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Abstract 

Agricultural activities are usually considered as sustenance which dominate rural farm areas and solely support household 

consumption. The purpose of this study is to investigate the types of agricultural activities by Bintulu residents and to 

understand their comprehension of agriculture. The data presented in this paper focuses on the basic understanding of 

respondents on agricultural sectors through the distribution of questionnaires at an agricultural event. Our findings indicated 

that the majority of respondents were male (59.9%), obtained SPM level education (30.7%) and 64.4% participated in 

agricultural activities in their home. This finding showed that most agricultural activities support their vegetable consumption 

and to provide income to support household expenses. Their activities are also limited to small acreages of available land for 

cultivation which focuses on limited soil near their houses with limited profit (<RM1, 000). Hence, these findings may 

provides significant findings for establishing an approach to help these farmers. 
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1. Introduction 

Agricultural activities were necessary for most of human 

history. It may be used for sustenance, a hobby or 

commercialisation activities. The importance of agriculture 

is not only to supply adequate food but also to generate 

income (Aliber and Hart, 2009; Seng, 2015; Sibhatu and 

Qaim, 2017) [1, 2, 3]. Accordingly, profit gained from the 

agriculture sector has been reported in Malaysia from 2009 

to 2013 (Noraniza, 2016) [4]. This indicates good growth of 

this industry even through it is only a small-scale 

production. Most countries around the world have 

highlighted the importance of this activity to support 

household consumption and to improve their welfare 

(Onakuse, 2012; Zhong et al. 2013; Vlad, 2014; Sibhatu and 

Qaim, 2017) [3, 5, 6]. This activity helps rural farmers to earn 

extra income to cover their expenditure such as groceries, 

children’s education and utility bills. Commonly, 

agricultural activities in rural areas were dominated by 

females rather than males because males tend to join the 

workforce for a stable monthly income. Adding to this, 

Chen et al. (2019) [7] found that most males have a brighter 

future in accessing the workforce rather than females as they 

can easily join any type of labour work. Women are mostly 

represented by housewives that live in rural areas and tend 

to grow vegetables as sustenance and help the males to 

support the family. 

There are several problems that made agricultural activities 

less profitable, such as limited land availability, high cost of 

production and limited knowledge. Limited land availability 

also causes major implications to agriculture. The majority 

of rural farmers have less than 1 ha of land (Malaysia's 

Open Data Portal, 2019) [8]. Their land comes with housing 

which leaves limited land space to be used for agriculture. 

Other than the problem of land availability, limited 

resources such as high-quality seeds, tools, fertiliser and 

other related agricultural requirements are also limited. 

Findings by Das (2015) [9] also revealed that the land size, 

fertiliser and educational status have a positive relationship 

on the income of farmers. This is why most farmers in rural 

areas tend to cultivate and sustain crops only for sustenance 

due to limiting factors. According to Abdul Nasir and 

Norliza (2015) [10], those problems can be resolved through 

giving adequate funding and providing substantial 

agricultural courses and incentives. Moreover, lucrative 

profits in agriculture may provide more incentive to the 

other farmers to elevate their interest in cultivating crops. 

Research by Drakel (2012) [11] and Hilmanto (2012) [12] 

emphasised that a major contributor to the agricultural 

sector is a focus on commodity prices. As the prices 

increase, this substantially covers their expenses in 

agricultural activities, leading to a higher tendency of 

farmers cultivating crops. 

One of the obstacles that exists in the agricultural sector is 

that the sector is mainly ventured by the older generation, 

specifically being dominated by >45 year old farmers 

(Drakel, 2012; Susilowati, 2016; Ansong Omari et al. 2018) 
[11, 13, 14], as the younger generation is more interested in 

working in a more conducive environment with stable 

income. Moreover, the older generation applies old 

agricultural knowledge or relies on indigenous knowledge 

which is unprofitable compared to the recommenced 

practises by local agricultural authorities. This has been 

supported by other studies on age gaps between the farmers 

which limit the potential of this industry (Drakel, 2012; 

Susilowati, 2016) [11, 13]. However, Dian et al. (2016) [15] in 

their research highlighted that education affects production 

of agriculture compared to age gaps among farmers, while 

Susilowati (2016) [13] pointed out that high risk of 

agricultural activity also limits the potential involvement of 

the younger generation. This can be explained through 

unpredictable commodity price and climate change which 

may increase the loss of potential crops. 

Most rural farmers search for aid to help their agriculture 

activity even though they are not intentionally cultivated for 
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commercialisation. The main type of aid was fertiliser as 

this helps in increasing their productivity and habitual 

conceptual (Yang and Fang, 2015; Echoh et al. 2017) [16, 17]. 

Searching for aid to help develop their land for farming also 

plays a major role in establishing agricultural land. Due to 

limited education, farmers may commit to false aid or 

subsidies information and suffer from miscommunication 

between themselves and subsidies agencies. This has been 

pointed out by Echoh et al.. (2017) [17] in their research on 

paddy cultivation which emphasises on how the lack of 

education sometimes limits the potential of subsidies to be 

used by the farmers. This has contributed to wastage of 

subsidies or may contribute to other problems such as 

environmental issues or degradation of soil fertility. 

Due to illiteracy problems, gathering outsourced 

information from the internet is also restricted among 

farmers. In some cases, the farmers tend to misunderstand or 

even misuse the information published online. According to 

Watti and Tiwari (2015) [18], only 6.25% of their 

respondents have the ability to access to internet based on 

middle educational backgrounds. Reasons attributed to this 

limited access was limited internet coverage to certain areas 

and websites published in foreign languages (e.g. English). 

However, those who completed their tertiary education may 

find the internet as an alternative to solve their problem. 

Lack of education also contributed to the lack of interest 

among farmers and potential farmers to seriously take 

agriculture as a commercial activity (Dian et al.., 2016) [15]. 

According to Oduro-Ofori et al. (2014) [19], education plays 

important roles in agriculture, as lack of education or 

education below secondary level tends to lead to literacy 

problems. This kind of problem may lead to lower 

agricultural productivity, leading to less favourable 

conditions to cultivate a crop into commercialisation. This 

finding is also supported by Padhy and Jena (2015) [20] and 

Alene and Manyong (2007) [21] who focus on the importance 

of education to ensure rural farmers have a better 

understanding of agriculture and the successful adoption of 

better agricultural techniques and technologies. All related 

agricultural activities will improve their production and 

therefore improve their family economy. This can be seen 

through their understanding of basic agricultural practices 

such as chosen crop variety, soil fertility and farm 

management. Inadequate land also limits the potential of the 

industry to grow due to limited availability of land that is 

dense with development of houses, factories and other 

related buildings. 

The increasing population of the world indeed needs to be 

addressed by consequently increasing agricultural activities. 

The purpose of this study is to examine the understanding 

and tendency to participate in agricultural activities with 

possible respondents populated in Bintulu, Sarawak. 

Consequently, this study addresses two objectives: (1) to 

investigate the type of agricultural activities practiced by 

Bintulu residents and (2) to understand their comprehension 

of agriculture. 

 

2. Materials and methods 

This study was conducted at a one-day program organised 

by Universiti Putra Malaysia Bintulu Sarawak Campus 

during the University Agriculture Park Division’s open day 

on 28th November 2018. A total of 250 questionnaires were 

distributed to the respondents and 202 were returned. The 

respondents were randomly selected and informed that their 

participation was voluntary, and all the information would 

be kept confidential. The questionnaires were segmented 

into four main parts according to the research objectives. 

Section A focused on demographics such as gender, age, 

marital status, level of education and occupation, section B 

focused on their agricultural involvement, section C focused 

on their tendency to get expert’s advice on aids/subsidies or 

advice and section D focused on respondent’s understanding 

of agriculture through site visiting at any model farms and 

internet use. All collected data were analysed using 

Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 23.0. 

 

3. Results & Discussion 

3.1 Demographics 

The percentage of male and female respondents involved in 

the survey are 59.9% and 40.1%, respectively (Table 1). 

Respondents aged between 41-60 years old made up the 

majority with 41.6% followed by the 19-30 year olds, 31-40 

year olds, 60-70 year olds, respondents less than 18 and 

those older than 71 years old. In terms of marital status, 

77.2% of the respondents were married and only 1.5% were 

divorced. Only 21.3% of respondents who joined this survey 

were single. It is noted that 30.7% of respondents have SPM 

education background, followed by diploma (21.8%), others 

(16.3%), Bachelor’s degree (11.9%), SRP/PMR (10.9%), 

certificates (5.4%), UPSR (2.5%) and STPM (0.5%). About 

31.7% of respondents stated their occupation as “others” as 

subjected to unknown self-reasoning. Most of the 

respondents declared their occupations as “police”, 

“labour”, “factory supervisor” and “clerk” in the “others” 

section. However, 18.3% of respondents were housewives 

and actively supported their partners by generating side 

income through small businesses such as online business 

and selling local vegetables. 

 
Table 1: Demographic information of respondents 

 

Items Information N (202) % 

Gender Male 121 59.9 

 Female 81 40.1 

Ages ≤ 18 2 1.0 

 19 – 30 54 26.7 

 31 – 40 34 16.8 

 41 – 60 84 41.6 

 60 – 70 25 12.4 

 ≥ 71 3 1.5 

Marital status Divorced 3 1.5 

 Married 156 77.2 

 Single 43 21.3 

Level of education UPSR 5 2.5 
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 SRP/PMR 22 10.9 

 SPM 62 30.7 

 STPM 1 0.5 

 Certificate 11 5.4 

 Diploma 44 21.8 

 Bachelor 24 11.9 

 Others 33 16.3 

Occupation Entrepreneur 9 4.5 

 Housewife 37 18.3 

 Professional 18 8.9 

 Retired 17 8.4 

 Student 29 14.4 

 Teacher 24 11.9 

 Unemployed 4 2.0 

 Others 64 31.7 

  

3.2 Involvement in agricultural activities 

An analysis was made on the agricultural involvement 

patterns among the sampled respondents. According to Fig. 

1, 64.4% of respondents are involved in agricultural 

activities in their daily life. From that group, only 38.8% 

(52) had declared that the activity was meant for sustenance 

while 38.1% (51) were involved in agriculture as a hobby. 

Only 20.1% (27) of respondents were seriously committed 

to their involvement in agriculture as a business venture or 

for commercialisation, while only 3.0% ventured into 

agricultural activities following trends such as cultivating 

figs, strawberries and other seasonal crops. This finding also 

showed the most common farm acreages owned by 

respondents was <1 ha (46.6%) which supported their 

purposes in agricultural activity as a means for sustenance, 

followed by 1-5 ha, 5-10 ha and >10 ha. More than half of 

the respondents generated monthly profits of <RM10,000 

(66.4%). 23.4% which owned >10 ha of farmland decided 

not to declare their monthly income.  

  

 

 
 

Fig 1: Background of agricultural preferences 
 

This study revealed that agricultural activities performed in 

Bintulu was more on for sustenance and as a hobby. This 

research also indicated that most of the agricultural 

activities are led by females compared to males, similar to 

research by Diiro et al.. (2018) [22] and Doss (2018) [23]. 

Even though the survey respondents were mostly male 

(59.9%), their involvement in agriculture was only on a 

commercialisation scale. Most of the male respondents 

primarily worked in non-agricultural industries to earn a 

stable monthly income to support their families. According 

to Chen et al.. (2019) [7], males may easily access the 

workforce industry rather than females. This provides an 

explanation for our study which has similar findings to other 

studies in terms of gender preferences. Since the agricultural 

activities mostly focus on sustenance and as a hobby, most 

of the farm acreages were less than 1 ha (46.6%). This 

limited farm size is often used to supply basic vegetables for 

family consumption continuously and is easily manageable 

among female farmers. These findings were also supported 

by other researchers who discovered the tendency of 
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subsistence agriculture to support household food supplies 

in Southern Africa (Aliber and Hart, 2009) [1], Africa 

(Sibhatu and Qaim, 2017) [3] and Indonesia (Syuaib, 2016) 
[24]. Excess supply of vegetables from their farm will be sold 

at the nearest market to generate income for buying other 

household supplies such as rice, cooking oil, flour and eggs. 

This result was comparable with the monthly income 

recorded in this study, which was less than 

RM1,000.00/month. However, 23.4% (others) decided not 

to declare their income as they generally generate more than 

RM30,000/month, notably respondents with acreages of 

more than 10 ha (8.3%) and those who participate in 

commercial agriculture (20.1%). 

3.3 Approaching expert’s advice 

Seeking expert advice regardless if it is from government or 

non-government agencies on agriculture management and 

problems was unfamiliar among respondents. This fact was 

evident where 50.8% of respondents have never consulted 

or asked any agricultural experts for advice. Meanwhile, 

those who actively seek advice from experts (49.2%) have 

shown 91.3% success in crop and livestock productivity and 

farm management. Only 8.7% have indicated that they 

gained no positive results from the help and aid obtained 

from the experts. Meanwhile, most of the respondents get 

fertiliser (41.0%) as the main type of aid followed by other 

types of aid (31.7%). 

 

 
 

Fig 2: Preference for seeking advice from the experts 
 

This study revealed that the tendency of agricultural activity 

in Bintulu was mostly for sustenance and as a hobby. 

Therefore, the intention of seeking or not seeking for 

agricultural advice among respondents was equal. The main 

reason that contributed to not seeking advice was the 

respondents feeling timid and embarrassed to meet the 

experts. This may relate to the background of the 

respondents where the majority had SPM level education 

(30.7%) and only focused on sustenance and hobbies. This 

finding was similar to Khapayi and Celliers (2016) [25] who 

reported that most of the farmers in rural areas rarely get 

tertiary education and thus have limited knowledge. Due to 

this problem, most of the farmers were only interested in 

cultivation to cover their expenditures. Based on the results 

in Fig. 2, 91.3% of respondents believe the advice and aid 

provided by government and private agencies helped their 

agricultural activities. Most of the respondents revealed, that 

aid such as fertiliser (41.0%) was always essential for them 

together with other types of aid (31.7%). This includes 

advice in managing disease, pesticide and herbicide aid, 

water storage aid and tools for farming activities. However, 

even though the aid may improve respondents’ welfare, it 

does not improve their total household income (Zhong et 

al.., 2013) [6]. Meanwhile, 8.7% reported that the aid and 

advice didn’t help in their agricultural activities. Some of 

the main reasons leading to unsuccessful aid and advice may 

be the inability of the respondents to clearly describe their 

problems related to agriculture production and being unable 

to meet the basic requirements under some government 

schemes, such as small farming areas or growing crops 

other than national commodities or food crops.  

 

3.4 Understanding of agriculture 

To understand their comprehension of agriculture, an 

analysis of their preferences and knowledge related to 

agriculture was conducted. 58.5% had previously visited 

successful agriculture farms and used it as a model for 

information and farm operation. Based on their visit, most 

of the respondents acknowledged and believed the visited 

farm was productive because of several factors such as the 

type of crop in the area (32.1%), soil type (27.0%), land 

type or topography (18.9%), fertiliser used (16.4%) and 

others (5.7%). “Others” (5.7%) includes drainage and 

irrigation systems and high quality of fertiliser including 

foliar. Other than visiting a successful farm as a role model, 

53.8% actively use the internet to search for information 

related to agriculture. Most of them (94.8%) showed 

positive impressions on using the internet to help them 
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solved specific problems such as disease and crop and soil 

management. The rest (5.2%) believe that the source of 

information was unreliable. 

 

 
 

Fig 3: Understanding of agriculture based on observation and self-learning 
 

On top of that, 58.5% of the respondents also revealed that 

they had visited a role model or successful farms to be their 

references or guidance. Based on the respondents’ 

observation, they often classified type of crop (32.1%) as a 

significant contributor to the success of the farms. 

Respondents also reported that crops such as oil palm might 

be easily cultivated compared to black pepper. This may be 

attributed to indigenous knowledge present in the family 

which believe the type of crop and soil may affect their crop 

growth (Ansong Omari et al.., 2018) [14]. Accordingly, 

indigenous knowledge carried by respondents may 

eventually support agriculture production security and has 

been proven by research conducted in West Sumatera, 

Indonesia. Instead of visiting a successful farm, 

respondents’ tendency to use the internet to search for 

information related to agriculture was also recorded. Based 

on the data presented in Fig. 3, 53.8% of respondents use 

the internet to seek for information related to agriculture 

while the rest of the participants (46.2%) never use the 

internet. This interesting finding indicates that most of the 

respondents rely on indigenous knowledge rather than well-

known knowledge published on the internet or advice from 

experts. This finding may have a close relationship with 

respondent ages, with the majority of respondents falling 

within the 41 to 60 year old category (41.6%). Most of the 

respondents older than 50 years old were uninterested in 

using the internet as they have a problem with computer 

literacy. Our results were also supported by Ajani and Agwu 

(2012) [26] who stress on the problem with computer literacy 

in obtaining information related to agriculture as grouped by 

ages and capability to own electronic devices. Lastly, 94.8% 

of the information gathered from the internet helped the 

farmers in selecting fertiliser, pesticide, managing nutrient 

deficiencies and identifying pest and disease symptoms. 

However, 5.2% of respondents indicated that the 

information gathered from the internet didn’t solve their 

problems and sometimes caused other serious problems.   

 

4. Conclusions 

The main agricultural activities by respondents in Bintulu, 

Sarawak mostly concentrated on sustenance due to limited 

land availability and lack of education which has restricted 

their potential to explore and understand agricultural 

knowledge. Most of the agricultural knowledge was gained 

from agriculture-based websites which is sometimes 

impractical for the farmers. Therefore, this may be used to 

serve as a baseline guide for anyone who would like to 

extend agricultural activities to rural farmers by using 

specific approaches such as designing a good program by 

extension officers in the future. 
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