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Abstract 

Currently, there are two historical sites has been recognized as World Heritage Site by United 

Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in Malaysia, which are 

Melaka (Malacca) and George Town, Penang. Since its recognition, those cities becomes so 

famous and positioned as one of the world tourism attraction that need to visit. In line with 

this prestige, conservation matter definitely appears to be a major concern especially to both 

cities in order to maintain the status given. The paper aims to discover the local daily 
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newspaper of The Star in terms of its portrayal of image on the historic or heritage buildings 

within the areas of World Heritage Site. Content analysis and previous literature were used as 

the research method. The findings show that indeed the images of photo could influence the 

public reader and create awareness of the issues raised. Behind the image thus, this paper 

would also examine at the role of the state in an effort to conserve the historic buildings of 

these two cities. Studies on image or visual are still rare in the country and therefore, this 

paper intend to fill this gap by associating it with the cultural heritage conservation in 

Malaysia. 

Keywords: Melaka, George Town, newspaper, image, the role of the state 

1. Introduction 

In July 7, 2008, Malaysia has created another history, in which two of its states were 

recognized as a World Heritage Site by UNESCO. Both of Melaka and George Town, Penang 

are currently in the world map, especially in the cultural heritage tourism sector. In fact, the 

impact of this status not just benefiting to those historical cities, but it also go beyond the 

country as a whole. Besides Melaka and George Town, Historic Cities of the Straits of 

Malacca thus, there are three more UNESCO recognition in the country for instance Kinabalu 

National Park, Sabah and along with Mulu Mountain National Park, Sarawak in 2001 (under 

the category of Natural Heritage) and also Lenggong Valley, Perak in 2012 (under the 

category of Archaeological Heritage). 

Although research on World Heritage Site at international level has begun since 1945, 

however studies on the conservation of the World Heritage Site in Malaysia are still lacking 

(Solihah et al., 2015). This is because it started quite late and in consequence, the awareness 

of the conservation of heritage or historic buildings were only appears around the 1980s. 

Hence, this shows that the study is still new and has great potential for further exploration. 

The paper shall focus only on the conservation of tangible heritage vies a vies historic 

buildings within the area of World Heritage Sites of Melaka and George Town. 

In the Malaysian context, the heritage conservation and tourism development are largely 

depend on the role of the state, which includes the Federal, State and Local Government (Lai 

& Ooi, 2015). Through the federal or central government, the responsible body is for instance 

National Heritage Department (Jabatan Warisan Negara) - under the Ministry of Tourism and 

Culture of Malaysia. While as for the local government, especially in both historical cities, 

there are two bodies who in charge such as Melaka Historic City Council (Majlis Bandaraya 

Melaka Bersejarah) and City Council of Penang Island (Majlis Bandaraya Pulau Pinang). The 

last and the foremost one is the state government, in which the bodies responsible for both 

cities like Conservation Center of Melaka (Pusat Konservasi Negeri Melaka) and George 

Town World Heritage Incorporated (GTWHI). Apart from that, the country also has a special 

policy in addressing conservation issues that is the National Heritage Act 2005 (Act 645). 

Media consisting of print media, television, radio, and so forth, plays a significant role in 

disseminating information and creating awareness on certain particular issues raised to the 

public. In fact, media has the power to reach millions of homes at a time and thus, it may play 
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an imperative role in attaining the desired objectives (Showkat, 2016). In the context of this 

paper, the media refers to the print media that is newspaper. In the west, newspaper 

readership trends are getting decline and in contrary, daily print circulation continues to 

increase in Asia, including of Malaysia. Ali et al. (2011) explained the people of this country, 

still prefer to get their news through the print newspaper and as for the Malay newspapers for 

instance, it have had an increased circulation currently compared to two decades ago. 

According to Soroka (2002) newspaper coverage has an influence on how the public and 

policy makers come to be aware of, and think about, an issue. Obviously, the ways that issues 

are framed in newspaper, and how its related to government policies and people’s awareness, 

attitudes, and actions, offer us insight into the mechanism by which a society works, for 

instance, the relative freedom that journalists have to report on issues (Freeman, 2017). This 

study aims to examine The Star newspaper portrayal by focusing more on the image rather 

than text, regarding on the conservation of historic buildings in World Heritage Sites of 

Melaka and George Town, starting from year 2008 to 2015. 

2. Literature Review 

The importance of conserving the historic buildings is something that cannot be argued. 

Mustafa et al. (2011) revealed the historic buildings are deemed as highly valuable assets due 

to their cultural significance as well as tourism potentials. Besides that, both the identity of a 

nation and people are largely defined by their heritage which is a legacy that is passed down 

from one generation to another (Sodangi et al., 2011). Numerous cultural and historical 

significance that are worthy of preservation for sustainable development in Malaysia. 

However, many of them are subjected to urban modernization (Wan Hashimah, 2012). 

Furthermore, uncontrolled development has caused in the building of new buildings or 

facades sandwiched in between of old buildings. 

In the west, conservation of historic cities are considered as common situation and in reverse, 

many of non-western countries are still in dispute over whether to develop or demolish. 

Meanwhile, both, Pearce (1989) and Kong and Yeoh (1994) acknowledged that conservation 

in the developing countries had become a minority interest compared to other urban asset 

development. In fact, conservation is further often seen to be an obstacle to modern 

development. While, in Malaysia, the sad condition of historical conservation in the country 

was long left untold and disregarded, until the Federal government recently realized the 

importance of historic buildings as living evidence of the national growth and success 

(Shahrul Yani et al., 2013). 

According to the Malaysia National Heritage Act 2005 (Act 645) under the section 2 thus, 

building refers to a building or groups of separate or connected buildings which, because of 

their architecture, their homogeneity or their place in the landscape, are of outstanding 

universal value from the point of view of history, art or science. In addition, as for the 

definition of conservation, it includes of preservation, restoration, reconstruction, 

rehabilitation and adaptation or any combination thereof (National Heritage Act, 2005). On 

the other hand, the Melaka Enactment No. 6 (1988) defines conservation as a process of 

looking after a cultural heritage or a conservation area so as to retain its significance. 
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Historically, the development of historic buildings conservation in this country began in 

major cities such as Kuala Lumpur, George Town and then followed by Melaka (Solihah et 

al., 2015). Syed Zainol (1995) elucidates from the findings inventory of historic buildings in 

Malaysia which has been done by the Department of Museums and Antiquities in 1992 thus, 

it is estimated there are around 35 000 prewar buildings spotted in 265 cities throughout the 

country under review must be conserved. In addition, A. Ghafar (2009) revealed that most of 

the historic buildings in the country are not well-preserved and also most of them are in 

obsolete conditions due to the factor of building damage. Other research for instance by 

Kamal et al. (2008) argued in spite of the increasing consciousness among the public on the 

need for conserving the nation’s cultural heritage, yet numerous historic buildings are still 

remain in poor conditions with signs of serious building defects that threatening their survival. 

Even worse, when there are historic buildings threatened with destruction due to neglected by 

the real owner and demolished by at the insistence of development as well as less of concern 

of the community in effort to conserve the historic buildings (Hamilton & Zuraini, 2002). 

A. Ghafar (1994), Feilden (1994) and Yahaya (1996) agreed that historic buildings should be 

protected because of it has the cultural, emotional and also the use is priceless. Hence, 

without continuing conservation efforts, this historic buildings are feared would remain to 

extinction (Ashurts, 2006). In fact, Siti Nor Fatimah et al. (2017) added failure to conserve 

and manage the country’s heritage could lead to enormous losses to the state itself, in 

particular. Therefore, it is obvious to state that historic buildings are deems to be very 

valuable to the country and the conservation efforts need to be done constantly by parties 

involved, especially the Government side in ensuring that those buildings are keep 

maintained.  

3. World Heritage Site of Melaka and George Town  

Cities of Melaka and George Town were located in different spot and geography. Melaka city 

located in the mainland of southern part of peninsular, while George Town positioned in 

Penang Island, on northern part of peninsular, Malaysia (Figure 1). The two historic cities 

were located on trail trade the Straits of Malacca, are renowned for their multicultural 

heritage (Siti Norlizaiha & Izzamir, 2011). In fact, these ports were placed at a strategic 

location during the period of 15th to 18th century. At present, for the category of historic city 

and yet, only these two of cities that possesses this status in the country (Mohd Hiriy et al., 

2017).  
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Figure 1. Location of Melaka and George Town 

Literally, both of historic cities display testimony to a living multi-cultural heritage as well as 

custom of Asia, where the numerous religion and culture met and exist together. They 

reflected the coming together of cultural aspects from the Malay Archipelago, India, China 

and also with those of Europe, to create a unique architecture, townscape as well as culture 

(Siti Norlizaiha & Izzamir, 2011). Thus, both cities have fulfilled some of the criteria set by 

UNESCO (2018) with regards to its Outstanding Universal Value and further details are as 

follows: 

(ii) Melaka and George Town represent exceptional examples of multi-cultural trading towns 

in East and Southeast Asia, built up from the commerce and exchanges of Malay, Chinese, 

and Indian cultures as well as three successive European colonial powers 500 years, each 

with its imprints on the architecture and urban form, technology and monumental art. Both 

towns show different stages of development and the successive changes over a long span of 

time and are thus complementary. 

(iii) Melaka and George Town are living testimony to the multi-cultural heritage and tradition 

of Asia, as well as European colonial influences. This multi-cultural tangible and intangible 

heritage is expressed in the great variety of religious buildings of different faiths, ethnic 

quarters, the many languages, worship and religious festivals, dances, costumes, art and 

music, food, and daily life. 

(iv) Melaka and George Town reflect a mixture of influences which have created a unique 

architecture, culture and townscape without parallel anywhere in East and South Asia. 

Notably, they demonstrate an exceptional range of shop houses and townhouses. These 

buildings show many different types and stages of development of the building type, some 

originating in the Portuguese or Dutch periods. 

In brief, both cities are associated to the existence of all the elements necessary to 
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demonstrate their ‘Outstanding Universal Value’. Outstanding universal value refers to 

cultural and/or natural significance which is so exceptional as to transcend national 

boundaries and to be of common importance for present and future generations of all 

humanity (World Heritage Convention, UNESCO 2017). Therefore, the permanent protection 

of this heritage is of the highest importance to the international community as a whole and 

also for the role of state, in particular. Melaka and George Town have a tough task to do in 

order to maintain the status given that is by conserving and preserving their heritage spots, 

especially within the core zone areas (Figure 2 & 3) subject to as outlined by UNESCO.  

 

Figure 2. Core Zone of Melaka 

 

Figure 3. Core Zone of George Town 

4. Research Method 

The paper used content analysis as a main technique and it is based on qualitative approaches. 

A local daily newspaper selected is in English language, namely The Star. The reason for 
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choosing the newspaper because it is deemed as the leading English language daily in the 

country. In addition, the period of time for newspaper coverage is approximately seven (7) 

years, 2008 to 2015. These years were chosen due to purpose for investigate the images 

portrayed from this newspaper which concerning on the conservation of historic buildings, 

particularly in Melaka and George Town. Apart from that, to scrutinize the trend of images 

portrayal starting from its recognition on July, 2008 to upwards. Next is from the previous 

literature, which emphasizes more on the role of the state government regarding conservation 

of historic building. 

5. Analysis and Discussion 

From the data findings, total of images from The Star newspaper show as in Table 1. 

Table 1. The Star Newspaper Portrayal of Images 

Year 2008 2010 2011 2015 
Month 13 & 23 July 22 February, 8 

July & 19 
November 

24 
September 

2 March 

Quantity 2 3 1 1 

Table 1 shows the images from The Star coverage, which are related or close to the 

conservation of historic buildings of Melaka and George Town. Seven (7) out of seventeen 

(17) images have had obtained from data collection, in overall. Four of them portray of 

Melaka historic city, and the remaining three images represent George Town. Although there 

are seven images, but not all of them portraying directly to historic buildings. This being the 

case, because some of those images also portraying it indirectly. Due to lack of data related to 

images, this paper just concentrates only on the images that portray directly on the 

conservation of historic buildings, and not the other way around. Therefore, only two images 

were picked and each one of its represent of both historical cities and the details are follows.   

Image 1 illustrates a historic building in the Melaka and from another side; image 2 also 

portrays similar things in George Town (The Star, 2015, March 02 & 2010, November 19). 

Besides that, it is imperative to note that the portrayal of these images is also mixed with the 

text.  
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Figure 4. Image 1 of Melaka 

 

Figure 5. Image 2 of George Town  

From the Image 1, it shows the condition of historic or heritage buildings in Melaka are on 

fire. Literally, these buildings are seemed to be empty and unoccupied. In addition, these 

double-storey shop lots buildings are also seem to be abandoned by their owner. The loss is 

estimated around Ringgit Malaysia (RM) 500 000 per unit and based on the news report, 

there are about six burnt buildings identified. Interestingly to point out, even though the area 

is not specifically located within the core and buffer zone, but bear in mind that the position 

of this spot actually is very close to its (the distance like stone’s throw away). This is a 

certainly becomes a major concern for us because of fear that if it is not well controlled, then 
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later it will destroy other historic buildings too, especially that located in the core and buffer 

zone of world heritage site of Melaka. 

On the other hand, Image 2 illustrates an old building that seems to be neglected. By seeing 

through this image thus, it is clear to say that this building appears to be not well taken care 

of by the authorities. There are some erosion and overgrown tree on the building and besides, 

some windows are damaged as well as the ground looks empty without any decorative 

landscaping. It is believed that this building and along with the other 16 historic buildings had 

a connection with the heritage trail of Dr. Sun Yat Sen (better known as father of modern 

China). Hence, taking into account the benefits of history as well as the status of world 

heritage site, it is better if the building is preserved and well managed so that it would be one 

of the main attractions for tourists to visit here.  

Based on the two images above, it can be summarized that the newspaper portrayal via text or 

image is very significant in influencing readers with a particular issue. In fact, both images 

also give a symbolic sign especially to the related parties regarding how important to protect 

historic buildings and then take necessary action to prevent it from damage. Therefore, this 

paper will explore in depth concerning what is behind the displayed image so that to get a 

clearer explanation of it. Next discussion is about the role of the state and the details are as 

follow.   

6. The Role of the State 

In this setting of context, the role of the state actually refers to the state government of 

Melaka and Penang. Since its recognition as UNESCO world heritage site in July, 2008 thus, 

both historical cities have made conservation as their main agenda (The Star, 2008, July 09 & 

November 23). In this regard, the state government of Melaka and Penang have a heavy 

responsible in order to ensure that historic buildings are constantly preserved and maintain 

the status granted as long as possible. 

6.1 The State Government of Melaka 

Historically, conservation plan was first identified for area of conservation in 1979. Next in 

1988, the state government of Melaka organized a seminar on heritage and then finally 

decided to nominate the St Paul’s Hill as a heritage zone after the seminar. At the meantime, 

the historic buildings within the zone comprise of A Famosa fort, Dutch Stadthuys building 

and Christ Church has been conserved and restored. 

Melaka has an enactment to safeguard its cultural heritage, namely the Preservation and 

Conservation of Cultural Heritage Enactment, 1988 (Siti Norlizaiha & Izzamir, 2011). 

Basically, the enactment covers inclusive aspects of conservation and restoration for cultural 

heritage in Melaka. In addition, the Conservation Trust Fund was formed in 1993, where this 

enactment is placed under the Melaka Museums Corporation. Meanwhile, the State Structure 

Plan of Melaka has identified Melaka heritage sites, in 2001. As a result, Melaka has listed 

two protected areas within the conservation zone for instance St Paul’s Hill Civic Zone as 

well as Historic Residential and Commercial Zone which have funds for conservation project 

from the Conservation Trust Fund and also Federal Government. Based on Application 

Dossier for Registration of Historic Cities of the Straits of Melaka and George Town (2007), 

it has explained in detail the planning of the state of Melaka (Table 2).   
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Table 2. List of Melaka State Government Plans in Preserving the Heritage Entities 

Plans Status Provisions 
Melaka 
Council 
Structure 
Plan 

 Prepared in year 1993, this study was prepared by the 
Federal Town and Country Planning Department 
(FTCPD), according to the development plan system 
empowered by the 1976 Town and Country Act (Act 
172). The structure plan covered the existing historic 
fundamental as the study area and was prepared for a 
10 years’ time period (1991 to 2001). The salient 
contents of the structure plan are extensive policies 
and proposals governing the various components 
such as land use, housing, tourism, conservation, 
transportation, infrastructure and utilities. 
Basically, the tourism policies recommended in the 
structure plan had focused on the redevelopment of 
the dockland or quayside area for tourism purposes 
and turning Melaka into a ‘living museum’.  
Above all, the structure plan delineated a 
Conservation Area covering the civic area and old 
area which was subsequently gazette by the state 
using the Preservation and Conservation of Cultural 
Heritage Enactment, 1988, for Melaka state. 

Melaka 
State 
Structure 
Plan 

Adopted by the 
Historic City of 
Melaka Municipal 
Council and Melaka 
State Government, 
2002 

For the first time in Malaysia, a structure plan 
comprised a section on conservation of heritage 
resources for the state of Melaka. The plan elaborates 
the strategies for heritage protection especially 
focusing on the Core Zone and has become the 
foundation for more specific guidelines in the Local 
Plan. 
Initially, the Melaka Structure Plan (review) was 
supposed to be a review of the Melaka Structure Plan, 
1993, as required by Act 172. However, amendments 
to Act 172 (Amendments, 2000) require structure 
plans to cover the geographical boundary of the 
whole state, instead of the municipality or 
administrative area. Thus, the Melaka Structure Plan 
is the first state broad structure plan to be prepared in 
the whole country and the draft final report was 
completed in 2002 while the public exhibition 
exercise was carried out between January to February 
2003. 
The State of Melaka Structure plans has a time period 
of 20 years (2000 to 2020) and covers 15 land use 
sectors in which special attention was given to 
conservation as well as tourism. Upon its 
gazettement, the State of Melaka Structure Plan, 2002 
will provide the legal instrument for managing the 
overall development within the Melaka state based on 
the principles of sustainable development. 

Local Plans Adopted in 2001 and a 
revised version 
prepared in 2006 

Detailed plans for specific areas covering a range of 
subject matters- coverage on heritage conservation. 
Actually, the local plan was prepared by the FTCPD 
in accordance to Act 172. However, the main 
highlight was the interpretation of the broad policies 
formulated in the structure plan into site specific land 
use proposals and development guidelines, covering 
2 specific areas within the municipality. Block 1 
consists of the central area including the historical 
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core, while Block 2 involves the areas within the 
urban fringe. 
Specific land use proposals and guidelines were 
formulated for the various land use sectors containing 
tourism and conservation. Conservation was grouped 
together with urban design and landscaping. Yet, the 
local plan was never gazette, and therefore, it could 
not provide a legal assistance for the Melaka Historic 
City Council to manage development within its area. 

6.2 The State Government of Penang 

From the historical point of view, the first conservation guideline for George Town in 1987 

was ‘Design Guidelines for Conservation Areas in Inner City of George Town, Penang’. In 

year 1989, the State Authority approved the Municipal Council of Penang Island Structure 

Plan, 1987. In fact, the Historic City of George Town conservation area also had been 

identified under the Municipal Council of Penang Island’s Structure as well as Local Plan. At 

this stage, it had no exact legislation designed for the protection of heritage buildings. 

Following, the Municipal Council of Penang Island introduced ‘Guidelines for Conservation 

Areas and Heritage Building in George Town’ that replaced and cancelled ‘Design Guidelines 

for Conservation Areas in Inner City of George Town, Penang’. This guideline provides a 

comprehensive statement of the state government’s policy for the identification and 

protection of historic buildings, conservation areas and other components of the historic 

environment. Besides that, the local authority refers to Town and Country Planning Act 172, 

1976 and Amendment in 1995, and Local Authority Act 171, 1976, to protect the heritage 

areas as well as properties. 

Furthermore, the Penang Structure Plan (2005-2020) suggests that cultural resources should 

be developed as the unique tourism product for the state. For years, the visitors in Penang 

have been exposed to multi-cultural heritage like the Malay and Muslim enclave, the Chinese 

clan houses, the ‘Little India’ and also experience the living heritage in the inner city (Siti 

Norlizaiha & Izzamir, 2011). Next is about the details of Penang state government plans. 

Again, Application Dossier for Registration of Historic Cities of the Straits of Melaka and 

George Town (2007) also revealed about the planning of the state of Penang (Table 3). 

Table 3. List of Penang State Government Plans in Preserving the Heritage Entities 

Plans Status Provisions 
Penang Island Structure Plan 
2020 

Adopted by the Municipal 
Council of Penang Island 
and the Penang State 
Government 

Broad principles and policies 
regarding land development. 

Penang Strategic Development 
Plan II 

Adopted in year 2001 Economic development 
through the sustainable 
development approach. 

Penang Island Local Plans  Adopted in year 2002 Detailed plans for specified 
areas covering a range of 
subject matters. 
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7. Conclusion and Recommendations 

Indeed, picture can be regard as the most common way of spreading information, making an 

impact, expressing oneself, and influencing others. Obviously, an emphasis on visual images 

does not mean that words (texts) are less important than images. Lester (2000) revealed the 

most meaningful and powerful messages are combined with words and picture equally. 

Although the results of this paper shows that the number of images is not that much, but it is 

still considered significant. Nevertheless, it is expected in the future, the number of images 

portrayal from newspapers would continue to increase in line with the verbal texts. Nowadays, 

portrayal of heritage images becomes a selling point, apart from evoking emotions as well as 

visualization (Luque-Martinez et al., 2007). Therefore, future researchers should extend this 

study using the latest year to see whether there is a change or not in relation to the trend of 

portraying heritage conservation images, especially within world heritage sites in the country. 

The findings also uncover that the state government of Melaka and Penang have a systematic 

historic buildings conservation plan, based on legal provisions. However, there is concern 

over the question of policies enforcement as well as to have balance between modern and 

heritage development from the state government (Ang Kean, 2015; Wan Hashimah, 2012; 

The Star, 2008, April 25, July 09 & 13). Certainly, conservation requires continuous effort 

and huge funding. Therefore, all parties should play their respective roles starting from 

federal government, state and local governments, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 

and the community itself, so that to get a more effective impact on the conservation of world 

heritage site in both historical cities. 
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