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ABSTRACT 

The governments of many countries have identified Community Based 
Tourism (CBT) in rural tourism as a catalyst for the development of rural 
community. Urban poverty in many countries including Malaysia and 
Cambodia is due to rural-urban migration. The natural population growth 
in urban areas is an increasingly visible phenomenon in these countries. 
Hence, this paper aims to suggest the inclusion of the existing concept of 
community based tourism (CBT) into the urban setting as a supplement to 
the existing concept, which is dominant in the rural setting. Using Malaysia 
and Cambodia as a case study, it is the contention of this paper that the 
hybrid rural and urban community based tourism would better facilitate 
social justice in tourism destinations. 
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INTRODUCTION 

George et al. [1] defines community based tourism (CBT) as tourism that 
takes environmental, social and cultural sustainability into account. CBT 
which is managed and owned by the community, for the community, runs 
in parallels with broader participatory planning and development of greater 
community control philosophies (Ife, 1996) [2] and community development 
where sustainable and active communities based on social justice and 
mutual respect are built. (Gilchrist, 2003) [3]. Thus community development 
explicitly seeks to develop emancipatory collective responses and dismantle 
the structural barriers to participation on local issues. However, most of the 
literature discusses CBT in the context of rural development. (Wearing and 
McDonald, 2002 [4]; Johnson, 2010 [5]) 

It is interesting to note that the concept of community participation 
which is popular in the context of ecotourism seems to expand to the urban 
context where in the last decade, discussions were forthcoming on the 
potential for urban ecotourism (Orams, 1995) [6] and its importance has been 
highlighted (Gibson et al, 2003 [7]; Higham & Luck, 2002 [8]; Kastelein, 
2004 [9]). Tourist destinations in cities are growing and the cities became 
predominant sites of poverty, hence this leads to the idea that tourism should 
contribute to urban poverty reduction. Therefore, it is the contention of this 
paper that CBT in the existing rural context should be viewed alongside 
with the urban context. 

Revisit of the Urban-Rural Concepts 

In Malaysia and Cambodia, urban and rural areas are not legally 
defined administrative areas but are statistically defined to distinguish areas 
with certain socio-economic characteristics. Urban areas in both countries 
have gone through different definitions over the years after independence; 
more frequently in Malaysia in 1970, 1980, 1991 and 2010 Population 
Census [10] as compared to Cambodia [11]. However, both countries share 
similar characteristics in their definitions, i.e. factors of population size and 
built-up areas, hence the areas of rural and urban is subject to change with 
the change of the characters in the population census. 
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Re-Modelling Rural and Urban Poor 

In Malaysia, poverty rates dropped in both urban and rural areas, 
with the record of urban poverty 1% last year compared to 1.7% in 2009, 
while rural areas registered a significant drop from 8.4 in 2009 to 3.4% in 
2012. Poverty in the rural areas has also been on the downtrend from 60% 
in 1970 to 11.4% in 2002. Urban poverty is relatively lower, i.e. 22.3% in 
1970 and dropped to 2% in 2002. [12] 

Urban poverty in Malaysia nowadays is an increasingly visible 
phenomenon due to natural population growth in urban areas and rural-
urban migration. Unwanted effects of development leads to the change of 
dimensions and emerging new forms of poverty and as a result, it is argued 
that there is a dire need to re-examine and re-visit urban poverty in Malaysia. 
It is debated that the income line approach often does not represent an 
appropriate yardstick of poverty measurement and should not be used as a 
measurement of poverty. (Sulaiman et al., 2014) [13] 

The figure for absolute poverty in Cambodia has declined slightly 
compared to previous levels. However, if a poverty line of $5 a day is 
postulated, poverty has increased marginally. Although per capita gross 
national income is $820, which is an improvement compared to 2010, it is 
argued that it remains the second lowest in the region. More than 90% of 
the country's poorest citizens live in rural areas. (Stiffung, 2014) [14] In 
Cambodia, in 2004, 89% of poor households lived in rural areas and the 
percentage increased to 91 % by 2011. (Asian Development Bank, 2014) [ 15] 

Since the Royal Government of Cambodia lacks the budget for rural 
development, there is a growing gap between rural and urban areas. More 
attention has been focused on urban development especially Phnom Penh, 
though the Cambodian Government has regarded the rural development as 
one of the priorities. [ 16] However, in Phnom Penh, urban poor communities 
have grown as informal settlements at multiple locations especially in slum 
areas in Phnom Penh, having sprung up. [17] 
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CBT and Social Justice 

Poverty alleviation is in line with social justice, and a matter of human 
right. (Sen, 2005) [18] The fundamental principle of social justice requires 
fair access to goods and services. The concept of equality in democratic 
societies ensures an equal voice for all citizens in the decision-making 
process. [19] It is submitted that the decision-making process would be 
facilitated by the hybrid concept of CBT, where the rural and the urban 
society have equal opportunity to be involved in the process. 

A top national priority in achieving social justice should be active 
participation by the State and society in national measures to combat extreme 
poverty and improve the redistribution of wealth amongst its communities. 
[20] Participation in the context of social justice within the context of CBT 
means involving local communities in tourism decisions that indirectly 
and directly impacts their lives. More specifically, the rationale for public 
participation in rural and urban tourism is twofold: (1) achieving better 
tourism distributive outcomes, and (2) strengthening democracy. The idea 
of participation is linked to power, whereby participation is believed to shift 
existing power in traditionally weak and marginalised groups and individuals 
in rural and urban into a stronger position vis-a-vis other actors, including 
social and public institutions. In their definition, Jost and Kay (2014) [21] 
stipulate that social justice is a state of affairs (either actual or ideal) in 
which (a) benefits and burdens in society are dispersed in accordance with 
some allocation principle (or set of principles); (b) procedures, norms and 
rules that govern political and other forms of decision-making preserve the 
basic rights, liberties, and entitlements of individuals and groups; and (c) 
human beings are treated with dignity and respect not only by authorities 
but also by other relevant social actors, including fellow citizens." [22] It 
is to be noted that the 'individuals', 'groups' and 'society' here refer to the 
community at large, irrespective of rural or urban community and as such, 
CBT should be equally applied in the rural and urban settings. 

Debate on Definition of Community 

There are many literature which discuss the usage of the term 
'community', however, the conceptual difficulties of the term are rarely 
discussed (Liepins, 2000 [23]; Amit & Rapport, 2002 [24]) critically studied 
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community as a methodological, theoretical, phenomenological, political 
and legal construct. The concept is viewed to be too vague, too variable in 
its applications, hence leading to the "slipperiness" of the concept. 

Within the context of CBT, Salazar (2011) [25] highlights the difficulty 
in defining "community" which is commented to be a very elusive and 
vague term. It is argued that the term is used to refer to not only a locality 
(for example, a village community) but also a network of relationships 
(for example, cyberspace communities). [26] A narrow view of the term 
community may lead to limited empirical research and theory, especially 
when out-dated notions of collectivities as fixed in time and space is adopted 
or when community is viewed as a unity, as an undifferentiated thing with 
intrinsic powers that speaks with a single voice. [27] 

The approach of adopting CBT in both rural and urban context would 
eliminate the difficult task of the defining 'community' in the context of 
community based tourism. 

CBT Contribution to Rural and Urban Development 

In Malaysia, rural tourism per se may have existed for a long time 
with the development of a number of nature-based and cultural-based 
tourism products in rural areas. However, it has only received recognition 
as a tourism product with the launching of the Rural Tourism Master Plan 
in 2001. A market survey undertaken to formulate the master plan indicated 
that foreign tourists who came to Malaysia spent 15% of their stay in rural 
areas. In 2013 there were 350,974 visitors who participated in the Homestay 
programme nationwide (which is a clear example of CBT in rural areas) 
with a turnover of RM21.6 million as compared to 325,000 visitors with 
a turnover of RM18 million during the same period in 2012. [28] CBT is 
clearly illustrated in homestay programmes where for example, in Kampung 
Pelegong Homestay in Negeri Sembilan, the involvement of CBT led to 
the socio-economic development of the community. The increase of tourist 
arrivals in Kampong Pelegong contributed to the income for the community. 
In general, the monthly income which is around RM600-RM800 - and of 
homestay programmes is the third most important additional income for the 
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community. In the first quarter of 2005, some homestay operators managed 
to earn from about RM2,000 to RM3,000 based on the number of rooms 
and other services provided. [29] 

Under the Cambodia National Poverty Reduction Strategy, measures 
have been proposed to enhance the potential of tourism in reducing poverty. 
These include (i) an integrated approach to dealing with tourism and poverty, 
(ii) establishment of poverty reduction development zones in high poverty 
areas and where tourism has a significant potential to contribute to the 
growth of the local economy, (iii) public-private partnerships to support 
small and medium-sized tourism enterprises where the poor can benefit in 
terms of access to employment opportunities, (iv) sharing of best practices 
in tourism development with communities in order to gain knowledge 
through "learning by doing," and (v) promotion of domestic tourism that 
can benefit small businesses. 

An example of CBT in rural areas in Cambodia is Chambok commune, 
Phnom Sruich district, Kompong Speu Province. The commune is located 
on the outskirts of the Kirirom National Park about 110 kilometers (km) 
west of Phnom Penh City. Chambok commune administers nine villages 
with a total population of 546 families. CBT in Chambok improves the 
livelihood of villagers in Chambok commune where they generated an 
income of about US$10,405 during 2003 and 2004. [30] 

Some specialists [31] argue that tourism sustains a low cost of the 
fund for creating new work places, quickens the economic development 
through powerful multiplying effects, improves the aesthetic ambience 
of the constructions from the city and intensifies the facility of spending 
the leisure time for residents. At the same time it offers support in default 
of alternatives for developing a solid economic base: if the cities do not 
compete for the financial resources of the tourists, they are likely to lose in 
the increasing competitions which take place globally. [32] 

Urban tourism, if correctly planned, developed and managed where 
CBT is involved, will bring advantages and benefits, both to urban 
communities and overall society. [33] Tourism encourages the development 
of new cultural and commercial facilities that can be utilized by the 
residents and the tourists. Tourism permits the collection of necessary 
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funds to preserve the natural, archaeological and historical monuments, art 
and cultural traditions and most of all, contributes to the improvement of 
environment quality. [34] Within an urban community, tourism can create 
new work places where CBT is involved; create new perspectives for local 
tourism firms and new investment possibilities; increase incomes and the 
implicit improvement of life standards for local collectivity; and generate 
income from local taxes which can be used for restoration of infrastructure 
and improvement of the community facilities where CBT is implemented. 
Tourism within urban communities leads to upgrading of the infrastructure 
whose direct beneficiaries, besides the tourists, are the urban residents of 
that area. [35]. [36] Hence, the beneficiaries of urban tourism, are the 
urban community and as such the community in the urban areas should 
participate in CBT. [37] 

Success Stories of CBT in Urban Areas 

Due to the numerous literatures on CBT in rural areas, this segment 
would only discuss the examples of CBT in urban areas. An example of CBT 
can be seen in Cape Town where urban local community participates and 
perform at the cultural centre. Engagement of local actors, dancers, painters 
and craft sellers at the centre is considered a measure to address the issue of 
urban unemployment. Many tour groups are handed to local walking tour 
guides for tourist shopping and tours of the cultural centres. The visitors are 
shown daily activities of the locals by these local tour guides. [38] 

A large part of the interviewees (tourists from Germany, Great Britain, 
Scandinavia and US) emphasised that tourists were mainly interested to 
know the local residents and to interact with the locals. Since visitors are 
interested to know about the development process in the city, CBT is applied 
where the local urban community shows the South African daily life and 
culture. With the application of CBT, many tourists were able to see the 
"far side" of Cape Town and search for a "complete" and "real" picture of 
the City of South Africa. CBT enables the operators to meet the demand 
for authenticity when CBT focus on the culture of townships. CBT enables 
the idea of township culture, which is strongly equated with an essentialist 
idea of African culture to be experienced by tourists. With the involvement 
of CBT, tourists are also taken to public institutions or community projects 
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(health centres, schools, creches). In many tours, children play an important 
role where they often sing and dance for the tourists during school visit. [39] 

An association, "Belleville Insolite" (beautiful unusual city) since 
2000, recommends unusual visits of Paris, which applies the concept of 
urban CBT. Deviating from traditional urban tours, CBT is being promoted 
where the tours avoid every famous city attraction and involves the local 
urban community in the visits. By applying CBT, the tourists are able to 
see the city as local people see it. Differently themed journeys based on city 
settings are offered to the various types of tourists and the urban community 
is trained to be guides. The tours tend to bring the people from the local 
communities and the tourists closer together and by applying CBT, this is 
made possible. [40] 

Challenges of Rural-Urban CBT 

A. Illusion of CBT 
It is argued that sometimes CBT seeks to ensure the industry's long-

term survival rather than social justice. Unlike community development 
commitment to social justice and empowerment, Blackstock submits that 
CBT proponents focus on sustaining the tourism industry. Proponents seek 
to make tourism more acceptable to the local residents and do not challenge 
or question the development of a tourism industry. This attitude illustrated 
in Port Douglas, Australia as the local tourism association chairperson 
argued that anti-tourism sentiment was due to the lack of understanding 
of the benefits of tourism in the town. It is argued that the language used 
by CBT advocates suggests a focus on economic profitability not local 
empowerment. [41] The CBT paradigm is also said to be functional, as it 
seeks to identify potential problems and overcome these in order to ensure 
that the tourism industry is not damaged by adverse local reactions. The 
community is co-opted into supporting tourism through an illusion of power 
sharing but they are not empowered to reject tourism as a development 
option. Therefore, it is argued that CBT lacks the transformative intent of 
community development, which starts with the recognition that current 
economic, political and social structures must change. (Stettner, 1993) [42]. 
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B. Residents' Discomfort 
PinePs dramatic description of residents' discomfort and resentment 

towards tourism and tourists can be reflective of many other similar 
destinations: "Some tourists see the village like an incidental 'backdrop 
for their experience,' and not as a living community with real people". [43] 
This type of encounter can cause negative effects to the locals', respect, 
pride, self-confidence and hospitable attitude, potentially resulting in locals' 
avoidance from communicating with tourists, leading to potential conflicts, 
social tension, cultural clash and stereotyping in both host and guest. 
One of the ways such negative consequences can be avoided is through 
assurance of the main premise of CBT and input from all stakeholders, 
while outlining an adaptive, proactive and all-inclusive plan. [44] 

C. Unequal Distribution of Income 
In Malaysia, more educated and capable operators are dominant in 

profiting from the homestay programme and as such the aim of the homestay 
programme i.e. to eradicate poverty amongst rural community is affected. 
Such practices exist since there is absence of mechanism to monitor the 
spread of benefits to the entire homestay operators in the village. From some 
interviews with villagers in August 2009, it was found that many villagers 
in Peruas, Raub, Pahang, had not been informed about the rural action plan 
being prepared and they argued that only a fraction of the villagers knew 
about it. [45] Similarly, in Cambodia, in 2004, a study indicated that the total 
income CBT in ecotourism of the Chambok village was KR156,499,100 
(US$39,124), or an average household income of KR1,232,276 (US$308). 
The highest income group absorbed just over half (53%) of the total income, 
while the lowest income group absorbed 5%. [46] 

CONCLUSION 

Tasci et al. (2013) [47] highlight that when CBT principles are overlooked, 
the results may be more dramatic than the typical costs of tourism since 
the groups involved in CBT projects are usually the marginalised, poor, 
and disadvantaged groups. Hence, the adoption of a hybrid rural and urban 
CBT brings about a closer notion of social justice. However, it should be 
noted that disappointed expectations and disillusioned communities from 
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the collapsed, failed, struggling or poor performance of a CBT project 
can endanger the well-being of the rural and urban locals, which may 
already be under the threat of disappearing due to unfavourable socio
economic conditions. Therefore, before jumping on the bandwagon of 
CBT in the rural and urban settings, authorities need to ensure the critical 
requirements for successful CBT applications. 
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