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ABSTRACT 

Despite Malaysian agritourism's popularity among domestic and international 

tourists, the sector’s sustainability is not well understood. Failure to identify and 

manage the sustainability factors may lead to the industry’s destruction. Thus, taking 

durian agritourism in Balik Pulau as a sample, this study intended to explore 

sustainability factors and the risk management carried out by the industry players. 

The methodology deployed to achieve the objective was qualitative research with an 

inductive approach. Data was gathered from interviews with independent durian 

farmers who run agritourism businesses in Balik Pulau, Penang, observing the 

locality and electronic research on government documentation. The data were 

analyzed by thematic analysis and compared with the suggested sustainability 

agritourism model gathered from previous literature. From the analysis, durian 

agritourism sustainability factors in Balik Pulau emerged mainly from the 

microeconomy and microsocial dimensions. The agropreneurs’ awareness of 

sustainability leads to innovation of farm products and tourism services and steers 

towards the sustainability of durian agritourism in Balik Pulau. While ensuring the 

durian agritourism sustainability, innovation geared the agropreneurs surviving the 

post-pandemic economic turmoil. Government policies supporting the macro-

environment dimension would further successfully support the industry in Balik 

Pulau. The findings are significant for stakeholders to understand the importance of 

agritourism sustainability. It would motivate current durian agritourism operators to 

sustain their business; for new entrepreneurs and durian farmers to embark on this 

industry. In the long run, not only the agritourism business is profitable, but it also 

benefits the socio-economy development and increases the quality of life. 

.  
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 INTRODUCTION 

“It is your Lord who drives your ships across the seas that you may 

seek of His bounty. He is verily kind to you.”- QS Al-Isra (17:66) 

 

 Background  

Over the last couple of decades, scientific literature on agritourism and 

sustainability has grown. Scholars agreed that agritourism could be the right tool to 

balance the needs of agritourists and rural communities. It offers economic and social 

development while preserving the environment, which supports the principle of 

sustainability. The findings of the scholars were divided between macro and micro 

dimensions (Ammirato, Felicetti, Raso, Pansera, & Violi, 2020). The macro dimension 

was related to the external community of the agritourism organization, while micro 

dimensions were factors related directly to the organization. Most of the studies were 

done based on one or two factors whilst sustainability experts commented that 

sustainability must be viewed holistically. 

The primary economic resources of agritourism are based on farming activities 

in selling raw grains, production, processing, and marketing agricultural produce 

(Ciolac et al., 2019; Gil Arroyo, Barbieri, & Rozier Rich, 2013). At the same time, the 

specific elements in tourism that are usually incorporated or as ‘complimentary’ within 

the agricultural setting are those related to accommodation, food, tourist education and 

experience program (Barbieri, 2013; Ciolac et al., 2019; Toader & Mocuta, 2018; 

Tseng et al., 2019). 
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From an economic point of view, agritourism was more sustainable than other 

agribusinesses (Barbieri, 2019; Broccardo, Culasso, & Truant, 2017; Tseng et al., 

2019). Business diversification from agritourism could prevent younger generations of 

farm households from leaving the farm as the tourism activities attracted them apart 

from farming (Bojnec & Knific, 2021). Thus, the population of the rural areas where 

the agricultural activities were carried out will not be depleted.  

Not only for the farmers, but agritourism also creates wealth for the local 

society through business support and networking with the farmers (Ajagunna, Pinnock, 

& Amode, 2017; Evgrafova, Ismailova, & Kalinichev, 2020; Leh, Mohd Noor, 

Marzukhi, & Mohamed Musthafa, 2017; Mohd Nordin, 2014; Starcher, 2016). During 

the COVID-19 pandemic crisis, it has been shown that the supply chain and local 

business network were crucial to ensure the food supply reached the retail customers. 

Even though the farm's tourism activities were halted, the business connection pre-

crisis had connected the retail customers from the agritourism activities direct to the 

agriculture producers for their food supply. With the support of electronic commerce 

and the exchange of knowledge through farmers, this could be a new insight to 

strengthen the future policy for the food supply (Cattivelli, Rusciano, & Gatto, 2022; 

Mastronardi & Cavallo, 2020; Mastronardi, Cavallo, & Romagnoli, 2021). It was an 

interesting finding from the pandemic crisis; farmers learned that the short supply chain 

led to their work satisfaction that they reached their customers even though it requires 

hard work and they had to overcome their individual resilience towards change of 

doing the business traditionally (Azima & Mundler, 2022). The discussion showed 
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that, agritourism does not only lead to farmers’ wealth but also to intangible social 

development. 

On the other perspective, Kazlouski, Ganski, Platonenka, Vitun, & Sabalenka 

(2020) emphasize that ecology directly impacts agritourism development. It is 

important to maintain the quality of the agricultural produce, but the originality and 

activities on the farm also attract agritourists and natural lovers. It further led to 

customers’ appreciation of local agricultural produce due to the exposure and product 

familiarity during their involvement in tourism activities on the farm (Kim, Lee, Lee, 

Jeong, & Moon, 2019). This view is also supported by Airriess (2019) that 

geographical durian terroir in Penang had been a successful marketing tool for the 

Malaysian “King of Fruits”. The holistic factors and benefits of agritourism from the 

economic, social and environmental perspectives enable this sector to be given a 

spotlight for sustainability study. 

Agritourism sustainability has been given a deliberate focus of study globally 

as the tangible and intangible resources from the farmers’ traditional practices have 

become the drivers for innovation (Palmi & Lezzi, 2020). It is supported by the 

farmers’ awareness of “environment-oriented preservation”, sustainability experts, and 

non-monetary motivations such as community engagement and quality of life were 

their priorities (Abadi & Khakzand, 2022; Quella et al., 2021). Agritourism 

sustainability can be another influencing factor to secure government financial 

subsidies for the development of rural areas as being practised in the European Union 

(Galluzzo, 2021) 
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Despite scholars’ agreement on the importance of agritourism, the reality in 

Malaysia was not encouraging even though the country was rich with agricultural 

settings. The Ministry of Agriculture and Food Industry (MAFI) 2011 blueprint 

projected that this sector might attract 6 million visitors to agritourism destinations by 

2020. However, the data compiled from the ministries proved otherwise, which is 

presented in Table 1. 

Table 1 Number of Tourists and Income 

Year 

Number of Tourists Income (RM’000) 

Tourism Agritourism Tourism Agritourism 

 (+/-%)  (+/-%)  (+/-%)  (+/-%) 

2016 26,757,392  2,942,840  
85,098,200  22,226  

2017 25,948,459 -3.0% 2,253,174 -23.4% 82,165,000 -3.4% 28,415 27.8% 

2018 25,832,354 -0.4% 3,016,398 33.9% 84,135,200 2.4% 29,629 4.3% 

2019 26,100,784 1.0% 2,711,357 -10.1% 86,143,500 2.4% 33,505 13.1% 

Note. Author’s compilation from the Ministry of Tourism, Arts and Culture (MOTAC) and Ministry of 

Agriculture and Food Industry (MAFI) 

From 2016 until 2019, the data shows that, on average, only about 3 million 

tourists visited agritourism destinations yearly, which was far below the total of 26 

million tourists to this country. This figure only achieved 50 per cent of the targeted 

numbers in the earlier blueprint. Further to Movement Control Order (MCO), due to 

the COVID-19 pandemic, the numbers were expected to drop significantly in 2020. 

These indicate that agritourism has not yet a bloomed industry in Malaysia, despite 

promotions done by the ministry (APPENDIX 1 to APPENDIX 3). It has yet to be 

reported why this sub-sector was far left behind in the tourism industry. The absence 

of such a report is crucial to understand the obstacles faced by the farm owners in 

venturing into agritourism. 
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Regardless of current pandemic issues and related social movement 

restrictions, farmers still can depend on the sales of their agriculture products and visits 

from domestic tourists. Experts predict that agritourism and outdoor recreational 

activities will rise in popularity in this new norm of living. It is also easier to apply 

social distancing outdoor, making it safe for the tourist and agritourism destination 

operators (Benedek et al., 2021; Fish, 2020; Roman, Roman, & Prus, 2020). In 

countries where the tourism sector is open, agritourism helps the local society survive 

the economic crisis with the business network (Henry, 2021; Rodriguez, 2021; 

Whiteside & Hynninen, 2021). Henceforward, as a country rich with agricultural 

resources, including durians (Figure 1), we must take the opportunity to venture and 

sustain the industry for the benefit of its stakeholders (Tern Chern, 2019).  

Apart from the restriction of social gatherings and tourism activities during the 

MCO, other issues related to durians were reducing planted and harvested area of 

durians (A. A. Ahmad, Yusof, Mispan, Rasid, & Nizar, 2020)  and climate change that 

affected the durians’ quality. The big questions now arise, is durian agritourism in this 

country lead to its sustainability? Thus, this dissertation is intended to address this 

issue. 
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Figure 1 Top Ten Fruits Hectarage Planted in Malaysia (2015 – 2019). 

Note: Source: Author’s compilation from Department of Agriculture, Malaysia, 

(2016--2020) 

 

 Problem Statement  

Studies in agritourism sustainability were either biased toward developed 

countries or focused on one sustainability dimension. Some of the studies involved the 

agropreneurs, who were researchers themselves and knowledgeable about sustainable 

concepts. Studies on the supply side or focused on one or two sustainability dimensions 

and not holistically could not conclude the real concept of sustainability  (Ammirato et 

al., 2020; Baipai, Chikuta, Gandiwa, & Mutanga, 2021). Little has been done, at this 

juncture, to establish an ideal agritourism sustainability model and to determine its 

achievability.  

Secondly, it was found that agritourism was not developed further in this 

country due to insufficient motivation for farmers to venture into the business, apart 

from their assumption of a high investment cost on the infrastructure (Annamalah, 

Munusamy, & Ilham, 2016; Mohd Rabu, Tawil, Ahmad, & Mohd Rabu, 2016; 

Muhammad, 2015). On top of that, globally, the ecology disturbance due to human 
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development has changed the need for agritourism, making the industry not favoured 

by agropreneurs (Barbieri, 2019). Unfortunately, up to this point, not much literature 

discusses the effects of the above factor, which were the pillar of sustainability in local 

agritourism. 

Last but not least, comprehensive literature was absent in durian agritourism. 

Scholars have attempted to highlight the importance of agritourism in Malaysia, but it 

mainly leads to societal benefits (H. Ahmad et al., 2020; Leh et al., 2017; Wan Suzita, 

Ahmad, & Jusoh, 2016). Studies also focused on agritourism as a proactive marketing 

tool for the local agriculture product (Airriess, 2019; Mohammad, 2018). 

Notwithstanding, the popular agritourism subsector based on the agricultural activities 

chosen for the studies were homestays, fishery villages, and paddy-farming or 

agricultural destinations such as Sekinchan and Cameron Highlands. Not many studies 

have focused on this subsector, regardless of the growing numbers of durian farmers 

providing stay-in-the-farm activities and boomed demands for durians in recent years. 

From the internet search for the last two decades, only one study was carried out 

specifically on durian agritourism by Airriess (2019). He found that Penang’s durian 

agritourism was a successful marketing tool to expand the durian exports. Still, 

sustainability issues for durian agritourism have yet to be pursued. 

 Research Objective 

This dissertation intended to explore durian agritourism sustainability based on 

the theoretical knowledge and underpinning literature. Specifically, it has three specific 

objectives: 


