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A	community	project	for	the	conservation	of	the	Philippine	megapode	Megapodius	cumingii	
[BurungTambun]	on	the	Mantanani	Islands,	Sabah,	Malaysia.	

Introduction					

	The	 megapodes	 (Galliformes,	 Megapodiidae),	 known	 colloquially	 as	 scrubfowl,	 mound-builders,	 maleo,	
mallee-fowl,	brush-turkeys	or	incubator	birds,	are	most	diverse	in	the	Australasian	region	but	extend	north	
and	 west	 to	 island	 South-east	 Asia	 and	 east	 to	 islands	 of	 the	 South-west	 Pacific.	 Uniquely	 among	 birds,	
megapodes	do	not	build	nests	but	bury	their	eggs	and	rely	on	the	warmth	of	the	ground	to	incubate	them.	
Both	 members	 of	 a	 pair	 may	 attend	 the	 egg-mound,	 which	 they	 may	 adjust	 to	 manage	 the	 internal	
temperature	(typically	around	33oC).	After	an	unusually	long	period,	the	young	hatch	at	an	advanced	stage,	
burrow	 their	 way	 out	 and	 can	 feed	 themselves	 at	 once,	 and	 even	 fly.	 Among	 the	 scrubfowl	 group,	 the	
Philippines	 megapode	 Megapodius	 cumingii,	 known	 in	 Sabah,	 Malaysia,	 as	 (burung	 or	 ayam)	 Tabun	 =	
Tambun,	occasionally	as	Tepuk-tepuk,	is	found	on	the	coast	and	islands	of	northern	and	eastern	Borneo	from	
Labuan,	Malaysia,	to	Maratua,	Indonesia,	extending	to	the	southern	Philippines	and	Sulawesi	(Sheldon	et	al.,	
2001).		

Although	 on	 the	 protected	 list,	 egg	mounds	 at	 scattered	 coastal	 sites	 in	 Sabah	 are	 vulnerable	 to	 natural	
predators	and	harvesting	by	people.	The	population	of	Pulau	Tiga,	a	nature	reserve,	is	relatively	secure	and	
has	been	the	subject	of	studies	by	Stuebing	&	Johan	(1986)	and	Hamid	(1999).	The	species	also	occurs	on	the	
Mantanani	 group	 of	 islands,	 centred	 at	 6o	 42'N,	 116o	 20'	 E,	 situated	 about	 20	 km	 from	 the	 nearest	 small	
west-coast	 port	 of	 Kuala	 Abai.	 The	 largest	 and	 the	 only	 populated	 island	 	 is	 Pulau	 Mantanani	 Besar,	 an	
irregular	polygon	about	1760	ha	in	extent(	Figure	1).	The	island	is	generally	 low-lying	and	flat,	bounded	by	
sandy	beaches	except	at	 its	north-western	end	which	 is	defined	by	a	steep	 limestone	ridge	dropping	 in	an	
irregular	cliff	to	a	rocky	shoreline.	Much	of	the	island	has	been	planted	with	coconuts,	among	which	there	
are	areas	of	secondary	forest	and	scrub.	The	beaches	are	fringed	with	Casuarina	 trees,	pandans	and	other	
typical	sea-shore	plants.	

Mantanani	is	naturally		free	of		wild	pigs,	monkeys	and	carnivores,	including,	so	far,	dogs	(although	there	are	
a	few	domestic	cats);	monitor	lizards	are	the	only	animal	predators	of	Tambun	and	their	nest	mounds.	The	
islanders	traditionally	snared	the	adults	and	some	people	still	harvest	their	eggs	but,	in	the	21st	century	the	
greater	threat	to	the	survival	of	these	fascinating	birds	arises	from	accelerating	development	for	tourism.	At	
the	height	of	the	season,	as	many	as	600	day	visitors	may	arrive	by	boat	from	Kuala	Abai.	At	present	most	
visitor	 time	 is	 spent	 on	 the	 beaches	 or	 snorkel	 or	 scuba	 diving	 on	 the	 fringing	 reefs.	 There	 is,	 however,	
growing	 trend	 to	 residential	 tourism.	A	 'Homestay'	 cooperative	has	up	 to	40	households	on	 its	books	and	
also,	 along	 the	 sheltered	 southern	 coast	 	 small	 resorts	 are	 spread	 along	 the	 foreshore,	 offering	
accommodation	 (mostly	 chalet-style	 with	 central	 dining	 etc.).	 Several	 vacant	 plots	 on	 the	 shoreline	 have	
been	fenced	off	by	those	who	claim	ownership,		and	are	offered	for	sale.		

Along	with	increasing	tourism,	there	a	growing	resident	population.	Since		1983,	when	there	were	about	480	
people	living	on	the	island1,	numbers	have	now	at	least	doubled,	putting	increased	development	pressure	on	
the	limited	land	resource,	all	of	which	is	nominally	in	private	ownership.		Cattle	abound	,	and	wander	freely.	
No	grazing	pastures	have	been	created,	and	it	appears	that	grazing	and	browsing	by	cattle	is	reducing	woody	
cover	(trees	and	shrubs)	and	enlarging	the	areas	of	open	dry	grassland.		

																																																													
1	Statistic	from	C.	Francis	(1984).		
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Not	only	is	the	status	of	Tambun	threatened	by	this	combination	of	changing	factors,	but	other	rare,	island-
adapted	 or	 super-tramp	 bird	 species	 are	 also	 vulnerable,	 notably	 Grey-rumped	 swiftlet	 Aerodramus	
inexpectatus	 germani,	 Grey	 imperial	 pigeon	 Ducula	 pickeringi,	 Pied	 imperial	 pigeon	 D.	 bicolor,	 White-
throated	 pigeon	 Columba	 vitiensis	 and	 the	 eponymous	 Mantanani	 scops	 owl	 Otus	 mantananensis.	 In	
October	2014,	migratory	Palaearctic	passerines	including	Red-throated	pipit	Anthus	cervinus,	Yellow	wagtail	
Motacilla	flava	simillima,	Grey	wagtail	Motacilla	cinerea,	Arctic	warbler	Phylloscopus	borealis,	Barn	swallow	
Hirundo	rustica,	Sand	martin	Riparia	riparia,	Blue-and-white	flycatcher	Cyanoptila	cyanomelaena,	Narcissus	
flycatcher	Ficedula	 narcissina,	 Grey-streaked	 flycatcher	Muscicapa	 griseisticta,	 Blue	 rock	 thrush	Monticola	
solitarius	 and	 Brown	 shrike	 Lanius	 cristatus	 frequented	 open	 pasture	 and	 coastal	 scrub2,	 while	 in	March	
2016,	Koels	Eudynamis	scolopacea	were	noisily	abundant.	These	records	suggest	that	the	island	may	be	an	
important	stop-over	point	for	passage	migrants.		

	Mantanani	therefore	offers	a	unique	and	urgent	opportunity	for	the	development	of	sustainable	tourism	/	
ecotourism		--	defined	as	responsible	travel	to	natural	areas,	that	conserves	the	environment,	sustains	the	
well-being	of	 local	people,	and	 	 involves	 interpretation	and	education.	 	The	necessary	ground-work	 for	an	
ecotourism	 project,	 in	 this	 case,	 involves	 field	 investigation	 of	 the	 biology	 of	Megapodius	 cumingii,	 	 and	
observations	on	other	birds	of	 interest,	 interlinked	with	practical	programmes	to	enthuse	and	involve	local	
people.				

Projek	Tambun	(2015-16)	

The	'Projek	Tambun'	was	launched	in	2015,	with	the	following	objectives	for	the	first	phase:		
1.	 To	 improve	 local	 understanding	 and	 appreciation	 of	 the	 Tambun	 population	 of	Mantanani	 	 by		
involving	the	staff	and	children	of	the	primary	school	in	a	community	project.	
2.	 To	 assess	 the	 present	 numbers	 of	 Tambun	 on	 Mantanani	 Besar,	 the	 distribution	 of	 their	 egg	
mounds	 in	 relation	 to	 the	expanding	areas	of	 tourism	development,	and	make	other	observations	
using	modern	technology.		
3.	 If	 successful,	 to	 extend	 the	 survey	 to	 Mantanani	 Kecil,	 which	 is	 also	 potentially	 undergoing	
development	for	tourism.	

			
Principal	partners	are	the	Sabah	Society	(contact	person,	the	Society's	Hon	Secretary		Mr	Chiwon	Chin,	h/p	
+60	 16	 8398108	 chin388698@gmail.com)	 and	 Camps	 Borneo	 (contact	 person	 Resident	Manager	Ms	 Aida	
Rahman	 h/p	 +60	 19	 2831186	 aida@campborneo.com).	 Two	 phototrap	 cameras	 and	 a	GPS	 recorder	were	
purchased	through	Wildtrack,	Malaysia,	and	two	additional	cameras		were	loaned	by	WWF	(Malaysia).		

Achievements	

(1)	In	May	2015,	discussion	with	the	Head	Cikgu	Limun	and	senior	teacher	Cikgu	Ahmad	(	'O.J.')	and	students	
of	 the	primary	 school3	led	 to	 the	 formation	of	 a	Nature	Club.	 Kinoshita	Azira	 bt	 Sony	was	 elected	 as	 club	
leader	 or	 ketua	 kelab,	 with	 a	 boy	 as	 the	 deputy.	 It	 was	 agreed	with	 that	most	 club	 activity	 would	 be	 at		
weekends	to	avoid	clashing	with	classroom	subjects.	A	competition	led	to	the	choice	of	a	logo	for	the	nature	
club.	 At	 the	 opening	 meeting,club	 members	 surveyed	 the	 nest	 mound	 located	 	 behind	 the	 school	 and	
community	learning	centre	(CLC)	at	6*	42'	38.459"N	and	116*	21'	16.968"	E.	It	was	abandoned,	with	many	
holes	dug	by	the	villagers	to	get	the	eggs.	The	circumference	was	approximately	20	students	arm	spans.	

In	subsequent	activity	days,	working	with	volunteers	from	Sabah	Society,	children	have	been	involved	in	the	
location	of	Tambun	nest	mounds	 throughout	 the	 island.	Each	mound	was	 recorded	by	hand-held	GPS	and	
the	 locations	plotted.	Each	mound	was	also	measured	(circumference	and	height),	and	 its	condition	noted	
																																																													
2	Observations	by	Dr	Frank	Rheindt.	
3	There	is	one	primary	school,	on	Mantanani	Besar.	Children	go	to	the	mainland	for	secondary	edcuation.	
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(e.g.,	intact,	raided	etc.).Photographic	records	have	been	made.	in	March	2016,	a	full	meeting	of	pupils	and	
parents	was	held	in	the	large	school	assembly	hall,	when	activities	were	reviewed	and	an	address	given	on	
the	values	of	ecotourism	and	birding,	in	particular,	as	sustainable	activities.				

(2)	It	 is	estimated	that	85%	of	active	mounds	on	Mantanani	Besar	have	been	assessed.	Data	are	held	in	an	
Excel	spreadsheet,	with	back-up.	A	very	large	archive	of	phototrap	records	has	been	made,	and	is	distributed	
among	participants,	with	back-up.	 	Short	videos	have	been	made,	 including	sound	recordings	of	 the	birds'	
distinctive	mewing	 call.	 These	 archives	 need	 interpretation	 and	 review	by	 someone	with	 a	 background	 in	
ornithology,	to	assess	the	population	size,	significant	behaviours	and	other	biodata.		

(3)	Information	from	Mantanani	Kecil	has	confirmed	that	Tambun	are	present	on	this	island,	but	a	brief	field	
visit	in	March	2016	showed	that	the	condition	of	the	vegetation	is	very	different,	and	the	island	would	not	
be	 suitable	 for	 an	 extension	 of	 the	 present	 voluntary	 survey	 procedures.	Moreover,	 the	 island	 has	 been	
declared	 a	 nature	 reserve,	 with	 access	 by	 people	 prohibited,	 and	 the	 prospective	 resort	 development	
appears	to	have	failed.	

Future	extension	of	the	project	and	associated	activities.	

Sabah	Society	Committee	members	met	under	the	President	(Dr	Heng)	on	18	March	2016,	and	resolved	that	
the	Tambun	Project	should	be	continued,	as	before	from	two	perspectives:	

(1)	 Extension	 of	 the	 schools	 programme,	 with	 further	 involvement	 of	 parents	 and	 other	 adult	
relatives,	to	gain	wider	community	awareness	of	the	benefits	of	protecting	Tambun	(and	other	birds	
of	 the	 islands).	 	 One	 potential	 direction	 will	 be	 to	 train	 informal	 local	 wardens	 who	 will	 also	 be	
equipped	 with	 skills	 to	 guide	 bird-watchers.	 Other	 developments	 will	 be	 designed	 to	 provide	
economic	 benefits	 to	 people	 of	 the	 village,	 and	 thereby	 provide	 	 motivation	 to	 protect	 Tambun,	
especially,	and	all	birdlife	on	the	island.	
(2)	 Expansion	 of	 the	 scientific	 programme,	 through	 association	 with	 an	 institute	 of	 	 further	 and	
higher	 education	 and,	 if	 feasible,	 the	 field	 support	 of	 a	 dedicated	 student	 to	 utilise	 data	 already	
acquired	and	 to	develop	an	extended	programme	of	 research	 into	 the	population	 size,	behaviour,		
breeding	 success	 and	 vulnerability	 of	 Tambun	Megapodius	 cummingii	 (and	 other	 important	 bird	
species	of	the	islands).	

	
The	 Sabah	 Society,	 Camps	 Borneo	 and	 Dato	 Sri	 Lord	 Cranbrook	 therefore	 heartily	 welcome	 the	 offer	 by	
Professor	 Rudolf	 Meier,	 of	 the	 National	 University	 of	 Singapore,	 to	 include	 this	 Project	 among	 potential	
awards	supported	by	funds	bequeathed	by	the	late	Peng	Loke,	Lady	McNiece,	for	a	MSc	candidate	in	2016-
17.	
	
Among	 qualifications	 expected	 from	 a	 successful	 applicant,	 reasonable	 speaking	 and	 written	 fluency	 in		
Bahasa	Malaysia	will	 be	 essential.	 The	 living	 conditions	 are	 basic	with	 limited	 fresh	water	 supply,	 limited	
electricity	only	available	between	7PM	-	7AM	and	food	supply	reflects	a	remote	island	fishing	village.	
It	is	expected	that	the	NUS	grant	will	include	a	stipend	to	cover	living	costs.	Cranbrook	is		willing	to	consider	
applications	for	field	expenses,	and	other	institutional	funding	will	be	sought.	
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Figure	1.	The	Mantanani	group,	Sabah,	Malaysia.	

	

	


