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Abstract 

The study was carried out to characterize and to evaluate the impact of cultural practices and entrepreneurial skills on micro business development among the Orang Asli aborigines in Pahang, Malaysia. The findings reported were obtained through a combination of quantitative and qualitative approaches with 100 aborigines practicing micro business enterprises, Tok Batins (village chiefs), and the government officers and workers of the Department of Aborigines’ Affairs (JHEOA).   The results revealed that the Orang Asli aborigines are no longer having superstitious beliefs of pantang-larang (prohibitions) for days, places or bad signs in cultural factors of business dealings. However, all of the aborigines interviewed do not have the business mindset to expand, diversify or take new opportunities and the Orang Asli are very laidback in nature. They are very relaxed and comfortable with what they already have. For the Orang Asli micro enterprises, there is no such thing as the pressure to make profit.  The Orang Asli willingly accepted whatever they get from their businesses as providence. They also refused to be displaced from their present settlements and preferred doing business just for the sake of survival. Furthermore, they favoured to deal with the Chinese middlemen instead of dealing directly with end-users.  As such, the big challenge is how to train them to be better micro business owners in terms of selling skills and satisfying customers’ needs. Consistent repeated exposure to more methodically organized government programs are required as this study found out that they still have strong desires to improve themselves.

THE MICRO BUSINESS ENTERPRISE OF ORANG ASLI ABORIGINES IN PAHANG, MALAYSIA

Introduction

There are approximately 12 million indigenous people in the world that live in forests and depend on forest products.  In Malaysia, the total aboriginal population comprises of 0.9 percent of the total population as reported by the APFT Pilot Report (Bahuchet, 1992). The statistics from the Department of Orang Asli Affairs or JHEOA of the 2004 classification of village data (JHEOA) shows that the total number of aborigines in Malaysia is 149,723 people and this consisted of only 0.06 percent of the total Malaysian population of 24 million.  The Senoi aborigines make up the biggest number, at approximately 54 percent of the total aboriginal population.  In contrast, the Negritos and Proto Malays consist of only 7 and 39 percent respectively of the aboriginal population.
Orang Asli means “original people”, “first people" or "Indigenous People". The Orang Asli aboriginal group in West Malaysia is a minority group in the multi-ethnic Malaysian society. Orang Asli is not a homogeneous group. They comprise of three main tribal groups namely Negritos, Proto-Malays and Senoi, all three of which can be further separated into 18 dissimilar cultural-linguistic
 groups.  Each of the sub-ethnic groups has its own language, culture, economy, religion, social organisation and physical characteristics (Dentan et al., 1997).  The Negrito and Senoi speak a language that suggests a historical link with the indigenous people of Burma, Thailand and Indo-China (Nicholas, 1996).  

Traditionally, the Orang Asli are hunter-gatherers, fishermen and arboriculture cultivators. According to the Department of Orang Asli Affairs (JHEOA), many attempts have been made to improve the living standard of Orang Asli in the region but there are not seemed much change has been observed over the years. Why are they slow in adapting the process of changing towards modernity?  According to Chupil et al. (2003), the small number of Orang Asli has among other factors, contributed to the problems faced by them such as land ownership, culture, identity, and the lost of rights as the Son of the Soil and left out in education and development. Many locals often label Orang Asli as a community that is lazy to work hard to develop themselves and their race. Some have also accused the Orang Asli of "preferring to ask other parties to change their fate".  
Recent studies (by JHEOA) show a positive development that the Orang Asli are gradually discarding their primitive economic activities to enter into diverse business areas such as retailing, tourism, vehicle workshops, food stall, logging and manufacturing.  Government efforts in developing the Orang Asli, through the provision of basic facilities, regroupment and resettlement, have also gradually transformed the Orang Asli population. Repeated exposures to the government’s previous projects have impacted the Orang Asli to venture into very small-scaled business (micro) enterprise.
There is a lot of development taking place in the district of Rompin in Pahang State of Malaysia in the last few years. The town of Bandar Muadzam Shah, situated in Rompin, which is nearer from this Orang Asli community, is now a developed and a populated town with more than 50,000 people. Infrastructure such as a University, Research Centre and other Government institutions that have been developed in the area may have made big impact of the social structure of the Orang Asli nearby. 
The study of micro enterprises of Orang Asli in Malaysia is not much known due to the lack of research that focused on their entrepreneurial abilities.  This study, therefore, aimed to evaluate the characteristics of the Orang Asli who have ventured into micro enterprise business on their issues and challenges, impact of cultural practices and the entrepreneurial skills. The research also aim to identify the factors contributing to their lack of advancement in entrepreneurship and how to further push them towards improving standard of living.   

The study concludes with recommendations based on interviews with the 100 Orang asli respondents, village chiefs (Tok Batin), and government officers and workers from the Department of Orang Asli Affairs (JHEOA), with specific suggestions on how the Orang Asli may advance in micro business entrepreneurship.

Thus, for the purpose of this study, entrepreneurs may be broadly defined as individuals who manage a business with the intention of expanding that business and with the leadership and managerial capacity for achieving their goals, generally in the face of strong competition from other firms, large and small. In most small firms, especially the very small microfirms, the leading manager is also the principal owner.  It is now widely accepted that, apart from the start-up phase, most small firm owners are more concerned about survival rather than growth per se and are often not especially entrepreneurial once they feel that they are established (Davidsson, 1987; Stoney, 1994; Gray, 1998). 

According to National SME Development Council of Malaysia, for wider coverage and applicability, definitions of Small and Medium Enterprises (SME) will be based on two criteria, namely: 1) number of employees; or 2) annual sales turnover.  Therefore, micro enterprises in primary agriculture and services are enterprises with full-time employees of less than 5 or with annual sales turnover of less than RM200,000. 
Background 

1.
The Economic Activities of the OrangAsli in Pahang, Malaysia
A research conducted by Narifumi Maeda Tachimoto in 1965 found that the economic activities of the Jakuns were concentrated around locating and seeking resources from the forest.  The trading of forest and agricultural products in the market resulted in a wider use of money. Subsequently, income generation grew in importance over traditional subsistence farming.  Collecting and growing subsistence material required considerable time and patience.  Forest harvests yielded immediate cash benefits, and these harvests were easily found and have not been exhausted as are the subsistence products (Tachimoto, 2001).

Earlier study by Man (1998) entitled "Pahang Aborigines’ Involvement in Businesses", shows that the Orang Asli are gradually discarding their primitive economic activities in favour of retailing. According to the study, out of 34 samples, 97 percent of Orang Asli entrepreneurs are in the small retailers
 industry, with a start-up capital of less than RM1,000.00. However, a majority of the people still depend on the forest in order to survive. This is, however, gradually changing due to their exposure to the ‘world’ outside and the new demands of the economy grow.  Abdul Jamak A.B.S et al (2003) denote that Jakun and Semelai tribes of the Proto-Malays have entered into diverse business areas such as transportation, tourism, small auto workshops, restaurants, logging and manufacturing, in response to the changes brought about by the new millennium. 

2.
The entrepreneurial characteristics of the Orang Asli people in Malaysia.

The major characteristics found in the Orang Asli aborigines are that they are self-reliant.  Studies confirm this self-reliance, and the dislike of being controlled by others (Tachimoto, 2001; Man,1998).  This self-reliance is what leads the Orang Asli not to rely on subsistence agricultural products but instead generate cash from the harvests of the forests. Achom Luji, in a Forum entitled "Aborigines Towards Vision 2020, and We Are Not Anti Development", mentions that the aborigines should be free from developing an over-dependence on outside assistance, whether it be from the government or other parties (Ibrahim, 1996). 

In the book called ‘Orang Asli and their wood art’, Datuk Anthony Ratos revealed that barter trade remains the central point in their economy.  The middleman is the banker and the orang asli, the supplier of forest produce.  Today, the nomadic Orang Asli trap python and river turtle for the Singapore market and foreign zoos.  They also trade in deer, an exotic delicacy sold at roadside stalls in Malaysia.  The coastal Orang Asli catch crabs and prawns for coastal towns and for export.
3.
The Orang Asli culture in Pahang, Malaysia
A research on “Entrepreneurship among the Orang Asli Jakun (2003)” by Abdul Jamak A.B.S et al, it was revealed that the Orang Asli people have no religion. There are a small portion of them who have converted to become Muslims while a few others have reverted to Chinese traditions due to intermarriages. Almost all of them are animists
.  Their lives are influenced by nature-based superstitions, such as the hills, rivers, stones, and caves. 
They believe good and evil spirits rule the aborigines’ world and they believe that their villages will be in catastrophe if they do not follow, or if they go against, their traditional customs or what the Malays call "pantang larang" or prohibitions (Abdul Jamak A.B.S. et al 2003).  Some spirits are associated with certain localities.  These spirits govern the places they dwell in.  For example, it is common practice to seek the approval of the mountain spirit before climbing a mountain.  Similarly, rapids have their own spirits from whom permission must be sought before traveling through the waters to guarantee the safety of the people venturing into the spirit’s territory.
Research Methodology
1.
Research design
The paper presents findings from a research conducted with permission by the department of Orang Asli Affairs (JHEOA) in Kuala Lumpur and in collaboration with the JHEOA branch office stationed in Rompin, Pahang.  

The questionnaires’ content and design were determined by consulting village chiefs (tok batin), officials from the Department of Orang Asli Affairs, and several other influential persons to validate the suitability of the questions within the context of the aboriginal environments. The survey contains questions to obtain the aborigines’ point of views on issues related to cultural and business skills. The information was obtained using structured, semi-structured and open-ended questions and notes through interviews, typically taking more than half an hour by the author.  
The questionnaire has four major sections that are divided into sections A, B, C, and D together with the semi-structured questions.  The first section is the demographic profile followed by the entrepreneurial characteristics, cultural factors and lastly business skills.  With the exception of demographic profile, all sections utilised a 5-point likert scale for measurement.  
Descriptive statistic is used to obtain the mean and standard deviation. The interpretation for the mean scores characteristics and cultural factors is based on table below:-
Table 1:
 Interpretation of mean scores

 

Mean score 

Interpretation



1.00 – 1.80

Strongly agree



1.81 – 2.60

Agree



2.61 – 3.40

Maybe agree/disagree



3.41 – 4.20

Disagree



4.21 – 5.00

Strongly disagree

In addition to the questionnaire, the study also uses qualitative in-depth interviews with Tok Batins and Orang Asli micro business owners to examine:

i) their attitudes towards advancing in entrepreneurial capacities

ii) their knowledge and skills in applying simple sales and marketing techniques to be more successful and achieve growth. 

2.
Study of Respondents of Orang Asli Micro Business Owners
Interviews were conducted in Rompin, Pahang only and involved with the Tok Batin, JHEOA’s officers and workers, and 91very small-scaled business enterprises of Orang Asli aborigines.  With the assistance 
of an aboriginal guide, the author went to see the aborigine business people (micro enterprise respondents) at their settlements or business premises throughout the Rompin District of Pahang, Malaysia.   It is estimated about ninety per cent of the Orang Asli kampungs or settlements in Rompin were visited by the author.  Sometimes, during the author’s visit, respondents were not available at their homes or business premises.  Some kampungs (villages or settlements) that had not been visited were too deeply isolated that they could only be reached by river or through thick forests without proper roads.
The process of finding and locating the Orang Asli respondents was assisted by snowballing information, via referrals from the staff of JHEOA, Tok Batin, a hired Orang asli guide and a professional 4-wheeled-drive driver.  The Orang Asli respondents owned predominantly very small businesses and located within the perimeter of their settlements or village.  Almost all of the respondents were individuals with self employed businesses, some were limited to family businesses while a few others had employed less than five employees. 
When asking questions to the Orang Asli respondents, the interviewers have to keep simple, easy to understand, no sensitive issues and make sure not to exert pressure for getting answers.  The interviewers have to first introduce to them nicely through the guide and have chatting about other things before begin to ask the questions.

Results

A.   Demographic profile of Orang asli aborigines
The general demographic profile of Orang Asli respondents have been summarised into eight different areas: age, gender, income, number of working days per month, educational background, religion, registration of business, preferred way of life and type of businesses involved in.

Respondents belong to the same average age category of 41-50 years old, with males outnumbering the females. The findings indicate that 68 per cent (62 out of 91) of Orang Asli respondents have a monthly income of less than RM 1000.00 per month, with a median income of between RM500 – RM1000, but the mixed-blood respondents enjoy a better median income of between RM1000 – RM2000 per month. 

It also shows that most respondents have a poor educational background with the majority (73 per cent of the respondents) reaching only primary 6 education or below. Three mixed-blood respondents have attained higher levels of tertiary education. The majority of mixed-blood Orang asli enjoy better education and better standard of living as compared to the other Orang Asli.
The majority (90 percent) of the Orang asli are practicing their own ancestor’s beliefs that is animism. Only a few of them are Muslims and Chinese.  The Orang Asli practicing Chinese customs are either being mixed marriage by their parent or ancestors.
Thirty nine (39) respondents accounting for 43 per cent of the respondents are pure heritage have registered their business licenses, and almost all mixed-bloods have registered their business.

About 70 per cent of all respondents prefer doing business and regard being self-employed businesses as a preferred way of life as compared to being farmers, hunters, fishermen or forest harvesters. Only one respondent would prefer to be a hunter, and two stated that they would rather source for forest-related products as a preferable way of livelihood.

The majority of the respondents, 56 per cent (or 51 out of 91) are involved in very small-scaled retailing (sundry shops) at their own village or settlement.  All of them said that they dare not open their business outside the perimeter of their settlements.  Most of them are satisfied with their present business performance and they seemed to be less or not ambitious to expand.  
Fifteen (17 per cent) out of 91 respondents collect and sell agricultural and forest-related products as their sources of income.  These types of businesses are done by several individual respondents in very small-scaled activities to get enough earnings for their family living.  Some of them have been doing this for more than 10 years without any change or progress in this business. Some of these respondents were concerned about diversifying into other businesses due to scarcity of forest-related products from time to time. Most of the forest-related products are collected and sold to the Chinese middle men who are regularly servicing them.    
B.  Entrepreneurial Characteristics and Cultural Factors
With reference to Table 2, respondents are more inclined to “…try to improve and be more successful” (mean score of 1.97) rather than have the attitude that “What I have achieved is good enough and there is no need for improvement” (mean score of 3.06).
As denoted in Table 3, the Orang Asli are no longer believers of Pantang-Larang (the Malay phrase for prohibition), “prohibited days” (mean score of 4.79), “prohibited places” (4.31) and “bad symptoms or signs” (4.47) in doing business. Again, however, the standard deviation scores of more than one illustrate lack of focus.

To the respondents, doing business is not a barrier to their interests or way of life, and they would still continue being entrepreneurs even if their community or village peers don’t provide sanction. The respondents strongly feel that the wife and children should be helping them in the business.  Cultural factors are no more barriers in doing any type of businesses.  The Orang Asli are more open minded when dealing with business transaction as long as they can earn a living.  Any business dealing associated with exotic plants, wild animals or jungle land cultivations between the Orang Asli are not prohibited under the Malaysian laws.  However, they are not allowed to do these transactions with non aborigines.  This privilege has frequently been misused especially their business transaction with the Chinese businessmen. 
	Table 2:  Entrepreneurial characteristics
	
	

	
	Mean
	Std. Deviation

	Nothing has changed since I started my own business
	3.02
	1.41

	I try to improve and be more successful
	1.97
	1.00

	The business does not refrain me from farming/hunting/etc
	1.95
	1.18

	What I have achieved is good enough and there is no need for improvement
	3.26
	1.36

	The business will not stop me from pursuing my own interests
	3.97
	1.36

	I don't care about the competition. I just concentrate on my own business
	2.13
	1.19

	
	
	

	Table 3: Cultural factors
	
	

	
	
	

	
	Mean
	Std. Deviation

	The business is not against my culture/beliefs
	1.22
	0.66

	My village people do not stop/prevent me from being an entrepreneur
	1.19
	0.68

	My village people always encourage me to do business
	2.20
	1.38

	I must take leave from my business to attend social activities 
	3.36
	1.59

	Should my village people ask me to stop doing business, I will not do so
	1.97
	1.24

	The business will not stop me from pursuing my own interests
	1.96
	1.25

	I like to have my wife and children assist me in doing business
	1.34
	0.86

	I believe there are days when doing business is prohibited
	4.79
	0.75

	I believe there are places where doing business is prohibited
	4.31
	1.28

	Should there be bad signage/symptoms, I might just stop doing business.
	4.47
	1.09


a.  Interview with Tok Batins
One major theme that kept recurring in the interviews with the Tok Batins (n = 5) was that the aborigines are nature lovers. Many of the aborigines that received training and formal education from the government and initially posted in major towns in Pahang or in other states would eventually find themselves back within the perimeter of their original settlements. One of the Tok Batin related the story of one orang asli who went on to become a MARA
 officer and later took up a post in the council’s head office in the city of Kuala Lumpur, the national capital of Malaysia. For many Malaysians, securing employment with a government agency such as MARA, holding a post as an officer and living in a big city, is by all means a measure of success. Nevertheless, according to the Tok Batin, after fifteen years this particular MARA officer requested for a move to another office in the much smaller town of Bandar Muadzam Shah, in the district of Pekan, Pahang. The Tok Batin was proud to relate that despite still holding his post, the MARA officer did not live in the town of Bandar Muadzam Shah but rather chose to live in his native settlement and make the daily 150 kilometre-commute to and from his office in Bandar Muadzam Shah.

The MARA officer is just one of the many examples of aborigines who had the opportunity to leave their settlements, left, but in the end finding themselves back within the compounds of their ancestral homes. Other stories from other village chiefs included the stories of a teacher and a draughtsman who both quit their jobs to return to their roots – hunting and being one with their natural surroundings. 

The interviews also revealed that aborigines who did not have any opportunity to venture out of the settlements would never go out beyond the boundaries of their settlements. The aborigines who had received entrepreneurial training from the government through the office of JHEOA would not expand their businesses outside of their settlements. This poses a big challenge for the responsible government agencies to create successful entrepreneurs who would go out and venture outside of the settlement areas. 

Another recurring topic that the Tok Batins related during the interviews was the economic activities of their people. Being hunter-gatherers by tradition, many of the aborigines make their livings off the resources found in the jungle. They would spend weeks and sometimes even months trekking in the National Forest (Taman Negara) sometimes to as far north as Perak and as far east as Terengganu and Kelantan, surviving only of the resources they find in the jungle. They would look for herbs and other valuable jungle vegetations as well as protected species of exotic animals such as porcupines, parrots, canaries and wild boars to bring back as their trade. However, the aborigines do not directly sell their goods to customers (or end-users). The products they collected from the forests are sold to Chinese middle-men who would then take the herbs and animals to prospective buyers. 

The Tok Batins also reported of the roles that Chinese middle-men play in the Orang Asli community. Many of these Chinese middle-men have married aborigines. With the inter-marriage, the middle-men are able to share the privileges that have long been exclusively enjoyed by the aborigines of Pahang such as the rights to land within the preserved area of the forests surrounding their settlement areas. The authorities have long been very relaxed with the aborigines concerning the use of the land within the protected rain forests of Malaysia. The aborigines have the freedom to hunt and cultivate land within the protected boundaries of the National Forest. According to one of the Tok Batins, the Chinese middle-men would use their aborigines’ wives’ names to clear land within the forest sometimes up 50 to 100 acres for oil palm cultivation. The village chiefs would also sometimes apply for FELDA
 (oil palm) and RISDA
 (rubber) plantation schemes. The revenue from these schemes is distributed equally to every household in the settlement. Their income from these schemes is between RM300 to RM1000 every month per household.

b.  Interviews with Orang Asli micro business owners.

Most of the Orang Asli micro enterprises set up their businesses along the roads between the town of Muadzam Shah and the towns of Kuantan, Rompin and Pekan. The Orang Asli businesses are housed in simple huts with thatched roofs along the said stretch of roads. These shops sell a wide range of jungle products ranging from ornamental trees to rare and exotic animals. Among the items that can be found in these simple establishments are timber wood products, orchids, ferns, tapioca, parrots, canaries, porcupines, mousedeers, fresh water fish and prawns as well as the popular jungle herbs such as tebu gajah (Albizzia myriophylla), ubi jaga (Smilax myosotiflora) and tongkat ali (Eurycoma longifolia) and pasak bumi. The Orang Asli usually sell these items on behalf of their relatives who are the actual hunter-gatherer. However, despite the wide variety of products available, each of these small shops usually focuses in selling a certain type of products only. For example one shop might only sell tapioca while another might sell only ornamental trees and another shop selling only exotic animals. One other interesting observation is that this focus is also unique based on the location of the shops. For instance, along the Muadzam Shah and Rompin stretch, all the Orang Asli roadside shops concentrate only in selling tapioca while along the Muadzam Shah, Kuantan and Rompin route most of the shops sell fresh water fish, prawn and ornamental trees. Rare and exotic animals can usually be found sold along the Muadzam Shah-Kuantan road.  

Another common practice would be for the Orang Asli to find these jungle products and sell them to Chinese middle-men who would later sell those products to their own clientele. Sometimes the Orang Asli would ask their customers what they want and would go into the jungle to fill in the request their customers have made. Some of the Orang Asli also cultivate their own crops such as tapioca, jungle fruits like durian, jering and petai and sell these crops on their own.  Another economic activity that is popular amongst the Orang Asli is working as tour guides. Being well versed with the lay of the forest, the Orang Asli tour guides are popular amongst local and foreign tourists who want to hike or go for jungle trekking, mountain climbing or even for those who seek a relaxing place by the creek or waterfalls to have picnics or other recreational activities. Sometimes the aborigines also act as guides for hunters who require the aborigines’ expert knowledge of the geography as well as animals in the forests. The aborigines need not advertise their services as guides. Most of the time, tourists, adventure seekers and hunters alike, would approach the Tok Batins and the Tok Batins will assign them to the respective parties.

One of the challenges is to train the Orang Asli to become good salesmen. One of the reasons is that the Orang Asli are very laidback in nature. They are very relaxed and very comfortable with what they already have. For the Orang Asli micro enterprises, there is no such thing as the pressure to make profit. The Orang Asli willingly accept whatever they get from their businesses as providence. They would be quite contented to make enough money to make it through the day.

The other reason that might pose as a challenge in training the aborigines to become good salespersons is the fact that they do not know the practice of negotiating or haggling for prices with potential customers. As a case in point, the author tried to haggle for the price of tapioca at one of the roadside stalls and was only met with silence. The micro business owners do not seem to know how to deal with hagglers. If a potential customer were to negotiate the price of an item, the micro business owners will either only keep quiet or in certain instances will totally ignore the customer, or sometimes they will tell the customers that the prices have been set by their suppliers (their relatives) and the owners would have to refer to the suppliers first before the prices can be changed.

Another unique practice of the Orang Asli micro enterprises is the way they pack – or this case, the way they do not pack – the items sold to the customers as experienced by one of the authors himself. On approaching a business owner selling tapioca, the author, after failing to haggle over the price of the tubular plant, agreed to make the purchase of two kilograms of the tapioca. Upon receiving the customer’s request, the business owner simply gathered the tapioca, and without the aid of any weighing machine, made a guestimate of the weight of the tapioca just by using his hands. After being satisfied that the tapioca in his hands weigh about two kilograms, the Orang Asli instructed the author to pop open the car trunk and simply proceeded to place the tapioca inside the car trunk – without putting the tapioca in any form of bags or wrapping them in anyway or even tying them up together with a piece of string.
The Orang Asli businesses are often either self-financed or family financed or some resort to loans from the middlemen. Most of them are poorly educated and furthermore lack of training skills.  Moreover, several respondents have the idea of expanding their businesses but are unable to do so due to lack of confidence, trust, and feeling inferior.  As such they prefer to stay on at their own settlements.  

Discussion
General characteristics


The study shows that mixed-blood Orang Asli are better in terms of overall educational background and income level than the pure-blooded Orang Asli.  The overall findings from the observations and interviews revealed that mixed-blood Orang Asli are more open minded in their thinking abilities, have better living standards and are inclined to be more business minded as compared to the pure-blooded Orang Asli.

The study revealed that most respondents have a low educational background with the majority reaching only primary 6 education or below and three mixed-blood Orang Asli respondents who have attained higher levels of tertiary education.
Approximately 90 percent of Orang Asli respondents have household income less than RM2,000.00 per month, 75 per cent of these respondents earn less than RM1,000 per month, while 40 percent of them live on less than RM500.00 per month.  One of the factors which contribute to the low income problem is the small population of a kampung (village). According to the data on population size of the Orang Asli settlement area for the Rompin district, the Orang Asli population of a kampung is so small in number that the biggest population size is 1,328 people in RPS Bukit Serok and 1,158 in RPS Kedaik. 

From the survey conducted 56 percent of the Orang Asli respondents venture into very small scale retail sector. The businesses conducted by Orang Asli entrepreneurs are very small in scale and relatively uneconomic to be sustained in the long run.  Some of the retailers do not survive because of uncollected debt payments from the customers.   This is because some of the Orang Asli retailers open their business in the settlement area due to social obligation rather than profit maximisation.  Furthermore, with a small population size, the Orang Asli retailers have to compete with each other just to get a portion of the small market.  For example, there are 4 very small retail shops in RPS Buluh Nipis, and a population of only 81 families (345 people).

The Orang Asli prefer to venture into very small-scaled retail businesses (sundry shops), doing odd jobs or taking up contract work within their settlement’s perimeters.  They have the ambition and desire to move into bigger businesses, but their business knowledge and educational background are insufficient and more importantly, they are not prepared to take the risk to realise their dreams of becoming successful entrepreneurs. However they also exhibit characteristics of Orang Asli in this study, such as prohibitions in cultural factors among older generation, inferior mind set, low awareness, preference for confining business to their own locality and hopeful of business support from government agencies.  

The findings indicate that although the respondents are willing to spend more time working, they still failed to progress further in business.  The extra time does not translate to higher income, mainly due to lack of guidance and direction in expanding and diversifying into other businesses or territories.  
Orang Asli Customs and Cultural beliefs

At present, the Orang Asli aborigines are changed people, they are no longer influenced by superstitious beliefs in their daily business dealings.  For their daily livelihood, they have set aside some cultural values, such as ignoring orders from their peers or heads to stop doing business.  Only a few of the older, pure Orang Asli entrepreneurs still have the superstitious beliefs of prohibition (pantang larang) on days, places and signs, but the younger generation of the aborigines refuse to be influenced by such beliefs. 

On further examination of the sample of the Orang Asli population, it was found that they have strong desires to improve themselves, and as such are willing to participate or apply for any government projects as long as it benefits their livelihood and hence, standard of living. They are also more willing to mix with outside people or other races especially Chinese and Malays when it comes to business dealings or working odd jobs with non aborigine employers to earn a living.   
The challenge is, as quoted by Datuk Anthony Ratos in his book called “Orang Asli and their wood art” page 26, one reason for their unchanging lifestyles could be the lure of the wild.  “The forest, the mountains, the rivers, the flora and fauna have a strong pull in the daily life of the Orang Asli. They work for a period and feel the urge to ‘balik kampung’ (‘go home’) to hunt, to fish, to trap, to be free to roam the jungle.  I shall illustrate this factor by one example.  I took Johari bin Yit, a Semelai youth, into my care and schooled him at St. John’s Institution (Kuala Lumpur).  Thereafter he got teaching certificate and, after two years, he left government service to return to his Semelai tribe at Tasek Bera (Pahang)”.  
Micro Enterprises

This research gauged the entrepreneurial capacities of these very small business enterprises of Orang asli. It was revealed that they have lacked in many aspects such as poor sales and marketing skills, inability to recognise opportunities, decline to change, and lack of selling skills. They do not simply have the qualities of successful entrepreneur but they are more concerned in running daily life for comfort and survival.  Based on the interviews, the Orang Asli refuse to be displaced from their present settlements and are not ready to diversify and expand their businesses to the towns or other urban areas.  
The Orang Asli aborigines have transformed themselves, they have begun to be less dependent on forest-related products for their livelihood, and are replacing this with their own businesses or doing contract work or odd jobs. Alternatively, many younger generation of Orang Asli are more willing to seek employment outside the perimeter of their settlements for survival and are less dependent on forest produce. The scarcity of forest produce have forced them to find alternative ways  to earn a living such as starting up new businesses, seeking employment from non aborigines, farming, rearing and taking up odd jobs. 


In many instances, they are willingly to carried out any tasks required by their clients such as Chinese middlemen, tourists, hunters, loggers, jungle items collectors, poachers, mountain climbers and any government officials in exploiting and using their abilities for romping forest reserved land and jungle. 

Conclusion
The research findings provide important new information on the characteristics and cultural development of Orang Asli of micro enterprises, to parties who are concerned about their progress.

The findings have insightful implications for government administrators especially those who are attached to institutions that help the government formulate plans and policies to help the Orang Asli. 

Significant points that can be drawn from the study are: -

a)
The emergence of mixed-blood Orang Asli aborigines who are more dynamic than the pure–blood Orang Asli in terms of entrepreneurial characteristics and interest.  Although, mixed and pure Orang Asli share the same cultural and ethnic beliefs, the mixed-blood Orang Asli enjoy a better standard of living through their better understanding of business matters.  In fact, some mixed Orang Asli have improved largely due to inheritance, and taking over the family business.  The achievement of the mixed aborigines in business is better than the achievement of the pure Orang Asli, as can be seen from their higher median income of between RM1,000 – RM2,000, and also from their higher rates of business registrations (24 out of 26 of them own registered businesses). The mixed-blood Orang Asli are more serious minded about pursuing an entrepreneurial track. 
The Aboriginal People’s Act (Act 134) indicates that non-aborigines are not allowed to adopt Orang Asli children and removing them from their native homes. Thus, it is highly encouraged to promote the present Orang Asli for more intermarriage with other local people in getting better chance of future dynamic generation of the aborigines.   
b)
The government should extensively pursue programmes that allow for mental exposures of the Orang Asli to modernity, and include all layers of the community, not just the tribal chiefs (Tok Batins).  Once the Orang Asli can appreciate the benefits of modern life, they will be more ready to compete with others and establish an independent society.  It is highly recommended that the government should allocate a few staff from the department of Orang Asli Affairs to stay along side the Orang Asli communities in their settlements to facilitate change and transfer of knowledge for modernizing them.
c)
On further examination of these respondents, it was found that they have strong desires to improve themselves, and as such are willing to participate or apply for any government projects as long as it benefits their livelihood and hence, standard of living. Nowadays, they are more willing to mix with outside people or other races especially Chinese and Malays when it comes to business dealings or working odd jobs with non aborigine employers to earn a living. 
With education and exposure to urban people, many younger Orang Asli have eventually discarded their primitive jungle activities to look for desired jobs in the town to emulate the fashionable clothes, television sets, handphone, car and motorcycle of the urban dweller.  Education, healthcare, telecommunications and the likes have improved the livelihood of the Orang Asli.  The government and other related organizations have made a massive effort to improve and upgrade the living standards in the Orang Asli settlements and villages.  However, the scale of the problems, the lack of dedicated staff, training methods, mind opening operandi and above all funding hinder the progress of these efforts.
d) 
In driving them to be better income earners, the government and the agencies have to consider providing equal opportunities in employment and business available as what have been given to other non aborigines. More funds must be allocated to provide better infrastructure in terms of roads, clean water supply, electricity, education and this will allow better access for modernization.  Extensive skills training in business management and agri-business have to be increased to support entrepreneurial exposure. 
e)
The Orang Asli still depend on help and assistance in terms of monetary and skill training from government agencies to ensure their businesses progress.   Government assistance should not only be targeted to established Orang Asli entrepreneurs and village chiefs but also be extended to all interested level of Orang Asli of smaller rank.  More exposures through entrepreneurial trainings and thinking seminars should be stressed as the Orang Asli are lowly educated people.  

Repeated exposures to the government’s previous programmes have impacted the Orang Asli to venture into entrepreneurship but the development need to be more aggressively done.  Their awareness of the present economic environment has increased their willingness to readily accept change.

Since this is one of the few studies about micro business management among Malaysian aboriginals, it is hoped that these results will form the basis for further research to enable more to be made known about micro business enterprise and the aborigines in Malaysia.
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1 Most of them speak Mon –Kmer Language- showing an ancient connection with Mainland Southeast Asia to the north.


� Small-scaled sundry shops.


� believe that non-human objects have spirits


� also acted as an interpreter and introducer


� The Majlis Amanah Rakyat (People's Trust Council; commonly abbreviated as MARA) is a Malaysian government agency formed to aid, train, and guide Bumiputra (Malays and other indigenous Malaysians) in the areas of business and industry.


� Federal Land Development Agency


� Rubber Industry Smallholders Development Authority
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