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ABSTRACT 

Sibu Cultural Centre at Sungai Rejang, Sibu  by SAMUEL LEE CHEE ZIN is  to embrace and 
promote the long neglected indigenous culture. It is at the same time providing a better 
public space for local residents and visitors. Sibu Waterfront also will gain a better image 
and stronger sense of place. It provides the opportunity to overcome the problems on site 
and create the key success factors for urban riverside celebration. The riverside is 
connected to the existing urban cityscapes and multiple programmes are created for 
activity nodes and self-sustained generators of economy and attractions.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Sarawak is famous for its unique indigenous culture. As the longest river in Malaysia, Rejang River is the 

mother river to most of these tribal groups. Sibu Waterfront, in particular, is the confluence point between 

modern world and the indigenous community. As minority tribes, indigenous peoples have long been neglected. 

Majority of them suffer from rural poor with difficult access to basic amenities like school and healthcare, cash 

earning opportunity. The tribes as a whole experience frequent out-migration and loss of original cultures due to 

natural dead and government policies. Sibu town is only the gateway city to inner Borneo by default. Not much 

serious effort has been put to embrace and promote indigenous culture. Without help from outside world, this 

has result in slow extinction of the valuable culture.  

“….In addition to financial hardship, the poor faces many challenges including securing land rights and 

other basic rights to development. Many of these indigenous community have low level of human capital, lack 

ready access to basic amenities and facilities…They seem to be locked into an unrelenting intergenerational 

cycle of poverty, and require outside assistance to break free (Leeta, 2007). 

Similar to waterfront planning issues faced by cities both small and large all around the world, Sibu 

Waterfront in general suffer from poor public accessibility, long negligence and environmental decay. The city‟s 

promenade is taken up by passenger and goods loading activity with little public access. In addition, the 

waterfront has become separated from the neighbourhood through road and poor streetscape design. Portions of 

historic districts are in disrepair and lack consistent enforcement of their design standards or even basic code 

compliance. This phenomena show that there is a social need for the neighborhood to be connected to the 

Waterfront. 

Urban design can include urban renewal, by adapting urban design methods to existing cities suffering from 

the decline (Sumarni, 2015) The reasons behind the current promenade condition dated back to the Sibu‟s 

history and function. As the main port and commercial centre in Rejang River basin starting 90s, water 

transports play an important role in nurture the rapid growth of this riverine town. Until today, Sibu remain as 

regional centre of goods supply into the inner Borneo. All passengers and cargos loading activities took place 

along the waterfront stretch. Public access and recreation area was considered as “luxury” during the early 
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development and growth of Sibu waterfronts. With limited space for storage and warehousing, the waterfronts 

has no additional space to devote to public access.  

With the better road connection into inner Borneo nowadays, Sibu Waterfront starts to lose its once 

important role as distribution point. What left behind is the degraded scene with poor public space. As Sibu is 

gradually shift from downstream sectors to become a tourism spot, there is a need to uplift the city image and 

identity. The city needs to improve the public space quality focusing on good public accessibility in order to 

create an appealing image. 

 

Background Study: 

Sibu is an inland town, and the capital of the Sibu District in Sibu Division. It is located at the confluence of 

the Rajang and Igan Rivers, some 60 kilometers from the ocean and approximately 183 kilometers from the 

state capital Kuching. The current Sibu Waterfront consists of two portions, which are Rejang Esplanade and 

Sibu Promenade, separated by Sibu Express Boat Terminal. Rejang Esplanade is a well designed urban park 

with formal public open space. This two acres greenery is a pleasant space with high public participation. People 

come to enjoy nice Rejang River view as well as recreation. Contrast to this, the condition of another portion is 

much inaccessible to the public.  

The Sibu Promenade is mainly for logistic use, with goods and passengers loading and unloading 

happening daily at the area. Public access was never considered an important consideration during the early 

development and growth of Sibu Promenade. The loading and unloading of cargo and passengers, and the 

limited space for storage and warehousing, meant that waterfronts had no additional space to devote to public 

access, nor were members of the public necessary welcome in such areas. Furthermore, a main road along the 

waterfront provided a physical barrier separating the city from the waterfront.  

There is a town bus terminal located beside the waterfront. This open air bus terminal and taxi station serve 

the local town bus as well as short distance bus to adjacent small town. The waterfront also caters the express 

boat service, whereby there is hundred of passengers use the service daily. Overall, the site is very accessible by 

public transport, making it the most vibrant and hustle part in the city. However , no pedestrian pathways on 

site, causing the current situation too dangerous for cyclist and pedestrian. The significant value of Sibu 

Waterfront can be summarized as below: 

 

 Connecting point between modern world and indigenous culture 

 Play an important role in Inland Waterway Transportation System - Serve decades as express boat 

terminal  

 Strategic location in the city to welcome tourist, most of the tourist come to Sibu Waterfront in order to 

go into inner Borneo by boat. 

 The origin of Sibu town early settlement with rich social fabric 

 Urban confluence in nature- crowded with people coming with bus, boat and pedestrian 

 The only spot in town centre with river view- as the window of the city to the river 

 

It can be conclude that the identity of Sibu Waterfront is more towards history, indigenous culture, tourism 

and recreation. These characteristics should be used as the basic components to enhance the waterfront 

development. 

In order to achieve the research objective, which is to embrace and promote indigenous culture, a potential 

site has been selected for the proposed project. The site is a combination of the open air bus terminal, current 

structure of Express Boat Terminal, two raw of shop houses facing waterfront, as well as the main road beside 

waterfront. The location of selected site is strategy as it takes up the whole stretch of valuable waterfront as 

shown in figure 1 
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Fig. 1: Site location 

 

Objective of The Project: 

The main objective of the project is to embrace and promote indigenous culture by turning Sibu Waterfront 

into the entry point of the wild inner Borneo adventure. It addresses the need of both indigenous and modern 

world to respect, promote and preserve this unique culture. Public and tourist will have deeper understanding to 

the culture, thus feel related and resonance with it. This will subsequently encourage indigenous tourism of 

Sarawak and put Sibu on the world map. This project will become the landmark to the indigenous people, both 

social culture and architecturally. Urbanism is a relation between human and built environment. But human is 

innocent that an urban an urban without contextual will create impacts for the society ( Sumarni. I, 2015) 

The availability of public space on the waterfront and its overall public accessibility are two axial issues in 

the relevant research of the waterfront. Improved access to the waterfront is considered to be an element of 

success by nearly every set of design guidelines, design objectives, planning policy, and analysis frameworks 

reviewed (i.e. Alexander et al. 1977; Donaher et al. 1980: 42; Krausse 1995; Malone 1996: 3; National Research 

Council 1980: 10; Toronto Waterfront Revitalization Task Force 2000: 136-8; Torre 1989: 8; Wrenn et al. 

1983). It is also a multidimensional factor that is interdependent with virtually all the other relevant issues. 

Overall, physical, visual, and symbolic aspects are the three main dimensions of accessibility (Carr et al. 1992) 

In order to achieve the design goal, extensive passive strategies have been incorporated into the design. This 

is to strike a balance between human physical structure and natural setting. The strategies include building 

orientation, big roof eave, sun shading panels, maximum natural ventilation and skylight. The intention is to 

evoke user‟s emotion and perception towards the indigenous culture.  

 

Design Process: 

The design concept revolves the around the idea of initiating a dialogue between modern and indigenous 

world. This is materialized through the notion of introducing facilities and programmes needed and at the same 

time reinforcing existing qualities on site. The main elements integrated in the project include indigenous 

culture centre, tourist centre, inter-model transportation terminal, boutique hotel and waterfront promenade. 

The design generation of the project is the long house by the river. The unique elements of long house, such 

as stilt, pitch roof, wide roof eave and ruai have been apply and reinterpreted. The user can easily relate the form 

of the project to indigenous architecture and thus create a strong resonance. The new waterfront promenade 

stretching for more than 400m, connect the existing Esplanade to the Tua Pek Kong Temple. This creates a 

close visual and physical linkage between building and the river, exactly the setting of typical long house.  

The planning concept ensures that all the programming is house under one roof lying apparel to the river to 

mimic simple form of long house while the waterfront is allotted for new spaces and programs as an approach to 

open up the river to the public. The concept of integrating different programs house under the project is to cater 

needs of different public segment group. 
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The programmatic and spatial design response is result of contextual response. The main architectural 

programs provided in this design proposal are Indigenous Culture Centre and Inter-Modal Transportation 

Terminal, supported by waterfront promenade, tourism centre, NGO office, resource centre, commercial area 

and boutique hotel. 

The Indigenous Culture Centre occupies most of the first and second floor. It will be use to showcase 27 

culturally diverse indigenous tribes of Borneo. The cultural centre consist of 13 separated platform intersect 

between the timber column at different level, giving them a sculptural sense of lightness. The Inter-Modal 

Transportation Terminal is serve for both water and road transportation system. The water transports include 

express boat, community boat and tourist cruise while road transports refer to bus and taxi.  

Besides, for better sustain the proposal in term of commercial feasibility, there are also provided with 

various types of retail, cafes, riverside dining deck and a 32 rooms boutique hotel. These programs are crucial to 

make the project self-sustain. Public amenities and supporting facilities like resource centre, waterfront 

promenade, toilets, surau and tourist centre are also incorporate into the design to serve for different needs of 

different segment group. 

 

Design Solution: 

There are three main sections in the design, namely transportation terminal, Indigenous cultural centre and 

waterfront promenade. The transportation terminal serves the bus, taxi and expresses boat service while the 

cultural centre is the place to display indigenous cultures and arts. There is also a resource centre to collect all 

relevant documentation and studies of indigenous culture. A community library is located at the ground floor for 

public to read while waiting for the transport. The reading materials will be bring into upper Rejang by floating 

library to benefit the indigenous people who are less fortune to access into these resources.  

In order for the project to be feasible and sustainable, some commercial elements are incorporate into the 

design for income generation purpose. The top floor of the cultural centre is the 32 room‟s boutique hotel, while 

ground floor is mainly for retails and restaurants. The whole building will be operate and manage by indigenous 

people, marking it a landmark to them in term of social culture and architecture. 

Besides bringing impact to indigenous people, this project also aims to improve public accessibility and 

relationship to the Rejang River. By turning the road into promenade, public can now engage freely with the 

river without barrier. The passengers can now enjoy proper facilities while waiting their bus or boat as well. 

 

 
 

Fig. 2: Architecture solution 

 

Lesson Learn: 

Sibu cultural heritage center will gain a better and stronger sense of place. It provides the opportunity to 

overcome the problems on site and create the key success factors for urban riverside celebration .The riverside is 

connected to the existing urban city-scape and multi programmes are created for activity nodes and self 

sustained generator of economic attraction as a result the project enhance the whole future development in Sibu 

town as it will help more economical and culture value (Sumarni,2015). This project activates the existing site 

together with surrounding old town district and become on of the major nodes that will boost the socio economy 

of the city. Redevelopment of Rejang river has improves and reconfigures back the relationship between the 

Sibu and its river. This proposal exposes the prospective benefits having a waterfront development that is good 

for both the economic and as a public space for the people who are also ecological sensitive and responsible  
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