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Abstract 

Seaweed industry in Sabah has been established for more than thirty years. It was started in 

early 1980 and Department of Fisheries of Sabah is seen as a lead agency in implementing 

and managing seaweed industry besides the Ministry of Rural Development and Entrepreneur 

through its local district office, and Malaysia Fisheries Development Board. Later in 2009, 

Malaysia government introduced a new economic transformation programme called New Key 

Economic Areas (NKEA) that focuses on selected agriculture sub-sectors with high growth 

potential and seaweed is one of the projects listed. The purpose of the programme is aiming 

for Malaysia to become a high-income nation and it will be achieved in a sustainable manner. 

It was known that the government has been funding the industry with quite a big sum of 

money, yet the seaweed production is still insufficient and inefficient. Several issues 

identified such as price fluctuation, unrecognized dried seaweed quality, market and security. 

Hence the study will discuss on the roles played by a different agencies in managing and 

monitoring the seaweed industry in Sabah. 
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Overview 

A total production of dried seaweed produced in Sabah comprised of not only from Semporna 

but also Kunak, Lahad Datu, Tuaran-Kota Belud, Kudat (Alin and Datu Razali, 2011) and 

recently Tawau. In 2012, a total of 33.15 tonnes dried seaweed were produced and 76 percent 

was from Semporna. By looking at the figure, Sabah basically is having a problem in 

producing enough dried seaweed for both local usage and export. According to Ahemad, 

Ismail and Mohamad Raduan (2006), the national balance of trade for seaweed was negative. 

To compare, Sabah state government has gazetted 7500 hectares of new areas for seaweed 

cultivation under the Aquaculture Industrial Zone (AIZ) while 800 hectares was designated in 

previous years. Unfortunately, according to Department of Fisheries of Sabah (DOF Sabah) 

up until 2012, there are only 31,850 acres was utilized for seaweed cultivation. However, 

between 2008 until 2012, it was recorded the highest dried seaweed produced was in 2012. 



 

Fig. 1: Map showing Semporna at the east coast of Sabah 

Source: Google Map 

Arman (1988) stated that Sabah and Sarawak ate two states in East Malaysia which have great 

potential in seaweed cultivation. However, Sabah is known as the main seaweed producer in 

Malaysia which makes it the only state that cultivated seaweed for commercial value. 

Ahemad et. al. (2006) added the fact that most of total production is farmed off the coast of 

Semporna. Realizing the fact, government has been actively involved in developing the 

industry. It was recorded that seaweed industry was introduced in Semporna in 1978 by 

Aquatic Resource Limited (Ask, Batibasaga, Gonzalea and de San, 2003), a company from 

Hawaii, America. Later in 1980, the management of seaweed industry was solely under the 

responsibility of DOF Sabah. A year later, government introduced seaweed as initiatives 

programme to help eliminate hardcore poverty among Bumiputera as in New Economic 

Policy. Since then, seaweed has been developed and managed by different agencies based on 

mandate that have been given by the local or federal government officials.  

However, seaweed cultivation was started by the islanders who lived around Semporna 

waters. They are either local islanders or immigrant from Philippines and have been stayed for 

more than 10 years. From the year 1985 to 1987, companies started to buy dried seaweed 

from the farmers but only in 1990s then the manufacturing companies were involved in 

processing carrageenan. Recently, federal government established the Performance 

Management and Delivery Unit (PEMANDU), to facilitate and support a new economic 

programme called National Key Economic Areas (NKEA). The programme focuses on 

selected agriculture sub-sectors with high growth potential that includes seaweed industry. 

The purpose is aiming for Malaysia to become a high-income nation by 2020 and it will be 

achieved in a sustainable manner. Towards 2010, the industry brunch out to a new venture by 

introducing a technology in producing a value-added product based on seaweed.  

To conclude, management of seaweed industry consist of all activities in decision making 

process which involves the farm activities, post-harvest and even producing end product. 

According to Hatta and Purnomo (1994), the success of seaweed management should consider 

at least five factors such as potential of resources, price, location, transportation, and human 

resource. To add, Hatta and Dahoklory (1996) divided the management of seaweed culture 

into three types: (i) traditional dependant; (ii) moderate semi-dependant; and (iii) intensive 

dependant. Meanwhile, Ask (2001) suggested that the sustainability of seaweed industry is to 

understand the legitimate wants of each stakeholder. Where by, Ask defined legitimate wants 

as in two parts, that is (i) particular party’s official mandate (formal group); and (ii) meeting 



the basic needs of seaweed and non-seaweed farmers (informal group). Hence, the objective 

of the study will focus on the formal group, which are roles of government agencies in 

managing and monitoring the success of seaweed industry in Sabah.  

Research Methodology  

The study was conducted using qualitative approach. Data was gathered from observations, 

focus group discussion, and interviews. The data was then triangulated using ATLAS.ti 

version 7. Informal and unstructured interviews were used as an instrument. Interviews 

appointment were scheduled via phone calls and confirmed with letters and emails and lasted 

for 30 to 60 minutes. A total of 14 interviews were conducted with respondents from different 

government agencies.  

Before that, serials of visits were done to observe the seaweed farms near Semporna waters as 

well as seaweed factory around Tawau and Kota Kinabalu. Meanwhile, a focus group 

discussion involved small and company farmers, together with representatives from agencies 

were held to gather primary data related to the current situation. Several issues have been 

identified such as price fluctuation, unrecognized dried seaweed quality, market, and security, 

were then restructured and included in the interview guidelines. 

Research Findings  

Basically, audio recorded interviews were transcribed and uploaded to ATLAS.ti software. 

From the analysis, 34 codes were built from 15 primary documents and 417 quotations were 

found. The codes were then structured; restructured and filtered using code primary document 

matrix table and six codes were then created as showed in Table 1. 

Table 1: Total filtered of six codes using code primary document matrix 

No. Themes Filtered 

1 Enforcement  228 

2 Course 164 

3 Advisory 210 

4 Marketing 110 

5 Infrastructure 69 

6 R&D 108 

Total 923 

Based on Table 1, it shows that government enforcement is the most important roles in 

ensuring the sustainability of seaweed industry in Sabah followed by advisory, courses and 

training provided by the agencies, marketing, and also research and development. Meanwhile, 

infrastructure is less important compare to other roles. It is shown that government agencies 

has been providing enough raw materials for farmers to open a new farms, building drying 

platforms, houses, boats as well as seaweed seedlings. 

From the results, it concludes that government enforcement is critically needed to ensure 

proper management and monitoring programme. It was known that DOF Sabah has been 

performed well in managing the industry and it has been discussed by Ahemad et. al. (2006). 

They stated that DOF Sabah promoted certain strategic action to ensure the quality of 

seaweed by introducing Code of Practice for Responsible Seaweed Farming (COP) and the 

Standard Operating Procedure (SOP). In addition, Malaysia Aquaculture Farm Certification 



Scheme on seaweed and Good Manufacturing Practices for seaweed processing plants was 

also been introduced to assure the quality of the product are accepted in global market. 

However, to what extent of the SOP and COP implementation is unsure. Furthermore, the 

establishment of Aquaculture Industrial Zones (AIZ) were not fully utilised with seaweed 

farm due to a difficulty in obtaining TOL license as mentioned by the respondent during the 

interview session. It is known that DOF Sabah is not responsible in issuing the license. On the 

other hand, security issues were also raised after the incident in Tanduo, Lahad Datu. Local 

farmers claimed that security enforcement is crucial. Hence, high commitment of other 

government agencies is needed. Ask (2001) explicate the importance of requiring an 

understanding of the legitimate wants of each agency involved creates a sustainable eucheuma 

cultivation industry. 
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