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One of the ubiquitous green turtles taking a good snooze on the reef of Sipadan Island. PREVIOUS PAGE: Diver and cloud of trevally

Text and photos by
Peter Symes and Tim Hochgrebe
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Divers and schooling barracuda at Sipadan Island
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I’ve always been both somewhat envious and intrigued by
what Sabah, Malaysian’s easternmost state have to offer the
travelling visitor. Great diving
of course, but the richness and
diversity of the abundant topside natural resources such as
rainforest and mountain ranges,
history and the cultural diversity
is something that few regions
can match.
EQUIPMENT

BOOKS

The list of sightseeing attractions and
activities seem inexhaustible. Aptly
named “the land below the wind” not
only because it is bypassed by the devastating typhoons that occasionally ravage other tropical paradises, but also
because, for modern fast-paced executives, it is a soothing escape from the big
city hustle and bustle.
Upon arrival, the provincial tranquillity and smaller scale of things in Sabah
instills a sense of coming to a safe and
calm place, which seems to go about
matters in its own time and direction,
unperturbed by unrest elsewhere on the
globe. And Sabah has indeed come a
long way in a short period of time, if the
few glimpses these undersigned passers-

SCIENCE & ECOLOGY

EDUCATION

by get from a airport transfers, hotel
stays and excursions is anything to go by.
This time, we arrived at a new airport
in Tawau—arriving at the old airport did
feel like touching down on a couple of
tennis courts—and the roads here are
now in a much better state. Modern suburban residential complexes are gradually replacing the ramshackle shantytown
of many areas we passed by. Malaysia
is only 52 years old as a nation, but the
determination with which they build their
society never ceases to impress me, and
returning here after so many years made
the many changes stand out... but were
they all for the better?
We were greeted in Tawau airport by
Clement Lee, CEO of Borneo Divers and
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chairman
of Sabah Tourism.
After exchanging courtesies and the ritual “did you have a nice flight?” we soon
drifted into a discussion about the development the region has been undergoing
since Lee came to start his dive opera-

Mantis shrimps, which aren’t shrimps, are aggressive and typically solitary sea creatures, spend most of their time hiding in rock
formations in which they either wait for prey to chance upon
them or, unlike most crustaceans, actually hunt, chase and kill
living prey. Mantis shrimp sport powerful claws that they use to
attack and kill prey by spearing, stunning or dismemberment

tions 25 years ago.
During most of our 50-minute transfer
to Sandakan, we drove by seemingly
endless stretches of oil palm plantations,
which seem to have pushed the rainforest back into the distant horizon.
Sandakan, once a sleepy fishing village and our point of departure for
the boat transfer to Mabul, now
seems like a bustling town.
As we enjoyed a smooth ride
in a high speed boat skimming
across the surface of the sea,
I couldn’t help pondering
how life must be like living
in some of the rickety huts
on stilts we passed—which
have no fresh water or
sanitation, let alone
electricity—sitting way
out there on the horizon
in the middle of what
seemed to be the open
ocean, but must have been
built on extensive mud flats and sandbars.

Diving

The range of options on offer within a
short radius from Mabul Island is second

Sabah

to none. Sipadan
Island, considered
by many to be the
best dive site on the
planet, is but a short
boat transfer away to
the south. Mabul itself
is one of the birthplaces of muck-diving, and with Kapalai
nearby, there’s also
unparalleled macrodiving. Plus, close to
the mainland, you
can dive in the mangroves.
But even with this diversity, it is probably safe to say that Sipadan remains the
coveted star attraction, which pulls visitors from far and wide.
As such, the island has been and
remains the centre of much controversy.
It was the center of a lengthy battle
between Indonesia and Malaysia, who
vied for sovereignty over the island at the
international court in Hague, which only
in 2002, ruled in favour of Malaysia.
As the island’s ecosystem is fragile, the
many concerns over the impact of tourism later led to clearing the island of the

peter symes

resort facilities there. Tight regulations
were imposed on the number of permitted day visitors, the management of
which still remains a very contentious issue between the operators who are all vying for a
number of guest permits that is
woefully short of the growing demand.
What I have seen over
the years there leaves no
doubt in my mind that
these measures were necessary. Sipadan seems to be in
a much better state now than it

was in my previous visit.
Every day we saw massive
schools of barracudas, trevallies and even humphead
parrotfish. There were always
many small sharks—predominantly the ubiquitous white
tip sharks— patrolling the reefs or
napping on the
sandy patches.
Looking around,
umpteen turtles were
all over the place. As a
diver peers up from the
sea floor, on can see
the turtles
as
silhouettes

peter symes
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Tomato grouper
peeks out. They
are usually
solitary

Juvenile zebra lionish
BELOW: Sipadan Island

peter symes
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Sabah
LEFT: Juvenile spotted
sweetlips takes cover.
FAR LEFT: The mangrove forests just off
Semporna offers a
completely different
yet underappreciated
habitat

tim hochgrebe
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Butterflyfish
were everywhere

against the water’s surface gliding
gracefully along the reefs like soaring
birds in the sky eclipsing the sun, or
plainly snoozing in some crevice on
the reef like hung-over teenagers on
Sunday morning, totally unaffected
by all the wheezing, bubbling visitors
closing in to take snapshots with their
underwater cameras.
There are about 13 dive sites
around Sipadan. When the ocean
is calm, it takes about 20 minutes to
get from Mabul to Sipadan. Most of
the diving in Sipadan is a combination of wall and drift diving. The visibility was never really great during
the week we spent there—partly
due to a couple of days of choppy
seas that stirred up particles—but
because there was always so much
to see, we never really noticed, or
least, it never became a concern.
As the day guest permit system
worked during our visit, the defining
measure of the permit was ‘a day’
not the number of dives permitted.
Consequently, the excursions to
Sipadan were conducted as full day
outings with four dives and a lunch
break in the middle.
At times, I felt that this regime was
a little too rigorous, as the forth dive
in a day often was of limited quality
and use, among other things, since

tim hochgrebe

Plenty of grey sharks were patrolling the drop offs along Sipadan

one had been building up nitrogen
over the day, and so, there were
decompression issues to consider.
But hey, it’s a bit like complaining
about being fed too much caviar
and champagne. Sipadan is one
of those blessed places where you
seemingly can’t have a bad time
even if you try.
Here, disappointment is if you
only see a small
school of fish and
a couple of sea
turtles.
Because of its
relatively small
size and it having dive sites all
the way around
its perimeter, it
is always possible to find a
sheltered spot on
the leeward side

on a windy day. One of my personal favourites remains Barracuda
Point. I know, it has been covered
ad nauseam in so many publications before—including this one—
but it is not without merit. Here, you
always seem to be able to find a
huge school of circling barracudas
peter symes

ABOVE: At the aptly
named Barracuda
Point, giant schools
of barracudas
never let us down
LEFT: A juvenile scorpionfish, perhaps
Poss’s Scorpionfish,
blending into the
sand
FAR LEFT: One
of the species I
never tire of seing;
the ornate Ghost
Pipefish

peter symes
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or trevallies, which, if you move
carefully, can end up completely
encircling you. I get such of kick
out of this—flying in formation
inside a huge school of fish as if I
am one of them. It always ends

too soon, and like a five-yearold in an amusement park, I am
always left wanting more when
time is up.
Between dives, the boat goes
back to the jetty, and we have

a snack at the gazebo, which is
built on the island. It is also here
we have lunch after the second
dive. The authorities have also
built a proper toilet
facility on the island.
Fresh water is supplied
by boat every day and
pumped ashore—a
reassuring sign that the
facilities aren’t drawing on the small aquifer
under the island.
Aside from the area
around jetty, the
gazebo and the toilet
facilities, the rest of the
island is now off limits
for visitors, though there
is a residing contingent
of soldiers and park

Sabah
rangers overseeing and enforcing the protection measures,
including keeping fishermen and
poachers off the island.

trips to Sipadan may
outstrip supply by
up to a factor of
five to ten.

A
cuttlefish came out to
investigate us bubbling creatures with tanks on our backs

During peak
periods, vacationers who may
come from afar
could, in a worse
case scenario,
end up finding
themselves going
to Sipadan only
once. Curbing the
number of visitors
to Sipadan has
been essential to
protect the fragile
island from being
unsustainably
exploited— let
peter symes
there be no doubt
Wax and polish, Sir? Honeycomb Moray Eel at a
about that—
cleaning station enjoys the services of attending
but the way the
hinge-beak shrimp, giving it the royal treatment while
permit system is
bar-gill cardinalfish seem to be looking on with envy
currently set up
leaves room for
Permit controversy
further improvement. What springs
As this issue goes to press, the
to mind is whether each granted
current system of day permits
visitor really needs or want to go
allows for 120 day visitors—no
there for the full
overnight stays are allowed
day and have
anymore. With about 15
four dives each,
resorts each accommoas the
dating some 30-100 guests,
many of which have come here
to dive Sipadan in particular, it
doesn’t take a rocket scientist to
figure out that demand for day
Our good friend and colleague Tim
Hochgrebe from Underwater.com.au
lives out his inner paparazzi

peter symes
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A tiny translucent
coral shrimp of
the Periclemens
species
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fourth consecutive dive often
ends up being so and so, if you
are not the type who’s itching for
having yet another dive logged
in the book. Why not make it 2
x 240 half day permits, so twice
as many may have a chance of
going? The load on the island will
be the same, or even less, as half
day visitors will probably not have
their lunch there.
In any case, when booking a
trip to the area, pay close attention to the regulations and advice
given on the various home pages
and ask how many dives to
Sipadan can be pre-booked or
guaranteed.
There is also an interesting
but almost perverse twist to the
arrangement as well: many of
the resorts are allotted the same
number of day permits, just 14.
So if you go for the big upscale
resort accommodating up to
100 guests, which may be well
booked, you could end up having far worse odds of going to
Sipadan than
if you
stay
with

Giant Trevally
tim hochgrebe
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COUNTERCLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE: Humphead parrotfish are best encountered in the mornings; Scorpionfish are masters of camouflage; Batfish are
found everywhere; A couple of yellow shrimp gobies peek out of the burrow
in the coral gravel. They usually share their burrow with one or more alpheid
shrimp; Sipadan Island park ranger feeds the neighborhood lizard

peter symes
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the small economy-range resort,
which can accommodate only 25
guests.

Diving Mabul

There are about 17 dive sites off
Mabul and about 13 dive sites
off Kapalai. Most of the dive sites
can be reached from any of the
resorts in less than 15 minutes by

dive boat. Most of the diving off
Mabul and Kapalai is quite shallow with depths usually ranging
from 5 to 20 meters (15 to 60
feet).
These places are macro heaven on earth. In fact, most of the
house reefs are excellent, so you
can often pretty much just base
yourself at the resort’s dive sta-

tion all day long and dive at your
leisure. Once upon a time, while
staying at Sipadan Water Village,
I spotted my very first ghost pipefish right under their jetty.
Diving right off Borneo Diver’s
jetty also produced one great
encounter after another. On our
first dive, we came across schools
of small barracudas, trumpetfish,
several snoozing turtles, shrimp
gobies, a couple of harlequin
shrimp, different nudibranchs,
a paper frogfish, an octopus, a

crocodile fish and
plenty of groupers.
That was quite a
parade.
Around these parts
there is rarely a need
to move far and most
likely you will find yourself covering an area
no bigger than the
size of a tennis court
during a typical dive.
Most of your time will
probably be spent
kneeling on a patch
of sand in front of a
peter symes
coral block observing
the myriad of small
and big sea life going about their
daily business.
The reef slopes down at about
45 degrees just off the jetty before
it levels off into the sandy plateau
surrounding the island at around
18m. The southern side of Mabul
is fringed by a large sandy
plateau, and the dive
sites here are only
reached by a
short boat
ride.

Diving Kapalai

It is not really an island but a
sandbar. If not for the resort balancing on its stilts on top of the
shoal, one wouldn’t know it was
there except during low tide.
Like Mabul, this location is full of
small critters: nudibranchs, gobies,
crabs and what not. A once
resident biologist explained that
these islands, which offers sheltered shallow bays, act as nurseries for a wide range of species.
There’s mostly sandy bottom, or
coarse coral gravel, with only few
coral heads. At first sight, it comes
across very unassuming—that is,
until you catch a glimpse of
your first blue ringed octopus, frogfish or ghost
pipefish.
Kapalai is a
little bit further

away from Sipadan than Mabul,
but still within easy reach and the
muck dive sites around the resort
are excellent. A number of artificial reefs have been established
around the
sand banks
of Kapalai
including
a few
ship-

Perhaps it is no wonder
this fellah on Sipadan
has gotten so potbellied

peter symes

43

X-RAY MAG : 32 : 2009

EDITORIAL

FEATURES

TRAVEL

NEWS

EQUIPMENT

BOOKS

SCIENCE & ECOLOGY

EDUCATION

PROFILES

PORTFOLIO

CLASSIFIED

travel

Another pretty nudi below
the resort of Kapalai (far left);
Cuttlefish scooting around on the
housereef (left); Decorated scallop shows its eyes (below)

Sabah
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Spearing Mantis Shrimp (above) ready to
attack; Chromodoris nudibranch (left)

towards the end of the day, mandarinfish can be seen performing their
mating dances just below the water’s
surface. Unfortunately, the Flamboyant
Cuttlefish did not want to show itself to
me, which just means there has to be
a revisit of this area in the not too distant future.

tim hochgrebe

wrecks and what seems to be an old communications tower. The reefs around Kapalai
are generally very shallow, but there is some
excellent diving, especially if you are into
hunting for the more elusive critters; Yawfish
with eggs in their mouths, spearing mantis shrimps, big cuttlefish and some excellent nudibranch action. At Mandarin Valley

Development of Mabul

Revisiting the island, it was clear that the
place has undergone a marked development with the resorts now having a bigger
presence. They now dominate the outline
of the island. As in so many other places,
progress can be both good and bad.
From a tourist’s viewpoint, we felt that the

tim hochgrebe

A turlte skeleton (above) lays insde the turtle
cavern; The remains of a dolphin rests on a
ledge inside the cavern (top) Warning at the
entrance of turlte cavern (inset)

tim hochgrebe

addition of several other resorts, which protrude out from the island, has caused the
place to lose a bit of its magic and its sense
of luxurious remoteness, which was part of
the island’s ambience before. And in this
regard, whomever is the responsible authority overseeing the local development should
fare very cautiously in regards to permitting
further construction on the island. The island is
still a paradise to visit but with more visitors it
would become too busy—who wants to travel half way around the world to have a view
of other tourists? This was a sentiment that
was also reflected by several of the operators and staff we spoke to during our stay.
Being the investigative journalists that we
are, we also wanted to know what effect
peter symes
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Sipadan Water Village
has also expanded over
the years. CENTER: Borneo
Divers Bunglaw

Sabah

reef table, so you can
look right down at fish
and what not. It has a
special feeling. As some
of the chalets face
towards the island, ask
if any of the oceanside
bungalows are available. That is, if you’re
the type who likes daydreaming while gazing out oat the open
ocean.
The resort has now
grown to 45 chalets
built in the local style.

peter symes

tourism had on the local community and how the villagers took
the presence of the resorts and
all the guests on the island. Many
stated that the number of new
jobs in the hospitality and construction sectors provided them
with good livelihoods. As it turned
out, many of the resort staff were
recruited from the island. Walking
around on the island, the locals
seemed very friendly and welcoming, with a lot of goofy kids
happily posing for photographs.

Accommodation

Here are descriptions of six of the
11 resorts found on Mabul Island.
Borneo Divers
The resort sits on the island itself
in contrast to some of the other
nearby resorts that are constructed as water villages with bungalows on stilts over the water. With
30 bungalows, which are now all
deluxe and arranged around a
garden with a pool, the resort is
very comfortable and luxurious in
a low-profile manner, much like

a discrete limousine. It is an allinclusive resort, which means that
all meals and diving is included.
Alcohol and indulgences, such as
the awesome massages we got
addicted to, are extras. Meals
are served buffet style with cuisine including both Eastern and
Western fare, so each meal satisfies most pallets.
The diving station sits at the
end of the jetty, and from here,
there is direct access to a splendid house reef. There is also a little coffee bar, so one can easily
spend all day just hanging out
on the pier. There is also a room
for photographers with tables
and recharging stations. For boat
dives, you sign up on the planning board, after which the staff
will bring your kit to the boat and
mount your kit on a tank.
Sipadan Water Village (SWV)
SWV was the first water village
resort on the island. Guests reside
in comfortable chalets with patios
that not only overlook the open
ocean, but also sit right on the

Borneo Divers Mabul
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Kapalai
Kapalai is probably the most
luxurious of the available accommodation options we have visited
around Sipadan. Once a vegetated tropical island, Kapalai
is now no more than a sand bar
with a resort built on top. So, if you

peter symes

peter symes

The chalets have large slide doors
that open onto a spacious outside deck. Meals served in buffet style featuring a mixture of
local and continental cuisine are
served thee times a day in an
open air restaurant with a seating
capacity of 150 people at one
time.
The dive centre opens from 7:00
am onwards and is equipped

Sipadan Water Village

EDITORIAL

with lockers, showers, toilet and
a common area for resting
between dives with complimentary snacks, hot coffee and tea.
And from this year onwards, you
can also go kayaking in transparent rental kayaks.

TRAVEL

like to feel the sand beneath your
feet when staying on a remote
tropical island, this might not be
for you. However, the resort features luxurious rooms with fantastic views over clean blue water,
and for most people, staying in a
water resort is a very special and
exciting experience. Of course,
one of the additional advantages
of a resort in the middle of the

Sipadan-Kapalai Resort
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Traditional dancers perform a wedding dance unique to Mabul villlage;
Entrance to Borneo Divers lounge and restaurant

ocean is that it is safe from mosquitos, and you can leave your
doors and windows wide open.
Seaventures
If money is tight, you might consider Seaventures—a small former
drilling platform that now sits on

Sipadan-Mabul Resort SMART
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stilts off the northern coastline of
Mabul. The industrial construction
is a bit of an eyesore, which one
tries not to notice when enjoying
the otherwise pristine view from
Mabul over Borneo.
Going over there was an intriguing experience through. For one,

<<< Check out the videos
from the resorts
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Seaventures ‘s
platfom sits a
couple of hundred meters off
Mabul

Sabah

peter symes

painful,” but I was soon forced to
eat my own words. They were really good, and I thoroughly enjoyed
their performance of skillfully improvised classic rock ballads and lyrical classics. The various vocalists
had good voices, the drummer
was an artist with his sticks, and
Seaventures is the most economical of the resorts
the guitarist could jam like there
visited
was no tomorrow. In fact, I wasn’t
ready to go, when
the elevator
our boat came
that takes one
to take us back
up to the main
to our residence
platform is also
on Mabul. I had a
used to lower
great evening, but
divers all the
the accommodaway down until
tion was not really
they are chestto my liking.
high in the
Under the platwater. We were
form is an artificial
having drinks
reef, which is now
on the platform
one of listed dive
when two divers
sites around Mabul.
peter symes
went for a night
Part of it is really
The stangest thing.... divers going down with the just some old junk
dive under the
elevatior straight into the water for a night dive
platform and
upon which a lot
under Seaventures platform
just took the lift
of marine life has
down into pitch
taken up residence,
darkness and disappeared.
but various other constructed structures
The platform is spacious and has
have been added to create a little park
plenty of rooms for various activities.
under and around the platform.
The cabins are… well, cabins, and not
really hotel rooms, which makes you feel Sipadan-Mabul Resort (SMART)
like you are overnighting on a moored
& The Mabul Water Bungalows
vessel—a feeling enhanced by the fuel
These resorts are really two complexes
smells, one usually finds on ships and fer- under the same management. There
ries, wafting through the corridors.
is the old complex, SMART, which sits
It definitely came across as a place
under the shady palms on the southern
predominantly for the younger (and
side of the island overlooking a wide
probably less affluent) crowd who prefer sandy beach, and the new and upscale
to pay less for a fun and festive, unconMabul Water Bungalows complex,
ventional time, rather than spend lots of which sits out on the reef opposite and
money on upscale décor. There was a
adjacent to SWV. The two complexes
party and lots of laughter going on the
are interconnected by a winding pathdeck. Then, as a surprise, the house rock way upon which an electrical vehicle
band of dive masters set up their gear
(like a golf cart) offers transports for
to play.
stroll-weary Westerners.
Admittedly, my first and spontaneous
The interiors of the 14 bungalows of
thought was, “Uh oh, this is going to be
The Mabul Water Bungalows—each of

tim hochgrebe

The house band
of Dive Masters
on Seaventures
were surprisingly
good and knew
their classic rock
ballads. It was a
skillful and nostalgic performance

peter symes

peter symes

Mabul Water Bungalow is a new floating dive resort wholly owned by Sipadan-Mabul Resort,
Sabah (SMART)

which comes with private bathroomhot/cold shower and toilet, spacious
private balcony offering panoramic
vistas of blue sea, colour TV with satellite channels, and mini bar—are luxuri-

ous and opulent. The resort also has an
elegant upscale spa. There is an inhouse
photo facility, and the large and airy
restaurant for dining looks directly out
over the reef ledge. As with the other

peter symes
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“I don’t want to
see another turtle”
— Sipadan diver
There are so many
sea turtles now, they
bump into you
CLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE: The seas and reefs around Sipadan and Mabul islands are a paradise for sea turtles; Local support
is enthusiastic as Sipadan Island is recognized as a contestant in the competition to become one of the seven underwater
wonders of the world; Fresh water is now being brought to Sipadan by boat thus protecting its fragile aquifer from overuse

resorts of Mabul, there is an excellent
house reef right in front of the complex.
The SMART resort consists of 45 wooden
duplex chalets with each room featuring two oversized single beds, a couch,
shelves, ceiling fan and air-conditioning,

a private en-suite offering free-flowing
hot and cold fresh water and a front
patio. The SMART resort is clearly more
economical than The Mabul Water
Bungalows—which is reflected in their
respective rates. SMART is more middle of the road. It
doesn’t provide
quite the same level
of luxury, but it is
cool and comfortable. In addition,
SMART also offers
technical diving with
basic nitrox mixes
up to 40 percent, as
well as advanced
decompression and
rebreather mixes up
to 100 percent oxygen.

The future

Essential steps have
been taken to pro-

peter symes

tect Sipadan—which clearly looks a bit
better since our last visit—though the
present permit quota system has its drawbacks and probably could be improved.
Mabul is still a romantic get-away, but
we were also left a bit sentimental, missing the former aura of remote exclusivity
it once had. Any further addition to the
number of resorts on the island would be
one too many and topple the island’s
native flavor. It would become something of a Riviera with a village added—
which would be an absolute shame.
Fortunately, the locals are aware of it.

Verdict and
recommendations

Sabah has got something for every-one.
Over the years, it seems to have developed from something of a frontier where
you only went with an avid dive buddy
to a place where you can also bring
your family—or just have a romantic getaway for two. There are not really facilities for smaller children on Mabul, but as

long as they are content with playing
in the pool, or on the beach, and enjoy
a relaxed holiday, they will be fine. The
diving ranges from snorkelling to technical diving, though it would be a stretch
to call it a technical dive destination per
se. It seems fair to say that there are a
couple of opportunities to
do technical diving through
the SMART resort.
The main feature is definitely the underwater realm
in the form of the amazing congregations of life
around Sipadan as well as
the seemingly inexhaustible
amounts of macro-life virtually at the doorstep of your
bungalow. The resorts hold
high standards, and the
food is good. Diving aside,
it would be a shame not to
underline the rich variety of
topside features from the
jungle to the mountains as

well as the diverse cultural attractions.
And don’t forget, the cities and towns of
Malaysia offer great shopping opportunities, especially if your visit coincides with
their annual grand sale. Consider packing your suitcases only half full to save
room for goodies. ■

peter symes
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Why do
barracudas
form
schools?
A mean looking
giant barracuda
has a cleaner wrasse
under its chin

Text and photos
by Peter Symes
Barracudas occur both singly
and in schools around reefs,
but also appear in open seas.
Adults of most barracuda
species are more or less
solitary in their habits, while
young and half-grown fish
frequently congregate in
schools.
Large schools of barracudas are associated with
offshore seamounts, deep
canyons and small islets and
dominated by big individuals
when a feeding opportunity
appears. The reasons for such
aggregations are probably
resting aggregations, prespawning aggregations, antipredatory advantage and
foraging advantage. In fact,
group foraging has an obvious advantage since predators
acting together can more easily restrict the movements of a
school of prey fish than when
they are alone.
Barracuda prey primarily on
fish, sometimes as large as they
are themselves by shearing off
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large
chunks.
Although aggregations
of barracuda were always
associated to areas subjected
to strong currents, its speed is
unlikely to cause aggregating
behaviour. Although typically
associated with particular sites
and current flow, group formation may also be influenced
by factors such as social facilitation, prey availability, and
behavioural tradition.
Large summer schools appear
to be strongly size and sex segregated, because the large
females tend to aggregate at
the bottom of the school. This
maybe due to the fact that
females, being larger, have

SCIENCE & ECOLOGY

EDUCATION

access
to a
more
favourable hunting
position and/or are in a more
protected position against
potential predators. Schooling
in fish may be determined
by sex differences in size and
morphology. It is possible that
females form the core of the
school and males aggregate
to them for obvious mating
advantages.
While barracudas sometimes
follow snorkelers and scuba
divers across the reef, there
exist no substantiated reports
of unprovoked attacks. Known
incidents generally involve
spearfishing or hand feeding, and these incidents are
extremely rare, especially considering the number of times
that barracudas and humans
encounter one another. ■
Source:
Barreiros, Santos & Borba, Cybium 2002, 26(2): 83-88
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fact file

RIGHT: Location of
Sabah, Malaysia,
on global map
BELOW: Location of
Sipadan Island on
map of Malaysia

Malaysia

Healthy foreign exchange
reserves are maintained
by the central bank. A
regulatory regime has
help Malaysia avoid
exposure to riskier
financial instruments
as well as the global financial crisis.
Although the economic downturn in 2009
is expected to hurt
economic growth
with the decrease in
demand for consumer
goods worldwide. Natural
resources: tin, petroleum,
timber, copper, iron ore,
natural gas, bauxitel. Agriculture
in Sabah: subsistence crops, rubber,
timber, coconuts, rice, logging, petroleum production

TOP RIGHT: The trevally’s
muscular appearence
and alert movements
reminds one of an
athlete in top shape

sources: US cia world fact book,
SCUBADOC.COM

History

Great Britain established colonies and protectorates in the area of
current Malaysia during the late 18th
and 19th centuries. Japan occupied
these areas from 1942 to 1945. The Britishruled territories on the Malay Peninsula
formed the Federation of Malaya in 1948.
In 1957, it became independent. When
the former British colonies of Singapore
and the East Malaysian states of Sabah
and Sarawak on the northern coast of
Borneo joined the Federation in 1963,
Malaysia was formed. The new nation
faced faced challenges in its first several years including a Communist insurgency, Singapore’s secession from the
Federation in 1965, Indonesian confrontation, and Philippine claims to Sabah.
However, Malaysia was successful in
diversifying its economy from dependence on exports of raw materials to
expansion in manufacturing, services,
and tourism during the 22-year term of
Prime Minister Mahathir bin Mohamad
(1981-2003). Government: constitutional
monarchy. Capital: Kuala Lumpur

Geography

Malaysia is located in
southeastern Asia. It includes the peninsula that borders Thailand and the northern one-third of the island of Borneo,
which borders Indonesia, Brunei, and
the South China Sea, south of Vietnam.
Coastline: 4,675 km. Terrain: coastal
plains that rise to hills and mountains.
Lowest point: Indian Ocean 0 m. Highest
point: Gunung Kinabalu 4,100 m. Note:
Malaysia lies in a strategic location along
the Strait of Malacca and the southern
end of the South China Sea.
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Economy

Malaysia is a middle-income
country. Since the 1970’s, it has transformed itself from a producer of raw materials to an emerging multi-sector economy. By attracting investments in high
technology industries, medical technology, and pharmaceuticals, former Prime
Minister Abdullah, who came into office
in 2003, attempted to move the economy toward a higher level in the valueadded production chain. The government continues to help boost domestic
demand and wean the economy off
of its dependence on exports. Despite
these efforts, exports, especially electronics, are still a significant force in the
economy. The country exports oil and
gas and has profited from higher world
energy prices. However, the rising cost

of domestic gasoline
and diesel fuel
has forced Kuala
Lumpur to reduce
government subsidies.
In 2005, the country released
the ringgit from the US dollar which led
to its currency appreciating 6% per year
against the dollar during 2006-08. It helped hold down import prices but inflationary pressures increased 2007. Inflation
stood at nearly 6%, year-over-year by
2008. A five-year national development
agenda was presented by the government in April 2006 at which time Abdullah
unveiled a series of far-reaching development plans for several regions needing
help in attracting business investment.
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Ringgits (MYR)
Exchange rates:
1EUR=5.13MYR;
1USD=3.50MYR;
1GBP=5.77;
1AUD= 3.02MYR;
1SGD=2.46MYR
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Sea

Sabah
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Currency
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South China Sea

Language

Environmental issues

Kudat
Kota
Baharu

and be cautious when boating. The
International Maritime Bureau reports
there is a hight risk for piracy and armed
robbery against ships in the territorial and
offshore waters in the Strait of Malacca
and South China Sea. Make sure your
transfers are managed by the dive
resort.

Tropical. Monsoons are annual in the southwest (April to October)
and the northeast (October to February).
Natural hazards include flooding, landslides and forest fires.
Air pollution
from vehicular and industrial emissions;
smoke/haze from Indonesian forest fires;
water pollution from raw sewage; deforestation.

SPRATLY
ISLANDS

Travel advisory Take care

Bahasa Malaysia (official),
English, Chinese (Cantonese, Mandarin,
Hokkien, Hakka, Hainan, Foochow), Tamil,
Telugu, Malayalam, Panjabi, Thai. There
are several indigenous languages in East
Malaysia; Iban and Kadazan are most
widely spoken

Climate

VIE TNAM

Buddhist 19.2%,
Christian 9.1%, Hindu
6.3%, Confucianism,
Taoism, other traditional Chinese
religions 2.6% (2000
census). Internet
users: 15.868 million (2007)

SCIENCE & ECOLOGY

Population

Recompression Chamber

25,715,819 (July
2009 est.) Ethnic
groups: Malay
50.4%, Chinese
23.7%, indigenous
11%, Indian 7.1%,
others 7.8% (2004
est.). Religions:
Muslim 60.4%,

EDUCATION

There is a high degree of risk for
food or waterborne diseases, such as bacterial diarrhea, and vectorborne diseases,
such as dengue fever and malaria. There
is a neglible risk of contracting the highly
pathogenic H5N1 avian influenza, which
has been identified in Malaysia, although
there are extremely rare cases among US
citizens who are in close contact with birds
(2009)
MABUL ISLAND
Borneo Divers has an onsite recompression chamber with trained hyperbaric
technicians on call 24 hours per day.
www.borneodivers.info

Links

Tourism Malaysia
tourismmalaysiausa.com
Sabah Tourism
www.sabahtourism.com
Borneo Divers
www.borneodivers.info ■
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