeguard the welfare and longevity of these communal areas. Therefore, this research 
represents a significant advancement towards identifying a resolution for effectively managing 
disputes that arise inside public areas. Efficient engagement of policy makers at the central 
government level and local authorities at the local level is imperative in effectively addressing 
public space conflicts within urban areas, particularly in UNESCO World Heritage Sites. 
Furthermore, collaboration with UNESCO on an international scale is crucial to effectively 
resolve these conflicts.  
 
Furthermore, it is essential for the urban population, particularly merchants, hawkers, and city 
inhabitants, to exhibit heightened awareness of their roles and responsibilities within the urban 
environment, in order to safeguard the welfare and long-term viability of the city. The 
integration of sustainability principles, particularly concerning the preservation and longevity of 
public spaces, should be included in urban planning and development processes. The 
application of this notion should be enhanced within the individual and collective consciousness 
of the urban population, therefore fostering a deeper appreciation for the existing places. This 
phenomenon has the potential to engender feelings of affection and foster a robust sense of 
communal space inside urban areas. Hence, the preservation of public space's sustainability 
serves as the primary foundation that should be used as a point of reference and guidance in 
mitigating the occurrence of conflicts within public spaces. This research aims to serve as a 
valuable reference and guidance for addressing the problem of public space conflict in the 
UNESCO World Heritage Site of George Town, Penang, as well as in other metropolitan 
locations globally. 
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