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ABSTRACT

The Global Geopark Networks (GGN) created the concept of “geopark” as a geographically designated area that contains geological, ecological, historical cultural resources for community sustainable development primarily through tourism activities. The Langkawi archipelago has always been rich in such resources and heritage, and was conferred the geopark status by GGN in 2007. Since then, the government and some private, non-governmental organisations have been involved in many geopark projects and activities. Some of them are members of the top down governance system while other parties work independently of one another. For Langkawi to sustain in the long run as a successful and economically developed geopark without the depletion of its geological, ecological, cultural and historical resources, its governance system can be further improved. Effective custodian participation is best achieved through proper governance network system whereby the networks are established between at least two or more organisational and non-organisational custodians irrespective of their social status, ethnicity, gender, wealth and income levels. Specifically, the custodians should work closely together and establish networks in a transparent, accountable, responsible, fair, trustworthy and consistent manner. Effective participation should be in terms of shared norms of behaviour such as cooperation, assistance and influence. Furthermore, such effective participation is based on shared views, shared values, shared norms and other shared aspects guided to some extend by basic network principles such as reciprocity and mutuality. This implies that similarity or commonality is a key feature in social networks formation of the custodians. Trust is also present as a network element. For Langkawi to sustain as a geopark in present and future times, effective participation from all custodians can be achieved through governance networks or social networks. This paper will present some findings from two empirical studies conducted on effective governance networks for the success of Langkawi as a geopark.
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INTRODUCTION

Global Geopark Networks (GGN), a network formed as an initiative under the United Nations, created the concept of geopark. For GGN, a geopark is a geographically designated area that contains geological, ecological, historical and cultural resources for community sustainable development primarily through tourism activities (Global Geoparks Network, n.d.). The Langkawi archipelago in the northern Peninsular Malaysia has always been rich in such resources, and was declared a geopark by GGN in 2007.

Malaysia is proud to have Langkawi as its first geopark. Since 2007, the government, private sectors, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and local communities have been involved in many geopark programmes, projects and activities related to heritage conservation and sustainable development mainly through tourism and eco-tourism. Some of the parties mentioned became involved through the top down governance system while other parties work together in a bottom up approach, or independently of one another for specific projects and activities. Community participation in geopark related tourism and eco-tourism activities and projects are no longer unheard of in Langkawi.

However, for Langkawi to sustain effectively in the long run as a successful and economically sustainable developed geopark without the depletion of its resources, its governance of heritage conservation and sustainable development through tourism need to be further improved through continuous active cooperation between all parties. A geopark that is developed through effective custodian cooperation can contribute to improved local socio-economic growth; specifically, cooperation that is based and sustained through governance networks between the custodians. The governance networks are social networks in nature; hence, the terms “social networks“, “networks” and “governance networks” are used interchangeably throughout this article.


ISSUE AND SIGNIFICANCE OF GOVERNANCE NETWORKS FOR EFFECTIVE CUSTODIANS’ PARTICIPATION IN THE SUSTAINABILITY OF LANGKAWI AS A GEOPARK

In the case of Langkawi Geopark development, this article argues that governance networks play an important role in effective custodian participation for effective geopark governance. Before this article proceeds to explain governance networks between custodians, it will first define social network. What is social network? Why must custodians of Langkawi Geopark or anybody pay attention to networks? In simple terms, networks are about connectedness. They are ties or relationships between people or between organisations or between people and organisations. If they are ties between people, then they are called social ties or social relationships. In the case of Langkawi, social networks are social relationships between custodians. The author considers these networks as governance networks.

The custodians’ governance networks in Langkawi Geopark are considered important simply because the ties between the custodians will enable an understanding of the need for their effective participation in the geopark. Their networks affect every aspect of their daily lives in Langkawi because networks surround them all the time exerting subtle and dramatic influence over their choices, actions, thoughts, feelings and desires relating to geopark participation (Christakis and Fowler, 2009: 7).

Several network theorists have put forth succinct and practical ideas and views about the significance of network in social everyday life. In the case of Langkawi geopark, the significance of governance networks for effective custodians’ participation can be understood based on these ideas. Christakis and Fowler (2009: xiii) argue that if researchers link the scientific study of individuals to the study of groups, they are able to produce explanations about human experiences. Field (2003) echoes this argument. Thus, they share a common idea about basic network theory that individuals shape their networks, and at the same time, their networks shape and affect them. Individuals tend to establish ties or networks with people who share the same interests, histories, dreams, aspirations, views, ideas and others as them. This commonality or similarity idea underlies the key feature of a particular social network theory called homophily theory of networks.

According to homophily theory, similarities between individuals are important as that will determine who they want to connect and network with, who they want to influence, how to influence, who to learn from, how many ties and connections they want to create. Examples of similarities are views, ideas, values, norms, practises and action. Through their networks, those individuals will be able to determine how to achieve their goals, and to control how central they want to be in the social network. At the same time, the people whom they connect with (their network), with and whom they have similarities with will influence and affect how they think, what they do, how they feel, what they want, how to achieve their goals, what choices to choose, who to copy or learn from, and others.

In general, networks allow people to do more things and different things than they can do as individuals; it is like saying the whole is greater than the sum of its parts (Christakis and Fowler, 2009: 9). People connected into groups (networks) are able to do things that a disconnected collection of individuals cannot. Similarly, Field (2003: 1) opined that by making connections with one another, and keeping the connections going over time, people are able to work together to achieve things that they either could not achieve by themselves, or could only achieve with great difficulty. Hence, networks bring benefits to the connected people. However, networks can also be destructive.

The interest in studying social networks had started since the early 20th century and continued until today by anthropologists, sociologists, political scientists, mathematicians, economists, managers, administrators, medical practitioners, psychologists, criminologists and others. The study of social networks has paved the way to understand and explain various aspects of social and daily lives such as social interactions; social group unity; ethnic conflict; organisational behaviour and growth; work productivity, behaviour and motivation (Kapferer, 1972); managerial performance (Burt, 2010); spread of diseases; love and romance; deviance and criminal behaviour; friendship development and education issues (Kolleck, Haan and Fischbach, 2011). By systematically and academically analysing the nature and structure of social networks, researchers are able to delve into issues and offer solutions to problems concerning job seeking and recruitment; corporate elite power; work citation; community development; community participation; emotional contagion or spread of emotions; communication process; inter organisational relations; immigration patterns; work cooperation; marriage and family lives; personality development; business-politics relations and even gangsterism.

Several studies were conducted and reported by Chan (2004; 2005; 2007; 2008; 2009; 2015), Chan and Mohamad Zaki (2008), Chan, Halimaton Saadiah and Sarah (2011) and Chan et al. (2010; 2015) on social networks, focusing in Malaysia. Initially, Chan’s utilisation of the network method led to her discovery of big business formation (patterning of the business group structure) in Malaysia that were based on formal organisational networks (i.e. interlocking directorships) established in conjunction with particular types of social networks such as friendship ties, ties to the state as ex-state bureaucrats and ties based on professional organisation memberships. The networks also indicated particular patterns of business-politics relations primarily evident at the top corporate sector in Malaysia. For Chan, social networks are a potential form of social capital.


The process of Langkawi’s development as a geopark has attracted the interest of Chan and her team of co-researchers to study the role of governance networks and social networks in the development process (Chan et al., 2010; 2015; Chan, Halimaton Saadiah and Sarah, 2011). These studies focus on social networks between individuals who are also custodians in Langkawi geopark development (see also Pumar (2005); and Kolleck, Haan and Fischbach (2011) for studies on social networks in sustainable development). The said study on social networks that spanned a period between 2013 and 2015 for the governance of Langkawi as a geopark had established that governance networks will become effective if there are shared values and norms among the networked custodians. This, in turn, will facilitate and guide their networks towards key shared norms such as influence, assistance and cooperation for geopark activities and projects.

The study team strongly agreed that theoretically, individuals who have established networks between them can work together towards geopark development through economically driven eco-tourism activities by demonstrating mutual behaviour depicting shared norms underpinned by particular shared values. Mutual influence, mutual assistance and cooperation are the shared norms discovered by the study team.

These shared norms are important to ensure and sustain participation in geopark related tourism and eco-tourism activities and projects. Loyalty and trust are the shared values. Other shared aspects between the custodians found to support the networks are, for instance, shared knowledge and understanding, emotions, experiences and viewpoints regarding the benefits of geopark to Langkawi; in addition to shared place of residence, i.e. village (see also Chan et al., 2015; 2016; Chan, 2015).

In the case of Langkawi Geopark, theoretically and in practice, effective custodian participation is best achieved through a proper governance network system whereby at least two or more organisational and non-organisational custodians establish networks between themselves irrespective of their social status, ethnicity, gender and wealth and income levels. Specifically, the custodians should, more than ever before, come together to work together and establish networks in a transparent, accountable, responsible, fair, trustworthy and consistent manner for the sake of good geopark governance (see UNPAGLOSSARY, n.d.; World Bank, 1991; United Nations Economic and Social Council, 2006 for definitions of governance). Effective participation for the custodians would be in terms of shared norms of behaviours such as cooperation, assistance and influence. Furthermore, such effective participation is based on shared views, shared values and some other shared norms guided to some extent by basic network principles such as reciprocity and mutuality. This implies that the custodians’ social networks are shaped by shared values and shared norms. Similarity or commonality is a key feature in social networks formation of the custodians. Trust is also present as a network element.

As mentioned earlier, this article presents and discusses some findings from the two studies conducted by the author and her co-researchers on governance networks established in: (1) top down (or vertical) manner by a government development authority with several other local government authorities, NGOs and community members, and (2) horizontal manner between some community members from two villages who were actively engaging in eco-tourism in their villages at the time of the study. In brief, the main issue for the two studies is concerned with the effectiveness of governance networks that is based on shared views, shared values, norms, trust and other shared aspects for effective custodians’ participation activities and projects and their sustainability. The objectives of the studies that produced the findings are:


	To identify the custodians who cooperated in geopark activities and projects.

	To trace the patterns and types of social networks between the custodians.

	To ascertain types of shared norms and values that underlies the networks.

	To determine other shared aspects between the custodians besides their shared values and norms.


METHODOLOGY USED IN THE STUDY ON EFFECTIVE CUSTODIANS’ PARTICIPATION

The main units of analysis in both of the studies conducted by the author and her co-researchers are government authorities, NGO actors and community members in Langkawi. They are called “custodians” and also social network actors. Community members or villagers from two villages were selected for the studies based on their participation on eco-tourism activities linked to sustainable geopark development. They are Village A and Village B. All the actors’ names are concealed for research ethical reasons, and pseudonyms have been assigned for each actor.

In social network analysis process, the actors are also known as “egos” or “nodes” while links or relationships between them are called “lines”. Their linkages are depicted in network graphs. The following sections will further explain this.

A combination of qualitative and quantitative approaches guided by a combination of inductive-deductive-abductive-retroductive research strategies formed the research methodology of the studies. The studies began by being deductive when the researchers conducted a literature review to develop an initial set of behavioural indicators that imply shared values and shared norms relating to governance networks such as influence, assistance and cooperation among the custodians and various specific reasons for the norms to occur. To substantiate the key ideas on the indicators, the researchers applied ideas from a social network theory on shared values, shared norms and other shared aspects between social actors as shaping and developing social networks between them.

The development of the indicators was not conclusive at the early stage of the studies. Therefore, the researchers continued to pursue an inductive-abductive approach by conducting in-depth interviews during several pilot studies with several key informants from the government, relevant NGOs and communities. This is to obtain socially constructed meanings concerning values and norms seen and practised in geopark and geopark activities and projects, and custodian participation in geopark. This meaning seeking effort became part of the abductive research strategy. The studies finally turned retroductive when meanings on shared values and norms concerning geopark and custodian participation were utilised to fine-tune the indicators for use in the actual fieldwork. The fieldwork required informants to fill in a particular questionnaire that contained several matrix tables filled with the finalised indicators.

The main methods of data collection are documentary search as well as in-depth interviews and survey conducted during the fieldwork. As for the main method of data analysis, systematic content analysis and social network analysis were used.

Social network analysis is a method of analysis based on graph theory (Scott, 1991; Wasserman and Faust, 1994). This method traces and analyses pattern of networks in a qualitative and quantitative manner. This means social networks can be analysed and explained objectively in a numerical manner. The outcome of the analysis is represented by network graphs (or sociograms) that depict who is linked to who based on what, and how strong, weak or close are the relationships. In the studies by the author, the network patterns in the network graphs were based on shared values and shared norms that depict expected shared good behaviour (shared norms) in terms of influence, cooperation and assistance for effective participation in geopark activities, including activities related to eco-tourism. Specifically, one of the studies examined various reasons for the norms to occur.

During the fieldwork, the informants were required to state any indicator in the questionnaire they deemed relevant. The information given by the informants was considered raw data. Upon completion of the fieldwork, the researchers inputted the raw questionnaire data into EXCEL files. Subsequently, the data was transferred into social network analysis software called UCINET 6 to analyse and determine qualitatively and quantitatively patterns of social networks based on shared values, shared norms and other shared aspects. UCINET 6 is able to analyse network patterns of single actors. This type of analysis called ego-centred network analysis was utilised in the studies.


As mentioned earlier, network patterns of relationships are seen as lines in network graphs. The following sections of this article will visually portray those graphs. The graphs demonstrate the varying levels of strengths, weaknesses and closeness of relationships through varying thickness of the lines. The higher the number (or frequencies) of reasons for the norms to occur as well as the greater the sharing (or similarities) of values and other aspects the network actors have, the thicker the lines linking them and the stronger and closer the relationships. As will be seen in the following sections, the frequencies and kinds of similarities are represented in numbers. In empirical and practical terms, this implies that in order to participate effectively in geopark related activities through cooperation, assistance and influence, the actors established social networks between themselves based on shared values, shared norms and other shared aspects.

RESEARCH FINDINGS

The first section presents and discusses some findings of effective governance networks of a geopark activity entitled Geopark Carnival 2011. The following section will present some findings of effective ego-centred governance networks for the operation of eco-tourism activities conducted by local community members of two villages in Langkawi.

Governance Networks for Custodians’ Cooperation in Geopark Carnival 2011

Geopark Carnival is an annual activity organised by a local government development authority in Langkawi. From 31 May until 4 June 2011, Geopark Carnival was carried out with the theme “Savouring the Nature, Nurturing the Culture”. The meaning of this theme is the appreciation of the beauty of nature and cultivation of cultural heritage values in Langkawi. This theme suited the geopark concept as it embraced all elements of heritage conservation and sustainable development that are conveyed to the public and people of Langkawi.

Many government agencies, school authorities, hotel operators, business operators and retailers, NGOs and local communities were directly and actively involved in co-organising the carnival. Some of them did so because of work obligations while others carried out their corporate social responsibility or guided by volunteerism. The custodians identified are tagged as follow: Lad, Majpeba, Pejda, Japam, Podiram, Kema, Marim, Beliasu, and Tubacom. The NGOs were Latga, Lata, Kumperika, Fotoclu, Pasamal, Motoclas, Atiskeb, Wayaku, and Mahot, while Srigenda and Koleko were education organisations. Hotbellvist is the hotel operator while Azdaent is from the business sector. A local mosque was also involved. As mentioned earlier all the names are concealed for research ethical reasons. All the custodians worked together in various stages of the activity; from decision making to planning and implementation. The level of cooperation was generally good. All the custodians developed a series of working relationships and networked cordially among themselves especially with LADA.

Shared aspects, as noted before, allowed the custodians to work together, cooperate and consequently bind their work networks. The shared aspects are shared understanding, knowledge and viewpoints concerning geopark and the importance of geopark to Langkawi in terms of socio-economic development, heritage conservation and sustainable development. Interviews and observations showed that there was trust between the custodians. Figure 1 shows the finding on the patterns of governance networks based on those shared aspects.

Figure 2 further shows network patterns based on shared values and shared norms for cooperation among the custodians that ensured the implementation of the carnival. The common and shared norms of behaviour demonstrated were constant communications, efforts to understand information and messages conveyed by the main organiser, efforts to constantly refer to the main organiser in case of doubts or queries and compliance to work rules imposed by the main organiser. In addition, the custodian gave moral support to one another. Shared value like trust was evident.

Governance Networks for Local Community Custodians’ in Eco-tourism Activity

This section briefly discusses findings from another study conducted by the study team on social networks for community participation in a geopark eco-tourism related activity in Langkawi. Boat operations for eco-tourism were the activities focused in the study. Interesting patterns of shared values, shared norms and other shared aspects that underpinned governance networks (i.e. social networks) were unveiled among members of local communities from Village A and Village B. Various specific reasons for the norms to occur were also uncovered.

At the time of the study, the residents were actively involved in eco-tourism activities in their villages in Langkawi. The local community members were network actors who participated in the eco-tourism activity as tourist boat operators, boat owners or boat operators employed by the boat owners. In Village A, a total of 22 network actors were identified while 26 networks actors were identified in Village B.

Key shared values identified were trust and loyalty while other shared aspects were knowledge (cognition), emotion, viewpoints, experiences and place of residences. Most of these actors were friends, relatives, neighbours, employers and employees. Therefore, the types of social networks were friendship networks, family ties, neighbour networks and work ties. These types of networks have been established prior to their participation in the eco-tourism activity. Some networks were pre-existing and familial in nature. The shared values and other shared aspects acted as a foundation for shared norms.



[image: art]

Figure 1: Network graph on shared understanding and awareness for cooperation among custodians in Geopark Carnival, 2011.
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Figure 2: Network graph on shared values and norms for cooperation among custodians as a basis of governance networks in Geopark Carnival 2011.




This means that the actors demonstrated similar behaviour such as giving influence, assistance and cooperation as a way of showing their participation in the eco-tourism activities. There were various reasons for the shared behaviour or norms to occur. Among the reasons identified were generation of revenue, increase in family socio-economic status, increase in village’s socio-economic status, new work opportunities, heritage conservation, benefits for future generation, economic development of the village, tourist promotion, assistance to friends and family members, promotion of villages to tourists, boat operator replacement, similar community association membership, similar work, effort in promoting boat operation to tourists, and expertise in boat operation. The shared values and norms actually reinforced existing and pre-existing social networks.

Examples of social network graphs depicting shared norms of influence, assistance and cooperation among network actors in Village A and Village B

This section firstly demonstrates some examples of network graphs of influence of network actors in Village A and Village B. Figures 3–10 that follow show network graphs of assistance and cooperation among the same network actors in both villages. In the graphs, the varying thickness of the lines linking the actors represents varying types of shared values and shared norms of influence, assistance and cooperation among the actors in both villages, and varying reasons for the norms to occur. The thicker the lines, the higher the numbers (or frequencies) of reasons for cooperation, influence and assistance to occur as well as the more similarities the actors share, and the stronger their social networks for participation in eco-tourism activities in the villages through influence, assistance and cooperation.

Some examples of other shared aspects among network actors in Village A and Village B

This section presents and discusses some findings of other shared aspects among the network actors from both Village A and Village B, in addition to other shared norms and values that have been discussed in the earlier section of this article. The shared aspects are:


	Perceptions concerning benefits of participation in eco-tourism activities and geopark

	Cognitive i.e. knowledge about Langkawi as a geopark

	Experiences in eco-tourism activities

	Neighbourhood, i.e. place of residence in the same village
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Figure 3: Social networks of influence of actor Msriy in Village A.
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Figure 4: Social networks of influence of actor Azml in Village A.
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Figure 5: Social networks of influence of actor Rusm in Village B.
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Figure 6: Social networks of influence of actor Rsmg in Village B.
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Figure 7: Social networks of assistance and cooperation of actor Azml in Village A.
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Figure 8: Social networks of assistance and cooperation of actor Fzo in Village A.
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Figure 9: Social networks of assistance and cooperation of actor Rusm in Village B.
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Figure 10: Social networks of assistance and cooperation of actor Mrzi in Village B.



The actors similarly perceived various benefits concerning participation in eco-tourism activities and geopark, and they also shared all kinds of knowledge about Langkawi as a geopark. Some benefits perceived were exchange of ideas and knowledge, village gaining benefits, new work opportunities, village socio-economic growth, enhanced community relationships, tourist attractions and assisting friends and family in the activities. Concerning knowledge of Langkawi as a geopark, some actors had knowledge of geopark as consisting of 99 islands, ecological conservation, cultural conservation, biological conservation, place filled with rocks, geopark for tourist attraction, geopark as a place for new work opportunities, geopark for socio-economic development and others.

The following Figure 11 depicts shared perceptions on various benefits of participation in eco-tourism activities and geopark and shared knowledge about Langkawi as a geopark. For practical purpose, this article shall only visually present some examples of graphs for Village B. Although not presented visually in this article, the network graphs on Village A also have almost similar graphs designs, with many nodes and lines and strength of lines represented by numbers.

As shown, Figure 11 from the case of Village B depicts the varying thickness of the lines linking the actors representing varying types of shared perceptions and shared knowledge in the village. This finding is similar for Village A. The thicker the lines, the more similarities were found among the actors. This finding implies that all the 26 actors in Village B had established close and strong networks based on shared perceptions of benefits of eco-tourism participation and geopark as well as based on shared knowledge about Langkawi as a geopark. Hence, they were also able to influence and assist one another and cooperate well in the geopark activities based on those similarities.

Shared experiences in eco-tourism activities and shared place of residence, i.e. neighbourhood

Shared experiences between the villagers referred to their experiences in participation in eco-tourism activities, whether in ownership of boats for operations or boat operations. Most of the actors were boat operators while some were employers of the operators. All the actors in both villages were living in the same neighbourhoods or villages at the time of the study.

Types of social networks

There are two types of social networks uncovered among the network actors in the Geopark Carnival and the two villages, i.e. formal and informal ones. The formal one is based on employer-employee relations while the informal ones are based on:


	Friendship networks

	Family ties based on marriage

	Family ties

	Work ties

	Neighbourhood ties
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Figure 11: Social networks of shared perceptions of benefits of eco-tourism participation and geopark among actors in Village B.
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Figure 12: Social networks of shared knowledge about Langkawi as a geopark among actors in Village B.




Overall, all the above findings demonstrate that geopark related activities in Langkawi, i.e. Geopark Carnival and boat operations for mangrove tourist visits in Village A and Village B, were able to succeed because the social networks, that linked the actors who were involved in the activities, were supported by various commonalities found between them. The commonalities were shared values, shared norms and other shared aspects such as knowledge (cognition), emotion, viewpoints, experiences and place of residence. These commonalities linked the actors who were friends, relatives, neighbours, employers or employees with one another. The shared values and other shared aspects indeed became a foundation for the formation of social networks that eventually enabled the actors to establish shared norms such as giving influence, assistance and cooperation as a way of showing their participation in the eco-tourism activities.

In the case of the Geopark Carnival, the government and non-governmental actors together with some community members shared the values of trust, understanding, knowledge and viewpoints concerning geopark and the importance of geopark to Langkawi in terms of socio-economic development, heritage conservation and sustainable development. As for Village A and Village B, among the reasons for the shared behaviour or norms to occur were the generation of revenue, increase in family socio-economic status, increase in village’s socio-economic status, new work opportunities, heritage conservation, benefits for future generation, economic development of the village, tourist promotion, assistance to friends and family members, promotion of villages to tourists, boat operator replacement, similar community association membership, similar work, efforts in promoting boat operation to tourists, and expertise in boat operation.

CONCLUSION

This article confirms that governance networks are important elements in understanding the nature of custodians’ participation in the sustainability of Langkawi as a geopark, especially their effective participation in ensuring their continuous operation of geopark related activities. The custodians were government authorities, non-government authorities, private business sector and local community members. The governance networks were found to have been developed from both top-down and bottom up manner in the development of Langkawi as a geopark, mainly through tourism and eco-tourism activities. Governance networks require shared views, knowledge and understanding, trust, and shared values and shared norms among custodians to make them work, and more importantly to make the networks work well.

Shared values such as trust and loyalty, while shared norms such as shared behaviours are generally considered as good and proper behaviour for the custodians’ effective participation in geopark development based on heritage conservation and sustainable development in Langkawi. The key behaviours were influence, assistance and cooperation and they were guided by the shared values. There are also other types of shared norms of behaviours as discussed earlier.

What is also clear is that similarities, that is, shared values and norms, between the custodians could facilitate mutual influence as well as support. Theoretically and practically, without these values and norms, governance networks or any networks for that matter, might not work well or effectively, including existing and pre-existing ones such as family ties, friendship ties, work relationships and neighbourhood ties.
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