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PRESS STATEMENT 

 

SUHAKAM’ S CONCERN OVER THE PLIGHT OF  

THE PENANS IN SARAWAK 

 

The Human Rights Commission of Malaysia (SUHAKAM) is extremely concerned 

over the plight of the Penan in Sarawak. The continuous disregard of the community’s 

claim on their ancestral land will push this community further into marginalisation. 

 

SUHAKAM was recently made to understand that the Penan community in Long Singu, 

Belaga, Sarawak, will witness further destruction of their natural environment and 

livelihood following Shin Yang Forestry Sdn Bhd move to clear forest areas in 

September and October 2007 on land claimed by the Penan communities in Long Singu  

 

and Long Jaik. The areas affected form fractions of the total 155,930 hectares of land 

located between Batang Belaga and Sungai Murum in the Belaga District, Kapit Division, 

Sarawak, which was licensed by the Government to Shin Yang Forestry Sdn Bhd under 

the Licence for Planted Forest (LPF)/0018 commencing from 19 November 1999 until 18 

November 2059.  

 

SUHAKAM had recently published a report entitled “Penan in Ulu Belaga: Right to Land 

and Socio-Economic Development”. The Report is based on SUHAKAM’s investigative 

research which was carried out as a response to complaints received by SUHAKAM from 

the Penan Headmen from Long Singu and Long Jaik in 2006. Their complaints pertained 

to logging and forestation activities, which they claimed have encroached on their 

ancestral land.  
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SUHAKAM’s investigation found that despite being an indigenous group of Sarawak, the 

Penan’s historic custom of ownership and stewardship of land is not considered in the 

Sarawak Land Code 1958. As a consequence, logging licences were issued and 

plantation activities were carried out with little consideration to the Penan’s claim to 

land.  

 

Further research found that through the Sarawak Land Code (amendment) Bill 2000 

which was passed by the State Assembly on 9 May 2007, Section 5(2)f which provided 

‘any other lawful method’ of establishing claim to land had been deleted.  This provision 

was previously used constantly to argue for the Penan’s claim to land. The deletion of 

the Section, however, has nullified their adat system from a legal perspective. It tacitly 

infringes on the indigenous group’s right to exercise traditional claim over their 

territorial domain. 

 

SUHAKAM also found that there is literature evidence on Penan paths and burial sites 

within the licenced area. These are in accordance to Section 5(2)d and 5(2)e of the 

Sarawak Land Code 1958. Reference should be made to this in weighing the Penan’s 

right to land.  

 

SUHAKAM, therefore, reiterates its recommendations in its report on “Penan in Ulu 

Belaga: Right to Land and Socio-Economic Development” which, among others, include 

the following: 

 

• that the Government takes necessary action to amend the Sarawak Land Code 

1958 to take into consideration the Penan’s unique way of establishing land 

ownership and stewardship; 

 

• that the Government alienate areas where there is evidence of Penan paths and 

burial sites which clearly reflects Section 5(2)d and 5(2)e of the Sarawak Land 

Code 1958; 
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• that sufficiently sized land be provided for the Penans who have lost their 

ancestral land following narrowly interpreted legislation and logging and 

plantation activities. Provision of land should take into consideration increasing 

family size and their dependence on jungle produce for food and daily 

necessities. 

 

While the Government has repeatedly emphasised its commitment to protect its 

citizens, it seems that the inherent rights of the Penan in Sarawak are compromised. 

Besides the non-recognition of their traditional claims to land, SUHAKAM also found that 

the Penans live in abject poverty. This is partly contributed with the fact that the 

Penans are now living with depleting food source and polluted water. 

 

SUHAKAM fears that continued disregard of the Penan’s inherent rights would further 

displace the community and consequently, jeopardise their survival and livelihood. 

 

… END … 

“HUMAN RIGHTS FOR ALL” 
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