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Criticism of Mass Tourismfication at the World Heritage Site of
George Town, Penang, Malaysia:
A Call to Reinvent the Site to Be Less “Touristy” Using Covid-19 as a
Turning Point
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Abstract
George Town—the central city of Penang Island, Malaysia—was constructed
as a British colony city and a free trade port after the end of the 18th century.
The influx of not only Europeans such as Britons but also Asians such as
Malays, the Chinese, and Indians has created a streetscape characterized by a

blend of various ethnic cultures, where the East meets the West. Aging and
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vacant storefronts in the old urban district need maintenance and repair so as
to not stand out in stark contrast to newer surrounding buildings being
erected. An NGO initiative, Penang Heritage Trust (PHT), was established in
the 1980s. This initiative has been successful in preserving the historical
landscape. George Town's distinct streetscape was registered as a UNESCO
World Cultural Heritage in 2008, together with Malacca, as “Melaka and George
Town, Historic Cities of the Straits of Malacca.”

Since its World Heritage registration, George Town has become an
international tourist destination, where the aging shops have been converted
into guesthouses, boutique hotels, cafés, and restaurants. Such conversions
have changed the townscape of George Town rapidly. In addition, under the
“Art Island Penang” project initiated by the Penang government, wall and wire
arts created on the walls of shop-houses have become new tourist attractions.
This resulted in an influx of tourists, including cruise ship and low-cost carrier
travelers, whose number surpassed that of the local population. As a result, the
World Heritage site, where many ethnic groups coexist and historic buildings
and old streets remain, has become a popular tourist destination in a short
period of time. The 19th century Chinese settlements on the jetties, which had
previously been closed to outsiders, have undergone a sudden transformation
into a “tourist village” akin to a “theme park”.

In the beginning of 2020, such rapid transformation of the World Heritage
area toward a popular tourist destination became an issue due to both the
pollution caused by tourism and over-tourism. However, the spread of the
novel coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic brought a sudden halt to George
Town's excessive development as a popular tourist destination, since no
tourists were able to visit the area. As a result, the tourism business in George

Town shrunk, almost overnight, due to the disappearance of inbound demand.
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George Town has since returned to the status it had before the city became a
popular tourist destination.

The purpose of this paper is to review the history of George Town's
development into a tourist destination, and to examine how tourism should be

practiced in the era of “with/after” COVID-19.
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