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Sabah, east Malaysia 



Biodiversity in Sabah 

• Centre of floral and faunal species diversity and 
endemism 

 

• Conservation International’s lists of “Megadiverse 
Countries” (Malaysia) and “Biodiversity Hotspots” 
(Sundaland) 



Biodiversity in Sabah 

 

• Home to iconic and threatened mammal species: 
Bornean orang-utan (Pongo Pygmaeus morio), 
Sumatran rhino (Dicerorhinus sumatrensis), Bornean 
pygmy elephant (Elephas maximus borneensis) 

 

 

• Refugium for rare plants (e.g. Rafflesia spp. And 
Nepenthes spp.) and representative habitat types 
(e.g. Mixed Dipterocarp and Ultramafic forests) 

 

 



Biodiversity in Sabah 
 
 

• Biodiversity and habitats under increasing threats 
from deforestation and agricultural land 
conversion for oil palm industry 
 
 

• Critical need to develop centralized information 
networks to inform conservation and 
management efforts 
 



Why  biodiversity databasing? 

• Means to promote international scientific 
understanding 

 

• Develop international/regional/global conservation 
initiatives, strategize funding 

 

• National and State-level management planning 

 

• Legally-binding obligations to generate and centralize 
biodiversity data 

 



CBD background 

• The Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD),  is an 
international legally binding treaty, developed during 
the 1992 Rio “Earth Summit” 

 

• Three main goals: 

1. conservation of biological diversity (or 
biodiversity); 

2. sustainable use of its components; and 

3. fair and equitable sharing of benefits arising from 
genetic resources 

 



CBD background 

• 192 countries and the European Union are parties to 
the convention. All UN member states—with the 
exception of the United States, Andorra, and South 
Sudan—have ratified the treaty 



Article 18- “Technical and Scientific 
Cooperation” 

• Contracting parties are obliged to develop national 
capacities in biodiversity research 

 

•  Developed nations are supposed to assist   
developing countries in capacity building 

 

• Section 18.3 calls for establishment of a Clearing 
House Mechanism to “promote and facilitate 
technical and scientific cooperation” 

 



CBD Clearing House Mechanism 

• “to contribute significantly to the implementation of 
the Convention on Biological Diversity… through 
effective information services and other appropriate 
means in order to promote and facilitate scientific 
and technical cooperation, knowledge sharing and 
information exchange” 

 

• National clearing-house mechanisms must be 
developed to provide effective information services 
for the implementation of national biodiversity 
strategies and action plans 



National level - MyCHC 

• Malaysia’s national Biological Diversity Clearing 
House Mechanism 

 

• Under Forest Research Institute Malaysia (FRIM), a 
federal body 

 

• Working biodiversity databases for major vertebrate 
groups, and vascular plants for Peninsular Malaysia 



National level - MyCHC 
• Still many data gaps, and lacks biodiversity data for 

Sabah and Sarawak 

 



Major institutions in Sabah who work with 
biodiversity-related issues 

• Sabah Forestry Department 

• Sabah Parks 

• Sabah Wildlife Department 

• Environmental Protection Department 

• Sabah Museum 

• Sabah Biodiversity Centre 

 



State legal instruments – Sabah 
Biodiversity Enactment 

• State legislation passed in year 2000, mandates 
establishment of Sabah Biodiversity Centre (SaBC) 

 

• SaBC to advise the State Government on matters 
relating to the conservation and sustainable use of 
biological resources 

  

• Tasked to provide the Government with accurate 
information or data on the “status, magnitude, 
distribution, usage and value of the biodiversity in 
the State”  

 

 



Sabah Biodiversity Centre 

• Under the Biodiversity Enactment, SaBC must 
establish a “database system of all exhibits, 
published and written records regarding the use, 
cultivation and management of biological resources 
of the State”  

 

• SaBC responsible for information pertaining not only 
to protection of biodiversity, but also economic 
values 

 



Sabah Biodiversity Centre 

• As such, SaBC straddles the line between biodiversity 
conservation, and the development of 
biotechnological applications 

 

• Seeks establish both “open” and “closed” databases 



SaBC clearing house mechanism 

• Intended to be Sabah’s central repository for all 
biodiversity-related data 

 

• Data has been collected by various government 
departments and non-governmental researchers 
over many decades 

 

• Has been at pilot stage for some time, but not yet 
accessible to public 



SaBC clearing house mechanism 

• Attempting to use semantic network to retrieve 
information from departmental data stores 

 

 



Issues – Data standardisation and 
institutional collaboration 

• Computerisation of data still a relatively new concept 
in Sabah 

 

• Historically large volumes of data stored only as hard 
copies in warehouses 

 

• Loss of physical and computerized data 

 

 



Issues – Data standardisation and 
institutional collaboration 

• Government departments working on biodiversity 
have limited collaboration 

 

• Differing mandates and obligations, according to 
various ordinances and enactments 

 

• Current SaBC Clearing House Mechanism often 
retrieves a lot of blank and partial data 

 

• Lack of coordination between State and Federal 
government 



Issues – Gaps in Data 
• Many biodiversity databases remain provisional 

species lists; no habitat or distributional data 

 

• In-depth data (species distributions, population 
dynamics)almost entirely absent 

 

• Scientific field research required is long-term, 
expensive, and needs significant expertise 

 

• Databases not connected to some good data sets 
that do exist; e.g. orang utan research in eastern 
Sabah 

 



Issues – Traditional Ecological 
Knowledge 

• Biodiversity information in databases includes 
traditional knowledge of useful biodiversity; e.g. 
medicinal plants  

 

• SaBC already being approached by Biotech industry 
for information 

 

• In the process of developing Access and Benefit 
Sharing protocols, but proving difficult 



Issues – storage and security 

• “Open” and “closed” systems, and “Trust Envelopes” 
– restricted access to information 

 

• Concerns over unauthorized access 

 

• One main purpose of CBD clearing house mechanism 
is to promote international exchange of biodiversity 
data 



Issues – Expertise & financial 
Sustainability 

• Establishment of system (hardware, staffing, etc) is 
costing a lot of money 

 

• Lack of local expertise to establish databasing system 

 

• External consultants necessary to create system are 
also hugely expensive for the State 

 



Issues – Expertise & financial 
Sustainability 

 

• Questions of sustainability; injections of 
capital and short-term expertise 



Concluding remarks 

• Countries with the highest levels of threatened 
biodiversity are also often those lacking resources; 
financial, institutional, technical expertise 

 

• Also often under intense pressure to generate 
economic returns from biodiversity, whether through 
consumption or development of biotechnology 



Concluding remarks 

• Long-term partnerships and collaborations are 
required, not just short-term injections of technical 
assistance 

 

• Requires concerted capacity building if it is to work, 
and the development of local expertise 

 

 



Thankyou! 


