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Policy Gap 

 
The district of Semporna is in close 

proximity to nine out of the ten small 

islands on the East Coast of Sabah. This 

region of Sabah is populated by the Bajau 

community known as sea gypsies. Among 

many issues, one of the most disturbing 

issues in this district is poor solid waste 

management which causes sea pollution 

and affects the livelihood of sea villages 

where clean water is not easily available to 

them. 
 

According to the Daily Express in 

2010, Semporna is categorised as a dirty 

town by tourists despite being a gateway to 

diving and snorkelling spots – a remark also 

echoed by the Minister of Tourism, Culture 

and Environment Sabah. A study conducted 

in 2014 by the Faculty of Environmental 

Studies, University Putra Malaysia found 

that in water villages, food waste formed 

the largest fraction of the Municipal Solid 

Waste (MSW) at 37%, followed by plastic 

at 31%, paper at 14.7%, glass at 7.2%, 

metal at 6.3% and 4% including other 

categories of waste. Based on the paper, the 

Overview of Municipal Solid Waste 

Management Practices and Challenge in 

Sabah in 2013 found that most of the waste 

collected is sent to landfills for disposal. In 

addition, Solid Waste Corporation 

(SWCorp) reported that the recycling rate 

achieved in 2020 is 30.67% and is lower 

than other developed countries such as 

Singapore (59%), Korea (49%), and 

Taiwan (60%). 
 

Situated 15 km off the nearest 

mainland, the island is considered too rural 

for any waste collection and disposal 

 

 
system to be economically viable, causing 

locals to dispose their rubbish directly into 

the sea. The Cost of Waste Management on 

Small Inhabited Islands in Malaysia, a 

report by Reef Check Malaysia in 2021 and 

2022, listed the reasons and consequences 

of improper waste management systems in 

Semporna. 
 

This is because the islanders have 

no alternative to manage all the waste. The 

islands are considered too far to warrant 

waste transfer to the mainland, the islanders 

would opt to open burning and disposal of 

solid garbage into the sea. The report by 

Reef Check Malaysia also states that there 

are numerous inefficiencies in the 

collection and transportation of solid waste 

due to inconsistent collection schedules, an 

inadequate number of collection points, and 

in some cases, the sheer volume of rubbish. 

The government did initiate environment 

and waste-related campaigns in Semporna, 

however, did not manage to clear rubbish 

bins, leading to an unbearable stench. 
 

Other than that, the direct disposal 

of rubbish into the sea can cause destruction 

to marine biodiversity. Coral reefs are a 

whole ecosystem and act as a habitat for the 

thousands of marine life species and also 

serve as a food source for marine species. 

The destruction of coral reefs has been 

reported over the years due to climate 

change but pollution has worsened the 

situation. With growth rates of 0.3 to 2 

centimetres per year for massive corals and 

up to 10 centimetres per year for branching 

corals, it can take up to 10,000 years for a 

coral reef to form from a group of larvae. 

Depending on their size, barrier reefs and 



atolls can take 100,000 to 30,000,000 years 

to fully form. However, it only takes a 

single sack to destroy a whole reef. Besides 

that, numerous deaths of sea turtles have 

also been reported by locals due to the 

consumption of plastic bags. 
 

However, according to a report by 

Edge Market dated 25 March 2022, Berjaya 

Corp Bhd’s (BCorp) subsidiary Berjaya 

Enviro Holdings Sdn Bhd (BEnviro) is 

teaming up with Qhazanah Sabah Bhd 

(QSB), the Sabah state government’s 

strategic investment arm, to develop and 

modernise waste management facilities in 

Sabah. Nevertheless, the initiative was 

halted during the Movement Control Order 

(MCO) period due to the Covid-19 

pandemic and was not pursued until now, 

even after borders are now opened for 

tourism. Hence, there is an urgent need for 

proper solid waste management to 

overcome its negative impacts on the 

environment and public health. 
 

As such, this policy aims to solve 

the challenges and gaps from the 

implementation of the current policies in 

solving and navigating problems such as 

poor waste management and the myriad of 

poverty. Subsequent efforts would be futile 

if no improvements are made in the waste 

management system. Consequently, this 

would negatively impact the income of the 

tourism sector due to the bad experience by 

tourists. At the same time, this would also 

cause multiple negative impacts on the 

living quality of local villagers as well as 

the environment and climate change. 

Despite the efforts by big corporations and 

volunteers, it is essential that the villagers 

are educated on the importance of 

protecting the sea, which not only is their 

source of food but also financial income. It 

is also vital to educate these sea villages on 

the fundamentals of a greener planet, which 

is through the practice of 3Rs (Reduce, 

Reuse & Recycle). To sum up, a well-built 

waste management system is needed to 

create a cycle in the society of Semporna 

from the collection of rubbish to its final 

disposal. 
 

 
 

 

Policy Options 

Meneraju Perubahan Melalui 

Pendidikan (MPMP) is an education policy 

that is targeted toward the adults, teenagers 

and children of the Bajau Laut community 

in Semporna, Sabah. For adults, the 

curriculum is divided into two parts, 

upskilling the sea villagers and waste 

management education around the coastal 

area. For children, the curriculum is based 

on elements such as basic language skills 

and social and environmental 

consciousness. 
 

Upskilling the sea villagers around 

this area is essential as they are not familiar 

with other skills except for fishing and 

boating. As such, teaching them basic 

English and Malay language will be 

beneficial for them to communicate with 

tourists, enabling them to be involved in the 

tourism industry. Other than that, upskilling 

them with photography and photo-editing 

skills will also allow them to find a living 

for themselves in the tourism industry. Life 

skills such as communication and 

professionalism also are included as a part 

of this curriculum. This program will be 

carried out twice a week so that it will not 

burden the sea villagers as they can still 

continue their daily life activities and 

participate in this program as well. 
 

In addition to that, the Bajau 

community will be taught that organic 

waste can be divided into two categories: 

waste that can be sold and waste that could 

not be sold to a garbage bank. In order to 

carry household garbage to the mainland, 

home composting necessitates the use of a 

boat. Home composting waste will be 

processed, sold and potentially purchased 

by the government for use in the market 



where different types of compost are in high 

demand. If the sea nomads are able to 

transform these into finished compost, they 

will be able to command a higher price and 

earn money for their households. 
 

Next, in Malaysia, there are six 

classifications of stateless persons, the 

Bajau community is one of them. A sample 

study conducted by the Ministry of 

Education (MOE) under Article 28(1) 

Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(CRC) in 2009 found that there were 43,973 

undocumented children in Malaysia, aged 7 

to 17 years old, who are out of school. The 

question is why should the stateless be 

continuously punished from generation to 

generation with no way of escaping the 

endless cycle of poverty. With the 

implementation of the MPMP curriculum, 

we envision that every house that composes 

the compost could then be used later to 

fulfil the needs of every household in the 

sea village community. 

For children, MPMP will provide 

basic education to marginalised children 

aged between 5 to 17 who have no 

identification documentation but with one 

of the parents as recognized citizens. 

MPMP will teach children about 

environmental related knowledge through 

hands-on activities such as daily waste 

separation, ocean cleanup activities and 

group discussions about environmental 

issues while making sure the curriculum is 

compatible to their social and cultural 

background. Despite not being a formal 

school, MPMP ensures that these children 

will be educated in an conducive 

environment to allow them to grow into 

skilled and independent individuals who 

will be able to shape their own career. 
 

Through MPMP, we hope to fulfil 

the existing National Tourism Policy 

(2020-2030) goal of empowering local 

authorities to be actively involved in 

tourism destination management, reducing 

the learning gap and not just solely 

depending on their survival skills but also 

on their intellectual skills. We also hope 

that in time to come, through the 

implementation of MPMP, we will be able 

to prepare the sea nomads, Bajau Laut 

community into the workforce following 

the footsteps of Malaysia’s neighbouring 

country through the Philippines National 

Action Plan in understanding the plight of 

the stateless population with the aim to 

issue families with documentation in the 

near future. 



 

 

Policy Assessment & Policy Recommendation 
 

 

 

Policy Assessment Adults: Upskilling & 

Composting 

Children: Awareness through 

education 

Criteria 1: Legal Upskilling: 

Yes, it is legal. 

 

 
Composting: 

Yes, it is legal. 

Awareness through education: 

Yes, provided that one of the 

parents of children without 

documentation is a citizen. 

Criteria 2: 

Cost efficient 

Upskilling: 

It is cost efficient as we are 

planning to work with NGO’s like 

MYReaders as most of them are 

volunteer tutors. 

 

 
Composting: 

Additional costs incurred in 

providing materials and teaching 

services. Government may 

implement unit based pricing 

where compost generators are 

paid based on how much they 

compost. Government generates 

the revenues needed to cover the 

costs of providing the service. 

Awareness through education: 

Cost will be incurred to hire 

environmentalists to teach more 

technical knowledge. 

Criteria 3: 

Efficiency 

Upskilling: 

It will be beneficial in the longer 

run as these sea villagers will be 

fully equipped to be a part of the 

Semporna, Sabah tourism 

industry as well as contribute to 

our Gross Domestic Product 

(GDP). 

Awareness through education: 

The efficiency can be determined 

through anonymous feedback 

from children about what changed 

in their daily behaviour with the 

newly learned knowledge. This is 

similar to the study conducted by 

Dimante, D. Tambovceva, T. and 



  
 

Composting: 

Atstaja, D. in the research of 

‘Raising environmental 

awareness through education’. 

Its efficiency has proven in 

similar composting programmes 

carried out in Indonesia. 

According to the survey 

conducted by University of 

Kitakyushu Japan in Karang 

Joang Village, 48.3% of 

participants separated their trash 

into organic and non-organic 

categories. And 44.4% didn't, 

while 7.3% did it occasionally. 

However, if we look at the table to 

check if people generate compost 

from organic waste, we can find 

that just 33.3% of people make 

compost from organic waste. 

However, if 48.30% of the 

population made compost from 

organic garbage that had 

previously been sorted, the 

amount of waste that was burned 

would be reduced 

 

Criteria 4: Upskilling: Awareness through education: 

Benchmark No benchmark but we are positive 

that this new policy will bring 

good as it works in line with the 

National Tourism Policy to 

include natives in their tourism 

industry. 

The Ministry of Education has 

already succeeded in 

implementing a similar policy 

which is carried out as Sekolah 

Bimbingan Jalinan Kasih (SBJK). 

  
Composting: 

 

 ● Karang Joang Village 

Indonesia implemented 

composting initiatives and 

has had significant results. 

 

 
● The Lahore Compost 

(Private) Limited (LCL), 

operates a composting 

plant utilising organic 

 



 components of the 

municipal solid waste 

collected. 

 
● Yes. Several similar 

initiatives have been 

implemented in countries 

such as Indonesia, 

Palestine, Pakistan. 

 

Recommend? Yes. Yes. 
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