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Proham hosted a roundtable discussion on ‘Addressing Citizenship Issues in Sabah’ on May 19 at the 

School of Social Science, University Malaysia Sabah. About 50 people took part, including university 

students, civil society and media representatives. 

Among the panellist were Simon Sipaun (Proham chair), Prof Hamdan Adnan (UMS & Proham), Jannie 

Lasimbang (Suhakam) and Rahmah Yunus (National Registration Department, Sabah). 

Prof Madya Hj Inon Shaharuddin Abdul Rahman, Dean of the Social Science Faculty welcomed the panel 

and participants and the discussion was moderated by Dr Denison Jayasooria 

Among the participants were Wilfred Madius Tangau (UPKO Secretary-General), Wilfred  Patrick Sindu 

(CASH), Dr Chong Eng Leong (PKR), Taufick Bin Ruschi (PKR) and Dr Rahman Tang Abdullah (UMS). 

Both panel speakers and participants made a number of key comments and interventions:- 

First, there was consensus that the citizenship issue continues to be a major area of concern to the 

people of Sabah especially the exceptional rise in Sabah population through the granting of citizenship to 

foreign nationals. There is a need for an official explanation and justification for the demographic 

changes. 

Second, the participants were perplexed in the slow response of Federal leaders to find a clear solution to 

this problem where foreigners are outnumbering local Sabahans in many different locations. This is 

contributing to the loss of confidence in Federal political leaders to solve the problem in the best interest 

of Sabah 

Third, it was clearly highlighted the tremendous impact these demographic changes are making to the 

political, economic, social and cultural hardscape of the land of Sabah. One major concern is the political 

implications in the long run as many of the new citizens are from neighbouring foreign countries who have 

had historical claims on Sabah and objected to Sabah joining Malaya, Singapore and Sarawak to form 

Malaysia on Sept 16, 1963. 

Fourth, it was strongly felt that the best way forward was the establishment of a Royal Commission of 

Inquiry of the Sabah citizenship issues. There was some discussion on effectiveness of commission if at 

the end only a mechanism that cannot enforce the findings but after investigations present 

recommendations to the Federal government to act. The discussion concluded that the RCI is a 

necessary way forward and therefore must be established immediately without any delay. 

Fifth, it was suggested that the Term of Reference should be made public to enable interested parties to 

submit their views and comments. This transparent and accountable process will be positive to regain 

confidence in the RCI. Likewise there must be a greater public review on the members of the RCI too. 

Sixth, it was proposed that the RCI must have the powers to investigate the unusual rise of the Sabah 

population, note the reasons for this as well as investigate specific cases by which foreigners have even 

secured the status of Sabah born identification cards. 



It was also suggested that among the TOR there must be a provision to identify who was responsible for 

this situation and appropriate action be taken on them. In addition through the investigations to also make 

recommendations on how to resolve this issue as it implicates a large number of families including the 

children born locally of these foreigners 

Seventh, one major area of concern was the people who will be appointed to the RCI. It was felt that truly 

independent personalities who have the public confidence are appointed. 

Eight it was also recognised that this was not going to be an easy process and therefore political will and 

a clear commitment to address these grievances must be addressed. 

Ninth, the participants recognised that in the efforts to enhance the citizenship position of Sabahans that 

we do not violate the rights of refugees and migrant workers. It was pointed out that human rights which 

are universal must be applied in a just and fair manner to all human beings. Therefore a number affirmed 

that they do not blame the foreigners and also recognise them as victims in the system. 

Tenth, the participants urged the Federal government not to delay the establishment of a Royal 

commission of Inquiry and enter a dynamic process. It is affirmed that the Federal government must play 

a more dynamic role in resolving the citizenship issues pertaining to the Sabah situation. 
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