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Abstract: I present a brief synopsis of six key lessons provided by research on forest ecology and
conservation, focusing particularly on the Malaysian state of Sabah in northeastern Borneo. These
lessons are generalizable to other contexts, especially for tropical developing nations, where surviving
forests are under growing pressures from a range of human activities.
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1. Introduction
The forests of Borneo harbor exceptional biological diversity and endemism, and also provide
key ecosystem services such as large-scale carbon storage that would otherwise contribute to harmful
climatic change [1,2]. Unfortunately, Borneo’s forests have been rapidly cleared, fragmented, and
degraded by a range of human activities, with industrial oil palm and wood-pulp plantations being
among the greatest current threats, often following intensive industrial logging [3–5].
Research in tropical ecology and conservation biology has provided important lessons for guiding
forest conservation and development activities in Borneo (e.g., [6–9]). In this brief essay, I provide a
snapshot of key points from the perspective of maintaining the region’s remarkably rich terrestrial
biodiversity, especially that in Sabah, Malaysia (Figure 1).
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2.6. Promote Research as a Tool for Conservation
The presence of researchers is often a valuable means to defend parks from illegal encroachment
and hunting [31] and to advocate persuasively for the importance of forest conservation [32]. Hence,
promoting long-term research may be one of the most effective ways to ensure that parks remain
biologically viable.
For example, under the auspices of the Southeast Asian Rainforest Research Partnership (SEARRP),
the British Royal Society and other scientists have played a very active role in promoting forest
conservation in Sabah [2]. Among their most effective initiatives has been the close liaison between
SEARRP researchers and the Sabah Forestry Department to design and promote the linked network
of protected areas in the greater Danum Valley area. The success of this effort underscores the
vital potential for long-term research programs to build successful relationships with local land-use
managers and government authorities. A related SEARRP research effort in Sabah, known as the
SAFE (the Stability of Altered Forest Ecosystems) Project, is providing key insights into the effects of
forest fragmentation by oil palm plantations on a variety of plant and animal species and ecological
processes [33].
3. Conclusions
The forests of insular Southeast Asia are among the biologically richest and most imperiled
ecosystems on Earth. Ideally, one would hope to conserve large, pristine blocks of forest that represent
the region’s great diversity of biogeographic regions. In reality, conservationists are scrambling to
protect dwindling areas of logged forests before they are bulldozed or razed for industrial plantations
or swidden farming. In a perfect world the region’s protected areas would be well managed, yet many
reserves suffer from illegal encroachment, hunting, and mining—chronic threats that must be battled.
One would also hope to have strong legacies of research across the archipelago to inform land-use and
conservation decisions—yet scientific efforts are spotty, underfunded, and frequently inadequate.
These are the environmental realities one faces in Southeast Asia, and indeed across much of the
tropics. Yet we are not powerless. We know enough right now to set clear conservation priorities.
The question is whether we will have the perseverance and determination needed to achieve them.
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