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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In June 2024, the Sabah government demolished and burned hundreds of wooden houses
belonging to the stateless Bajau Laut community in Semporna, leaving them homeless.
Security and environmental conservation were cited as reasons for this action, but it was
later revealed that the site had been earmarked for a new township.

The Bajau Laut are a sea nomadic community in the Sulu Sea. They are considered stateless
and are negatively portrayed in the media as contributing to the increased crime rates and
other social ills in Sabah.

The evictions were highlighted on social media by the local activist group Borneo Komrad,
which then triggered a contentious public debate on the community.

The discourse on social media was strongly divided between the anti- and pro-migrant
voices. The anti-migrant camp condemned the Bajau Laut, echoing the stereotypical
allegations of their involvement in criminal activities, while the pro-migrant groups focused
on pressuring the government to be more responsible and compassionate towards the
community. This debate highlights the social cleavages within Malaysia regarding the issue
of stateless migrants and how this affects Malaysian society.

After the announcement of the new township, the anti-migrant groups became muted,
having lost the moral high ground. As public opinion turned against the government, the
authorities resorted to repressive measures, such as charging members of Borneo Komrad
for sedition and other misdeeds, as the activists continued to fight for the community in the
following months.
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INTRODUCTION

A recent online furore over the demolition of homes belonging to the Bajau Laut community
in Sabah raised anti-migrant rhetoric and the use of repressive measures in stifling citizen
activism supporting the minority group. On 4-5 June 2024, a demolition operation was carried
out in Semporna, Sabah, which saw the tearing down and burning of 273 wooden stilt houses
belonging to the Bajau Laut. The operation, carried out by Sabah Parks, was justified on the
basis of enhancing security! and protecting the ecology within the Tun Sakaran Marine Park.

Considered stateless, the sea-faring, nomadic Bajau Laut community has long been
marginalised and been left without access to education, health and other government services.
They have also been subject to negative portrayal by the media, who attribute increased crime
rates and other social ills to their presence.? However, when the evictions and home
demolitions took place, an active social media campaign in support of the Bajau Laut
community ensued, initiated by Borneo Komrad (BK), a civil society migrant protection
group.’

Some netizens (including Sabahans) were up in arms over the loss of these homes and the
violation of the Bajau Laut’s human rights, highlighting that the community had existed and
lived on these waters even before the creation of nation-states* and should not be treated in a
callous and inhumane manner by the authorities,’ regardless of their legal status in Malaysia.’
In response, the Sabah government justified the evictions on various grounds; claims were first
made that the Bajau Laut had been given early notice’ and that the whole process was a legal
exercise,® then denials from the government that there was any destruction of homes,’ and
finally classification of it as a “security” issue.!” However, the real reasons for the evictions
and demolitions became clear within a fortnight, when it was announced that a RM478 million
township!! was being planned for that area.

Following news of the evictions, online narratives disparaging the Bajau Laut had emerged, to
clash with the pro-Bajau Laut narratives driven primarily by the social media accounts of
Sabah-based social activists, Yap Xiang and BK. After the township development was
announced, however, a huge shift was observed, and the anti-migrant voices grew silent
(having lost the moral high ground) and pro-Bajau Laut voices grew stronger from the
vindication. Having lost public support, the government then reverted to the use of the Sedition
Act against BK and other activists to stifle their opposition and criticism of government actions.

DIVIDED ONLINE DISCOURSES

As mentioned, the initial response and furore were primarily driven by two social media
accounts belonging to BK and Yap Xiang. Yap Xiang had joined BK to assist on two different
fronts. The fact that BK was the boots on the ground engaged with the communities brought
direct attention to their plight through the use of hashtags such as #PandangKeSabah.!? The
group had its members embedded in the community and kept recording the situation to ensure
that further evictions and harassment would not occur.

Yap Xiang, in turn, pushed online narratives towards a more open and progressive view of the
Bajau Laut.!® He faced tremendous resistance from detractors from both Sabah and West
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Malaysia, but remained largely undeterred by these attacks. In one instance, a dormant fake

account masquerading as him was activated to misrepresent his views; this was quickly
reported to the service providers, who then had it removed.'*

\ {P #EndStatelessness {

Q: Adakah bajau laut merupakan
PRIBUMI di laut Sabah?

YA.

Menurut jurnal oleh pelajar Universiti
Malaysia Sabah (dan sumber lain yang
korang boleh cari online), mereka
adalah penduduk peibumi Laut Sulu,
iaitu laut di antara Pantai Timur Sabah
dan Selatan Filipina.

A thread made by activist Yap Xiang (@yapxiang) which provided information and debunked
common misconceptions that the public might have against the Bajau Laut community. This
thread generated a lot of traction, with 1,300 likes, 898 retweets, 21 replies, and 480 saves on
X

Within the week, many other CSOs across Malaysia rallied in support and kept focus on the
issue since no satisfactory response from both the state and federal governments had been
made.!®> Much of the discussion was focused on the Bajau Laut and sought to avoid broaching
the much larger issue of other irregular and stateless migrants in Sabah, seen as a much more
difficult and treacherous socio-political landscape to navigate at that moment. The legal status
of the Bajau Laut was argued as being very different from other migrant and non-citizen groups
found in Sabah and the two situations should not be conflated.

West Malaysians were also quick to jump on this issue as it started to go viral on social media.
The response came from two very clear camps: ethno-nationalists seeking to heighten anti-
migrant discourses, and Bajau Laut supporters hoping to protect this vulnerable group. The
ethnonationalist arguments used were practically identical to those employed against the
Rohingya, shifting to portray the Bajau Laut as Filipinos in disguise who were seeking to
change the demographics of the state.!® What the other side highlighted was the obvious
hypocrisy in how Malaysia supports Palestine in its fight against Zionist colonialism, but turns
a blind eye when it came to vulnerable and marginalised groups within its own borders.
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The continued vocal dissidence from BK, along with the shift in public opinion after the
township announcement, eventually led to the arrest of BK founder and teacher, Mukmin

Nantang, and his students under the Sedition Act.!” Malaysia has had a long history of wielding
the colonial era Sedition Act to curb freedom of speech and drown out protests. '8

News of the arrests was met with widespread condemnation from many quarters!® for being a
clear return to digital regression.?® Out on bail, Mukmin was once again arrested on 14 August
2024, together with four others for allegedly disrupting Sabah Parks’ eviction operation within
the Tun Sakaran Marine Park.?!

THE DIVIDED SABAH PUBLIC

A few Sabah accounts were the biggest supporters of these evictions, citing the presence of
these “stateless migrants™ as an ongoing threat to local communities.?> Much of the rhetoric
was focused on the unwanted presence of the community and the many social ills associated
with the community such as begging, crime, and drug abuse. Certain accounts began sharing
videos featuring “migrants” in Sabah engaging in illicit and criminal activities such as glue
sniffing.?* These accounts were also quick to utilise the claim made by the Sabah Chief
Minister that these evictions were done out of concerns over national security.

We observe that these accounts essentially were conflating the greater issue of stateless
migrants in Sabah with that of the Bajau Laut. These netizens were unable to differentiate Bajau
Laut statelessness from the issue of illegal immigrants and refugees who arrived in the 1980s
from the Southern Philippines. Furthermore, they engaged in perpetuating harmful and
problematic stereotypes of these communities such as arguing that the community “chooses to
be beggars”, believing that they “sniff glue” as part of their culture,?* and simply labelling them
as terrorists.?> These groups were vehement in denying any rights or support to the Bajau Laut,
arguing that this would open the floodgates and allow for mass migration of new “citizens”
into Sabah and overload its already underfunded social services (healthcare, education, etc.).

Fundamentally, the rejection of the Bajau Laut is deeply rooted in anti-migrant racism, and
many of these Sabah accounts do not see any difference between the Bajau Laut community
and other migrant groups that are in Sabah. One video showing a woman lamenting the loss of
her home inspired one netizen to question why she was speaking Tagalog, while others at the
same time pointed out that she was speaking the Bajau Laut language.?¢

There has, of course, been some sympathetic Sabahans outside the CSO spaces, who highlight
the need to consider the nuanced difference in the plight of the Bajau Laut in comparison to
other migrants.?” They reject the claims that they are “Filipino” and accept that they have lived
in Sabah/Malaysia for generations and recognise the need to either grant them citizenship or
some form of legal status so that they have a chance to be integrated properly into Sabah
society.

While we could not determine which groups represent the majority of Sabahans, it was
interesting to see that both sides of the debate had sizeable supporters, and that the debate rarely
caused anyone to change their views. At the same time, state and federal authorities had
remained silent on this issue beyond some initial statements, thinking that public opinion was
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growing in support of officialdom. However, when public opinion shifted against them, rather
than provide a counternarrative, they opted for digital repression instead.

CONCLUSION

It is clear that the Sabah state initially felt that it could get away with the Bajau Laut evictions
without attracting public furore. It was therefore surprised by the strength of the public
backlash. The continuous marginalisation endured by the Bajau Laut has not only stripped them
of their voice but has also provided a convenient pretext for the government to justify their
eviction under the guise of national security concerns. Such a narrative obscures the true
motivations behind these actions, which are often rooted in economic and political interests
rather than genuine security needs. This has destroyed much of the credibility the state and
even driven away their most zealous supporters who were strongly pushing their own
xenophobic, racist, and bigoted views.

Major controversies involving migrant groups in Malaysia often draws out the ethno-
nationalists and other intolerant netizens. While the federal government used to be a lot more
welcoming of refugees,?® there is a growing resentment that appears to be coming from the
grassroots; this may be due to increasing costs of living, overburdening of social welfare
services, and perceived threats to the racial dynamics of the country.? This has caused the
governments to take a much more passive approach to migrant controversies (most notably the
Rohingya) and in most cases to defer to the strictest enforcement of the law.

This was seen clearly here. Rather than involve itself directly in public debate on these issues
(which we observed with the Rohingya community earlier this year),?° the government has
chosen to rely on the stronger anti-migrant sentiments among members of the public to drive
public opinion. These sentiments are so strong and deep-rooted that ministers do not feel
compelled to issue statements in response. This is of course especially useful to protect the
government from being seen as anti-migrant or being seen to be going against public opinion.
And when that fails, the government predictably reverts directly to the use of the Sedition Act
rather than to do public engagement.

Situations like this will continue to happen in Malaysia’s foreseeable future, unless the
government and its people are willing to address the migrant issue at the root. What is
heartening from this very unfortunate eviction story is the number of Malaysians who stepped
up in their support of this small community. If these acts of solidarity continue to grow then
perhaps public opinion may shift in due time towards fostering more humane and sustainable
policies on migrant and non-citizen issues.
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