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Abstract: Over the past few decades, there have been numerous studies examining the interface 

between cultural heritage conservation and urban (re)development, particularly in rapidly developing 

regions. On the other hand, scholars have also examined nature conservation movements in the con-

text of encroaching (urban) development. However, this body of research has, with a few exceptions, 

not considered the inter-relationship between natural and cultural heritage in urban settings. The pa-

per argues that a renewed understanding of urban heritage - consisting of both cultural and natural 

elements – is required for effective and socio-ecologically sustainable approaches to heritage conser-

vation and urban development. To illustrate this argument, the paper draws on an empirical examina-

tion of Penang Hill, which is a culturally and ecologically significant area of Penang Island, Malaysia. 

In conceptualising this relationship, the paper draws on the urban political ecologies of landscape, 

which is useful in examining the urbanisation of nature and problematising distinctions between ur-

ban/rural and natural/cultural. As I will demonstrate, invocations of Penang’s rich natural heritage are 

often framed alongside urban and cultural heritage in local resistance to these developments, which 

relate to the particular socio-environmental sensibilities of local stakeholders. The analysis is based 

on discursive analysis of primary written sources and original interviews with local residents and civil 

society activists, which helps to demonstrate the crucial role of local communities in achieving more 

socio-ecologically just forms of heritage management. 
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1. Introduction: Integrating Cultural and Natural Heritage in Urban Landscapes 

“The preservation of the built heritage alone is not sufficient to create a distinctive urban 

form or to sustain a city’s spatial spirit” (Khirfan, 2010, p. 316) 

 
Over the past few decades, there have been numerous studies examining the interface be-

tween cultural heritage conservation and urban (re)development, particularly in rapidly ur-

banising regions (Bandarin & van Oers, 2012; Barber, 2013; Cartier, 1998; Jenkins & King, 

2003; Logan, 2002). In such studies, cultural heritage primarily pertains to the built (tangible) 

and lived (intangible) characteristics of place that are considered to be of historic or symbolic 

value to a particular society. On the other hand, scholars have also examined nature conserva-

tion movements in the context of encroaching (urban) development, which have primarily 

sought to conserve the biophysical characteristics of place such as coastlines, topographic 

landmarks, flora and fauna (Bengston & Youn, 2006; Jim, 2005; Lorimer, 2008; Neo, 2007). 

However, this body of research has, with a few exceptions (e.g. Daly and Winter, 2012; Ishi-

zawa, 2014; 2017), not considered the importance of the interplay of both natural and cultural 

heritage in urban settings, and the myriad connections between the two.  
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This divide can be seen in the way in which heritage is currently managed both at local and 

international scales. Even as place and urban identities are often forged by the coalescence of 

both their cultural as well as natural constituents (Daniels, 1994; Nesbitt & Weiner, 2001); it 

is clear that considerations over the development and management of one have often been at 

the expense of the other, without much attempt towards integration (see Daly and Winter, 

2012). As Head and Muir (2006, p. 506) have noted, “natural and cultural heritage are fre-

quently managed by different agencies, or different parts of a single agency, although they 

may be part of the same landscape”. This ‘division’ within the concept of heritage is also cap-

tured in UNESCO’s categorisation of World Heritage Sites into ‘natural’ and ‘cultural’ herit-

age sites.
i
 However, the rapid spatial expansion of many cities around the world is erasing the 

traditional dichotomies of city versus countryside and of cultural versus natural, as has been 

well documented by the literature in geography and, specifically, urban political ecology 

(UPE) (Cronon, 1991; Hinchliffe & Whatmore, 2006; Kaika, 2005; Swyngedouw, 2006).
ii
 

This culture-nature divide is especially apparent on the island-city of Penang, Malaysia, 

where tangible cultural heritage in the historic center of Georgetown has taken priority over 

other forms of heritage elsewhere on the island (Speechley, 2014). While there is pressure on 

all forms of heritage in Penang, the city's hills are increasingly under development pressure, 

as they do not have the same protection as the historic town center.
iii

 Therefore, local NGOs 

have become more vocal about the need to limit the encroachment of urbanisation into the 

hillsides (Connolly, 2019a; Dermawan, 2016; 2017). In these movements, invocations of Pe-

nang’s rich natural heritage are often framed alongside urban and cultural heritage in local 

resistance to ongoing development projects on the island. As the World Commission on Cul-

ture and Development has argued, “cultures cannot survive if the environment on which they 

depend is laid to waste or impoverished”, stressing the interdependencies between these cate-

gories (cited in Bandarin & van Oers, 2012, p. 84). In analysing the case of Penang, I assert 
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that it is only by looking at both the natural and cultural components of the island that we 

begin to develop a holistic picture of the specific heritage landscape. 

Conceptually, I draw on insights from the field of urban political ecology, which has been at 

the forefront of investigating the inter-relations between nature and culture in urban contexts 

(Gandy, 2013; Heynen et al., 2006; Swyngedouw, 2006). However, UPE has yet to examine 

the topic of heritage, which I contend is an area with much potential for the field. More spe-

cifically, I draw on conceptualisations of landscape within political ecology which are useful 

for breaking down entrenched binaries between the cultural and natural, urban and rural (see 

Connolly, 2019b; Neumann, 2011; Walker & Fortmann, 2003). Through such a holistic un-

derstanding, I hope to highlight the potential of urban heritage research in contributing to sus-

tainable development initiatives through the integration and conservation of cultural and nat-

ural components of heritage landscapes.
ivv

 

 Much of the material presented in section three of this paper is based on documentary 

analysis, in particular a book compiled by a number of local scientists, professionals and ac-

tivists, titled Penang Hill: The Need to Save Our Natural Heritage (Khor et al., 1991). This 

allowed for understanding the discursive attachment of Penangites to the Hill, in addition to 

the history of development and conservation initiatives. This was supplemented by 22 key 

informant interviews with civil society activists, scholars, urban planners and local residents 

from January-June, 2017 to document more recent development plans and conservation initi-

atives for Penang Hill.
vi

 In addition, I conducted narrative analysis of local newspaper articles 

on Penang Hill, planning documents, and personal observations.
vii

 Newspapers analysed in-

cluded various English dailies in Malaysia, which provided information on development on 

Penang Hill that would otherwise not be obtainable through interviews. Together, these 
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methods allowed for interrogating the ways in which the heritage of Penang Hill is construct-

ed, understood, and challenged by various stakeholders. 

 Following a brief review of the pertinent literature in UPE and landscape research, the paper 

then turns to an overview of Penang, followed by a ‘reading’ of Penang Hill and its centrality 

to Penang’s cultural and spatial identity. In doing so, the paper considers alternative visions 

for Penang Hill, and how future development might be done in a way that complements the 

cultural and ecological attributes of the hill and respects its carrying capacity. It concludes by 

considering the implications of this case for wider questions of the role of heritage conserva-

tion in urban sustainability and environmental management. As such, it aims to spark a new 

generation of research into the political ecologies of urban heritage, which can offer im-

portant political and conceptual insights into the role of heritage in controversies over urban 

(re)development.  

 

2. Towards a Landscape Political Ecology of Urban Heritage 

As various scholars have documented, the term ‘heritage’ is a malleable and relational con-

cept that has different meanings to different people (Barber, 2013; Winter and Daly, 2012; 

Jenkins, 2008, p. 149). Gardner et al. (2011, p.2) define heritage as “the accumulated riches 

of the past which have been entrusted to us, so that we may pass them on intact to future gen-

erations”. Yet, as mentioned above, discussions over the cultural and the natural, both in aca-

demia and in conservation practice, have tended to separate the two (see DeSilvey, 2017; 

Winter and Daly, 2012). For instance, King’s (2016) book on UNESCO World Heritage sites 

in Southeast Asia adheres to UNESCO’s separation of cultural and natural sites. Not only 

does it fail to note that this is a problematic separation, but also divides the cultural sites even 

further into urban, monumental, and rural sites (see King, 2016, p. 16). The edited collection 
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Routledge Handbook of Heritage in Asia (Daly and Winter, 2012), does make an attempt to 

reconcile these two aspects of heritage, but no chapter does so in an urban setting.   

Therefore, as David C. Harvey (2003) has previously written in this journal, there is a need 

for more sophisticated theorisations of heritage both in theory and practice, which can help to 

identify the culture of urban natures, and vice versa (see Wilson, 1991). This is an important 

task for urban political ecologists specifically, given the important role of discourse, devel-

opment, nature and culture in shaping notions of heritage. Indeed, as Jim (2005, p. 285) has 

argued, inadequate understanding of “natural-cum-cultural heritage” can hinder proper con-

servation movements. This underscores the need to connect these two aspects of heritage not 

only to improve heritage conservation outcomes, but more importantly, to foster more sus-

tainable forms of urban development. Referring to Penang, Jenkins and King (2010, p. 48) 

have observed: “recently there has been an emergence of conservation awareness and the re-

alisation among some local groups of the importance of their urban heritage for the general 

well-being of their environment”. As the case presented in the following section indicates, the 

protection of cultural and natural heritage can be integrated with other societal concerns such 

as improving sustainability and socio-ecological well-being).  

While there remains a dearth of work in geography and UPE which explicitly examines the 

relationship between cultural and natural heritage, geographers have been central to the task 

of illustrating the ways in which wilderness or nature is saturated with culture (Braun & 

Castree, 1998; Cloke & Jones, 2001; Jones & Cloke, 2002; Head & Muir, 2006). Urban polit-

ical ecologists, similarly, have been central to demonstrating how cities are also profoundly 

natural spaces, adding empirical and conceptual substance to David Harvey’s (1996, p. 186) 

now famous observation that “there is nothing unnatural about New York City” (emphasis in 

original). UPE has thus problematised earlier conceptions of the city as being purely social 
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spaces devoid of nature (see Byrne and Wolch, 2010). This understanding was based on the 

separation of nature and culture into distinct ontological domains, originating in Greek phi-

losophy and described by Latour (1993; 2004) as ‘the modern constitution’ (see Byrne, 

2011). The very essence of the two terms ‘natural’ and ‘cultural’, also makes it very difficult 

to speak or write about places in a non-dualistic manner. Hinchliffe (2007, p. 124) argued 

that this division is also partly a consequence of “the obsessions of social and cultural theory 

with cities, which reproduced the notion that there is nothing much of nature in the city”. 

This conceptual divide also founded the basis of dominant conservation thinking, which 

sought to create natural spaces that were devoid of human interference (see Fairhead and 

Leach, 1996; Hecht, 2004).   

UPE can thus provide a useful lens to examine controversies over urban heritage, by demon-

strating how heritage landscapes “are produced through combined social and ecological pro-

cesses that shape particular socio-geographical conditions and… transformations that shape 

everyday urban life (Swyngedouw, 2009, p. 603). Much writing in UPE draws on post-

structural thinking to conceptualise both the agency of nature and the ways in which it is so-

cially and discursively constructed (Braun, 2005; Gabriel, 2014). For instance, Swyngedouw 

(2006) has used the terms ‘socio-nature’ and ‘cyborg urbanisation’, drawing on writers like 

Bruno Latour and Donna Haraway. Furthermore, UPE adds a specific focus on political 

economy which helps to illustrate how culture-nature relations are shaped by capitalism, co-

lonialism and conservation practices, amongst other factors, as will be demonstrated in the 

following sections. 

Writing on the political ecology of landscape have also been useful to deconstructing such 

dualisms, as landscape is a holistic concept which captures the web of cultural, environmental 

and historical associations which are integral components in the formation of place attach-
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ment (Connolly, 2017; Neumann, 2011; Walker & Fortmann, 2003). Landscape has thus 

been defined as “a way of seeing the world and imagining our relationship to nature” (Wil-

son, 1991, p. 14). Similarly, Caballero (2016, p. 8) has noted that: “landscapes are products of 

harmony between nature, history and culture of a specific area” (see also Ishizawa, 2017). 

This understanding draws on earlier writing on landscape in cultural geography, which has 

demonstrated how landscapes can influence environmental sensibilities of their inhabitants, 

and normative understandings of how the landscape should be used (Cosgrove & Daniels, 

1998; Duncan & Duncan, 2001; Schein, 1997). However, Hinchliffe (2007, p. 208) has ob-

served that some of this earlier writing suggests that the process of landscape formation has 

been treated as “the result of interactions between natural and cultural processes - both of 

which tended to be portrayed as somehow definable in and through the absence of the other”. 

This indicates the value of the political ecology framing which can better conceptualise the 

hybrid, socio-natural character of landscapes. 

 Moreover, Connolly (2019b) has argued that a landscape political ecology (LPE) 

framework can provide powerful insights into the ways in which particular landscapes can be 

seen as crucial sites in generating local resistance to processes of urbanisation (see also 

Walker & Fortmann, 2003, 469). For example, Barau (2016) identified landscape aesthetics, 

contact with nature, accessibility to green and open spaces/wilderness, and threats to wildlife 

to be some of the most important concerns to people and places experiencing possible land-

scape transformation in peri-urban settings (see also Byrne and Wolch, 2010.
viii

 As such, 

Bandarin & van Oers (2012, p. 76) have attributed the growing awareness of the vulnerability 

of the urban environment as a key issue shaping approaches to heritage conservation in recent 

decades. Such work speaks to Kaika & Swyngedouw’s (2011) earlier call to investigate how 

place-specific physical environments can act as facilitators for collective action. 
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Landscape is a particularly appropriate concept for understanding heritage as landscapes rep-

resent areas where “history, aesthetics and local place characteristics are conjoined in various 

comings-together as heritage” (Jones & Cloke, 2002, p. 186). Landscape is thus a key con-

cept used in international heritage legislation, such as the Burra Charter, which acknowledg-

es the various associative values that contribute to the significance of place (Australia 

ICOMOS, 2013). Using a historic urban landscape (HUL) approach, Caballero (2016, p. 8) 

has since widened the dimensions of urban heritage to include all geological formations, flora 

and fauna, water bodies, agricultural lands and human settlements within and along the pe-

riphery of a designated area that contribute to the essence of a specific landscape. The signif-

icance of such an approach is that heritage management thus becomes a central component of 

the sustainable development of urban areas. 

 

3. The Urban Heritage of Penang Hill: Reworking Landscape, Culture and Nature  

George Town is the capital of the Malaysian state of Penang, in the northwestern part of pen-

insular Malaysia. It is a mid-sized city with approximately 700,000 people, located in the 

northeastern corner of Penang Island. The city is often referred to as Penang, as the metropol-

itan area extends across the entire island. The level of urbanisation in Penang is 90.8%, which 

is among the highest in Malaysia, after Kuala Lumpur, Putrajaya and Selangor (Mok, 2016a). 

Penang’s rapid and intensive urban transition has put considerable pressure on the natural en-

vironment, including its forested hills. It is largely this development pressure which has 

caused many Penangites to become increasingly alarmed by the loss of these valuable herit-

age assets, causing the impetus to push for enhanced protection of Penang’s hills and associ-

ated flora and fauna (Dermawan, 2016; 2017; Looi, 2017). This speaks to the importance of 

community-led heritage movements, in which locals take seriously the value of their city’s 

existing natural resources and heritage. 
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 Despite its name, Penang Hill (or Bukit Bendera) does not actually refer to a single 

hill, but rather an agglomeration of hills within the north-central part of Penang Island. These 

hills are connected by a ridge (with a paved road) which is the area commonly referred to as 

Penang Hill. The primary peaks encompassed in this area are Government Hill, Tiger Hill, 

Flagstaff Hill, and Western Hill, which is the highest peak on the island (830m). The Hill is 

famous for its swaths of primary tropical rainforest, the wide variety of flora and fauna found 

within them, the jungle trails and funicular tram leading up the hill, as well as its historic 

bungalows reflecting the island’s colonial history (see Figure 1). Due to its accessibility and 

visibility from George Town, many Penangites have a strong cultural attachment to the hill, 

related to childhoods spent visiting its peaks, or merely the aesthetic charm that it offers 

(Chan, 2018; Khor et al., 1991). Penang Hill is thus understood by many Penangites to be 

central to the “unique atmosphere, heritage and cultural value” of Penang (Khor et al., 1991, 

p. 36), and a symbol of the island’s identity (Gibby, 2017, p. 203). 

<Figure 1 about here: A view from Penang Hill. Photo by author, 2017.> 

 

 In 1990, a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) was signed by the Penang State 

Government, announcing their intention to develop Penang Hill into an ‘international tourist 

resort’, which caused unprecedented public controversy (Khor et al., 1991). The MoU was 

signed with the Berjaya Corporation - a Malaysian property developer specialising in leisure 

developments - based on a concept plan that they proposed. This plan would have not only 

affected Penang Hill itself, but also the Municipal Youth Park and the Botanic Gardens at its 

foothills. The Youth Park was to be developed into a ‘water world complex’, while a cable-

car would be constructed to link Penang Hill with the Botanic Gardens (see Figure 2; Gibby, 

2017). On the hill itself, the plan included an ‘Acropolis’ complex (consisting of a dome, 

planetarium, theatre, shopping and sports center); two large hotels; a condominium; forest 
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lodge (with 300 units); and an ‘Adventure Park’ on Tiger Hill (consisting of a golf course, 

‘moon walk’, ‘space shuttle’, ‘haunted mansion’ and ‘shipwreck’) (Khor et al, 1991). Follow-

ing the MoU, the developer then had a year to come up with a detailed plan for their prospec-

tive developments, which would cover nearly the entire developable surface of the Hill (ibid). 

Given that Penang Island was completely forested upon the arrival of European settlers in 

1786; two-thirds forested by 1900, and one-fifth forested in 1991, the Berjaya Plan was, as 

Mike Gibby (2017, p. 183) has remarked: “the next logical step towards deforesting the Hill 

completely”.
ix

   

<Figure 2 about here. Caption: Map of Penang Hill and surrounding area. Base map 

from openstreetmap.org.>  

 

 Despite the proposed development plans on Penang Hill, it is specifically mentioned 

in the Structure Plan for Penang Island, which was approved by the (then) Municipal Council 

(Majlis Perbendaran Pulau Pinang - MPPP) in 1988. The section notes that “Penang Hill 

should be designated as an area of special characteristics. Its natural vegetation, topography 

and character as a hill resort must be maintained and conserved and any development shall 

conform to, and not destroy these special characteristics” (in Khor et al., 1991, p. 19). It goes 

on to note that the hill may be ‘enhanced’ by improving and increasing the various look-out 

points and the provision and maintenance of additional walkways, gardens and ‘other facili-

ties’. Moreover, a Local Plan for Penang Hill was gazetted in 1991, which seeks to promote 

the hill as a ‘green, heritage destination’ for ‘nature and heritage tourism’, while taking into 

account the carrying capacity of the site, and development constraints (Netto, 2013). Howev-

er, the Local Plan and Structure Plan certainly do not allow for the type of large-scale devel-

opment project envisioned by the Berjaya Plan for Penang Hill, described above. 
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 Such contradictions are also discernible amongst local residents, as one interviewee 

living near the base of Penang Hill, remarked: “Penang Hill is so beautiful, they should de-

velop it like The Peak in Hong Kong, so that more people can enjoy it…but then, it will 

probably not be as beautiful anymore” (interview January 2017). While Penang civil society 

members and many residents are not against development, they maintain that any future de-

velopment on the should be done in a sensitive manner which compliments the natural and 

cultural attributes of the hill, rather than the elaborate form of development envisioned by the 

Berjaya Plan (Gibby, 2017; Mok, 2016b). Indeed, as another resident observed much earlier, 

“just imagine how monstrous this beautiful hill will become with a 200-room luxury hotel, a 

350-unit condominium…a shopping center…night clubs and discos [and so on]” (quoted in 

Khor, 1991, 42-3). Civil society members have pointed out that forested hills are Penang’s 

natural heritage and function as water catchments to provide water supply, prevent soil ero-

sion, flooding and landslides (Khor et al., 1991; Mizrah, 2013). They also host a rich diversi-

ty of plant and animal species, and act as ‘green lungs’ for CO2 buffering, nature apprecia-

tion and outdoor recreation activities (Penang Forum, 2016). 

 Various criticisms of the Berjaya Plan argued that it would “fundamentally alter the 

tranquil, natural atmosphere of the Hill, result in serious ecological impacts on the island and 

damage the hill’s historic and heritage value” (Khor et al., 1991, 17). This led to the devel-

opment of the ‘Friends of Penang Hill’ network, and a subsequent campaign to ‘Save Penang 

Hill’ - which was ultimately successful due to the unprecedented levels of public engagement 

and support that it attracted (nearly 30,000 signatures). The network consisted of various civil 

society groups and non-governmental organisations (NGOs), including: the Consumers’ As-

sociation of Penang (CAP); Malayan Nature Society (MNS); Sahabat Alam (Friends of the 

Earth) Malaysia (SAM); Aliran and many others, including the Penang Heritage Trust (PHT) 

which pledged solidarity with the movement. The campaign was ultimately successful, and 
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even resulted in the then Chief Minister of Penang Dr. Lim Chong Eu losing his seat in the 

1990 general elections, which he had held for 21 years (ibid). This illustrates how unsavoury 

developments like the Berjaya Plan can serve as facilitators to collective action, and how 

forms of place-attachment can shape grassroots approaches to heritage conservation.  

 The historical significance of Penang Hill relates to its history as the first hill station 

built in Asia during the British colonial period, which is the origin of many of the heritage 

buildings remaining on the hill today (Aiken, 1987). Therefore, while Penang Hill is very 

much a ‘natural’ space, it is also one that was socially ‘constructed’ (see Wilson, 1991). As 

Aiken (1987, p. 439) notes, “Penang Hill was a sociocultural product of the dominant Euro-

pean colonial community in an alien and distant milieu”. While Penang Hill invoked a sense 

of nostalgia for the distant homelands of the (British) civil servants, planters, military and 

other personnel who used the Hill in the colonial era; it similarly provides a sense of nostal-

gia for current residents of Penang for the rainforest landscapes that were abundant when Pe-

nang Island was less urbanised. ‘Natural’ landscapes like Penang Hill thus embody past and 

present social relations, which is a point that been made by a plethora of work in the literature 

on landscape in cultural geography (Cosgrove & Daniels, 1988; Demeritt, 1994; Mitchell, 

1996; 2008).
x
 

 However, the colonial use of Penang Hill is not like other experiences with nature 

conservation whereby European ideas and institutions sought to create a landscape devoid of 

humans (see Fairhead and Leach, 1996; Hecht, 2004); but rather a “landscape of inhabita-

tion”, based on the maintenance of inter-relations between humans and non-human land-

scapes, producing changes to both parties (Hinchliffe, 2002, p. 215; see also, Ishizawa, 

2017). What Khor et al. (1991) find most significant about the built landscape of the Hill is 

the sensitive manner in which it was developed over the years. This refers not only to the lim-

ited number of bungalows and hotels on the Hill, but also the way in which these buildings 
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were designed to blend in with the natural landscape as much as possible, and the absence of 

vehicular traffic (see Gibby, 2017). 

 

 This sensitive and slow-pace of development over the years has been recognised by 

locals as one of the major attractions of George Town as a whole - in that “it has not really 

changed over the decades. Much of the city is still discernible from old photographs and if 

the tourist wanted to see modern urban development, he could always go to Singapore in-

stead” (Mason in Khor, 1991, p. 45). Yet, as has been documented by other scholars of Ma-

laysia, this valorisation of slow-paced development is not shared by local politicians for 

whom ‘development’ and ‘modernity’ are integral to the Malaysian nation-building project 

(Bunnell, 2004; Goh, 2002; Lepawsky, 2009). Indeed, Penang’s politicians have been la-

belled ‘development obsessed’ for their frequent references to Hong Kong and Singapore as 

models to follow and expensive infrastructure projects (Connolly, 2019c; Nambiar, 2018; 

Netto, 2018; Ng, 2016). This will also be seen in the following section, whereby the State 

Government has continued to promote large development projects on Penang Hill, despite 

seeking to promote its cultural and natural heritage attributes. 

 Another important feature of the Hill is related to the natural environment, especially 

the cooler temperature on the Hill, which “furnishes a cool refuge” from the “sweltering heat-

glazed plains” below (Khor in Khor et al. 1991, p. 37). As Margaret Khor put it, the ‘raw’ 

and ‘bracing’ air on Penang Hill also has a tranquil effect which restores the spirit, nerves and 

enables one to “resume the battle for existence in the city” during the week (ibid). The phe-

nomenological qualities of the Hill are posited to be central to its charm, with the “rainbow-

coloured birds and butterflies”, foliage, as well as the ‘rushing sounds’ made by the little wa-

terfalls and streams (ibid). These qualities are amplified by the “wonderful panorama” below, 

with the “pulsing blue waters” of the Straits of Penang, and the ‘dark haze’ of Kedah Peak“ 
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(Khor in Khor, 1991, p. 37). Such comments pertaining to the biophysical environment of 

Penang Hill are illustrative of the imagined relationship of Penangites to the natural environ-

ment, and account for much of the cultural significance of the Hill.  

 The various architectural, historical, cultural and biophysical qualities of the Hill cor-

respond to many of the ten selection criteria, or ‘outstanding universal values’ (OUVs) used 

by UNESCO in evaluating and designating World Heritage Sites (UNESCO, 2005). For ex-

ample, Criterion (ii) specifically refers to the “interchange of human values over a span of 

time within a cultural area of the world on developments in architecture, town-planning or 

landscape design” (UNESCO, 2017). Others include criterion (v): “an outstanding example 

of traditional human settlement…which is representative of…human interaction with the en-

vironment”; (vii): “areas of exceptional natural beauty and aesthetic importance”; and (x): 

“significant natural habitats for in-situ conservation of biological diversity” (UNESCO, 

2005). Two of these OUVs (ii and v) correspond to the criteria for cultural sites, while two 

relate to those for natural sites (vii and x).  

 Since 1992, UNESCO has recognised sites that exhibit “significant interactions be-

tween people and the natural environment” as cultural landscapes (ibid). However, Penang 

does not feature on this list of cultural landscapes, which is largely due to the strict definition 

of the existing World Heritage Site to the inner city area of George Town. This is a signifi-

cant omission, as one resident put it, “the hill to me is not only a part of the land but more a 

part of my being…it is a place to commune with nature” (in Khor, 1991, 42). This quotation 

underscores the importance of developing more progressive forms of inhabitation of urban 

landscapes based on modes of ‘multi-species flourishing’ which Donna Haraway and other 

scholars have argued is central to building more socio-ecologically just societies (DeSilvey, 

2017; Haraway, 2016; Hinchliffe, 2002; Houston, et al., 2018). Yet, development projects in 

Penang are often planned without “seemingly any regard for the local community or the 
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ecology of the island” (in Khor, 1991, p. 43). As Ishizawa (2014, p. 34) has lamented, even in 

efforts of nature conservation, the strategies employed have often been premised on a “utili-

tarian vision of resources and nature, bringing human needs to the front while leaving other 

aspects of nature and ecosystems in second place”. Therefore, Rodney Harrison (2013, p.9) 

has proposed that we need to understand “heritage as an emergent property of the dialogical 

relationships between human beings and a range of other human and non-human actors and 

their environments” (see also Hinchliffe, 2002). To this end, in order for Penang Hill to be 

sustainable in the long term, the community will have to work with and not against nature. 

 

5. Penang Hill’s (Re)Development Trajectories: From nature reserve to Biosphere re-

serve?  

 Penang Hill is touted by the Penang State Government as a ‘green, heritage destina-

tion’, and the recommended tourism theme for the Hill as ‘nature and heritage tourism’ 

(Netto, 2013). Penang Hill is managed by Penang Hill Corporation (PHC), formed in 2009, 

which manages the UNESCO World Heritage Site, is a state-owned corporation, directed 

largely by politicians. While Gibby (2017, p. 201) suggested that this might be a “positive 

step” for the hill, I would argue that this seems not to be the case. While the PHC discursive-

ly taps into the natural and cultural heritage aspects of the Hill, this is largely superficial. This 

is seen partly in the vision statement of the PHC, which has changed from: “A hill with a 

heart that bonds us together with the environment” (quoted in Gibby, 2017, p. 202), to the 

much more corporate: “to be the hill resort of choice in Malaysia” (PHC, 2019). Moreover, 

the PHC’s website claims that the organization was formed “with the primary objectives of 

managing the funicular train system and the development of Penang Hill” (ibid). The website 

also describes the PHC’s success with attracting “more and more tourists” up to Penang Hill, 

while many NGOs have argued that the government should be limiting the number of tour-
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ists. Like much tourism-led development in George Town, this has led to the ‘disneyfication’ 

of the Hill, with various artificial, Instagram-friendly developments, like the ‘Owl Museum’ 

and ‘Snow House’ at the former Post Office (see Gibby, 2017, p. 192; Wilson, 1991; Zukin, 

1991).
xi

  

 Despite increased awareness of Penang Hill’s socio-ecological value, Penang Hill is 

still frequently targeted by the State Government for large scale development projects. One 

example is a cable car that was proposed to connect Penang Hill with the adjacent Youth 

Park and Botanical Gardens as a way of improving the efficiency of transport on the island. 

This was incorporated into the Bukit Bendera Draft Local Plan, produced by the State Gov-

ernment in 1993 and gazetted in 1997. While this plan was dismissed as ‘unnecessary’ in a 

2001 World Wildlife Fund (WWF) report commissioned for the Prime Minister’s Office, the 

plan again re-emerged in 2013 with an additional connection to the northwestern tip of Pe-

nang Island (WWF Malaysia, 2001).
xii

 The cable car was declared by the Malaysia Tourism 

and Culture Minister as, “not only a top priority in Penang but also for the country”, and was 

included in the 11th Malaysia Plan (Hilmy, 2015). 

 While the cable car plan has been pursued to increase tourism revenues and improve 

transportation on the island, it has been consistently resisted due to its incompatibility with 

the Hill’s natural environment, and limited carrying capacity. In response to these plans, 

Friends of Penang Hill representatives announced that they would embark on a ‘Save Penang 

Hill 2.0’ campaign if the State Government continued to push the project (Dermawan, 2017). 

They also asked for more public consultation in the planning procedures for the Hill, rather 

than simply announcing plans after contracts have been signed with developers (Netto, 2013; 

Tan, 2013). However, as one informant told me in an interview, the cable car plan is not like-

ly to happen in the near future for the simple reason that the State Government cannot afford 

the RM325 million (£60 mil.) that it would require. 
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 More recently, the PHC announced plans for two new hotels to be built on Penang 

Hill, claiming that these would “blend in well with the environment”, and “be compatible 

with the history and heritage of Penang Hill” (Tan, 2018). This announcement, however, has 

been criticised by NGOs, pointing out that the largest hotel on Penang Hill has only 12 

rooms, while one of the proposed hotels will contain 200 (Tan, 2018). As Thompson et al. 

(2017) caution, eco-tourism strategies can thus result in serious failings with regards to herit-

age conservation if the local governance regimes are ineffective. While there is strong legis-

lation protecting the integrity of Penang’s hills, this is largely not enforced by the govern-

ment. This emphasises the need for the active role of local residents in co-directing the plan-

ning process and preserving important heritage landscapes (see Caballero, 2016).  

 Most alternative visions for Penang Hill are supportive of its use - in part - as a tourist 

resort, but argue that it should focus on natural tourism (Gibby, 2017; Khor et al., 1991). It is 

posited that the Hill and its flora and fauna could play an increasingly important role in recre-

ation, nature tourism, conservation, scientific research and education, many of which are 

functions that it has always served. They used this line of reasoning to counter the State Gov-

ernment’s emphasis on supporting increased numbers of visitors, by arguing that the Hill 

could cater to specialist groups of tourists who are willing to pay higher sums of money to 

experience the Hill’s unique assets. Various stakeholders have noted that this would also be a 

more sustainable form of development, whereby “sustainable economic activities facilitate 

conservation efforts, and vice versa” while also requiring minimal capital investment (Chan, 

2018; Khor et al., 1991; Gibby, 2017).  

 One example would be extending the Botanical Gardens at the base to encompass part 

of the Hill, which could educate visitors about the flowering hill shrubs and plants not found 

in lowland areas. Similarly, there has been no attempt to promote visits to the Hill after sun-



A
cc

ep
te

d
 A

rt
ic

le
 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved. 

set. As Gibby (2017) has pointed out, doing so would diversify the range of activities visitors 

to the Hill can experience, such as star-gazing, dining out, or gazing down at the lights of 

George Town and Butterworth, which are all ‘traditional’ Hill activities. Underlining these 

sentiments, one concerned Penangite wrote, “if tourists go up the hill, it is because of its fresh 

charm and relaxing atmosphere, not any man-made amenities…it has a natural loveliness that 

needs no touching up” (in Khor 1991, p. 41).  

 Responding to public pressure, the Penang State Government announced in October, 

2016, that it would seek UNESCO Biosphere Reserve Listing for Penang Hill, which would 

grant the same level of protection as the George Town UNESCO site (Ngui, 2016; The Star, 

2016). Biosphere Reserves are described by UNESCO (2017) as “learning sites for sustaina-

ble development”, which “promote solutions reconciling the conservation of biodiversity 

with its sustainable use”. Biosphere Reserve nominations must come from the Malaysian 

(Federal) Government, which requires active cooperation between the government, scientists, 

and other stakeholders. While the status is still pending (at time of writing), designation 

would promote and support biodiversity research to be conducted on the Hill, which will help 

to document and conserve the Hill’s unique flora and fauna. UNESCO Biosphere listing 

would be consistent with the alternative visions for Penang Hill outlined above and could be 

done with minimal infrastructure. It would thus serve the goal of educating visitors about the 

Hill and its ecological, cultural and social importance to Penang Island (Chan, 2018). This is 

a point highlighted in the Penang Strategic Development Plan (2001), which emphasises the 

need for sustainable tourism, meaning that there should be “no degradation to those very at-

tributes that make the place a viable tourist attraction in the first place” (quoted in Gibby 

2017, p. 181).   

 This model of sustainable development has finally been accomplished in part by The 

Habitat at Penang Hill - which is a private sector, eco-tourism based attraction located near 
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the Upper Station. The Habitat promotes exploration of the Hill’s intrinsic identity, unique 

features and attributes. It has a wide walking path, canopy walkway and zip line, which allow 

visitors to experience the natural environment of the summit area. Most interviewees consult-

ed agree that this is a positive development and a good sign for the future of the Hill. Indeed, 

the Habitat Foundation which manages the site is actively involved in conducting research 

necessary to support and justify Biosphere Reserve listing (Chan, 2018). As Head and Muir 

(2016) have noted, such forms of community action help to identify possibilities for trans-

formative potential with regards to sustainable urban development. 

 However, the State Government in 2018 announced a plan for a RM9 billion (£1.66 

billion) highway, which would tunnel through 10km of Penang’s hills, including a bridge 

over the Penang Hill Railway. As a former senior UNESCO advisor familiar with Penang has 

claimed, this would be “clearly incompatible” with the Biosphere designation, and “in fact, 

seemed purposely designed to undermine and scuttle this conservation initiative” (quoted in 

Netto, 2018). Therefore, while the State Government continues to actively pursue the Bio-

sphere Reserve nomination, it seems that this is being done largely for the purposes of tour-

ism and promoting Penang and Penang Hill internationally (see Chern, 2018; Chow, 2018). 

For instance, the general manager of PHC was quoted as saying that the Biosphere Reserve 

project would help to attract up to 13,000 people up to Penang Hill simultaneously, which is 

far beyond the 4,000 deemed feasible by the WWF Report on Penang Hill (described above) 

and the 10,000 stated in the Penang Hill Structure Plan. As such, PHC’s promotion of Penang 

Hill as a 'green, heritage designation’, and a place where visitors can “see the nature, feel the 

history” is largely a green-washing strategy intended to attract tourists (PHC 2018; see also 

Chan, 2018).  
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Conclusion 

The controversies over the development of Penang Hill documented above has shed light on 

the challenges - but also the potentials - at stake in the conservation of urban heritage. While 

heritage conservation in the past has been hampered by rigid binaries of cultural/natural, tan-

gible/intangible and urban/rural, the case of Penang illustrates how such binaries might be 

overcome. This is seen in the way in which heritage NGOs and activists in Penang have be-

come increasingly concerned with emerging threats to the natural environment, and how the-

se are negatively impacting Penang’s rich heritage assets, which are seen as central to 

Penangites’ sense of place and well-being. In conceptualising this relationship, insights from 

writing on the political ecology of landscape have been instrumental in this effort, through its 

recognition of the integration of cultural and natural values embedded in the landscape, and 

holistic view of the urban and rural. While the concept of landscape has influenced both the 

academic literature on heritage and conservation approaches, I argue that insights from urban 

political ecology are also vital to better grasp the nature-culture dialectic at play in many ur-

ban landscapes. Acknowledging this relationship is especially important in order to develop 

and maintain landscapes that foster progressive relations with the natural world, which cannot 

be done through nature parks alone (see DeSilvey, 2017; Wilson, 1991).  

 In this regard, the paper has also paved the way for what might be termed an urban 

political ecology of heritage. While the more rural strand of political ecology has examined 

nature and biodiversity conservation issues (see Vaccaro et al., 2012 for a review), UPE has 

not to date engaged with heritage issues. This constitutes a considerable lacunae given the 

often unequal power relationships and struggles over land and resources that are often em-

bedded within heritage controversies. Nonetheless, in addition to its conceptual tools for de-

constructing binaries, I argue that UPE also provides a critical framework through which to 
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examine controversies over the conservation of urban heritage landscapes. As Wilson (1991, 

p. 16) has argued, constructing forms of urban heritage conservation that are able to connect 

cultural and natural aspects of the landscape “must begin with understanding the process of 

contemporary land development” and everyday experiences of it. Concepts and methods 

from UPE may also help to inform heritage practitioners in integrating cultural and natural 

conservation strategies in urban settings.  

 Finally, the paper has also pointed to the importance of bottom-up approaches in cre-

ating and conserving integrated cultural/natural heritage landscapes, which adds to the aca-

demic literature on (urban) heritage governance. As Bandarin & van Oers (2012) have put it: 

“local communities integrate natural and cultural components of any given locale through 

their daily practices and behaviour…into a singular experience”, which is often not fully ap-

preciated by urban governments. While the (State Government-led) Penang Hill Corporation 

has sought to promote the natural and cultural heritage components of the Hill, it has done so 

in a largely commercial way, merely seeking to develop the hill and attract increasing num-

bers of tourists. Yet, as local NGOs have shown, such approaches are untenable for conserv-

ing the historical and heritage significance of the Hill. As Kaika & Swyngedouw (2011, p. 

101) have argued, there is hence a need to “move away from ‘resistance' to a demand for 

transformation”. A transformation of dominant approaches to heritage conservation and ur-

ban development - “which can produce more equitable socio-ecological conditions, and im-

agine possible alternative urban natures” (ibid). This will require new governance mecha-

nisms (such as the UNESCO Biosphere project) that can move beyond human-cantered ap-

proaches to conservation and development planning. 
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A view from Penang Hill. Photo by author, 2017 
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Map of Penang Hill and surrounding area. Base map from openstreetmap.org. 
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i
 There is also a smaller ‘mixed’ category, but, as of February 2017, this only constitutes 35 out of 1052 total 

sites.   
ii
 A recent collaboration between ICOMOS (International Council on Monuments and Sites) and IUCN (Inter-

national Union for the Conservation of Nature) has sought to address this gap through a joint ‘culture-nature 

journey’ to better recognise the relationship between cultural and natural components of heritage sites world-

wide (ICOMOS, 2016). 
iii

 For a detailed critique of the UNESCO approach to heritage conservation, see Ishizawa (2014).  
iv

 While various terms have been proposed to indicate the interconnection between cultural and natural land-

scapes, such as ‘natural-cum-cultural’ heritage (Jim 2005) and ‘historic urban landscape (Caballero, 2016), I use 

the notion of urban heritage to incorporate both of these dimensions. 
v
 By sustainable development, I refer to development which does not negatively impact the nature of biodiversi-

ty, and traditional cultural practices (handed down from previous generations) (see Winter and Daly, 2012).  
vi

 These interviews were conducted as part of a larger project seeking to understand urban redevelopment, herit-

age conservation and urban governance initiatives in Penang, and were not all relevant to this particular paper. 

Ethical clearance was granted by the Institutional Review Board, National University of Singapore, for the peri-

od Dec. 2016 - Dec. 2018.  
vii

 Narrative analysis was done manually, using an inductive coding approach with the following thematic 

groupings informed by the conceptual framing of my research: cultural/natural heritage, landscape, aesthetics, 

nature-society relationships, ecosystems services and sustainable development (see Berger, 1997).  
viii

 Duncan & Duncan (2001, p. 391) define aesthetics as “the unarticulated, unmediated and naturalised pleas-

ure one takes in the concrete materiality of things in themselves”. 
ix

 Today, only seven percent of Penang State’s forests remain in tact.   
x
 While I am aware of the argument that the beauty of landscapes like Penang Hill “can obscure the exclusion as 

well as the exploitation that produces them” (Duncan & Duncan 2001: 389), this is a point that is beyond the 

scope of the present paper, and has been documented elsewhere (see Aiken, 1987; Gibby, 2017) 
xi

 Disneyfication refers to “the transformation of a location to resemble one of Walt Disney’s theme parks - be-

coming totally artificial, but ‘pretty’ and entertaining. It is the stripping of a place…of its original character and 

repackaging it” (Gibby, 2017: 192; see also Wilson, 1991; Zukin, 1991).  
xii

 ‘Study on the Development of Hill Stations Final Report’, prepared for the Economic Planning Unit, Prime 

Minister’s Department. 
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