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1. Introduction  

POIC Lahad Datu may be seen as the flagship of the 

state government’s efforts to bring development to 

the east coast of Sabah as part of its broader objective 

of industrializing the state. Despite the hiccups that 

come with being a new industrial concept, POIC Lahad 

Datu has made significant progress and continues to 

attract the attention of both local and foreign 

investors.  

A clear sense of direction, the state’s abundant palm 

oil resources and a strategic geographical location 

blessed with a deep natural harbour were essentially 

all that POIC Lahad Datu had to begin with. Pushed by 

the strong policy and financial support from both the 

state and federal government, the early days of POIC 

Lahad Datu were filled with a prevailing sense of 

purpose and synergism. Investor’s confidence was 

rising with new investment opportunities being 

created and considered.   

When the Tanduo incursions came into the limelight and culminated in a firefight starting on 1st March 

2013, cloud of uncertainties inevitably emerged. No doubt, there were then momentary questions about 

the future of development in the east coast in particular and Sabah in general. More than three years after 

the Tanduo incursions, it is useful to reassess and take stock of the security outlook of the east coast. As 

ironic as it would appear, a look back to the past may provide an insight into the future. 
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Security in the east coast of Sabah remains a very public issue. In spite of the various steps 

and measures undertaken under ESSCOM cross-border incidences have continued, fueling 

growing consternation among the public-at-large. Already saddled with longstanding 

challenges, the uncertain security equation is proving to be an added obstacle in fostering 

economic growth and development in the east coast. May this issue of In-Focus! provides a 

better understanding of the broader factors shaping the security dynamics in the east coast in 

particular and Sabah as a whole. Editorial Team      
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2. Geographical and Historical Context   

Figure 1: The BIMP-EAGA Region. 

 

 
                                           Source:http://bimpeagabc.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/bimp_eaga_map.jpg 

 
As can be seen in Figure 1, Sabah’s central geographic location in the East Asian region underlined its 

longstanding linkages with its immediate neighbours particularly the southern Philippines and eastern 

Indonesia. For centuries the movements of goods and peoples within what is now more well-known as the 

BIMP-EAGA region (as encapsulated inside the dark line in Figure 1) were longstanding features. Perhaps 

more regulated, these interactions remain active to the present time.   

 

While the historical claims over Sabah primarily involved the Brunei Sultanate and Sulu Sultanate 

respectively, it is likely that neither ever effectively exerted control over the whole territory of present-day 

Sabah itself (see the deed below). Actual administrative control if any, were likely very minimal and only 

applicable to specific coastal settlements. Until the British came, the inland natives were arguably never 

under the actual “control” of any one foreign governing entity.  

 
3. The Genesis of the Tanduo Incursions 
 
The Philippines’ claim over Sabah basically lies over the interpretation of the deed signed on January 22nd, 

1878 between the Sulu Sultanate and Gustavus Baron de Overbeck of Hong Kong and Alfred Dent Esquire 

of London. As seen below, the British version specified “grant and cede” while the Sulu Sultanate’s version 

specified “lease”.   

 
The Philippines’ Claim over Sabah 

 
British version 

 “... hereby grant and cede of our own free and sovereign will to Gustavus Baron de Overbeck 
of Hong Kong and Alfred Dent Esquire of London...and assigns for ever and in perpetuity all 
the rights and powers belonging to us over all the territories and lands being tritutary to us on 
the mainland of the island of Borneo commencing from the Pandassan River on the north-
west coast and extending along the whole east coast as far as the Sibuco River in the south 
and comprising amongst other the States of Paitan, Sugut, Bangaya, Labuk, Sandakan, Kina 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sandakan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kinabatangan
http://bimpeagabc.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/bimp_eaga_map.jpg
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Batangan, Mumiang, and all the other territories and states to the southward thereof 
bordering on Darvel Bay and as far as the Sibuco river with all the islands within three marine 
leagues of the coast.”1     
 
Sulu version 
 
“...do hereby lease of our own freewill and satisfaction to...all the territories and lands being 
tributary to [us] together with their heirs, associates, successors and assigns forever and until 
the end of time, all rights and powers which we possess over all territories and lads tributary 
to us on the mainland of the Island of Borneo, commencing from the Pandassan River on the 
west coast to Maludu Bay, and extending along the whole east coast as far as Sibuco River on 
the south,..., and all the other territories and states to the southward thereof bordering on 
Darvel Bay and as far as the Sibuco River, ..., [9 nautical miles] of the coast.”2 
 

 

The key point of contention lies with the Malay term, padjak (modern spelling, “pajak”). The term was 

translated as "arrendamiento" or "lease" by Spanish linguists in 1878 and American anthropologists H. 

Otley Beyer and Harold Conklin in 1946. However, the British elected to use "grant and cede" as 

interpreted by the historian Najeeb Mitry Saleeby in 1908 and William George Maxwell and William 

Summer Gibson in 1924. It can be argued, however, that the contemporary meaning of the word means 

"mortgage" or "pawn" or even "wholesale".3  

 

Backtracking somewhat, it is interesting to note that the first concession treaty over the said territory was 

signed by Sultan Abdul Momin of Brunei on December 29th, 1877, (almost a month earlier), 

appointing Baron de Overbeck as the Maharaja Sabah, Rajah Gaya and Sandakan.4 This would suggest that 

the Sultan of Brunei still considered the said territory as part of his dominion at that point in time. It would 

appear that there is no formal documentation of the cession of the northern part of Sabah by the Brunei 

Sultanate to the Sultan of Sulu.5  While this raises an interesting point of contention on the Sabah Claim, it 

is likely a moot point given the series of subsequent event following the signing of the deed between the 

Sulu Sultanate and Overbeck and Dent in January 22nd, 1878.   

 

Timeline of The Philippines’ Claim 

As noted, the Philippines’ claim over Sabah harkens back to the Sulu Sultanate’s claim over Sabah, which in 

turn is premised on the cession from the Sultan of Brunei whom the Sultan of Sulu helped in suppressing a 

rebellion. The Philippines grounded its claim on the subsequent decision of the heirs of the Sultan of Sulu 

to formally cede all rights, proprietary, title, dominion and sovereignty over Sabah to the Philippines 

government in September 1962. An abbreviated timeline of the Philippines’ claim over Sabah beginning 

from June 1962 is presented in Table 1.6
  

 

 

                                                             
1
 British Government (1878). "British North Borneo Treaties. (British North Borneo, 1878),"  as cited in 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/North_Borneo_dispute. 

2
 "Translation by Professor Conklin of the Deed of 1878 in Arabic characters found by Mr. Quintero in Washington 
(Philippine Claim to North Borneo)" as cited in Ibid.  

3 Ibid. 
4
  Rozan Yunos (21 September 2008). "How Brunei lost its northern province". The Brunei Times.  As cited in 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/North_Borneo_dispute#cite_note-5. 
5 See, for example, Cesar Adib Majul: “Muslims in the Philippines,” 1999 edition.  
6 For more details on the timeline, see, for example, http://globalnation.inquirer.net/66281/north-borneo-sabah-an-

annotated-timeline-1640s-present.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kinabatangan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abdul_Momin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Baron_von_Overbeck
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maharaja
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sandakan
http://www.bt.com.bn/life/2008/09/21/how_brunei_lost_its_northern_province
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Brunei_Times


 

4 In-Focus! 

Table 1: Timeline on the Philippines’ Claim over Sabah 

Date TimeLine 

June, 1962 Preliminary claim started when Salvator P. Lopez, acting secretary foreign Affair handed 

a note to the British Ambassador to Manila asserting the Philippines claim on North 

Borneo in implementation of house Resolution No 321(Ramos Resolution). 

Sept,1962 The heirs of the Sultan Sulu HM Sultan Muhammad Esmail E. Kiram ceded all the right, 

proprietary, title, dominion and sovereignty to the republic of the Philippines which 

effectively gave the government full authority to pursue their claim in the international 

court. 

Nov, 1962 Official claim on Sabah was introduced by Philippines representatives in the United 

Nations General Assembly. 

1963 The Philippines refused to recognize Malaysia and broke off diplomatic relations with 

Malaysia. Referendum is conducted in North Borneo and the people of North Borneo 

chose to join Malaysia. 

1964  Establishment of Philippine-Malaysia diplomatic relations by the creation of a Filipino 

consulate in Kuala Lumpur. 

1967 “Operation Merdeka” initiated by President Ferdinand Marcos involving the training of 

commandos in Corregidor. Their task is to destabilize and take over Sabah but the 

secret operation was exposed by Senator Ninoy Aquino. 

June, 1968 Talks between Malaysia and the Philippines opened in Bangkok. Mode of settlement, 

elevating the dispute to the World Court. 

July, 1968 Malaysian government rejected the Philippines claim. President Ferdinand E Marcus 

broke off diplomatic relations with Malaysia. 

Sept, 1968 U.S recognized Sabah as part of Malaysia. 

Oct, 1968 During the 23rd Session of the UN General Assembly, the Sabah Claim was debated by 

the Philippines and Malaysia whereby Malaysia pointed out that the peoples of Sabah 

wanted to be with the federation of Malaysia. 

Dec, 1968 Malaysia proposed for the Philippines to recognize its sovereignty over Sabah without 

prejudice to the Philippines as a way to normalize the Philippines-Malaysia diplomatic 

relations. 

Jan,1969 In his Fourth State of the Nation Address, President Ferdinand E. Marcos declared that 

the Philippine claim to the North Boneo is justified based on legal, historical and moral 

grounds. Nevertheless, after a discussion between Prime Minister Tunku Abdul Rahman 

and Secretary of Foreign Affairs Carlos P. Romulo, diplomatic relations between the two 

countries was restored by the end of the year. 

August, 1977  President Ferdinand E. Marcos announces that the Philippines is giving up its claim over 

Sabah as a step to eliminate one of the burdens of ASEAN. 

June, 1980 Philippines Secretary of Foreign Affairs Arturo Tolentino declared that the Philippines’ 

claim to Sabah “…is closed…” during the ASEAN Foreign Ministers Conference. 

Feb, 1989 Sultan Mohammad Jamalal Kiram III revoked the resolution in 1962 regarding the 

transfer title of sovereignty to the republic of the Philippines. 

Feb, 2013 200 followers of Jamalul Kiram landed in Tanduo.  
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It should be noted that while President Ferdinand E. Marcos and Secretary Arturo Tolentino both made 

statements to the effect of “giving up” and “closing” the Sabah Claim, these were never followed through 

in terms of what Malaysia had asked for:7  

 

1) The 1973 Constitution with its broad definition of Philippines territory be amended to remove the 

clause, “territories belonging to the Philippines by historic right or legal title.” 

2) That Republic Act (R.A.) No. 5446, particularly Section 2, be repealed. Section of the RA 5446 states 

that “the definition of the baselines of the territorial sea of the Philippine Archipelago as provided 

in this Act is without prejudice to the delineation of the baselines of the territorial sea around the 

territory of Sabah, situated in North Borneo, over which the Republic of the Philippines has 

acquired dominion and sovereignty.” 

 

Therefore, the statements of both President Marcos and Secretary Tolentino could be seen as catering to 

the political and diplomatic expediency of the time. Ruling under Martial Law, President Marcos could have 

well taken the decision to end the Sabah Claim once and for all. Likewise, exercising both executive and 

legislative powers until the ratification of the new Philippine Constitution and the establishment of a new 

Congress in 1987, President Corazon Aquino could have also done so.8 The fact that President Corazon 

Aquino also did not act to drop the Sabah Claim is testament to the political sentiments and implications 

that the Sabah Claim have over domestic Filipino politics.  

 

Under Article 1 of the current (1987) Constitution, national territory is defined as: “The national territory 

comprises the Philippine archipelago, with all the islands and waters embraced therein, and all other 

territories over which the Philippines has sovereignty or jurisdiction, consisting of its terrestrial, fluvial and 

aerial domains, including its territorial sea, the seabed, the subsoil, the insular shelves, and other 

submarine areas.” The phrase "…all other territories over which the Philippines has sovereignty…" is likely 

chosen to underline the official transfer of sovereignty rights over Sabah by the Sulu Sultanate to the 

government of the Philippines on September 12, 1962. The wordings are seen as keeping the Philippine 

claim over Sabah intact as the so-called transfer of sovereignty by the Sulu Sultanate occurred long before 

the 1987 Constitution was ratified by the Philippines Congress.   

 

Malaysia’s Position
9
 

 

Malaysia’s longstanding position over the Philippine claim is reflected by the response of the Malaysian 
Foreign Ministry to then presidential candidate Rodrigo Duterte reported intention to pursue the Sabah Claim 

earlier this year: 

 
“The Government of Malaysia wishes to reiterate its position that Malaysia does not recognise and 

will not entertain any claims by any party on Sabah. Sabah is recognised by the United Nations 

(UN) and international community as part of Malaysia since the formation of the Federation on 16 

September 1963.”
10

 

                                                             
7
 See note

6
 

8 See, for example, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Presidency_of_Corazon_Aquino.  
9
 For a more detailed explanation of the Malaysian’s position, see for example, Abdul Gani Patail, Putting to Rest the 
Claim by the Self-Proclaimed Sultanate of Sulu, Kuala Lumpur: Razak School of Government and Institute 
Terjemahan & Buku Malaysia, 2013.  

10
 http://www.kln.gov.my/web/nzl_wellington/home/-/asset_publisher/8pPT/blog/press-statement-by-ministry-of-
foreign-affairs-malaysia-regarding-the-recent-claim-on-sabah-by-a-philippine-presidential-election-
candidate?redirect=%2Fweb%2Fnzl_wellington%2Fhome%2F-%2Fasset_publisher%2FkR0p%2Fblog%2Fpress-
statement-by-ministry-of-foreign-affairs-malaysia-regarding-the-recent-claim-on-sabah-by-a-philippine-presidential-
election-candidate%3Fredirect%3D%252Fweb%252Fnzl_wellington%252Fhome 
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4. BIMP-EAGA: Lofty Objectives, Dismal Performance 

Established in 1993, the BIMP-EAGA was conceived as a vehicle to bring economic development in the East 

ASEAN region. With the exception of Brunei Darussalam, the BIMP-EAGA component regions shared one 

commonality – all were among the least developed regions in ASEAN, located far from their respective 

national economic mainstream. Sensing the potential opportunities afforded by its strategic geographic 

location within the BIMP-EAGA framework, Sabah quickly emerged as among the strongest and most active 

proponents of the BIMP-EAGA.  Sadly, the early enthusiasm over the BIMP-EAGA quickly faded off when 

real and tangible outcomes proved to be harder to come by.   

  

While the dismal performance of the BIMP-EAGA could be tied down to inherent bureaucratic inertia and 

the lack of real economic complementarities among the component regions, a key obstacle has also been 

the lack of political stability and related security concerns in the southern Philippines. For instance, 

Malaysians were among the first to explore the business opportunities in the southern Philippines and to 

invest in the region. However, the complex domestic political conundrum and insecurities soon dampened 

investors’ enthusiasm and, just as quickly, they were gone cutting their losses. Ironically, these factors were 

among the key issues that then President Fidel Ramos had hoped the BIMP-EAGA would help addressed 

when he first mooted its creation.  

 

5.  The Broader Security Challenges 
 
Key factors 

 

The east coast of Sabah in particular has long dealt with cross-border incidences including robberies, 

piracies, kidnappings and outright attacks. Indeed, Sabah has long been and continues to be affected by the 

internal political and conflict dynamics of its immediate neighbours, particularly the southern Philippines 

due to three key factors: 

 

1) Geographic proximity  

2) Sulu Sultanate claim over Sabah, and   

3) Huge presence of migrants in Sabah 

 

Of the three factors above, geographic proximity is a given and the ceded Philippines’ claim over Sabah has 

already been outlined above. The third part of the equation, which is arguably the most amendable to 

specific governmental responses on the part of Malaysia, is equally pertinent in understanding the security 

equation in the east coast of Sabah.  

 

For example, based on the 2010 Census, out of the total state population of 3,206,742, around 28 percent 

or 889,779 are classified as non-Malaysians. The more recent statistics from the Eastern Sabah Security 

Command (ESSCOM) indicate that in 2014 they were 132,345 illegal immigrants in the state comprising of 

82,457 from Philippines and 45,768 from Indonesia. More directly, there were 30,055 illegal immigrants in 

130 squatter settlement areas within Lahad Datu alone.11 Not surprisingly, it has been alleged that many of 

those involved with the Tanduo incursions were also Malaysian identity card holders.12 

 

 

                                                             
11 http://www.theborneopost.com/2014/06/24/illegal-immigrants-are-esscoms-biggest-challenge/ 
12 The alleged issuance of Malaysian identity cards to foreigners in Sabah remains a controversial issue. See for 

example,  http://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/category/nation/2013/06/29/project-ic-author-mutalib-dies/ 
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Cross-border Incidences 

 

Cross-border incidences are longstanding concerns, particularly for the east coast. As indicated in Table 2 

since 1962 there have been at least 33 recorded cross-border incidences involving groups from the 

southern Philippines with 18 recorded cases before ESSCOM and 15 cases thereafter. (It would appear that 

the cases of cross-border incidence have incidentally spiked up after the establishment of ESSCOM).  The 

preceding statistics served to highlight the extent to which Sabah has been buffeted and continues to be 

affected by the political and security dynamics in the southern Philippines.     

 

Security dynamics in the Southern Philippines 

To better understand the political-security dynamics in the southern Philippines, an important starting 

point is the presence of various armed groupings in the region. These are summarized in Figure 2. As can be 

seen, areas fronting eastern Sabah have various armed groupings with their own agenda that may or may 

not overlap with one another.  While Figure 2 indicates the inherent challenges that the Filipino 

government faces in forging peace and stability in the southern Philippines, it also underlines the spillover 

effects (both real and potential) of any fighting in the southern Philippines for Sabah. 

Table 2: Cases of Cross-border Incidence in Sabah Since 1962 

Incidence 

 

 In 1962, seven Filipino Moros armed with machetes attacked the town of Kunak and robbed 

businesses there.  

 The seven Filipino Moros attacked again in 1963, this time attacking the town of Semporna killing 

a number of residents. 

 In October 1979, a passenger boat on the way to Semporna from Lahad Datu with 48 passengers 

was attacked and forced to dock at Adal Island. Three passengers were shot dead, one woman 

was raped and the others was taken to the Philippines but were quickly rescued by the Philippine 

security forces.  

 In 1980, a group of 6–8 Moros attacked an island near Semporna with M16 rifles, killing villagers 

while they were asleep. At the end, seven villagers were killed while 11 others were injured.  

 In 1982, a group of Moros ambushed a village in Timba-Timba Island shooting and robbing 

villagers.  

 The Lahad Datu ambush in 1985, which is considered to be the most terrifying attack out of all of 

them, was where 21 people were killed and another 11 wounded. Five of the intruders were 

killed by the Malaysian maritime police while the others managed to escape. 

 In 1987, two Japanese managers was killed while others were wounded after twelve gunmen 

attack a factory in Bohey Dulang Island, forcing the company to close and move their factory to 

Indonesia. 

 In 1996, two separate armed groups from Mindanao attack the town of Semporna, the first 

group attack a police station by throwing a fish bomb while the second group managed to steal 

jewellery worth around MYR100,000 at a gold shop. During the shoot-out, two of the group 

members were captured by the police with 200 bullets recovered from them. However, the rest 

managed to escape.  

 In March 1996, another attack by 10–20 Moros happens in the town of Semporna when three 

separate armed groups attacked different places at the same time. The first group attacked a 

police headquarters while the second group attacked a police station. It is acknowledged the 

motive of the first and second group was to delay time and let the third group succeed in robbing 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Machete
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kunak
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adal_Island
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rape
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/M16_rifle
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Timba-Timba_Island&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Boheydulang_Island
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fish_bomb
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Malaysian_ringgit
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a gold shop. No arrest was made and all the intruders managed to escape with MYR 200,000.  

 Again in July 1996, four armed men attack a gold shop in Tawau and managed to steal jewellery 

worth around MYR 150,000. However, one of the gunmen later made a mistake when he 

retreated to a refugee village in Tawau where he was shot dead by the police. After of 

investigation, another an hour 5 gunmen from other groups were killed by the police.  

 In 2000, the Abu Sayyaf group kidnapped a large number of hostages. 10 of the hostages were 

from Europe and the Middle East while 11 were Malaysian resort workers. All hostages were 

later rescued by the Philippine security forces in Jolo, Sulu. 

 In 2003, six foreigners were kidnapped by 10 Moro pirates.  

 In 2004, two Sarawakians and an Indonesian were kidnapped by the Abu Sayyaf group.  

 In 2005, five Filipinos abducted three Indonesian crews from a Sandakan-based trading company 

near Mataking Island off Semporna.  

 In 2010, a crew of fishermen were captured by Filipino gunmen when their boat strayed into 

Philippine waters near Boan Island. All crews were later released without any ransom being paid.  

 Also in 2010, a seaweed manager and supervisor were kidnapped by four armed Filipinos on 

Sebangkat Island. Both victims were freed 11 months later.  

 In 2011, ten armed Filipinos kidnapped a Malaysian businessman.  

 On 11th February 2013, a group of approximately 100–200 individuals, some of them armed, 

arrived by boat in Lahad Datu, Sabah from Simunul, Tawi-Tawi, in Mindanao. They were sent by 

Jamalul Kiram III, one of the claimants to the throne of the Sultanate of Sulu. Their objective was 

to assert their unresolved territorial claim to North Borneo. During the standoff, 68 people were 

killed including 6 civilians and 10 Malaysian forces.  

 

*****On March 7, 2013,  the creation of ESSZone/ESSCom was announced ***** 

  

 In November 2013, suspected Abu Sayyaf militants killed a Taiwanese national at Pom Pom 

Island and released his wife a month later in southern Philippines.  

 In January 2014, an attempted intrusion by foreign elements on Sabah was blocked by the 

Malaysian security forces.  

 On 2nd April 2014, a Chinese tourist and a Filipino national were abducted off Singamata 

Adventures Reef and Resort, Semporna. Two months later, they were rescued by Malaysian and 

Philippine security forces.  

 On 6th May 2014, another abduction involving a Chinese national occurred in Silam, near the 

Lahad Datu. He was later freed on 10 July.  

 On 16 June 2014, a fish breeder and a Filipino worker were kidnapped off Kunak. The fish farm 

manager was freed on 10 December with the help of two Filipino negotiators, one of them being 

the leader of the Moro National Liberation Front.  

 On 12 July 2014, a policeman was shot dead and another marine policeman was abducted at 

Mabul Water Bungalows Resort, Mabul Island. The policeman was later freed on 7 March 2015, 

after 9 months in captivity.  

 In October 2014, two Vietnamese fishermen who were working for a Malaysian employer were 

shot by Filipino pirates. Both were later rescued by the Malaysian security forces and sent to the 

Queen Elizabeth Hospital, Kota Kinabalu.  

 On 15th May 2015, four armed men from the Abu Sayyaf-based group in Mindanao abducted two 

people from a restaurant in Sandakan and brought them to Parang, Sulu. One of them was 

released on 9 November, after six months in captivity, while the other was later beheaded when 

ransom demands were not met.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tawau
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abu_Sayyaf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jolo
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mataking_Island
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Boan_Island&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Sebangkat_Island&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lahad_Datu
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Simunul,_Tawi-Tawi
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jamalul_Kiram_III
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abu_Sayyaf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pom_Pom_Island
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pom_Pom_Island
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Semporna
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lahad_Datu
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kunak
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moro_National_Liberation_Front
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Queen_Elizabeth_Hospital,_Kota_Kinabalu
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sandakan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Parang,_Sulu
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 On 1st April 2016, four Malaysians aboard a tugboat from Manila was kidnapped when they 

arrived near the shore of Ligitan Island, while leaving other crews unharmed comprising three 

Myanmar nationals and two Indonesians. The four Malaysian hostages were later released after 

nearly two months in captivity.  

 On 15th April 2016, two Indonesian tugboats from Cebu, namely Henry and Cristi with 10 

passengers were attacked by Abu Sayyaf militants. Four passengers were kidnapped, while the 

rest were left behind. One of the passengers was injured after being shot but were later rescued 

by Malaysian Maritime Enforcement Agency when they reached Malaysian waters. The four were 

released on 11 May with the help of the Philippines government.  

 On 9th July 2016, three Indonesians fishermen were kidnapped near the coast of Lahad Datu. 

 On 18th July 2016, five Malaysian sailors were also abducted near the coast of Lahad Datu. 

 On 11th September 2016, three fishing boat crew members were kidnapped by gunmen in waters 

near Pulau Pom Pom off Semporna.13 

 On September 27, 2016, a local boat owner was taken hostage and valuables stolen from 

another boat in waters off Semporna within the span of 30 minutes.14 

 On September 28, 2016, boat owner was abducted off Lahad Datu.15  

Sources: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moro_attacks_on_Sabah and local news media. 

 
 
 
Regional Security Environment 
 

The presence of armed groups in the broader ASEAN region is equally troubling in the context of global 

terrorism. Of particular concern is the avowed linkage between regional extremist groups and global terror 

networks. As can be seen in Figure 3, a number of armed groups in Southeast Asia have already pledged 

support for ISIS. As it stands, the identified armed groups incidentally operate along the eastern Indonesia-

Sabah-southern Philippines crescent. This is certainly of great concern to regional governments including 

the Malaysian government.16  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                             
13

 http://www.nst.com.my/news/2016/09/172305/three-boatmen-kidnapped-near-sabahs-pom-pom-island. 
14 Daily Express, September 28, 29 & 30, 2016. 
15

 Daily Express, September 29 & 30, 2016. 
16

 See, for example, http://cilisos.my/4-assuring-ways-that-show-malaysia-can-handle-the-isis-threat/, 
http://news.asiaone.com/news/malaysia/expert-blasts-are-just-beginning-attacks-south-east-asia  and 
http://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/category/nation/2016/08/21/ayub-khan-malaysian-non-muslims-not-involved-
in-is/.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ligitan_Island
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cebu
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Malaysian_Maritime_Enforcement_Agency
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Figure 2: The Security Dynamics in the Southern Philippines 

 
Source: http://www.benarnews.org/english/commentaries/asia-pacific-threat-update/ 

Philippines-armed-groups- 06242016130419.html 

 
For example, the threat of terrorism is a serious concern for Indonesia. The threat posed by terrorist 

networks such as the Jamaah Islamiyah has proven to be lethal compared to the previous terrorist acts 

perpetrated by communist insurgencies in the 1960s.17 Since the Bali bombing in October 2002 that killed 

202 people, including 88 Australians, Indonesia has suffered a number of serious terrorist attacks. These 

include the bombings of the J.W. Marriot Hotel in August 2003, the Australian Embassy in November 2004 

and the second terrorist attack on Bali in October 2005.18 Even though Indonesia’s attempts to combat 

terrorism have resulted in significant successes, terrorism continues to pose a formidable threat as 

demonstrated by the ability of terrorist groups to launch another deadly attack on the J.W. Marriot Hotel 

and Ritz Carlton Hotel in July 2009.19 

 

Beyond the immediate internal security dimension of the East ASEAN region, there are also the conflicting 

claims over islands, islets, reefs and various rocky outcroppings in the South China Sea. Malaysia’s Exclusive 

Economic Zones (EEZ) fronting Sabah and Sarawak intersects with other regional claimants including the 

Philippines, Brunei, Vietnam and China (see Figure 4). While the conflicting claims are of grave national 

concern to Malaysia, the likelihood for great powers’ conflict over the South China Sea magnifies both the 

danger and reach of the standoff over the South China Sea. Malaysia would need to muster its utmost 

balancing skills as the South China Sea continues to evolve as an arena of great powers’ political and 

military maneuverings. In the event, proximity alone might mean that Sabah could not and would not be 

immune to the accompanying acts and consequences of any major territorial conflict.     

 

                                                             
17 http://www.nids.go.jp/english/publication/joint_research/series5/pdf/5-1.pdf 
18 Ibid. 
19

 Ibid. 
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Figure 3: Armed Groups that Pledge Support for ISIS in the Far East. 

 
Source:http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3344717/The-rapid-rise-death-cult-ISIS-jihadi-extremists-extending-reach-

recruiting-terror-groups-jungles-South-East-Asia-forming-sleeper-cells-Africa.html 

 

            Figure 4: Overlapping Claims 

 

  Source: http://blogs.voanews.com/state-department-news/2012/07/31/ 
          challenging-beijing-in-the-south-china-sea/ 
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6.  Factors that Attract Migrants to Sabah 

 

Given their geographic proximity, it is no surprise that immigrants in Sabah mostly come from Indonesia 

and the Philippines. The huge presence of immigrants, especially undocumented ones, is a longstanding 

issue for Malaysians in Sabah. While migrant workers have contributed greatly to the economic 

development of Sabah, they have also impacted the social, health and political contours of Sabah in 

important (some would say, controversial) ways.20 While by no mean comprehensive, some of the key push 

and pull factors for their presence in Sabah include:   

 

(i) The political instability and security problems in their own countries (e.g. fighting in the southern 

Philippines) and the better economic prospects (i.e. employment opportunities and security) in Sabah.   

 

(ii) Socio-economic instabilities in neighbouring countries, high level of unemployment and low wages 

have made Sabah a comparatively more attractive destination.  

 

(iii) Porosness of our border and seemingly lax border control could be another factor.21 Sabah is easily 

accessible by sea and land. Apart from this, many migrants have relatives in Sabah and this has also 

encourage further migration. The main entry points are the coastal districts of the east coast of Sabah 

(i.e. Lahad Datu, Tawau, Sandakan, Kunak, Semporna) and the Kalimantan-Sabah border. Tawau, for 

instance, is regarded as the focal entry point for Indonesian migrants. 

 

(iv) The country’s long term economic development policy may have also partly contributed to the mass 

influx of foreign workers.  

 

 The country’s emphasis on public sector expansion and export-oriented industrialization22, for 

example, encouraged the growth of labour intensive industries including in the palm oil and 

construction sectors. This has resulted in the need to recruit foreign workers including from 

Indonesia and the Philippines to cater for the labor requirement of both sectors.  

 

 The construction industry in the state, for instance, requires massive manpower. The construction 

industry is dominated by migrant workers from the Philippines with only a small number of locals in 

place.  

 

 The opening of over a million hectares of land for the oil palm sector in Sabah has also contributed 

significantly to the huge influx of foreign workers into the state. More foreign workers, especially 

from Indonesia, are attracted to work in the oil palm industry due to the higher wages compared to 

working in the same sector in their home countries.  

 

 While the employment of foreign workers in Sabah has generally been focused within the 

construction and agriculture sectors, many also work in the service sector as restaurant workers, 

shop/mall assistants and domestic workers.  

 

                                                             
20

 The formation of the Royal Commission of Inquiry on the issue of undocumented immigrants is testament to the  
deep-seated and longstanding concerns of Malaysians in Sabah. 

21 The recent expose by Indonesia’s TransMedia appears to show just how easy it is for illegal immigrants to enter 
Sabah. See, for example, the Daily Express, September 21, 22, 2016.  

22 http://ics.um.edu.my/images/ics/workingpaper/2006-11.pdf - page 4 
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For Sabah, the dependence on migrant workers will likely continue regardless of where it moves along the 

economic development spectrum in the coming years. A developed and an industrialized economy may 

certainly shift the skill levels of workers needed, but the need for a broad spectrum of workers will remain 

nevertheless. And migrant workers (documented or otherwise) will continue to come for as long as the 

“push and pull” factors rationalize their movements. In the end, short of a regional socio-economic and 

political environment that encourages balanced and regulated movements of labour across all borders, a 

tighter and more effective border control may remain as the only option for Sabah vis-à-vis the illegal 

entries. 

7.  The Eastern Sabah Security Zone (ESSZONE) 

In the aftermath of the Tanduo incursions, Malaysia finally took an action that many believe ought to have 

been undertaken much earlier. On March 7, 2013 the government announced the creation of the Eastern 

Sabah Security Command (ESSCOM) to oversee the Eastern Sabah Security Zone (ESSZONE, see Figure 5), 

which comprises the 10 districts of Kudat, Kota Marudu, Pitas, Beluran, Sandakan, Kinabatangan, Lahad 

Datu, Kunak, Semporna and Tawau. ESSZONE covers a coastal stretch of some 1,400 km from Kudat to 

Tawau. Headquarted in Lahad Datu, ESSCOM is intended to strengthen maritime security in the eastern 

part of Sabah, keep in check terroristic activities in the waters of Sabah and ensure that trade and business 

activities in the east coast are not affected. Organizationally, ESSCOM is chaired by the Chief Minister of 

Sabah and assisted by a Chief Executive Officer.  

 
Figure 5: The Eastern Sabah Security Zone 

 
 
Since its creation, the government has allocated needed funding and resources including personnel and 

equipments for ESSCOM. These are summarised in Table 3. Unfortunately, the continued cases of security-

related incidence (see Table 2) even as these movements of personnel, equipment placements and 

procurements were publicly announced appear to have somewhat negated the initial high public 

expectations over ESSCOM. While some of the preventive security measures may take time to fully 

implement, the varied public reactions underline not only the difficult challenge of overseeing border 

control but also managing public perceptions and expectations over border security.23 

                                                             
23 See, for example, the Daily Express, September 19 & 30 2016, for some comments on ESSCOM from local 

stakeholders. 
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Table 3:  ESSCOM’s Equipment and Resources 
 

Land Equipment and Resources 

Police Force and Stations: 

 

Seven police stations will be established in the zone and five battalions of 

security forces with a PGA brigade will also be placed.  The government has 

also approved an initial allocation of RM 200m to build infrastructure.  

Infantry and New Base 

Camps: 

 

In October 2014, the Malaysian Government announced a budget allocation 

of RM660 million for ESSCOM. This include funding for the addition of one 

battalion of the General Operations Force (GOF) and one battalion of the 

army with 1,280 personnel  as well as construction of two new base camps: 

the GOF 20th Battalion Camp in Beluran and the Malaysian Armed Forces 

Camp in Lahad Datu. 

Mechanised Infantry: 18 military infantry fighting vehicles (MIFVs) have been deployed in Kota 

Belud while 12 Gempita AV8 amphibious armoured personnel carriers are in 

Tawau. Up to 24 M109 howitzers (Paladin) are expected to be sent to Sabah.   

Sea Equipment and Resources 

Mobile Seabases:  There are currently 2 mobile sea bases: 

 

1. The Bunga Mas Lima, an auxiliary support ship with a crew of 70. 

Equipped with interceptor boats and a helipad capable of handling large 

helicopters like the EC-725. A PASKAL quick reaction force team is 

stationed on this ship. 

 

2. The Tun Azizan, a cargo vessel converted into a sea base ship. With a 

crew of 99, it is equipped with accommodation facilities, an operations 

and communication room, air conditioning, fresh water system and 

military equipment. The Tun Azizan is placed five nautical miles from the 

southern Philippines.  

Permanent Seabase:  The Tun Sharifah Rodziah, a decommissioned oil rig has been retrofitted into 

a permanent sea base.  

Island Forward Operating 

Bases:  

 

Two island forward operating bases are being set up in Pulau Mabul, 

Semporna and Pulau Banggi, Kudat. Costing RM25m each, both bases will 

host quick reaction force.                                  

Patrol Boats:  

 

Equipped with advanced specifications and high-end systems, thirty new 

bullet-proof Rigid Hull Fender Boats, costing approximately RM50 million in 

total, have been in service in ESSZONE since mid-2014. The marine police 

force is expected to acquire a total of 200 boats in stages, with 100 already 

in service or on order as at September 2015.  

Air Equipment and Resources 

Lahad Datu Airport:  The runway at the Lahad Datu airport will be upgraded to enable high-

capacity aircraft to land. In addition, an RM90m helicopter forward 

operating base will be built, which will have a shelter and apron capable of 

accommodating 6 helicopters.  

Hawk Fighters:  Five Hawk fighter jets have been based in Labuan. 

Attack Helicopters:  Six armed scout attack helicopters, the MD-530G, will be delivered between 

Sept 2016 to March 2017 to the Malaysian Army's Air Corp. 

  

Four S-70A Blackhawk helicopters will be transferred from the Royal Brunei 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/General_Operations_Force
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/M109_howitzer
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sharifah_Rodziah_Syed_Alwi_Barakbah
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/BAE_Hawk
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Air Force to the Malaysian Armed Forces in November 2016, which will be 

updated and weaponise before deploying to ESSZONE. 

Gatling Guns:  10 sets of M134D Hybrid Gatling Machine Guns will be purchased to arm 

helicopters. In a January 2015 media statement, the Malaysian Defence 

Minister announced that five S-61A-4 Nuri helicopters have been fitted with 

Gatling guns while five Eurocopter EC725 were being fitted with FNMAG 58 

7.62 mm general purpose machine guns. 

Others  

Coastal Surveillance  

Systems (CSS) 

Controlled from the Armed Forces' joint base in Tawau, a network of 13 

radar coastal surveillance systems is being installed from Pulau Banggi to 

Tawau, with 8 already in operation.  Five state-of-the-art Airbus SPEXER 

2000 Coastal radars, with an instrumented range of approximately 250km, 

will be installed in 2016. These sophisticated radars are able to track very 

small and slowly moving objects such as swimmers and also fast objects 

such as speed boats. 

Aerostats   Floating balloon aerostats surveillance systems equipped with radar and 

Electro-Optical Infrared (EOIR) day/night cameras will be acquired to provide 

ESSZONE forces with 24/7 maritime domain awareness capability. 

Source: Tabulated based on several sources cited in https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eastern_Sabah_Security_Zone 

 

Beyond the internal security set-up within ESSCOM, it should also be noted that Malaysia, Indonesia and 

the Philippines have agreed to undertake co-ordinated border patrols along their common sea-borders. 

While the implementation mechanism for the co-ordinated border patrols is being streamlined and 

finalised, the decision by the three countries to undertake joint and co-ordinated security measures along 

their sea-borders is viewed as an important step given the mutual threats posed by extremist groups 

operating in their common border regions.24   

 

8.  Future Prospects 

  

For better or worse, the east coast of Sabah and indeed Sabah as a whole will likely continue to be affected 

by the internal political and security dynamics of its immediate neighbours, particularly in the southern 

Philippines and eastern Indonesia. The hoped-for “peace dividends” of economic growth and prosperity for 

the sub-region under the auspices of the BIMP-EAGA remain unfulfilled. Looking ahead, the early 

enthusiasm (much less the actual realization) of the immense growth potentials of the BIM-EAGA region is 

unlikely to be realized or perhaps even revived anytime soon.  

The hard truth is that regional economic cooperation will only be realistically contemplatable when there is 

sufficient peace and economic order in the southern Philippines. Mutual economic prosperity drives are 

more amendable when inter-and-intra regional economic exchanges are truly driven by economic factors 

and considerations. The mantra of peace and prosperity will take root when the underlying socio-economic 

and political imbalances and hardships in the affected regions are sufficiently and equitably addressed.  

The ‘Sabah Claim’ is set to hover in the background seasonally coming into play in the vagaries of domestic 

Filipino politics and alleged excuses for cross-border intrusions. It’s a Filipino issue and its resolution will 

                                                             
24

 See, for example, http://thediplomat.com/2016/05/indonesia-philippines-malaysia-agree-on-new-joint-patrols-
amid-kidnappings/ and http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2016/08/02/indonesia-to-start-joint-sea-patrols-
with-malaysia-philippines.html 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Minigun
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eurocopter_EC725
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have to be agreed and acted upon by the Philippines government itself. For as long as it is unresolved, it 

will remain as a potential irritant in the bilateral relationship between the Philippines and Malaysia.  

Security-wise, with all the announced resources and security measures being put in place in the ESSZONE 

under ESSCOM, the question of implementation, control and effectiveness is still being asked. What is 

certain is that the security equation in the east coast of Sabah will remain as an integral concern for the 

nation. Is this then the ‘new normal’ for security in the east coast of Sabah? As per the preceding 

discussions, the answer is unsurprisingly NO. There may be more publicity due to instantaneous media 

coverage and reporting today, but in truth the security concerns have always been there.  
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