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Dedication

For cvery small nation that has outlasted

the empires arrayed against it.






Epigraph

“A nation that forgets its history has no future.”

, Pehin Sri Haji Abdul Taib Mahmud, reflecting on the heritage of Borneo’s

ancient kingdoms

Or, as the state motto of Brunei Darussalam holds:

“Sentiasa Membuat Kebajikan dengan Petunjuk Allah”
(Always in service with God’s guidance)






Author’s Note

There are monarchies, and then there is Brunel.

Most kingdoms of the world have been tamed by constitutions, diluted by
parliaments, or swept aside by revolutions. The Windsor dynasty reigns but
does not rule; the Hashemites of Jordan govern within the structures of
cabinet government; the Thai royal family presides over a constitutional
arrangement, however complex its recent history. But in the small, oil-rich
nation on the northwestern coast of Borneo, the Sultan rules in the fullest
sense of that word. He is at once head of state, head of government, minister
of finance, minister of defence, and supreme commander of the armed forces.

His authority is not ceremonial. It is absolute.

That such a monarchy persists in the twenty-first century 1s itself remarkable.
That it does so in a country where citizens pay no income tax, receive free
education from kindergarten through university, access healthcare at a
nominal fee, and fill their cars with among the most heavily subsidised fuel in
the world, this combination makes Brunei one of the most unusual political
entities on earth. It is a welfare state without elections, a theocracy without
repression of the scale common to theocratic states, a petro-state that has, by

most metrics, translated its resource wealth into genuine human development.

This book 1s a portrait of that sultanate, and of the man who has presided
over it for more than half a century. Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah ascended the
throne in 1967, led his country to independence from Britain in 1984, and
continues to govern today. He is one of the longest-reigning monarchs in
recorded history, and arguably the world’s last absolute monarch to exercise
his powers in daily practice. Yet he has received remarkably little serious
biographical attention in English. The tabloid press has catalogued his
palaces and his automobiles; the human rights reports have catalogued his

legislation. Neither account captures the whole man, nor the whole country.

The purpose of this book is more ambitious: to place Sultan Hassanal

Bolkiah in full historical context, from the ancient Bruneian sultanate of the



fourteenth century through the colonial encounter with Britain, the discovery
of oil, the building of a welfare state, and the challenges of the twenty-first
century. It draws on public records, historical scholarship, official state
documents, reputable journalism, and the accounts of diplomats and scholars

who have engaged seriously with Brunei.

The author writes with admiration for what Brunei has preserved, a culture, a
dynasty, a way of life, while acknowledging that admiration is not the same as
uncritical endorsement. Where the record raises difficult questions, those
questions are raised. Where the record discloses genuine achievement, that

achievement 1s recognised.

Brunei Darussalam, meaning “Abode of Peace,” was named with intent. For
the visitor who arrives by air and 1s greeted by the gilded dome of the Omar
Ali Saifuddien Mosque glowing above the Brunei River, or who steps out of
a water taxi onto the floating walkways of Kampong Ayer at dusk, the name
does not feel like hyperbole. This book attempts to explain why that peace

has endured, at what cost, and under whose watch.

It 1s offered to the reader as an act of enquiry and of respect.

Dr. Akshat Jain



A Note on Sources and Method

The historian approaching Brunei faces a particular set of challenges. For the
early centuries of the sultanate’s existence, the primary sources are Chinese
dynastic records (the official histories of the Tang, Song, and Ming
dynasties, which recorded tribute missions from the northern Borneo coast),
Arabic and Indian geographical writings, the chronicles of early European
navigators and traders, and the Brunei genealogical tradition preserved in the
Salasilah Raja-Raja Brunei. Each of these source types has its particular
limitations. The Chinese records are written from the perspective of the
imperial court receiving tribute and tend to describe the distant polity in
formulaic terms. The European accounts, beginning with Antonio Pigafetta’s
famous narrative of the Magellan-Elcano expedition’s visit to Brunei in 1521,
are vivid and detailed but filtered through the assumptions and
preoccupations of Renaissance European observers. The genealogical
tradition blends legend and history in proportions that are difficult to

disentangle without corroborating evidence.

For the colonial period from the nineteenth century onward, the record is
considerably richer. British colonial archives, preserved in the Public Record
Office in London and the Arkib Negara (National Archives) of Malaysia,
contain an extensive documentary record of the British protectorate over
Brunei established in 1888. The published writings of men who were on the
ground in Brunei during this period, Hugh Low, whose Sarawak: Its
Inhabitants and Productions (1848) remains an important primary source;
James Brooke, the first White Rajah of Sarawak, whose journals and
correspondence illuminate the political dynamics of nineteenth-century
Borneo; and Spenser St John, whose Life in the Forests of the Far East
(1862) provides vivid description of the Borneo world, offer colour and detail

that the official records alone cannot supply.

For the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, the sources include official
Brunei government documents, the deliberations and communiqués of

international organisations to which Brunei belongs, reporting by the



international financial and business press, academic monographs published
by Oxford University Press, the National University of Singapore Press, and
other serious publishers, and the reports of bodies such as the International

Monetary Fund, the United Nations Development Programme, and the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN).

Throughout, this book has tried to distinguish between what is documented
and what 1s inferred, between what 1s verified and what 1s claimed in sources
that cannot be independently confirmed. Where the record is uncertain, that
uncertainty is noted. Where figures differ between sources, the range of
estimates is given. | he scholarly conventions of citation and attribution have
been followed throughout, not because they make for lighter reading, but
because a book of this kind is only as trustworthy as the sources on which it

rests.



A Note for the Indian Reader

India and Brunei share more history than is commonly known, and this book
is written with an awareness that its likely primary readership will approach

Brunei from an Indian perspective.

The connection begins in the medieval period. Indian Ocean trade, the vast
commercial network that linked the subcontinent’s ports, particularly those of
the Coromandel Coast, Gujarat, and the Malabar shore, to the ports of
Arabia, East Africa, Persia, and maritime Southeast Asia, was the system
through which Brunei first entered the historical record. The camphor,
beeswax, and gold of Borneo reached Indian markets through the
intermediary of Arab and Indian merchants who navigated the Bay of Bengal
and the Strait of Malacca. Indian textiles, in their turn, were among the most
prized imports at Brunei’s medieval court. The Chola dynasty of South
India, at the height of its maritime power in the eleventh century, had
extended its naval reach across the Bay of Bengal and into Southeast Asia,
and the trade routes it developed or reinforced were the same routes through

which Brunei conducted its commerce with the wider world.

Islam, which arrived in northern India and in Brunei through roughly parallel
pathways during the medieval period, is another point of shared historical
experience. The Shafi’i school of Sunni jurisprudence that defines Brunei’s
religious life today 1s the same school that has historically prevailed among the
Muslim communities of the Malabar Coast of Kerala. The merchants of that
coast, known as the Mappila or Moplah community, were among the most
active participants in the Indian Ocean trade that connected India to
Southeast Asia, and their presence at the emporium ports of the Malay

world, including the ports of Borneo, is documented in the historical record.

In the contemporary period, Brunei maintains warm diplomatic relations with
India, and a substantial community of Indian expatriates, drawn primarily
from Kerala, Karnataka, and Tamil Nadu, works in Brunei’s oil and gas

sector, construction industry, and healthcare system. This human connection



has its own history, rooted in the same geography of the Indian Ocean that
shaped the medieval trade. It is fitting, then, that a book about Brunei written
for an Indian audience should foreground these connections rather than treat
Brunei as an entirely foreign subject. Brunei is, in certain important respects,

part of India’s extended neighbourhood in the Indian Ocean world.



On the Name “Brunei”

The name “Brunei” itself has been the subject of considerable etymological
discussion. One traditional explanation, recorded in the oral history of the
Malay court, derives it from the word barnai, meaning “that’s it” or “that’s
the place” in an older form of Malay, reportedly uttered by the sailors who
first identified the site of the settlement. A more linguistically cautious view
traces the name to a variant rendering of “Borneo,” the two names being
cognate 1n the historical record. The full ceremonial name, Negara Brunei
Darussalam, combines the Malay-Sanskrit negara (state or kingdom), the
toponym Brunei, and the Arabic Dar al-Salam (Abode of Peace). This
compound name encapsulates the cultural layering of Brunei’s history:
Sanskrit political vocabulary from the Hindu-Buddhist era, a Malay toponym
of uncertain etymology, and Arabic religious nomenclature from the Islamic
period. In the name alone, one can read the successive civilisational influences

that have shaped the country.






A Personal Note

I came to this subject as a reader before I came to it as a writer. The history
of small states with long histories has always seemed to me more instructive
than the history of large empires. Empires are the norm in history; their rise
and fall follows recognisable patterns, and their stories have been told many
times. The small state that persists, that negotiates and adapts and outlasts
the surrounding upheavals, is a more unusual and in some ways more

demanding subject.

Brunei is such a state. Surrounded by powers vastly larger than itself, it has
been, in different centuries, a tributary of China, a trading partner of India, a
rival of the Sultanate of Malacca, a target of Portuguese and Spanish
ambitions, a protectorate of Britain, and a member of the international
community of independent states. Through all of these transitions, it has
preserved the essential continuity of its dynasty and the essential character of
its culture. That continuity is not accidental, and understanding it requires

taking Brunei seriously as a historical subject.

This book is my attempt to do that. I hope it is read in the spirit in which it
was written: with curiosity, with respect for the complexity of the subject, and
with a genuine desire to understand a country that the world knows primarily

through caricature.

Dr. Akshat Jain, June 2026






Figure 2: National emblem of Brunei. Source: Wikimedia Commons (public domain).
URL.: htips://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Emblem_of Brunei.svg
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Chapter1
A Kingdom in the Rainforest

Figure 3: Topographic map of Brunei Darussalam, showing the four districts and the
Temburong enclave separated by Limbang. Source: Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA.
URL: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Brunei_location_map_ Topographic.png

The River Awakens

Before the call to prayer drifts across the water, before the first motorboat
kicks its wake against the stilts, Kampong Ayer belongs to the herons. In the
grey half-light that precedes a Borneo dawn, the settlement that has floated
above the Brunei River for more than six hundred years is as still as a
painting. Wooden houses, painted in ochre and pale green and the particular
faded turquoise of salt-weathered timber, stand on their piles above the brown
current. Smoke rises from a kitchen window. A dog pads along a plank
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walkway. Then, as the sky graduates from indigo to copper, the muezzin’s
voice arrives from the minaret of the Omar Ali Saifuddien Mosque on the far
bank, and Kampong Ayer stirs. Fishing boats put out onto the river.
Children in school uniforms, pressed white shirts, dark trousers and sarongs,
pick their way along the network of covered walkways that connect house to
house, neighbourhood to neighbourhood, as their parents have done, and
their grandparents before them, since before the Portuguese arrived in Asian

waters.

This is how a morning begins in Kampong Ayer, the water village at the
heart of Bandar Seri Begawan, the capital of Negara Brunei
Darussalam. It is a place of extraordinary persistence, a settlement that
predates not just the modern nation-state, but most of the cities that now
surround it. And it is the most apt introduction to a country whose defining
characteristic is the quiet, tenacious endurance of the old in the midst of the

new.

Brunei is a small country by any geographic measure. It occupies 5,765
square kilometres on the northwestern coast of the island of Borneo, roughly
the size of the English county of Suffolk, or the American state of Delaware.
And yet within that compact territory, a civilisation has flourished, a dynasty
has endured for more than six centuries, and a welfare state has been built
from the proceeds of oil and natural gas that lie beneath the tropical soil and
offshore waters. To understand what Brunei is today, one must first
understand the land.

The contrast with Brunei’s neighbours is instructive. To the west and south,
Sarawak, the largest state of Malaysia, sprawls across 124,000 square
kilometres, a territory more than twenty times Brunei’s size, yet Brunei has
maintained its independent existence while Sarawak was absorbed into
Malaysia in 1963. To the north, across the South China Sea, lie the
Philippine islands, where sultanates descended in part from Brunei’s own
medieval empire were absorbed by Spanish and then American colonialism.
The persistence of Brunei as an independent polity within this turbulent
neighbourhood is a historical achievement of some magnitude, and it is one
that cannot be explained by geography or military power alone. It is a product

of diplomacy, of dynastic legitimacy, and of the unique circumstances that

24 | The Sultan Of Brunei



made a small oil-rich sultanate strategically useful to the British Empire and,
later, to the United States.

A Land on the Edge of Borneo

Borneo is the third largest island in the world, an ancient mass of rainforest,
river, and mountain straddling the equator in the heart of maritime Southeast
Asia. For most of its territory, Borneo is divided between Indonesia (which
calls its portion Kalimantan) and Malaysia (whose states of Sarawak and
Sabah occupy the island’s north). Brunei’s territory is a modest enclave
within this larger geography, clinging to the northwestern coast where the
South China Sea meets the shore.

The country’s coastline runs for approximately 161 kilometres along the
South China Sea, fronting the waters that have served for millennia as both
trade route and fishing ground. To the south, east, and west, Brunei is
entirely surrounded by the Malaysian state of Sarawak, a geographical fact
that has shaped the country’s history in ways both practical and profound.
Sarawak’s embrace means that Brunei can expand in no direction overland.
Its borders are fixed, compressed by the colonial-era cessions that reduced
one of Southeast Asia’s most extensive medieval empires to its present
modest dimensions. The sea, therefore, has always been both the country’s

window and its lifeline.

The terrain itself is predominantly lowland along the coast, rising to hilly and
forested interior regions as one moves southward and toward the border with
Sarawak. The Temburong district in the east, which is separated from the
rest of Brunei by a corridor of Sarawak territory (making it a true geographic
exclave), is the most rugged and most heavily forested part of the country,
home to some of the most intact primary rainforest in Borneo. The Ulu
Temburong National Park, established in the district’s interior, encompasses
an expanse of pristine dipterocarp forest that draws ecologists and
conservationists from across the world. Brunei takes quiet but genuine pride
in its environmental record: more than 70 per cent of the country’s land area
remains under forest cover, a statistic that places it among the world’s most

forested nations by proportion.
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The climate 1s equatorial: warm and humid throughout the year, with average
temperatures hovering between 24 and 35 degrees Celsius, and rainfall
distributed across most months, with heavier precipitation between October
and February. Monsoon conditions are experienced along the coast, but
Brunei lies south of the typhoon belt and is largely spared the destructive
cyclones that afflict parts of the Philippines and Vietnam. The rivers that run
through the country, the Brunei River, the Belait, the Tutong, the
Temburong, have historically served as the arteries of commerce and

communication in a land where dense forest made overland travel difficult.

The rivers deserve more than passing mention, for they shaped Brunei’s
history as fundamentally as any political event. In a landscape where the
interior was a tangle of primary forest, rooted in the clay of ancient
Cretaceous hills, the rivers were the only practical highways. It was up and
down the Brunei River that trade goods moved between the interior and the
coast. It was at the river mouth, where the current slowed and the bay offered
shelter from the open sea, that the first settlements took root and the first
sultans established their courts. The configuration of river, bay, and coastline
that defines Brunei-Muara district today was the geographic foundation upon

which the entire political history of the sultanate was constructed.

A Small Nation in a World of Larger Neighbours:

Comparative Perspectives

To appreciate Brunei’s distinctiveness, it is useful to compare it with other
small nations that have navigated the world of great-power rivalry with their
sovereignty intact. The comparison that comes most naturally to a European
reader is perhaps Luxembourg or Liechtenstein, small states that survived the
upheavals of two world wars by a combination of strategic usefulness, careful
diplomacy, and a degree of geographic luck. But the more illuminating

comparisons, given Brunei’s cultural and geopolitical context, are with the

Maldives and Bhutan.

The Maldives, an archipelago of some 1,200 islands in the Indian Ocean,
has maintained its sovereignty as a Muslim sultanate (later republic) for
centuries, despite its even smaller size and far greater dispersion across ocean
space. Like Brunei, it converted to Islam through the intermediary of Indian

26 | The Sultan Of Brunei



Ocean trade; like Brunei, it has maintained a distinctive national identity in
the face of much larger neighbours; and like Brunei, its modern history has
been shaped by a single natural resource, in the Maldives’ case fish and,
more recently, tourism, rather than oil. The comparison illuminates a pattern
of small-state survival in the Indian Ocean world: religious identity, strategic
location, and the cultivation of relationships with outside powers have all
served as substitutes for the territorial mass and military might that small

states inherently lack.

Bhutan, the Himalayan Buddhist kingdom that has maintained its
sovereignty between India and China through a combination of deliberate
isolation, religious distinctiveness, and careful diplomacy, offers a further
point of comparison. Like Brunei, Bhutan entered the modern period as a
British protectorate and emerged from that relationship with its monarchy
intact and its cultural traditions largely undisturbed. Both countries have
pursued what might be called the politics of small-state identity: the deliberate
cultivation of a national distinctiveness so pronounced that absorption into a
larger neighbour would destroy the very thing that makes the polity worth
preserving. Brunei’s Melayu Islam Beraja philosophy, which will be
examined in detail in Chapter 11, performs exactly this function: it defines

Brunei as a place whose character is irreducibly its own.

The Four Districts

Brunei 1s divided administratively into four districts (daerah): Brunei-

Muara, Belait, Tutong, and Temburong.

Brunei-Muara is the smallest district by area but by far the most populous,
encompassing the capital, Bandar Seri Begawan, and the surrounding
municipalities. It is here that the country’s commercial, political, and cultural
life is concentrated. The government ministries, the Istana Nurul Iman (the
royal palace), the Omar Ali Saifuddien Mosque, and the majority of the
population are found within this district. Brunei-Muara’s population density,
though modest by the standards of Singapore or Kuala Lumpur, is among
the highest in Borneo, and the district’s road network, shopping facilities, and
public institutions give it a character markedly different from the other three

districts.
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Belait lies to the west and is the country’s economic heartland. The town of
Seria, in the Belait district, 1s where oil was first struck in commercial
quantities in 1929, and the district remains the centre of Brunei’s oil and gas
industry. Kuala Belait, the district’s administrative capital and its largest
town, has a frontier quality that reflects its history as an oil-town service
community. The Brunei Shell Petroleum complex and the Brunei LNG
plant at Lumut are Belait’s defining industrial landmarks. The district takes
its name from the Belait River, which drains a substantial portion of the
mterior and whose lower reaches were, for centuries before oil, the

commercial artery of the western part of the country.

Tutong, the central district, is predominantly agricultural and suburban in
character. It is home to the Pekan Tutong market town, fertile coastal plains,
and a more rural way of life than Brunei-Muara or Belait. Tutong’s beaches,
particularly the Seri Kenangan beach at Kuala Tutong, draw local visitors
seeking respite from the capital’s pace. The Tutong River valley contains
some of the most productive agricultural land in the country, and the district’s
farms supply a portion of the fresh produce that the capital consumes. Tutong
also hosts the Brunei Handicraft Centre and several traditional craft
communities that preserve the weaving, silverworking, and boat-building

traditions of the Malay and indigenous communities.

Temburong, separated from the rest of Brunei by a strip of Sarawak, was
historically accessible only by boat or by a lengthy road journey through
Malaysian territory. The completion of the Temburong Bridge (officially
the Sultan Haji Omar Ali Saifuddien Bridge) in 2020 changed this
dramatically, linking the exclave to Brunei-Muara by a 30-kilometre crossing
over Brunei Bay. The bridge, an engineering accomplishment of considerable
scale for a country of Brunei’s size, has opened Temburong’s rainforest
interior to easier access and placed its ecotourism potential within genuine
reach. The district’s administrative centre 1s Bangar, a small town of perhaps
five thousand residents that functions as the gateway to the Ulu Temburong

National Park and the forest communities beyond.
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Bandar Seri Begawan

The capital of Brunei Darussalam, Bandar Seri Begawan (commonly
abbreviated as BSB), sits at the mouth of the Brunei River where it enters
Brunei Bay. It is a city of quiet distinction: orderly, well-maintained, and
considerably more modest in scale than its counterpart capitals in the region.
Unlike Kuala Lumpur or Singapore, BSB has not pursued verticality as its
architectural ambition. The skyline is defined not by glass towers but by the
golden dome and twin minarets of the Omar Ali Saifuddien Mosque,
completed in 1958 and set beside an artificial lagoon that reflects its image in

the still water with an almost theatrical precision.

The city takes its name from its former title as Brunei Town, and received its
current designation, Bandar Seri Begawan, meaning “City of the Glorious
Abode”, in 1970, in honour of Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddien III following his
abdication. The population of the capital and its surrounding municipality is

roughly 100,000, within a national population of approximately 450,000.

BSB is a city of contrasts: modern shopping complexes sit a short drive from
the floating village; government ministries occupy low-rise campuses
surrounded by tropical greenery; the Istana Nurul Iman, the royal palace,
stands at the western edge of the city on a bend of the Brunei River, its scale
visible from across the water but its interiors known to only a few. The city’s
road network is wide, its gardens are manicured, and the public order it
projects is conspicuous. Brunei’s welfare state is visible in BSB: the roads are
well-maintained, public buildings are clean, and the sense of institutional care

that distinguishes prosperous small nations is evident at every turn.

To compare BSB with Singapore, another small Southeast Asian city-state
of considerable prosperity, is illuminating in what the comparison reveals
about difference as much as similarity. Singapore is relentlessly vertical and
cosmopolitan, its skyline a thicket of glass and steel, its streets animated by
the commercial energy of one of the world’s great trading ports. BSB is
horizontal, deliberate, and Islamic in its civic tone; its ambitions are expressed
not in the height of its buildings but in the quality of its mosques and the
maintenance of its public spaces. The Omar Ali Saifuddien Mosque, with its

Venetian-inspired marble exterior, its Italian tiles, and its ceremonial stone
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boat moored in the adjacent lagoon, is a statement of civilisational confidence
that BSB’s modest skyline otherwise conceals. The city does not shout its

achievements; it expresses them in architecture, in the quality of its public

institutions, and in the remarkable peacefulness of its public life.

Kampong Ayer: The Venice of the East

Notable Detail: A City on the Water

Kampong Ayer, the centuries-old water village at the heart of Bandar
Seri Begawan, is one of the largest such settlements in the world. At its
peak in the early twentieth century, it housed over 30,000 residents.
Today, approximately 13,000 people live in its interconnected
neighbourhoods, in houses set on nearly 4,000 stilts above the Brunei
River. The settlement has its own schools, mosques, fire stations, and
medical clinics, all built on the water. When the explorer Antonio
Pigafetta, who accompanied Ferdinand Magellan’s expedition, visited in
1521, he described it as a city of water houses and wrote of it with
considerable astonishment. It has endured, recognisably itself, for more

than six centuries.
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Figure 4: Kampong Agyer, the historic water village at the heart of Bandar Seri Begawan.

Source: Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA 3.0. URL:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:BIN-bsb-kampong-ayer.jpg
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Kampong Ayer is the soul of Brunei. It is frequently described as the
“Venice of the East,” an epithet that, while applied to several Asian
waterborne settlements, fits Kampong Ayer with particular justice. The
comparison to Venice is apt not merely because both are built over water, but
because both represent the survival of an ancient urban form into a world that

has largely abandoned it.

The settlement is not a single village but a cluster of interconnected
communities strung along both banks of the Brunei River, linked by 36
kilometres of covered wooden walkways and navigated by a fleet of tambang
(water taxis) that serve as the local bus system. Within this floating labyrinth
are mosques, schools, a fire station, a community health clinic, and a police
post. The infrastructure of modern life has been brought to the water, rather
than the residents being compelled to abandon the water for the

infrastructure.

The architecture of Kampong Ayer has evolved over generations but retains
its essential character: timber-framed houses raised on ironwood piles, with
corrugated metal roofs, wooden shutters, and the accumulated detail of
domestic life, flower pots, washing lines, fishing nets, satellite dishes, that
distinguishes lived space from preserved spectacle. The government has, at
various times, offered residents resettlement into land-based public housing,
and many have taken up this offer. But a substantial community remains, by
choice, on the water. For those who live in Kampong Ayer, the choice is not

one of poverty but of identity. The river is their home.

The historical significance of Kampong Ayer is considerable. When the first
European accounts of Brunei were written in the sixteenth century, they
describe a water city of several thousand houses, governed by a sultan of
considerable power and wealth. The settlement predates the city of Kuala
Lumpur by several centuries and was a functioning urban centre long before
most of the towns of coastal Borneo came into existence. It is, in every

meaningful sense, the original Brunei.

The comparison with Amsterdam is also instructive. The Dutch city was, in
the seventeenth century, the greatest commercial emporium in the world, its

economy built on the same Indian Ocean and East Asian trade networks
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through which Brunei had been conducting its own commerce for centuries.
Amsterdam’s canal houses, like Kampong Ayer’s stilt houses, were built over
water as a practical response to the limitations of the land. Both settlements
evolved elaborate systems of waterborne transport as a substitute for road-
based movement. Both represented, in their respective eras, the triumph of
commercial ingenuity over geographical constraint. The difference is that
Amsterdam’s canal houses are now museums and tourist attractions, their
commercial function long since superseded by the modern city that grew up
around them, while Kampong Ayer remains a living community, inhabited
and functional, connecting the present to a past that most cities have long

since demolished.

Notable Detail: Kampong Ayer and the World’s Water
Cities

The tradition of building cities over water is ancient and widespread: the
lake-village settlements of Neolithic Europe, the chinampas of the Aztec
capital Tenochtitlan, the palafittes of Southeast Asia’s coast, and the
canal cities of Venice and Amsterdam all represent variations on the
same fundamental impulse, to extend human habitation onto the surface
of water where land is scarce, defensible advantage is considerable, or
the water itself provides the most efficient means of communication and
commerce. Kampong Ayer belongs to this lineage. It is distinctive among
surviving water settlements in that it remains fully inhabited and fully
functional as a residential community, not a heritage site or a curiosity for
tourists, but a place where people are born, attend school, work,
worship, and die. The settlement’s persistence is a testament to the depth

of its roots in Brunei’s national identity.

People, Faith, and Language

Brunei’s population stands at approximately 450,000, a figure that places it
among the smallest nations in Asia by population, though its citizens enjoy
one of the highest per capita incomes in the region. The ethnic Malay
community constitutes the largest demographic group, comprising
approximately 65 per cent of the population. Indigenous groups, collectively
known as Bumiputera (“sons of the soil”) and including the Iban, Dusun,

32 | The Sultan Of Brunei



Bisaya, Murut, and Belait peoples, account for a further proportion. A
significant Chinese community, present in Brunei for many generations and
concentrated particularly in commercial life, constitutes roughly 10 per cent of
the population. A smaller community of expatriate workers, drawn primarily
from the Philippines, Indonesia, and South Asia, provides labour across the

oil, construction, and service sectors.

The demographic picture of Brunei is inseparable from its economic history.
The Chinese community’s deep roots in Brunei date to the emporium era of
the medieval period, when Chinese merchants settled in the trading ports of
the Borneo coast and established communities that have persisted across
many generations. 1 he Dusun, Bisaya, Murut, and Belait peoples represent
the indigenous inhabitants of the Brunei River valley and the surrounding
interior, communities whose presence predates the founding of the sultanate
and whose knowledge of the forest landscape was the original basis of the

camphor and beeswax trade that enriched the early kings of Brunei.

The official religion of Brunei Darussalam is Sunni Islam of the Shafi’i
school, as enshrined in the 1959 Constitution.] Islam is not merely a
constitutional provision but a lived reality that permeates the rhythms of daily
life: the five daily prayers, the Friday congregational worship, the observance
of Ramadan, the pilgrimage to Mecca for those who can undertake it. The
national philosophy of Melayu Islam Beraja (MIB), introduced formally in
1991, enshrines the inseparability of Malay identity, Islamic faith, and

monarchical governance as the ideological foundation of the state.

The official language is Malay (Bahasa Melayu), which serves as the
medium of instruction, official communication, and everyday social interaction
for the majority of the population. English retains a prominent role in
commerce, higher education, and government administration, a legacy of the
British protectorate and a practical asset in Brunei’s engagement with the
wider world. Chinese dialects, particularly Mandarin and Hokkien, are

spoken within the Chinese community.

The language situation in Brunei reflects the country’s layered history with
unusual clarity. Bahasa Melayu carries within it the palimpsest of Brunei’s

past: Sanskrit loanwords from the Hindu-Buddhist era (words like negara,
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raja, mahkota), Arabic terms introduced through Islamisation (words relating
to prayer, jurisprudence, and theological concepts), Portuguese borrowings
from the colonial encounter (garpu for fork, boneca for doll), and, in the
modern period, English technical vocabulary from the oil industry and from
the British educational system. To speak Malay in Brunei is, in a sense, to

speak the history of the Indian Ocean world.

A Forest Nation

Any account of Brunei that focuses solely on oil and governance risks
obscuring one of the country’s most distinctive and least-discussed
characteristics: it is, to a remarkable degree, a forest nation. The interior of
Brunei, particularly in the Temburong and Belait districts, contains primary
rainforest of extraordinary ecological richness. The dipterocarp forests of
Borneo are among the most biodiverse terrestrial ecosystems on earth, home
to orangutans, proboscis monkeys, pygmy elephants, hornbills, and thousands

of plant species found nowhere else.

Brunei has pursued a degree of forest conservation that contrasts sharply with
the large-scale deforestation that has accompanied palm oil cultivation in
Malaysian Borneo and Indonesian Kalimantan. Approximately 55 per cent
of Brunei’s land area is classified as forest reserve, and the Ulu Temburong
National Park alone covers 550 square kilometres of pristine primary forest.
The government has expressed, in official planning documents including
Wawasan 2035 (Brunei’s long-term development vision), a commitment to

environmental stewardship as part of its development philosophy.

The ecological richness of Brunei’s forests was, for most of the country’s
history, its primary economic resource. Long before the oil wells of Seria
produced their first barrel of petroleum, the forest had provided camphor,
beeswax, hornbill ivory, rattan, and timber, goods that connected Brunei to
the trade networks of the medieval Indian Ocean world. The transition from
forest-product economy to oil economy was, in one sense, simply a change in
the identity of the resource: the forest of the interior was replaced, as the
country’s primary source of exportable wealth, by the underground reservoir

of fossil hydrocarbons along the coast and offshore. The geography of
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extraction changed; the fundamental pattern of a small polity exporting a

single category of natural resource to distant markets remained constant.

This is not merely an ecological footnote. The rainforest is part of Brunei’s
identity: the green canopy that covers the hills visible from the capital is the
same canopy under which the Bruneian people have lived for millennia. It is
a visual reminder that behind the mosques and the oil rigs and the modern
road network, the oldest Brunei 1s still there.

The ecological parallels with other small, forest-rich nations of the Asian
tropics are worth noting. Bhutan, which derives its sense of national identity
partly from the Himalayan forests that cover three-quarters of its territory, has
made forest conservation a constitutional obligation, requiring that at least 60
per cent of its land area remain under forest cover in perpetuity. Brunei has
not formalised this commitment in its constitution but has achieved, in
practice, a comparable result through a combination of government policy and
the limited population pressure that oil wealth has enabled. Neither country
has faced the same deforestation pressures that have transformed the
landscapes of their larger neighbours, and in both cases the forest’s survival
reflects choices made, consciously or otherwise, about the kind of country

each wishes to remain.

Figure 5: Skyline of downtown Bandar Seri Begawan, the capital of Brunei. Source:
Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA. URL:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Skyline_of downtown_
Bandar_Seri_Begawan.jpg
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The River as Foundation: Hydrology and History

No account of Brunei’s geography is complete without a closer look at the
Brunei River itself. The river is not simply a physical feature; it is the axis
around which the entire history of the sultanate rotates. Rising in the hills of
the interior, the Brunei River flows northward for approximately fifty
kilometres before emptying into Brunei Bay. Its lower reaches, where the
current widens and slows, have been the site of human settlement since at
least the medieval period. It was on the banks of this river, or rather above
them, on the stilts of what would become Kampong Ayer, that the first
sultans established their courts, that the Chinese porcelain traders arrived
with their cargoes, and that Pigafetta and his shipmates made their

astonished observations in 1521.

The river’s practical importance to Brunei’s medieval economy cannot be
overstated. Before the construction of roads, the only reliable way to move
goods between the forest interior and the coastal trading port was by water,
and the river was that water. The forest peoples who harvested camphor and
beeswax in the interior brought their goods downriver in flat-bottomed boats;
the sultan’s agents collected duties at the river mouth; and the ocean-going
vessels of the Chinese, Arab, and Indian traders took on their cargoes in the
sheltered waters of the bay. The entire commercial geography of the medieval

sultanate was organised around the river’s flow from forest to sea.

In the modern period, the river retains its symbolic centrality even as its
economic function has been superseded by roads and airports. The annual
royal flotilla, in which the Sultan proceeds by water on state occasions, recalls
the ancient tradition of the river as the sovereign’s highway. The tambang
water taxis that carry passengers between Kampong Ayer and the city’s
waterfront remain, for many residents of the water village, the most practical
mode of daily transport. And the view of the Omar Ali Saifuddien Mosque
reflected in the river’s surface at dusk, the golden dome doubled in the still
water, has become the defining visual image of modem Brunei, as
recognisable as the Petronas Towers are to Kuala Lumpur or the Marina

Bay Sands to Singapore.

36 | The Sultan Of Brunei



Brunei in the World: A Geographic and Strategic

Summary

It i1s worth pausing, before proceeding to Brunei’s historical origins, to
consider the country’s geographic position in the wider strategic context of the
twenty-first century. Brunei occupies a small but not insignificant corner of
what has become one of the world’s most contested maritime spaces. The
South China Sea, on whose shores Brunei fronts, is the subject of
overlapping territorial claims by China, Vietnam, the Philippines, Malaysia,
and Brunei itself. The waters off Brunei’s coast, above which oil and gas
platforms now stand, are within the larger contested zone. Brunei’s own
claims in the South China Sea are modest and have been pursued through
diplomatic rather than military means; the country’s membership of ASEAN
and its long-standing relationships with the major powers give it a platform

for quiet advocacy that its small size would not otherwise afford.

The Indo-Pacific, as a strategic concept embraced by the United States,
India, Australia, and Japan, frames Brunei within a region of increasing
geopolitical significance. India’s eastward engagement, formalised in its “Act
East” policy, has brought renewed attention to the maritime states of
Southeast Asia, including Brunei, as part of the extended Indian Ocean
neighbourhood. The ancient trade routes that once connected Indian ports to
the camphor-rich coast of Borneo are now naval patrol zones and commercial
shipping lanes, but the fundamental logic of the connection, that India and
Southeast Asia share an oceanic neighbourhood whose stability matters to

both, is unchanged.

Brunei’s geographic position, small as the country is, places it at the
intersection of these currents. Understanding the land, its forests, its rivers, its
modest urban capital, its ancient water village, is the necessary first step to
understanding the history and the politics that have made this small and

remarkable kingdom what it is.

In Summary

Brunei Darussalam is a nation of paradoxes held in elegant balance. Its

territory 1s small, a coastal strip on northwestern Borneo, bracketed by the
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South China Sea and the jungles of Sarawak, yet it contains an extraordinary
density of historical significance, ecological richness, and geopolitical
consequence. Its capital is modest in scale but marked by genuine civic pride.
Its water village is ancient yet fully inhabited. Its rainforest is among the best-
preserved in Southeast Asia. Its population is small, its per capita income is
large, and its ruling dynasty is among the oldest on earth. To begin to
understand Brunel, one must first set aside the categories that outsiders bring
to it, the oil-state cliché, the absolute-monarchy archetype, the postcolonial
narrative, and allow the land to speak. The land speaks of permanence, of
adaptation, and of a people who have known, for a very long time, how to

endure.
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Chapter 2
Before Oil, Brunei's Ancient Origins

Figure 6: Brunei’s rivers and bays, the kingdom’s ancient highways of trade. Source:
Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA. URL:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Brunei_01 JPG

A Ship Arrives from the South Seas

Imagine the scene reconstructed from Chinese court records and the accounts
of Arab navigators: a trading vessel, broad-beamed and heavy with cargo,
rounds a headland on the northwestern coast of a vast island and enters a
wide river mouth where the current runs slow and brown with river silt. On
the vessel’s deck, among bales of camphor and wrapped packets of beeswax,
sits an emissary bearing gifts, perhaps a narwhal tusk described as rhinoceros
horn, perhaps a live bird of the sort that astonishes the receiving court with its

plumage. The ship has come from a place the Chinese records call “Po-ni”
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or “Po-li,” a harbour kingdom on the island of Borneo, known to Arab
geographers as a source of camphor of unusual purity and to Indian traders

as a waystation on the route between China and the spice islands to the

south.

This is how Brunei enters the historical record: not with a battle or a
declaration, but with a transaction. The earliest documented references to a
polity on the northern Borneo coast date to the seventh century in Chinese
sources, and the transaction in question is trade. Long before the British
protectorate, long before the oil wells, long before the sultans built their
mosques and palaces, Brunei was a trading place, a point on the map where
the products of Borneo’s interior met the merchant networks of the South
China Sea. Understanding that original vocation is essential to

understanding everything that came after.

The vessel in our imagined scene was, most likely, a Chinese junk of the type
that plied the South China Sea from the Tang dynasty onward, its hold
divided into watertight compartments by a system of bulkheads whose design
was centuries ahead of anything European shipbuilders could offer. The crew
would have included Chinese merchants, Malay pilots who knew the local
waters, and perhaps Arab traders who had attached themselves to the voyage
at one of the intermediate ports. The world they inhabited was, by any
measure, a globalised one: the South China Sea in the seventh or eighth
century was as busy a commercial highway as the Mediterranean, and the

goods that moved across it connected markets from the Yellow River delta to

the Persian Gulf.

The Earliest Records: “Po-ni” and the Chinese

Connection

The island of Borneo was known to Chinese mariners from at least the Tang
dynasty (618-907 CE), and possibly earlier. References to a northern
Borneo polity under various Chinese transliterations, “Po-ni,” “Po-li,”
“Boni”, appear with increasing frequency in Chinese records from the
seventh century onward. These early references describe a kingdom that sent

tribute missions to the Chinese imperial court, offered gifts of local products,
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and received in return Chinese silks, porcelain, and the political validation

that came from recognition by the Son of Heaven.

The tribute system that structured Brunei’s early relationship with China was
not merely ceremonial. It was the framework within which trade was
conducted across maritime Southeast Asia. A kingdom that participated in
the tribute system gained access to Chinese markets and enjoyed a form of
diplomatic protection; it also demonstrated to its neighbours and trading
partners a connection to the greatest political power of the era. The kings of
early Brunei were shrewd participants in this system. Chinese records note
that a ruler of “Po-ni” sent a mission to the court of the Song dynasty in 977
CE, bringing with him gifts of camphor, beeswax, and tortoiseshell, and

receiving in return imperial recognition.

The significance of this Song dynasty contact should be set against the wider
context of the period. In 977 CE, the Song dynasty was in the early years of
its extraordinary cultural and commercial efflorescence. Song China’s
economy was, in relative terms, the most sophisticated in the world: it had
invented paper money, developed proto-industrial iron production, and
fostered an urban commercial culture of remarkable vitality. The Song court’s
appetite for luxury goods, including the aromatic camphor and the exotic
forest products that Brunei could supply, was the commercial engine that
drove the tribute system and made participation in it so attractive to distant
kingdoms. For Brunei’s rulers, the relationship with Song China was not a
mark of subordination but a mark of commercial sophistication: they were

plugged into the world’s most dynamic economy.

The most dramatic episode in Brunei’s early Chinese connections is
documented in the records of the Ming dynasty. In 1408, the ruler of Brunei,
Ma-na-ji-ga-na (an approximation of a Malay name that scholars have
debated at length), undertook the remarkable step of travelling personally to
China, accompanied by a retinue of 150 people. He died during the journey
and was buried in Nanjing with full imperial honours. The Ming Shilu
(Veritable Records) record his burial and the tomb, which was rediscovered
in Nanjing in 1958 and has since been preserved as a historical monument. It

1s a haunting testament to the intimacy of the early Brunei-China
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relationship: a king of Borneo buried in the Chinese imperial capital, his

grave marked by a stele in Chinese characters.

The Ming context here is also revealing. The early fifteenth century was the
age of the great Chinese admiral Zheng He, whose enormous treasure fleets
sailed from China to Southeast Asia, South Asia, Arabia, and the east coast
of Affica in a series of voyages between 1405 and 1433. Brunei lay along the
routes that Zheng He’s fleets traversed, and the diplomatic intensification of
Brunei-China relations during the early Ming period, of which the 1408
royal visit is the most dramatic expression, may have been stimulated in part
by the heightened Chinese engagement with maritime Southeast Asia that the
Zheng He voyages represented. The Brunei ruler’s decision to travel to
China personally, rather than simply sending a tributary mission, suggests an

understanding of the diplomatic moment and a willingness to exploit it.

India, the Cholas, and the Wider Indian Ocean World

The Chinese connection has received the most scholarly attention in the
English-language literature on early Brunei, but it was only one strand of the
medieval trading world in which Brunei participated. The Indian Ocean
trade network, of which Brunei was a peripheral but genuine member,
connected the Borneo coast to India, Arabia, and East Africa through a web
of commercial relationships that predated the Chinese connection and

outlasted it.

For the Indian reader in particular, this dimension of Brunei’s early history is
worth dwelling on. The Chola dynasty of South India, which dominated the
southern subcontinent and much of the Indian Ocean world in the tenth and
eleventh centuries, extended its naval reach deep into Southeast Asia. The
great Chola raid of 1025 CE, directed against the maritime empire of
Srivijaya based in Sumatra, is one of the most dramatic demonstrations of
Indian naval power in history. Although the Cholas did not establish
permanent colonies in the region, their commercial and political influence
reshaped the trading patterns of the entire Bay of Bengal and the Strait of
Malacca zone. The trade routes and port hierarchies that the Cholas helped
to reshape were the same routes through which goods from Borneo, including

the camphor and beeswax that Brunei exported, reached Indian markets.
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Arab geographers, whose works constitute another important layer of the
historical record, mention a polity on the northern coast of Borneo in terms
consistent with the Chinese descriptions of “Po-ni.” The Kitab al-Masalik
wa’l-Mamalik (Book of Routes and Realms) of the tenth-century Arab
geographer Ibn Khordadbeh, and the later geographical works of al-Idrisi
and Ibn Battuta, document the Indian Ocean trading world in which
Brunei’s products circulated, even if they do not always name the Borneo
polity explicitly. Arab merchants, many of them from the Gulf and from the
Hadhramaut region of Yemen, were among the most active participants in
the Indian Ocean trade, and their presence in the ports of maritime Southeast
Asia, including those of the Borneo coast, is well-attested. It was through
contact with these Arab merchants that Islam eventually arrived at the Brunei

court, a process considered in more detail below.

What Brunei Traded: The Forest’s Bounty

The goods that Brunei offered to the maritime trading world were the
products of Borneo’s extraordinary natural abundance. Camphor, harvested
from the Dryobalanops aromatica tree, was the most prized Bornean export of
the medieval period. Bornean camphor was considered by Arab, Indian, and
Chinese merchants to be of superior quality to the camphor produced in
Sumatra or China: it was whiter, more fragrant, and more medicinally potent.
It commanded premium prices in markets from Arabia to Japan, and the
forest people of Borneo’s interior, who knew where the camphor trees grew
and how to harvest the crystals that formed within their trunks, were the

indispensable suppliers of a commodity that had no substitute.

Beeswax was another Bornean forest product in considerable demand.
Arab merchants purchased beeswax for use in candle-making and in the
manufacture of batik wax-resist textiles. Hornbill ivory, the remarkable
golden and red casque that grows on the heads of the helmeted hornbill
(Rhinoplax vigil), was prized in China as a material for carved objects of
exceptional quality, considered superior in workability to elephant ivory.
Bezoar stones (gastroliths found in the stomachs of certain animals and

believed to have medicinal properties), edible birds’ nests (harvested from
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cave-swallow colonies in the limestone caves of the interior), and gold from

alluvial deposits in the river beds all featured in Brunei’s export trade.

In exchange, Brunei imported Chinese porcelain, silk, and iron goods; Indian
cotton textiles; and Arab glass, metal, and aromatic goods. The coastal
trading communities that accumulated these exchanges developed a
sophisticated brokerage role, standing between the forest-dwelling interior
peoples who produced the raw goods and the visiting merchants who bought
them. This brokerage role is the economic foundation upon which the Brunei
sultanate was built. The ruler who controlled the river mouth controlled the
trade; the ruler who controlled the trade controlled the wealth; the ruler who
controlled the wealth could build the court, the mosques, and the political

order that we recognise today.

The Chinese porcelain that arrived in exchange for Borneo’s forest products
deserves special mention. Ceramics from the great kilns of Fujian,
Guangdong, and Zhejiang were among the most valued prestige goods in
Southeast Asia. In communities where locally produced pottery was
utilitarian and undecorated, the fine blue-and-white wares of Song and Yuan
China represented extraordinary luxury, and their possession signalled wealth
and status. The Brunei royal household accumulated Chinese ceramics of
exceptional quality, and the tradition of using these ancient vessels for
ceremonial purposes, particularly in rites of passage and royal ceremonies,
has persisted to the present day. Collections of Chinese porcelain held by
Bruneian aristocratic families include pieces dating back to the Song dynasty,

a tangible connection to the medieval trading world.

The Founding of the Sultanate

The question of when, precisely, the Brunei Sultanate was established is
one that historians have approached with appropriate caution. The
traditional account, preserved in the Salasilah Raja-Raja Brunei (the
Genealogy of the Kings of Brunei), identifies Sultan Muhammad Shah
as the first sultan, placing his reign in the fourteenth century. He is recorded
as the founder of an Islamic sultanate, having converted from Hinduism or

animism to Islam, a conversion that aligned Brunei with the expanding world
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of Islam that was sweeping through maritime Southeast Asia during this

period.

The conventional dates given for Sultan Muhammad Shah’s accession vary
between approximately 1363 and 1368, depending on the scholarly source
consulted. These dates are derived principally from the Brunei genealogy
itself, which was compiled retrospectively and combines legendary and
historical elements in the manner common to royal chronicle traditions across
Southeast Asia. Western historians approach the earlier portions of this
genealogy with the same caution they bring to other premodern royal records,
while recognising that the genealogy preserves genuine historical memory

alongside its more legendary passages.

What 1s clear is that by the latter half of the fourteenth century, a Muslim
sultanate had been established at the mouth of the Brunei River, and that this
sultanate was recognised by its neighbours and trading partners as the
legitimate ruling power of the northern Borneo coast. The adoption of Islam
as the state religion gave the new sultanate a political and ideological
framework, the shari’a-based governance of an Islamic polity, and connected
it to the broader world of Indian Ocean Islam, with its networks of

scholarship, trade, and political legitimacy.

The parallel with the Sultanate of Malacca is instructive. Malacca, founded
around 1400 by the fugitive Srivijayan prince Paramesvara (who later
converted to Islam and took the name Iskandar Shah), was the other great
Muslim maritime power of the period and the most important single force in
the spread of Islam through the Malay world. Brunei’s Islamisation occurred
in roughly the same period and through roughly the same channels, the
networks of Arab and Indian Muslim merchants and the prestige of the
Islamic civilisational framework, as Malacca’s. The two sultanates were rivals
as well as co-participants in the same cultural transformation, and their
relationship would shape the political dynamics of the Malay world for the

next two centuries.

The Sultanate of Aceh on the northern tip of Sumatra, and the Sultanate of
Demak on the north coast of Java, were the other major poles of Malay

Islamic power in this period. Together with Malacca and Brunei, they
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formed a network of Muslim trading polities that collectively transformed the
religious and political landscape of maritime Southeast Asia. To understand
Brunei’s founding as an Islamic sultanate, one must understand it as part of

this regional transformation rather than as an isolated event.

The Coming of Islam

The arrival of Islam in the Malay world was not a sudden conquest but a
gradual diffusion, carried by Arab and Indian Muslim merchants along the
same trade routes that had brought camphor and beeswax to foreign markets
for centuries. By the late fourteenth century, Islam had been established in
the major port cities of the Malay Peninsula and Sumatra, and it was
spreading rapidly through the trading networks of the archipelago. The
kingdom of Malacca, founded around 1400, became the most important
centre of Malay Islam and the model against which other Malay courts

measured themselves.

Brunei’s conversion to Islam is traditionally linked to the period of trade and
diplomatic contact with the Islamic world, and specifically to the influence of
Islamic merchants who settled in the coastal trading communities and
intermarried with local elites. The Salasilah records that the first sultan,
Muhammad Shah, bore a Muslim name, and that subsequent sultans
continued the Islamic tradition. By the time of the third or fourth sultan,
Islam had been firmly established as the religion of the court and, through the
court’s influence, of the broader population of the coastal and riverine

communities over which the sultanate held authority.

The theological tradition adopted was Sunni Islam of the Shafi’i
school, the same tradition that prevailed throughout the Malay world and
continues to define Brunei’s religious life today. The Shafi’i school, one of
the four recognised legal schools of Sunni jurisprudence, has historically been
associated with the coastal Muslim communities of East Africa, the Arabian
Peninsula’s east coast, and maritime Southeast Asia, and its prevalence in

Brunei reflects the Indian Ocean trade network through which Islam arrived.

The Indian connection in the spread of Islam to Brunei deserves particular

attention. The Muslim merchants who were most active in the Bay of Bengal

+7 | The Sultan Of Brunei



and the Strait of Malacca trade were often of Indian origin, particularly from

the Coromandel Coast (modern Tamil Nadu and Andhra Pradesh) and
from the Malabar Coast of Kerala. The Mappila (or Moplah) merchants of
Kerala, who had been Muslim since the very early centuries of Islam, were
among the most accomplished navigators of the Indian Ocean world. The
Tamil Muslim traders of the Coromandel Coast, who spoke a dialect known
as Arwi and used a distinctive Arabic-Tamil script, were present in the ports
of maritime Southeast Asia from at least the twelfth century. It was through
these communities, as much as through the Arab merchants of the Gulf, that

Islam reached the Malay world.

The physical evidence of early Brunei’s Islamic identity is sparse but
suggestive. Archaeological investigations at various sites in the Brunei River
area have uncovered Chinese porcelain, trade goods, and building
foundations consistent with a medieval urban settlement of some substance.
The oral traditions and the genealogical records, while requiring careful
interpretation, point consistently to a fourteenth-century establishment of

Islamic governance that was recognised, legitimate, and enduring.

Notable Detail: The Camphor Kingdom

The word “camphor” itself traces a linguistic journey that mirrors the
trade routes through which it travelled. The English word derives from
the Medieval Latin camphora, which in turn comes from the Arabic
kafur, which was borrowed from the Malay kapur or kapur Barus
(meaning the camphor of Barus, a port on the Sumatran coast from
which Bornean camphor was often shipped). The camphor of Borneo
reached the English-speaking world through a chain of translation that
moved from the forests of the interior through Malay brokers, Arab
merchants, medieval European pharmacists, and ultimately into the
Latin of scientific nomenclature. In the word itself is embedded the entire

commercial history of the early Borneo trade.

An Emporium on the Borneo Coast

By the fifteenth century, Brunei had established itself as a regional

emporium, a port city that attracted traders from across the known world
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and served as the hub through which Borneo’s forest products reached the
markets of China, India, Arabia, and, eventually, Europe. The great age of
Southeast Asian emporium trade, which reached its peak between roughly
1400 and 1600, created a network of port cities, Malacca, Pasai,
Palembang, Ternate, Tidore, and Brunei among them, each occupying a

specific niche in the exchange of goods between the major civilisational

centres of the Old World.

Brunei’s niche was the northern Borneo coast. It was the natural stopping
point for vessels traversing the South China Sea between China and the
Spice Islands; it was the outlet for the camphor, beeswax, and hornbill ivory
of Borneo’s interior; and it was the point at which Chinese porcelain, Indian
textiles, and Arab goods entered the trade networks of the island. The
sultan’s court, by controlling the customs duties and the terms of trade at this
strategic junction, accumulated wealth that could fund a sophisticated royal
establishment, a network of subordinate rulers, and an expanding territorial

reach.

Notable Detail: The King Who Went to China

In 1408, the ruler of Brunei travelled personally to the court of the Ming
Emperor in China, accompanied by a retinue of 150 courtiers and
family members. He died during the visit and was buried in Nanjing
with the honours accorded to a foreign king. His tomb, inscribed in
Chinese characters and recording the details of his life and title, was
rediscovered in the eastern suburbs of Nanjing in 1958. It remains one
of the most tangible pieces of evidence for the close and sustained
relationship between medieval Brunei and imperial China, and it stands

today as a recognised historical monument in the People’s Republic of

China.

The emporium model brought cosmopolitanism to Brunei’s coast. Arab,
Indian, Javanese, Malay, Siamese, and Chinese merchants all had their
quarters in the town, their own mosques and temples, their own commercial
customs and dispute-resolution mechanisms. The sultan’s court mediated

between these communities, applying a pragmatic blend of Islamic law,

+9 | The Sultan Of Brunei



Malay custom (adat), and commercial practicality that enabled Brunei to

function as a meeting point for the diverse world of Indian Ocean commerce.

This cosmopolitan character left its mark on Brunei’s culture and population.
The Chinese community that has been present in Brunei since at least the
Song dynasty is one visible legacy of the emporium era. The Persian and
Arabic loanwords embedded in the Malay language of the court are another.
The architectural motifs, the culinary traditions, and the diplomatic protocols

of Brunei’s royal court all carry the imprint of centuries of cultural exchange.

The emporium city of Brunei in the fifteenth century would have presented a
remarkable spectacle to an arriving merchant. The waterfront settlement of
Kampong Ayer, already several centuries old by this period, spread across
the river on its ironwood stilts, its jetties crowded with vessels of half a dozen
nations. Smoke rose from cooking fires and from the forges of Chinese
metalworkers. Malay officials in silk baju coats moved between the trading
houses, collecting duties and settling disputes. The call to prayer from the
Friday mosque mingled with the sounds of Chinese opera from the
merchants’ quarter. The air carried the smell of camphor, salt water, and the
charcoal of the cooking fires. It was not Malacca, not Calicut, not Quanzhou,

but it was recognisably part of the same world.

The Political Architecture of the Early Sultanate

The Brunei sultanate that emerged in the fourteenth century was not an
entirely new creation; it was, rather, the Islamisation and consolidation of a
political structure whose roots ran deeper into the pre-Islamic past. The
Malay kerajaan, the system of kingship that prevailed across maritime
Southeast Asia, was a sophisticated political architecture built around the
person of the ruler, the concept of daulat (sovereign charisma), and a
hierarchy of nobles and officials whose ranks and functions were carefully

defined by custom and ceremony.

At the apex of this system stood the sultan, who was understood not merely
as a secular ruler but as the shadow of God on earth, the intermediary
between the divine order and the human community. The concept of daulat

held that the ruler possessed a supernatural authority that was manifested in
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his person and validated by his ability to maintain order and prosperity. To
challenge the sultan was not merely a political act but a cosmic transgression,
and the ceremonies, protocols, and prohibitions that surrounded the royal

person were designed to reinforce this understanding of his sacred status.

Below the sultan stood a graded nobility whose titles and functions were
defined by Malay customary law (adat istiadat). The wazir (vizier) was the
sultan’s chief minister, responsible for the day-to-day conduct of government.
The bendahara (lord treasurer) managed the court’s finances and often acted
as the sultan’s alter ego in commercial matters. The temenggong (chief of
police or commander of the guard) was responsible for order and security.
The shahbandar (harbour master) regulated the commerce of the port,
collecting duties and mediating between the sultan’s interests and those of
foreign merchants. This structure of offices, which Brunei shared with
Malacca and other Malay polities, provided the administrative machinery

through which the emporium city was governed.

The territorial reach of the early sultanate was expressed through a system of
subordinate chiefs and governors, each of whom controlled a river valley, a
stretch of coastline, or an interior district, and each of whom owed loyalty and
tribute to the sultan at Brunei. This was not the direct territorial
administration of a centralised state but a web of personal and political
relationships, validated by Islamic legitimacy and backed by the threat of
naval force. It was, in the terminology of political science, a segmentary state,
whose coherence depended on the sultan’s ability to maintain the loyalty of
his subordinates rather than on a bureaucratic apparatus capable of enforcing

compliance.

The legal framework of the sultanate was a pragmatic blend of Islamic law
(shari’a) and Malay custom (adat). Islamic law governed matters of personal
status, marriage, inheritance, and religious observance. Adat governed the
ceremonial life of the court, the obligations of nobility to the sultan and of the
sultan to his subjects, and the management of trade disputes. The two
systems coexisted without the kind of fundamental conflict that a strict
application of either would have generated, because the Malay Islamic

synthesis, which found its most sophisticated expression in Malacca and
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Brunei, was oriented toward practical governance rather than doctrinal

purity.

The Eve of the Golden Age

By the close of the fifteenth century, Brunei was on the threshold of its
greatest period. The sultanate had consolidated its hold on the northwestern
Borneo coast, built a functioning Islamic administration, and established
trade connections reaching from China to Arabia. The forest-product trade
had generated wealth sufficient to fund a substantial court and a growing
network of subordinate chieftains across the surrounding region. Islam had
given the sultanate ideological coherence and connected it to the vast

civilisational network of the Muslim world.

The fall of Malacca to the Portuguese in 1511 would prove to be a pivotal
event for Brunei, even though it occurred after the beginning of Sultan
Bolkiah’s reign. Malacca’s fall disrupted the most important emporium in the
Malay world and sent Muslim merchants looking for alternatives. Brunei, as
a Muslim port outside Portuguese reach, was well-positioned to absorb some
of this displaced commerce. The political and commercial vacuum left by
Malacca’s fall accelerated the process by which Brunei moved from regional

emporium to imperial centre.

The conditions were in place for an expansion: territorial, commercial, and
cultural. The man who would preside over that expansion, Sultan Bolkiah,
the fifth sultan, stood at the fulcrum of Brunei’s history. His reign, beginning
in 1485, would transform a prosperous regional emporium into an empire.
That story belongs to the next chapter. But it was built on the foundations
laid across the four centuries considered here: the Chinese connections, the
forest trade, the conversion to Islam, and the patient accumulation of

commercial and political power at the mouth of the Brunei River.

One further point deserves emphasis before we proceed. The foundational
period of Brunei’s history, from the seventh-century Chinese contacts through
the fourteenth-century founding of the sultanate to the threshold of Sultan
Bolkiah’s reign, produced a state whose characteristics were, in miniature, the

characteristics of the great civilisations of the Indian Ocean world. It was
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cosmopolitan, commercially sophisticated, religiously syncretic in its
transitional phase, and deeply embedded in the networks of long-distance
trade that connected China, India, Arabia, and Southeast Asia into a single,
integrated economic system. The oil-rich monarchy of the twenty-first century
is the direct descendant, institutional as well as dynastic, of this medieval
trading state. The continuity is one of the most remarkable in the history of

any nation on earth.

The broader world context of this foundational period is worth recalling. In
1368, the year conventionally given for Sultan Muhammad Shah’s accession,
the Ming dynasty had just overthrown the Mongol Yuan dynasty in China,
initiating a period of renewed Chinese maritime engagement with Southeast
Asia. In 1453, the year Brunei’s third or fourth sultan was likely on the
throne, the Ottoman Turks captured Constantinople, reshaping the overland
trade routes between Europe and Asia and ultimately accelerating the
European search for sea routes to the East. In 1492, just seven years after
Sultan Bolkiah’s accession, Columbus made landfall in the Americas,
initiating the process by which the world’s trading system was permanently
transformed. Brunei’s golden age coincided, not coincidentally, with the last
decades of the pre-European commercial order in maritime Southeast Asia.
Sultan Bolkiah’s empire was the apex of a world that was about to be

permanently disrupted.

In Summary

Brunei’s origins reach back to at least the seventh century, when Chinese
records first noted a trading polity on the northern Borneo coast under the
designation “Po-ni.” Over the following seven centuries, this coastal
settlement evolved from a forest-product trading post into a Muslim sultanate
of regional significance. The conversion to Islam under Sultan Muhammad
Shah in the mid-fourteenth century gave the sultanate a political and
ideological framework that persists to this day. The wealth that funded this
transformation was generated not by oil, that would come six centuries later,
but by the extraordinary natural bounty of the Bornean rainforest: camphor,
beeswax, hornbill ivory, and gold. Trade was the foundation of Brunei’s

power, and trade remains, in the form of energy exports, the foundation of its
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prosperity. The thread connecting the emporium of the fourteenth century to
the petro-state of the twenty-first is unbroken.
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Chapter 3
The Golden Age of the Bolkiah Empire

Figure 7: Map of Brunei drawn in October 1844, showing the residue of an empire that
once stretched across northern Borneo and beyond. Source: Wikimedia Commons (public

domain). URL: https://commons.wikimedia.org/ wiki/File:Map_of Brunei_Octl844.jpg

A Fleet Sails North

In the year 1521, a battered European fleet, the remnant of an expedition
that had set out from Spain under Ferdinand Magellan two years earlier,
dropped anchor off the coast of a large island and sent a boat ashore to make
contact. The island was Borneo. The city they approached, or rather, the
network of water houses and merchant quarters arrayed above and along a
great river mouth, was the capital of the Brunei Sultanate. The Europeans

who arrived were astonished. They had expected a remote tropical backwater.
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What they found was a functioning metropolitan court: gilded and ordered,
populated by merchants from across Asia, armed with cannon and governed

by ceremony.

The account that survives of this encounter comes from the Venetian Antonio
Pigafetta, who served as the expedition’s chronicler and whose careful, vivid
prose has preserved for posterity one of the most detailed early European
descriptions of a Southeast Asian court. Pigafetta described a sultan’s
audience conducted with elaborate protocol, a banquet at which the food was
served on gold and silver, a city of “twenty-five thousand fires” (an
approximation of household lights, suggesting a substantial urban
population), and a court that understood itself to be the centre of a
considerable empire. He was describing, though he did not know it in those
terms, the legacy of Brunei’s greatest ruler: Sultan Bolkiah, the fifth sultan,
whose reign from 1485 to 1524 marked the apex of Bruneian power.

By 1521, Sultan Bolkiah had been on the throne for more than three
decades. He had extended Brunei’s sovereignty over the length of the Borneo
coast, north and south; he had established a Bruneian presence in the
Philippines; and he had earned a reputation across the maritime world that
would outlast him by centuries. His epithet was Nakhoda Ragam, the

Singing Admiral. It is a name that has lost none of its evocative power.

The world into which Sultan Bolkiah was born and which he inherited from
his father Sultan Sulaiman was one in transition. The great emporium of
Malacca, the dominant force in the maritime Malay world, still stood and still
set the pace of Islamic courtly culture in the region. But the Portuguese had
already reached the Indian Ocean (Vasco da Gama had rounded the Cape
of Good Hope in 1498 and reached Calicut in 1499), and the commercial
and political order of the Indian Ocean world was about to be permanently
disrupted. Sultan Bolkiah’s reign, which spanned the years between the
Portuguese arrival in Asia and the first circumnavigation of the globe, was
conducted against the backdrop of one of the most dramatic transformations

in world history.
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The Fifth Sultan: A Life in Profile

Sultan Bolkiah is the fifth sultan in the Brunei royal genealogy, succeeding
his father Sultan Sulaiman. His accession is traditionally dated to
approximately 1485, though, as with much early Bruneian history, the
precision of dates in the genealogical record must be understood as
approximation rather than verified fact. What the record establishes clearly is
the arc of his reign: a long period of active rule, territorial expansion,
maritime power, and cultural flourishing that transformed Brunei from a
prosperous regional emporium into the dominant political force of western

Borneo and the southern Philippines.

The epithet Nakhoda Ragam, which may be translated as “the Singing
Mariner,” “the Singing Captain,” or “the Melodious Admiral”, suggests a
ruler of remarkable personal gifts who combined the practical authority of a
naval commander with a cultural refinement that found expression in music
and poetry. The Malay nakhoda designates specifically a ship’s captain or
master, a title that in the mariime world of Southeast Asia carried
connotations of navigational skill, commercial acumen, and the ability to
command men at sea. That Sultan Bolkiah was given this title as an honorific
suggests that his contemporaries recognised in him a man who was not merely
a landward king but a maritime sovereign in the fullest sense, one who led his
fleets personally and whose power was measured in ships as much as in

territories.

The biographical details available to the historian are, inevitably, limited. No
contemporary account of Sultan Bolkiah’s personal character survives from
within Brunel itself; the genealogical tradition preserves his title and his deeds
but not his voice. What survives in the Portuguese, Spanish, and Chinese
sources of the period is a picture of a sultanate at the height of its reach and
confidence, projecting power across the South China Sea and conducting

diplomacy with the major powers of the region.

The comparison with contemporaries in other parts of the world illuminates
Sultan Bolkiah’s place in the panorama of sixteenth-century rulership. He
was a contemporary of the Italian princes of the Renaissance, of the

Portuguese King Manuel I who commissioned Vasco da Gama’s voyages, of
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the Ottoman Sultan Bayezid II who consolidated the empire’s power after
the fall of Constantinople, and of the Mughal founder Babur who descended
into India from Central Asia in 1526. Like these rulers, Sultan Bolkiah
presided over a court that combined military ambition with cultural
patronage, and like them he governed at a moment when the world his
dynasty had inherited was about to be irreversibly transformed. The
“renaissance monarch” label, which is sometimes applied to Sultan Bolkiah
in the Brunei historical literature, is not anachronistic: the early sixteenth
century was genuinely a period of cultural and political efflorescence across

multiple civilisational centres, and Brunei participated in that moment.

Sultan Bolkiah’s reign also coincided with the high point of the Malay
literary tradition. The Sejarah Melayu (Malay Annals), the most celebrated
work of Malay historical literature, was compiled in Malacca and
subsequently in Johor during roughly the same period, and its model of
courtly culture, its emphasis on the dignity of the ruler, the loyalty of the
noble, and the wisdom of the bendahara, was the cultural template against
which courts like Brunei’s measured themselves. While no comparable
Bruneian court chronicle from this period survives, the diplomatic and
ceremonial sophistication that Pigafetta observed at the Brunei court in 1521

suggests a court culture fully formed in the Malay classical tradition.

The Empire at Its Height

The territorial extent of the Bruneian empire under Sultan Bolkiah was, by
the standards of any Southeast Asian polity of the period, impressive. From
its core on the northwestern Bomneo coast, Brunei’s political influence
extended south along the Sarawak coast, north along what is now the Sabah
coast, and across the South China Sea to the island of Palawan and the
southern Philippine archipelago.

The mechanism of this expansion was the characteristic Malay political
system of the period: not the direct administrative control of a centralised
state, but a network of tributary relationships in which local chiefs and petty
rulers acknowledged the suzerainty of the Brunei sultan, paid tribute in the
form of goods or labour, sent their sons to the Brunei court to be educated

and absorbed into the royal entourage, and received in return recognition,
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protection, and access to the commercial networks that the sultan’s power
underwrote. This was empire as relationship rather than empire as conquest,
and it was flexible, expansive, and suited to the maritime geography of the

region.

In practical terms, the Brunei empire of the early sixteenth century

encompassed:

e The entirety of what is now Brunei Darussalam

e The Sarawak coast from Tanjung Datu in the west to Brunei Bay

in the east

e The Sabah coast along the Sulu Sea and the northeastern tip of

Borneo

e The island of Palawan in the western Philippines, which was
incorporated into the Brunei sphere through a combination of trade
and dynastic marriage

e The Sulu Archipelago, over which Brunei maintained a degree of
influence through the Islamic political network that connected the

sultanates of maritime Southeast Asia

e The Manila Bay region of Luzon, which Brunei’s royal lineage
had helped to develop and Islamise

It was in relation to Manila that Sultan Bolkiah’s legacy would prove most
consequential and most contested in later historical memory. The settlement
at Manila Bay, known as Kota Seludong (later called Maynila by the
Tagalog people of the region), was, according to Philippine historiographical
tradition, a Bruneian foundation or at minimum a polity brought into the
Islamic Malay world through the influence of the Brunei sultanate. The ruler
of Maynila at the time of Magellan’s voyage in 1521, and at the time of the
Spanish conquest in the 1560s, was a Muslim chief of Bruneian lineage. The
Islamic community that the Spanish encountered at Manila Bay when they
arrived to establish their colonial capital was, in part, the product of Bruneian

political and religious influence.

To appreciate the scale of what Sultan Bolkiah had built, it is worth
comparing his empire with the other great Muslim trading states of the same
era. The Sultanate of Malacca at its height controlled the Malay Peninsula
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and parts of Sumatra, commanding the narrowest and most lucrative
chokepoint of the maritime trade between the Indian Ocean and the South
China Sea. The Sultanate of Aceh, which rose to prominence after
Malacca’s fall, exercised influence over the northern tip of Sumatra and
conducted aggressive diplomacy with the Ottoman Empire. The Sultanate of
Ternate, in the Maluku (Spice) Islands, controlled the production of cloves
and nutmeg, the most valuable commodities in the early modern world.
Brunei occupied a different but equally important niche: it was the dominant
Islamic polity of the northern Borneo region and the southern Philippines,
controlling access to the forest products of Borneo and acting as the religious

and cultural hegemon of a vast maritime arc.

Notable Detail: The Singing Admiral’s Reach

At its greatest extent under Sultan Bolkiah in the early sixteenth century,
the Brunei empire’s political influence stretched from the Sarawak coast
in the south to the Manila Bay region of Luzon in the north, a maritime
arc spanning roughly 2,000 kilometres. The Filipino historical tradition
records that the founder of the Muslim polity at Manila, Rajah
Sulaiman’s predecessors, were of Bruneian descent, and that it was
Brunei’s missionaries and merchants who brought Islam to the Tagalog
regions of Luzon. When the Spanish established Manila as their
colonial capital in 1571, they were in effect appropriating a settlement
whose Islamic character had been shaped, at least in part, by the empire
of the Singing Admiral.
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*Figure 8: Hlustration from a 19th-century account of Magellan’s expedition, which reached
Brunei in July 1521. The chronicler Antonio Pigafetta left the earliest detailed European
description of the Bolkiah court. Source: Wikimedia Commons (public domain). URL:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The_life_of Ferdinand_Magellan_and_the_first_
circumnavigation_of _the_globe_-1480-1521(1891)_(14766549592).jpg*

The Manila Connection

The relationship between Brunei and the Philippines in the sixteenth century
is one of the more complex and historically consequential aspects of Sultan
Bolkiah’s legacy. The Philippines at the time of first European contact was
not a single polity but an archipelago of loosely connected communities, some
already in contact with the Muslim trading world of maritime Southeast Asia

and others still following older animist traditions.

Brunei’s influence in the Philippines operated through multiple channels.
Trade was the most fundamental: Brunei’s merchants were active in the
markets of the southern Philippines, and the goods of Borneo, camphor,
gold, forest products, moved north through the Sulu Archipelago and into the
Philippine islands. With trade came Islam, carried by Malay and Arab
merchants and by the missionaries who accompanied them, and legitimised

by the authority of the Brunei sultan as the most powerful Muslim ruler in the
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region. Dynastic marriage cemented relationships: the rulers of Sulu,
Mindanao, and Maynila had family connections to the Brunei royal house,
either through direct descent or through the intermarriage of their lineages

with Bruneian royal or noble lines.

The most direct connection between Brunei and Manila is recorded in the
Philippine genealogical traditions, which identify Rajah Sulaiman III, the
Muslim ruler of Maynila encountered by the Spanish in 1570, as a man of
Bruneian royal or noble descent on his mother’s side. The political
community he governed at Manila Bay was one of a network of Muslim
polities in the Philippines that owed their Islamic character to the influence

radiating outward from Brunei over the preceding century.

When the Spanish conquistador Miguel Lépez de Legazpi established
Manila as the capital of the Spanish Philippines in 1571, and when the
Spanish mission proceeded to displace the Muslim rulers of the Manila Bay
region and impose Catholicism on the Tagalog people, they were not merely
conquering a local chieftaincy. They were dismantling the northernmost
outpost of the Bruneian imperial sphere. The Muslim community that
survived in the southern Philippines, in Mindanao and the Sulu
Archipelago, where the Spanish were never able to impose full control,
preserved, in fragmented form, the Islamic political legacy that Brunei had

planted across the archipelago during the age of Sultan Bolkiah.

The Spanish, once established in Manila, almost immediately found
themselves in conflict with Brunei. The Castilian War of 1578, in which a
Spanish expedition from Manila attacked Brunei itself, was the most
dramatic confrontation of this conflict. Francisco de Sande, the Spanish
governor of the Philippines, dispatched an armada to Brunei, captured the
capital temporarily, and sought to impose a Spanish protectorate. The
Bruneians, led by Sultan Saiful Ryal, rallied and expelled the Spanish
within weeks. The episode confirmed both the extent of Spanish anxiety
about Bruneian influence in the Philippines and the resilience of the Brunei
sultanate in the face of a military challenge from one of the great powers of

the period. Brunei was never colonised by Spain.
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Pigafetta’s Account: A European Eye on the Brunei
Court

The visit of Magellan’s expedition to Brunei in July 1521, the great navigator
himself had been killed in the Philippines two months earlier, in the Battle of
Mactan, provides the most detailed surviving eyewitness account of the
Brunei court during the reign of Sultan Bolkiah’s successor, Sultan Siripada
(the sixth sultan, who may have reigned contemporaneously with the final
years of Sultan Bolkiah or immediately after him). Pigafetta’s description,
written in [talian and subsequently published in French translation, had a
wide readership in Renaissance Europe and established the image of Brunei
as a wealthy, sophisticated, and ceremonially elaborate court in the European

Imagination.

Pigafetta described the audience with the sultan as conducted through layers
of intermediaries: the European party communicated through their Malay
interpreter to a noble, who communicated to the sultan through a speaking
tube running through a hole in the wall of the audience chamber, so that the
sultan could hear without being directly addressed. The food at the banquet
was served on golden dishes. The sultan himself, Pigafetta noted, was
attended by numerous wives and a large court, and the entire encounter was
governed by a protocol of considerable complexity. The city he observed, the
water settlement above the river, the separate merchants’ quarters, the cannon
that guarded the approach, was unmistakably a major urban centre and a seat

of power.

Pigafetta’s account of the cannon deserves particular attention. He noted that
Brunei possessed artillery of substantial size, a detail that signals the
integration of the Bruneian court into the networks of military technology that
were spreading across Asia in the early sixteenth century. Cannon had
arrived in Southeast Asia through the intermediary of Indian and Chinese
merchants, and their presence at Brunei confirms that the sultan was not a
passive recipient of external influences but an active participant in the arms

procurement that defined sixteenth-century statecraft.

The Portuguese sources of the period, drawn from the records of the Estado

da India (the Portuguese administration of the Indian Ocean), corroborate
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the picture of Brunei as a significant regional power with which Lisbon found
it necessary to conduct diplomacy. Brunei is mentioned in Portuguese letters
and reports from the early sixteenth century as a source of camphor, a
Muslim rival to Portuguese interests in the spice trade, and a court that
maintained its own connections with China independently of Portuguese

attempts to monopolise the China trade.

Anténio de Abreu, the Portuguese captain who led the first European
expedition to reach the Moluccas in 1512, passed through waters within
Brunei’s maritime sphere. Tomé Pires, the Portuguese apothecary who
compiled the Suma Oriental in Malacca between 1512 and 1515 (a work
later edited and published by Armando Cortesdo for the Hakluyt Society),
described Brunei as a wealthy port producing camphor of the highest quality,
trading actively with China, and governed by a Muslim sultan of considerable
means. Pires’s account, written within the lifetime of Sultan Bolkiah, is
among the earliest and most reliable external descriptions of the sultanate at

the height of its power.

Notable Detail: “Twenty-Five Thousand Fires”

Antonio Pigafetta’s estimate of “twenty-five thousand fires” in the
Brunei water city in 1521 is the only surviving estimate of Kampong
Ayer’s population from the period of the Bolkiah empire’s height. If one
fire is taken to represent one household of approximately four to five
persons, the figure implies a urban population of roughly 100,000 to
125,000, making Brunei one of the larger cities in Southeast Asia at the
time and considerably larger than most European cities outside the great
metropolitan centres. The figure is probably an approximation rather
than a census, but it is consistent with other indicators, the scale of the
trade, the size of the fleet, the complexity of the court protocol, that

suggest a city of genuine metropolitan substance.

Naval Power and Maritime Culture

The military foundation of Sultan Bolkiah’s empire was naval power. The
South China Sea and the Sulu Sea are not barriers but highways, and the

ruler who commanded the ships could command the sea-lanes, the trade, and
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the subordinate polities that depended on access to both. Brunei’s naval
capacity in the period of Sultan Bolkiah’s reign was substantial by regional
standards: Pigafetta and other sources mention Bruneian vessels of

considerable size, armed with cannon and manned by skilled sailors.

The proa, the traditional Malay outrigger sailing vessel, was the workhorse of
Brunei’s maritime world, but the court also maintained larger vessels capable
of carrying significant cargoes and military contingents across the open sea.
The Sultan’s ability to project power to Palawan, to the Sulu Archipelago,
and to the Manila Bay region presupposes a naval capacity sufficient to
transport and supply military forces over distances of several hundred

kilometres of open water.

Maritime culture permeated the Brunei court. The title nakhoda (ship’s
captain) conferred on Sultan Bolkiah was not merely metaphorical: it placed
him within a tradition of ruling by sea that was central to the Malay political
imagination. The court patronised nautical knowledge: navigation, vessel
construction, and the reading of wind and current were honoured skills in a
sultanate whose power rested on the sea. The royal genealogy’s preservation
of Sultan Bolkiah’s title as the Singing Admiral reflects a recognition,
centuries after his death, that his greatness was inseparable from his mastery

of the maritime world.

The naval dimension of Sultan Bolkiah’s empire also had an important
defensive function. The shallow coastal waters and river mouths of the
Borneo coast were environments in which lighter, faster Malay vessels had a
significant advantage over the heavier ships of European navies. When the
Spanish attacked in 1578, Bruneian naval tactics proved effective enough to
expel the intruders within weeks. The Bruneian fleet'’s knowledge of local
waters, its use of the tides and currents of Brunei Bay, and the mobility of its
smaller craft gave it advantages that partially offset the Spanish superiority in
heavy artillery. Naval mastery, in the Bruneian context, was as much about

knowledge of place as about size of fleet.
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Trade, Diplomacy, and Cultural Exchange

Sultan Bolkiah’s reign coincided with one of the most dynamic periods of
international commerce in Southeast Asian history. The fall of Malacca to
the Portuguese in 1511 disrupted the region’s major emporium and sent
Muslim merchants seeking alternative trade routes and alternative bases.
Brunei benefited from this disruption: it was well-positioned to absorb trade
that had previously flowed through Malacca, and it offered Muslim

merchants a base outside Portuguese reach.

The diplomatic record of the period reveals a court engaged in active
exchanges with China, with the sultanates of Java and Sumatra, with the
Muslim traders of the Indian Ocean, and, increasingly, with the newcomers
from Europe. Sultan Bolkiah’s court was not an isolated outpost but a
participant in a connected world of commerce, religion, and political
intelligence. The merchants who gathered at Brunei brought not only goods
but news, ideas, and technical knowledge. The Chinese junk captains
brought ceramic goods and navigational charts; the Arab merchants brought
religious scholarship and commercial law; the Javanese brought textile arts

and culinary traditions.

The Islamic faith provided the ideological glue of the Bruneian imperial
system. As the most senior Muslim ruler in the western Borneo and
Philippine sphere, Sultan Bolkiah embodied a religious as well as a political
authority. The spread of Islam through his patronage and his missionaries
was not incidental to his imperial project but central to it: Muslim
communities across the Philippines and the Sulu Archipelago were brought
into the Brunei sphere partly through trade, partly through dynastic marriage,
and partly through the religious prestige of a sultan who was both a powerful
king and a champion of the faith.

The silk and porcelain trade with China, which formed the backbone of
Brunei’s external commerce, underwent a significant political change during
Sultan Bolkiah’s reign. The Ming dynasty’s decision in the early fifteenth
century to abandon the great maritime expeditions of Zheng He and retreat
from active naval engagement in Southeast Asia created a commercial

vacuum that private Chinese merchants filled, often in defiance of official
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prohibition. These private merchants, operating out of the ports of Fujian
and Guangdong, were the commercial counterparts of the Malay and Arab
traders at Brunei, and their networks sustained the flow of Chinese goods
into the archipelago even as the official tributary missions continued through
diplomatic channels. Sultan Bolkiah’s court maintained the formal tributary
relationship with the Ming Emperor while simultaneously conducting a far
more extensive unofficial commerce with the private Chinese merchants who
were the real drivers of the South China Sea trade.

The Empire’s Limits and Sultan Bolkiah’s Legacy

Sultan Bolkiah died around 1524, after approximately four decades on the
throne. He left behind a sultanate at the height of its geographical reach and
its international reputation. The empire he had built was not, however, built
to last in its expanded form. The mechanisms of Malay imperial organisation,
tributary relationships, dynastic marriage, commercial networks, were effective
at projecting influence but vulnerable to disruption. The Portuguese at
Malacca, the Spanish arriving in the Philippines, and the internal dynamics
of the subordinate polities all exerted pressure on the Bruneian system in the
century after Sultan Bolkiah’s death.

By the end of the sixteenth century, Brunei’s direct hold on the Philippines
had been severed by the Spanish conquest. By the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, territorial losses in Borneo itself would begin to erode
the empire’s geographic base. The golden age, once passed, would not

return.

The erosion was gradual. Under successive sultans in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, Brunei remained a significant regional power,
maintaining control over much of the Borneo coastline and conducting trade
with China, Japan (briefly, in the early Edo period), and the Indian Ocean
world. The Castilian War of 1578 demonstrated Brunei’s military resilience
even against Spanish firepower. But the structural forces arrayed against the
empire’s expansion were stronger than any single sultan could resist:
European naval technology gave the Portuguese and Spanish an asymmetric
advantage in the open sea; the disruption of the Malacca-centred trading

system reduced the volume of trade flowing through Brunei; and the internal
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conflicts that periodically convulsed the Bruneian court, succession disputes
and factional struggles among the nobility, weakened the sultanate’s capacity

for sustained external projection.

The territorial losses of the nineteenth century, the cession of Sarawak to
James Brooke in 1841 and the subsequent expansion of Brooke’s territory,
and the loss of Sabah to the British North Borneo Chartered Company in
1881, reduced Brunei to a fraction of its former extent. From an empire
spanning 2,000 kilometres of coastline, it contracted to a small enclave on the
northwestern Borneo coast. The British protectorate established in 1888
preserved what remained, but the days of imperial projection were definitively

over.

But what Sultan Bolkiah created has endured in a form more durable than
territory: the memory of greatness, the dynastic legitimacy that flows from
presiding over an imperial moment, and the cultural confidence of a people
who know that their ancestors built an empire. In Brunei today, Sultan
Bolkiah’s name is spoken with a particular reverence. His title, the Singing
Admiral, resonates with a world that valued not just power but the civilised
arts that power could patronise. He was, in the fullest sense, a renaissance
monarch, and his reign remains the high-water mark of Brunei’s imperial

history.

The Brunei that Sultan Bolkiah left to his successors was, in comparative
terms, one of the more accomplished polities of the early sixteenth-century
world. Its administration was sophisticated, its commerce was extensive, its
court culture was refined, and its Islamic identity was firmly established. The
Sejarah Melayu tradition, the cultural model of the ideal Malay court, was
reflected in Brunei’s ceremonial life, its ranking of nobles and officials, and its
system of royal protocol. Brunei was not on the periphery of the early modern
world: it was a participant, a player, a court that received Portuguese
diplomatic overtures, that conducted tribute missions to the Chinese emperor,
that projected its influence across the South China Sea, and that commanded

the loyalty of subordinate rulers from the forests of Borneo to the bays of
Manila.
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The legacy of the golden age also shaped the identity of the modern sultanate
in a more direct way. The Melayu Islam Beraja philosophy introduced in
1991 by Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah draws explicitly on the tradition of the
Bolkiah empire as the archetype of a Malay Islamic monarchy, an era when
Brunei was a great power, when Islam was the basis of its political order, and
when the sultan was both temporal and spiritual sovereign. The invocation of
Sultan Bolkiah V as the founding ancestor of this tradition is not merely
historical sentiment; it is a political claim about the nature and legitimacy of
the modern state. The golden age is not simply the past. In Brunei’s national
consciousness, it is also the template for the future. Sultan Bolkiah V and
Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah are separated by five centuries and by the
immeasurable distance between the era of the camphor trade and the era of
liquefied natural gas, but both ruled a small Muslim sultanate of Malay
character that survived by intelligence, by strategic acuity, and by the force of

a dynastic legitimacy older than almost any other ruling house in the world.

In Summary

The reign of Sultan Bolkiah, the fifth sultan of Brunei (c. 1485-1524),
represents the apex of Brunei’s historical power and geographic reach.
Known as Nakhoda Ragam, the Singing Admiral, he presided over an
empire that stretched from the Sarawak coast to the Philippines, commanded
significant naval forces, and participated in the wider world of Indian Ocean
commerce and Islamic scholarship. The account left by Antonio Pigafetta
after the Magellan expedition’s visit to the Brunei court in 1521 confirms,
through European eyes, what the Malay sources had long asserted: that
Brunei was, in its golden age, a genuine empire. The contraction that
followed was the product of new global forces, Portuguese naval power,
Spanish colonisation of the Philippines, and the disruption of the South
China Sea trade system, rather than any internal failure of Brunei’s own
civilisation. The memory of this golden age remains a living presence in

Y . .
Brunei’s national consciousness.
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Chapter 4

Colonial Shadows,
The British Protectorate

Figure 9: Sir James Brooke (1803-1868), the British adventurer who became the first
‘White Rajah’ of Sarawak in 1841, beginning the long contraction of Brunei’s domains.
Source: Wikimedia Commons (public domain). URL:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sir-James-Brooke.jpg

A Kingdom Diminished

In the year 1800, the Brunei Sultanate still held nominal sovereignty over the
greater part of the northern Borneo coast. It was diminished from its golden
age, the Philippines were long gone, the Sulu trading networks had been
disrupted, piracy and internal dynastic contest had sapped the court’s energy,
but it remained a recognisable successor state to the empire of Sultan
Bolkiah, governing a territory that stretched along several hundred kilometres
of coastline and controlling, at least in principle, a network of river chiefdoms
in the interior. By 1900, that territory had been compressed to roughly its

present dimensions. The instrument of compression was not military conquest
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by a foreign empire, but a combination of treaty, cession, and the slow
absorption of authority by a British administration that preferred not to be

called an occupying power.

The story of Brunei’s reduction is one of the more melancholy episodes in the
colonial history of Southeast Asia. It is a story not of a single dramatic defeat
but of a prolonged attrition: piece by piece, district by district, the Brunei
Sultanate ceded territory to interests it could not resist, until the palace at the
river mouth looked out over a domain barely larger than the surrounding
waters. Understanding how this happened requires understanding first the
character of the man who initiated it, and the world that made his venture

possible.

To appreciate the full weight of what was lost, one must recall what existed at
the beginning of the nineteenth century. Brunei’s court was still an institution
of genuine regional consequence. The river system upon which Brunei Town
was built had served for centuries as a funnel of trade between the interior
forest produce and the sea-lanes of the South China Sea. Jungle products,
beeswax, camphor, edible birds’ nests, rattan, and sago passed through
Brunei’s trading networks to reach Chinese, Javanese, and later European
merchants. The sultan’s authority rested on his control of these trade routes,
on the tribute systems of the interior chiefdoms, and on the Malay adat that
made the sultan’s person the locus of all legitimate authority within his
domain. It was an authority that was increasingly nominal at the periphery
and increasingly contested at the centre, but it was an authority nonetheless,

stretching across a coastline that few other polities could claim.

What dismantled this authority was not superior civilisation or irreversible
progress, as the Victorians liked to frame such things, but a combination of
contingent factors: the energy of individual British adventurers, the strategic
calculation of the British government, the recurrent financial weakness of the
Brunei court, and the absence of any external power willing to counterbalance
British influence in the region. The Dutch, who were the other significant
European presence in the Indonesian archipelago, had reached an
understanding with Britain through the Anglo-Dutch Treaty of 1824 that
largely excluded them from the northern Borneo coast. The Americans, who

would eventually displace the British as the dominant power in the Pacific,
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were not yet significant players in Southeast Asia. Spain, which had long
occupied the Philippines and whose commercial reach extended into the Sulu

Sea, was a declining power. Brunei faced the British alone.

James Brooke and the White Rajahs of Sarawak

James Brooke was an English adventurer of the type that the nineteenth-
century British Empire produced with regularity and deployed without
scruple. Born in Secrore, near Benares, in British India in 1803, the son of
Thomas Brooke, a judge in the Bengal civil service, Brooke returned to
England for his schooling before joining the Bengal Infantry of the East India
Company at the age of sixteen. He served in the First Anglo-Burmese War
of 1824 to 1826 and was seriously wounded, a wound that left him invalided
for years and caused him to resign his commission. He used the period of his
recovery to read widely in the literature of Southeast Asia and to develop an
ambition that was unusual even by the adventurous standards of his
generation: he wished to govern an Eastern territory and to bring what he
considered civilised order to a corner of the world that British trade passed
through but British authority had not yet touched.

In 1835, Brooke inherited the substantial sum of £30,000 from his father,
and with this he purchased and fitted out a schooner, the Royalist, a vessel
of 142 tons armed with six guns and crewed by twenty men. The Royalist
departed England in October 1838 on a voyage that took Brooke first to
Madeira, then to the Cape of Good Hope, and eventually to Singapore,
which served as his base for the venture that would follow. He arrived at the
Brunei court in the summer of 1839, bearing gifts and a letter of introduction
from the Governor of Singapore. He had brought his ship, his guns, his
inheritance, and an unusually persuasive personality into the orbit of a court

that was, at that precise moment, in serious difficulty.

The source of that difficulty was a rebellion in the Sarawak territories, the
lands along the Sarawak River to the southwest of Brunei Town, which the
Brunei sultan nominally controlled through an appointed governor. The
governor at the time was Pengiran Muda Hassim, an uncle of the
reigning Sultan Omar Al Saifuddin II, who was struggling to suppress a
revolt by the Dayak and Malay communities of the Sarawak River region.
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The revolt, which had been simmering since around 1836, was fuelled by a
combination of resentment at the taxation practices of the Brunei-appointed
chiefs, competition between different branches of the Brunei nobility for the
revenues of the region, and the entrepreneurial energy of Malay and Dayak
leaders who saw an opportunity in the court’s weakness. The Antimoare
(or Antimoine) rebellion, as it was known, had grown into a genuine
military challenge that Pengiran Muda Hassim’s forces were unable to

resolve.

Brooke made himself useful. Offering his armed schooner and the small but
disciplined force of his crew, he assisted in suppressing the rebellion. In
recognition of this service, and to resolve the continuing unrest, Pengiran
Muda Hassim ceded the governorship of Sarawak to Brooke. The transfer
was formalised in stages: in 1841, Pengiran Muda Hassim granted Brooke
authority over Sarawak, and in 1842, the Brunei sultan, Muhammad Omar
Ali Saifuddin II, formally confirmed the cession and granted Brooke the title
of Rajah of Sarawak. A foreign adventurer had, with the sultan’s own

signature, acquired a portion of the Brunei domain.

What followed was a pattern that would repeat itself over the next sixty years.
Brooke, and after him his nephew Charles Johnson Brooke (who took the
Brooke surname upon his succession), used a combination of military force
against coastal piracy (with British naval support), diplomatic skill, and the
leveraging of Brunei’s recurrent financial difficulties to acquire territory. In
1853, the Sarawak River boundary was extended. In 1861, the Sarikei
district was added. In 1882, the northern Borneo territories that would
become British North Borneo (now Malaysian Sabah) were ceded to the
British North Borneo Chartered Company, a private commercial enterprise
backed by London capital. In 1888, the Baram River district was added to
Sarawak. With each cession, the territory that remained under direct Brunei
sovereignty shrank. The court at Bandar Seri Begawan (then still called
Brunei Town) watched its patrimony reduced to a rump on the river,

surrounded on all landward sides by territories it had once governed.

The personal dynamics of this relationship were complex. Some Brunei
nobles supported the Brooke expansion, either because they calculated that

British protection served their interests against internal rivals, or because they

76 | The Sultan Of Brunei



were co-opted into the system of governance that the Rajahs established.
Others resisted. The court itself was frequently divided between factions with
different views on how to manage the foreign presence. The structural reality,
however, was clear: Brunei lacked the military capacity to resist British force,
the economic independence to resist British commercial pressure, and the

political cohesion to present a unified front against either.

Brooke governed Sarawak until his death in 1868, when the Rajahship
passed to his nephew. He was knighted by the British Crown in 1848, the
year after the British government formally extended its protection to Labuan,
and he served briefly as Governor of Labuan and as Her Majesty’s
Commissioner for Borneo. His career was not without controversy even in his
own lifetime: a parliamentary inquiry in 1854 examined allegations that he
had used excessive force against Malay pirates, and he was the subject of
considerable public debate in Britain about the ethics of private individuals
establishing personal sovereignty over non-European territories. But he
retained enough support within the British establishment to maintain his
position, and the Brooke Raj in Sarawak outlasted him by nearly eighty

years.

The Cession of Labuan

In 1846, while the Brooke enterprise was still in its early stages, the British
government added another dimension to its engagement with Brunei by
acquiring the island of Labuan. Labuan is a small island of approximately
ninety-two square kilometres lying off the northern Borneo coast,
approximately eight kilometres from the Brunei-Muara district. Its strategic
value, recognised by the British naval officers who surveyed the region in the
1840s, derived from its natural harbour, its position athwart the South China

Sea trade routes, and its proximity to the Brunei River mouth.

The cession of Labuan to the British Crown was formalised in a treaty signed
i December 1846, under circumstances that involved a combination of
British pressure and the political calculations of the Brunei court. The British
had sent a naval expedition to Brunei in the same year, ostensibly to address
the question of piracy in the regional waters, and the combination of naval

presence and diplomatic persuasion produced a Brunei court prepared to
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accept the cession. The treaty gave Britain a permanent naval and
commercial base on the northern Borneo coast, from which it could project
power, suppress piracy, and monitor the commercial traffic of the region.
Labuan was declared a British Crown Colony in 1848, and its

administration was separated entirely from the Brunei Sultanate.

For Brunei, the loss of LLabuan was significant not merely as a territorial
cession but as a signal. It demonstrated that the British government, as
distinct from the Brooke enterprise, was prepared to take a direct stake in the
Borneo coast. The distinction between the Brooke Rajahs (who were private
individuals operating with varying degrees of British support) and the British
Crown was, from the perspective of the Brunei court, a distinction without
much practical difference: both were instruments of the same broader British

imperial interest.

Labuan’s economic performance as a colony was, by most measures,
disappointing. The coal deposits that had been anticipated at the time of the
cession proved insufficient to support a major coaling station. The free port
that was established there attracted trade but not the volume that had been
hoped. The settlement struggled with tropical disease, administrative
inefficiency, and the difficulty of attracting the commercial investment that
might have made it viable. For much of the nineteenth century, Labuan was
more a strategic insurance policy than an economic asset. But it remained
British, and it remained a symbol of Britain’s commitment to the northern
Borneo coast, a commitment that would eventually be extended and

formalised over the whole of Brunei through the Protectorate Treaty of 1888.

The 1888 Protectorate Treaty

The formal establishment of the British Protectorate over Brunei came in
1888, when the reigning sultan signed a treaty that placed Brunei’s external
affairs under British control while ostensibly preserving the sultan’s internal
sovereignty. The treaty was negotiated under the superintendence of Sir
Hugh Low, a British official with long experience in Malay affairs who had
served as Resident in Perak on the Malay Peninsula from 1877 to 1889 and
had developed the template for indirect British rule that would be applied,

with variations, across British Malaya and Borneo.
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Low was an unusual figure in the British colonial service: a naturalist of
distinction, whose publications on the flora of Labuan and Sarawak were
genuinely valued by the scientific community, as well as an administrator of
exceptional patience and political intelligence. He had spent years in the
Malay world and understood its social structures, its court protocols, and the
particular sensitivities of Malay sultans confronted with the relentless pressure
of British expansion. His approach to the negotiation of the 1888
Protectorate Treaty reflected this understanding: he framed it as a protective
arrangement rather than a conquest, an offer of security rather than a demand

for submission.

The treaty was, on its face, genuinely protective in some respects: Britain
undertook to defend Brunei against external attack, and the sultan undertook
not to conduct foreign relations without British approval and not to cede
territory to any foreign power without British consent. For the Brunei court,
confronting the ongoing territorial pressure from the Brooke Rajahs on the
Sarawak side and from the British North Borneo Chartered Company on the
northeast, the prospect of a formal British guarantee against further loss had
real appeal. The 1888 treaty was not, therefore, purely coercion; it was also a

bargain, however unequal.

In practice, the treaty formalised a relationship in which the effective exercise
of sovereignty had already been compromised by the Brooke cessions and by
Brunei’s financial and military dependence on British goodwill. The sultan
retained his court, his ceremonies, and his formal domestic authority. The
treaty did not immediately transform the internal governance of Brunei, and
the British government was not yet committed to the close administrative
supervision that would come with the 1906 Residency. But it established the
legal and political framework within which the next step in British penetration

of Brunei would be taken.

The 1888 treaty should also be understood in its broader imperial context.
Britain was in that same year extending protectorate arrangements over
British North Borneo and Sarawak, effectively placing the whole of what
would become Malaysian Borneo under British oversight. The Brunei
protectorate was one component of a regional settlement designed to

consolidate British predominance on the northern Borneo coast while
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preserving, at least formally, the existing political structures. This approach
was consistent with what British administrators of the period described as
“indirect rule,” a doctrine that was being applied with variations across much
of British Africa, the Malay Peninsula, and the Persian Gulf. Brunei was
neither unique in its experience nor unique in the response that the British

brought to it.

The wider pattern of British protectorates in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries offers instructive parallels. Bahrain, placed under a
similar protectorate arrangement in 1880 and formalised in 1892, retained
its ruling Al Khalifa family while yielding external affairs to Britain, a
structure that closely mirrored Brunei’s situation. The Trucial States (now
the United Arab Emirates) entered a series of agreements with Britain from
1820 onwards, progressively surrendering control over foreign affairs and
defence while maintaining their internal dynastic structures. Aden, though
governed more directly as a Crown Colony from 1937 after earlier years as a
protectorate, was another node in the same network of British control over
strategically important territories. All of these arrangements shared the
essential logic of the Brunei protectorate: British strategic interest was served,
nominal local sovereignty was preserved, and the terms of the arrangement

were framed as mutual benefit rather than conquest.

The 1906 Residential System

In 1906, a further treaty established the Residential System in Brunei,
under which a British Resident was appointed to advise the sultan on all
matters of government, with the exception of Malay custom and religion. The
Resident’s advice was, by the terms of the arrangement, required to be acted
upon. In practice, this meant that effective executive authority passed from the
sultan’s court to the British Resident. Brunei had, in effect if not in name,

become a British-administered territory.

The appointment of the first Resident followed a period in which the Brunei
court had been in chronic disarray. The revenues of the sultanate had
declined with the successive territorial cessions, the administrative structures
were inadequate to the management of even the remaining territory, and

factional competition within the nobility had produced a condition of near-
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institutional paralysis. The 1906 treaty was, in the British view, a necessary

intervention to save Brunei from itself.

The first Resident was Malcolm Stewart Hannibal McArthur, who
took up the post in 1906 and set about the task of creating a functioning
administration from relatively unpromising material. McArthur and his
successors established a regularised tax system, a functioning bureaucracy, the
codification of land rights, and the management of public revenues. A system
of district administration brought the river communities of the interior into a
more systematic relationship with the central government. Courts were
established, a police force was created, and the basic infrastructure of a
colonial administration, registration offices, survey departments, public works,

was assembled piece by piece over the following decades.

These reforms were not without benefit: the pre-Residential period had been
marked by factional competition within the court and the personal
appropriation of revenues that left the sultanate in a chronic state of fiscal
weakness. The British administration brought order, if at the cost of
sovereignty. McArthur’s  successors continued and extended the
administrative framework, and by the time of the Second World War, Brunei
had the institutional skeleton of a small modern state, even if the flesh of full

self-government was not yet on those bones.

The Residential System also had the effect, over time, of creating a Bruneian
civil service that would eventually be capable of governing the country
independently. Young Brunei men of ability were recruited into
administrative positions, trained in the practices of British colonial
administration, and given experience of governance that would prove
invaluable when independence eventually came. The system was designed to
perpetuate British control, but it inadvertently equipped the Bruneians to

replace it.

The Japanese Occupation, 1941-1945
The Second World War reached Brunei in December 1941, when Japanese

forces landed on the Brunei coast as part of the broader offensive that swept

through British Malaya, Hong Kong, and Singapore in a matter of weeks.

81 | The Sultan Of Brunei



The landings at Kuala Belait on the morning of 16 December 1941
were the first direct military action on Brunei soil in modern times. Japanese
troops of the 24th Mixed Brigade, under the command of Major-General
Kiyotake Kawaguchi, came ashore against minimal British resistance. The
small British garrison and Brunei police forces were unable to mount a

sustained defence, and Japanese control was established over Brunei, British

North Borneo, and Sarawak by early 1942.

The British Resident, the European administrative staff, and most of the
British civilians in Brunei either evacuated hastily or were captured in the first
days of the occupation. The oil facilities at Seria were a primary Japanese
objective, and the BMPC workers who remained after the initial invasion
were put to work attempting to restore oil production for Japanese military
use. Those who resisted or were found to have sabotaged equipment faced
severe treatment. The documentary record of the occupation, compiled after
the war from survivor accounts and Japanese military records, describes a
regime of forced labour, arbitrary detention, and summary punishment that

fell most heavily on the European and Chinese communities.

Sultan Ahmad Tajuddin, the twenty-seventh Sultan who had been on the
Brunei throne since 1924, faced an impossible situation. The Bnitish
protectorate, which had guaranteed his dynasty’s external security for over
half a century, had collapsed in a matter of days. The Japanese military
authorities expected cooperation from the royal house and from the Brunei
nobility, and the sultan was in no position to refuse. He was permitted to
remain as a nominal figurehead, but effective authority resided entirely with

the Japanese military administration.

The royal family was placed in a position of extraordinary difficulty during
the occupation years. Accounts from the period describe the royal household
moving to avoid the worst of the disruption while navigating the demands of
the Japanese occupiers. The Chinese community in Brunei, numbering
several thousand, suffered disproportionately under the Japanese racial
ideology that treated overseas Chinese as potential enemies. The Sook Ching
operations, the systematic screening and execution of suspected anti-Japanese
elements among the Chinese population, which were conducted with great

brutality in Malaya and Singapore, also reached Borneo. Estimates of
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Chinese deaths in British Borneo during the occupation vary, but the toll was

significant.

Oil production at Seria, which had been at approximately 17,000 barrels per
day in the months before the invasion, was disrupted first by the British
demolition operations and subsequently by wartime conditions and the
difficulty of operating a damaged oil field with a workforce depleted by the
disruptions of occupation. The Japanese were able to restore some production
and used Seria oil for their regional military logistics, but the field never

achieved its pre-war output levels during the occupation period.

Australian and Allied forces, under the command of the First Australian
Corps, returned to Brunei in June 1945 as part of the broader liberation of
British Borneo. The Borneo campaign of 1945 was the last major Allied
offensive operation in the Pacific before the Japanese surrender. Operations
in the Brunei area were conducted primarily by the 9th Australian Division,
which came ashore at Muara on 10 June 1945 and secured Brunei Town
within days. The operation, conducted under the overall command of
Lieutenant General Sir Leslie Morshead, restored British control by late
1945.

The human cost of the occupation extended beyond the war years. The
disruption of agriculture, the collapse of trade, the forced labour imposed by
the Japanese, and the general atmosphere of fear and uncertainty had taken a
toll on Brunei’s small population that would take years to fully repair. The
physical infrastructure, particularly the oil facilities at Seria, required
substantial reconstruction. The British Military Administration (BMA) that
governed Brunei in the immediate post-war period, from September 1945
until civilian administration was restored, faced the task of re-establishing
order, repatriating internees, restoring food supplies, and beginning the
reconstruction of an economy that had been substantially disrupted by four

years of occupation.
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Post-War British Military Administration and the Road

to Self-Government

The British Military Administration that governed Brunei after the Japanese
surrender in August 1945 was not a restoration of the pre-war order but a
transitional arrangement that gave way, in 1946, to a revived cwil
administration. The returning British administrators brought with them a
changed perspective on the future of British territories in Asia. The war had
demonstrated, among other things, the vulnerability of British colonial rule
when faced with a determined military challenge, and the post-war period in
Southeast Asia was marked by a general reassessment of the viability and
desirability of maintaining colonial administrations against the tide of

nationalist sentiment that was rising across the region.

In Brunei, the immediate post-war years were ones of reconstruction and
institutional rebuilding rather than political agitation. The territory lacked a
significant nationalist movement of the kind that was pressing for
independence in India, Burma, and Indonesia in the same years. The Brunei
People’s Party, the Parti Rakyat Brunei, would not be formed until 1956.
The political energy of the late 1940s was directed at economic recovery:
restoring the oil industry, rebuilding the basic infrastructure, and addressing

the social disruption caused by four years of occupation.

Sultan Ahmad Tajuddin, who had navigated the occupation as best he
could, died in 1950 and was succeeded by his younger brother, who
ascended the throne as Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddien III. It was under
Sultan Omar that the question of Brunei’s constitutional future was
addressed with genuine seriousness, and it is to him that credit must go for

the document that gave Brunei its modern institutional form.

The 1959 Constitution and Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddien
III

The post-war period brought a significant evolution in Brunei’s constitutional
position. The return of the British administration after 1945 was
accompanied, gradually, by a political dialogue about the future of British

territories in Asia. In Brunei, this dialogue culminated in the promulgation of
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the 1959 Constitution, negotiated under the guidance of Sultan Omar
Ali Saifuddien III, the 28th sultan and the father of the current monarch.

The 1959 Constitution was a landmark document. It established Brunei as
an internally self-governing state, with the sultan as the executive authority, a
council of ministers, a legislative council, and provisions for eventual
elections. Britain retained responsibility for defence and foreign affairs. The
constitution was the product of Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddien’s vision of a
modern, self-governing Brunei that preserved the authority of the monarchy

while creating the institutional framework of a functioning state.

The negotiations that produced the 1959 Constitution were conducted
between Sultan Omar and British officials over several years, beginning in
the early 1950s. The sultan’s negotiating position was clear and consistent:
he wished to remove the formal British supervision of Brunei’s internal affairs
(the Residency system) while retaining the British military guarantee that
protected Brunei against external threats. This was a commercially and
strategically rational position: Brunei’s oil revenues were growing rapidly, and
the prospect of managing those revenues without a British Resident looking
over the sultan’s shoulder was obviously attractive. At the same time, the
threat of further pressure from the Brooke territories to the south (by then on
the verge of becoming Malaysian states) and from Indonesian nationalism

made a continuing British security guarantee valuable.

The British agreed, albeit after lengthy negotiation. The 1959 Constitution
formalised the end of the Residential System and established Sultan Omar as
the effective executive authority in Brunei’s internal affairs. The position of
British Resident was replaced by that of British High Commissioner, a figure
with diplomatic rather than administrative functions. It was a significant
constitutional advance, and it was achieved through negotiation rather than

confrontation.

Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddien III was, by any assessment, one of the most
consequential figures in modern Brunei’s history. It was he who negotiated
the new constitutional framework with the British. It was he who made the
decision not to join the Malaysian Federation in 1963. And it was he who,
confronted with the challenge of the 1962 revolt, demonstrated both the
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firmness and the political intelligence that preserved the monarchy’s position

through a moment of genuine crisis.

The 1962 Revolt

The Brunei Revolt of December 1962 was the most serious internal
challenge to the Brunei Sultanate in the twentieth century.] It was organised
by the Tentera Nasional Kalimantan Utara (TNNKU, the North
Kalimantan National Army), the armed wing of the Brunei People’s Party
(Parti Rakyat Brunei, PRB). The PRB was led by Ahmad Mustapha
Azahari bin Harun, a Brunei-born Malay who had been educated in
Indonesia and had developed strong sympathies with the Indonesian
nationalist movement. Azahari’s political vision was not of an independent
Brunei sultanate but of a unified state encompassing Brunei, Sarawak, and
British North Borneo, a “Republic of Unitary Kalimantan” that would join
the Indonesian Republic rather than the proposed Malaysian Federation.

The PRB had won the elections to the district advisory councils held in
August 1962 decisively, taking fifty-four of fifty-five contested seats. This
electoral success gave the party a democratic mandate that it attempted to use
to force the convening of the Legislative Council and the implementation of
its political programme. When its demands were not met, the TNKU

leadership resolved to force the issue by arms.

The revolt broke out on the night of 7 December 1962, with TNKU
forces seizing police stations, government buildings, and oil installations
across Brunei and the neighbouring British North Borneo territories. Several
Europeans were taken hostage. The sultan’s residence was surrounded. For a
few hours in the early morning of 8 December, the situation was sufficiently

uncertain that the outcome of the revolt was genuinely unclear.

The British response was swift and decisive. Troops of the 1st Battalion,
The Queen’s Own Highlanders, stationed in Singapore, were flown to
Brunei within hours of the revolt breaking out. Gurkha units of the British
Army, which had been maintained in the region specifically for contingencies
of this kind, were also deployed rapidly. Within days, the military core of the
revolt had been suppressed, though A.M. Azahari himself was not in
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Brunei at the time of the uprising and escaped to Manila and subsequently to
Jakarta, where he was given refuge by the Sukarno government and continued

his political activities for years.

Sporadic guerrilla activity by remnants of the TNKU continued in the
interior jungles of Brunei and Sarawak for several years after December
1962, requiring continued British and subsequently Malaysian counter-
insurgency operations. The last organised TNKU elements were not
eliminated until the early 1970s, when the Indonesian government, after the

fall of Sukarno in 1965, ceased its support for the insurgency.

Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddien III, supported by the British military presence
that the protectorate arrangement guaranteed, survived the revolt with his
authority intact. The 1962 Constitution’s provisions for an elected legislature
were suspended, and they have not been restored. The revolt and its
suppression determined the political template that has governed Brunei ever
since: a sultanate that exercises genuine executive authority, supported by a
British (and later its own) military guarantee, without the apparatus of

competitive electoral politics.

Notable Detail: The Man Who Said No to Malaysia
When the Federation of Malaysia was being formed in 1963,

incorporating the former British territories of Malaya, Singapore, and
the northern Borneo states of Sarawak and Sabah, Brunei was invited to
join. Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddien III declined. His reasons were several:
concerns about the revenue-sharing arrangements for Brunei’s oil wealth,
concerns about the constitutional status of the Brunei sultan within a
Malaysian federation, and a calculation that an independent Brunei,
however small, would serve the interests of the Brunei people and the
Brunei royal house better than absorption into a larger state. The
decision was among the most consequential in modern Brunei’s history.
A Brunei that joined Malaysia in 1963 would have been one state
among thirteen, its oil revenues shared with the federal government, its
sultan one of nine hereditary rulers. The Brunei that remained outside

Malaysia became, in time, one of the wealthiest per capita nations in

Asia.
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Notable Detail: The Gurkha Garrison

The British response to the 1962 revolt depended critically on the
presence of Gurkha battalions in Singapore, which could be rapidly
deployed to Brunei by air. After the revolt, and as part of the evolving
arrangement for Brunei’s security, a garrison of Gurkha troops has
remained stationed in Brunei continuously since 1962. The British
Garrison Brunei, known formally as the British Forces Brunei, is
funded entirely by the Brunei government under a bilateral defence
arrangement that has been renewed at regular intervals. It represents one
of the longest-running bilateral defence partnerships between a British
Commonwealth nation and a former protected state, and it remains a
visible symbol of the enduring security relationship between the two

countries.

The Long Road to Independence

The path from the 1962 revolt to independence in 1984 was a negotiated
one. Britain had announced its intention to withdraw its military presence
east of Suez through the late 1960s, and the long-term maintenance of
Brunei as a protected state was not consistent with the direction of British
foreign and defence policy. Negotiations about the termination of the
protectorate proceeded through the 1970s under Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah,
who had succeeded his father in October 1967.

The key instrument of the transition was the Treaty of Friendship and
Cooperation between Brunei and Great Britain, signed on 7 January
1979 in London. The treaty, signed by the Sultan and by the British
Foreign Secretary David Owen, established the framework for full
independence while maintaining a close bilateral relationship. Under its
terms, Britain agreed to remain responsible for Brunei’s external affairs and
defence until the date of full independence, which was set for 31 December
1983. The Brunei government, for its part, committed to maintaining the
British Garrison in Brunei after independence on a commercial basis,

ensuring the continued presence of Gurkha troops as a security guarantee.
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The five years between the signing of the 1979 treaty and the independence
date were used to complete the institutional preparations for full sovereignty:
building out the foreign ministry, training the diplomatic corps, establishing
the mechanisms for Brunei’s participation in international organisations, and
ensuring that the oil revenues that funded the state were being managed

through structures that would not depend on British oversight.

On 1 January 1984, at a ceremony held in the Lapau (the Royal
Ceremonial Hall in Bandar Seri Begawan), Brunei Darussalam became fully
independent. Sir Robert Mark Russell, the last British High
Commissioner, formally handed over the instruments of sovereignty to Sultan
Hassanal Bolkiah. The British Union Jack that had flown over the residency
was lowered for the last time. Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah proclaimed
independence before a large gathering of his subjects and announced
Brunei’s immediate membership of the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (ASEAN), which the other member states had prepared in
advance. Brunei joined the United Nations later in 1984, the 159th member

state, completing its entry into the full community of sovereign nations.

It was a moment of dignity and quiet pride: a small nation reclaiming full
sovereignty after nearly a century of protectorate status, with its monarchy
intact, its oil revenues secure, and its future, by any reasonable measure,
bright. The independence ceremony was attended by heads of government
from across the region, by representatives of the British royal family, and by
the diplomatic corps of the nations that Brunei was about to join as a full
sovereign equal. The crowd that gathered at the Lapau witnessed not merely
an administrative formality but the culmination of a process that had begun
with James Brooke’s arrival at the Brunei court 145 years earlier, and that
had been navigated, over those years, with a combination of patience,
pragmatism, and the quiet determination that has always been the most
characteristic quality of the House of Bolkiah.

In Summary

The century and a half between the arrival of James Brooke in 1838 and
Brunei’s independence in 1984 was a period of profound transformation for

the Brunei Sultanate. Colonial pressure, beginning with the Brooke cessions
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and formalised through the 1846 Labuan cession, the 1888 Protectorate
Treaty, and the 1906 Residential System, reduced Brunei from a regional
power to a managed dependency. The discovery of oil in 1929 gave the
territory a new economic significance and a financial foundation for the
eventual assertion of full sovereignty. The wartime occupation from 1941 to
1945, the post-war reconstruction, the 1959 Constitution, the decision to
remain outside Malaysia, the suppression of the 1962 revolt, and the patient
negotiation of the 1979 Treaty of Friendship and the independence terms
under Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddien III and his son Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah
were the steps by which Brunei moved from protectorate to nation. The
colonial chapter closed on 1 January 1984, but its legacy, in the form of
institutions, legal traditions, and the English language, continues to shape

Brunei’s governance and its engagement with the world.
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Chapter 5
The House of Bolkiah

Figure 10: Sultan Sir Omar Ali Saifuddien 111, the 28th Sultan and ‘Architect of Modern
Brunei’, father of His Majesty Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah. Source: Wikimedia Commons
(public domain). URL:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Portrait_of D.Y.M.M._Maulana_Al-
Sultan_Sir_Omar_Ali_Saifuddin_Saadul_Khairi Waddin.jpg

A Dynasty That Outlasted Empires

In the summer of 1588, when the Spanish Armada was making its doomed
run up the English Channel, the Brunei Sultanate was already more than two
centuries old. When Napoleon crossed the Alps in 1800, the House of
Bolkiah had been on the Brunei throne for more than four hundred years.
When the Berlin Wall fell in 1989, the same dynasty was celebrating the fifth

anniversary of independence under its twenty-ninth sultan. It has outlasted
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the Ming dynasty that recognised it, the Portuguese empire that traded with
it, the British empire that protectorated it, and every other political structure
with which it has had sustained contact. To govern Brunei is, in a sense, to

manage the world’s longest experiment in institutional continuity.

The House of Bolkiah takes its name from the fifth sultan, whose golden
age gave the dynasty its defining historical identity and its most resonant royal
figure. But the house is far older and far broader than one reign. It
encompasses twenty-nine confirmed sultans across a period of more than six
centuries, a continuous thread of legitimacy that is, in the Bruneian political
imagination, inseparable from the identity of the nation itself. The sultan is
not merely the head of government; he is the embodiment of a continuity that

predates the nation-state as a political concept.

This chapter examines the structure, traditions, and self-understanding of that
dynasty, with particular attention to its genealogical records, its titles and
court protocols, the Wazir system of governance, and the role of Sultan Omar
Ali Saifuddien III, the twenty-eighth sultan, whose reign from 1950 to 1967
set the conditions for everything that followed. To understand the sultan who
governs Brunei today, one must first understand the house from which he

comes and the centuries of institutional development that shaped it.

The Salasilah: The Royal Genealogy

The official genealogy of the Brunei sultanate, the Salasilah Raja-Raja
Brunei (the Genealogy of the Kings of Brunei), is among the most
important documents in Brunei’s historical and cultural life. It is not merely a
list of names and dates but a living constitutional document: a record of
succession, a demonstration of legitimacy, and a continuous assertion that the
present sultan stands in an unbroken line of descent from the founding rulers
of the state.

The Salasilah lists a succession of rulers beginning with Sultan
Muhammad Shah in the mid-fourteenth century, conventionally dated to
around 1363 or 1368, and continuing to the present Sultan Hassanal
Bolkiah. Sultan Muhammad Shah, regarded as the first sultan of Brunei and

the first of the dynasty to adopt Islam, is recorded as having converted to
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Islam after his marriage to a Muslim princess from Johor. This Islamisation of
the Brunei throne in the fourteenth century was a foundational event: it
aligned Brunei with the dominant religio-political identity of the maritime
world of the western Pacific and gave the sultanate a legitimising framework

that connected it to the broader community of Islamic polities stretching from

Arabia to the Malay Archipelago.

The genealogy is maintained as a living document: new entries are added as
the dynasty continues, and its early portions have been the subject of scholarly
analysis by historians seeking to distinguish the verifiable from the legendary.
The scholarly consensus, reflected in the work of Graham Saunders, D.E.
Brown, and other historians of Brunei, is that the genealogical record
becomes reliably verifiable from approximately the mid-fifteenth century
onwards, coinciding with the period of greatest Brunei regional power. The
earlier sultans, including the founding sultan, are historically attested in the
sense that the Salasilah mentions them and that external sources (Chinese
tributary records, Portuguese accounts) confirm the existence of the Brunei
polity in the relevant periods, but the specific genealogical connections of the
earliest rulers must be treated with the caution appropriate to pre-modern

records anywhere in the world.

The number of confirmed sultans in the direct line is conventionally given as
twenty-nine, with Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah, born in 1946 and enthroned in
1967, holding the twenty-ninth position. This figure, and the implied length
of the dynasty, makes the House of Bolkiah one of the oldest continuously
reigning royal houses in the world. The comparison is frequently made with
the House of Windsor (founded 1917), the Hashemite dynasty (twentieth
century in its current form), the Thai royal house (founded 1782 in its
Chakri line), and the Japanese imperial family (ancient but with various
periods of disputed continuity). The Brunei dynasty is older than all of them
in its continuous documented record, and its claim to unbroken lineage,
however the early genealogical record must be qualified, is one that few

dynasties can match.

The dynastic succession has not always been smooth. There have been
periods of competition between branches of the royal family, regencies during

the minorities of young sultans, and at least one episode of disputed
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succession that required British arbitration during the protectorate period.
The nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were particularly difficult: the
steady reduction of Brunei’s territory through the Brooke cessions and the
British North Borneo Chartered Company’s acquisitions placed the court
under sustained economic and political pressure that inevitably expressed
itself in internal tensions. But the fundamental institution has endured: there
has always been a Sultan of Brunei, and he has always been of the Bolkiah
lineage. This unbroken continuity is not merely a historical accident; it is
actively maintained as a political value and a source of legitimacy. The
dynasty’s longevity is cited in official documents, in school curricula, and in
public discourse as evidence of the naturalness and rightness of the

monarchical order.

Twenty-Eight Sultans Before Hassanal Bolkiah
The procession of sultans from Muhammad Shah to Omar Ali Saifuddien

III encompasses twenty-eight reigns across more than six centuries, each
leaving its mark on the institution and the territory it governed. Several of
these reigns are particularly significant for understanding the dynasty’s

historical arc.

Sultan Bolkiah, the fifth sultan (reigning approximately 1485 to 1524),
was the figure after whom the dynasty is named, and his reign represents the
apex of Brunei’s territorial and commercial power. Known as Nakhoda
Ragam (the Singing Admiral), Sultan Bolkiah was a maritime strategist and
trader of exceptional range: Brunei’s influence under his rule extended to the
Philippines in the north, encompassing the region that would become
Manila, to the Sulu Archipelago, and southward to parts of Java. He
conducted trading voyages to China and was received at the Ming court. He
expanded Brunei’s territory through a combination of military force, dynastic
marriage, and commercial acumen, and he established the cultural and
political template of the Brunei sultanate that all subsequent sultans have

inherited.

Sultan Hassan, the ninth sultan (reigning approximately 1582 to 1598),
was the last to rule a Brunei at full territorial extent, before the Portuguese,

Spanish, and later Dutch interventions began the long process of restricting
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Brunei’s reach. His reign saw the codification of Brunei’s legal and
administrative system, including the establishment of the Undang-Undang
Brunei (the Brunei Laws), a body of written statutes that governed
commercial transactions, criminal penalties, and the rights and obligations of

the various social ranks within the sultanate.

Sultan Muhammad Kanzul Alam, the fifteenth sultan, ruled during the
period of growing Dutch commercial dominance in the archipelago and was
the first Brunei sultan to face the sustained pressure of European commercial
competition. His reign, in the late seventeenth century, marked the beginning
of Brunei’s long economic contraction as the Dutch reorganised the trade

routes that had previously flowed through Brunei’s ports.

Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddin I, the twenty-third sultan, ruled in the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries and represents an attempt to
stabilise the sultanate during a period of considerable internal difficulty. He is
regarded as the ancestor of all subsequent sultans in the direct male line

through to the present day.

Sultan Muhammad Tajuddin, the twenty-fifth sultan, and Sultan
Omar Ali Saifuddin II, the twenty-seventh sultan, both ruled during the
critical mid-nineteenth century period when James Brooke arrived on the
scene and the process of territorial cession began. It was Omar Ali Saifuddin
[T who confirmed Brooke’s position as Rajah of Sarawak in 1842, a decision
that set the dynasty on the difficult trajectory that would culminate in the

protectorate arrangements of the late nineteenth century.

Sultan Hashim Jalilul Alam Aqamaddin, the twenty-sixth sultan, is
notable for his role in the 1888 Protectorate Treaty. It was he who signed the
agreement with Sir Hugh Low that placed Brunei’s external affairs under
British supervision, a decision that, while constraining, proved in retrospect to
have preserved the sultanate from the complete absorption that befell so many

other small polities in the colonial period.

Sultan Ahmad Tajuddin, the twenty-seventh sultan, ruled from 1924 to
1950, a period that encompassed the discovery of oil, the Japanese

occupation, and the immediate post-war reconstruction. His was a reign
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defined largely by external forces, but he maintained the institution of the

sultanate through circumstances that would have destroyed lesser dynasties.

Titles and the Royal Hierarchy

The Yang di-Pertuan of Brunei, the official title of the sultan, meaning
“He Who Is Made Lord,” is the apex of a carefully elaborated hierarchy of
titles, ranks, and offices that govern the Brunei court and define the social

order of the kingdom.

Below the sultan, the royal and noble hierarchy is structured through a system
of titles that has evolved over centuries but retains its essential character. The

principal categories are as follows.

Pengiran designates members of the royal and noble families: those who
descend from previous sultans or who have been elevated to noble status. The
title can be subdivided into several grades. Pengiran Mulia Raja is reserved
for those of direct royal descent from the most recent sultans; Pengiran Anak
designates the sons and daughters of the reigning sultan himself; and
Pengiran without further qualification covers the broader nobility of royal
lineage. The Pengiran title is hereditary in the male line but diminishes with
each generation of removal from the sultan: a Pengiran Anak’s son is a
Pengiran, and his son is also a Pengiran, but eventually the royal designation
fades into commoner status, a system that has kept the nobility from growing

into an ungovernable multitude over six centuries.

Pehin is a title awarded to distinguished commoners who have rendered
exceptional service to the state, the sultan, or the religion. It is the highest
distinction available to those not of royal birth, and it functions as a form of
knighthood within the Bruneian system. Pehin holders are typically senior
civil servants, religious scholars, retired military officers, or individuals of
commercial or intellectual distinction who have been recognised by the sultan
for their contributions. The award is made personally by the sultan and 1s
confirmed at formal investiture ceremonies. Its holders occupy a position in
the social hierarchy that places them above ordinary commoners but below the

Pengiran nobility.
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Dato Seri Laila Jasa and Dato Paduka are further ranks in the order of
honours, awarded to individuals of distinction below the Pehin level. The
system as a whole creates a finely graded social hierarchy in which proximity
to the sultan, service to the state, and religious learning all serve as pathways

to recognition and status.

Awang and Dayang are the standard honorifics for Malay men and women
of ordinary status, equivalent to “Mister” and “Miss/Mrs” in everyday use.
Within the court context, they are used as respectful forms of address for
individuals who do not hold higher titles. The contrast between Awang and
Pengiran, between the untitled commoner and the titled noble, is one of the

fundamental social distinctions of Bruneian society.

The Pengiran and Pehin titles are not merely ceremonial. They carry social
weight, practical privileges, and, in the case of the royal Pengiran hierarchy,
implications for the line of succession and for access to royal appointments.
The court’s elaborate titling system is one of the mechanisms through which
the sultan maintains a network of obligation and loyalty among the governing

class.

The Wazir System: The Four Senior Nobles

Brunei’s traditional system of governance, as codified in the court protocols
that evolved over the centuries from the golden age of Sultan Bolkiah,
included a council of senior nobles known as the Wazirs (or Wazir). These
were the four principal officers of state, each holding a hereditary title that

combined administrative function with social prestige and ceremonial role.
The four Wazir positions were:

Pengiran Bendahara: The senior Wazir and effectively the prime minister
of the traditional court, the Bendahara was the sultan’s chief adviser and the
supervisor of the internal administration of the state. The title derives from
the Sanskrit bhandagara (treasury keeper), reflecting the original function of
the office. In the Malay world more broadly, the Bendahara was the most
powerful official below the sultan, and in several Malay polities the position
became effectively hereditary in a single family, with the Bendahara’s family

sometimes rivalling the sultan’s own in political influence.
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Pengiran Digadong: The second senior Wazir, the Digadong held
responsibilities relating to the administration of justice and the management of
certain royal revenues. The specific functions of the office evolved over time,

but its ceremonial position at the second rank of the nobility was fixed.

Pengiran Pemancha: The third Woazir, the Pemancha held
responsibilities related to relations with the interior communities and the
management of the upriver trade networks that were fundamental to Brunei’s
historical economy. The Pemancha was in many respects the court official

closest to the non-coastal, non-Malay populations of Brunei’s hinterland.

Pengiran Temenggong: The fourth Wazir, the Temenggong held
responsibilities relating to public order, military affairs, and the policing of the
capital and its surroundings. The title, shared with similar offices in other

Malay polities, was in many respects the court’s chief law enforcement officer.

Below the Wazir system was a second tier of noble office-holders known as
the Cheteria (the warriors or knights), who occupied a hereditary rank
below the Wazirs and above the ordinary nobility. Together, the Wazirs and
Cheteria constituted the Majlis Mesyuarat Negeri (the State Council) in its
traditional form, the body through which the sultan governed and to which he

was expected to listen even if he was not formally bound by its advice.

The Wazir system, while transformed in its practical functions by the British
Residential period and by the reforms of Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddien III,
retains its ceremonial significance in the modern Brunei state. The investiture
of Wazir titleholders remains one of the more elaborate ceremonies of the
Brunei court, and the holders of these traditional titles continue to perform
important roles in the Adat Istiadat ceremonies that mark the major occasions

of the royal calendar.

Adat Istiadat: The Court Protocol

Adat Istiadat, the formal court protocol and customary law of the Brunei
court, is the ceremonial architecture within which the sultan’s authority is
performed and recognised. Adat in Malay refers to custom, tradition, and the

inherited norms that govern proper conduct; istiadat specifies the formal,
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ceremonial dimension of those norms. Together, they constitute the living

ritual tradition of the Brunei court.

The Adat Istiadat governs the conduct of royal audiences (menghadap), state
ceremonies, the installation of new rulers and officials, the celebration of royal
births and weddings, the observance of Islamic festivals at court, and the
protocols of diplomatic reception. It determines who may approach the sultan,
how they must be dressed, what gestures are required, and in what order

precedence is accorded to the various ranks of the court hierarchy.

The sembah, the respectful cupped-hands salutation performed before
royalty, is among the most important physical gestures in the Adat Istiadat. It
is performed by all who enter the royal presence, and its precise form, the
angle of the hands, the direction of the body, the words that accompany it,
varies according to the rank of the performer and the rank of the royal
personage being greeted. The sembah is not merely a courtesy gesture; it is a
performative acknowledgement of the hierarchical order, a physical

embodiment of the relationship between subject and sovereign.

The ceremonial life of the Brunei court is elaborate and consciously
preserved. The annual celebrations of the sultan’s birthday (Hari
Keputeraan), which bring thousands of subjects to the Bandar Seri Begawan
waterfront and culminate in a royal parade and a public audience at the
Istana Nurul Iman, are among the most visible expressions of the Adat
Istiadat in the modern state. They are staged with a precision and a visual

splendour that reflects centuries of accumulated practice.

The Adat Istiadat Diraja (Royal Adat Istiadat) is administered by a
dedicated government department, the Jabatan Adat Istiadat Negara
(Department of Adat Istiadat), which maintains the protocols, trains the
officers responsible for their execution, and advises on questions of
precedence and ceremony that arise in the course of the royal calendar. This
institutionalisation of ceremonial protocol is itself a reflection of the
seriousness with which the Brunei state treats the preservation of its court

traditions.

The preservation of the Adat Istiadat is not merely conservative sentiment. It

is a deliberate political act: by maintaining the forms of the court, the
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sultanate asserts its continuity with the pre-colonial past and distinguishes its
authority as rooted in something deeper and older than the institutions of the
British protectorate or the independent nation-state. The ceremonies say, in

effect: we were here before the British came, and we remain.

Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddien III: The Architect of

Modern Brunei

Of all the figures in the Brunei royal house after Sultan Bolkiah the Singing
Admiral, none has had a more lasting impact on the modern state than
Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddien III, the twenty-eighth sultan. His official
title carried the honorific Seri Begawan (Glorious Abode), awarded to him
upon his abdication, and his popular designation as the “Architect of
Modern Brunei” reflects a genuine consensus: the Brunei that became
independent in 1984 was, in its essential institutional structures, the creation

of his vision and his will.

Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddien III was born on 23 September 1914 into the
royal family of Brunei, the sixth son of Sultan Muhammad Jamalul Alam, the
twenty-sixth sultan. His birth came at a time when Brunei was in the midst of
the Residential period, its internal affairs effectively supervised by a British
Resident. The ol discovery that would transform the country’s fortunes was
still fifteen years in the future. The Brunei into which he was born was a
small, relatively poor dependency, its golden-age grandeur a matter of

historical memory rather than current reality.

He received his early education within the royal household before being sent
to the Malay College Kuala Kangsar in Perak, on the Malay Peninsula,
an institution that has been called the “Eton of the East” for its role in
educating the sons of the Malay nobility from across British Malaya and the
Borneo territories. Founded in 1905 by British colonial administrators
seeking to provide a modern English-style education for the sons of Malay
chiefs while preserving their cultural distinctiveness, the Malay College
produced generations of senior administrators, politicians, and royal figures
who would lead the Malay world in the twentieth century. Its alumni
included Tun Abdul Razak Hussein, Malaysia’s second Prime Minister;
Tun Hussein Onn, Malaysia’s third Prime Minister; and numerous other
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figures who shaped the post-colonial Malay world. For the young Omar, the
years at Kuala Kangsar provided not only an education but an exposure to
the wider world of Malay aristocratic culture and to the network of

relationships with the elite of other Malay states that would prove useful in

the decades ahead.

He was appointed to the throne in 1950, succeeding his brother, Sultan
Ahmad Tajuddin, who died on 4 June 1950. He was thirty-five years old at
his accession, educated, politically serious, and possessed of a clear vision for
what his country should become. The oil revenues that the Seria field had
begun to generate in significant quantities provided the financial means for an
ambitious programme of national development. The question was how to use

those means wisely.

The defining characteristic of Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddien III’s approach to
governance was a determination to build institutions. Where the pre-
protectorate court had been, of necessity, largely personal and customary in
its administration, Sultan Omar conceived of a modern state: with a written
constitution, a functioning bureaucracy, public schools, a hospital system, and
the physical infrastructure, roads, bridges, public buildings, that a twentieth-
century nation required. He approached this project with energy, with the
revenues that the Seria oil field was beginning to generate, and with a
political intelligence that combined firmness of purpose with sensitivity to the

traditions and expectations of the Brunei court.

The 1959 Constitution: Omar’s Charter

The most enduring constitutional achievement of Sultan Omar Al
Saifuddien III was the 1959 Constitution of Brunei, which he negotiated
with the British government and promulgated on 29 September 1959. The
constitution established the basic structure of Brunei’s governance: the sultan
as supreme executive authority; a Council of Ministers to advise the sultan; a
Privy Council; a Legislative Council; and provisions for a degree of electoral

representation through partly elected district councils.

The constitution was remarkable in several respects. It was the product of the

sultan’s own initiative: he drove the negotiations with the British and insisted
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on a framework that was, as far as possible, of Bruneian authorship rather
than British imposition. It established clearly that the sultan’s authority in
internal affairs was his own, not merely delegated from or constrained by the
British Resident. And it gave Brunei the institutional framework of a self-
governing state, even if full independence still lay twenty-five years in the

future.

The key provisions of the 1959 Constitution included the establishment of
the sultan as Yang di-Pertuan with full executive authority over internal
affairs; the creation of the Majlis Mesyuarat Negeri (Legislative Council)
as the primary legislative body; the appointment of a Menteri Besar (Chief
Minister) to head the Council of Ministers; and the establishment of district
councils with a partially elected membership, giving Brunel its first experience
of electoral politics. The constitution also formally ended the Residency
system: the position of British Resident, which had represented the most
direct form of British administrative supervision since 1906, was abolished,
and British representation was reduced to a High Commissioner with

diplomatic rather than executive functions.

The constitution also preserved the monarchy’s primacy without qualification:
it did not create a constitutional monarchy in the Westminster sense, with a
cabinet that governs in the sovereign’s name. The sultan was the actual
executive, not a figurehead. This structure reflected Sultan Omar’s belief,
shared by his son and successor, that the Brunei monarchy derived its
legitimacy not from parliamentary mandate but from historical, dynastic, and
religious foundations that antedated and transcended any written document.

The constitution was an enabling instrument, not a limiting one.

Notable Detail: The Decision Not to Join Malaysia

In 1963, when the Federation of Malaysia was being constituted from
the former British territories of Malaya, Singapore, Sarawak, and
Sabah, Brunei under Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddien III was the one
northern Borneo territory that declined to join. The sultan’s concerns
centred on the sharing of Brunei’s oil revenues with the federal
government and on the constitutional position of the Brunei throne

within a federation of nine Malay rulers. The decision proved
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consequential: Brunei’s per capita income, which would have been
diluted within a larger federal entity, accumulated instead entirely within
Brunei’s own borders. The welfare state that Brunei subsequently built,
free education, free healthcare, no income tax, rests directly on this

decision to remain outside Malaysia. It was Sultan Omar who made it.

Building the Modern State: Mosques, Schools, and
Infrastructure

Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddien III’s programme of physical nation-building is
visible throughout Brunei today in the institutions and structures he initiated.
The most iconic is the Omar Ali Saifuddien Mosque, completed in
1958 and named in his honour after his abdication. The mosque, which
stands on an artificial island in a lagoon beside the Brunei River in the heart
of Bandar Seri Begawan, is arguably the finest piece of architecture in Brunei

and one of the most beautiful mosques in Southeast Asia.

The construction of the mosque was itself an exercise in international
ambition. The golden dome, covered in pure gold leaf applied over its steel
frame, rises 52 metres above the lagoon and is visible from a considerable
distance across the flat coastline. The interior floor and fittings are
constructed from Italian marble, chosen and imported for the purpose at
considerable expense. The stained glass windows, with their geometric
Islamic patterns, were made in Britain. The ceremonial barge, the Mahligai
Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddien, a replica of a sixteenth-century royal ceremonial
vessel, was constructed specifically to float permanently on the lagoon beside
the mosque, adding a historical and dynastic dimension to what is primarily a
place of Islamic worship. The whole ensemble, mosque, lagoon, barge, and
their setting in the heart of the capital, creates an image of Brunei that is
simultaneously Islamic, Malay, and cosmopolitan, drawing on the artistic
traditions of the Islamic world while incorporating the finest craftsmanship

that the mid-twentieth century could assemble from across the globe.

The mosque was Sultan Omar’s statement of intent: this is what Brunel is,
what Brunei values, and what Brunei aspires to be. It was built not as a
gesture of personal vanity but as a public good, a place of worship for his
subjects and a symbol of the Islamic identity that he intended to place at the
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heart of the Bruneian state. It was followed by the construction of mosques
throughout the country’s districts, and by the endowment of religious schools
and institutions that gave Brunei’s Islamic educational establishment its

modern form.

Education was a parallel priority. The establishment of government schools
under Sultan Omar’s administration brought formal education to
communities that had previously relied on Islamic pondok schools or private
Chinese schools. The development of a civil service that could administer a
modern state required educated Bruneians, and the investment in education
under Sultan Omar was the foundation of the meritocratic technocracy that
has governed Brunei’s public administration since independence. Secondary
schools, teacher training colleges, and eventually the Universiti Brunei
Darussalam, founded in 1985 (building on the Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah
College of Education established earlier), all trace their institutional lineage

to the educational investments that Sultan Omar initiated.

Physical infrastructure was the third pillar of Sultan Omar’s development
programme. [he construction of roads connecting the coastal settlements,
bridges across the river systems, public buildings, a modern water supply
system, and the administrative infrastructure of a functioning state all
accelerated during the 1950s and 1960s. The physical Brunei that exists
today, its roads, its public buildings, its administrative geography, was

substantially shaped by the decisions made in that period.

Notable Detail: The Architectural Legacy of Sultan Omar
The Omar Ali Saifuddien Mosque, completed in 1958, was built with a

deliberate international vision: its golden dome is covered in pure gold
leaf, its floors are laid with Italian marble, and its stained glass windows
were crafted in Britain. The ceremonial barge moored permanently on
the mosque’s lagoon is a replica of a sixteenth-century royal vessel,
embedding the continuity of dynastic history within a work of
contemporary Islamic architecture. When the mosque was completed, it
was immediately recognised as one of the finest examples of twentieth-
century Islamic architecture in Southeast Asia, a distinction it retains

today. Sultan Omar reportedly visited the construction site frequently to
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oversee the work and to ensure that the standard of craftsmanship met

his vision.

The Abdication of 1967
On 4 October 1967, Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddien III made a decision that

was as unexpected as it was consequential: he abdicated in favour of his son,
Crown Prince Hassanal Bolkiah. The circumstances of the abdication have
been the subject of some discussion, and the available public record does not
disclose all of its private dimensions. What is clear is that the decision was
voluntary: Sultan Omar was in good health, and he lived for nearly twenty

more years after stepping down.

The most credible explanation, consonant with Sultan Omar’s character as a
man who thought systematically about institutions, is that he judged the time
right for a transition of generations. His son was twenty-one years old, had
completed his education at the Victoria Institution in Kuala Lumpur and at
the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst, and was ready to assume the throne.
Brunei was, under the arrangements of the 1959 Constitution and the
continuing British protection, a stable and functioning state. An orderly
succession, conducted at a moment of Sultan Omar’s choosing rather than
forced by death or incapacity, was a more controlled and dignified transfer of

authority than any alternative.

Sultan Omar retired to a life of private devotion and continued family
influence. He pursued his religious obligations with notable seriousness and
was regarded within the royal family and the broader Brunei establishment as
the most authoritative voice on questions of Islamic governance and Brunei’s
constitutional future. He died on 7 September 1986 in Brunei, having
lived to see his son lead the country to full independence two years earlier.
He was given a state funeral of great solemnity, and his legacy was
immediately and officially recognised: the title Seri Begawan, which had
been awarded to him on his abdication, was preserved in perpetuity as part of

the official designation of his mosque and of the memory of his reign.

The abdication was not, in practice, a complete withdrawal from political life.

Sultan Omar retained the title Seri Begawan Sultan and continued to
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exercise considerable influence at court until his death in 1986. He remained
the most authoritative voice in the royal family on questions of governance
and policy, and his son’s early years on the throne were shaped substantially
by his father’s counsel. The relationship between the two sultans, formal and
filial, respectful and intellectually engaged, is one of the defining features of

the transition from the protectorate era to independent statehood.

Setting the Stage

The abdication of October 1967 placed a young man of twenty-one on the
throne of a small, oil-rich state on the northwestern coast of Borneo, with the
British protectorate still in place, independence still seventeen years away,
and the challenges of the modern world beginning to press in from every
direction. The dynasty he inherited was among the oldest on earth. The
institutions he would govern had been built, largely, by the father he was
succeeding. The oil revenues that would fund his ambitions were already

flowing, already transforming the lives of his 150,000 subjects.

What Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah would do with this inheritance, how he
would lead his country to independence, how he would manage the resource
wealth, how he would navigate the pressures of a changing world while
preserving the essential character of the monarchy, is the story that occupies
the chapters that follow. To understand that story, it was necessary first to
understand the dynasty from which he came, the traditions he inherited, and
the father who shaped both the state and the man. That understanding, laid
out in this chapter and those that preceded it, is the foundation on which the
biography of a reign must be built.
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*Figure I11: Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddien Mosque, completed in 1958 and long regarded as
the architectural soul of the capital. Source: Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA. URL:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sultan_Omar_Ali_Saifuddien_Mosque; _2002.jpg™

In Summary

The House of Bolkiah is one of the oldest continuously reigning dynasties in
the world, tracing its origins to the mid-fourteenth century and encompassing
twenty-nine confirmed sultans across more than six hundred years. Its
continuity is maintained not merely as historical record but as active political
value: the ceremonies of the court, the elaborate hierarchy of titles from Yang
di-Pertuan down to Pengiran, Pehin, and Awang, the four senior Wazirs,
and the Adat Istiadat all serve to perform and reinforce a legitimacy that is
presented as natural, ancient, and divinely sanctioned. The Salasilah Raja-
Raja Brunei, the dynastic genealogy, is the document on which this
continuity rests: a living record that connects the present sultan to the
founding ruler of the fourteenth century and to every reign in between. Within
this long arc of dynastic history, Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddien III stands as
the pivotal figure of the modern period: the man who studied at Malay
College Kuala Kangsar, ascended the throne in 1950, wrote the constitution,
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built the mosques and schools, declined federation with Malaysia, and
abdicated at the moment of his own choosing to pass a functioning, self-
governing sultanate to his son. He died in September 1986, having seen his
life’s work confirmed by the independence of 1984. The Brunei that Sultan
Hassanal Bolkiah inherited in 1967 was, in its essential structures, the
creation of that remarkable predecessor. Everything that followed was built on

what Omar made.
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Chapter 6
The Making of Hassanal Bolkiah

Figure 12: The young Crown Prince Hassanal Bolkiah (right) with his brother Prince
Mohamed Bolkiah, photographed in 1966, a year before the throne would pass to him.
Source: Wikimedia Commons (public domain). URL:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Hassanal_Bolkiah_and_Mohamed_Bolkiah_(19
66).jpg

The Coronation of the 29th Sultan

On the morning of 1 August 1968, the town of Brunei came alive with a
colour that no photograph could quite contain. Flags lined the streets from
the fire station to the old Istana Darul Hana. School children stood in neat
rows under the tropical sun, their chants of Daulat Tuanku rising in waves
along the processional route. A royal chariot, constructed specifically for the

occasion, moved through the crowds at a measured pace, drawn by fifty
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soldiers of the Royal Brunei Malay Regiment dressed in black. The chariot
itself was a work of craft and symbolism: carved from twenty-six panels of
timber, embellished with twenty-four-carat gold leaf and precious stones, and
seated at its heart upon a throne of tiger skin, the young man who had, nine

months earlier, been proclaimed Sultan of Negara Brunei Darussalam.

Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah Mu’izzaddin Waddaulah was twenty-two years old.
Slender, composed, and dressed in red and gold ceremonial robes adorned
with the insignia of his offices, he arrived at the ceremony preceded by a
twenty-one-gun salute, travelling in a six-door Mercedes-Benz 600 Pullman
Landaulet before transferring to the royal chariot. Among those watching

from positions of honour were Singapore’s Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew

and Malaysia’s Tunku Abdul Rahman. The British High Commissioner
Arthur Adair represented Queen Elizabeth II.

The coronation took place at the Lapau Diraja (the Royal Ceremonial
Hall), the building in the heart of Bandar Seri Begawan that served as the
principal venue for major state and royal ceremonies. The Lapau had been
constructed in 1968 specifically to serve as Brunei’s ceremonial centre, a
physical expression of the sultanate’s ambition to stage its major occasions in
a building worthy of the dynasty’s age and standing. It would later serve as
the venue for the independence declaration of 1984 and for the subsequent

National Day celebrations that became a fixture of Brunei’s civic calendar.

The Usungan Diraja (the Royal Carriage), drawn by those fifty soldiers of
the Royal Brunei Malay Regiment, carried the sultan along the processional
route through the capital. The regalia borne in the procession and used
during the coronation ceremony itself were among the most historically
significant objects in Brunei’s possession. The Mahkota (the Royal
Crown), set with precious stones and crafted in the tradition of Malay royal
jewellery, was placed on the sultan’s head at the moment of coronation. The
Keris si-Naga (the Royal Dagger), the ceremonial weapon that serves as
the most potent symbol of the sultan’s martial and protective authority, was
handed to him as part of the regalia exchange. Other pieces of the royal
regalia, preserved today in the Royal Regalia Museum in Bandar Seri

Begawan, include the Cogan Emas (the golden ceremonial mace), the royal
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sword, the spittoon, and various items of investiture jewellery that have been

used in Brunei coronations for centuries.

At the appointed moment, it was his own father, the former Sultan Omar Ali
Saifuddien III, who placed the crown upon his son’s head and handed him
the Keris si-INaga, the ceremonial royal dagger, before kneeling to swear
personal loyalty. Brothers, nobles, and senior officials followed in turn. A
Japanese film company captured the proceedings in colour for international
distribution. The new Sultan vowed to maintain peace and prosperity, to
improve the standard of living through development, and to protect and
uphold Islam and Brunei’s customs. It was a promise he would spend the

following six decades attempting to keep.

Birth and Early Childhood

The man who would become the twenty-ninth Sultan of Brunei was born on
15 July 1946 at the Istana Darussalam in Brunei Town, the settlement
then known by that name before it was renamed Bandar Seri Begawan in
1970. His birth came during the reign of his uncle, Sultan Ahmad
Tajuddin, a period of post-war reconstruction following the Japanese
occupation of Brunei from 1941 to 1945. His father, at the time holding the
title Pengiran Bendahara Seri Maharaja Permaisuara, was heir presumptive
to the throne; the infant Hassanal Bolkiah was thus second in line from the

moment of his birth.

The Istana Darul Hana (the Palace of Happiness) was, at the time of his
childhood, the principal royal residence in Brunei Town. Sitting on the bank
of the Brunei River, the palace was a compound of buildings in a tropical
Malay style, its grounds maintained with the formality appropriate to a royal
residence but without the monumental scale of what would follow. It was the
world the young prince knew in his earliest years: a palace compound on a
river, surrounded by the wooden houses of Kampong Ayer (the Water
Village), the most extensive water-based settlement in Southeast Asia, home
to tens of thousands of Brunei Malays living in houses built on stilts above the
tidal waters of the Brunei River. From the palace windows, the young

Hassanal Bolkiah would have grown up looking out over a landscape that
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was simultaneously ancient and intimately familiar, the unchanging world of

the Brunei River that the sultans of Brunei had commanded for six centuries.

His mother was Raja Isteri Pengiran Anak Damit, a woman of
distinguished lineage whose influence on her eldest son’s early formation was
quietly profound. The royal household was one of structured faith, Malay
custom, and quiet seriousness of purpose. The young prince grew up
alongside several brothers, including Prince Mohamed Bolkiah, Prince Sufri
Bolkiah, and Prince Jefri Bolkiah, as well as sisters, in a family that

understood the weight of dynastic continuity.

His formal education began in the religious domain. In the latter part of
1955, he commenced studies at the Istana Darul Hana Surau, the small
Islamic school within the palace compound, where he studied Arabic
scripture alongside members of the extended royal family and noble
households. He completed his third-grade schooling at the Jamalul Alam
Malay School in Brunei Town in 1955, and his teacher there, Abdul
Rahman bin Haji Mohd. Ja’afar, noted the boy’s interest in science,
language, and history. After four years of surau education, the young prince

had reached the equivalent of sixth-grade primary schooling.

The formative environment of the Istana Darul Hana was simultaneously one
of religious discipline and dynastic awareness. Quranic recitation, the
rhythms of Islamic prayer, and the ceremonial protocols of the royal
household were woven into the fabric of daily life from infancy. The Adat
Istiadat that governed the conduct of the court was present in every
interaction, from the way visitors addressed the royal family to the ceremonies
that marked the Islamic calendar. A boy raised in this environment absorbed,
before he could consciously reflect on it, both the identity of his family and
the obligations that identity carried.

Victoria Institution: A Young Man Shaped Abroad

In January 1961, at the age of fourteen, Hassanal Bolkiah enrolled at the
Victoria Institution in Kuala Lumpur, one of the oldest and most

distinguished secondary schools in Malaysia, established in 1887 as a
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memorial to the Golden Jubilee of Queen Victoria. He had first attended the

Jalan Gurney School in Kuala Lumpur before transferring to the Institution.

The choice of school was deliberate and consequential. The Victoria
Institution, known commonly as “the V.I.,” stood apart in the Malayan
educational landscape as an institution that had shaped the governing class of
the peninsula for generations. Its alumni included not only future politicians,
judges, and captains of industry from across Malaya and beyond, but also
figures of the very highest rank in Malaysian public life: Tun Abdul Razak
Hussein, who would serve as Malaysia’s second Prime Minister and was
one of the most consequential statesmen of post-colonial Southeast Asia, had
studied at the institution. The school’s culture was one of rigorous academic
expectation combined with the extra-curricular formation, cadet corps,
debating societies, sports teams, that the British education system of the

period regarded as essential to the making of leaders.

For a Bruneian prince accustomed to the relative quietness of Brunei Town,
the school offered immersion in a broader, more cosmopolitan world. Kuala
Lumpur in the early 1960s was a city in the process of rapid transformation:
the capital of newly independent Malaya (independent from 1957), it was
building the institutions and infrastructure of a modern nation while
maintaining the multicultural social fabric of its colonial past. The young
Hassanal Bolkiah encountered here, for the first time at length, the diversity
of the Malayan world: Chinese, Indian, and Malay students studying
together, the English language as the medium of instruction and of
intellectual life, and the competitive spirit of an institution that took its

academic and civic responsibilities seriously.

He studied there from January 1961 to December 1963, a period that
coincided with some of the most turbulent years in the region’s modem
history: the debates over the formation of Malaysia, the Brunei Revolt of
December 1962, and his father’s consequential decision not to join the
Malaysian Federation. He was, in other words, a schoolboy in Kuala
Lumpur during the year in which the most important political decision of his
father’s reign was being made, and the decision to return to Brunei in 1963
following the diplomatic tensions that the non-accession produced was itself a

marker of the changed relationship between the two territories.
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It was at Victoria Institution that the young Hassanal Bolkiah first
demonstrated the qualities that would define his public character. V.
Murugasu, headmaster of the school, later observed that the prince possessed
the qualities of a great and responsible leader even as a student. He enlisted
in the school’s Cadet Corps and, on merit alone, was named best recruit in
1961. By the time he left, he held the rank of Lance Corporal. The school’s
principal, G. E. D. Lewis, confirmed that the award had been made solely

on the basis of performance, not position.

Due to diplomatic tensions between Brunei and Malaysia in 1963, following
Brunei’s decision not to join the Federation of Malaysia, the prince returned
home to complete his secondary education at Sultan Omar Ali
Saifuddien College in Brunei. The decision to remain outside Malaysia,
influenced in no small part by the discovery of oil reserves and the desire to
protect Brunei’s sovereign wealth, would prove one of the defining choices of
his father’s reign and would shape the country that Hassanal Bolkiah was
being prepared to lead.

Appointment as Crown Prince

On 14 July 1961, one day before his fifteenth birthday, the young Hassanal
Bolkiah was invested as Yang Maha Mulia Seri Paduka Duli Pengiran
Muda Mahkota, His Royal Highness the Crown Prince of Brunei. His
father, who had by then himself ascended to the Sultanate as Sultan Omar
Ali Saifuddien III (the twenty-eighth Sultan), was shaping the heir with
visible intentionality. The appointment formalised what the royal household
had long understood: the eldest son of the new Sultan would carry the

dynasty into the modern era.

Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddien III was himself a figure of considerable political
acuity. He had guided Brunei through the constitutional changes of 1959
that ended the British Residency system and gave Brunei a degree of internal
self-governance, and he had navigated the country through the 1962 revolt,
which was suppressed with British military assistance. He was building,

deliberately and with care, a succession.
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Notable Detail: The Crown Prince at Fifteen When Hassanal
Bolkiah was invested as Crown Prince on 14 July 1961, the day before
his fifteenth birthday, he was already a Lance Corporal in the Victoria
Institution Cadet Corps and had been named best recruit that year on
the basis of merit alone. The ceremony at the Istana formalised what the
school records already suggested: a young man of discipline and purpose

was being prepared for the highest office in the land.

Sandhurst and the Making of a Soldier-Sovereign

On 4 January 1966, Hassanal Bolkiah enrolled as a cadet officer at the
Royal Military Academy Sandhurst, the training ground for British
Army officers and for generations of international royalty and heads of state.
Sandhurst, situated near Camberley in the Berkshire countryside, had been
the primary officer training institution of the British Army since 1812, and its
traditions reflected the accumulated military culture of two centuries of British
military service. The academy demanded much of its cadets: physical
discipline, command presence, the capacity to make decisions under pressure,

and the particular British quality of understatement in the face of difficulty.

The Royal Military Academy Sandhurst had a long tradition of training
foreign royalty and military officers, a tradition that made it as much a
diplomatic institution as a military one. Among its alumni over the decades
were King Hussein of Jordan, King Abdullah II of Jordan, Sultan Qaboos of
Oman, and numerous other heads of state and senior military figures from
across the Commonwealth and beyond. For a young Bruneian prince who
would one day hold the post of Commander-in-Chief of the Royal Brunei
Armed Forces, the training was foundational in a double sense: it gave him
the military credentials and the physical conditioning that the role required,
and it placed him in a network of international relationships with fellow

cadets and British officers that would prove useful in the diplomatic decades

ahead.

The Sandhurst curriculum combined physical training, military tactics,
leadership exercises, and academic study of military history and strategy.
Cadets were expected to meet the same standards regardless of background

or social position, and the culture of the academy was deliberately egalitarian
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within its strict hierarchy of rank. For the Crown Prince of Brunei, the
experience of being assessed on the same terms as his fellow cadets, of
earning respect through performance rather than inheriting it through birth,

was a formative one.

He completed the course and was commissioned on 1 March 1968 as an
Honorary Captain in the Coldstream Guards, one of the most storied
regiments of the British Army, tracing its history to the Restoration of
Charles II in 1660. The commissioning at Sandhurst gave him not only
military credentials but a network of international relationships with fellow
cadets and British officers that would prove useful in the diplomatic decades
ahead. It also reinforced the discipline that Brunei’s constitution placed on

the office of the Sultan: the sovereign as guardian, not merely ruler.

He returned to Brunei in October 1967 not from Sandhurst but from
England, when his father’s abdication arrived with characteristic abruptness.
He had not yet completed his Sandhurst course, but the throne would not

wait. He was commissioned retroactively the following spring.

Accession to the Throne

On the evening of 4 October 1967, Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddien III
announced his abdication. The declaration was made public on Radio
Brunei by the Chief of Adat Istiadat Negara, Pengiran Pemancha Anak Haji
Mohamed Alam. The reasons were multiple: the Sultan was fifty-two years
old, the 1962 revolt and its aftermath had taken a political toll, and there
were reports of health concerns. He had guided his country through a period
of profound change and chose to step aside while he could still actively shape

the transition.

The following day, 5 October 1967, at 3:00 p.m., the proclamation of the
new Sultan took place at the Balai Singgahsana of the Istana Darul Hana.
Present were members of the state council, the Wazir and Cheteria (the noble
council), the Acting Menteri Besar, and members of the Legislative Council.
The ceremony at the Istana Darul Hana, the palace that had been the
principal royal residence throughout the new sultan’s childhood, was the

setting for the formal transfer of authority from one generation to the next.
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The Balai Singgahsana, the throne hall, was the room within which the most
solemn acts of state had been performed for decades, and the proclamation

made there on 5 October 1967 was among the most solemn of all.

Hassanal Bolkiah, twenty-one years old, was formally designated the twenty-
ninth Sultan of Brunei. His full title, as proclaimed on that day, was
Kebawah Duli Yang Maha Mulia Paduka Seri Baginda Sultan Haji
Hassanal Bolkiah Mu’izzaddin Waddaulah ibni Al-Marhum Sultan Haji
Omar ’Ali Saifuddien Sa’adul Khairi Waddien, Sultan dan Yang Di-Pertuan
Negara Brunei Darussalam: a title of thirteen words that contains within it

the complete genealogical and religious legitimation of his authority.

His first titah, or royal address, was notably modest in tone: “I, as Sultan of
Negara Brunei Darussalam, would endeavour to carry out the policies of my
dear father, and would always safeguard and preserve the peace, tranquility
and prosperity of the country.” It was a sentence that contained within it both
filial respect and a quietly consequential political commitment. The policies of
his father included the pursuit of full sovereignty from Britain, and those

policies would now be his to execute.

The Royal Household and Personal Character

Beyond the public record of ceremonies, education, and constitutional
milestones, the formation of Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah was also shaped by the
quieter rhythms of royal family life in the Brunei of the 1950s and 1960s.
The Brunei in which he grew up was a territory of modest physical scale,
known to nearly all its inhabitants by first-hand experience rather than by
map or description. The population of the entire territory was fewer than
100,000 people for most of his childhood years, and Brunei Town itself was
a small settlement on the river, its wooden shophouses and administrative
buildings the products of the colonial era rather than the oil wealth that would

transform it in the following decades.

The royal household was governed by a strong sense of Islamic observance
that Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddien III considered fundamental to the character
of his children and to the identity of the dynasty he was preparing to hand on.
The five daily prayers, the observance of Ramadan, the study of the Quran
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and of Islamic jurisprudence, were not merely public performances of piety
but the actual framework of daily life within the palace compound. Sultan
Omar’s own deep personal faith expressed itself not only in the construction
of the Omar Ali Saifuddien Mosque but in the domestic arrangements of the
royal household, where religious education was taken seriously and Islamic
values were embedded in the manner that the children were expected to carry

themselves.

The relationship between the Crown Prince and his father was characterised
by the formal respect of the Brunei court tradition, in which the sembah was
the proper form of address even within the family, combined with the
intellectual seriousness that Sultan Omar brought to all his relationships.
Those who knew the family in this period have noted that Sultan Omar was
a demanding father in the best sense: he set high expectations, he explained
his reasoning, and he expected his eldest son to engage with the substance of
governance rather than merely its forms. The young Hassanal Bolkiah grew
up understanding that the sultanate was not an inheritance to be enjoyed but

a responsibility to be discharged.

The physical setting of royal life also shaped the young prince’s sense of
Brunei’s identity. The Kampong Ayer, the water village on stilts that
stretched for kilometres along both banks of the Brunei River, was wvisible
from every window of the Istana Darul Hana. It was the most immediate and
tangible expression of the Brunei Malay way of life: families living in houses
connected by wooden walkways above the tidal water, fishermen setting out
before dawn, children swimming in the river, the call to prayer drifting across
the water five times each day. The sultan’s subjects were not abstract citizens
but neighbours, visible and audible across the short distance of the river, and
this proximity of the royal household to the ordinary life of its people gave the
young prince a directness of acquaintance with Brunei’s social reality that

more sequestered royals in larger palaces might never have acquired.

The 1979 Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation

The most significant diplomatic achievement of Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah’s
early reign was the negotiation of the Treaty of Friendship and

Cooperation between Brunei and Great Britain, signed on 7
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January 1979 in London. The Sultan himself led the Bruneian delegation
to London in 1978 to negotiate the terms of Brunei’s eventual full
independence, demonstrating the personal engagement with foreign affairs

that would characterise his style of leadership throughout his reign.

The treaty, signed by the Sultan and British Foreign Secretary David Owen,
established a clear framework for the transition to full independence while
maintaining the close bilateral relationship that both sides valued. Under its
terms, Britain agreed to retain formal responsibility for Brunei’s external
affairs and defence until 31 December 1983, the date set for full
independence. The Brunei government, for its part, agreed to maintain the
British Garrison Brunei after independence on a cost-sharing basis, ensuring
the continued presence of Gurkha troops as a security guarantee against

potential regional instability.

The negotiations that produced the 1979 treaty were careful and detailed.
The question of the British Garrison’s future was particularly sensitive:
Brunei valued the military guarantee that the Gurkha presence provided, but
wished to ensure that its terms after independence would be those of equals
rather than those of a protectorate. The arrangement eventually agreed upon,
under which Brunei would fund the garrison directly, was a commercially
straightforward solution that preserved the security relationship in an

appropriate independent-state form.

The five years between the signing of the 1979 treaty and the independence
date were used to prepare Brunei comprehensively for full sovereignty. A
foreign ministry was established and staffed. Diplomatic relations were
initiated with a growing number of countries. The mechanisms for Brunei’s
participation in international organisations, including the United Nations, the
Commonwealth, and ASEAN, were put in place. The oil revenues that
funded the state were being managed through financial structures that would

not depend on British oversight.

Independence: The Midnight of 1 January 1984

The moment of full independence came at midnight marking the transition
from 31 December 1983 to 1 January 1984, at a ceremony held at the
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Lapau Diraja in Bandar Seri Begawan. Sir Robert Mark Russell, the
last British High Commissioner to Brunei, presided over the formal handover
of sovereignty, symbolically returning to Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah the
instruments of full independence that the protectorate arrangement had held

in suspense for nearly a century.

The ceremony was one of great dignity. The flags of the British protectorate
were lowered for the last time, and the Brunei national flag was raised as the
sole flag of a fully sovereign nation. Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah recited the
Declaration of Independence: “Whereas the time has now arrived when
Brunei Darussalam will resume full international responsibility as a sovereign
and independent nation in the community of nations.” The crowd gathered at
the Lapau heard those words in the stillness of the tropical midnight, and the
response was the kind of controlled, deeply felt celebration that was

characteristic of Brunei’s public culture: not raucous but profoundly sincere.

On that same day, Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah assumed the portfolios of
Prime Minister, Minister of Home Affairs, and Minister of
Finance, consolidating executive authority within the Sultanate in a way that
left no ambiguity about where power resided. Brunei joined the Association
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) immediately upon
independence, the sixth member of a grouping that would become central to

Brunei’s diplomatic orientation. Brunei joined the United Nations later in

1984, the 159th member state.
On 23 February 1984, Brunei held its first National Day celebrations,

with the Sultan presiding over ceremonies that marked a moment six hundred
years in the making: a Sultanate that had survived Portuguese incursions,
Dutch competition, British tutelage, and Japanese occupation was, at last,

fully its own again.

Notable Detail: The Royal Regalia Museum

The regalia used at Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah’s coronation in 1968 are
today preserved and displayed at the Royal Regalia Museum in
Bandar Seri Begawan, opened in 1992. The museum houses the full
collection of royal regalia used in the coronation and in subsequent state

ceremonies, including the Mahkota (the Royal Crown), the Cogan
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Emas (the golden ceremonial mace), the Keris si-Naga (the royal
dagger), and numerous other items of investiture jewellery and
ceremonial equipment. The museum also houses the coronation chariot,
the Usungan Diraja, the elaborately carved and gilded carriage that
carried the sultan through the streets of Bandar Seri Begawan on his
coronation day. It is one of the most visited cultural institutions in Brunei
and a tangible link to the 1968 ceremony that installed the twenty-ninth

sultan.

Early Policy Decisions and the Road to Independence

The young Sultan inherited a country that was simultaneously prosperous
and dependent. Brunei’s oil revenues, managed largely through its
partnership with Brunei Shell Petroleum, flowed steadily into the
national accounts, but Brunei remained a British protected state, its foreign
affairs and defence matters formally managed by London under the terms of
the 1888 protectorate and the 1906 Residential System. Sultan Omar Ali
Saifuddien had begun the process of negotiating an end to this arrangement;

Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah would complete it.

In the early years of his reign, he presided over a series of national
development plans that would transform Brunei’s infrastructure, social
services, and institutions. The Third National Development Plan (1975-
1979) allocated B$500 million with priorities of employment and economic
diversification. This was followed by the Fourth Plan (1980-1984), an
ambitious B$2.2 billion programme emphasising economic, social, and
cultural development. Both plans were executed within the framework of a
state that still operated under British protection, but both were directed
entirely by the Sultan and his government, with no British administrative
oversight of the kind that the Residential period had entailed.

The development plans of these years focused on building out the physical
and social infrastructure that would make Brunei a viable independent state.
Roads, schools, hospitals, government buildings, and the housing stock
required by a population growing rapidly on the back of oil revenues were all

priorities. The civil service was expanded and professionalised. The Royal
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Brunei Armed Forces, established in 1961, were developed and equipped to

a standard appropriate to an independent nation’s defence requirements.

Formative Influences: A Character Shaped by Three
Worlds

Looking back at the formation of Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah, three worlds
converge. The first is the world of Melayu Islam Beraja, the Malay Islamic
Monarchy, the philosophical and cultural inheritance of a dynasty that traces
its unbroken lineage to the fourteenth century and which places the Sultan
not merely as a political head but as the guardian of faith, custom, and
national identity. He absorbed this world from birth, through the surau at the
palace, through the cadences of Quranic recitation, and through the

ceremonies of the Bruneian court.

The second is the world of the modern Commonwealth. Victoria Institution
placed him among the elite of Malayan society at a formative age. Sandhurst
gave him the discipline and the international outlook of a British-trained
officer. The Treaty of Friendship ensured that even after independence,

Brunei’s relationship with Britain remained constructive and close.

The third is the world of sovereign stewardship. His father had shown that an
absolute monarch could deploy oil revenues to build schools, hospitals, and
infrastructure without sacrificing traditional authority. Sultan Hassanal
Bolkiah would carry this lesson into the decades of his own reign, translating
petroleum wealth into one of the world’s most comprehensive welfare states, a
country where citizens pay no income tax, receive free healthcare, and access

education to tertiary level at state expense.

These three worlds did not always sit in perfect alignment. The tensions
between tradition and modernity, between Islamic governance and
international engagement, between personal authority and rule of law, would
surface periodically across the following decades. But the making of the man,
from the surau in Brunei Town to the parade ground at Sandhurst, from the
classrooms of Victoria Institution to the coronation chariot of 1 August 1968,

produced a sovereign singularly prepared for the complexities of his position.

124 | The Sultan Of Brunei



Figure 13: Coronation portrait of His Majesty Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah, 1 August 1968.
He was 22 years of age and the 29th Sultan of an unbroken dynasty. Source: Wikimedia
Commons (public domain). URL:
https://commons.wikimedia. org/wiki/File:Coronation_portrait_of Hassanal_Bolkiah_1968
Jrg

In Summary

Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah’s formation was neither accidental nor improvised.
Born at the Istana Darussalam into a dynasty whose legitimacy rested on
centuries of unbroken rule, educated in the religious traditions of his people at
the Istana Darul Hana surau before being sent abroad to the Victoria
Institution and then to Sandhurst to acquire the modern skills of governance
and command, he ascended to the throne at twenty-one in circumstances that
demanded immediate seriousness of purpose. His coronation on 1 August
1968 at the Lapau Diraja, when the Mahkota was placed on his head by his
own father and the Keris si-Naga was placed in his hands, was both a
ceremony of continuity and a statement of intention: the twenty-ninth Sultan
would honour the commitments of his predecessors while navigating the
country toward the full independence that arrived, on his watch, at midnight
on | January 1984, with Sir Robert Mark Russell handing over sovereignty

and the sultan reciting his declaration before the nation. The making of
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Hassanal Bolkiah was the making of modern Brunei itself, and the trajectory
of the man has been, in most essential respects, the trajectory of the nation he

leads.
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Sultan of an unbroken dynasty. Wikimedia Commons (public
domain). Available at

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Coronation_portrait_of _

Hassanal Bolkiah_1968.jpg
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Chapter 7

The Discovery of Oil and a Nation
Transformed

*Figure 14: The Billionth Barrel Monument at Seria, commemorating the milestone
reached in 1991. The Seria oil field has been in continuous production since 1929. Source:
Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA. URL:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Billionth_Barrel Monument_in_Seria, Brunei.jp

g*

The Moment Oil Flowed at Seria
On the morming of 5 April 1929, a well designated S-1 produced

something that no one in the small coastal settlement of Seria, Brunei, had
seen before: crude oll, rising from below the earth at a depth of just under a
thousand feet. The well had been drilled using the cable-tool method, a
laborious technique of repeatedly dropping a weighted chisel into the ground

until the rock gave way. It had taken years to reach this point: aerial surveys,
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geological field investigations, repeated failures elsewhere, and the persistent
conviction of a handful of geologists employed by the British Malayan
Petroleum Company (BMPC) that oil was present somewhere beneath

the flat, swampy coastline of northwest Borneo.

The S-1 well did not gush dramatically in the manner of the Hollywood
imagination. It produced 760 cubic metres of gas before yielding oil. Over
the brief period of its initial operation, which closed on 30 June 1929, it
produced 5,320 barrels, a modest enough figure by the standards of the
mature fields that would follow. But the significance of what had happened
on that April morning was understood immediately: the isolated, lightly
populated British protectorate of Brunei, until then an economy of sago,
fishing, and subsistence agriculture, sat atop a reservoir of hydrocarbon

wealth that would, within a generation, transform it beyond recognition.

The discovery was the fulfilment of a decade of careful prospecting. In late
1926, F.F. Marriott, a BMPC field superintendent, and Thomas
George Frederick Cochrane, general manager of Sarawak Oilfields, had
detected the smell of hydrogen sulphide in the Kuala Belait area, a sensory
signal well known to petroleum geologists as a surface indicator of subsurface
hydrocarbon deposits. Acting on this, they commissioned a Swiss
geophysicist named Straub to conduct a systematic geophysical survey of the
region. Straub’s survey identified the geological structures most likely to
contain commercially viable oil deposits, and the BMPC drilled accordingly.
On 12 July 1928, the first oil well in Seria was formally marked with a
small ceremony officiated by the wife of the British Resident, Patrick
McKerron. Less than nine months later, the S-1 well confirmed what the

geology had promised.

The persistence required to reach this point should not be underestimated.
The BMPC had been working in Brunei since 1922, beginning with
exploration at Labi in the interior, where the geological structures had
seemed promising but where the difficult terrain yielded nothing commercially
viable. Seven years of systematic prospecting, investment, and repeated
disappointment preceded the April 1929 discovery. The story of the Seria
field is, among other things, a story of the institutional patience that

characterises the major hydrocarbon companies at their best: the willingness
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to sustain expenditure and effort over years, against the constant possibility of
failure, in the conviction that the geological evidence justifies continued

investment.

The British Malayan Petroleum Company and Its Origins

The British Malayan Petroleum Company had been established on 20
July 1922 under the Royal Dutch-Shell Group, registered as a business in
the United Kingdom. Its creation was the product of the global expansion of
the Shell petroleum empire, which had already demonstrated the commercial
viability of oil in the Dutch East Indies and was methodically extending its

prospecting activities across Southeast Asia.

Shell’s reach into Brunei came through a chain of corporate arrangements.
The Asiatic Petroleum Company and Shell’s Anglo-Saxon Petroleum
Company sold oil-prospecting concessions to BMPC in 1922, granting it
mining and prospecting rights across Brunei. In exchange, BMPC paid the
Bruneian government a royalty of two shillings per ton (or ten per cent in
kind), with an additional shilling to the British Borneo Petroleum Syndicate.
The royalty arrangement was modest by the standards of later oil-revenue
agreements, but it represented a steady income stream for the Brunei court at

a time when the sultanate’s other revenue sources were limited.

Exploration began first at Labi in the interior, in 1922, but the difficult
terrain yielded nothing commercially viable. The company shifted its
attention to the coastal region between the Seria and Bera rivers, where the
geological structures, particularly the presence of a significant anticlinal
formation, suggested more promise. The decision to focus on the Seria
coastal area, taken after years of unrewarding exploration in more accessible

parts of the territory, proved to be the correct one.

Royal Dutch Shell, the parent company that stood behind the BMPC, was
in 1922 already one of the world’s major oil companies, with producing
operations in Borneo (the Dutch East Indies fields discovered in the 1890s),
Persia, Venezuela, and the United States. Its technical and financial
resources were of a different order from those available to purely local or

colonial enterprises, and the systematic quality of the Seria prospecting
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operation, with its geophysical surveys and careful drilling programme,
reflected the institutional capabilities of a large, professionally managed
international company. Without that institutional backing, the persistence

required to find the Seria field might not have been commercially feasible.

By 1929, the investment in Brunei had begun to justify itself. In the years
that followed the S-1 discovery, the pace of drilling accelerated rapidly. By
1935, thirty-six oil wells had been completed at Seria; by 1936, this had
risen to fifty-three. Production grew steadily through the late 1930s, and by
the eve of the Japanese invasion of Borneo in December 1941, the Seria field
was producing approximately 17,000 barrels of oil per day, making
Brunei the third-largest oil producer in the British Empire, behind
only the much larger fields of Iran (then Persia) and Trinidad. This was a
remarkable achievement for a territory of fewer than forty thousand people,
and it was already beginning to transform the financial position of the Brunei

sultanate.

The revenues flowing from o1l production to the Brunei government through
royalties and other payments allowed Sultan Ahmad Tajuddin to begin the
programmes of infrastructure investment, school construction, and
institutional development that his predecessor had imagined but lacked the
resources to execute. Roads were built. Government offices were constructed.
A modest public health system was established. The oil revenues did not yet
generate the transformative wealth that the post-war offshore fields would
provide, but they gave the Brunei court its first experience of fiscal adequacy

in more than a century.

Wartime Destruction and Post-War Revival

The Japanese occupation of Brunei from December 1941 brought the oil
industry to an abrupt and violent halt. As Japanese forces advanced, the
BMPC workers and their military escorts carried out a systematic demolition
of the Seria infrastructure to deny the occupiers its productive capacity. Wells
were capped or sabotaged, processing equipment was destroyed, and the
physical plant of the oil field was rendered largely inoperable. When the
Japanese surrendered in 1945 and withdrew from Brunei, the situation was

reversed: the retreating Japanese forces set fire to fourteen of the twenty-
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one wells then operating at the Seria field. The combination of wartime
demolition and the deliberate destruction at the end of the occupation left the

field in a condition that required extensive and costly reconstruction.

The post-war years required a determined effort of reconstruction. The
BMPC, reorganised and re-equipped, rebuilt the Seria field with a speed
that reflected both commercial urgency and the pent-up demand of a world
still hungry for energy. Engineers, drilling crews, and construction workers
were brought in from Britain and from the other Shell-operated fields in the
region. Equipment was shipped from Britain and from Australia, using in
some cases the landing craft that had been built for military purposes during
the Pacific campaign: the tools of destruction were being repurposed for

economic reconstruction.

By 1 January 1952, the Seria field had become the top oil producer
across the entire British Commonwealth, a measure of both the scale
of the post-war reconstruction effort and the inherent richness of the Seria
geological formation. In 1953, production records were broken when the field
yielded 36,496,599 barrels for the year, a figure that would stand as
one of the field’s great historic benchmarks. The same year, the company
began transporting equipment from deep-sea vessels using the repurposed
landing craft, a practical improvisation that reflected the can-do spirit of the

post-war reconstruction period.

Peak daily production was reached in 1956 at 115,000 barrels per day,
a figure that represented an extraordinary transformation from the 5,320
barrels produced in the well’s initial months of operation in 1929. The
nodding donkeys, the gentle rocking pump jacks that became the defining
visual symbol of the Seria landscape, were introduced in the early 1950s and
proliferated across the field. Their rhythmic motion, repetitive and patient,
became the heartbeat of modern Brunei. Today, more than three hundred of
these pump jacks continue to work the Seria field, and their silhouette against
the coastal sky remains one of the most recognisable images of Brunei’s oil

economy.

In 1957, the British Malayan Petroleum Company was reorganised and
formally renamed Brunei Shell Petroleum (BSP) following the
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implementation of the Brunei Companies Enactment, which required
companies operating in Brunei to register under Bruneian law. The inclusion
of “Brunei” in the company name was both a legal formality and a symbolic
acknowledgement: this was no longer simply a British-managed extraction
operation but, in name at least, a partnership between the Shell Group and
the territory that hosted it. The renaming foreshadowed a more substantive

evolution of the ownership structure that would come in the 1970s.

Offshore Expansion: The Ampa, Fairley, and Champion
Fields

The transformation of Brunei’s oil industry from an onshore enterprise to a
predominantly offshore one accelerated through the 1960s and 1970s.
Offshore exploration, which had begun cautiously in 1952, gained
momentum as the technology for deep-water drilling improved and as the

onshore Seria field’s most accessible reserves began to show signs of maturity.

In 1963, BSP exchanged earlier concessions with limited output for new
ones covering approximately 4,000 square kilometres of the continental shelf,
along with an additional 680 square kilometres of the Seria oil field itself.
The offshore exploration programme that followed used some of the most
advanced drilling technology available in the early 1960s. The jack-up
drilling rig Glomar III, a vessel capable of drilling in relatively shallow
continental shelf waters by extending legs to the sea floor and lifting its hull
clear of the surface, was the primary tool of the initial offshore prospecting
campaign. The Glomar Il confirmed the commercial wviability of the
Southwest Ampa Field in 1963, the first significant offshore discovery in
Brunei’s history.

The significance of the Ampa discovery extended beyond its oil reserves. The
offshore surveys conducted at Ampa revealed the presence of substantial
natural gas deposits, a commodity that had initially been treated largely as a
by-product of oil production and flared off at the wellhead. At Ampa, the gas
reserves were of a scale that made them a potentially valuable export
commodity in their own right, subject only to the development of
infrastructure capable of transporting and monetising them. This discovery
planted the seed of what would become the Brunei LNG industry.
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The news of the Ampa field’s commercial viability reached Sultan Omar Ali
Saifuddien III in a telegram received while he was in Kuala Lumpur for
discussions about Brunei’s potential membership of the Federation of
Malaysia. The discovery of viable offshore reserves at that precise moment
strengthened his resolve to keep Brunei separate, as joining Malaysia would
have complicated the sovereignty and revenue arrangements for these new

offshore resources.

The Fairley field followed in 1969, and the Champion field, one of the
most productive offshore discoveries in Brunei’s history, came in 1970.
Further offshore discoveries, including the Magpie and Iron Duke fields,
extended Brunei’s offshore hydrocarbon province through the early 1970s.
By 1970, approximately sixty per cent of the 129,000 barrels produced
daily in Brunei came from offshore sources, with the remainder from the
Seria land field. By 1979, total output had risen to an average of 250,000
barrels per day, with onshore production by then accounting for only
fifteen per cent of the total. The balance of Brunei’s petroleum industry had
shifted irrevocably to the sea.

In 1973, the Brunei government acquired a twenty-five per cent stake in
BSP, and by 1975 this had been formalised into an equal fifty-fifty joint
venture with the Royal Dutch Shell Group. The restructuring placed the
Bruneian state in a position of genuine co-ownership over its principal
economic asset, a development with considerable long-term significance. The
Seria Crude Oil Terminal, the principal export facility for Brunei’s crude olil,
was inaugurated by Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah himself on 5 June 1972,

symbolising the alignment between the new reign and the industry that
funded it.

Notable Detail: One Billion Barrels from Seria The Seria oil
field, first commercially exploited in 1929, has over its operational
lifetime produced more than one billion barrels of crude oil, making it
the largest oil field in northwest Borneo and one of the most enduring
producing fields in Southeast Asian history. The Billionth Barrel
Monument, erected at Seria in 1991, commemorates this milestone

and stands today as a reminder of the extraordinary wealth that a single
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geological discovery generated for a nation of fewer than half a million

people.

The Brunei LNG Plant at Lumut: A World First in
Liquefied Natural Gas

Alongside its oil reserves, Brunei possessed substantial reserves of natural
gas, a commodity that had initially been treated largely as a by-product of oil
production and flared off at the wellhead. The development of liquefied
natural gas (LNG) technology in the 1960s transformed natural gas from an
inconvenience into an exportable asset, and Brunei moved with notable speed

to capitalise on this opportunity.

The commercial case for liquefied natural gas rests on a straightforward
physical fact: natural gas, when cooled to approximately negative 162 degrees
Celsius, liquefies and shrinks to approximately one six-hundredth of its
gaseous volume, making it possible to transport it in specialised tankers across
ocean distances that would make pipeline transport impractical. The
development of this technology in the 1950s and 1960s by American and
British engineers opened the prospect of a global natural gas trade, and
Japan, with its acute shortage of domestic energy resources and its booming

post-war industrial economy, was the most eager potential customer.

In December 1969, Brunei LNG Sdn Bhd was formally incorporated as
a joint venture between the Government of Brunei, the Royal Dutch Shell
Group, and Mitsubishi Corporation of Japan. The inclusion of
Mitsubishi as a founding partner was itself significant: it signalled that the
LNG project was not merely a bilateral commercial arrangement between
Brunei and Shell, but a tripartite enterprise in which Japanese corporate and
governmental interests were directly invested. Japan’s willingness to enter a
long-term energy supply arrangement with a small, still-dependent British
protectorate reflected the seriousness of its energy security concemns in the

post-war period.

In January 1970, Coldgas Trading, acting alongside Tokyo Electric
Power Company (TEPCO), Tokyo Gas, and Osaka Gas, signed a
Sales and Purchase Agreement with Brunei LNG, committing the
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Japanese companies to a twenty-year supply arrangement. The terms
represented one of the world’s earliest major long-term LING supply contracts
in the Western Pacific and signalled Japan’s strategic decision to diversify its
energy imports away from Middle Eastern oil. The contract locked in a price
structure and delivery schedule that gave both sides the certainty they needed
to justify the enormous capital investment that the Lumut plant would

require.

The Brunei LNG plant at Lumut was constructed on the coast near the
town of Lumut in Brunei’s Belait District, a site chosen for its proximity to
the offshore gas fields and its access to deep-water shipping lanes.
Construction was a major industrial undertaking: the plant incorporated five
LNG production trains, three large storage tanks with a combined
capacity of 195,000 cubic metres, and a 4.5-kilometre dock equipped with
stainless-steel tubes for gas transportation. Construction was assisted by
Brunei Shell, Air Products and Chemicals, and Nippon LNG KK, and cost
an estimated B$600 million. The project employed thousands of workers at
its peak, and the Lumut area was transformed from a quiet coastal settlement

into a major industrial zone.

The facility was opened by Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah on 4 April 1973,
making it the first LNG facility of its kind in the Western Pacific
and one of the earliest large-scale LNG export plants in the world. The
distinction was historically significant: Brunei’s LNG plant preceded by
years the development of large-scale LNG export capacity in Australia,
Qatar, and other countries that are today major LNG exporters. Brunei was,

in this respect, a pioneer of the global LNG trade.

The first LNG shipment to Japan had in fact preceded the official opening,
departing in 1972 aboard the SS Gadinia (later renamed the Bebatik),
one of seven French-built carriers that would form the backbone of Brunei’s
LNG fleet for nearly five decades. The LNG carrier fleet was a significant
capital investment in its own right: each vessel was purpose-built for the trade,
equipped with the specialised insulated tanks and cryogenic systems required
to transport liquefied gas at negative 162 degrees Celsius across the long
ocean passage between Brunei and the Japanese receiving terminals. The

fleet eventually included carriers named Bebatik, Belanak, Tenaga Satu,
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Tenaga Dua, Tenaga Tiga, Tenaga Empat, and Tenaga Lima, vessels that
became as much a part of Brunei’s industrial identity as the nodding donkeys

at Seria.

Under the initial twenty-year agreement with the Japanese companies, the
plant exported five million tonnes of LNG annually. When that
agreement expired in 1993, it was extended for a further twenty years. By
1999, approximately US$1,632 million worth of LNG had been sold to

Japan under these arrangements.

South Korean buyers entered the market in 1994 under a separate Sales and
Purchase Agreement that took effect after 1997. China and other East Asian
customers followed in subsequent decades, diversifying Brunei’'s LNG
customer base while maintaining Japan as its primary long-term partner. The
20-year supply contract signed with Tokyo Electric and Tokyo
Gas in 1972 is regarded in retrospect as one of the world’s earliest
examples of the long-term LNG supply contracts that would subsequently
become the standard commercial structure for the global LNG trade.
Brunei’s pioneering role in establishing this commercial model has been
recognised by energy historians as a significant contribution to the

development of the modern liquefied natural gas industry.

By any measure, the Brunei LNG plant at Lumut was a transformative piece
of infrastructure, one that turned a geological endowment into a multi-decade
income stream that would fund Brunei’s welfare state and sovereign wealth.
The plant today retains the distinction of being the world’s longest-
running commercial LNG facility, a record that reflects both the quality
of its original construction and the stability of Brunei’s long-term supply
contracts. It produces 6.71 million tonnes of LNG every year across its
five trains, employing a fleet of modern A-class carriers each capable of

holding over 137,000 cubic metres of liquefied gas.
The 1991 Billionth Barrel Monument and the
Production Record

The Seria oil field’s cumulative production reached its one-billionth

barrel in 1991, a milestone that was marked with the inauguration of the
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Billionth Barrel Monument at Seria, a structure that has become one of
the most visited sites in Brunei’s oil country. The monument stands at the
edge of the Seria field, within sight of the nodding donkeys and the refinery
facilities, as a physical reminder of the scale of what was extracted from below

the flat coastal plain over the sixty-two years since S-1 first yielded oil.

The milestone was significant not only as a production record but as a
statement about the field’s longevity and the quality of its management. A
field that reaches one billion barrels of cumulative production is, by any
measure, a major hydrocarbon resource; a field that does so over six decades
of continuous operation, surviving wartime destruction and post-war
reconstruction, the transition from onshore to offshore as the industry’s centre
of gravity, and the management complexities of a fifty-fifty joint venture
between a sovereign government and one of the world’s largest oil companies,

1s a remarkable achievement in both geology and industrial management.

The Seria field’s production history also illustrates the way in which the
management of a mature oil field evolves over time. The early years of the
field’s life were characterised by relatively easy production from shallow, high-
pressure wells. As the field matured and the easily accessible reserves were
depleted, BSP invested in enhanced recovery techniques, including water
injection to maintain reservoir pressure and the drilling of more complex
directional wells, to extract oil that the early cable-tool methods could not
have reached. These investments in enhanced recovery have substantially
extended the productive life of the Seria field beyond what would have been
possible with the technology of the 1930s.

Notable Detail: The World’s Longest-Running LNG Plant
The Brunei LNG facility at Lumut, opened in 1973, holds the

distinction of being the world’s longest-running commercial LNG plant,
a record it has maintained continuously since the year of its opening.
The plant’s uninterrupted operation for more than five decades reflects
both the quality of the original engineering and the management stability
that comes from a long-term supply contract structure. The first cargo
was shipped to Japan in 1972, before the plant’s official opening. More

than half a century later, Japan remains Brunei’s largest LNG customer,
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in one of the most enduring bilateral energy trade relationships in the

Asia-Pacific region.

The BSP Partnership and Brunei’s Evolving Ownership
Model

The evolution of the commercial relationship between the Brunei government
and Brunei Shell Petroleum is itself a significant chapter in the history of
Brunei’s oil industry. When the British Malayan Petroleum Company first
received its concessions in 1922, the arrangement was a standard colonial-era
extraction contract: a foreign company received the right to explore and
produce hydrocarbon resources in exchange for royalty payments to the local
government, with no provision for government equity in the enterprise. This
model, common across the colonial world in the early twentieth century,
placed the full commercial benefit of oil production with the investing
company, leaving the host government with a fixed-rate royalty income that

did not grow proportionately with the profitability of the operation.

The transformation of this arrangement began in the 1970s, as the broader
movement for resource nationalism gathered pace across the developing
world. In 1973, the Organisation of the Petroleum Exporting Countries’
(OPEC) oil embargo demonstrated the leverage that resource-owning states
could exercise over the international energy system, and governments from
Algeria to Indonesia to Abu Dhabi were renegotiating their petroleum
arrangements to claim equity stakes in the producing companies operating on
their soil. Brunei, as a British-protected state not yet independent, was
somewhat insulated from the most radical expressions of this trend, but the

direction of travel was clear.

The Brunei government’s acquisition of a twenty-five per cent stake in BSP
in 1973, followed by the formalisation of a fifty-fifty joint venture structure in
1975, placed Brunei on the right side of this historical shift. The fifty-fifty
structure, under which the Brunei government and the Royal Dutch Shell
Group held equal ownership interests in BSP, became the basis for the
company’s governance and profit-sharing arrangements for the following
decades. Under this structure, Brunei’s effective share of the economic rent
generated by its hydrocarbon resources was substantially higher than the
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royalty-only arrangements of the BMPC era, and the government’s direct
involvement in the management of the company gave it both greater
information about the industry’s operations and greater ability to shape its

strategic direction.

Brunei Shell Petroleum today employs several thousand people, the majority
of them Bruneian nationals, and its operations extend from the mature
onshore fields at Seria to the complex offshore installations on the Brunei
continental shelf. The company has invested substantially in the training and
development of Bruneian engineers, geologists, and managers, a programme
that has created a technical workforce capable of managing sophisticated
hydrocarbon operations to international standards. This investment in human
capital has been one of the less visible but most enduring contributions of the

BSP partnership to Brunei’s long-term development.

The broader governance of Brunei’s petroleum resources is managed through
the Brunei National Petroleum Company (Petroleum Brunei), the
state enterprise established to represent Brunei’s interests across the full range
of upstream and downstream petroleum activities. Petroleum Brunei’s role
encompasses not only the management of the government’s equity stake in
BSP but also the supervision of exploration and production sharing
arrangements with other international companies that have been given

concessions to explore parts of Brunei’s offshore petroleum estate.

From Subsistence Economy to One of Asia’s Highest

Incomes

The transformation that oil and gas wrought upon Brunei was, by any
historical measure, rapid and comprehensive. At the time of the Seria
discovery in 1929, Brunei was a small, economically marginal protectorate
whose principal activities were rice cultivation, sago processing, and river-
based trade. The population numbered in the tens of thousands. Roads were
rudimentary, institutions were minimal, and the economy offered few

prospects beyond subsistence.

Within two generations, the picture had changed entirely. By the mid-1980s,

following independence and the full commercialisation of offshore gas
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reserves, Brunei’s GDP per capita on a purchasing power parity basis was
already among the highest in Asia and among the top fifteen or twenty
globally. The 1985 figure, the earliest reliably recorded, stood at
approximately US$55,600 in PPP terms, placing Brunei comfortably above
most Western European nations and substantially above its Southeast Asian

neighbours.

The welfare provisions that this wealth enabled were exceptional in their
scope. Citizens of Brunei paid no income tax. Healthcare was available at a
nominal fee of one Brunei dollar at government clinics. Education was
subsidised by the state from primary through to tertiary level. Housing
assistance programmes provided land or homes to citizens through successive
development plans. Fuel and electricity were heavily subsidised. The state, in
effect, managed the transition from an oil and gas windfall to a functioning
social contract, ensuring that the material benefits of the hydrocarbon wealth
were distributed broadly across the population rather than concentrated at the

apex.

This was not accidental. The National Development Plans that successive
Sultans had inaugurated, accelerated under Hassanal Bolkiah with the Third
Plan in 1975 and continued through to the eleventh plan in the modern era,
explicitly prioritised social and economic development alongside
infrastructure. The discipline of this approach distinguished Brunei from
several other petrostates where the sudden infusion of oil revenues produced

social distortion rather than social development.

Contemporary production figures give a sense of where the industry stands
today. Brunei produces approximately 110,000 barrels per day of crude
o1l from its various onshore and offshore fields, a figure that reflects both the
maturity of the main producing fields and the investment in enhanced
recovery techniques that has maintained production at economically
significant levels. On the gas side, production is approximately 10 billion
cubic metres per year, the great majority of which is processed through
the Lumut LNG facility and exported primarily to Japan, South Korea, and
more recently China. The Brunei Investment Agency, established in 1983,

manages the sovereign wealth accumulated from decades of hydrocarbon
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revenues, ensuring that the financial legacy of the oil and gas era will extend

well beyond the productive life of the fields themselves.

By 2024, Brunei’s GDP per capita on a PPP basis stood at approximately
US$83,700, and projections placed it above US$91,000 by 2026,
sustaining its position among the world’s most prosperous nations relative to
population. The Seria oil field, which first yielded oil to a cable-tool drill on a
spring morning in 1929, had underwritten one of the most dramatic and
sustained improvements in national living standards in modern Southeast

Asian history.

Figure 15: Brunei Shell Petroleum’s Marine Platform ‘G’ off the coast of Seria, an emblem
of the offshore expansion that followed the postwar period. Source: Wikimedia Commons,
CC BY-SA. URL:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Brunei_Shell_Petroleum_Company%27s_Marin
e_Platform_%22G%22_off the_coast_of Seria.jpg

In Summary

The discovery of oil at Seria on 5 April 1929 was not merely an economic

event; it was the hinge on which modern Brunei turned. The cautious early
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development through the 1930s, culminating in 17,000 barrels per day by
1941 and Brunei’s position as the third-largest oil producer in the British
Empire, the wartime destruction and post-war revival that took the field to a
peak of 115,000 barrels per day by 1956, the offshore expansion of the
1960s and 1970s that brought the Ampa, Fairley, and Champion fields into
production, the construction of the LNG plant at Lumut in 1972 to 1973 as
one of the world’s earliest large-scale LNG export facilities, and the 1991
Billionth Barrel milestone at Seria collectively transformed a subsistence
economy at the margins of the British Empire into one of the highest-income
nations in Asia. The partnership between the British Malayan Petroleum
Company and subsequently Brunei Shell Petroleum and the Bruneian state
proved, over time, a model of managed resource extraction that funded not
ostentation but institution-building: schools, hospitals, roads, and the
sovereign wealth structures that would insulate the nation against the volatility
of global commodity markets. The first barrels of Seria crude were

unremarkable in volume; their significance was incalculable.
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e Figure 14: The Billionth Barrel Monument at Seria,
commemorating the milestone reached in 1991. The Seria oil field

has been in continuous production since 1929. Wikimedia

Commons, CC BY-SA. Available at
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https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Billionth_Barrel Monum
ent_in_Seria, Brunei.jpg
¢ Figure 15: Brunei Shell Petroleum’s Marine Platform ‘G’ off the

coast of Seria, an emblem of the offshore expansion that followed the
postwar period. Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA. Available at
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Brunei_Shell Petroleum Co
mpany%27s_Marine Platform %22G%22 off the coast_of Seria.j
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Chapter 8
One of the World's Richest Nations

*Figure 16: Oil drilling rigs in Brunei Bay. Hydrocarbon revenues underwrite the welfare state.
Source: Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA. URL:
htips://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Oil_drill_rigs_in_Brunei_Bay, April 2025_07.jpg*

A Nation Smaller Than Delaware, Wealthier Than Most

of Europe

Consider, for a moment, the geometry of prosperity. Norway has vast North
Sea reserves, a population of five million, and a sovereign wealth fund of over
US$1.6 trllion; it is consistently ranked among the world’s wealthiest
nations. Kuwait, with a population of four million, has GDP per capita
figures that place it among the top twenty globally. The United Arab

Emirates has built an entire economy of diversification and spectacle upon oil
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foundations. These are the reference points that commentators routinely
invoke when discussing the architecture of petrostates. Yet Brunei, with a
population of fewer than 500,000 people and a land area smaller than the
Anmerican state of Delaware, has maintained GDP per capita figures on a
purchasing power parity basis that place it comfortably alongside these

nations, and in some years ahead of them.

In 2024, Brunei’'s GDP per capita on a PPP basis stood at approximately
US$83,700, placing it within the top fifteen nations globally by that
measure. In 2012, at the peak of the commodity cycle, it had reached
US$88,300 in PPP terms. By 2026, projections from the International
Monetary Fund indicated continued growth toward US$91,900. These
figures place Brunei consistently above the United Kingdom, France, Japan,
and most Gulf Cooperation Council members except Luxembourg,

Singapore, and a handful of other high-income micro-states.

The arithmetic is straightforward: a large resource endowment divided by a
small population produces high per capita figures. But the more instructive
question is not how Brunei became rich but how, over nearly a century of
hydrocarbon production, it has managed to translate that wealth into lasting
human development without the social fractures that afflict many resource-
dependent economies. That question points directly at the institutional

choices made under Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah'’s reign.

The World Bank’s data on Brunei reinforces this picture. Brunei’s gross
national income per capita consistently places it in the upper-income category
alongside European and Gulf states that are far larger and more diversified.
On the United Nations Human Development Index, Brunei ranks within the
very high human development tier, reflecting achievements not just in income
but in life expectancy and educational attainment that go beyond what raw
GDRP figures convey. The combination of high income and comprehensive
social provision 1s not accidental; it is the deliberate outcome of policies
pursued with consistency across more than five decades of Sultan Hassanal

Bolkiah’s reign.
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Oil and Gas in the National Economy

Brunei’s economy rests, with deliberate and acknowledged concentration,
upon oil and natural gas. Revenues from the petroleum sector account for
over half of GDP in most years, and oil and gas account for almost all of
Brunei’s exports. The economy is, to a degree unusual even among
petrostates, almost entirely supported by the export of hydrocarbons: crude
oll, liquefied natural gas, and refined petroleum products flow outward while

manufactured goods, food, and consumer items flow inward.

Brunei is the third-largest oil producer in Southeast Asia, averaging
approximately 180,000 barrels of crude oil per day. In the liquefied natural
gas sector, it ranks ninth among global producers and fourth among Asia-
Pacific exporters, behind Indonesia, Malaysia, and Australia. These are not
numbers that command attention in the global energy press the way Saudi
Aramco or ExxonMobil do, but for a nation of Brunei’s size they represent

an extraordinary concentration of productive capacity.

The principal corporate vehicle for this production has been Brunei Shell
Petroleum (BSP), the fifty-fifty joint venture between the Bruneian
government and Shell plc that has operated the country’s oil and gas fields
since 1957 (and under its predecessor the British Malayan Petroleum
Company since 1922). BSP explores, produces, and manages the
transportation of Brunei’s hydrocarbons across a concession area of over
10,000 square kilometres, seventy-three per cent of which lies offshore.
Alongside BSP sits Petroleum BRUNEI, established as the national
petroleum authority to oversee licensing, regulation, and long-term strategic
planning for the sector, ensuring that the interests of the Bruneian state in its

own resource endowment are represented with institutional rigour.

The concentration of the economy in a single sector is both a strength and a
recognised vulnerability. Brunei’s National Development Plans have
explicitly acknowledged the need for economic diversification, and successive
plans from the 1970s onward have channelled investment into agriculture,
manufacturing, and services. The Wawasan Brunei 2035 long-term
development plan, articulated as a vision for the nation’s centenary of

independence, sets targets for education, economic diversification, and
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institutional quality that are designed to reduce the dependence on

hydrocarbon revenues that will, at some point, be exhausted.

Brunei’s hydrocarbon revenues also flow through a broader institutional
matrix than BSP alone. The Brunei National Petroleum Company, known
as PetroleumBRUNEI, was formally established in 2002 to serve as the
state petroleum authority responsible for the upstream sector. Where BSP is
primarily an operational joint venture, PetroleumBRUNEI functions as the
government’s instrument for resource management, licensing, regulation, and
long-term planning. It issues and administers Production Sharing
Contracts (PSCs) with international oil companies wishing to explore and
develop Brunei’s hydrocarbon acreage, a governance model that is standard
across Asia’s petroleum-producing states and that ensures the Bruneian state
retains equity participation and decision-making authority even as it benefits
from the technical and financial resources of international majors. The PSC
structure means that Brunei does not simply lease its resources to foreign
companies for a royalty; it participates directly in the proceeds of production,
taking a share of output after costs are recovered, a mechanism that has
significantly increased the state’s share of hydrocarbon revenues compared to

older concession models.

The Resource Curse and Brunei’s Navigation of It

The economic development literature has long grappled with a paradox that
appears, on its face, deeply counterintuitive: countries endowed with
abundant natural resources frequently grow more slowly, develop weaker
institutions, and suffer greater social instability than comparable countries
without such endowments. This phenomenon, first rigorously analysed by
Jeffrey Sachs and Andrew Warner in their seminal 1995 paper and explored
with granular political economy by Terry Lynn Karl in The Paradox of
Plenty (1997), has become known in the academic literature as the

resource curse.]

The mechanisms through which the curse operates are multiple and
interconnected. Large commodity revenues flowing to the state weaken the
social contract: governments that do not tax their citizens have less incentive

to be accountable to them, since the resource rent replaces the fiscal exchange
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through which democracies typically operate. The export of a single
commodity causes the real exchange rate to appreciate, making other export
sectors uncompetitive, a phenomenon known as Dutch Disease after the
experience of the Netherlands following the discovery of North Sea gas in the
1960s. Resource booms attract labour and capital away from the productive
diversification that long-term growth requires. And resource revenues,
especially when they are large relative to a country’s institutional capacity,
generate intense competition for control, which in some cases spills over into

corruption, conflict, and the entrenchment of predatory elites.]

Brunei’s case is instructive precisely because it represents one of the better-
managed examples of a small, resource-rich state that has navigated these
pressures with considerable, though not complete, success. Several factors
distinguish Brunei’s experience. First, the population is small enough that the
per capita value of the resource endowment is very large, reducing
distributional pressure. Second, the institutional architecture established from
the late colonial period through to independence preserved a degree of
administrative competence that resource booms in some other contexts have
eroded. Third, the absolute authority of the Sultan, whatever its political
implications, has provided a consistency of long-term policy orientation that is

difficult for electoral democracies to sustain across commodity cycles.

The Dutch Disease effect has been visible in Brunei’s economic structure: the
manufacturing and agricultural sectors have remained underdeveloped relative
to the petroleum industry, and private sector employment is limited. But the
government’s explicit commitment to diversification under successive National
Development Plans, and the embedding of diversification as a central
objective of Wawasan 2035, reflects an awareness of the structural risks that
resource dependence creates. The policy response has been to use resource
revenues to build human capital, institutional quality, and sovereign assets
that can generate returns after the hydrocarbons are exhausted. This is
precisely the strategy that the resource curse literature identifies as the most

effective hedge against the long-term costs of resource dependence.

150 | The Sultan Of Brunei



Petroleum BRUNEI, the Energy Department, and the
PSC Regime

The governance of Brunei’s petroleum sector has evolved considerably since
the early years of oil production in the 1920s and 1930s. In those years,
production was largely managed by the British Malayan Petroleum Company
under a concession that gave the colonial-era structure dominance over the
resource. As Brunei moved toward independence and as global norms
around resource sovereignty shifted following the wave of nationalisations in
the 1960s and 1970s, the Bruneian state progressively strengthened its

institutional presence in the sector.

PetroleumBRUNEI, established as the national petroleum authority in
2002, sits within the Energy Department of the Prime Minister’s
Office, which provides the policy framework within which
PetroleumBRUNEI operates. The Energy Department is responsible for the
overall direction of Brunei’s energy policy, encompassing both the short-term
management of hydrocarbon revenues and the longer-term transition toward a
more diversified energy mix that includes renewable sources. Since the Sultan
serves simultaneously as Prime Minister, this places energy policy at the apex

of executive authority, a configuration that ensures consistency of direction.

The Production Sharing Contract (PSC) regime administered by
PetroleumBRUNEI has attracted a number of international oil companies to
Brunei’s offshore acreage, including Total (now TotalEnergies), which has
been active in the country since the 1980s. Under the standard PSC
structure, the international company bears the exploration costs and, if
commercial production is achieved, recovers those costs from a portion of
production known as “cost oil.” The remaining production, “profit oil,” is
then divided between PetroleumBRUNEI (representing the state) and the
international company according to an agreed formula that typically favours
the state at higher production levels. This structure gives international
companies an incentive to invest in exploration while ensuring that the bulk of
the economic benefit from successful fields flows to the Bruneian state. It also
means that PetroleumBRUNEI accumulates technical knowledge and

capacity over time, reducing dependence on foreign expertise.
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The Brunei Investment Agency: Sovereign Wealth and

Fiscal Prudence

The management of Brunei’s accumulated hydrocarbon wealth is entrusted to
the Brunei Investment Agency (BIA), established on 1 July 1983, one
year before independence. The timing was deliberate: Sultan Omar Ali
Saifuddien III and the advisers preparing Brunei for statehood understood
that a small nation with large natural resource revenues required a
professional, arms-length institution to manage the surplus that would
inevitably accumulate when government revenues exceeded government

expenditure.

The BIA’s mandate is wide-ranging. It manages Brunei’s external reserves
and the nation’s General Reserve Fund. It acts as a perpetual trust providing
income for future generations after the eventual depletion of hydrocarbon
reserves. It protects the national budget from the volatility of global oil and
gas prices, which can swing by fifty per cent or more across a single
commodity cycle. And it pursues active institutional investment in global

equities, luxury hospitality, and financial services.

The BIA is chaired by Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah himself, reporting directly to
the Ministry of Finance and Economy. Its assets under management are, by
design, not publicly disclosed; Brunei’s national security laws classify the
precise figure. Independent estimates, drawing on a range of sources
including the IMF, the Sovereign Wealth Fund Institute, and GlobalSWF,
placed BIA assets at approximately US$78 billion as of early 2026. This
would place it among the fifty largest sovereign wealth funds in the world, a

substantial holding for a state of Brunei’s size.

The BIA’s investment portfolio includes direct equity ownership in global
financial institutions, strategic stakes in luxury hotel assets, and holdings
across a range of international equities and fixed income instruments. Among
the most visible of these is the Dorchester Collection, one of the world’s most
prestigious luxury hotel groups, whose properties include The Dorchester in
London, the Beverly Hills Hotel in California, and the Hotel Eden in
Rome. The BIA’s involvement in the Dorchester Collection represents a

classic sovereign wealth strategy: acquiring quality assets in stable
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jurisdictions that generate long-term returns independent of commodity price

movements.

Notable Detail: Established Before Independence The Brunei
Investment Agency was established on 1 July 1983, eighteen months
before Brunei’s formal independence on | January 1984. This
sequencing was not coincidental. The Sultan and his advisers ensured
that the institutional architecture for managing the nation’s sovereign
wealth was in place before the full transfer of sovereignty, a
demonstration of the forward-looking prudence that has characterised

. .
Brunel § economic governance.

Comparing Brunei’s Sovereign Fund with Global Peers

To appreciate what the BIA represents in global context, it is instructive to
compare it with the sovereign wealth vehicles of other major oil-producing
nations. These comparisons illuminate both the scale of Brunei’s achievement

and the areas in which its model differs from international best practice.

Norway’s Government Pension Fund Global (GPFG) is the world’s
largest sovereign wealth fund, with assets exceeding US$1.6 trillion as of
2025. It was established in 1990 and invests virtually all of its assets outside
Norway in global equities, bonds, and real estate. The GPFG operates
under a constitutional rule: annual withdrawals from the fund to the
Norwegian government budget are capped at the fund’s expected real return,
approximately three per cent per year, so that the fund’s real value is not
eroded across generations. The GPFG is notable for its extraordinary
transparency, publishing detailed holdings data and annual reports that are
among the most comprehensive of any sovereign fund in the world. Norway’s
model has attracted widespread international admiration and is frequently

cited as the benchmark for responsible sovereign wealth management.

Abu Dhabi Investment Authority (ADIA) of the United Arab
Emirates is estimated to manage between US$700 billion and US$1 trillion

in assets, making it the second or third largest sovereign fund globally
depending on methodology. ADIA was established in 1976 to invest Abu
Dhabi’s oil surplus and operates with greater opacity than Norway’s GPFG

53 | The Sultan Of Brunei



but publishes an annual review that provides a degree of transparency about
its investment philosophy, asset allocation, and governance. ADIA’s
investment strategy is broadly diversified across asset classes and geographies,
including significant allocations to private equity, infrastructure, and

alternative assets.

Kuwait Investment Authority (KIA), established in 1953, holds the
distinction of being the world’s oldest sovereign wealth fund. Kuwait’s
General Reserve Fund and Future Generations Fund, both managed by the
KIA, are estimated to hold combined assets of approximately US$700
billion. Kuwait’s model is closest to Brunei’s in structural terms: a small, oil-
dependent Gulf state using sovereign wealth as an intergenerational buffer.
The KIA is more transparent than the BIA, publishing annual reports that

disclose broad asset allocation and governance structures, but it does not

publish the full detail of its holdings.

Qatar Investment Authority (QIA) was established in 2005 and
manages assets estimated at approximately US$450 billion. Qatar’s
approach combines traditional financial investments with strategic investments
in companies and properties with which Qatar seeks a direct relationship,
including stakes in Volkswagen, Barclays, and Heathrow Airport. The QIA
is notable for its active approach to investment and its willingness to take

significant positions in high-profile assets.

Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment Fund (PIF) has grown rapidly since
2016 under the direction of Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman to
become one of the world’s most active and visible sovereign funds, with assets
approaching US$750 billion and an investment strategy that spans domestic
economic transformation, international equity stakes, and sovereign wealth
diplomacy. The PIF’s profile and ambition are markedly different from the
BIA’s quiet, long-term approach, reflecting the different scale and political

context of the two nations.

Brunei’s BIA, estimated at US$78 billion, is considerably smaller than any
of these peers in absolute terms. But measured relative to the size of the
economy, it represents a very substantial accumulation: a fund equivalent to

several years of Brunei’s entire GDP, managed conservatively for

154 | The Sultan Of Brunei



intergenerational benefit. The BIA’s opacity is a legitimate point of
difference from international best practice, but its fundamental structure, a
professionally managed fund investing surplus resource revenues
internationally for long-term benefit, is entirely consistent with the models that

have proven most effective elsewhere.

Fiscal Stability and the Welfare State

The practical consequence of this accumulated wealth for the citizens of
Brunei 1s a welfare state of remarkable comprehensiveness. There is no
income tax in Brunei, a distinction the country shares with only a handful
of oil-rich Gulf states. Healthcare is available at government clinics and
hospitals for a nominal fee of one Brunei dollar, a symbolic sum that
maintains the principle of service without imposing financial barriers.
Education is provided free by the state from primary through to tertiary level,
and citizens who qualify for university education may attend institutions in

Brunei or abroad with government financial support.

Housing assistance has been a consistent feature of Brunei’s development
plans. Through successive national programmes, the government has
provided land allocation, affordable mortgages, and direct housing
construction to ensure that citizens have access to adequate shelter. Fuel and
electricity are subsidised to a degree that keeps domestic energy costs among
the lowest in Asia. The cumulative effect of these provisions is a standard of
living that is, for most Bruneian citizens, insulated from many of the economic
pressures that their counterparts in other developing and middle-income

countries face routinely.

Public debt is minimal. The combination of consistent export revenues,
disciplined fiscal management, and the buffer provided by the BIA’s
investment returns means that Brunei has had litle need to borrow on
international capital markets. This is a fiscal posture that many sovereign
borrowers, including several wealthy OECD members, regard with a degree

of envy.

The national budget is, inevitably, sensitive to the oil price cycle. The decline

in global oil prices in 2015-2016 produced a contraction in Brunei’s nominal
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GDP per capita from over US$41,000 to approximately US$27,000. The
PPP figures were similarly affected, falling from the mid-$80,000s to the
low-$60,000s during the same period. Brunei’s GDP per capita recovered
as prices stabilised and then rose again, demonstrating both the vulnerability
of a resource-dependent economy and the resilience that effective sovereign

wealth management can provide.

The 2014-2016 Oil Price Collapse and Brunei’s

Response

The price of Brent crude oil peaked at approximately US$115 per barrel in
June 2014. Sixteen months later, in January 2016, it had fallen to below
US$30 per barrel, a collapse of more than seventy per cent that represented
one of the most severe commodity price downturns in modern economic
history. For every oil-dependent economy in the world, the implications were
acute; for small petrostates like Brunei, whose entire public revenue base was

tied to the price of crude, the fiscal consequences were severe.

Brunei’s fiscal position deteriorated sharply during this period. Government
revenues fell substantially as the price of oil declined, and the government ran
budget deficits for several consecutive years, a significant departure from the
surpluses it had posted during the commodity boom. The fiscal break-
even oil price for Brunei, the price at which the government’s revenues are
sufficient to cover its expenditure without drawing on reserves, has been
estimated by IMF analysts at between US$70 and US$85 per barrel in
recent years, depending on the level of government spending. At US$30 per

barrel, the shortfall was acute.

Brunei’s response was measured rather than dramatic. The government drew
on BIA assets to maintain welfare provisions, avoiding the drastic cuts to
public services that some other oil-dependent states were forced to implement.
It accelerated the implementation of the Fiscal Sustainability Plan, a
programme of gradual fiscal consolidation that included reductions in
government operating expenditure, reviews of subsidy programmes, and the
introduction of new revenue sources. It did not impose income tax or

introduce broad consumption taxes, preferring to absorb the deficit through
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reserve drawdowns and spending discipline rather than impose new burdens

on citizens.

The episode illustrated both the genuine risk of resource dependence and the
purpose of the BIA’s accumulated reserves. A sovereign wealth fund is not
merely a mechanism for growing national assets during good times; it is,
critically, a buffer that allows a government to maintain service provision and
social stability during bad ones. The willingness of Brunei’s government to
draw on those reserves during the 2014-2016 downturn rather than cut

welfare programmes was itself a statement of policy priorities.

The 2020 Pandemic-Era Fiscal Stress
The COVID-19 pandemic of 2020 imposed a second, compounding fiscal

stress on Brunei within less than a decade of the oil price collapse. The
combination of pandemic-driven demand destruction in oil markets, which
pushed crude prices briefly negative in April 2020, and the economic
contraction caused by global lockdowns and supply chain disruptions,

produced a significant deterioration in Brunei’s fiscal position.

Brunei’s government response to the pandemic included direct economic
stimulus measures for citizens and businesses, additional healthcare
expenditure to manage the public health dimension, and maintenance of the
full range of welfare provisions. The combination of revenue shortfalls and
increased expenditure again required drawdowns from the General Reserve
Fund managed by the BIA. The IMF’s assessment of Brunei’s fiscal position
during the pandemic period noted the country’s strong external asset position
as a critical cushion, while also recommending accelerated progress on fiscal

consolidation and diversification to reduce vulnerability to future commodity

shocks.

Oil prices recovered significantly from 2021 onward, partly due to post-
pandemic demand recovery and partly due to supply disruptions associated
with the Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. By 2022, Brunei’s
fiscal position had improved substantially as Brent crude traded above
US$100 per barrel for a sustained period, replenishing revenues and

allowing a return to budgetary surplus. The recovery demonstrated the
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cyclical nature of Brunei’s fiscal challenge: not a structural crisis but a

recurring test of resilience that the BIA’s reserves are specifically designed to

absorb.

Comparison with Peer Petrostates

In the geography of hydrocarbon-rich small nations, Brunei occupies a
distinctive position. A comparison with three of the most frequently cited peer

petrostates illustrates both the similarities and the differences.

Norway manages its petroleum revenues through the Government Pension
Fund Global, the world’s largest sovereign wealth fund at over US$1.6
trillion, which invests almost exclusively in international equities and bonds
outside Norway. The Norwegian model 1s characterised by absolute
transparency, comprehensive democratic oversight, and a constitutional rule
limiting annual budget withdrawals from the fund to a percentage of its value.
Brunei’s BIA operates with far less transparency, but shares the fundamental
principle of investing surplus revenues internationally to generate returns for

future generations.

Kuwait established the Kuwait Investment Authority in 1953, making it the
world’s first sovereign wealth fund. Like Brunei, Kuwait is a small, oil-
dependent state that has used hydrocarbon revenues to build a comprehensive
welfare state and an internationally invested sovereign fund. Kuwait’s
political system is more pluralistic than Brunei’s, with an elected National

Assembly, but the economic model is broadly similar.

The United Arab Emirates has pursued diversification more aggressively
than Brunei, particularly through Dubai’s development as a global financial
and tourism hub. The Abu Dhabi Investment Authority is one of the world’s
largest sovereign funds. Brunei’s diversification efforts under Wawasan 2035

draw on similar thinking, though the scale and pace differ substantially.

What distinguishes Brunei from all three is the combination of small
population and long institutional continuity. The unbroken dynastic
succession of the House of Bolkiah, now spanning more than six centuries,
provides a degree of policy stability that elected governments and term-limited

constitutional monarchies cannot always match. The long-termism that
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effective sovereign wealth management requires is more easily pursued when

the decision-makers are not subject to electoral cycles.

Petroleum BRUNEI and the State’s Role in the Sector

Alongside the BIA and BSP, the Bruneian state has progressively deepened
its institutional presence in the oil and gas sector through the establishment of
Petroleum BRUNEI, the national petroleum authority that oversees
licensing, regulatory policy, and long-term strategic planning for the sector.
Petroleum BRUNEI functions as the custodian of the state’s upstream
interests, ensuring that the terms on which Brunei’s hydrocarbon resources
are developed reflect the long-term interests of the nation rather than the

short-term preferences of commercial operators.

The model is one that Brunei shares with several successful resource-
managing states. Norway’s Equinor (formerly Statoil) was created to ensure
that Norwegian technical expertise and commercial capacity grew alongside
the foreign oil majors that initially developed the North Sea fields. Saudi
Aramco, the world’s most valuable publicly listed company, grew from the
nationalisation of concessions originally held by American oil companies.
Brunei has not followed the nationalisation path, preferring instead to
maintain its equal partnership with Shell within BSP while strengthening the
state’s regulatory and planning capacity through Petroleum BRUNEI. The
result 1s an arrangement in which commercial expertise and operational
efficiency are retained through the partnership with a global major, while
national ownership and strategic oversight remain firmly with the Bruneian

state.

The Brunei Oil and Gas Authority, established in early 1993 under the
Ministry of Finance and Economy, preceded the current institutional
arrangements and reflected the government’s recognition that as Brunei’s
hydrocarbon sector matured, more sophisticated oversight mechanisms were
required. The evolution of these institutions across the decades since
independence reflects a state that has taken seriously its responsibility to

manage a depleting resource for the maximum long-term benefit of its people.
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The Hengyi PMB Refinery: Downstream Diversification

One of the most significant recent developments in Brunei’s hydrocarbon
sector illustrates the government’s strategy for extracting additional value from
its resource endowment. The Hengyi PMB Refinery and
Petrochemical Complex, located on Pulau Muara Besar, a reclaimed
island off the coast of Muara District, was developed through a partnership
between Brunei’s government and the Chinese company Hengyi Industries, a

subsidiary of the Zhejiang-based Hengyi Group.

Phase One of the Hengyi PMB complex, which began commercial
operations in 2019, includes a petroleum refinery with a crude oil processing
capacity of approximately 175,000 barrels per day, an aromatics plant
producing paraxylene (PX) and benzene, and associated utilities and
infrastructure. It represented an investment of approximately US$3.45
billion, one of the largest single foreign investments in Brunei’s history, and
transformed Brunei from a country that exported primarily crude oil into one
capable of exporting refined petroleum products and petrochemical feedstocks

with significantly higher added value.

The strategic logic of the Hengyi investment is straightforward: crude oil
commands a lower price per barrel than refined products, and petrochemical
feedstocks like paraxylene are essential inputs for the production of polyester
fibres and plastic bottles, commodities in continuous global demand. By
adding refining and petrochemical capacity to its existing upstream
production, Brunei captures a larger share of the value chain from its own
hydrocarbons. The project also creates employment in technical and

operational roles, contributing to Brunei’s human capital development goals

under Wawasan 2035.

Phase Two of the Hengyi complex, involving additional petrochemical
capacity including an ethylene cracker, was under planning and development
as of 2026, with the potential to further deepen Brunei’s presence in the
downstream chemical sector. The Hengyi investment has not been without
controversy: critics have pointed to the environmental implications of refinery
operations on a reclaimed island, and questions have been raised about the

terms of the agreement with the Chinese partner. But as an example of the
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downstream diversification strategy that Brunei’s oil wealth requires, it
represents an important departure from the purely upstream orientation that

characterised the sector for most of the twentieth century.

Notable Detail: The Hengyi PMB Complex and the New
Value Chain The Hengyi PMB refinery and petrochemical complex
on Pulau Muara Besar, operational since 2019, processes approximately
175,000 barrels of crude per day and produces paraxylene and benzene
for export, primarily to China. As a downstream diversification
investment, it marks a significant structural shift: for the first time in
Brunei’s history, the country exports not merely raw hydrocarbons but
refined and petrochemical products that command substantially higher
margins. The complex is partly a product of Brunei’s participation in
China’s Belt and Road Initiative, which has made Chinese industrial
investment in Brunei’s downstream sector one of the more tangible

outcomes of the two countries’ bilateral relationship.

Responsible Stewardship: An Ongoing Obligation

The language of stewardship recurs consistently in Sultan Hassanal
Bolkiah’s public statements about Brunei’s economic management. He has
spoken repeatedly of the obligation to manage the nation’s natural resources
not as the property of the present generation but as a trust held on behalf of
those who will follow. The philosophy is not merely rhetorical: it is embedded
in the BIA’s founding mandate, in the design of the National Development
Plans, and in the explicit goals of Wawasan 2035 to build an economy that

can sustain high living standards after the hydrocarbon reserves are gone.

The IMF’s Article IV consultations with Brunei have consistently noted the
country’s strong fiscal position, low public debt, and substantial external
assets, while recommending continued progress on economic diversification
and private sector development. These recommendations reflect the standard
tension in resource-rich economies between the security of public sector

employment and the dynamism required for private enterprise to flourish.

Brunei’s sovereign wealth, responsibly managed, has purchased time.

Whether that time is used wisely to build the human capital, institutional
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depth, and economic diversity that Wawasan 2035 envisions is the central
question of Brunei’s twenty-first century. The wealth itself, considerable as it

1s, 1s a means, not an end.

In Summary

Brunei’s standing as one of the world’s highest-income nations is the product
of geological fortune, disciplined institutional management, and the strategic
decisions made by Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah and his advisers across more
than five decades of governance. Oil and gas underpin the economy to a
degree that makes diversification an existential priority, and the Brunei
Investment Agency, established with impressive foresight on the eve of
independence in 1983, has accumulated sovereign assets that provide a buffer
against commodity volatility and a legacy for future generations. The resource
curse literature identifies resource dependence as a trap; Brunei has navigated
its risks by building strong institutions, maintaining a consistent long-term
vision, and using the PSC regime and PetroleumBRUNEI to retain
meaningful state control over the sector’s strategic direction. The 2014-2016
oll price collapse and the 2020 pandemic-era fiscal stress tested the resilience
of this model and, on both occasions, the BIA’s accumulated reserves proved
their purpose. Measured against Norway’s transparency or Dubai’s
diversification, Brunel may invite constructive comparison; measured against
the many petrostates that have squandered their resource revenues, Brunei’s
record of translating hydrocarbon wealth into broad-based social provision
represents a genuine achievement of governance. The numbers are striking;

the institutions behind them are more striking still.
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Chapter 9

The Sultan’s Personal Fortune, Fact,
Myth, and Stewardship

<

*Figure 17: Royal Regalia Museum in Bandar Seri Begawan, which preserves the
ceremonial heritage of the Bolkiah dynasty. Source: Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA.
URL:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Royal_Regalia_Building, Brunei;_2009.jpg *

The Forbes Headline and Its Complications

In the summer of 1997, Forbes magazine published its annual ranking of the
world’s wealthiest royals and heads of state. At the top of the list, with an
estimated fortune of US$38 billion, sat Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah of Brunei.
The number was startling in its magnitude and irresistible to editors seeking a
striking headline. For a period in the 1980s and early 1990s, Brunei’s
Sultan had been described in various publications as the richest individual on

earth, a designation that passed to Bill Gates and others as the technology
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sector’s fortunes eclipsed even the most generous estimates of royal wealth. By
1997, Forbes placed Gates just behind the Sultan at US$36.4 billion, but
the magazine drew a conceptual distinction that is crucial and that much of
the subsequent coverage chose to elide: Forbes did not include royalty in its
standard list of global billionaires, because, as it explained, the wealth of

monarchs derives “more from political inheritance than economic effort.”

The distinction matters enormously. What Forbes was estimating in 1997
was not a sum of money in a personal bank account that the Sultan could
liquidate and spend on any given Tuesday. It was an approximation of the
total assets that were “effectively at his disposal” as the sovereign of Brunei, a
category that blended state reserves, oil revenues, sovereign wealth holdings,
and personal property into a single undifferentiated figure. The Guinness
Book of Records, in its own reckoning, used similar logic, describing the
Sultan as the world’s richest man because Brunei’s oil income and foreign
currency reserves were “effectively at his disposal.” This is a description of

constitutional position, not of personal liquidity.

Understanding the Sultan’s wealth requires distinguishing carefully between
two very different things: the wealth of the Bruneian state, and the personal
fortune of the man who 1is its sovereign. The two are related, but they are not
the same, and the conflation of one with the other has generated a body of
journalistic mythology that is at once more dramatic and less accurate than

the reality.

A Genealogy of the Estimates: From US$40 Billion to
US$20 Billion

The history of wealth estimates attached to Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah is itself
a revealing document, tracing not so much the fluctuations of an actual
fortune as the evolution of journalistic methodology and the accumulation of

errors through repeated secondary citation.

The Forbes estimate of 1997 placed the Sultan’s wealth at US$38 billion;
in some contemporaneous reports this figure was rounded to US$40 billion,
a number that entered circulation with the authority of a round figure and was

repeated across news cycles with diminishing qualification. The Los Angeles
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Times had already been describing the Sultan as the world’s richest man in
its 1993 reporting, drawing on the Guinness assessment that the nation’s oil
income and foreign currency reserves were at his disposal. These early
estimates were not audited; they were informed extrapolations from Brunei’s
known ol revenues and sovereign asset base, attributed by their authors to the

Sultan personally rather than to the state.

Forbes itself revised its figure sharply in 2000, following the collapse of the
Amedeo Corporation and the disclosure of the financial disputes surrounding
Prince Jefri Bolkiah’s management of state and royal assets. By that year,
Forbes placed the Sultan’s personal wealth at approximately US$16 billion,
a reduction of more than half, driven largely by write-downs associated with
the Amedeo losses and a more rigorous attempt to separate personal from
state assets. The 2000 figure is arguably the most carefully reasoned of the
early estimates, because it was produced in the context of litigation and

financial disclosure that gave analysts more information to work with.

Through the 2000s and 2010s, various media outlets produced their own
estimates. The South China Morning Post, in 2022, placed the Sultan’s net
worth at approximately US$28 billion. The Indian Express, drawing on
Forbes data in 2024, cited a figure of approximately US$30 billion.
Entertainments and celebrity wealth tracking websites, drawing on secondary
and tertiary sources, produced figures ranging from US$20 billion to
US$50 billion across the same period, with the higher figures typically
representing uncritical recycling of the 1997 Forbes headline number and the
lower ﬁgures representing attempts at more rigorous separation of personal
from state wealth. A 2025 estimate from Cine Net Worth, a popular culture
wealth tracking source, placed the figure at approximately US$20 billion,

consistent with the lower end of the serious range.

None of these figures is audited. None is based on public disclosure of any
kind. All of them are, to varying degrees, speculative extrapolations from
incomplete information. What they collectively reveal is that the range of
credible estimates for the Sultan’s personal fortune, as distinct from the assets
of the Bruneian state, lies somewhere between US$20 billion and US$30
billion, with the spread reflecting the genuine difficulty of the question rather

than unreliability in any single estimate. Western media, accustomed to the
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forensic disclosure requirements of listed companies and high-net-worth
individuals subject to estate and gift taxation, finds this opacity frustrating.
But opacity is not synonymous with concealment; it reflects the constitutional
and institutional arrangements of a small, absolute monarchy in which the
accounting concepts that underpin Western wealth calculations do not

straightforwardly apply.

State Wealth: The BIA and Sovereign Reserves

The primary vehicle of Brunei’s national wealth is the Brunei Investment
Agency (BIA), which manages the country’s sovereign wealth fund and
external reserves on behalf of the state. As described in the preceding
chapter, the BIA’s assets under management were estimated at
approximately US$78 billion as of early 2026, based on informed external
analysis, since the precise figure is classified under Brunei’s national security

laws.

This is state money. It belongs to Brunei Darussalam as a sovereign entity,
managed by the BIA under the oversight of the Ministry of Finance and
Economy, with the Sultan chairing the governing board. The fund’s mandate
1s explicitly to provide income for future generations, to protect the national
budget from commodity price volatility, and to diversify the economy’s
investment base. These are the objectives of a state institution, not a personal

investment vehicle.

The revenues that flow into the BIA originate principally from Brunei Shell
Petroleum and the LNG export contracts managed through Brunei LNG
and Brunei Coldgas. These revenues belong to the Bruneian state as the fifty
per cent owner of BSP and fifty per cent partner in BLNG. They are
government revenues in the same sense that oil royalties paid to Norway’s
government belong to the Norwegian state, not to its sovereign. The critical
difference is that Norway’s constitution and its democratic institutions make
the separation between state and personal wealth legally unambiguous and
publicly verifiable. In Brunei, the absolute authority of the Sultan over the
state means that the institutional separation exists but is less easily legible

from outside.
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The Sultan’s Personal Fortune: What Can Be Said with

Confidence

The Sultan’s personal fortune, as distinct from the assets of the Bruneian
state, 1s genuinely difficult to quantify. Various credible estimates over the
years have placed it in a range of US$20 billion to US$40 billion, but these
figures carry substantial uncertainty. By 2000, following the financial damage
caused by the collapse of the Amedeo Corporation, a construction and real
estate enterprise controlled by his brother Prince Jefri Bolkiah, Forbes revised
its estimate of the Sultan’s personal wealth down to approximately US$16

billion. More recent estimates, drawing on a variety of secondary sources,

have placed the figure at between US$20 billion and US$28 billion.

What can be said with reasonable confidence is that the Sultan has
substantial personal wealth, accumulated over more than five decades as head
of state and drawing on the revenues and assets that flow through the
Sultanate. This wealth is held in a combination of forms: personal real estate,
investments, collections of vehicles and objects, gifts received over decades of
state visits and diplomatic exchanges, and interests in various enterprises.
None of these holdings is publicly disclosed in the manner required of listed

companies or public institutions.

The Sultan i1s known to maintain a substantial collection of motor vehicles,
widely reported to number in the thousands and to include examples of nearly
every significant luxury and performance marque produced in the twentieth
century. He keeps a stable of polo ponies, reportedly around two hundred,
some maintained in air-conditioned stalls. He possesses a fleet of private
aircraft. These are personal assets of considerable aggregate value, but they
represent lifestyle choices rather than investment strategies, and their market
value, while substantial in absolute terms, is a fraction of the figures

associated with state wealth.

The Royal Regalia, held in the Royal Regalia Museum in Bandar Seri
Begawan, represents the accumulated material heritage of the Sultanate:
crowns, ceremonial weapons, state gifts, and objects of historical and religious
significance that have been presented to Brunei’s rulers across centuries of

diplomatic and dynastic exchange. These items are not personal assets in any

169 | The Sultan Of Brunei



straightforward sense; they are the patrimony of the Sultanate, maintained as

such.

Notable Detail: The Amedeo Affair and Its Lessons The late
1990s saw Brunei embroiled in a significant financial dispute when
Amedeo Corporation, a development company controlled by Prince Jefri
Bolkiah, collapsed amid allegations of misappropriated funds and
unpaid creditors. The Sultan took legal action against his own brother,
and the matter was eventually resolved through an out-of-court settlement
in 2000. The episode, reported extensively by Reuters and other news
organisations, underscored the importance of institutional checks on the
management of state and private wealth, and the Sultan’s willingness to
pursue legal remedies, even within the royal family, demonstrated a

pragmatic commitment to financial accountability.

Yang di-Pertuan: The Constitutional Position of the

Sovereign

To understand why the separation between state and personal wealth is more
complex in Brunei than in most modern constitutional monarchies, it is
necessary to understand the constitutional position of the Sultan as Yang di-
Pertuan, a Malay title meaning “he who is made lord” or, in fuller rendering,

”
“the paramount ruler.

Under the Brunei Constitution of 1959, as amended, the Sultan is both the
head of state and the head of government. He is simultaneously Prime
Minister, Minister of Finance and Economy, Minister of Defence, and
Commander-in-Chief of the Royal Brunei Armed Forces. This concentration
of constitutional authority in a single individual means that the resources and
institutions of the state are, legally and constitutionally, under his direction to
a degree that has no parallel in the parliamentary monarchies of Western

Europe.

This is not a hidden or disputed arrangement; it is the explicit constitutional
structure of Brunei Darussalam, ratified by the country’s independence in
1984 and embedded in the national philosophy of Melayu Islam Beraja
(Malay Islamic Monarchy). Under MIB, the Sultan is understood as the
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apex of a three-part framework: Malay custom (Melayu), Islamic faith
(Islam), and royal authority (Beraja). In this framework, the Sultan’s role is
not merely political but spiritual and cultural, the protector of faith and

tradition, not simply an elected leader with executive powers.

Western liberal frameworks, which assume a sharp distinction between the
assets of the state and the private property of its political leaders, map
imperfectly onto this constitutional reality. The Sultan chairs the BIA not
because he has personally invested in it but because he is the constitutional
sovereign responsible for its governance. His authority over state finances is
not evidence of personal enrichment; it is a constitutional arrangement whose
accountability mechanisms operate through different channels from those

familiar in Westminster or Washington.

The Conflation in Western Media and Why It Matters

The tendency of Western media to conflate state wealth with personal fortune
has produced a portrait of the Sultan that is at once more dramatic and less
accurate than the reality. Headlines describing him as “the world’s richest
man” with personal assets of US$38 billion or more were not fabrications;
they were extrapolations based on a reasonable reading of the Forbes
methodology, which acknowledged that it was estimating wealth “effectively
at his disposal” rather than verified personal holdings. But the resonance of
such headlines in popular culture tends to strip away the qualifying nuances,
leaving behind an image of personal accumulation that obscures the

institutional complexity of the actual situation.

This matters for several reasons. It matters because inaccurate
characterisations of the Sultan’s personal wealth generate a distorted public
understanding of how Brunei’s economy functions and how its sovereign
wealth 1s managed. It matters because the distinction between state assets
managed for public benefit and personal fortune accumulated for private use
is a meaningful ethical distinction, and attributing the former to the latter
category does a disservice to the genuine stewardship record of Brunei’s
government. And it matters because the Sultan himself has consistently
oriented his public role toward the welfare of his people rather than the

accumulation of personal patrimony.
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The welfare provisions of the Bruneian state, described in Chapter 8, are not
the personal generosity of a wealthy individual; they are the public policy of a
sovereign government, funded by state revenues and implemented through
state institutions. The free healthcare, the subsidised education, the housing
assistance programmes, the absence of income tax, these represent political
choices about the allocation of national resources, not charitable donations

from a private fortune.

The Royal Regalia Museum: Material Heritage of the

Sultanate

The Royal Regalia Museum in Bandar Seri Begawan stands as one of
the most tangible expressions of the Sultanate’s accumulated heritage.
Opened in 1992, it was inaugurated to mark the Silver Jubilee of Sultan
Hassanal Bolkiah’s reign, a twenty-fifth anniversary celebrated with
considerable ceremony across Brunei. The choice to mark this occasion with
the opening of a public museum was itself revealing: rather than a purely
private celebration, the Silver Jubilee produced an institution that would

make the material heritage of the Sultanate accessible to citizens and visitors

alike.

The museum is housed in a purpose-built circular building in the heart of
Bandar Seri Begawan, its architecture drawing on Malay and Islamic design
traditions while providing climate-controlled gallery spaces appropriate for the
preservation of the objects within. The building’s circular form has practical
purpose: it allows a continuous procession through the galleries without the

backtracking that linear museum layouts impose.

At the centre of the museum’s collection is the Cendera Hati gallery,
which displays the state gifts (cendera hati meaning “a gift from the heart”)
presented to Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah by heads of state, monarchs, and
governments from across the world during his decades of diplomatic
engagement. These gifts represent the accumulated record of Brunei’s
international relationships: finely crafted objects from every region of the
globe, each carrying the diplomatic history of a specific bilateral relationship
and the aesthetic traditions of the country that presented it. The variety and
quality of the collection reflect the Sultan’s position as one of the longest-
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serving heads of state in the world, with diplomatic relationships stretching

back more than five decades.

Among the most significant objects in the museum is the Usungan Diraja,
the royal ceremonial chariot used for state processions and investiture
ceremonies. Crafted in both gold and silver, the chariot is a work of
extraordinary technical and artistic achievement, combining the goldsmithing
traditions of Brunei with the structural requirements of a functional vehicle
designed for ceremonial use. The precision of its construction and the quality
of its materials make it one of the most technically complex objects in the

, .
museum’s collection.

Equally significant is the Mahkota, the crown of the Sultan of Brunei. The
crown is among the most sacred objects in the Sultanate’s heritage, worn at
the most solemn moments of the reign: coronation, jubilee, and the formal
proclamation of crown princes. Its form embodies the layered symbolism of
Malay royal tradition, incorporating elements drawn from both pre-Islamic
Malay kingship and the Islamic tradition that has overlaid and transformed it
across centuries. The materials of the crown, gold, gemstones, and fine
textiles, reflect the resources of a royal treasury accumulated over more than

six hundred years of continuous dynastic succession.

The Automobile Collection: A Catalogue of Automotive
History

Among the Sultan’s personal holdings that have attracted consistent
international attention is his remarkable collection of motor vehicles.
Estimates of its size have varied considerably, with reported figures ranging
from approximately 2,500 to over 7,000 vehicles depending on source and
period, but the consistent detail across multiple independent accounts is that
it encompasses examples from virtually every significant manufacturer of

luxury and performance automobiles of the twentieth century.

The verified components of the collection that have been reported across
multiple credible sources include approximately 500 Rolls-Royce
motorcars, making the Sultan’s collection one of the largest private

assemblages of this particular marque in the world. Rolls-Royce has long
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been associated with royal and diplomatic purchase, and the Brunei
collection reportedly includes custom-bodied examples as well as standard
production models from across the manufacturer’s twentieth-century range.
The collection also includes approximately 300 Ferrari vehicles spanning
multiple decades of the Italian manufacturer’s output, from classic mid-
century sports cars through to the high-performance models of more recent

years.

More unusual are the rarer and more technically exotic elements of the
collection. The Sultan is reported to hold eleven McLaren F1 road cars, a
figure that, if accurate, would represent a significant proportion of the 106
McLaren F1 road cars produced between 1992 and 1998. The McLaren
F1 has been widely regarded since its production as one of the most
technically accomplished road cars ever built, and examples have commanded
exceptionally high prices at auction. The collection also reportedly includes
134 Koenigsegg vehicles, a number that would represent a remarkable

proportion of the Swedish hypercar manufacturer’s total production.

Among the most historically distinctive items are six Dauer Porsche 962
LM road cars, converted from the racing variant of the Porsche 962 Le
Mans prototype. The 962 LM was among the most extreme road-legal
conversions ever produced, and the existence of six examples in a single
private collection is exceptional. Custom Bentley motorcars, produced to
specific commissions for the royal household, further illustrate the breadth

and quality of the collection.

The collection 1s housed in specially constructed facilities within the royal
estate, some of which are climate-controlled and equipped with the
maintenance infrastructure required to keep vehicles of this variety in
operational condition. The logistical challenge of maintaining, registering,
and insuring a collection of this size is considerable, and the Sultan employs a

staff dedicated to its care.

The Royal Aircraft Fleet and the Boeing 747-400

The Sultan’s fleet of private aircraft represents another dimension of his

personal holdings that has attracted sustained international attention. His
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principal long-range aircraft is a Boeing 747-400, registered with the civil
aviation authority of Brunei as V8-ALI, which is configured for private and
state use in a manner typical of the VIP aircraft operated by heads of state
and senior royalty across the Gulf and Southeast Asia. The aircraft carries
the distinctive livery of the Royal Brunei fleet and is equipped to the standard
expected of a head-of-state aircraft: a private suite, conference rooms, guest

cabins, and the communications infrastructure required for secure travel.

The 747-400 is supplemented by additional aircraft in the royal fleet,
including smaller executive jets used for shorter regional travel and military
transport aircraft operated by the Royal Brunei Air Force for official
purposes. The combination of aircraft types ensures that both personal travel
and formal state wvisits can be conducted with the logistical capacity

appropriate to a head of state.

The Royal Yacht

The Sultan’s personal maritime holdings have also attracted attention over
the years. His principal yacht, a vessel with an unusual name that has caused
occasional awkwardness in journalistic coverage but which is a
straightforward historical fact of record, is a substantial private vessel used for
personal and recreational purposes. It has been noted in multiple shipping
registers and maritime publications, and its existence is not disputed. Like the
aircraft and the vehicle collection, the yacht represents personal expenditure
of a kind that is visible and memorable to outside observers without
constituting the financial core of whatever personal fortune the Sultan has
accumulated. Significant investment holdings, personal real estate, and
financial assets of various kinds constitute the less-photographed but more

financially material portion of any serious personal wealth calculation.

Polo, Jerudong, and the Sultan’s Personal Passions

The Sultan’s passion for polo has been a consistent feature of his personal
life across several decades. He maintains a polo operation of considerable
sophistication at the Jerudong Park complex, which includes private polo
grounds, stabling for approximately 200 polo ponies, and the full

complement of training, veterinary, and ground maintenance facilities
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required for polo at a serious competitive level. Some of the stabling at
Jerudong is reported to be air-conditioned, a detail that has become a
frequently cited emblem of royal indulgence in popular accounts of Brunei; its
practical justification, the welfare of high-value horses in a tropical climate

where heat stress is a genuine risk, is less often noted.

Brunei has hosted international polo competitions at Jerudong that have
attracted players from the professional polo circuit, including the annual
Jerudong International Polo Tournament, which brought international teams
and significant international media attention to Brunei during its most active
years. The Sultan has played polo at a competitive level, and the sport has
served as a point of intersection between his personal life and Brunei’s
diplomatic and social calendar, bringing foreign players, patrons, and visitors

into contact with the country.

Amanah: Stewardship as the Defining Principle of
Islamic Kingship

The concept that most accurately captures the Sultan’s relationship to
Brunei’s wealth is stewardship. In Islamic political thought, the Arabic
concept of amanah (trust or stewardship) provides the foundational
framework for understanding the ruler’s relationship to the resources and
people entrusted to his governance. Under the amanah principle, wealth,
power, and authority are not personal possessions of the ruler but trusts
(amanah) placed in his keeping by God and by the community. The ruler is
accountable, ultimately, not to an electorate or a parliament but to the divine
authority that conferred the trust, and the measure of that accountability is not

electoral success but the welfare of those in his care.

This theological framework has direct practical implications for the
interpretation of the Sultan’s relationship to Brunei’s wealth. The oil and gas
reserves are, under the amanah conception, a trust placed in the Sultanate’s
keeping on behalf of the entire population, present and future. The BIA, the
National Development Plans, the welfare provisions of the state: all are
expressions of this stewardship obligation being discharged through the
institutional mechanisms of a modern state. The Sultan’s personal wealth,
whatever its quantum, is separate from this trust, but the same theological
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framework that defines his public obligations also defines the standard against

which his personal conduct is measured.

This is not a framework unique to Brunei. The concept of amanah is central
to Islamic political thought across the Muslim world, and its application to
the specific context of resource wealth has been articulated by Islamic
economists and scholars since the 1970s. What is distinctive in Brunei’s case
is the degree to which the amanah principle is not merely invoked rhetorically
but operationalised through institutional arrangements: the BIA, the
National Development Plans, and the Wawasan 2035 vision all embody the

stewardship logic that the concept demands.

The stewardship framing also contextualises the Sultan’s personal holdings.
The vehicle collection, the polo ponies, the aircraft, the yacht: these are
personal assets accumulated through the exercise of personal authority and
personal resources, and they represent a scale of individual accumulation that
is remarkable by any standard. But they are not the measure of the Sultan’s
significance as a ruler or the primary expression of his relationship to national
wealth. The more revealing question is not what he owns but how he has
governed; and the answer to that question is written in the living standards,
the social provisions, and the institutional depth of Negara Brunei

Darussalam.

Notable Detail: The Silver Jubilee Museum as Public Legacy
When Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah marked his Silver Jubilee in 1992, the
occasion was commemorated not merely with ceremony but with the
opening of the Royal Regalia Museum, a permanent public institution
making the material heritage of the Sultanate accessible to citizens and
visitors. The choice to create a lasting public institution as the principal
monument of the jubilee year reflects the stewardship logic that runs
through the Sultan’s approach to governance: the accumulated heritage
of the dynasty belongs not to the sovereign personally but to the nation

whose identity it embodies.
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The Collections and the Royal Regalia: Personal Assets

in Context

Among the Sultan’s personal holdings that have attracted consistent
international attention is his remarkable collection of motor vehicles. Widely
reported to number in the several thousands, the collection encompasses
examples from wvirtually every significant manufacturer of luxury and
performance automobiles produced across the twentieth century, from pre-war
coachbuilt masterpieces to the most contemporary hypercars. The collection is
housed in specially constructed facilities within the royal estate and represents
both a personal passion and a catalogue of twentieth-century automotive

history.

The Sultan’s passion for polo is similarly well-documented. He maintains a
stable of polo ponies, reportedly around two hundred, some kept in air-
conditioned facilities that have become a frequently cited detail in journalistic
accounts of royal life in Brunei. Polo has been a consistent presence in the
Sultan’s personal life across decades, and Brunei has hosted international-
level polo events that have brought the sport into contact with the country’s

diplomatic and social calendar.

His fleet of private aircraft, acquired over the decades for personal, state, and
business travel, includes examples of the largest commercial airframes
adapted for private configuration. These aircraft, like the vehicles and the
polo facilities, represent personal expenditure of a kind that is visible and
memorable to outside observers. They are the assets that generate the
headlines and the comparisons. What they do not represent is the majority of
whatever personal fortune the Sultan has accumulated; investment assets, real
estate, and financial holdings of various kinds constitute the less
photographable but more financially significant portion of any personal

wealth calculation.

The Royal Regalia, displayed at the Royal Regalia Museum in Bandar
Seri Begawan (which was renamed from the Royal Regalia Building on 2
December 2017 during the Golden Jubilee celebrations), represents a
different category entirely. The crowns, ceremonial weapons, thrones, state

gifts, and objects of historical significance assembled there are not personal
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assets but the material heritage of the Sultanate, belonging to the office rather
than the man. Their value is as much historical and cultural as monetary, and
they are maintained not for the Sultan’s personal use but as a public

repository of Brunei’s royal history.

Stewardship as the Defining Principle

The concept that most accurately captures the Sultan’s relationship to
Brunei’s wealth is stewardship. He is the custodian of a national inheritance:
the oil and gas reserves that were discovered under his grandfather’s reign,
the sovereign wealth accumulated under his father’s and his own, the
institutional frameworks that were put in place to manage and perpetuate that
wealth across generations. His role, as he has articulated it in numerous
public statements, is to protect and develop this inheritance for the benefit of

his people and of those who will come after.

The Wawasan Brunei 2035 vision, articulated under his leadership, sets out
precisely this stewardship mission in its long-term objectives: to build human
capital, to diversify the economy, and to ensure that when the hydrocarbon
reserves are eventually exhausted, Brunei possesses the institutional and
human foundations to sustain prosperity through other means. The BIA’s
investment mandate, the National Development Plans, and the social
provisions of the welfare state are all expressions of this same stewardship

logic.

The Sultan’s personal wealth, whatever its precise quantum, is a separate
matter from this national stewardship. It is the accumulation of a life lived at
the apex of one of the world’s most resource-rich small states, and it is
certainly substantial. But it is not the measure of the man’s significance, nor is
it the most interesting thing about him. The more revealing question is not
how much he is worth but how he has governed; and the answer to that
question is written in the living standards, the social provisions, and the

institutional depth of Negara Brunei Darussalam.
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In Summary

The Sultan of Brunei’s wealth is among the most discussed and least
precisely documented of any head of state’s in the modern world. The 1997
Forbes estimate of US$38 billion, and the decades of journalistic
commentary it generated, conflated state assets with personal fortune in ways
that were understandable but misleading. The BIA’s sovereign wealth,
estimated at approximately US$78 billion in 2026, is state money, managed
institutionally for the benefit of current and future Bruneians. The Sultan’s

personal fortune, while impossible to verify with precision and plausibly in the

range of US$20 to US$30 billion by informed estimates, ranging from the
SCMP’s 2022 figure of US$28 billion to Forbes and Indian Express data
placing it at US$30 billion in 2024, is a distinct category, the product of a
lifetime as absolute monarch of an oil-rich state. No figure in this range is
audited, and the consistent faillure of Western media commentary to
distinguish state assets from personal wealth has produced a portrait more
dramatic than accurate. What matters more than the number is the principle:
the Sultan has consistently framed his relationship to national wealth as one
of amanah (Islamic stewardship) rather than ownership, and the evidence of
Brunei’s welfare state, its sovereign wealth institutions, and its long-term

development vision supports that framing.
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Chapter 10

Istana Nurul Iman,
A Palace of Light and Faith

Figure 18: Aerial view of Bandar Seri Begawan, with the golden domes of Istana Nurul
Iman visible in the landscape. Source: Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA. URL:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Aerial_view_of Brunei_23_September_2024_1
.jng

A Palace Built for a Nation’s Independence

On 1 January 1984, the moment Brunei Darussalam became a fully
sovereign and independent state, the palace that would house its government
and its Sultan was already complete. Istana Nurul Iman, the official
residence of the Sultan of Brunei and the seat of the Bruneian government,
had been finished in time for independence, a deliberate alignment of
architecture with sovereignty. Its name, drawn from Arabic, translates as
“Palace of the Light of Faith,” a phrase that encodes the two central pillars
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of the Bruneian state as articulated in the national philosophy of Melayu
Islam Beraja: the Islamic faith that gives the sultanate its spiritual authority,

and the royal institution that embodies and protects it.

The palace sits on a leafy, riverside sprawl of hills on the southern bank of the
Brunei River, a few kilometres southwest of Bandar Seri Begawan, Brunei’s
capital. From the water, its gold domes catch the morning light in a way that
has become the defining visual image of the Bruneian state: warm, ordered,
and permanent. From the air, the scale of the complex becomes apparent: an
enormous structure set within grounds that extend across the hillside,
bounded by the river on one side and the forest on others, isolated enough to
feel removed from the city while remaining close enough to serve as its

administrative centre.

Completed in 1984 at a cost of approximately US$1.4 billion, Istana Nurul
Iman is recognised by the Guinness World Records as the world’s largest
residential palace. It holds 1,788 rooms and 257 bathrooms across a total
floor space of approximately 200,000 square metres (2,152,782 square
feet). It is served by 18 elevators, 44 stairwells, and 564 chandeliers
lluminated by 51,000 light bulbs. Its garages accommodate up to 110
vehicles, and the grounds include space for 7,000 cars. An air-conditioned
stable houses the Sultan’s polo ponies. Five swimming pools are available

within the complex.

These figures have become, in the popular imagination, the primary way of
understanding Istana Nurul Iman: as an accumulation of superlatives, a
palace measured in rooms and chandeliers and light bulbs. This chapter
argues for a more considered view, one that situates the palace within its
architectural, political, and cultural context and understands it not as an
exercise in extravagance but as a carefully designed expression of national

identity at a moment of historical transformation.

The Architect: Leandro V. Locsin and the Filipino
Modernist Tradition

The commission for Istana Nurul Iman was awarded to Leandro Valencia

Locsin, a Filipino architect from Silay, Negros Occidental, born on 15
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August 1928. Locsin was, by the early 1980s, among the most distinguished
architects in Southeast Asia: a recipient of the Order of National Artists of
the Philippines for Architecture, proclaimed in 1990 by President Corazon
Aquino, and the creator of some of the Philippines’ most celebrated public
buildings. His Cultural Center of the Philippines, his Philippine
International Convention Center, and the Folk Arts Theater in Manila had
established him as the foremost practitioner of a distinctly Southeast Asian
modernism, one that combined the clean geometries of international
modernism with the cultural symbolism and climatic considerations of the

region.

Locsin was known for three formal qualities: his use of reinforced concrete to
achieve structural effects that appeared lighter than the material should
permit; his articulation of “floating volumes,” masses that seemed to hover
above their bases through the careful manipulation of support; and his
simplicity of programme, the ability to organise complex buildings into
legible, dignified sequences of space. These qualities made him an apt choice
for a palace that needed to be simultaneously monumental and composed,
large enough to serve as a seat of government for a sovereign state yet refined

enough to read as a place of faith and culture.

The Cultural Center of the Philippines (CCP), completed in Manila
in 1969, is the most illuminating precedent for understanding what Locsin
brought to the Istana Nurul Iman commission. The CCP’s main building
features the same quality of apparent weightlessness in its upper volumes, the
same dignified restraint in its facade treatment, and the same ability to create
interior spaces of grandeur without resort to excessive ornament. The CCP
was designed to assert Filipino cultural identity at a critical moment of
national self-definition under President Ferdinand Marcos; Istana Nurul
Iman was commissioned to assert Bruneian national identity at an equally
critical moment of sovereign independence. The parallel is not merely
architectural; it is political and cultural, one artist doing for two nations at
their respective moments of assertion what monumental architecture, at its

best, can do.

The interior design of Istana Nurul Iman was handled separately from the

exterior architecture. Interior design was managed by Dale Keller Interior
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Designers, a firm with experience in large-scale hospitality and institutional
projects. A later redesign of the Royal Wing was undertaken by Barbara
Allen. The construction itself was managed by Ayala Abbott and
Butters, a UK-based construction and fit-out firm, with contributions from
Hagen International of Denmark. At its peak, the construction
workforce numbered approximately 10,000 workers drawn from 17
different countries, a logistical operation of considerable complexity in a

country with a population of fewer than 250,000 at the time.

The interior reflects the synthesis of Islamic architectural tradition, Malay
decorative arts, and the international luxury aesthetic of the 1980s. The gold
domes visible from the river are not merely decorative; they echo the domed
mosque architecture of the Islamic world, from Istanbul to Riyadh, while
being scaled to a residential rather than a devotional programme. The use of
teak, marble, and gold leaf throughout the interior gives the palace its
characteristic warmth, placing it within the tradition of tropical palace

architecture while asserting its status through the quality of its materials.

Materials, Craft, and Construction

The materials with which Istana Nurul Iman was built were sourced from
across the world, a reflection of both the scale of the ambition and the
resources available to realise it. The marble used throughout the public rooms
and corridors, providing the cool, reflective surfaces that help manage heat in
a tropical building of this scale, was sourced from Italy, where the marble
quarrying and fabrication industries had the capacity to supply and finish the
volumes required. Italy’s Carrara region, source of the white marble that has
served as the material of prestige in Western architecture from antiquity
through to the twentieth century, provided a recognisable quality signal that

also speaks to the international character of the commission.

The gold leaf applied to the domes and to selected interior surfaces came
from Switzerland, a country whose goldsmiths and metal finishers have
maintained craft traditions of extraordinary precision across centuries.
Twenty-two-carat gold leaf was applied to the exterior dome surfaces, giving
them their distinctive warm tone rather than the cooler, harder appearance
that would result from lower-carat alloys. The application of gold leaf to
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curved exterior surfaces exposed to tropical sun and humidity requires
considerable technical skill; the decision to use Swiss gold and presumably
Swiss application expertise for this element of the work reflects the standards

the project maintained across its entire construction process.

The chandeliers that illuminate the principal spaces of Istana Nurul Iman,
564 1n total, were sourced from Murano, the Venetian island that has been
the centre of European glass manufacture since the thirteenth century.
Murano glass chandeliers are among the most recognisable objects of luxury
interior design in the world, their production involving a craft tradition of
glassblowing and metalworking that cannot be easily replicated outside the
island’s workshops. The selection of Murano for this element of the interior
was a choice that placed Istana Nurul Iman in the company of the world’s
great hotels, opera houses, and palaces that have similarly specified Murano

work for their principal rooms.

The 22-carat gold leaf domes are perhaps the single most significant material
decision in the entire building. Gold has carried associations of royal and
divine authority across virtually every human culture, from the Egyptian
pharaohs to the Buddhist temples of Southeast Asia and the gilded church
domes of Orthodox Christianity. In the Islamic tradition, gold signifies the
wealth and authority of God’s vicegerents on earth, and its use in the
architecture of royal power has deep precedent. The domes of Istana Nurul
Iman, visible from several kilometres across the Brunei River, announce the
presence of the Sultanate with the same authority that gilded onion domes
proclaim the presence of the Orthodox Church in the Russian landscape or

the Dome of the Rock announces Islamic authority in Jerusalem.

The Scale and Programme of the Palace

The description of Istana Nurul Iman as the world’s largest residential palace
invites inevitable comparison with the other great royal and imperial
residences of history. The Forbidden City in Beyjing, the walled compound
that housed China’s emperors for nearly five centuries, covers 72 hectares and
contains approximately 8,700 rooms, but it is a ceremonial and historical
complex rather than a functioning private residence. The Palace of Versailles

outside Paris covers over 800 hectares of grounds and 67,000 square metres
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of building, but its principal rooms are now a museum rather than an
inhabited palace. Buckingham Palace, the official L.ondon residence of the
British sovereign, has 775 rooms across approximately 77,000 square metres,

less than half the floor space of Istana Nurul Iman.

The comparison with Versailles deserves particular attention. The palace
built by Louis XIV in the seventeenth century, extended and embellished by
his successors, was conceived as a deliberate assertion of absolute royal
authority, a built argument that the French king was the centre of the civilised
world. Its Hall of Mirrors, its formal gardens, its chapel, and its apartments
were not merely places of habitation but instruments of political theatre,
designed to overwhelm visiting diplomats and court rivals with the evidence of
French power. The analogy with Istana Nurul Iman is limited but instructive:
both palaces were built to announce sovereignty with architectural finality.
Versailles, with its approximately 2,300 rooms in the main building, is larger
in some dimensions but smaller in total floor space than Istana Nurul Iman,
which at 200,000 square metres is by the standard measure the larger

structure.

The Forbidden City in Beijing presents a different kind of comparison.
Built over fourteen years from 1406 to 1420 during the Ming Dynasty and
housing twenty-four emperors across nearly five centuries, the Forbidden City
comprises approximately 980 buildings containing an estimated 8,700 to
9,000 rooms across a 72-hectare complex. It is an entire city within a city,
rather than a single building, and its aggregate scale dwarfs any single palace
structure in the world. But the Forbidden City has not been a residence since
1924, when the last Qing emperor was expelled, and it functions today as the
Palace Museum, one of the world’s most visited cultural institutions. Istana
Nurul Iman, by contrast, is still lived in and worked in, still accumulating the

daily history of governance.

Topkapi Palace in Istanbul, the seat of the Ottoman Sultans from the
fifteenth to the nineteenth centuries, covers a site of approximately 700,000
square metres with a building complex that served for four centuries as the
administrative centre of one of the world’s great empires. Like the Forbidden
City, Topkapi is today a museum, its apartments, treasuries, and audience

halls preserved for visitors rather than inhabited by their intended occupants.
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Its historical resonance is immense; its contemporary function is custodial

rather than governmental.

Within Istana Nurul Iman, the functional programme is complex. The palace
serves simultaneously as the Sultan’s private residence, the seat of the Prime
Minister’s office, the location for all major state functions of the Brunei
government, and the venue for formal ceremonies including the proclamation
of crown princes and the annual birthday investiture. This concentration of
residential, governmental, and ceremonial functions within a single complex
reflects the integrated nature of the Bruneian state, in which the distinction
between the personal household of the Sultan and the institutions of

government is deliberately maintained but physically proximate.

The Singgahsana (throne hall) is used for formal occasions of state, its
ceremonial function as the seat of royal authority paralleling the role of the
Lapau, Brunet’s traditional royal ceremonial hall. The banquet hall, one of
the largest in Southeast Asia, can seat approximately 5,000 guests, a
capacity that reflects Brunei’s role as a host for major ASEAN and
diplomatic gatherings. The palace mosque accommodates 1,500
worshippers, reinforcing the centrality of Islamic practice to daily life within
the Sultanate’s household.

The palace also contains facilities that speak to its dual domestic and
administrative character. The 110-car garage within the palace buildings
proper is supplemented by grounds that can accommodate approximately
7,000 vehicles, reflecting the scale of events for which the palace serves as
venue. The polo stables, housing approximately 200 horses in air-
conditioned conditions, are located within the palace grounds, connecting the
Sultan’s personal passion for the sport to the infrastructure of the palace
itself. A helipad on the palace grounds provides direct air access for VIP
arrivals and the Sultan’s own movements, as is standard for major residences
of heads of state. Five swimming pools are maintained within the complex,
together with the full range of support facilities required to maintain a
building of this scale in operational condition: mechanical, electrical, and
plumbing systems of extraordinary complexity, grounds maintenance teams,
household staff, security infrastructure, and the administrative apparatus of

the Prime Minister’s office.
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Notable Detail: 110,000 Visitors in Three Days Istana Nurul
Iman is not permanently open to the public. Its principal occasion of
public access is the annual Islamic celebration of Eid ul-Fitr, when the
Sultan and members of the royal family receive well-wishers in the
traditional Bruneian custom of open hospitality. During this three-day
period, the palace typically receives approximately 110,000 visitors,
who come to pay respects, receive gifts of food, and, for young children,
receive the traditional green packets containing money. For a nation of
fewer than 500,000 people, this represents a remarkable proportion of
the population visiting the palace within a single brief window each year,
a custom that embodies the intimacy of the relationship between the
Sultanate and its people. The annual Hari Raya open house has been
described as the world’s largest royal open house, a title as much about

popular participation as physical scale.

Gold Domes, Malay Tradition, and the Architecture of
Faith

The most immediately recognisable feature of Istana Nurul Iman, visible from
considerable distance across the Brunei River and from aircraft approaching
Brunei International Airport, is its cluster of gold-covered domes. These
domes are not architectural ornament in the purely decorative sense; they are
a deliberate and meaningful choice that connects the palace to the great
tradition of Islamic architecture and to the specific identity of Brunei as an

Islamic state.

The dome as an architectural form entered the Islamic tradition through the
appropriation and transformation of Roman and Byzantine precedents. The
Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, completed in 692 CE, established the
association between the dome form and Islamic devotional architecture, an
association that was reinforced through the great mosque-building
programmes of the Umayyad, Abbasid, and Ottoman dynasties. By the time
of the Bruneian Sultanate’s golden age under Sultan Bolkiah in the late
fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, the dome had become firmly associated

across the Islamic world with both spiritual authority and royal power.
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At Istana Nurul Iman, the domes are positioned above the principal
ceremonial spaces, functioning as visual markers of the palace’s most
significant volumes. Their gold covering, maintained with care, gives the
building its distinctive luminosity in the equatorial light of Brunei, an effect
that is particularly striking at dawn and dusk when the low sun catches the
curved surfaces and produces a warmth visible across the river valley. The
name of the palace, the Palace of the Light of Faith, finds its most literal

expression in this quality of the domes.

The Malay architectural tradition that also informs the palace is evident in
the use of timber detailing, in the proportions of the covered walkways and
colonnades, and in the treatment of the surrounding landscape, which
employs the lush tropical planting characteristic of Malay royal compounds
throughout the region. The synthesis of Islamic and Malay traditions at
Istana Nurul Iman is not a collision of incompatible references but a seamless
integration, one that reflects the long historical intertwining of these two

traditions in Brunei’s cultural identity.

The Palace as Seat of Government

Unlike many of the world’s great royal palaces, which have evolved over time
from working administrative centres into ceremonial museums, Istana Nurul
Iman remains a fully functioning seat of government. The Prime Minister’s
office is housed within the palace complex, as are the supporting
administrative structures of the Brunei government. The Sultan conducts his
official audiences here. State functions, diplomatic receptions, and the formal

ceremonies of the Bruneian court all take place within its walls.

This integration of residential, ceremonial, and governmental functions
reflects the constitutional reality of the Bruneian state: the Sultan is
simultaneously head of state, head of government, and the symbolic and
spiritual centre of the national community. A palace that separated the
private residence from the governmental offices would imply a separation
between the person of the Sultan and the institutions of the state that does not

" e
reflect Brunei’s constitutional arrangements.
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The physical proximity of private household and governmental institution is
not unique to Brunei. Buckingham Palace houses the British sovereign’s
private apartments alongside the offices of the Royal Household and the
ceremonial spaces used for investitures, state banquets, and diplomatic
audiences. The Elysée Palace in Paris serves simultaneously as the residence
and working office of the French President. What distinguishes Istana Nurul
Iman is the scale at which this integration operates and the completeness with
which it embodies the Yang di-Pertuan principle: the palace is the
government, and the government is, in a profound constitutional sense, the
Sultan.

The Throne Hall, the Banquet Facilities, and the

Domestic Interior

Within the vast floor plan of Istana Nurul Iman, certain spaces carry
particular weight in the palace’s ceremonial and governmental life. The
Singgahsana (throne hall) is the formal centre of royal authority within the
building, the room in which the Sultan receives dignitaries, conducts
investitures, and performs the most solemn acts of state. Its furnishing and
decoration speak to the synthesis of Malay royal tradition and Islamic
devotional aesthetic that characterises the palace as a whole: the throne itself
is a work of craft combining carved hardwood, gold leaf, and rich upholstery,
placed on a dais that elevates the Sultan physically above the assembled court
in the manner of royal audiences across cultures and centuries. The visual

language of the space communicates authority clearly and without ambiguity.

The banquet hall is among the most functionally significant spaces in the
palace, capable of seating approximately 5,000 guests at formal dinners, a
capacity that makes it one of the largest banquet spaces in Southeast Asia.
This capacity is not mere ostentation; it reflects the scale of the events that
Brunei has occasion to host. The annual Sultan’s Birthday celebrations,
ASEAN summits (when hosted by Brunei), and state visits from foreign
heads of government generate guest lists of a scale that few private venues in
the region could accommodate. The hall is fitted with the kitchen

infrastructure, service corridors, and logistical systems required to deliver
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formal dining to these numbers simultaneously, a technical accomplishment as

considerable as the architectural one.

The palace mosque, accommodating 1,500 worshippers, is among the
most significant of the palace’s internal spaces in religious and cultural terms.
Islam is not a private faith in Brunei; it is the constitutional basis of the state,
the framework within which the Sultan’s authority is understood and
exercised. The presence of a mosque within the palace capable of hosting the
full Friday congregation of the royal household and its staff, together with
guests and officials, makes the palace’s Islamic identity architecturally
indisputable. The mosque’s interior, like the rest of the palace, uses fine
materials and craftsmanship to create a space of devotional dignity, its gibla
wall oriented toward Mecca and its mihrab (prayer niche) decorated with the
geometric and calligraphic ornament characteristic of high Islamic

architectural tradition.

Rumours of an underground gold vault within the palace grounds have
circulated in journalistic accounts for decades, as they do for virtually every
palace associated with extraordinary wealth. Such accounts are not verifiable
from public sources, and the palace’s management has not commented on
them. What can be said with confidence is that the palace contains the
facilities appropriate to a functioning seat of government for one of Asia’s
wealthiest small states: secure communications infrastructure, document
storage, and the administrative apparatus required to manage the business of
government on a daily basis. Whether the vaults, if they exist, hold bullion,

state treasures, or simply archived documents is not a matter of public record.

Other Major Palaces of the Brunei Sultanate

Istana Nurul Iman is the most celebrated of Brunei’s royal residences, but it
is not the only one. The Bruneian Sultanate maintains several other
significant palace complexes that serve different purposes within the

governance and ceremonial life of the country.

Istana Darul Hana (“Palace of Happiness”) is among the oldest of the
Sultan’s official residences still in use, located on the banks of the Brunei

River in the heart of Bandar Seri Begawan. The current structure

193 | The Sultan Of Brunei



incorporates colonial-era architecture alongside later additions and serves as
the venue for important state functions, particularly those associated with the
formal ceremonial calendar of the Sultanate.] Its riverside setting, overlooking
the historic Kampong Ayer water village, places it at the geographical and
symbolic heart of old Brunei, and the juxtaposition of the palace with the
ancient stilted village across the water is one of the defining visual contrasts of

the capital.

Istana Edinburgh was built as the residence of Brunei’s first Crown
Prince, and its name reflects the honorary association with the Duke of
Edinburgh that forms part of Brunei’s post-colonial relationship with Britain.
The palace has served as a residence for members of the royal family and has
been used for official functions, though it occupies a less central role in the

contemporary ceremonial calendar than Istana Nurul Iman or Istana Darul

Hana.]

Istana Nurul Izzah (“Palace of Light and Glory”) is associated with the
royal family’s domestic arrangements and is among the residences used by
members of the Sultanate’s household. Its name echoes the naming
convention of Istana Nurul Iman, with the nurul element (meaning “light”)
recurring across multiple royal residences as a motif connecting them to the

Islamic tradition of divine illumination.]

The existence of multiple royal residences reflects both the scale of the royal
household, which encompasses extended family members, their households,
and the staffs required to support them, and the different functional roles that
different palaces serve in Brunei’s ceremonial and political calendar. The
Sultanate’s architecture is, in this sense, a portfolio rather than a single
building: a collection of structures distributed across the capital and its

surroundings, each serving a distinct function in the life of the court.

Contextualising the Palace: An Architecture of Ambition

When Istana Nurul Iman was commissioned in the early 1980s, Brunei was
in the final stages of negotiating its independence and was simultaneously
experiencing the peak of its oil revenues. The per capita income of Bruneian

citizens was among the highest in Asia. The decision to build a palace of

194 | The Sultan Of Brunei



extraordinary scale and quality was not, in this context, an aberration; it was
an expression of the ambition and confidence of a small nation asserting its

arrival as a fully sovereign state.

The choice of a Filipino architect was itself significant. Leandro Locsin was
not a Western architect imposing an imported aesthetic on a Southeast Asian
client; he was a regional peer, a practitioner of Southeast Asian modernism
who understood the cultural context of his commission and brought to it a
body of work already distinguished by its synthesis of modernist rigour and
regional identity. His largest single work, Istana Nurul Iman stands as the
culmination of a career spent exploring what an authentically Southeast
Asian monumental architecture might look like: large enough to command

attention, refined enough to sustain it.

Measured against the great palaces of history, Istana Nurul Iman is a young
building, barely four decades old, still in active use, and still accumulating the
layers of meaning that older structures carry. Versailles acquired its resonance
from centuries of royal habitation, from the court of Louis XIV and the
Treaty of 1919; the Forbidden City from five centuries of imperial power
and now a century of national memory. Istana Nurul Iman is making its
history as it functions, each Eid when 110,000 visitors pass through its gates,
each state occasion when foreign dignitaries are received in its banquet halls,
each morning when the Sultan conducts his official audiences in its throne

chamber.

Locsin himself did not live to see the full flowering of the palace’s reputation;
he died in 1994 at the age of sixty-five, a decade after its completion, having
been proclaimed a National Artist of the Philippines in 1990 and having
seen his Brunei commission recognised as his most ambitious realisation.
Istana Nurul Iman was, in professional terms, the crowning work of a
distinguished career, and the fact that it remains in active daily use,
generating the real history of governance rather than the curated history of a

museum, is the most fitting possible continuation of the work he left behind.

The palace has, in this respect, achieved something that its designers and
commissioners intended: it is inseparable from Brunei’s identity as a

sovereign state. The gold domes visible from the Brunei River are not simply
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the residence of a wealthy monarch; they are the architectural declaration of a
small nation’s determination to be taken seriously in the world. That
declaration, made in 1984 with Italian marble, Swiss gold leaf, and Murano

glass, has held its authority for more than four decades.

Notable Detail: The World’s Largest Royal Open House Each
year, at the conclusion of Ramadan, Istana Nurul Iman’s gates are
opened for the Hari Raya Aidilfitri celebrations, and the Sultan and
members of the royal family receive citizens in a three-day open house
that has no equivalent in scale anywhere in the world. More than
100,000 people typically attend across the three days, streaming through
the palace gates to pay respects to His Majesty in person, receive
traditional cakes and food gifts, and, if they bring children, watch them
receive the traditional green money packets from royal hands. For a
country of Brunei’s size, the participation rate represents a significant
fraction of the entire citizenry. The custom is ancient in its roots, deriving
from the tradition of royal open audience that characterised the Malay
Sultanate long before the current palace was built, and modern in its
logistics, which require the management of crowd flows, catering, and

security for a mass public event within an active seat of government.

In Summary

Istana Nurul Iman is more than a record-holder in the Guinness World
Records, though its claim to be the world’s largest residential palace is
substantiated by its 1,788 rooms, 200,000 square metres of floor space, and
extraordinary range of facilities. It is an architectural statement of national
identity, designed by one of Southeast Asia’s most accomplished modernists,
Leandro V. Locsin of the Philippines, built at the moment of Brunei’s
independence by a workforce drawn from across the world, and furnished
with Italian marble, Swiss gold leaf, and Murano chandeliers of extraordinary
quality. Still in full operation after more than four decades, it functions today
as the integrated seat of government, ceremonial centre, and personal
residence of the Sultan, with a throne hall for state investitures, a banquet hall
seating 5,000, a mosque for 1,500 worshippers, stabling for 200 polo horses,

and grounds that receive over 100,000 citizens during the annual Hari Raya
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open house. Compared to Versailles, the Forbidden City, or Topkapi, it is a
young building; but the history it has already made, as the seat from which
Brunei has governed itself with stability and broad-based prosperity for over
forty years, is substantial. Its gold domes, visible across the Brunei River in
the morning light, encode in their gilded surfaces the name of the palace and
the self-understanding of the state: a Palace of the Light of Faith, in a nation
that takes both light and faith seriously.

Figure 19: Lapau Diraja, the royal ceremonial hall used for state investitures and the formal
proceedings of the Sultanate. Source: Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA. URL:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bandar_Seri_Begawan_Lapau_Diraja_0004.jpg
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Chapter 11
A Welfare State Without Income Tax

The Morning Routine

On a weekday morning in Bandar Seri Begawan, Noraini binti Abdullah
wakes her three children at half past six. The kitchen light flickers on at a cost
that barely registers in the monthly budget, for electricity in Brunei
Darussalam is subsidised to a fraction of what it would cost in neighbouring
Malaysia or Singapore. She fills the kettle from a tap fed by infrastructure the
government has maintained and subsidised for decades. Her husband,
Ahmad, leaves the house in a Japanese saloon car whose fuel tank he filled
the evening before at BND 0.53 per litre, the price of a cup of roadside
coffee in London. The children dress in their school uniforms and walk to the
nearest government school, where tuition, textbooks, and all associated costs
are provided by the state at no charge. Later that afternoon, Noraini will take
her youngest to the Pengiran Anak Puteri Rashidah Sa’adatul Bolkiah
Hospital for a routine check-up. At the front desk, she will hand over a single
Brunei dollar note, equivalent to less than one United States dollar, and
receive the full attention of a qualified physician, prescribed medication, and
whatever follow-up care is required. The dollar goes into a box beside the
counter; it is not so much a fee as a token of formality, a symbol of the

transaction that in most countries would cost a hundred times as much.

This 1s the texture of daily life for the citizen of Negara Brunei Darussalam.
It 1s not experienced as extraordinary by those who have known no other
arrangement. But viewed from almost any other vantage point on earth, the
compact that Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah’s government maintains with its
people 1s remarkable in its comprehensiveness, its generosity, and its
longevity. In a world where governments routinely ask citizens to choose
between their aspirations and their financial capacity, Brunei has chosen, as a
matter of deliberate state policy, to remove that choice entirely from the most

fundamental domains of human welfare.
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No Personal Income Tax

The most immediately striking feature of Brunei’s fiscal arrangement is the
absence of personal income tax. In a global context in which income taxation
has been the cornerstone of state revenue since the early twentieth century,
Brunei stands as one of the very few jurisdictions on earth that has declined to
impose it. Citizens and residents pay no income tax, no goods and services
tax, no value-added tax, and no capital gains tax. Whatever a Bruneian

worker earns in a month, that amount arrives in full into their hands.

This is not a recent innovation designed to attract foreign capital, nor a policy
imposed under pressure from international institutions. It is a structural
feature of a state that has derived the overwhelming majority of its public
revenues from oil and natural gas since the Seria oil field began production in
1929. Fiscal reports for the 2025/2026 budget year projected government
revenue at approximately BND 3.26 billion, of which oil and gas contributed
roughly 75 per cent. The arrangement is, in essence, a social dividend: the
nation’s hydrocarbon wealth 1s channelled directly into public services rather
than first extracted from citizens as tax and then returned to them in a

different form.

The implications of this policy extend beyond the household balance sheet.
The absence of income tax signals a fundamentally different relationship
between the state and the individual. In Nordic welfare states, citizens are
asked to contribute a substantial share of their earnings in exchange for
generous public services, a horizontal bargain, citizen to citizen, mediated by
the state. In Brunei, the sovereign has historically assumed the role of patron,
drawing on the nation’s natural endowment to provide for the people’s needs.
The implicit message is one of stewardship: the oil beneath Bruneian soil
belongs to all Bruneians, and the Sultan, as its custodian, ensures that its

benefits flow to every household.

Beyond income tax, Brunei also maintains heavy subsidies on fuel, electricity,
water, rice, and sugar. Gasoline at RON 97 grade is sold at BND 0.53 per
litre, a price that makes Brunei one of the least expensive countries in the
world in which to drive a motor vehicle. The subsidy is not merely

convenience; it is an anchor of household economic security in a country
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where public transport, though improving, is not yet a comprehensive
alternative to the private car. Cooking gas, in certain parts of the country, is
piped directly into homes from nearby oil installations, a by-product of
proximity to the Seria and Kuala Belait fields that has become, over

generations, simply the way things are.

Free Education to Tertiary Level and Beyond

The Bruneian state’s commitment to education is, by any international
standard, extraordinary. Citizens are entitled to free government schooling
from primary level through to tertiary study, a provision that encompasses not
merely the absence of tuition fees but the active furnishing of textbooks,
uniforms subsidies, and structured academic pathways. At the tertiary level,
students at Universiti Brunei Darussalam and other local institutions attend
without fee, and those who proceed to study abroad through government
scholarship programmes receive monthly allowances to cover living expenses

in addition to full tuition.

The government overseas scholarship programme, administered through the
Jabatan Perkhidmatan Awam (JPA, the Public Service Department),
has for decades been one of the most generous in Asia. Thousands of
Bruneian students have studied at universities in the United Kingdom,
Australia, Malaysia, and other countries under JPA sponsorship, attending
institutions that include the University of Cambridge, the University of
Oxford, the London School of Economics and Political Science, Imperial
College London, and a range of Australian and Malaysian universities of
high standing. The selection criteria are academically rigorous, and the
expectation is that recipients will return to serve the nation in civil,

professional, or technical capacity.

This arrangement serves dual purposes: it ensures that bright students from
all backgrounds can access elite international education regardless of their
family’s means, and it systematically builds the skilled human capital that
Brunei’s Wawasan 2035 diversification programme requires. The
significance of the overseas scholarship programme extends beyond individual

career benefit. A generation of Bruneian professionals who have studied at

Oxford, Cambridge, LSE, and Imperial College brings back not only
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specific technical knowledge but a familiarity with international standards of
governance, research, and professional practice that strengthens the country’s

institutional capacity across every sector.

The breadth of the education provision is also worth noting. Free education
in Brunei extends not merely to undergraduate study but, for qualifying
citizens, to doctoral research. A citizen who proceeds through government
school, secures a place at a local tertiary institution, and then earns a
scholarship for overseas postgraduate study may complete an entire
educational journey from primary school to PhD without spending a single
Brunei dollar on tuition. This is a provision that no European welfare state,
including those of Scandinavia, offers on quite these terms; even in Norway
and Sweden, where tertiary education is free for domestic students, doctoral
research is funded through employment contracts rather than scholarships of

indefinite duration.

The government’s investment in education is best understood not simply as
welfare provision but as the long-term cultivation of the nation’s most
renewable resource. Oil and gas reserves are, by definition, finite. A highly
educated citizenry 1s not. The decision to make education universal and free,
from the first day of primary school to the final year of a doctoral programme,

reflects a strategic bet on people as the successor to petroleum.

The RIPAS Hospital and the Free Healthcare System

The healthcare covenant between the Bruneian state and its citizens is
equally remarkable. At any government hospital or clinic, a Brunei citizen
pays a registration fee of BND 1 to access consultations, prescribed
medication, surgical procedures, and specialist care. The nominal fee serves
essentially as a record-keeping mechanism; the actual cost of healthcare

delivery is borne entirely by the government through oil revenues.

The principal tertiary hospital in Brunei’s public health system is the Raja
Isteri Pengiran Anak Saleha Hospital (RIPAS Hospital), located in
Bandar Seri Begawan. RIPAS is a large, modern facility providing the full
range of acute, surgical, specialist, and intensive care services that a

comprehensive national health system requires. It is the referral centre for
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complex cases from across the country and serves as the training hospital for
Brunei’s medical professionals. The quality of care at RIPAS has been
consistently rated among the best in Southeast Asia for a public facility,
reflecting both the resources invested in the system and the commitment of
successive governments to maintaining standards of provision that justify the

welfare promise made to citizens.

Where the domestic healthcare system cannot provide what a patient needs,
the government sponsors travel and treatment abroad, typically in Singapore
or the United Kingdom, with accompanying family members’ expenses also
covered. Prenatal care is provided free of charge, and a programme of post-
natal support including the provision of milk powder and tonics has

historically extended the state’s care into the first months of a child’s life.

The practical effect 1s that no Bruneian citizen needs to defer medical
attention for financial reasons. Chronic illness, acute emergencies, elective
procedures, and complex specialist interventions are all accessible through the
public system. The contrast with healthcare systems in even relatively wealthy
neighbouring countries is sharp: in Malaysia, out-of-pocket expenses remain a
significant concern for lower-income households; in Indonesia, access to
quality care remains unevenly distributed. Brunei has effectively removed cost

as a variable 1n its citizens’ healthcare decisions.

Notable Detail: The One-Dollar Consultation

Brunei’s nominal BND 1 registration fee for full access to government
medical services is among the lowest healthcare co-payments in any
country on earth. Introduced as a token acknowledgement of the patient-
provider transaction, it has remained unchanged for decades and
amounts to less than one United States dollar at current exchange rates,
a figure that places it among the most accessible healthcare systems
globally, comparable in symbolic terms to the United Kingdom’s
National Health Service at the time of its founding, when a nominal
charge was similarly debated before being largely abandoned. In Brunei,

the dollar endures, but it has never grown.
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The National Housing Programme: RPN and the Right
to Shelter

Adequate housing is a prerequisite for human dignity, and successive
Bruneian governments have treated it as such. The National Housing
Scheme (locally known as Skim Perumahan Negara, or RPN) was
initiated alongside independence in 1984 and has since delivered more than
30,000 homes to Brunei’s citizens. The scheme operates on a rent-to-own
basis, with heavily subsidised monthly payments structured to be accessible to
families at all income levels; civil servants have historically benefited from
interest-free loan arrangements, while private-sector workers have accessed

concessional rates.

The provision of housing under the scheme is deliberately designed to pre-
empt social stratification. In many nations, the inability to afford housing near
one’s place of work pushes lower-income families to peripheral areas,
exacerbating inequality over generations. Brunei’s model of state-directed
housing allocation, with construction managed centrally and payment
arrangements structured by government, ensures that access to decent

permanent accommodation is not contingent on private capital accumulation.

The scheme was extended and refined in 1994, when the repayment period
for National Housing Scheme properties was extended from fifteen to thirty
years, easing monthly obligations for families. Ancillary housing support is
also provided through the Tabung Amanah Pekerja (Employees’ Trust
Fund) Housing Savings Scheme, which offers interest on contributions and
provides a financial grant of up to BND 25,000 to qualifying lower-income

members seeking to own their own home.

Complementing the RPN is the Skim Tanah Kurnia Rakyat Jati
(STKR]J), a land grant scheme specifically designed for the indigenous
peoples of Brunei, known as Rakyat Jati (literally “original subjects”).
Under the STKR], eligible indigenous Bruneians may receive land grants
from the state for the purposes of building their own homes, a provision that
recognises the particular relationship between indigenous communities and
land ownership and ensures that urbanisation and economic change do not

displace indigenous families from access to land. The scheme is a tangible
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expression of the state’s acknowledgment that the benefits of Brunei’s
hydrocarbon wealth should reach all communities, including those whose

traditional relationship to the land predates the oil era.

The national housing programme represents one of the most ambitious
sustained infrastructure commitments in Brunei’s development history. Over
the four decades since 1984, more than 30,000 houses built and allocated to
citizens translates to a substantial proportion of Brunei’s housing stock, and
the programme’s continuation under successive National Development Plans
confirms the government’s sustained commitment to housing as a fundamental

right rather than a commodity.

Tabung Amanah Pekerja and the Multi-Layered Social
Security Architecture

Tabung Amanah Pekerja (TAP), the Employees’ Trust Fund, was
established on 1 January 1993 pursuant to the Sultan’s directive to provide
mandatory retirement savings for Brunei’s workforce. Under the scheme,
employees contribute 5 per cent of their basic salary and employers contribute
a matching 5 per cent, creating a combined 10 per cent monthly addition to
each member’s account. The fund covers both public and private sector

workers who are Brunel citizens or permanent residents.

The TAP was modelled, in broad terms, on the Central Provident Fund of
Singapore, adapted to the specific conditions and policy objectives of Brunei.
Like the CPF, TAP creates a personal savings account for each contributor,
providing a retirement nest egg that reflects the individual’s own contribution
history while also serving social objectives through its housing and welfare
provisions. Unlike purely redistributive pension systems, the account-based
structure of TAP means that contributions are directly traceable to individual
members, creating transparency and a sense of personal ownership over the

accumulated savings.

The Supplemental Contributory Pension (SCP) scheme, introduced
in 2010, added a further contribution layer to the retirement savings
architecture. Under SCP, employees contribute 3.5 per cent of basic salary

and employers contribute a matching 3.5 per cent, bringing total mandatory
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contributions from the combined TAP and SCP programmes to 17 per cent
of basic salary, divided equally between employer and employee. Upon
retirement at age 60, SCP members receive a monthly pension payment, the
amount of which depends on accumulated contributions. This introduced a
defined benefit element to the retirement provision alongside the savings
account structure of TAP, providing a more predictable income floor for

retirement.

Beyond TAP and SCP, the government provides direct welfare support to
widows, orphans, the disabled, and the elderly. All citizens and permanent
residents above the age of 60 are entitled to a monthly pension from the
government’s own coffer, a provision that operates as a universal non-
contributory floor beneath the TAP and SCP architecture. The combined
effect 1s a multi-layered social protection system that ensures no Bruneian
citizen faces old age, disability, or bereavement without structured financial

support.

The Zakat system, managed through the Ministry of Religious Affairs’
Islamic Religious Council (Majlis Ugama Islam Brunei, or MUIB),
provides an additional channel of social support for Muslims. Zakat
(obligatory almsgiving, one of the five pillars of Islam) is collected and
distributed through the official religious authority, providing direct financial
assistance to the eight categories of zakat beneficiaries specified in Islamic
jurisprudence: the poor, the destitute, those with debt burdens, those working
to collect and distribute zakat, those whose hearts are to be reconciled,
travellers in need, those in bondage (interpreted in the modern context as
those in debt), and those striving in the path of God. The formal
institutionalisation of zakat collection and distribution within the state
apparatus means that this traditional Islamic welfare mechanism is integrated

into the broader social protection system rather than operating informally.

Religious and Hajj Support

The religious dimension of Brunei’s welfare provision is inseparable from its
civic character. The Ministry of Religious Affairs administers an extensive
portfolio of programmes, including the sponsorship of citizens’ hajj

pilgrimages to Mecca. The pilgrimage to Mecca is one of the five pillars of
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Islam and is obligatory for every Muslim who is financially and physically
able to undertake it. Brunei’s government assistance ensures that financial
capacity does not alone determine eligibility, extending the opportunity of

pilgrimage to citizens who could not otherwise afford it.

The mechanism for hajj support operates through a dedicated fund structure
analogous to the Tabung Haji model first established in Malaysia in 1963,
which allows Muslims to save regularly over many years for the costs of the
pilgrimage while the fund itself invests the accumulated savings and
distributes returns to account holders. Brunei’s approach combines this
savings-based mechanism with direct government subsidy for citizens who
qualify based on financial need, ensuring that the costs of travel,
accommodation, and the formal fees associated with performing hajj in Saudi

Avrabia do not constitute an insurmountable barrier.

This subsidy is not merely generous; it is theologically and politically
significant. It affirms the Sultan’s role as the head of Islam within the country,
a position enshrined in the 1959 Constitution and embedded in the Melayu
Islam Beraja (MIB) philosophy that has been the national ideology since
1991. By facilitating hajj, the government enacts its stated covenant with its
Muslim citizens in the most tangible spiritual form. The Ministry of
Religious Affairs also oversees the construction and maintenance of mosques,
the organisation of religious education, the regulation of zakat collection and
distribution, and the management of Islamic studies at every level of the

education system.

The concept of thsan (excellence or benevolence in Islamic ethics, derived
from the Arabic root meaning to do good or to be gracious) is instructive for
understanding the quality of Brunei’s welfare provision beyond mere
adequacy. In Islamic ethical thought, ihsan represents the highest standard of
conduct, going beyond mere compliance with obligation to an active pursuit
of excellence in one’s dealings with God and with other people. The
application of ihsan to the welfare state suggests that the Sultan’s obligation is
not merely to provide adequate services but to provide them with generosity
and care that reflect divine attributes. The BND 1 hospital fee, the fully
funded overseas doctoral scholarship, the 30,000-plus houses built for

citizens: these are not minimum standards reluctantly provided but

208 | The Sultan Of Brunei



expressions of a generosity that the ihsan principle demands from those in

positions of power and stewardship.

Comparing Brunei to the Nordic Model and Gulf Peers

The inevitable comparison is with the Nordic welfare states of Scandinavia,
particularly Sweden, Denmark, Finland, and Norway, which are globally
recognised as the most comprehensive in their provision of public services.
The structural similarity is evident: in both Brunei and the Nordic countries,
citizens access healthcare, education, and social support without direct
payment at the point of delivery. The contrast lies in the funding model and
the political philosophy that underpins it.

Nordic welfare states are, by design, redistributive. Their generosity is
financed by high income taxes and broad consumption taxes, creating a social
contract in which citizens fund each other’s welfare through the fiscal
mechanism of progressive taxation. The model requires a democratic
consensus about the appropriate levels of taxation and provision, negotiated
through parliamentary politics over many decades. In Sweden, the top
marginal income tax rate exceeds 50 per cent; in Denmark, it approaches 55
per cent. In Norway, the combined effect of national and municipal income
tax produces effective rates above 40 per cent for middle-income earners. The
generosity of the service is the direct product of the magnitude of the fiscal

contribution.

Brunei’s model is, by contrast, patrimonial. The state’s generosity flows from
a natural endowment managed by the sovereign rather than from mandatory
contributions by citizens. It does not require the horizontal solidarity of
redistribution because it rests on the vertical provision of a patron state.
Norway’s Government Pension Fund Global, the world’s largest sovereign
wealth fund, similarly converts oil revenues into long-term national wealth,
but Norway has also maintained a robust income tax system alongside its oil
revenues, meaning that Norwegian citizens both contribute through taxation

and benefit from the o1l dividend. Brunei asks its citizens for neither.

The Gulf Cooperation Council states provide a more structurally similar set

of comparisons. Kuwait has no personal income tax and provides free or
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heavily subsidised healthcare, education, and housing to its citizens, funded
by oil revenues through a model closely analogous to Brunei’s. Saudi
Arabia similarly provides extensive public services, including free education
through tertiary level and subsidised healthcare, funded by the revenues of
Saudi Aramco and the broader petroleum sector, though recent reforms
under the Vision 2030 programme have introduced new taxes and begun to
reduce some subsidies. The United Arab Emirates and Qatar both
maintain no personal income tax and provide generous social provisions for
their national citizens, though their models are complicated by the large
foreign worker populations that make up the majority of their resident

populations but receive fewer welfare benefits.

Brunei is distinctive within the GCC comparison group in the intimacy of its
scale: a population of fewer than half a million citizens and permanent
residents allows the welfare state to operate with a degree of personal
attention that is impossible in countries of Saudi Arabia’s or the UAE’s
scale. The Sultan’s annual Hari Raya open house, at which he personally
receives over 100,000 citizens in three days, 1s itself an expression of this
intimacy: the patron-state relationship, here, is not an abstraction but a

personal encounter between sovereign and subject.

The Bruneian model has the virtue of immediate comprehensiveness: since no
income tax is charged, even the lowest-paid worker retains their full earnings
while accessing the same services as their more affluent neighbour. Its
limitation, which the government has acknowledged in the context of
Wawasan 2035, is that it depends entirely on the continuation of
hydrocarbon revenues. The welfare architecture is an achievement, but it is
one that the coming decades of energy transition and declining reserves will

place under sustained pressure.

Notable Detail: The Jabatan Perkhidmatan Awam
Scholarship and the Oxford Connection The overseas scholarship
programme administered through Jabatan Perkhidmatan Awam (JPA)
has sent generations of Bruneian students to study at some of the world’s
most academically distinguished institutions. Hundreds of Bruneian
graduates hold degrees from the University of Cambridge, the University
of Oxford, the London School of Economics, and Imperial College
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London, returning to serve in government, the civil service, the judiciary,
medicine, and engineering. The programme is not merely welfare
provision; It Is systematic national capacity building, ensuring that the
institutions of a small sovereign state are staffed by professionals whose
training meets international standards. For a nation of fewer than half a
million people, the breadth and ambition of this commitment to elite

international education is without parallel in Southeast Asia.

The Sixth National Development Plan and the RKN

Framework

Brunei’s development planning has proceeded through a series of
Rancangan Kemajuan Negara (RKN, National Development Plans),
each of five-year duration, that have provided the structural framework within
which welfare provisions, infrastructure investment, and economic
diversification have been pursued. The RKN framework, which began in the
1950s under British guidance and continued through independence and the
post-independence decades, represents one of the most consistent examples of

state-led development planning in Southeast Asia.]

Each successive RKIN has allocated capital expenditure across the social
sectors: education, health, housing, religious affairs, and social development,
alongside infrastructure, utilities, and economic diversification. The
proportion of the national budget allocated to social provisions within each
plan reflects the government’s sustained prioritisation of welfare as the
primary claim on public revenues. Capital spending on hospitals, schools,
and housing under successive RKNs has produced the physical infrastructure
of the welfare state: the RIPAS Hospital, the network of government
schools, the National Housing Scheme estates visible across Brunei’s

residential districts.

The current planning framework, aligned with Wawasan Brunei 2035,
integrates the welfare agenda with the longer-term diversification imperative.
The challenge is explicit: to maintain the quality and comprehensiveness of
welfare provision while reducing the economy’s vulnerability to oil price
volatility and eventual hydrocarbon depletion. The government has identified
private sector development, economic diversification, and digital economy
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investment as the structural responses to this challenge, while maintaining that
the core welfare provisions, free education, nearly free healthcare, housing

support, and the pension architecture, are non-negotiable commitments.

Zakat, lhsan, and the Islamic Welfare Philosophy

What distinguishes Brunei’s welfare provision from purely technocratic
service delivery is its explicitly covenantal character. Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah
has spoken repeatedly, across decades of titah (royal address), of the
responsibility of the sovereign to the people as a divinely mandated trust. The
Arabic word amanah, meaning trust or stewardship, appears frequently in
official discourse: the oil wealth is a trust, the people’s welfare is the
obligation, and the Sultan is the custodian through whom the obligation is
discharged.

This framing has social and political consequences. Citizens relate to welfare
provision not merely as their entitlement as taxpayers (since they are not
taxpayers in the conventional sense) but as their birthright as subjects of a
sovereign who has pledged their care. The strength of this covenant is that it
generates genuine loyalty and social cohesion. Its limitation is that it is
inherently asymmetrical: it is bestowed rather than earned through civic
participation, and its continuation depends on the sovereign’s capacity and
commitment rather than on institutional mechanisms that exist independently

of any single reign.

The Islamic welfare philosophy that informs Brunei’s model has deep
theological roots. Zakat, obligatory almsgiving, ensures redistribution from
those with means to those in need as a matter of religious duty, not charity.
Sadagah (voluntary giving beyond zakat) extends the culture of generosity
into voluntary domains. Wagf (Islamic endowments) creates perpetual
institutions supported by dedicated assets, a form of social investment that
Islamic societies have employed for centuries to fund mosques, schools,
hospitals, and public infrastructure. Brunei’s formal welfare state draws on
these Islamic traditions while implementing them through modern state
institutions, creating a synthesis in which the theological framework and the

technical machinery of service delivery reinforce each other.
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The concept of thsan (excellence or benevolence) adds a quality dimension
to the welfare obligation: not merely adequate provision but generous and
excellent provision, consonant with the highest standards of care that those in
positions of authority and trust can command. The BND 1 consultation fee,
the fully funded overseas scholarship, and the free doctorate are all
expressions of this ithsan standard, providing not minimum welfare but the

best welfare that the national endowment can sustain.

The Covenant Between Sovereign and People

What distinguishes Brunei’s welfare provision from purely technocratic
service delivery is its explicitly covenantal character. Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah
has spoken repeatedly, across decades of titah (royal address), of the
responsibility of the sovereign to the people as a divinely mandated trust. The
Arabic word amanah, meaning trust or stewardship, appears frequently in
official discourse: the oil wealth is a trust, the people’s welfare is the
obligation, and the Sultan is the custodian through whom the obligation is
discharged.

This framing has social and political consequences. Citizens relate to welfare
provision not merely as their entitlement as taxpayers (since they are not
taxpayers in the conventional sense) but as their birthright as subjects of a
sovereign who has pledged their care. The strength of this covenant is that it
generates genuine loyalty and social cohesion. Its limitation is that it is
inherently asymmetrical: it i1s bestowed rather than earned through civic
participation, and its continuation depends on the sovereign’s capacity and
commitment rather than on institutional mechanisms that exist independently

of any single reign.

For now, the covenant holds. Noraini’s children go to school without cost,
Ahmad fills his tank at an improbably low price, and the doctor at the clinic
sees the next patient without checking an insurance card. In Brunei
Darussalam, the welfare state is not a political argument. It is simply how

things work.
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In Summary

Brunei Darussalam operates one of the most comprehensive welfare systems
in Asia, distinguished by the absence of personal income tax and the direct
provision of free education from primary school through doctoral level, nearly
free healthcare at the BND 1 fee level through institutions including RIPAS
Hospital, heavily subsidised fuel and utilities, a structured national housing
programme that has delivered more than 30,000 homes since 1984, and a
layered social security architecture combining TAP (established 1993), the
Supplemental Contributory Pension (since 2010), universal old-age
pensions, and formal zakat distribution. Funded by oil and natural gas
revenues rather than citizen contributions, the system rests on a fundamentally
patrimonial rather than redistributive philosophy, in which the sovereign
discharges an Islamic obligation of stewardship (amanah) and benevolence
(thsan) over the nation’s natural wealth. The JPA overseas scholarship
programme, placing Bruneian graduates at Cambridge, Oxford, LSE, and
Imperial College, illustrates the ambition of this provision: not minimum
adequacy but excellence. Comparable in breadth to Nordic models, but
distinct in its political foundation and funding structure, Brunei’s welfare
state has delivered a high quality of life for its citizens across four decades of
independence. The challenge ahead lies in sustaining this covenant as
hydrocarbon reserves mature and the global energy transition reshapes

Brunei’s principal revenue base.
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Chapter 12
Global Investor, Brunei's Quiet Capital

Figure 20: The Dorchester on Park Lane, London, the flagship property of the Dorchester
Collection managed by the Brunei Investment Agency. Source: Wikimedia Commons, CC
BY-SA 2.0. URL:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The_Dorchester_Hotel_in_London_Mayfair,Engl
and_United_Kingdom(4579989922).jpg

The Dorchester at Dusk

On a winter evening in London’s Park Lane, the portico of The Dorchester
glows with a warm amber light that falls onto the pavement in sharp
rectangles. Doormen in long coats move with practised elegance. Inside, the
lobby exhales a particular quality of quiet, the absence of noise that only deep
carpets and serious money can purchase. Guests arrive in dark cars; they are
welcomed by name. The building has been a fixture of Mayfair since 1931,
when it opened as one of the first buildings in London to be fully steel-
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framed, draped in concrete and Sicilian marble, intended from the first as the

definitive hotel of its era.

What is not apparent to most of those guests, and what is not written
anywhere in the lobby’s discreet signage, is that the hotel belongs to Brunei.
More precisely, it belongs to the Brunei Investment Agency (BIA), the
sovereign wealth fund of the Sultanate of Negara Brunei Darussalam, which
holds the Dorchester, and a portfolio of similarly distinguished properties, as
part of a long-horizon investment strategy assembled with the proceeds of
Brunei’s oil and gas revenues. The man who ultimately oversees that strategy
is Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah, who serves simultaneously as the nation’s head
of state, Prime Minister, and Minister of Finance, and who has, since 1983,
directed the accumulation of a global investment portfolio that operates with a

discretion unusual even among the world’s sovereign wealth funds.

The BIA does not publish annual reports. It does not hold investor days. It
does not issue press releases. The financial details of its portfolio are
classified under Bruneian national security law. What is known about it has
been assembled, piece by piece, from transaction announcements, property
registrations, hospitality industry records, and the estimates of specialist
trackers such as the Sovereign Wealth Fund Institute and GlobalSWF. The
picture that emerges is of an institution with considerable presence, long

patience, and a decided preference for elegant obscurity.

The agency’s chosen form of global visibility, landmark hotels and prime
commercial property, tells us something important about its philosophy. It has
not chosen to announce itself through share registers, shareholder meetings,
or activist campaigns. It announces itself, instead, through the quality of the
addresses it holds: Park Lane, the Avenue Montaigne, Rodeo Drive, the
Via Ludovisi. These are addresses that require no further explanation to
those who know them, and that need not explain themselves to those who do
not. It is the investment strategy of a very patient sovereign with no particular

need for public recognition.
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The Brunei Investment Agency: Origins and Mandate

The Brunei Investment Agency was established on 1 July 1983, the
year before Brunei’s full independence from Britain, under the Brunei
Investment Agency Act (Chapter 137). Its founding purpose was to manage
the nation’s General Reserve Fund, the account into which surplus oil and
gas revenues had been accumulating since the 1970s, and to invest those
revenues in a manner that would preserve and grow Brunei’s financial

patrimony for future generations.

The date of the BIA’s establishment, 1 July 1983, was itself significant: it
preceded Brunei’s formal independence of 1 January 1984 by six months,
indicating that the management of national wealth was considered a priority
that could not wait for the formal completion of decolonisation. The BIA was
constituted by Royal Decree, its mandate set by the Sultan in his capacity as
the supreme executive authority of the state. Its headquarters were placed in
Bandar Seri Begawan, in close proximity to the Ministry of Finance whose
ministerial authority it operates under. Within a few years of its founding, the
agency had established a London office, which opened in the mid-1980s as
the natural hub for a portfolio with a heavy concentration in UK assets and
as an outpost through which the Dorchester Collection and other British
holdings could be managed from within the relevant legal and commercial

jurisdiction.

The agency sits formally under the authority of the Ministry of Finance, and
because Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah serves as Minister of Finance, the BIA is
in principle directly answerable to the Sultan. This structural feature both
concentrates decision-making authority and insulates the agency from the
pressures of short-term electoral politics that can distort the investment
strategies of sovereign wealth funds in more democratically contested
environments. The BIA operates, in other words, with the freedom of long
horizons; no parliamentary committee demands quarterly returns, no electoral

cycle disrupts its allocations.

The question of how much the BIA manages has been the subject of
considerable speculation. Estimates from sovereign wealth fund trackers have

ranged from approximately USD 30 billion to upwards of USD 70 billion,
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reflecting both the lack of official disclosure and the genuine difficulty of
valuing a portfolio heavily weighted toward illiquid assets such as real estate,
private equity, and unlisted vehicles. A more recent estimate, as of early
2026, placed the fund’s value at approximately USD 78 billion, though this
figure, like all BIA estimates, remains unverified against primary disclosures.
The fund’s reticence about disclosure is not merely bureaucratic habit;
Bruneian law classifies the BIA’s financial information as a matter of national
security, meaning that unauthorised disclosure of portfolio details is a criminal
offence. This legal architecture provides the fund with a degree of commercial

confidentiality that its Gulf and Nordic counterparts lack.

The BIA’s founding in 1983 preceded the establishment of some of the
world’s best-known sovereign wealth funds. Norway’s Government Pension
Fund Global, widely recognised as the world’s largest and most transparent
fund, was not established until 1990, when the Norwegian parliament
created the Petroleum Fund to receive revenues from the Norwegian North
Sea. In this sense, the BIA, alongside Kuwait’s Kuwait Investment
Authority (established 1953) and Abu Dhabi’s Abu Dhabi Investment
Authority (established 1976), belongs to the first generation of oil-revenue
sovereign wealth funds, institutions created before the category had a name,
before there were professional norms of transparency or governance, and
before the Santiago Principles (the Generally Accepted Principles and
Practices for sovereign wealth funds, agreed in 2008) had defined what

responsible fund management might look like.

The Dorchester Collection: Hospitality as Investment

The most visible dimension of BIA’s portfolio is its ownership of the
Dorchester Collection, a luxury hotel operator that manages some of the
world’s most valuable commercial real estate. The genesis of this portfolio
traces to 1985, when the Sultan of Brunei purchased The Dorchester in
London for approximately USD 85 million, a transaction that attracted
considerable attention at the time and established the pattern for what would

follow.

In subsequent years, further acquisitions followed: the Beverly Hills Hotel in

Los Angeles, the Hotel Bel-Air also in Los Angeles, the Plaza Athénée in
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Paris, Le Meurice also in Paris, Coworth Park in Sunningdale, 45 Park
Lane in London, the Hotel Eden in Rome, and the Principe di Savoia in
Milan. The Lana in Dubai, opened in 2024, represented the portfolio’s
expansion into the Middle East. Ownership of the hotels was transferred
formally to the BIA in 1991, and in 1996 the agency consolidated its
hospitality holdings under a single management entity, initially called the

Audley Group and later renamed the Dorchester Collection.

The eight core properties of the Dorchester Collection represent a roll-call of
the world’s most celebrated hotel addresses. The Dorchester itself, on Park
Lane in Mayfair, dates to 1931 and carries the accumulated prestige of
ninety years of celebrity guests, wartime meetings, and post-war diplomacy in
its handmade carpets and hand-painted ceilings. Coworth Park, occupying
240 acres in the Berkshire countryside near Ascot, was acquired in 2007 and
converted from a private estate into a country house hotel whose equestrian
centre and spa draw a clientele for whom the proximity to Royal Ascot is
itself a recommendation. Forty-five Park Lane, opened in 2011, occupies the
comer of Hyde Park adjacent to The Dorchester and was developed from
scratch as a contemporary counterpart to its historic neighbour, each of its
forty-five apartments and suites individually designed. In Pars, the Plaza
Athénée on the Avenue Montaigne has been a fixture of haute couture and
high diplomacy since 1911, while Le Meurice on the rue de Rivoli claims an
unbroken history of royal guests that stretches back to the Napoleonic era.
The Hotel Eden in Rome, on the Via Ludovisi above the Spanish Steps,
commands views across the Eternal City that have drawn popes and prime
ministers. The Beverly Hills Hotel on Sunset Boulevard, acquired from the
Mariah family in 1987, and the Hotel Bel-Air in Bel Air, Los Angeles,

complete the American portion of a portfolio that spans three continents.

The Collection has been managed across its history by a succession of chief
executives drawn from the luxury hospitality industry. Christopher Cowdray
served as chief executive for a significant period, overseeing the Collection’s
consolidation and brand development during the 2000s and early 2010s. He
was succeeded by Helen Smith, whose tenure represented a continuation of
the Collection’s strategy of positioning each property as the definitive

expression of its local market’s luxury credentials rather than as an
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interchangeable unit of a global chain. This decentralised philosophy, each
property deeply rooted in its own city and culture while sharing a common
standard of service and a common ownership, has been a consistent feature of
the Collection’s brand identity.

The strategic logic of holding luxury hotels as a sovereign wealth asset is not
immediately obvious, but it is defensible. Trophy properties in major global
financial and cultural centres offer inflation-resistant stores of value,
particularly in cities such as London, Paris, and New York where the supply
of land and planning constraints limit new development. They generate
steady rental and operating income that diversifies the fund’s cash flows
beyond purely financial assets. They maintain their value through economic
cycles in a manner that many financial instruments do not. And they serve,
incidentally, as one of the very few externally visible indicators that the BIA

exists and 1s active.

The Collection’s portfolio represents what investment professionals call a
trophy asset strategy: concentrated positions in irreplaceable properties that
cannot be replicated. The Dorchester’s location on Park Lane, with direct
views of Hyde Park, is not a position that can be created elsewhere in
London. The Plaza Athénée’s address on the Avenue Montaigne, in the
shadow of the Chanel and Dior ateliers, occupies a pocket of Paris that exists
nowhere else. The BIA’s tenure as owner has been notably patient; it has
held these properties through global recessions, the September 2001 attacks,
the 2008 financial crisis, and the COVID-19 pandemic, without any

recorded forced divestment.

Notable Detail: The Dorchester Purchase of 1985

When the Sultan of Brunei acquired The Dorchester in 1985 for
approximately USD 85 million, the transaction marked one of the first
high-profile purchases of a major British landmark by a Southeast Asian
sovereign wealth fund. At the time, the acquisition drew considerable
comment in the British press; the Dorchester was a nationally resonant
institution, its guestbook a register of twentieth-century history from
wartime cabinet meetings to post-war peace negotiations. The purchase

signalled that Brunei’s considerable financial reserves were being
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deployed not merely in bonds and equities, but in the physical fabric of
the world’s great cities. It was a statement of long-horizon ambition as

much as commercial calculation.

The 2019 Boycott Controversy and Its Aftermath

In April 2019, the Dorchester Collection became the focal point of an
international controversy that illustrated, with unusual directness, the tensions
inherent in owning world-famous commercial assets while simultaneously
pursuing a domestic religious policy that attracted international criticism.
When the Brunei government confirmed the coming into force of Brunei’s
Sharia Penal Code Order, which extended the application of Sharia criminal
penalties to certain serious offences, a significant number of prominent
Western figures, including Hollywood actors, television personalities, and
public commentators, called for boycotts of the Dorchester Collection hotels,
reasoning that to patronise the hotels was to provide revenue to a government

whose policies they opposed.

The boycott calls generated substantial media coverage, particularly in the
United Kingdom and United States, and created a period of commercial
uncertainty for the Collection’s properties. Several prominent entertainment
industry events that had historically been hosted at the Beverly Hills Hotel
were relocated, and a number of public figures made widely reported
declarations that they would not stay at Dorchester Collection properties until

the Brunei government reversed its position.

The Sultan’s response came in a carefully worded royal address in which he
clarified that Brunei had maintained a moratorium on the death penalty for
all offences, including those covered by the Sharia code, since independence
i 1984, and that this moratorium would continue. The statement did not
withdraw the legislation, but it provided sufficient assurance to most of the
international community that the most severe provisions would not be actively
enforced, and the intensity of the boycott movement gradually subsided over
the following months and years. By 2020 and 2021, the majority of the high-
profile boycott announcements had been quietly withdrawn or simply allowed
to lapse, and the Dorchester Collection properties returned to their customary

levels of occupancy and prestige.
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The episode is instructive for what it reveals about the nature of sovereign
wealth fund ownership of high-profile consumer brands. The BIA’s
ownership of the Dorchester Collection is ordinarily invisible to the hotel’s
guests and to the wider public; the connection between a guest’s hotel bill and
Brunei’s sovereign finances requires knowledge that most visitors do not
possess and have no particular reason to seek. When that connection was
made visible by the boycott campaign, the fund’s opacity became a liability
rather than an asset, as it prevented the BIA from easily separating the
hotel’s commercial identity from the domestic policies of its ultimate owner.
The eventual normalisation of the Collection’s position in the market suggests
that the commercial damage was contained, but the episode established a
precedent for the kind of reputational risk that sovereign ownership of luxury

consumer brands can create.

Notable Detail: Quiet Resilience Across Crises

The Dorchester Collection has navigated multiple episodes of significant
commercial disruption during its decades under Brunei’s ownership.
The 2008 global financial crisis sharply reduced luxury travel spending;
the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020 and 2021 forced the temporary
closure of several properties. Through all these episodes, the BIA’s
ownership structure provided a form of stability that purely commercially
financed hotel operators could not replicate: there were no debt
covenants to breach, no leveraged buyout lenders demanding asset sales,
no quarterly earnings reports to disappoint. The fund could afford to
hold its properties through the downturn and reopen them, intact, when
conditions recovered. This resilience is itself a form of return, measured
not in quarterly yields but in the preservation of irreplaceable assets

across generations.

BIA’s UK Property Holdings Beyond the Hotels

The Dorchester Collection represents only the most visible portion of the
BIA’s UK real estate footprint. The agency has assembled, over the decades
since the mid-1980s, a portfolio of prime L.ondon commercial and mixed-use
properties that extends well beyond its hotel holdings. Among the most
notable of these is a significant stake in the Adelphi Building complex on
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the Victoria Embankment, a ten-storey Edwardian-era commercial building
that has served as a landmark of the Strand’s western approach since its
completion in 1938. The Adelphi, which replaced the eighteenth-century
Adam Brothers’ original terrace of the same name, provides Grade A office

space in one of Central London’s most historically significant addresses.

The BIA’s Mayfair holdings extend the portfolio deeper into London’s most
expensive commercial quarter. A cluster of freehold and long-leasehold office
and retail properties in the streets immediately surrounding the Dorchester
gives Brunei a concentrated ownership position in one of the world’s most
resilient commercial property sub-markets, where vacancy rates have
historically been among the lowest in Europe and where rental yields, while
moderate by absolute measure, are backed by the structural scarcity of supply
and the persistent concentration of wealth management and financial services
firms in the neighbourhood. The addresses are held through investment
vehicles that are not prominently associated with the BIA in public registries,

consistent with the fund’s general preference for operational discretion.

London is not the only British city in which the BIA has historical interests.
Through the 1980s and 1990s, the agency explored regional property
opportunities consistent with the then-government’s strategy of diversifying
away from the concentrated risks of a single city. However, the long-term
trajectory of the portfolio has been toward concentration in prime central
London, which has demonstrated the most consistent long-run appreciation
among UK commercial property markets and provides the liquidity premium
that an institution with the BIA’s long horizon values for its ability to exit

positions if circumstances require.

Singapore and the Q.A.F. Limited Connection

Brunei’s investment footprint extends into Singapore through one of the less-
examined vehicles in its portfolio: Q.A.F. Limited, a Singapore Stock
Exchange-listed conglomerate whose name derives from the initial letters of its
principal activities. Q.A.F. is known to most Singaporeans primarily as the
owner of Prima, the dominant industrial bread brand in Singapore and
Malaysia, and as a participant in the food manufacturing, bakeries, and

primary production sectors of the Singaporean and Australian economies.
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The Brunei government’s interest in Q.A.F. provides an interesting
illustration of the range of asset types that the BIA’s affiliated investment
vehicles have pursued. A controlling stake in a listed food manufacturer in
Singapore is, superficially, a very different kind of investment from a trophy
hotel on Park Lane or a prime office block in Mayfair. But the underlying
investment logic has similarities: both represent positions in productive assets
with established cash flows, held through governance structures that provide
operational continuity, in markets characterised by stability and rule of law.
Q.AF.’s Singapore Stock Exchange listing provides a degree of price
transparency and liquidity that is absent from the hotel and real estate
portfolio, and the food manufacturing business provides exposure to
consumption-driven revenue streams that are less correlated with the financial

cycles that affect real estate valuations.

The Singapore connection also reflects Brunei’s broader economic
relationship with the city-state, which has been one of the sultanate’s most
important commercial partners since independence. Many Bruneians pursue
tertiary education and professional training in Singapore; Singaporean banks
and financial institutions operate in Bandar Seri Begawan; and the two
countries have maintained a currency interchangeability arrangement since
1967 under which Brunei dollars and Singapore dollars are accepted at par
in both countries. The Q.A.F. investment situates the BIA within a web of
economic relationships that extends beyond the purely financial to encompass
the educational, commercial, and diplomatic dimensions of a partnership

between two small, prosperous, trade-dependent nations.

The Brunei Methanol Company and Joint Ventures

The BIA’s investment mandate encompasses not only financial assets and
real property but also productive industrial enterprises in which Brunei’s
natural resource endowments provide the feedstock for value-added
manufacturing. The most significant example is the Brunei Methanol
Company (BMC), a joint venture between the Brunei government and
Mitsubishi Gas Chemical Company of Japan, in which Mitsubishi holds a
25 per cent equity interest alongside the Bruneian government’s majority

stake.
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The BMC plant, located at Sungai Liang in the Belait District of Brunei,
uses natural gas from Brunei’s offshore fields as the feedstock for methanol
production. Methanol is a platform chemical with broad industrial
applications, including its use as a fuel supplement, a chemical intermediate
for formaldehyde and acetic acid production, and a feedstock for biodiesel
and dimethyl ether production. The Sungai Liang facility has a production
capacity of approximately 2,500 tonnes of methanol per day, making it one of

the larger methanol plants in Southeast Asia.

The Mitsubishi partnership exemplifies the bilateral industrial collaboration
between Brunei and Japan that has been one of the defining features of
Brunei’s economic relationships since the 1970s. Mitsubishi Corporation’s
presence in the Brunei methanol sector mirrors the company’s 25 per cent
equity stake in Brunei LNG, established in the same era. The pattern reflects
a deliberate Bruneian strategy of anchoring bilateral economic relationships
through joint ownership of productive assets: by giving Japanese corporate
partners equity in Brunei’s industrial ventures, the government creates
structural alignments of interest that reinforce the diplomatic relationship and
provide long-term stability to the commercial arrangement. A partner with an
equity stake has reasons to support the venture that a mere contractor or

offtaker does not.

Beyond Hotels: Equities, Real Estate, and Financial

Services

The Dorchester Collection, for all its visibility, is only the most observable
element of BIA’s strategy. The agency also holds significant positions in
global equities and bonds, managed largely through external fund managers
and direct investments in financial vehicles. The precise composition of this
portfolio is not publicly disclosed, but its existence is implied by the scale of
the fund’s estimated assets under management relative to the values

attributable to the hospitality portfolio alone.

In August 2025, it was reported that BIA had acquired a nearly 20 per cent
stake in the parent holding company of Bridgewater Associates, one of the
world’s largest and most influential hedge fund managers. The acquisition, if
confirmed at the reported scale, would represent a significant departure from
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BIA’s historical pattern of passive, long-term asset holding toward direct
equity ownership in asset management businesses, a strategy that several Gulf
sovereign wealth funds have pursued in recent years as a means of building
institutional investment expertise domestically while participating in the

management fee economics of the global funds industry.

BIA also holds a significant controlling interest in Bank Islam Brunei
Darussalam (BIBD), the country’s largest Islamic bank, through which
Brunei has sought to position itself as a regional centre for Islamic finance.
This investment is simultaneously a domestic infrastructure asset, a source of
returns, and a strategic tool for advancing Brunei’s profile in the

Organisation of Islamic Cooperation’s financial architecture.

Brunei also owns substantial commercial real estate in London beyond the
Dorchester Collection properties. A cluster of prime office and retail assets in
Mayfair and the West End has been assembled over the decades through the
BIA and related investment vehicles, giving Brunei a significant and largely
unreported stake in one of the world’s most resilient commercial property

markets.

Comparing BIA to Its Peers: The Global Sovereign
Wealth Landscape

Among sovereign wealth funds, the BIA occupies a distinctive position. It is
neither the largest (Norway’s Government Pension Fund Global,
managed by Norges Bank Investment Management, held approximately
USD 1.5 trillion in assets as of 2024, making it the world’s largest single
fund by published accounts) nor the most recently created. It is, however, one
of the oldest continuously operating sovereign wealth funds in Asia, and its
longevity places it in the company of the most enduring institutions in global

finance.

The international peer group against which analysts typically measure the
BIA includes several funds that dwarf it in scale. The Abu Dhabi
Investment Authority (ADIA), established in 1976, managed an
estimated USD 830 billion as of 2024, drawing on the far larger
hydrocarbon revenues of Abu Dhabi. The Kuwait Investment
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Authority (KIA), the world’s oldest sovereign wealth fund, established in
1953, managed an estimated USD 800 billion, representing Kuwait’s
accumulated petroleum revenues over seven decades. The GIC of Singapore,
the republic’s principal long-term sovereign investment vehicle distinct from
Temasek, managed approximately USD 770 billion as of 2024, making it
the third- or fourth-largest fund in the world depending on the methodology
applied. The Saudi Arabia Public Investment Fund (PIF),
transformed under Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman from a relatively
inactive vehicle into an activist mega-fund, grew to approximately USD 700
billion by 2024 through domestic and international investments. The Qatar
Investment Authority (QIA), managing approximately USD 500
billion, has pursued a trophy-asset strategy in some respects similar to the
BIA’s own, with holdings in Harrods, the Shard in London, and significant
Paris and New York properties.

By these measures, the BIA’s estimated USD 78 billion places it at the
smaller end of the Gulf and Asian sovereign wealth fund spectrum. The
Sovereign Wealth Fund Institute’s periodic rankings of funds by assets under
management place the BIA in the lower tier of major funds, typically between
thirty-fifth and forty-fifth globally, reflecting the scale differential between
Brunei’s reserves and those of the larger Gulf states. The comparison is not
unflattering, however, when considered relative to Brunei’s population and
economy: on a per-capita basis, the BIA’s assets represent a considerable
endowment for a nation of fewer than 450,000 people, and the fund’s
absolute size gives it meaningful weight in the asset classes it has chosen to

concentrate in, particularly prime real estate and luxury hospitality.

The Norwegian Government Pension Fund Global deserves particular
attention as a point of contrast, both for its scale and for the radical
transparency that distinguishes it from the BIA. Norway’s fund, sometimes
called the “oil fund,” published assets of approximately USD 1.5 trillion in
2024 and holds equity stakes in more than 9,000 companies globally,
representing approximately 1.5 per cent of all listed equities worldwide. It
publishes quarterly reports, a full list of its equity holdings, and detailed
accounts of its voting behaviour at shareholder meetings. Its Council on

Ethics excludes companies involved in cluster munitions, nuclear weapons,
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tobacco production, serious environmental damage, and systematic human
rights violations. The contrast with the BIA’s classified portfolio could
scarcely be more complete: the Norwegian model is predicated on the
argument that public resources managed on behalf of the public must be
managed with full public accountability, while the Bruneian model reflects a
different tradition in which the sovereign’s financial stewardship is an exercise

of executive authority not subject to public deliberation.

Notable Detail: Patient Capital Across Decades

The philosophy of patient capital that characterises the BIA’s investment
approach is perhaps best illustrated by the tenure of its core holdings.
The Dorchester was acquired in 1985 and remained in the portfolio
through four decades of global financial turbulence, including the 1987
stock market crash, the 1997 Asian financial crisis, the 2001 dot-com
collapse and September 11 aftermath, the 2008 global financial crisis,
the European sovereign debt crisis, and the COVID-19 pandemic. No
forced sale was recorded; no leveraged financing required distressed
disposal. The ability to hold through cycles, rather than being forced to
sell at the bottom, is itself a form of return, one that purely financially
financed investors rarely possess. The BIA’s structural immunity to

short-term pressure is arguably its most significant competitive advantage.

Singapore’s Temasek and the Activist Comparison

Temasek Holdings, Singapore’s state investment company, offers another
useful point of comparison. Temasek manages approximately SGD 389
billion (as of 2024) and is known for its activist approach: it takes significant
stakes in operating companies, exercises shareholder influence, and has built
an international network of portfolio companies across banking, technology,
telecommunications, and logistics. Its annual review is a substantial public
document, richly illustrated with performance metrics and strategic

commentary.

The BIA has not pursued an analogous approach to governance or
disclosure. It is a fund, not a conglomerate. Its preference has been for

financial holdings and real property rather than operating companies, and its
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engagement with portfolio companies appears to be largely passive. Whether
this restraint reflects a deliberate philosophical preference, a lack of
institutional capacity to manage activist positions, or simply the contingent

choices of its founding era is not entirely clear from the public record.

What is clear is that the BIA has served its founding purpose: it has
preserved and grown Brunei’s financial patrimony across more than four
decades, ensuring that when the oil price falls, when production declines, or
when global markets contract, the country has a cushion of invested capital to
supplement its revenues. The fund is Brunei’s quiet insurance policy, written

in London addresses and Parisian marble rather than actuarial tables.

Temasek’s model does provide an aspirational benchmark for how sovereign
wealth institutions can evolve over time. Founded in 1974 as a holding
company for Singapore’s government-linked enterprises, Temasek
transformed itself over the following five decades into a global investment
institution with a sophisticated portfolio strategy, deep internal investment
capabilities, and a public reporting framework that has become a reference
standard for state investment governance in Asia. The BIA’s considerably
more modest scale and public profile reflect Brunei’s smaller resource base,
but the trajectory of institutional development that Temasek represents is one
that the BIA’s evolution toward more complex asset categories, including

hedge fund equity stakes, suggests it may be following at its own pace.

The Long-Horizon Philosophy

The BIA’s investment strategy is characterised above all by patience. It does
not appear to trade actively or to pursue short-term returns at the expense of
capital preservation. Its principal assets have been held for decades. The
Dorchester was purchased forty years ago and shows no sign of being sold.
The prime London real estate positions are structural holdings, not tactical
positions. The emerging equity stakes in financial institutions reflect a gradual
evolution toward higher-return, more complex assets, but they are acquired
with the same long-horizon mindset that has characterised the fund from its

inception.
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This patience is a natural consequence of the fund’s mandate and
governance. Because BIA’s returns accrue to the Bruneian state rather than
to short-term investors or public shareholders, there is no pressure to
demonstrate performance on any particular timeline. Because the Sultan as
Minister of Finance sets the strategic direction, there is no board rotation, no
managing director tenure of four years, no fund of funds investor demanding

quarterly distributions. The fund can wait.

The philosophical underpinning of this patience is not merely structural; it
reflects the particular cultural and religious values of the Bruneian state. The
Islamic concept of amanah, meaning the stewardship of a trust, applies as
much to financial patrimony as to any other form of governance. The oil and
gas revenues that have flowed into the General Reserve Fund since the 1970s
are not the Sultan’s private wealth to deploy at will; they are held in trust for
the people of Brunei Darussalam and for future generations who will inherit a
Brunei in which the oil fields may be depleted but whose financial
inheritance, if managed with appropriate patience, can provide the same
quality of welfare, education, and national security that the oil itself has

provided. The BIA is the institutional expression of that amanah.

The long-horizon philosophy also reflects a particular reading of the lessons
of financial history. The sovereign wealth funds that have most damaged their
nations’ interests have typically been those that pursued short-term returns
through leverage, concentrated bets, or speculative strategies. The Norwegian
fund’s model of broad, passive, long-term equity ownership and the BIA’s
model of concentrated, illiquid, long-held trophy assets both represent, in
different ways, strategies designed to avoid the particular failure modes of
short-horizon, leveraged, or speculative investing. That Norway’s model has
produced publicly verifiable returns while BIA’s remain opaque does not, in
itself, mean that one is superior to the other; it simply reflects different

traditions of public accountability.

In an era when short-termism has been identified across global financial
markets as a structural pathology, Brunei’s BIA represents something
genuinely unusual: a major institutional investor with no structural incentive

to prioritise this quarter over next decade. The Dorchester at dusk, its amber
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light still falling on the same pavement, is perhaps the clearest expression of

that philosophy.

In Summary

The Brunei Investment Agency, established on 1 July 1983 by Royal
Decree, is one of Asia’s oldest sovereign wealth funds and the primary vehicle
through which Brunei Darussalam manages the long-term financial legacy of
its hydrocarbon endowment. Operating with a level of discretion unusual
even among its peers, the BIA has assembled a global portfolio anchored by
the Dorchester Collection’s eight trophy hospitality assets in London, Paris,
Los Angeles, and Rome, alongside significant equity, real estate, and
financial services holdings including UK commercial property in Mayfair and
the Adelphi, a controlling interest in Singapore’s Q.A.F. Limited, and the
Brunei Methanol Company joint venture with Mitsubishi. Its estimated assets
under management, placed at approximately USD 78 billion by various
trackers, reflect both the scale of Brunei’s oil revenues over six decades and
the fund’s disciplined preference for capital preservation over speculative
return. Compared with Norway’s transparent Government Pension Fund
Global (approximately USD 1.5 trllion), Abu Dhabi’'s ADIA
(approximately USD 830 billion), Kuwait’s KIA (approximately USD 800
billion), Singapore’s GIC (approximately USD 770 billion), or Temasek
Holdings, the BIA is the quietest of its kind: deliberate, patient, and largely
invisible, yet consequential in the spaces where the world’s most valuable real

estate meets the world’s longest investment horizons.
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Chapter 13

Strategic Importance in
the Asian Energy Map

Figure 21: Flag of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), which Brunei
joined immediately upon independence in 1984. Source: Wikimedia Commons (public
domain, official emblem). URL:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Flag_of ASEAN.svg

The First Cargo

In the early hours of a morning in 1972, a tanker loaded at the Brunei LNG
terminal at Lumut in the Belait District and began its passage northeast
across the South China Sea, through the Philippine Sea, and into the waters
of northeast Asia. Its cargo: several tens of thousands of cubic metres of
liquefied natural gas, chilled to minus 162 degrees Celsius and contained in
insulated spherical tanks aboard a purpose-built carrier. Its destination:

Japan.
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That first commercial shipment marked the beginning of what would become
one of the world’s most durable bilateral energy relationships. Brunei became
the first country in Asia to export liquefied natural gas to Japan, a distinction
that carries both historical weight and ongoing commercial significance. In
1972, Japan was rebuilding its heavy industries after two decades of postwar
economic expansion and its appetite for energy was growing at a rate no
domestic resource base could satisfy. Brunei, whose natural gas reserves had
been proven through the preceding decade’s exploration work by Brunei
Shell Petroleum, had the supply. The infrastructure to bridge them, the
LNG liquefaction plant, the purpose-built tanker fleet, the contractual
architecture of the long-term supply agreement, was assembled through a joint
venture that would become a model for LNG project development across
Southeast Asia.

Fifty-three years later, the relationship endures, a thread of commerce and
trust that has survived oil price collapses, the 2011 Fukushima nuclear
disaster (which dramatically increased Japan’s need for gas-fired power), the
energy market disruptions of 2022, and the ongoing structural transformation
of global energy toward lower-carbon sources. For Brunei, the Japan LNG
relationship is not merely a commercial arrangement; it is a strategic anchor, a
demonstration of reliability that has shaped the country’s identity as an energy

partner of consequence.

The broader significance of that first LNG cargo in 1972 extends well
beyond the bilateral relationship it inaugurated. It established Brunei’s
position as a reliable, technically capable energy exporter at a moment when
the global LNG market was still in its formative stages. The commercial
architecture that Brunei and its Japanese counterparts developed, the take-or-
pay structure, the oil-price indexation, the long-tenor supply agreements, the
destination restriction clauses, became foundational templates for LNG
contract design across Asia and beyond. In this sense, the Lumut terminal
was not merely a Bruneian asset; it was a laboratory in which the global
LNG market learned to operate.
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The Brunei LNG Plant at Lumut: The Joint Venture

Structure

The Brunei LNG (BLNGQG) plant at Lumut in the Belait District is the
physical heart of Brunei’s energy exports. Established in 1969 and receiving
its first natural gas feed in 1972, the plant is structured as a joint venture
whose ownership encodes the key strategic relationships of Brunei’s energy
economy: the Bruneian government holds a 50 per cent share, the Royal
Dutch Shell Group a 25 per cent share, and Mitsubishi Corporation of
Japan a 25 per cent share. This tripartite ownership directly connects the
principal supplier, the global energy major providing technology and logistics,
and the principal buyer market; an elegant structural alignment of interests

that has contributed to the partnership’s longevity.

The decision to structure BLNG with a 50 per cent government stake was
itself a negotiated outcome reflecting the political economy of resource
nationalism in the 1960s. The Brunei government, under the guidance of the
then-Resident and later under the Sultan’s own emerging authority,
recognised that a majority ownership position in the LNG plant would be
essential to ensuring that the revenues from Brunei’s natural gas were directed
primarily to the national treasury rather than to foreign shareholders. The
Shell and Mitsubishi stakes reflected the essential contributions of those
partners: Shell brought the technical expertise in gas liquefaction, the
engineering capabilities, and the global logistics network; Mitsubishi brought
the Japanese market access and the financing relationships that would be
critical to securing the long-term offtake agreements on which the project’s

viability depended.

The plant at Lumut is, by any measure, a substantial industrial installation. It
has been progressively upgraded since its original construction, and its current
annual production capacity is approximately 7.2 million tonnes of LNG.
Seven dedicated LNG carriers, each capable of holding 73,000 cubic metres
of liquefied gas, transport the output northward to the terminals of Japan,
South Korea, and China. The plant has the distinction of having been the
first LNG facility in the world to undergo significant mid-life refurbishment,
m 1993 and 1994, when a BND 500 million renovation extended its
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operational life, replaced instrumentation, and raised safety standards across

its loading, storage, and liquefaction facilities.

The three original Japanese buyers, Tokyo Gas, Osaka Gas, and JERA (a
joint venture between Tokyo Electric Power Company and Chubu Electric
Power), have been Brunei’s “foundation customers” since 1972, a phrase the
Bruneian government has used in official communications to emphasise the
depth and continuity of the relationship. Over subsequent decades, the
contracts have been periodically renewed at evolving commercial terms, but
the underlying commitment to supply has been unbroken. Brunei supplies
approximately 6 per cent of Japan’s total LNG imports, making it the
country’s sixth-largest supplier. The durability of this relationship through
fifty-three years of energy market transformation, including the 1973 and
1979 oil shocks, the 1997 Asian financial crisis, the 2008 commodity
supercycle, the 2011 Fukushima-driven demand surge, and the 2022 global
energy crisis, attests to the structural depth of the commercial arrangement

that was built at Lumut in the early 1970s.

The Long-Term Supply Architecture: Korea, China, and

the Evolution of Contracts

The scope of Brunei’'s LNG customer base has expanded significantly
beyond Japan to encompass South Korea and, increasingly, China. The
Korea Gas Corporation (KOGAS), the state-owned natural gas company of
South Korea, has been purchasing Bruneian LNG since 1996 under a long-

term supply contract that was among the first Korean LNG contracts to be

concluded with a Southeast Asian producer. The KOGAS contract
reflected South Korea’s strategic decision in the 1990s to diversify its LNG
supply base beyond the handful of Persian Gulf and Australian producers
that had dominated its imports, and to develop direct supply relationships
with smaller but reliable Southeast Asian exporters. Brunei’s established
track record of on-time delivery and consistent quality made it a natural

choice for South Korean procurement planners.

South Korea’s subsequent purchases of Bruneian LNG have maintained the
relationship, though on terms that have evolved with the rise of US shale
LNG as a competing source. China’s purchases of Bruneian LNG have
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grown significantly over the past decade, rising from a minor share of total
exports to approximately 25 per cent by 2025, as China seeks to diversify its
LNG supply base and deepen economic ties with Southeast Asian
producers. The China National Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC), the
state-owned offshore oil and gas company, has been the principal Chinese
purchaser of Bruneian LNG, and its contracts with BLNG have grown in
volume as Chinese coal-to-gas switching in power generation and residential

heating has driven national gas demand to record levels.

This diversification of the customer base has given Brunei a measure of
commercial resilience: no single buyer’s contractual decision to reduce
volumes or change terms can fundamentally disrupt the country’s energy
revenues. | he gradual shift in the composition of Brunei’s LNG export
portfolio, from the near-total dominance of Japanese long-term contracts in
the 1970s and 1980s, through the addition of Korean volumes in the 1990s,
to the inclusion of Chinese spot and term purchases in the 2000s and 2010:s,
reflects a deliberate strategy of customer base diversification that reduces the
concentration risk inherent in any bilateral supply dependency. The move
toward spot LNG sales, alongside traditional term contracts, also provides
flexibility: when spot prices in the Asian LNG market rise sharply (as they
did in 2022, when European competition for LNG drove Asian spot prices
to record levels), Brunei’s ability to sell marginal volumes on the spot market
captures commercial value that would be foregone under a purely long-term

fixed-price contract structure.

Notable Detail: Asia’s Earliest Long-Term LNG Contract

Brunei’s first LNG supply agreement with Japan in 1972 was among
the earliest long-term LNG contracts in Asia, and Brunei holds the
distinction of being the first country in the Asian region to export LNG
to Japan. The original sale and purchase agreement with Japanese utility
companies structured the commercial terms that would subsequently be
adopted, with variations, for LNG project finance globally: take-or-pay
obligations, oil price indexation, destination clauses, and long-term
tenors of fifteen to twenty years. In this sense, the Lumut-to-Japan
corridor was not merely a bilateral trade route but a laboratory for the

commercial architecture of the global LNG market.
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The South China Sea: Claimant with Quiet Diplomacy

Brunei’s position in the South China Sea disputes adds a dimension of
geopolitical complexity to its energy diplomacy. Brunei is one of six parties
with overlapping claims in the South China Sea, together with China,
Vietnam, Malaysia, the Philippines, and Taiwan. Brunei’s specific claims
encompass approximately 3,000 square kilometres of maritime territory,
including the Louisa Reef (Terumbu Semarang Barat Kecil in Malay),
which falls within the area covered by China’s controversial nine-dash line

claim.

Unlike the Philippines, which pursued and secured an international arbitral
ruling against China’s nine-dash line claim in 2016 under the United
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, or Vietnam, which has
periodically engaged in direct confrontations with Chinese coast guard and
maritime militia vessels, Brunei has consistently pursued a path of quiet
diplomacy. Bandar Seri Begawan has declined to litigate its claims, declined
to publicise confrontations, and has instead emphasised the importance of the
2002 Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea and the

ongoing negotiations for a Code of Conduct among ASEAN members and
China.

This restraint reflects both pragmatic calculation and structural constraint.
Brunei lacks the military capacity to challenge Chinese naval presence and
has no strategic interest in becoming the site of a great-power confrontation.
Its economy is deeply tied to its energy exports, and energy exploration in the
contested waters of the Louisa Reef area requires investment and commercial
confidence that geopolitical confrontation would destroy. Moreover, China is
an increasingly important buyer of Bruneian LNG, and diplomatic relations
between the two countries, while always delicate, have been managed with

care.

The 2000s saw a period of particularly careful diplomatic management of the
Brunei-China South China Sea relationship. Brunei maintained a deliberate
policy of not publicly condemning Chinese maritime activities in areas where
their claims overlapped, preferring instead to pursue its interests through the
institutional  processes of ASEAN and through direct diplomatic
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communication with Beijing. This approach attracted some criticism from
international observers who argued that Brunei’s quietism enabled Chinese
incremental expansionism in the South China Sea, but the Brunei
government consistently maintained that its approach reflected the practical
reality of a small state seeking to protect its interests through engagement

rather than confrontation.

In 2018 and again in 2025, China and Brunei issued joint statements
agreeing to cooperate in the development of maritime oil and gas resources in
mutually agreed areas, though the specific areas and the mechanisms for such
cooperation remained undefined. The arrangement reflects Brunei’s preferred
approach: acknowledging competing claims without escalating them, and
pursuing economic benefit through bilateral negotiation rather than

multilateral confrontation.

Relations with Malaysia and the Limbang Question

Brunei’s relations with its immediate neighbour Malaysia have been shaped
by one of the most specific territorial disputes in the region: the Limbang
question. The Limbang district of Sarawak, which physically divides
Brunei into two separate territories (the larger western portion and the
eastern | emburong district), was incorporated into British Borneo in 1890,
an act that Brunei has historically contested. The dispute was a legacy of the
colonial boundary-drawing that left Brunei geographically divided by

Malaysian Sarawak in the interior.

For decades, the Limbang question complicated bilateral relations, creating a
residual tension in what was otherwise a neighbourly and economically
integrated relationship. The resolution came through a landmark agreement
in 2009, reached during the period when Dato’ Sri Najib Tun Razak was
serving as Malaysia’s Prime Minister (he formally assumed the prime
ministership in April 2009). Under the settlement, recorded through an
Exchange of Letters between the two governments, Brunei and Malaysia
settled their overlapping maritime boundaries and resolved the longstanding
territorial friction that had attached to Limbang. The arrangement reportedly
involved Brunei’s concession of its historical claim to Limbang in exchange

for agreed joint development rights in certain offshore areas of mutual
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interest, along with Malaysia’s recognition of Brunei’s exclusive economic

zone entitlements in the adjacent waters.

The Limbang settlement was a significant diplomatic achievement. It
removed a longstanding irritant from the bilateral relationship and allowed
both countries to focus on the positive dimensions of their interaction: trade,
investment, the shared use of infrastructure, and the substantial Bruneian
community resident in Malaysian cities. The settlement also demonstrated
that patient diplomatic engagement, sustained across decades of indirect and
direct negotiations, could resolve apparently intractable territorial disputes
between neighbours whose relationship was otherwise cooperative and

historically intertwined.

Relations with Indonesia have been managed with similar pragmatism.
Brunei and Indonesia share a maritime boundary in the South China Sea
context, and Indonesia’s growing prominence as a regional economic and
diplomatic power gives it considerable weight in Brunei’s strategic
calculations. Both countries are members of ASEAN and participants in its
assoclated treaty architecture, providing institutional forums through which

bilateral differences are managed without escalation.

ASEAN Membership: The Institutional Backbone

Brunei joined the Association of Southeast Asian Nations immediately
upon its independence on | January 1984, making it the sixth member of the
regional grouping.] ASEAN membership was, for the newly independent
sultanate, both a statement of regional identity and a practical necessity: the
organisation provided the diplomatic framework through which Brunei would

manage its relations with neighbours and project itself onto the regional stage.

The date of Brunei’s ASEAN accession, 7 January 1984, came just six days
after formal independence, reflecting the priority that the Brunei government
placed on regional institutional membership. The founding members of
ASEAN (Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand,
who had established the organisation through the Bangkok Declaration of 8

August 1967) welcomed Brunei’s accession warmly, and the sultanate’s
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membership was accepted without the political controversy that sometimes

attends the admission of new members to established regional organisations.

Brunei has been a constructive and active ASEAN member, providing the
chairmanship of the association in 1995, in 2001, and again in 2013 and
2021. The 2021 chairmanship, conducted largely in virtual format because
of the COVID-19 pandemic, demonstrated Brunei’s capacity for orderly
institutional management even in exceptional circumstances. The country has
consistently supported ASEAN’s centrality in regional affairs and its
preference for consensus-based decision-making, a model that suits a small
state whose interests are best served by rules and norms rather than power

relationships.

The ASEAN Economic Community (AEC), formally established in
2015, has created a framework for the progressive integration of Southeast
Asian economies in trade, investment, and services. For Brunei, the AEC’s
provisions on energy trade and investment facilitation are of particular
relevance, as they provide institutional backing for the energy export
relationships that form the backbone of the national economy. Brunei has
participated in ASEAN’s energy cooperation frameworks, including
initiatives on the regional power grid and natural gas pipeline networks,
though the geographic and commercial challenges of interconnecting Borneo’s
energy infrastructure with the mainland ASEAN economies remain

substantial.

The United States Strategic Partnership

Brunei and the United States established a formal framework for bilateral
cooperation through the Joint Vision Statement signed in 2002, which
set out the two countries’ shared interests in regional stability, counter-
terrorism cooperation, and economic engagement. The statement was a
product of the post-September 2001 security environment, in which the
United States moved to formalise its security relationships across Southeast
Asia as part of the broader effort to build a coalition against transnational

terrorism.
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The US-Brunei relationship has since encompassed military exchanges, joint
training exercises, and cooperation In maritime security through the
International Ship and Port Facility Security Code framework. Brunei hosts
periodic visits by US naval vessels, and American military personnel
participate in training exercises with the Royal Brunei Armed Forces. The
United States maintains a diplomatic presence in Bandar Seri Begawan, and
the two countries consult on energy, trade, and regional security questions

through regular diplomatic channels.

The commercial dimension of the US relationship has grown with Brunei’s
interest in diversifying its LNG sales toward the Atlantic basin. US LNG
exports, which began in significant volumes from the Sabine Pass terminal in
2016, created a competitive dynamic in Asian LNG markets as American
suppliers offered price structures and contractual flexibilities that differed
from the traditional oil-indexed, destination-restricted format of established
Asian supply contracts. The resulting pressure on LNG pricing in Asia has
affected Brunei’s contract renewals, accelerating the shift toward shorter

tenors and partial spot pricing in its Japanese and Korean offtake agreements.

India Relations: A Growing Partnership

The relationship between Brunei and India deepened significantly with the
visit of Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi to Brunei in September 2024,
the first visit to Brunei by an Indian head of government since 1958, when an
earlier Indian delegation had travelled to the then-British protectorate. The
visit, which took place as Prime Minister Modi’s first bilateral stop following
India’s general election of 2024, signalled a deliberate elevation of the
Brunei-India relationship within India’s broader “Act East” policy
framework, through which New Delhi has sought to deepen engagement with

Southeast Asian nations.

During the visit, the two governments discussed cooperation in defence,
energy, trade, and cultural ties. Brunei and India have historical connections
through the Indian trading communities that have been present on the Borneo
coast for centuries, and the modern Bruneian polity includes a small but
established Indian-origin population that maintains commercial and cultural

connections with India. The energy dimension of the relationship 1is
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potentially significant: as India’s natural gas import requirements grow with
its economic expansion and environmental commitments, Bruneian LNG
represents one possible supply source among the increasingly diversified

portfolio of gas suppliers that India is assembling.

Japan Relations: The Deepest Bilateral Bond

Japan’s relationship with Brunei is, of all the country’s bilateral partnerships,
the one with the deepest economic roots. The Japan-Brunei relationship is
grounded in five decades of LNG supply, the 25 per cent Mitsubishi equity
stake in BLNG, and a web of cultural and diplomatic ties that the two
governments have cultivated with deliberate care. Emperor Akihito of Japan
made a state visit to Brunei in 2012, a significant gesture of diplomatic
respect from one of the world’s most protocol-conscious heads of state, and
Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah has made reciprocal visits to Japan on multiple

occasions.

The Brunei-Japan relationship has been institutionalised through the Brunei
Darussalam-Japan Friendship Foundation, which supports cultural
exchanges, scholarship programmes, and academic cooperation between the
two countries. The Foundation reflects the shared recognition of both
governments that the bilateral relationship should rest not only on commercial
LNG contracts but on a broader architecture of mutual understanding that
can sustain the partnership through the energy transition that will eventually

reduce the centrality of LNG in the commercial relationship.

Japan’s LNG import strategy has evolved significantly since 2011, when the
Fukushima nuclear disaster led to the temporary shutdown of Japan’s entire
nuclear power fleet and a dramatic increase in demand for LNG as a
replacement fuel. The resulting supply crunch reinforced Japan’s interest in
long-term supply security and deepened the strategic value of its established
relationships with reliable producers including Brunei. As Japan has
subsequently restarted some of its nuclear fleet and expanded renewable
energy capacity, the pace of LNG demand growth has moderated, but the
underlying relationship between Japan and Brunei remains one of the most

enduring bilateral energy partnerships in Asia.

246 | The Sultan Of Brunei



Notable Detail: The Mitsubishi Triangle

Mitsubishi Corporation occupies a unique position in the structure of
Brunei’s economy, holding a 25 per cent equity stake in both Brunei
LNG (the principal gas liquefaction and export facility) and the Brunei
Methanol Company. This dual presence effectively makes Mitsubishi a
structural partner in two of Brunei’s largest industrial enterprises,
providing the Japanese conglomerate with a claim on the revenues of
both the LNG and methanol value chains while aligning its commercial
interests with those of the Bruneian government in the long-term
management of both faciliies. The arrangement reflects the broader
pattern of Japan-Brunei economic integration: not a purely transactional
buyer-seller relationship but a co-investment architecture in which
Japanese capital, technology, and market access are matched with
Bruneian resource endowments and regulatory authority within joint

ventures that bind the two parties’ interests for decades at a time.

CPTPP, RCEP, and Trade Architecture

Brunei’s position in the Asian energy market is reinforced by its membership
in the multilateral trade frameworks that govern the region’s commercial
relationships. Brunei is a signatory to the Comprehensive and
Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP),
the eleven-member trade agreement that succeeded the original Trans-Pacific
Partnership after the United States withdrew from the TPP in 2017. As a
CPTPP signatory, Brunei is committed to the progressive reduction of tariffs
and non-tariff barriers across a wide range of goods and services, and the
agreement provides institutional backing for its energy export relationships

with fellow CPTPP members including Japan, Australia, Canada, and

Vietnam.

Brunei is also a member of the Regional Comprehensive Economic
Partnership (RCEP), the fifteen-nation trade agreement that came into
force in January 2022 and includes China, Japan, South Korea, Australia,
New Zealand, and all ten ASEAN member states. RCEP’s provisions on
energy, investment, and trade facilitation are of direct relevance to Brunei’s

export economy, and the agreement’s inclusion of both Japan and South
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Korea (Brunei’s principal LNG customers) and China (its fastest-growing
buyer) within a single institutional framework provides a degree of

commercial stability that bilateral arrangements alone could not guarantee.]

The combination of CPTPP and RCEP membership gives Brunei
preferential trade access to a market encompassing roughly half of global
GDP, an extraordinary institutional reach for a country of fewer than
450,000 people. It is another instance of the small-state diplomacy at which
Brunei has consistently excelled: using institutional membership and rules-
based frameworks to secure the market access and commercial protections

that military or economic scale alone could not provide.

Punching Above Its Weight

The phrase “punching above one’s weight” is used, with varying degrees of
accuracy, of many small states that seek influence disproportionate to their
size. In Brunei’s case, the description is apt in a specific and verifiable sense.
With a population of fewer than 450,000 people and a land area smaller
than many medium-sized cities, Brunei supplies roughly 6 per cent of Japan’s
LNG imports, contributes meaningfully to South Korean and Chinese
energy security, maintains a sustained diplomatic presence across the
ASEAN region, and manages through the BIA a global investment portfolio
estimated in the tens of billions of US dollars.

The leverage that energy provides in international relations is well
documented: countries that control resources their neighbours need occupy a
position of structural influence that transcends their military or demographic
weight. Brunei has historically exercised this leverage with considerable care,
preferring to be seen as a reliable, long-term supplier committed to energy
security rather than as a state willing to use commodity access as a diplomatic
instrument. The reputation for reliability 1s itself a strategic asset: buyers who
trust Brunei’s supply continuity will renew contracts, maintain investment in
Bruneian infrastructure, and provide the diplomatic goodwill that a small

state values highly.

The 2021 ASEAN chairmanship, which Brunei assumed in the midst of the
COVID-19 pandemic, illustrates this capacity for strategic leadership under
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pressure. Despite the constraints of a pandemic year that forced the
cancellation of in-person gatherings and required the entire diplomatic
calendar to shift to virtual platforms, Brunei delivered a coherent, substantive
chairmanship programme under the theme “We Care, We Prepare, We
Prosper.” The Brunei chairmanship prioritised pandemic recovery, vaccine
equity, and the completion of the ASEAN Comprehensive Recovery
Framework, as well as continued progress on the South China Sea Code of
Conduct negotiations and the advancement of ASEAN’s digital economy
agenda. The organisation of a full complement of ASEAN summits and
ministerial meetings under the constraints of a global health crisis, conducted
from Bandar Seri Begawan with professional competence and without visible
institutional disruption, demonstrated that Brunei’s small diplomatic service
and modest national budget are no obstacle to effective multilateral leadership

when the occasion demands it.

Energy Transition and Future Positioning

The emergence of global energy transition as a structural force in the twenty-
first century energy market poses genuine questions for Brunei’s long-term
strategic position. Japan and South Korea, the country’s most important
energy customers, have both set net-zero carbon targets, with Japan
committing to carbon neutrality by 2050 and South Korea to the same
horizon. These commitments, if enacted, would over the coming decades
reduce demand for fossil fuels including natural gas, even if the transition

timeline remains subject to considerable political and economic uncertainty.

Brunei’s government has acknowledged this challenge through the Wawasan
Brunei 2035 framework and has pursued diversification of the domestic
economy toward manufacturing, finance, and Islamic banking. The energy
sector itself is beginning to explore hydrogen as a possible successor
commodity: natural gas can be reformed into hydrogen, and Brunei’s existing
relationships with Japanese and South Korean buyers provide channels
through which a hydrogen export trade might eventually develop. Whether
the transition from LNG to hydrogen as Brunei’s principal export can be
achieved on a commercially and technically viable timeline remains to be

demonstrated.
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The ongoing development of renewable energy capacity within Brunei,
including solar installations and bioenergy initiatives under the Wawasan
2035 diversification agenda, reflects the government’s awareness that the
domestic energy mix must evolve even as the export energy mix transitions. A
country that continues to produce and export fossil fuels while simultaneously
demonstrating credible progress toward a lower-carbon domestic economy
occupies a more defensible position in international climate diplomacy than

one that simply dismisses the energy transition as irrelevant to its interests.

For the present, the LNG trade continues. The tankers depart from Lumut
as they have since 1972, crossing the same waters on the same routes to the
same terminals. The commercial architecture is stable, the relationships are
durable, and Brunei’s role in the Asian energy map, however it may evolve,

. . . .
remains as consequential as the nation’s modest size would never suggest.

The Modi Visit of September 2024
The September 2024 state visit of Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi to

Brunei was, in diplomatic terms, the punctuation mark of an era. It was the
first visit by an Indian prime minister to the sultanate since Jawaharlal
Nehru’s stop in 1958, when Brunei was still a British protectorate. The
forty-year gap was not, by either country’s account, a sign of neglect, but
rather of two states whose strategic and economic centres of gravity had lain
elsewhere for much of the late twentieth century. Brunei had focused on its
ASEAN neighbours, on the Northeast Asian energy markets, and on its
British and Commonwealth ties. India had been preoccupied with internal
reform, with its great strategic neighbours, and with the slow construction of
its Look East, then Act East, policy. In 2024, the alignment of

circumstances brought the two together.

The communiqué issued at the conclusion of the visit was substantial. Brunei
and India agreed to upgrade their bilateral relationship to the status of an
Enhanced Partnership, with cooperation in energy, defence, space
technology, health, culture and people-to-people exchange. India’s interest in
Brunei 1s significant on several axes: as a stable South China Sea actor with
energy reserves; as a member of ASEAN, in which India seeks deeper
integration through the Act East policy; and as a member of the Indo-Pacific
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architecture that includes the Quad and the broader rules-based order in
maritime Asia. Brunei’s interest in India is equally tangible: as the world’s
largest source of skilled labour for the energy industry, as a fast-growing
market for LNG exports, and as a partner whose civilisational commitments
to non-alignment and to the long-term welfare of its peoples broadly align

with the Bruneian sense of statecraft.

For an Indian reader, the symbolism was particularly important. The Sultan
received Prime Minister Modi at Istana Nurul Iman with the full ceremonial
honours of a state visit, and the photographs that emerged from the welcome
procession travelled widely on Indian social media. Indian community
members in Brunei, numbering some 14,000 according to Indian Ministry of
External Affairs estimates for 2024, lined the route to the high commission.
Of the Indian diaspora in Brunei, a substantial share are professionals in oil
and gas, healthcare, education and information technology, and a smaller but
historically significant group are descendants of merchants and traders who

arrived in Brunei in the colonial and early independence period.

The Modi visit also illustrated the durability of Brunei’s diplomatic doctrine,
which holds that the sultanate gains by being open to all serious partners and
committed exclusively to none. In the same calendar year of 2024, His
Majesty had hosted senior figures from China, Japan, the United States,
Singapore, Malaysia and Indonesia. The pattern, repeated across nearly six
decades, has been one of quiet but determined engagement with every major
power, with the result that Brunei sits comfortably in conversation with all

and entangled in confrontation with none.

In Summary

Brunei Darussalam occupies a role in the Asian energy market far larger than
its geographic footprint would imply. As the first Asian country to export
LNG to Japan in 1972 through the Brunei LNG joint venture, in which the
government holds 50 per cent alongside Shell’s 25 per cent and Mitsubishi’s
25 per cent, it established a commercial and diplomatic relationship with
Northeast Asian energy consumers that has endured for more than five

decades. Long-term supply contracts with Tokyo Gas, Osaka Gas, and
JERA anchor the Japanese relationship; KOGAS of South Korea has been
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a customer since 1996; and CNOOC of China has become Brunei’s fastest-
growing buyer, accounting for approximately 25 per cent of exports by 2025.
Brunei manages its contested South China Sea claims with a consistent
emphasis on quiet diplomacy and bilateral negotiation, maintaining
productive relations with both China and its ASEAN neighbours, including
the 2009 boundary settlement with Malaysia negotiated under Prime
Minister Najib Razak. Brunei joined ASEAN on 7 January 1984, six days
after independence, and has chaired the organisation in 2001, 2013, and
2021; as a CPTPP signatory and RCEP member, it has embedded its
energy trade within a web of institutional relationships providing commercial
stability and diplomatic leverage. The visit of Indian Prime Minister Modi in
September 2024, the first by an Indian head of government since 1958, and
the deepening of the Japan relationship through the Brunei Darussalam-
Japan Friendship Foundation, confirm that Brunei’s strategic relevance
extends well beyond its hydrocarbon reserves. The challenge of the coming
decades will be to maintain this relevance as global energy markets transition

toward lower-carbon sources.
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Chapter 14

Diplomacy and Religion,
Faith as Foreign Policy

Figure 22: Jame’ Asr Hassanil Bolkiah Mosque, completed in 1994 to mark the Sultan’s
silver jubilee, and now one of the largest mosques in Southeast Asia. Source: Wikimedia
Commons, CC BY-SA 2.0. URL.:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Jame’Asr_Hassanil_Bolkiah_Mosque_(1840430
7540) .jng

Friday at Kiulap

At half past eleven on a Friday morning in the Kiulap suburb of Bandar Seri
Begawan, a convoy of vehicles makes its way along Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah
Highway. The road is clean and well-maintained, its verges trimmed. Ahead,
the golden domes of the Jame’ Asr Hassanil Bolkiah Mosque become visible

above the tree line, glinting in the tropical light. The mosque’s four minarets,
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each standing 58 metres tall, frame a skyline that announces, without

ambiguity, the nature of the state whose capital this is.

Inside, several thousand worshippers arrange themselves in long rows across
the air-conditioned prayer halls, the carpets underfoot imported from Persia,
the marble from Italy. The central dome, the largest of the mosque’s twenty-
nine golden cupolas, each dome commemorating one of the twenty-nine
Sultans of Brunei, rises above the male prayer hall, where a chandelier
crafted with motifs drawn from the royal insignia hangs in the cool, still air.
The mosque was completed in 1994, opened on the Sultan’s 48th birthday
as a gift to his people to mark his Silver Jubilee, and it has since become the
largest mosque in Brunei and one of the country’s two designated national

mosques.

Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah attends Friday prayers with visible regularity. His
presence at the mosque Is not a performance of piety for diplomatic purposes;
it 1s the expression of a personal religiosity that has deepened over the
decades of his reign and that has, since 1991, been formally incorporated
into the constitutional fabric of the state through the national ideology of
Melayu Islam Beraja, or Malay Islamic Monarchy. In Brunei Darussalam,
faith i1s not a private matter separated from public governance; it is the
governing principle, the source of legitimacy, and the framework through

which the Sultan conducts both domestic affairs and international relations.

The mosque at Kiulap is, in this sense, more than a place of worship. It is an
architectural expression of the Bruneian state’s self-understanding, built to
exact symbolic specifications that encode the history of the dynasty in its very
structure. Its construction drew on the best available materials from across the
world: Persian carpets, Italian marble, Philippine hardwood, and
craftsmanship that reflected the global procurement reach that Brunei’s oil
revenues made available. The building’s cost was met from national
resources, and its dedication to the people marked it as a sovereign gift rather
than a private commission. Every element of its architecture was chosen to
communicate a message, and the message was the same as that which Melayu
Islam Beraja would communicate in the realm of political philosophy: that

Brunei is, and intends to remain, a Malay Islamic monarchy.
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Melayu Islam Beraja: The Three Pillars

Melayu Islam Beraja (MIB) is the national ideology of Brunei
Darussalam, comprising three inseparable elements: Melayu (Malay culture,
language, and customs), Islam (the teachings and values of Islam), and
Beraja (the monarchical institution). While the ideology had been articulated
in earlier forms from the time of independence, it was formally consolidated
and elevated as the state philosophy in the period around 1 January 1991,
when Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah gave its definitive articulation in his National
Day address, explicitly designating MIB as the governing framework for all
public institutions, the educational curriculum, the civil service, and the
ceremonial architecture of the state. Its formal proclamation as Brunei’s
national identity had been announced at independence in 1984, but 1991
marked the moment of full institutional embedding, when MIB ceased to be a
royal aspiration and became an operational reality woven into every layer of

Bruneian public life.

The Malay dimension of MIB encompasses the cultural and linguistic
heritage of the Malay world, the adat (custom), the language of governance
and ceremony, and the particular civilisational identity that distinguishes
Brunei’s understanding of itself from the neighbouring identities of Malaysia,
Indonesia, and Singapore, each of which has constructed its own relationship
with Malay ethnicity and culture. In Brunei’s rendering, Malay culture is not
merely an ethnic category but a civilisational framework within which diverse
communities can participate provided they affirm the broader national

identity.

The Islamic dimension is the most theologically significant. Islam is the
official state religion of Brunei under the 1959 Constitution, and the Sultan
is constitutionally designated as the head of the Islamic faith within the
country. The MIB ideology elevates this constitutional provision into a
governing philosophy: the state is not merely a country with a Muslim
majority but an Islamic polity whose laws, institutions, and conduct are
expected to reflect Islamic principles. The Sultan’s role as Islamic head is not
merely ceremonial; he is expected to embody the standards of Islamic
leadership, including the amanah (trust) of governance, the adl (justice) of
adjudication, and the shura (consultation) of decision-making.
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The Beraja (monarchy) dimension argues that the hereditary monarchical
institution is not merely a historical accident or a survival of pre-modern
governance, but a divinely sanctioned arrangement suited to the specific
historical, cultural, and religious circumstances of Brunei. This argument has
intellectual roots in classical Islamic political thought, which distinguishes
between the ideal conditions for consultative governance and the practical
realities facing particular communities at particular historical moments. The
Brunei royal house has ruled continuously since the fourteenth century, and
MIB presents this continuity as evidence of both divine favour and popular

legitimacy.

The Mufti’s Office and Religious Authority

The institutional apparatus through which MIB’s Islamic dimension is
administered and interpreted rests most visibly in the office of the Mufti of
Bruneli, the chief Islamic legal scholar whose rulings and guidance provide
the theological underpinning for the state’s religious policies. The Mufti
operates under the authority of the Ministry of Religious Affairs and serves
as the Sultan’s principal religious advisor, offering fatawa (formal legal
opinions) on questions of Islamic law as they arise in the context of Brunei’s

governance.

The Brunei Islamic Religious Council (Majlis Ugama Islam Brunei,
MUIB), established under the Religious Council and Kadis Courts Chapter
of Brunei law, oversees the administration of Islamic affairs throughout the
country, including mosque management, zakat collection and distribution,
halal certification, the issuance of marriage and divorce certificates under
Islamic law, and the training and deployment of religious teachers (ustaz and
ustazah) in the national education system. The Mufti chairs key deliberative
functions of the MUIB and provides the authoritative religious guidance that

the Council implements through its administrative apparatus.

The prominence of the Mufti’s office in Brunei’s governance reflects MIB’s
premise that Islamic jurisprudence is not merely a private matter of individual
conscience but a public resource available to the state in the conduct of
governance. Where the law of Brunei touches on matters of Islamic concern,

which in a comprehensive reading of MIB encompasses most of the
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significant domains of public life, the Mufti’s guidance provides the religious
legitimacy without which policy would lack the authority that MIB’s
framework demands. This integration of religious and political authority is
not without its complexities, as it requires the Mufti to navigate the
intersection of classical Islamic legal reasoning and the practical requirements
of a twenty-first-century state operating in a globalised economy, but it is a
complexity that Brunei’s religious establishment has demonstrated

considerable institutional sophistication in managing.

The Jame’ Asr Mosque: Architecture of Faith

The Jame’ Asr Hassanil Bolkiah Mosque in Kiulap was completed in
1994 as the centrepiece of the celebrations marking the Sultan’s Silver
Jubilee (his 25th year on the throne). The mosque’s architectural design
encodes the history and theology of the Bruneian sultanate with a precision
that rewards close attention. Its twenty-nine golden domes correspond exactly
to the twenty-nine Sultans of the Bolkiah dynasty; the marble staircase at the
principal entrance comprises twenty-nine steps; and the four minarets, each
rising 58 metres, frame the main dome in proportions drawn from classical
Islamic architectural tradition as interpreted through a distinctively Bruneian

aesthetic.

The mosque can accommodate 5,000 worshippers across its main prayer hall
and supplementary spaces, making it the largest mosque in Brunei and one of
the largest in Southeast Asia. Its interior is furnished with Persian carpets
woven to custom designs incorporating motifs from the royal regalia; Italian
marble lines the floors and lower walls of the prayer hall; Philippine
hardwood appears in the carved screens and door surrounds; and the
chandeliers are crafted with glass and metalwork that references both Islamic

geometric tradition and the heraldic vocabulary of the Brunei sultanate.

The mosque was formally opened on 14 July 1994, the Sultan’s 48th
birthday, in a ceremony that combined the religious solemnity of a dedication
to worship with the civic grandeur appropriate to a national monument.
Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah himself led the inaugural Friday prayers, a symbolic
act that united his role as head of state, supreme commander, and head of the

Islamic faith in a single moment of public religious observance. The mosque’s
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construction was funded from national resources, and its dedication to the
people of Brunei was explicitly framed in the language of amanah: the
Sultan’s stewardship of national wealth expressed in the provision of a place

of worship worthy of the nation’s Islamic identity and its dynastic heritage.

The mosque has subsequently become one of the most visited landmarks in
Brunei, drawing both religious congregants and visitors from abroad who
come to observe a building that has been described as among the finest
examples of contemporary Islamic architecture in Southeast Asia. Its position
in Kiulap, a suburb of Bandar Seri Begawan developed primarily from the
1970s onward, gave it the context of a modern Brunei rather than the ancient
capital, reinforcing the message that MIB is not a retrospective nostalgia for
pre-colonial forms of governance but a living philosophy continuously

expressed in the present.

Notable Detail: Twenty-Nine Golden Domes

The Jame’ Asr Hassanil Bolkiah Mosque in Kiulap was designed to
honour the Sultan’s Silver Jubilee and encodes the royal heritage in its
very architecture. Its twenty-nine golden domes correspond to the twenty-
nine Sultans of the Brunei dynasty; the marble staircase at the entrance
counts twenty-nine steps; and the four minarets, each 58 metres high,
frame a building that is simultaneously a place of worship and a
statement of dynastic continuity. The mosque can accommodate 5,000
worshippers, making it the largest in Brunei, and its construction,
employing Persian carpets, Italian marble, and Philippine hardwood,
drew on the global supply chains that Brunei’s oil wealth had made
accessible. It was formally opened on 14 July 1994, the Sultan’s 48th
birthday.

Brunei and the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation

On the global stage, Brunei’s Islamic identity has been expressed through
sustained engagement with the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation
(OIC), the intergovernmental body representing fifty-seven Muslim-majority
and Muslim-significant states. Brunei joined the OIC in 1984, the year of its

independence, and its membership has been one of the consistent threads in
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the country’s multilateral diplomatic engagement ever since. The Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of Brunei describes the OIC relationship as one of the pillars

of the country’s multilateral engagement.

Brunei’s engagement with the OIC took on particular significance in 1995,
when the country hosted the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation Foreign
Ministers’ Conference. The conference, which brought together the foreign
ministers of fifty-seven OIC member states to Bandar Seri Begawan, was the
highest-profile multilateral diplomatic event that Brunei had hosted up to that
point in its independence and demonstrated both the country’s organisational
capacity and its standing within the broader community of Muslim-majority
states. The successful hosting of an event of this scale provided a significant
boost to Brunei’s international profile within the Islamic world and reinforced
its credibility as a responsible and capable member of the OIC’s institutional

architecture.

Within the OIC framework, Brunei has carved a distinctive role as a host and
promoter of Islamic education conferences and as a regional centre for Islamic
banking and finance. The country’s Islamic Financial Services Board
membership, its development of takaful (Islamic insurance) alongside
conventional insurance, and the prominence of Bank Islam Brunei
Darussalam (BIBD) in the domestic economy all reflect an attempt to make
Brunei a practical model for the integration of Islamic financial principles into

a modern economy.

The Sultan’s personal engagement with the Muslim world extends beyond
institutional membership to direct bilateral diplomacy. State visits to Saudi
Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Pakistan, Turkey, and other OIC
members have been a regular feature of the Sultan’s foreign engagement, and
these visits carry a religious dimension absent from purely commercial
diplomacy. When Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah visits Riyadh, the shared identity
of Muslim sovereigns governing Muslim states provides a register of
communication that transcends formal diplomatic protocols. The Sultan’s
attendance at OIC summits, his participation in Islamic development funding
discussions, and his advocacy for Palestinian rights within multilateral forums

reflect the consistent translation of MIB into foreign policy practice.
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UNISSA and Islamic Scholarship

The intellectual dimension of Brunei’s Islamic identity found institutional
expression with the founding of Universiti Islam Sultan Sharif Ali
(UNISSA) in 2007. Named in honour of Sultan Shanf Ali, the third
Sultan of Brunei who is credited with establishing Islam as the state religion
of the sultanate in the fifteenth century, UNISSA was designed to provide a
specifically Islamic dimension to Brunei’s higher education system that the
existing national research university, Universiti Brunei Darussalam, could not

fully provide within its broader research mandate.

UNISSA offers programmes across Islamic theology, syariah and law,
Quranic studies, Islamic education, Arabic language and literature, and
Islamic economics and finance. Its founding reflected the conviction,
consistent with MIB’s emphasis on Islamic intellectual cultivation as a
national priority, that Brunei required an institution dedicated specifically to
the training of Islamic scholars, religious teachers, gadis (judges in the syariah
court system), and experts in Islamic finance. The university’s graduates are
expected to supply the Brunei religious establishment with the next
generation of religious teachers, imams, mufti-level scholars, and Islamic
finance professionals whose work will sustain the institutional fabric of MIB
in the decades ahead.

UNISSA’s establishment was also an act of regional significance. In
Southeast Asia, dedicated Islamic universities had existed in Malaysia (the
International Islamic University Malaysia, founded 1983) and Indonesia
(various state Islamic universities under the IAIN and UIN networks) for
decades, and the establishment of a Bruneian counterpart placed the
sultanate within the regional community of institutions engaged in the
systematic cultivation of Islamic scholarship at the tertiary level. UNISSA
has since developed cooperative arrangements with Islamic universities in
Malaysia, Indonesia, Egypt, and Jordan, connecting its faculty and students
to the broader networks of Islamic academic exchange that sustain the global

production of Islamic knowledge.
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MIB as Stabilising Philosophy

The introduction of MIB as a formal state ideology in the years following
independence served multiple purposes, not all of them purely theological.
Brunei in 1984 was a newly independent state that had declined to hold
elections following a 1962 rebellion and had remained under emergency rule
since then. The ideological framework of MIB provided an alternative basis
for political legitimacy, one grounded in Islamic authority and Malay cultural

continuity rather than electoral mandate.

Critics, particularly human rights organisations and Western liberal
commentators, have argued that MIB functions primarily as a justification for
political control, displacing democratic accountability with divine mandate.
The Brunei government’s response has been consistent: that MIB is not
imposed but organically expressed, that it reflects the genuine values of the
overwhelming majority of Brunei’s Muslim citizens, and that political stability
and social cohesion are themselves Islamic obligations that the monarch is

bound to maintain.

Within Brunei, MIB has demonstrably contributed to social stability. A
population that shares a common framework of values, language, and
religious identity has less acute need for the contested political negotiation
that characterises more pluralistic societies. The welfare state described in
Chapter 11 translates the Islamic principle of zakat (charitable giving) and
kafala (providing for dependants) into state institutions, making MIB’s social
ethics materially tangible rather than merely rhetorical. The daily experience
of free education, free healthcare, and subsidised housing is, in this reading,

not merely public policy but the enactment of Islamic governance.

Pilgrimage Sponsorship and Mosque Diplomacy

One of the most direct expressions of faith as foreign policy is Brunei’s
programme of pilgrimage sponsorship. The government, through the Ministry
of Religious Affairs, subsidises the hajj for Bruneian citizens who could not
otherwise afford the costs of travel, accommodation, and associated
obligations in Mecca. This programme serves both domestic and

international purposes: domestically, it reinforces the Sultan’s role as the
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protector and enabler of his people’s religious life; internationally, it situates
Brunei within the community of Muslim-majority states that treat the

facilitation of hajj as a state responsibility.

Mosque diplomacy extends this pattern outward. Brunei has funded the
construction and renovation of mosques in Muslim-majority communities
across Southeast Asia and beyond, using charitable and official channels. In
the Philippines, a predominantly Catholic country but one with a significant
Muslim minority concentrated in Mindanao and the Sulu Archipelago,
Brunei has contributed to the establishment of mosques and Islamic centres
that serve the local Muslim population and bear the Sultan’s association.
Similar contributions have been made to Islamic communities in Cambodia,
where a Muslim Cham minority has maintained a presence for centuries, and
to Muslim communities in East Asian countries where Islam is a minority
religion practised by small but established communities. These contributions
create lasting physical markers of Brunei’s engagement in the Muslim world
and generate goodwill in recipient communities that transcends any particular

political agenda.

Among the most distinctive forms of Brunei’s mosque diplomacy is the
tradition of gifting hand-illuminated Qur’ans to mosques in fellow Muslim-
majority countries. Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah has presented elaborately crafted
copies of the Holy Qur’an to mosques and heads of state in the Philippines,
Indonesia, Malaysia, Pakistan, and other Muslim-majority nations. These
gifts, which combine religious significance with craftsmanship, represent the
intersection of faith and diplomacy in its most tangible form: a sacred text,
offered as a gesture of solidarity between Muslim rulers, inscribed within a
tradition of gift-giving that has characterised relations between Islamic polities

for centuries.

The Sultan’s own relationship with Friday prayers at the Jame’ Asr mosque
is publicly communicated as a matter of course. The regularity of his
attendance, the sermons he has delivered at significant occasions, and the
visible alignment of his personal conduct with Islamic norms all contribute to
the projection of an image of a ruler who is not merely Muslim by birth but

Islamic in his governance. In a region where the alignment between stated
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religious values and actual governance has been questioned in several

countries, Brunei’s consistency on this point 1s a point of quiet distinction.

Notable Detail: The Sultan as Patron of Islamic
Scholarship

Beyond the institutional architecture of MUIB and UNISSA, Sultan
Hassanal Bolkiah has personally supported the cultivation of Islamic
scholarship through direct patronage of academic initiatives, the
sponsorship of Quranic competitions, and the hosting of international
Islamic intellectual gatherings in Bandar Seri Begawan. The annual
national Quranic recitation competition, in which participants from
across Brunei and from invited international delegations compete in the
precise and beautiful recitation of the Holy Qur’an, is among the
Sultan’s most publicly visible expressions of this patronage. The event
draws competitors of the highest calibre and is broadcast nationally,
affirming the centrality of Quranic literacy within the MIB framework.
The Sultan’s personal attendance at the awards ceremony reinforces the
message that the nation’s Islamic intellectual life has the sovereign’s

active engagement, not merely his formal endorsement.

Balancing the West and the Islamic World

The most delicate aspect of Brunei’s religion-inflected diplomacy is the
management of its relationships with Western partners alongside its
engagement with the Muslim world. Brunei maintains close defence and
security ties with the United Kingdom, with whom it has a longstanding
agreement under which a Gurkha battalion is stationed in the country. It has
a significant defence cooperation relationship with Singapore and maintains
cordial diplomatic relations with the United States, Australia, and the major

European powers.

These Western relationships are grounded primarly in security and
commerce rather than shared values, and they have occasionally been strained
by domestic religious policy decisions. The 2014 announcement of the
implementation of a Sharia penal code, and the 2019 decision to extend its

provisions to serious criminal offences, provoked significant international

265 | The Sultan Of Brunei



criticism, including from Western governments, major corporations, and
human rights organisations. The controversy surrounding Brunei’s ownership
of Dorchester Collection hotels through the BIA briefly drew calls for
boycotts of those properties in 2019.

The Sultan’s response to this criticism was characteristically measured. In a
royal address, he acknowledged the international concern and clarified that
the most severe provisions of the Sharia code would not be actively enforced.
The episode illustrated the tension inherent in MIB’s dual commitments: the
ideology requires full Islamic observance as an expression of national identity,
but Brunei’s practical interest in maintaining its international commercial and
diplomatic relationships requires a degree of accommodation with the norms

of the liberal international order.

The balance has been maintained, imperfectly but sustainably, by separating
the symbolic assertion of Islamic identity (the formal legislation, the public
rhetoric, the institutional architecture) from its operational enforcement. This
is not an entirely satisfying resolution, but it reflects the pragmatic reality of a
small state that cannot afford to alienate either its Western security guarantors
or its Muslim-world partners and that must conduct its diplomacy within the

constraints of both relationships simultaneously.

The Asian-African Islamic Banking and Finance

Dimension

One of the most concrete expressions of Brunei’s Islamic identity in the
international economic arena has been its engagement with the architecture of
Islamic finance, both regionally and globally. Islamic banking, which operates
according to syariah principles that prohibit the payment and receipt of
interest (riba) and require all financial transactions to be backed by real
economic activity, has grown into a significant global industry with assets
exceeding USD 3 trillion by the mid-2020s. Brunei has positioned itself as a
participant in this industry at levels that exceed what might be expected from
a country of its size, using its Islamic credentials, its regulatory infrastructure,

and its BIA-held stake in Bank Islam Brunei Darussalam (BIBD) as the

instruments of this positioning.
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The International Islamic Financial Market (IIFM), headquartered in
Bahrain, and the Islamic Financial Services Board (IFSB), based in Kuala
Lumpur, both count Brunei among their founding or early members, giving
the country a voice in the standard-setting processes that govern the global
Islamic finance industry. Brunei’s contribution to the development of sukuk
(Islamic bond) standards and takaful (Islamic insurance) regulatory
frameworks has been modest in scale but consistent in commitment, reflecting
the understanding that participation in standard-setting bodies is a form of
diplomatic engagement whose returns accrue over decades rather than

quarters.

Within ASEAN, Brunei’s Islamic finance identity provides a point of
differentiation from the more secularly oriented financial centres of Singapore
and Bangkok and a point of alignment with Malaysia’s more developed
Islamic finance ecosystem. The two countries’ Islamic finance industries are
more complementary than competitive: Malaysia has built the larger and
more sophisticated market, with a deeper capital market, more liquid sukuk
issuance, and greater variety of product structures; Brunei offers a smaller but
fully syariah-compliant banking system, a willing testing ground for new
Islamic financial products, and a regulatory jurisdiction willing to align its
rules with the requirements of the global Islamic finance industry. The
bilateral cooperation between the two countries’ regulatory authorities on
Islamic finance has been a quiet but productive dimension of the broader

Brunei-Malaysia relationship.

Islam as Diplomatic Architecture

Beyond the management of tensions, MIB provides Brunei with a positive
diplomatic architecture that has few analogues among small states. Brunei
can present itself simultaneously as a modern, stable, prosperous Malay-
Islamic state, a model for governance that combines economic development
with Islamic values, and as a diplomatic interlocutor equally comfortable in

the conference rooms of ASEAN, the summits of the OIC, and the bilateral

meetings of Western capitals.

This positioning is not without its challenges, but it is genuinely distinctive.

No other Southeast Asian state has simultaneously Brunei’s level of
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economic development, its demographic homogeneity, its Islamic
constitutional identity, and its access to Western diplomatic frameworks
through longstanding security relationships. Singapore’s diplomatic reach is
broader, but its religious identity is deliberately plural. Malaysia’s Islamic
identity 1s deeper in some respects, but its democratic politics introduce

volatility that Brunei’s monarchical stability lacks.

The role of religious affairs in Brunei’s foreign aid programme is a further
dimension of this positioning. When Brunei contributes to humanitarian relief
following natural disasters in Muslim-majority countries, it typically does so
through channels that emphasise both the Islamic obligation of mutual
assistance within the ummah and the sovereignty’s personal commitment to
the welfare of fellow Muslims. The construction of mosques in the
Philippines and Indonesia as expressions of the Sultan’s personal generosity,
the gifts of Qur’ans and Islamic texts to religious institutions abroad, and the
hosting of international Islamic scholarly gatherings in Bandar Seri Begawan
are all elements of a coherent foreign policy strategy in which religious
identity and diplomatic engagement reinforce each other. Faith, in this
architecture, 1s not an obstacle to effective foreign policy; it is one of its most

distinctive instruments.

The Sultan’s reign has embodied this positioning with notable consistency.
His participation in Friday prayers, his sponsorship of hajj, his engagement
with the OIC, and his articulation of MIB as a philosophy of Islamic
governance have all been conducted within the framework of a foreign policy
that remains resolutely pragmatic, non-confrontational, and oriented toward
the practical interests of a small state whose security and prosperity depend
on the maintenance of diverse international relationships. Faith, in Brunei, is

not a barrier to diplomacy. It is its architecture.

UNISSA and the Architecture of Islamic Scholarship

The institutional architecture of MIB extends far beyond proclamation into
the active cultivation of Islamic scholarship. The flagship academic institution
of this effort 1s the Universiti Islam Sultan Sharif Ali (UNISSA),

founded by royal decree on 1 January 2007 and named in honour of the third
Sultan of Brunei, Sultan Sharif Ali (reigned 1425 to 1432), who was
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himself a scholar of Islamic law and a sayyid descended from the Prophet
Muhammad. UNISSA'’s faculties cover Usuluddin, Sharia and Law, Arabic
Language, Islamic Development Management, and Islamic Economics and
Finance, with research centres dedicated to Halal industry studies and
Islamic banking. Students from across the Muslim world enrol at UNISSA,
particularly from neighbouring Southeast Asia, southern Thailand, and the
Mindanao region of the Philippines, drawn by the combination of a
Bruneian state scholarship system and the institution’s emphasis on classical

Shafi’i scholarship within a modern academic framework.

Alongside UNISSA stands Kolej Universiti Perguruan Ugama Seri
Begawan (KUPU-SB), the religious teacher training university college,
which prepares the imams, ustaz and ustazah who staff Brunei’s network of
mosques and religious schools. The combined effect is a complete national
infrastructure for the production and reproduction of Islamic scholarship:
from the youngest religious primary school children through to the most senior
muftis, the Bruneian state provides not merely a physical environment for
faith but the entire intellectual scaffolding within which that faith is lived and

learned.

Mosque Diplomacy and Soft Power

The Sultan’s gifts of mosques and Qur’ans to other Muslim communities
form one of the more distinctive elements of Bruneian foreign policy. Across
Southeast Asia, particularly in Cambodia, the Philippines and southern
Thailand, mosques bearing the sponsorship of the Sultan of Brunei stand as
physical statements of solidarity with Muslim minority communities. The
pattern extends to gifts of gold-leaf Qur’ans to mosques in Indonesia and the
Philippines on the occasion of state visits, contributions to the maintenance of
historic mosques in the Holy Cities of Mecca and Medina through
coordination with the Saudi authorities, and direct support to Islamic centres

in non-Muslim-majority countries that serve diasporic Muslim communities.

This is mosque diplomacy in the strict sense: the construction of soft power
and goodwill through religious philanthropy. Unlike some other Muslim
states whose foreign religious investments have attracted concern for

ideological direction, Brunei’s approach is theologically conservative within
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mainstream Ahli Sunnah wal-Jamaah (Sunni) tradition, with explicit
rejection of extremism in all forms. The Mufti of Brunei has been consistently
vocal against violent interpretations of Islam, and the state’s religious affairs
ministry maintains rigorous oversight to ensure that the institutions it funds

abroad operate within the same theological framework.

In Summary

Melayu Islam Beraja, formally consolidated in Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah’s
National Day address of 1 January 1991 and embedded in all dimensions of
governance by the mid-1990s, represents one of the most sustained and
deliberate exercises in the integration of Islamic values with statecraft in
contemporary Southeast Asia. Its three pillars of Malay culture, Islamic faith,
and monarchical institution provide the Sultan with a framework of authority
that is simultaneously traditional, religious, and political. The Jame’ Asr
Hassanil Bolkiah Mosque, completed in 1994 with its twenty-nine golden
domes and capacity for 5,000 worshippers, is the most visible architectural
expression of this philosophy; the Mufti’s office and the MUIB provide its
institutional backbone; and the founding of UNISSA in 2007 extended
MIB’s intellectual ambitions into the realm of dedicated Islamic higher
education. On the international stage, Brunei joined the OIC in 1984,
hosted the OIC Foreign Ministers’ Conference in 1995, and has used
mosque diplomacy across the Philippines, Cambodia, and East Asia,
together with the gifting of illuminated Qur’ans and support for Islamic
institutions abroad, to project its religious identity as a positive instrument of
foreign policy. The challenge of balancing this Islamic identity with
productive relationships in the Western-oriented international system has
been managed with characteristic pragmatism: symbolic assertion combined
with operational accommodation. The mosque’s golden domes, visible from
kilometres away, are the most eloquent statement of what Brunei is, and what

Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah has chosen to make of his sovereignty.
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Chapter 15

Philanthropy and Education,
Investing in People

Figure 23: Universiti Brunei Darussalam, founded in 1985, anchors the Sultan’s
investment in higher education. Source: Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA. URL:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File: Universiti_Brunei_Darussalam_2_October_202
4_03.jpg

The Young Scholar

On a grey October morning in Cambridge, a young Bruneian woman walks
across King’s Parade, her coat pulled against the English autumn, a folder of
research notes tucked under her arm. She is reading Economics at one of the
oldest universities in the world, her tuition fees, accommodation, and living
allowance paid by the government of Negara Brunei Darussalam. She did
not come from a wealthy family; her father worked for the civil service in
Kuala Belait, her mother was a schoolteacher. What she had was the result of
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academic examination performance, personal application, and the existence of
a scholarship programme that has sent Bruneian students to Cambridge,
Oxford, the universities of Australia, and the Ivy League institutions of the
United States for decades.

She knows, and the scholarship agreement she signed specifies, that she will
return to Brunei upon completion of her degree and serve in government or
the public sector for a stipulated number of years. This is the compact: the
state funds the aspiration, the graduate serves the state. It is not without its
constraints. But it is also not without its logic. For a small nation of fewer
than 450,000 people whose prosperity depends on the quality of its
institutions and the capability of its civil servants and professionals, the
deliberate investment in overseas education for the most academically capable
citizens 1s a form of national development that no domestic university can

replicate in isolation.

She is one of thousands who have passed through this system. The
cumulative effect, across four decades of independence, has been to create a
Bruneian professional class educated at institutions that have shaped the
thinking of the world’s most capable public administrators, engineers,
physicians, and economists. The benefits of that education have not remained
abroad. They have come home, with the scholars, to the government offices

and hospital wards and research laboratories of Bandar Seri Begawan.

This 1s the logic of the Jabatan Perkhidmatan Awam scholarship system,
known in English as the Public Service Department (JPA)
scholarship scheme: that the nation’s most capable young people will be
identified through academic performance, sent to the world’s best institutions,
brought home through bond obligations, and put to work in the service of
national development. It is not a guarantee of individual freedom; the bond
obligation constrains the scholar’s ability to pursue opportunities elsewhere
for a defined period. But it is, on balance, a rational expression of amanah:
the state’s stewardship of its oil revenues demands that those revenues be
invested in the most productive long-term assets available, and the evidence of
seven decades of development economics is that educated human capital is

among the most productive investments any developing economy can make.
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Universiti Brunei Darussalam: The National University

At the heart of Brunei’s domestic higher education architecture stands
Universiti Brunei Darussalam (UBD), the country’s first and principal
national research university. Founded in 1985 and formally inaugurated by
Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah on 28 October of that year, UBD was the
culmination of two decades of discussion about whether Brunei needed, and
could sustain, a university of its own. The decision to establish one was, in
retrospect, one of the most consequential investments in national development

that the post-independence government made.

Located in Tungku Link in the Gadong area of Bandar Seri Begawan, the
UBD campus was developed on a site of considerable natural beauty, set
among the rolling hills and rainforest of Brunei’s western interior. The
campus design was undertaken with a conscious aspiration toward creating an
environment worthy of serious academic endeavour, with buildings designed
to the standards of a national institution and landscaped grounds that reflect
the tropical setting’s natural richness. Over the four decades since its
founding, the campus has grown substantially, with new faculties, institutes,
research centres, and student residential facilities added as the university’s

ambitions and student numbers expanded.

UBD today comprises eight academic faculties, ten specialised institutes, and
a suite of research centres spanning the sciences, social sciences, engineering,
humanities, Islamic studies, education, and health sciences. The university is
the Chancellor’s institution, a title held by the Sultan, and its governance
reflects the alignment between academic enterprise and national purpose that
characterises Brunei’s approach to education at every level. The Vice-
Chancellor, appointed by the Sultan, is responsible for the day-to-day
academic and administrative leadership of the institution, working within a
governance structure that includes an Academic Senate and a Board of

Trustees.

UBD’s academic faculties include the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences,
the Faculty of Science, the Faculty of Integrated Technologies, the Sultan
Hassanal Bolkiah Institute of Education, the School of Digital Sciences, the
Pengiran Anak Puteri Rashidah Sa’adatul Bolkiah Institute of Health
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Sciences, and the UBD School of Business and Economics. The university
participates in the ASEAN University Network, the Erasmus Mundus
programme, and a range of bilateral partnerships with institutions in Asia,
Europe, and the Pacific, connecting its students and researchers to
international academic communities. The partnership arrangements with
universities in Australia, the United Kingdom, Japan, and the United States
provide UBD students with opportunities for joint degree programmes,
exchange semesters, and research collaborations that enrich the domestic

educational experience with international perspectives.

The Sultan Omar 'Ali Saifuddien Centre for Islamic Studies at UBD
reflects the university’s commitment to integrating Islamic scholarship within a
modern research university framework, embodying the MIB philosophy in
academic form. The Institute of Policy Studies supports evidence-based
policymaking for the Bruneian government, providing the intellectual

infrastructure for the Wawasan 2035 diversification agenda.

UBD appears in the QS World University Rankings, a standard
international measure of academic performance, within the top 500 globally
and within the top 200 in Asia in recent iterations, a creditable achievement
for a university founded only in 1985 and operating in a country of fewer
than 450,000 people. The university’s research output has grown steadily,
with particular strengths emerging in tropical medicine, environmental
science, Islamic studies, digital technologies, and public policy. These
research priorities reflect both the natural resource and demographic context
of Brunei and the Wawasan 2035 aspiration to build a knowledge economy

that can sustain national prosperity beyond the hydrocarbon era.

Brunei’s Broader Higher Education Ecosystem

UBD does not operate in isolation within Brunei’s higher education system.
A network of specialised universities and polytechnics has developed around
it over the past three decades, each addressing a specific dimension of the
nation’s educational requirements and collectively constituting a post-
secondary education architecture of considerable breadth given the country’s

modest population.
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Universiti Teknologi Brunei (UTB), established as the Institute of
Technology Brunei in 1986 and granted full university status in 2008,
focuses on technical and applied programmes in engineering, computing,
business, and applied sciences. Its orientation toward professionally
applicable skills makes it a critical feeder for Brunei’s technical industries,
including the oil and gas sector, the construction industry, and the growing
information technology sector. UTB’s engineering faculties maintain close
links with the national energy companies, providing graduates who enter the
workforce with sector-relevant training that reduces the retraining burden on

employers.

Universiti Islam Sultan Sharif Ali (UNISSA), founded in 2007,
provides the dedicated Islamic higher education component of the national
system, as described in Chapter 14. Its graduates supply the religious
establishment, the syariah court system, the Islamic banking sector, and the
national education system’s religious instruction component with the

theologically trained professionals that MIB’s governance framework requires.

Politeknik Brunei, established in 2012 as a consolidation of the country’s
polytechnic education facilities, provides diploma-level technical and
vocational programmes in engineering, technology, business, and hospitality.
The polytechnic’s programmes are designed to produce middle-level technical
professionals whose skills complement those of university graduates in the

national workforce.

Kolej Universiti Perguruan Ugama Seri Begawan (KUPU-SB),
the Islamic religious teacher training university college, trains the primary and
secondary school teachers who will deliver the religious education component
of the national curriculum. Its graduates are the front-line implementors of
MIB’s educational ambitions, the men and women who, in classrooms across
Brunei, translate the philosophy of Melayu Islam Beraja into the lived

educational experience of each new generation of Bruneian children.

Together, these institutions constitute a post-secondary education system
capable of providing first-degree and diploma-level qualifications across the
full range of academic and vocational disciplines required by a modem

economy. Lhe system is not without constraints: its research capacity,
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concentrated primarily in UBD, remains modest by international standards;
the domestic labour market for some specialisations is too small to absorb all
graduates; and the bond obligation system, while rational from a national
investment perspective, can create frustrations for individuals whose
aspirations do not align neatly with the roles available in the public sector.
But as a public investment in human capital, calibrated to the needs of a
small, oil-dependent economy seeking to diversify, the system is coherent,

well-funded, and demonstrably productive.

The Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah Foundation: Yayasan and
the Sultan’s Scholar

Alongside the state scholarship system, the Yayasan Sultan Haji
Hassanal Bolkiah (Sultan Haji Hassanal Bolkiah Foundation, established
1992) serves as the principal institutional expression of the Sultan’s personal
philanthropy and his broader commitment to the development of Brunei’s
human capital. The Yayasan (foundation) operates across education,
welfare, and community development, providing scholarships, supporting
social programmes, and funding the construction of educational and religious

infrastructure.

The founding of the Yayasan in 1992 reflected a desire to create a distinct
institutional channel for charitable and developmental activities that would
complement the state’s welfare system with a more flexible, personally
directed form of philanthropy. Where the state’s welfare programmes are
governed by regulations, entitlements, and administrative procedures, the
Yayasan can respond to needs with greater speed and discretion, directing
resources to specific communities, specific individuals, or specific projects that

may not fit neatly within the categories of formal government programmes.

The Foundation’s scholarship programme, known as the Sultan’s Scholar
(Biasiswa Sultan’s Scholar), sends selected Bruneian students to leading
universities worldwide. The programme is explicitly prestigious: recipients are
identified as representing the nation’s intellectual best, and the selection
process is rigorous. Universities to which Sultan’s Scholars have been sent
include Cambridge, Oxford, the London School of Economics, the
Australian National University, the University of Melbourne, and
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institutions in Japan and the United States. The award carries not merely
financial support but a statement of national confidence in the individual

recipient.

The Sultan’s Scholar award is announced annually with considerable
ceremony, typically covered by official Bruneian media as an event of national
significance. The recipients sign formal agreements acknowledging their
obligation to serve Brunei upon return, and the Foundation maintains a
network of scholars that functions as an informal alumni community of
Brunei’s most internationally educated citizens. Several recipients of the
award have gone on to senior government positions, including ministerial
roles, reflecting the programme’s function as a talent pipeline for national

leadership.

Scholarships Abroad: Building Global Citizens

Beyond the Sultan’s Scholar programme, the Bruneian government has
maintained a broader system of overseas scholarships administered through
multiple ministries and agencies. Students who qualify can receive
government-funded places at Malaysian universities, which provide
geographically and culturally proximate higher education at lower cost, as
well as at universities in the United Kingdom, Australia, and New Zealand.
The monthly allowances provided to overseas scholars, which cover living
expenses in addition to tuition, are designed to ensure that financial

constraint does not impede academic performance.

The underlying principle of this investment is straightforward: Brunei’s small
population limits the nation’s ability to build world-class research universities
across all disciplines within its own borders. By sending its most capable
students to institutions that have accumulated decades or centuries of research
excellence and scholarly infrastructure, Brunei accesses educational quality
that it cannot internally produce and brings that quality home through the

. )
returning scholars’ subsequent careers.

The reciprocal obligation to return and serve is enforced through bond
arrangements that have varied in their terms over the decades. Students who

leave the country without returning to serve, or who do not complete their

279 | The Sultan Of Brunei



degrees, have been required to repay the costs of their scholarships. This
mechanism ensures that the investment is not simply a subsidy for individual
advancement but a genuine social contract: the state funds the development,

and the individual contributes the capacity thus developed to national service.

Bruneian alumni of major global universities form a community of significant
breadth given the country’s modest population. Cambridge, Oxford, Imperial
College London, the University of Sydney, the Australian National
University, the National University of Singapore, and numerous American
research universities have among their alumni Bruneian professionals who
now serve in the ministries, hospitals, research institutions, and private sector
firms of Bandar Seri Begawan. This community is a living return on the
investment that successive generations of Brunei’s scholarship programmes
have made: each returning scholar represents not merely an individually
educated person but a node of connection between Brunei and the
international academic and professional communities in which she or he was

formed.

Regional Disaster Relief and Humanitarian Aid

Brunei’s philanthropy extends beyond its own citizens. The country has
participated consistently in regional humanitarian response, contributing to
disaster relief efforts following major events in Southeast Asia and the
broader Asia-Pacific region. Following the December 2004 Indian Ocean
tsunami, which killed more than 230,000 people across fourteen countries
and devastated coastal communities in Aceh (Indonesia), Thailand, Sri
Lanka, and India, Brunei contributed to both the immediate relief effort and
the longer-term reconstruction assistance coordinated through ASEAN and
bilateral channels. The Yayasan Sultan Haji Hassanal Bolkiah played an
active role in channelling relief contributions to affected communities,
particularly in Aceh, where post-tsunami reconstruction represented one of

the largest humanitarian infrastructure challenges in the region’s history.

The Pakistan earthquake of October 2005, which killed more than 73,000
people in the northern regions of Pakistan and Azad Kashmir, prompted a
further response from Brunei, reflecting the ummah solidarity that Islamic

governance philosophy requires of Muslim-majority states when fellow
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Muslim communities are struck by disaster. Brunei’s contributions to the
Pakistan earthquake response, channelled through both government and
foundation channels, reinforced the pattern of Islamic-motivated humanitarian

generosity that MIB’s principles demand.

In subsequent years, Brunei has contributed to humanitarian responses
following the 2009 Sumatra earthquakes, the 2011 To6hoku earthquake and
tsunami in Japan (whose decades-long LNG partnership with Brunei gave
the relief contribution a particular relational resonance), Typhoon Haiyan’s
devastation of the Philippines in 2013, and the ongoing Rohingya
humanitarian crisis, in which stateless Muslim refugees from Myanmar have
required sustained international assistance across Bangladesh, Malaysia, and

other receiving countries.

These contributions were typically channelled through the government’s
emergency response budget, through the Yayasan, and through Brunei’s
participation in  ASEAN’s humanitarian  assistance coordination
mechanisms, including the ASEAN Coordinating Centre for Humanitarian
Assistance on Disaster Management (AHA Centre).

The scale of Brunei’s contributions has been modest relative to the largest
donor nations, but consistent with the size of the country’s economy and its
stated commitment to regional solidarity as an expression of Islamic
obligation. The Quranic injunction to assist those in need (infag) and the
broader Islamic framework of mutual aid within the ummah (community of
believers) provide the theological grounding for a foreign policy dimension

that is simultaneously humanitarian and identity-expressive.

The Brunei Darussalam-Japan Friendship Foundation

The deepest bilateral philanthropic and educational partnership in Brunei’s
international engagement is with Japan, institutionalised through the Brunei
Darussalam-Japan Friendship Foundation. The Foundation supports
cultural exchanges between the two countries, sponsors scholarship
programmes for Bruneian students to study in Japan and for Japanese
researchers and students to visit Brunei, and provides institutional backing for

academic cooperation between Bruneian and Japanese universities.
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The Foundation reflects the recognition, shared by both governments, that
the Brunei-Japan relationship must rest on a broader base than the
commercial LNG contracts that have been its economic foundation since
1972. Cultural and educational exchange builds mutual understanding
between the peoples of two very different societies, a small Muslim sultanate
on the northem coast of Borneo and a large, technologically sophisticated
democracy in northeast Asia, whose commercial interests happen to be
deeply aligned but whose cultural, linguistic, and historical backgrounds
provide few organic points of connection. The Foundation creates the
institutional infrastructure for building those connections deliberately, through
the movement of people, ideas, and cultural knowledge across the bilateral

relationship.

The Brunei-Japan educational exchange reflects a broader pattern in
Brunei’s internationalisation of its human capital development: where
bilateral relationships have strategic significance, they are reinforced through
educational and cultural cooperation that creates personal bonds between the
citizens of both countries at a level below formal diplomacy. The Bruneian
student who spends a year at a Japanese university, or the Japanese academic
who spends a research period at UBD, carries home a personal
understanding of the other country that no amount of official diplomatic
communication can replicate. These personal connections are, in the long

run, among the most durable assets of any bilateral relationship.

State Visit Gifts and Diplomatic Giving

Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah’s state visits to fellow ASEAN nations and to
countries across the Muslim world have routinely included significant gifts
and contributions in the Sultan’s name or on behalf of the Bruneian state.
These gifts have ranged from contributions to the construction of mosques
and Islamic centres, to the funding of educational facilities, to direct financial

transfers in support of community development projects in host countries.

This practice of diplomatic giving has a long tradition in the Malay world,
where the exchange of gifts between rulers was a cornerstone of inter-polity
relations and a statement of the giver’s generosity and authority. In the

modern context, the Sultan’s gifts during state visits serve both symbolic and
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practical purposes: they create goodwill in recipient communities, they
reinforce Brunei’s image as a generous and engaged member of the regional
and Islamic communities, and they translate the abstract principle of amanah

(trust) into tangible form.

The construction and funding of mosques abroad has been a particularly
notable expression of this diplomatic generosity. Mosques built with Bruneian
contributions exist in various Southeast Asian countries and in several
communities with significant Muslim populations. These buildings carry the
Sultan’s name or the Brunei government’s association and serve as
permanent reminders of the relationship between Brunei and the receiving

community.

Among the Sultan’s most personally resonant diplomatic gifts have been
hand-illuminated and gold-leaf bound copies of the Holy Qur’an, presented
to mosques and to the heads of state of Muslim-majority countries in
Indonesia, the Philippines, Pakistan, and elsewhere. These gifts represent
the convergence of the religious, cultural, and diplomatic dimensions of
MIB’s foreign policy expression: a sacred text, gifted by a Muslim ruler to
fellow Muslims, in the tradition of Malay courtly generosity, in recognition of

shared faith and shared membership of the global Islamic community.]

The Sultan has also provided direct infrastructure gifts to ASEAN states,
including contributions to the construction of community facilities, schools,
and religious buildings in countries where Brunei’s diplomatic relationships
or humanitarian commitments have created the occasion for such generosity.
These gifts are not widely publicised in international media, consistent with
the broader Bruneian preference for quiet over ostentation, but they are
recorded in the official communiqués of state visits and in the gratitude of the

communities that receive them.

Notable Detail: Amanah, Governance as Sacred Trust

The Arabic concept of amanah, meaning trust or stewardship, occupies
a central position in the political philosophy of Sultan Hassanal
Bolkiah’s reign. In Islamic jurisprudence, amanah refers to the obligation
of a trustee to manage what has been entrusted to them with fidelity,

care, and accountability to God. Applied to governance, it means that

283 | The Sultan Of Brunei



the ruler’s authority is not absolute ownership but a trust received from
the divine and discharged on behalf of the people. The Sultan has
invoked amanah repeatedly in official addresses when discussing the
stewardship of Brunei’s oil revenues, the provision of welfare services,
and the responsibility of education scholarship recipients to return and
serve their nation. It is the single concept that most elegantly unifies
Brunei’s welfare state, its sovereign wealth management, and its

educational investment within a single Islamic governance philosophy.

Notable Detail: The Rohingya Response and Islamic
Solidarity

Brunei’s contributions to the Rohingya humanitarian crisis, in which
hundreds of thousands of stateless Muslims from Myanmar have sought
refuge in Bangladesh and other neighbouring countries, represent one of
the most direct expressions of the ummah solidarity that MIB’s Islamic
dimension demands of the state. The Yayasan Sultan Haji Hassanal
Bolkiah has channelled humanitarian assistance to Rohingya refugee
communities, and the Brunei government has consistently raised the
Rohingya issue in international forums including the OIC and
ASEAN. For a small state with limited military or diplomatic leverage
over the Myanmar government, these contributions and advocacy efforts
represent the available instruments of a committed but constrained
international actor fulfilling what its governing philosophy defines as an

obligation of Islamic solidarity.

Brunei’s International Education Partnerships

Brunei’s investment in education extends outward through a network of
international partnerships that connect its domestic institutions to the global
academic community and, simultaneously, connect Brunei to the educational
systems of its most important bilateral partners. These partnerships are not
merely administrative arrangements between university administrators; they
represent deliberate acts of diplomatic and developmental investment through
which Brunei has sought to anchor its bilateral relationships in intellectual
and human terms that outlast any particular government or commercial
arrangement.
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The partnership between Universiti Brunei Darussalam and the Australian
National University reflects the particular significance of the Australia-Brunei
relationship, one in which Australian investment in Brunei’s oil sector,
Australian provision of higher education for Bruneian students, and
Australian military cooperation have historically been intertwined. UBD’s
formal research partnership with the ANU in areas of environmental science
and public policy provides both institutions with research capacity that neither
could develop alone in these specific areas, while simultaneously reinforcing
the personal and institutional ties between the two countries’ academic

communities.

The relationship between Brunei’s educational institutions and those of the
United Kingdom reflects the deepest historical connection in Brunei’s
external educational engagement. The British protectorate relationship,
which lasted from 1888 to 1984, left as its most productive legacy a
generation of Bruneian civil servants educated at British universities and a
sustained pattern of educational exchange that has continued long after
independence. Bruneian students at Oxford, Cambridge, Imperial College
London, the University of Edinburgh, and the London School of Economics
form a community whose professional and personal connections back to the
United Kingdom have been a consistent feature of the bilateral relationship.
The visits of senior Bruneian officials to the United Kingdom routinely
include engagements with British universities and research institutions,
reinforcing the intellectual dimension of what 1s also a security and

commercial partnership.

In Japan, the educational exchange supported by the Brunei Darussalam-
Japan Friendship Foundation has produced a cohort of Bruneian
professionals with direct experience of the Japanese academic and
professional environment, and a smaller but growing group of Japanese
academics and students with personal knowledge of Brunei. These personal
connections are, in the aggregate, among the most durable assets of the
bilateral relationship: the LNG contract will eventually expire or be
renegotiated; the Mitsubishi equity stake may change hands; but the
professional networks built through decades of academic exchange tend to

persist across institutional and governmental transitions, providing channels of
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communication and mutual understanding that formal diplomacy alone

cannot create.

Zakat and the Architecture of Islamic Charity

Underlying both the formal scholarship programmes and the informal
diplomatic giving is the Islamic framework of charitable obligation. Zakat,
one of the five pillars of Islam, requires Muslims who possess assets above a
specified threshold (the nisab) to contribute a defined percentage (typically
2.5 per cent of savings and wealth) to specified categories of recipients,
including the poor, the indebted, and those travelling in pursuit of knowledge.
In Brunei, zakat collection is administered by the state through the Brunei

Islamic Religious Council (Majlis Ugama Islam Brunei, MUIB), which

distributes the proceeds to eligible recipients according to Islamic guidelines.

The state management of zakat reinforces MIB’s integration of Islamic
financial ethics into governance. Rather than being a purely private religious
obligation, zakat in Brunei is a public institution, managed by the same
authority that oversees Islamic education and religious affairs more broadly.
The Sultan, as Head of Islam, is the symbolic authority through whom the
entire architecture of Islamic charitable obligation finds its institutional

expression.

Beyond zakat, Brunei’s philanthropic ecosystem includes various waqf
(Islamic endowment) arrangements under which assets are dedicated in
perpetuity to religious or charitable purposes, and the Yayasan’s broader
programme of community development grants. The effect is a layered system
of charitable provision in which state welfare, formal scholarship programmes,
institutional philanthropy, and individual religious obligation all operate

simultaneously, each reinforcing the others within the framework of MIB.

The Principle of Investing in People

What distinguishes Brunei’s approach to education and philanthropy from
straightforward welfare provision is its explicitly investment-oriented
character. The scholarship programmes are not primarily about reducing
hardship (though they do that); they are about building capacity. The
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investment in UBD is not primarily about providing education access
(though it does that); it is about creating an institution capable of generating
the research, the graduates, and the policy intelligence that Brunei’s

development aspirations require.

The Wawasan Brunei 2035 strategy is explicit about the centrality of human
capital to the country’s future. As oil and gas reserves mature and the revenue
base narrows, Brunei’s long-term prosperity depends on the ability of its
citizens and institutions to generate value through knowledge, skills, and
institutional capability rather than through the extraction and export of
natural resources. Every student who returns from Cambridge with a first-
class degree in engineering, every UBD researcher who publishes in an
international journal, every Sultan’s Scholar who enters the civil service with
a postgraduate qualification from a leading institution, is a contribution to

that strategy.

This perspective connects the seemingly disparate activities described in this
chapter, the university system, the scholarship programmes, the disaster relief
contributions, the mosque construction abroad, the Brunei Darussalam-Japan
Friendship Foundation, and the gifts of Qur’ans to Muslim communities
from the Philippines to Pakistan, within a single framework of amanah-
informed investment. The o1l wealth of Brunei is a trust. It must be invested,
not merely spent. And the most durable investments are not in buildings or
financial instruments but in people: in their education, their capability, their
sense of obligation to the community that formed them, and their aspiration to

serve the nation and the ummah to which they belong.

The Brunei Darussalam International Scholarship

Programme

Beyond domestic education, Brunei has used its prosperity to extend
educational opportunity across the developing Muslim world. The Brunei
Darussalam Government Scholarship to Foreign Students scheme,
administered by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, has provided full
undergraduate and postgraduate scholarships to thousands of students from
ASEAN states, OIC member countries and across the Commonwealth.
Recipients study at UBD, UNISSA, UTB and Politeknik Brunei, with full
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tuition, accommodation, monthly stipend, return airfare and book allowance
covered by the Bruneian state. Annual intakes have ranged from 100 to 300
students depending on the year. For citizens of small Pacific island states, of
Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar within ASEAN, and of Bangladesh, the
Maldives and other Commonwealth members, the scholarship has often been

a life-changing intervention.

The reciprocal dimension is equally important. The Bruneian state has
invested heavily in sending its own citizens abroad for higher education,
particularly into specialised fields not adequately covered by domestic
universities. Brunelan medical, engineering, legal and policy professionals
trained at the universities of Oxford, Cambridge, Imperial College London,
the London School of Economics, the University of Western Australia, the
National University of Singapore, McGill, Harvard and Stanford return to
staff the upper echelons of the civil service, the judiciary, the medical
profession and the corporate sector. The result has been the construction,
over four decades, of a national professional class that is genuinely

cosmopolitan in its intellectual formation while culturally rooted in Brunei.

Disaster Relief and Humanitarian Diplomacy

The Sultan’s response to humanitarian emergencies in the region has been a
defining feature of Brunei’s international identity. Following the December
2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, which devastated Aceh, Sri Lanka, southern
India and parts of Thailand, Brunei contributed both financial aid
(approximately USD 2 million in direct government grants and substantial
additional contributions through the Yayasan Sultan Haji Hassanal Bolkiah)
and personnel, including medical teams dispatched from RIPAS Hospital to
Aceh. The Sultan personally made a state visit to Aceh during the
reconstruction period, a gesture that carried significant symbolic weight in the

Acehnese understanding of solidarity from a fellow Sunni Muslim sovereign.

Subsequent disasters in the region have drawn similar Bruneian responses:
the Pakistan earthquake of 2005, the Sichuan earthquake of 2008, the
Haiyan typhoon in the Philippines in 2013, the Lombok and Sulawesi
earthquakes of 2018, and most recently the response to the humanitarian

needs of the Rohingya population displaced from Rakhine state. In each
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case, the pattern is similar: financial contributions through both governmental
and royal foundation channels, deployment of medical and logistical
personnel through the Royal Brunei Armed Forces, and discreet diplomatic

activity to support the broader international response.

In Summary

Brunei Darussalam’s investment in education and philanthropy reflects a
governing philosophy in which the sovereign’s amanah, the trust of
stewardship, demands not merely the provision of material welfare but the
deliberate cultivation of human potential. Through Universiti Brunei
Darussalam, founded on 28 October 1985 as the country’s first national
university and now a research institution with international partnerships
across Asia, Europe, and the Pacific, through Universiti Teknologi Brunei
(UTB), Universiti Islam Sultan Shanf Ali (UNISSA, founded 2007),
Politeknik Brunei, and Kolej Universiti Perguruan Ugama Seri Begawan
(KUPU-SB), Brunei has constructed a domestic higher education
architecture commensurate with its Wawasan 2035 ambitions. The Yayasan
Sultan Haji Hassanal Bolkiah, founded in 1992, channels the Sultan’s
personal philanthropy into the Sultan’s Scholar programme, which sends
Brunei’s most capable young people to leading universities worldwide.
Complementing this domestic investment, the country’s contributions to
regional disaster relief including the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, the 2005
Pakistan earthquake, Aceh reconstruction, and the Rohingya humanitarian
response, its diplomatic generosity in the form of mosque construction and
gold-leaf Qur’ans gifted to Muslim communities from the Philippines to
Indonesia, and its support for the Brunei Darussalam-Japan Friendship
Foundation all express the same principle of stewardship extended outward.
Brunei’s greatest investment is not in gold domes or sovereign wealth funds. It

is in people.
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Chapter 16

Leadership Style,
The Sovereign Who Listens

" s

*Figure 24: His Majesty Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah, photographed in 2024. He has reigned
since 1967. Source: Wikimedia Commons, CC BY 2.0. URL:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sultan_Hassanal_Bolkiah_-
53810840215 jpg*

The Majlis at Istana Nurul Iman

Every year, in the days following Hari Raya Aidilfitri, something happens at
Istana Nurul Iman that has no precise equivalent in any other nation on
earth. The palace’s gates open wide and ordinary citizens, schoolteachers,
farmers, shopkeepers and retired civil servants, form long, patient queues
along the broad avenues of the grounds. They have come for the Junjung

Ziarah, the public audience ceremony, in which subjects of Negara Brunei
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Darussalam are received, personally, by their sovereign. The Sultan sits in
one of the palace’s grand reception halls, flanked by senior ministers and
members of the royal family. He does not merely wave from a balcony. He is
present, accessible and attentive. Thousands pass through. The interaction is
brief for each person, governed by protocol, but its symbolic weight is
enormous: this is a ruler who wishes to be seen by his people as directly as his

people wish to see him.

This ceremony is the most visible expression of the institution of majlis, the
formal royal audience that has been a cornerstone of Malay sultanate
governance for centuries. In its classical form, the majlis served as a
mechanism for subjects to bring petitions, grievances and congratulations
directly to the sovereign without the mediation of an intermediary
bureaucracy. Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah has preserved this tradition across
nearly six decades of rule, adapting its form to the modern state while
honouring its essential spirit. For those who observe him at these gatherings,
what strikes them is not ceremony alone but the quality of attention: the
Sultan is described by those who have worked closely with him as a man who
listens, who notices, and who remembers. In a world of leaders who project,

the Sultan’s most distinctive quality may be precisely this: he absorbs.

Understanding how Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah leads Brunei requires setting
aside the easy caricatures that attach themselves to absolute sovereignty. He is
not a distant figurehead, nor a purely ceremonial monarch. He is head of
state, head of government and head of religion, simultaneously and actively.
The office demands extraordinary personal engagement with the full range of
national affairs, and by all credible accounts, His Majesty brings to that

engagement a detailed, disciplined and informed mind.

The majlis tradition, of which the Junjung Ziarah 1s the most public
expression, encompasses a broader set of regularised audiences. Throughout
the year, the Sultan holds formal audiences with ministers, with senior civil
servants, with religious scholars, with representatives of the business
community, and with foreign dignitaries. These are not pro-forma meetings.
Those who have been received in audience speak of a sovereign who comes
prepared, who has read the relevant documents and who pursues his own

lines of inquiry into the substance of what is being presented. The contrast
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with the theatrical accessibility of politicians in democratic systems, who often
perform attentiveness while delegating substance, is worth drawing: in
Brunei, the ruler’s attention is both genuine and consequential, because the

meeting with the Sultan is not advisory but executive.

The direct-petition dimension of the majlis tradition also extends to the
practice, observed on various occasions, of the Sultan receiving written
petitions from citizens on matters of personal concern: a housing difficulty, an
employment dispute, a request for educational support. The institutional
expectation that such petitions will be attended to, rather than filed away, is
part of the governing compact that gives Bruneian absolutism its particular
character. It is a form of governance that is simultaneously top-down in
authority and bottom-up in attentiveness, a combination that has no

comfortable category in conventional political science.

The Daily Rhythm of a Sovereign

The day of Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah has, by all accounts, a disciplined and
purposeful structure that reflects the Islamic framework of his role as much as
its secular governmental dimensions. The first obligation is to prayer. The
Fajr prayer, performed in the pre-dawn hours, is not for the Sultan a private
devotion conducted in isolation from his role as head of religion. The palace
mosque, the Masjid Istana Nurul Iman, situated within the grounds of
the palace complex beside the Brunei River, is the setting for the Sultan’s
morning prayers when he is in residence. Its architecture, executed in the
Islamic Malay style with its characteristic domes and minarets, and its
capacity for hundreds of worshippers, reflects the fact that the Sultan’s
devotional life is simultaneously a public act, the head of religion

demonstrating the practice he enjoins upon his nation.

After the Fajr prayer comes the work of the state. The Prime Minister’s
Office, which operates directly under the Sultan’s superintendence, receives
its directing guidance through the morning audiences and the flow of
documents between the palace and the ministries. Cabinet meetings, which
the Sultan chairs, are scheduled according to the demands of the national
agenda. The security briefing, the economic report, the foreign policy digest:

these are the raw materials of the sovereign’s working morning. Senior civil
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servants confirm that briefing documents prepared for the Sultan are read
with care and returned with annotations; the commentary is substantive rather

than merely acknowledgement of receipt.

The midday Zuhr prayer punctuates the working day with a return to the
mosque or the palace’s private prayer rooms. The Friday Jumu’ah prayer,
however, carries a special significance. Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah regularly
attends Friday prayers at the Masjid Jame’ Asr Hassanil Bolkiah in
Gadong, the national mosque that was completed in 1994 and named after
him, its golden domes visible from considerable distances across the Brunei-
Muara district. The Sultan’s attendance at Friday prayers is itself a form of
governance: it maintains the direct, unmediated connection between sovereign
and congregation that Melayu Islam Beraja requires. The sight of the
nation’s head of state joining the Friday prayer in a mosque open to all
citizens, taking his place within the community of believers, reinforces the
theocratic covenant that underpins Brunei’s constitutional order in a way that

no speech or ceremony alone could achieve.

The afternoon and evening hours are devoted to the remaining audiences of
the day, to state correspondence, to the review of legal instruments and
executive orders requiring the royal assent, and to the family and personal
commitments of a man whose private life, while necessarily entwined with his
public role, is maintained with characteristic discretion. The Asr, Maghrib
and Isha prayers complete the day’s devotional frame, and by all accounts the
Sultan’s personal discipline in observing these obligations has been consistent
throughout his reign, a consistency that speaks to the depth of the personal

faith that underlies his constitutional role as head of religion.

Occasional evening engagements, including state banquets for visiting heads
of government, cultural events at the Palace of Culture (Indera Kayangan),
and reception ceremonies for diplomatic guests, extend the Sultan’s working
day as needed. The frequency of such engagements during the peak
diplomatic calendar, which includes ASEAN meetings, national days and
the annual visits of bilateral partners, i1s considerable, and the Sultan’s
stamina for such engagements across nearly six decades of royal duties has

been remarkable.
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The Concentrated Portfolio

One of the most distinctive features of Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah’s governance
is the range of ministerial portfolios he holds concurrently. As of 2026, the
Sultan serves simultaneously as Prime Minister, Minister of Defence
and Minister of Finance and Economy, in addition to his role as head
of state and head of religion. The portfolio of Minister of Foreign
Affairs, which he also held for many years, was assigned to his son Prince
Abdul Mateen in the June 2026 cabinet reshuffle, marking one of the few

significant redistributions of responsibility in recent memory.

This concentration of executive authority in the person of the sovereign is
uncommon even among modern absolute monarchies. It means that the
policies of Brunei’s government, in its most consequential departments, flow
from a single authority. The Prime Minister’s Office, which serves as the
nerve centre of national administration, operates under His Majesty’s direct
superintendence. The defence establishment, including the Royal Brunei
Armed Forces, answers to him as both Minister of Defence and Supreme
Commander. The national budget and economic strategy are shaped under

his finance portfolio.

The Prime Ministerial role, held continuously since Brunei’s independence
on | January 1984, represents the most significant accumulation of executive
authority. As Prime Minister, the Sultan chairs the full Council of Cabinet
Ministers and signs off on all legislative instruments issued under the
executive order system. Brunei’s legal framework, which combines elements of
English common law inherited from the British protectorate with Islamic
Syariah law and customary Malay adat, is administered under a judicial
system that ultimately derives its authority from the Sultan’s person. This is
not theoretical: executive orders, amendments to statutory law and the
promulgation of major regulations all require the Sultan’s formal consent,

which is not merely ceremonial.

The Minister of Defence portfolio places the Sultan at the apex of
Brunei’s security establishment. The Royal Brunei Armed Forces (RBAF),
comprising the Royal Brunei Land Force, the Royal Brunei Navy and the
Royal Brunei Air Force, operate under his direct command. The RBAF’s
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continued close relationship with the British Armed Forces, maintained
through the presence of the British Garrison in Seria under a Defence
Cooperation Agreement, reflects a security partnership that the Sultan has
sustained across four decades. His Majesty takes a personal interest in the
welfare and professional development of the armed forces, and his visits to
RBAF installations are not ceremonial inspections but working engagements
during which he engages directly with commanders on readiness, training and

strategic planning.

The Minister of Finance and Economy portfolio, acquired in its current
form when the Ministry of Finance and the Ministry of Economy were
merged in 2019, places the Sultan at the centre of Brunei’s most
consequential policy domain. The national budget, the management of the
Brunei Investment Agency’s sovereign wealth, the fiscal response to oil price
volatility, the incentive structure for foreign direct investment, and the
macroeconomic framework of Wawasan 2035 all fall within the remit of this
portfolio. Senior officials in the economic ministries describe a sovereign who
engages with the substance of economic policy rather than merely approving
the recommendations of technocrats: the questions asked in budget
preparation meetings are specific, the assumptions challenged are the ones
most in need of challenge, and the Sultan’s personal knowledge of Brunei’s

economic position is detailed and current.

The Foreign Affairs portfolio, held for many years before the June 2026
reshuffle, gave the Sultan direct personal authority over the full range of
Brunei’s bilateral and multilateral relations. Twelve visits to China, regular
ASEAN summit attendance, and state visits to the United States, India, the
United Kingdom and across the Islamic world were all conducted under this
personal mandate. The consequential nature of personal sovereign
involvement in foreign affairs i1s difficult to overstate in the context of
ASEAN diplomacy, where relationships between heads of state carry
extraordinary weight and where the Sultan’s standing as the longest-reigning
current monarch gives him a natural seniority and credibility that no elected

leader can easily replicate.

Critics sometimes describe this arrangement as a structural impediment to

technocratic governance, on the grounds that no individual, however capable,
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can simultaneously master the detailled demands of finance, defence and
diplomacy. The contrary argument, advanced by those who have served
under His Majesty, is that the arrangement creates unusual coherence. Policy
is not fragmented across competing ministries with competing political
agendas. Decisions that in other governments would require extended inter-
ministerial negotiation can, in Brunei, be reached with clarity and speed. The
corollary is that the Sultan must be genuinely engaged across all these
domains, and by the accounts of senior civil servants, he is. Briefings are read
carefully. Policy documents receive substantive annotation. The Sultan’s
questions in cabinet meetings are known to probe precisely those points where

assumptions have not been rigorously tested.

The June 2026 reshuffle, which created new ministerial portfolios and
appointed two of his sons to significant roles, was widely read as a considered
step in long-range succession planning. The Sultan retained the most
fundamental portfolios while delegating specific domains to the next
generation of the royal family, a pattern consistent with the multi-generational

stewardship that has defined the Bolkiah dynasty for more than six centuries.

The Titah as Governance

In Brunei’s constitutional order, the titah (the Sultan’s royal address or
speech) carries both symbolic and practical weight that few observers outside
the country fully appreciate. A titah is not merely a ceremonial statement.
When delivered at the opening of the Legislative Council, at National Day
celebrations, on the occasion of cabinet reshuffles, at religious observances or
in response to national events, the titah functions as an authoritative statement
of national direction. Ministers and civil servants attend to its contents closely,
because the Sultan’s spoken priorities in a titah often define the policy agenda

for the period that follows.

His Majesty delivers titah at a wide variety of occasions throughout the year:
the National Day Grand Assembly each February, the Maulidur Rasul
celebration marking the Prophet’s birthday, the opening sessions of the
Legislative Council, major state visits, and the new year addresses. Each
provides a window into the Sultan’s current preoccupations. A review of

recent addresses reveals consistent themes: the importance of integrity in
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public service, the dangers of corruption and cronyism, the need for youth to
develop skills and ambition, the centrality of Islamic values, and the
imperative of economic diversification. When His Majesty spoke at the
March 2026 opening of the Legislative Council, he used the occasion to
address road safety, governance standards and the national budget,
demonstrating the breadth of his engagement with practical, lived concerns of

citizens.

The National Day titah, delivered on or around 23 February each year, is
perhaps the most widely attended and broadly analysed of the Sultan’s
regular addresses. It is the occasion on which His Majesty surveys the state of
the nation most comprehensively: reviewing the achievements of the past year,
acknowledging the challenges that remain, addressing the themes that
preoccupy him in the current period, and setting the tone for the twelve
months ahead. In recent years, the National Day titah has addressed subjects
as varled as the importance of digitalisation in public services, the
government’s response to the economic pressures of the COVID-19
pandemic, the reform of the civil service, the welfare of the poor and
disadvantaged within Brunei’s generally prosperous society, and the

importance of youth engagement with the national development agenda.

The content of the titah is composed with care. The Sultan’s speeches are not
improvised remarks; they are considered documents that reflect the Sultan’s
own thinking, drafted in close collaboration with the Prime Minister’s Office
and reviewed by His Majesty personally before delivery. The register of the
titah 1s characteristically deliberate: measured in tone, precise in its policy
references, and grounded in the Islamic and Melayu Islam Beraja framework
that defines Brunei’s constitutional identity. When the Sultan speaks, in these
addresses, of the obligations of the state to its citizens and of the obligations
of citizens to the state and to God, he is articulating a constitutional

philosophy rather than merely performing a rhetorical tradition.

The titah is also the medium through which cabinet reshuffles are announced.
The June 2026 announcement of the new ministerial structure was delivered
as a televised titah from Istana Nurul Iman, broadcast on all radio and
television channels. This practice, of making consequential decisions visible

and audible in the Sultan’s own voice, reinforces the personal character of the
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executive authority and maintains the sense of direct communication between

sovereign and subject that the majlis tradition also expresses.

The 5 May 2019 titah, delivered at the height of international controversy
over the Syariah Penal Code, is perhaps the most internationally significant
of His Majesty’s recent addresses. In it, the Sultan reaffirmed the de facto
moratorium on the death penalty, noting that Brunei had not carried out a
capital execution since 1957, and announced that this moratorium would
extend to any punishments under the Syariah provisions. The address was
notable for its careful navigation of domestic Islamic legitimacy and
international diplomatic concern, and for the degree to which it demonstrated
the Sultan’s command of the international context in which his domestic legal

decisions were being read.

Notable Detail: The Polo Match as Diplomacy Sultan Hassanal
Bolkiah has played polo not only as a sport but as a vehicle for personal
diplomacy. His relationship with Charles, the then Prince of Wales,
included polo matches on several celebrated occasions, including a game
played to mark the Sultan’s 50th birthday in July 1996. The Sultan
once represented the Indian Army’s 61st Cavalry polo team, and in later
years a friendly match between the Brunei team and the same 61st
Cavalry team was organised to celebrate his 70th birthday, honouring a
connection that transcends conventional diplomatic protocol. The polo
ground at Istana Nurul Iman contains air-conditioned stabling for the
royal family’s ponies, and the Sultan’s children, including Princess
Azemah and Prince Abdul Mateen, have represented Brunei at the

Southeast Asian Games in equestrian polo events.

Notable Detail: The Unannounced Visit Among the habits of
leadership attributed to Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah is the practice of
occasional unannounced visits to government offices, hospitals, schools
and public works projects, sometimes without advance notice to the
officials concerned. In a governance system that depends heavily on the
integrity of the civil service, the knowledge that the sovereign may appear
at any time to observe conditions directly creates a powerful incentive for
institutional standards. Several accounts in Brunei’s public record

describe the Sultan arriving at institutions and engaging directly with
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frontline workers rather than proceeding through the customary hierarchy
of reception. This practice, modest in its mechanics but significant in its
signal, reflects a leadership philosophy that values direct observation over

mediated reporting.

Polo, Personal Discipline and the Royal Brunei Polo
Club

Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah has been an avid polo player since his youth, an
interest shared by several of his children and by his late brother. The Royal
Brunei Polo Club, established under royal patronage, has served for
decades as both a venue for the Sultan’s personal recreation and a site of
diplomatic sociality. International polo players, including those from the
Indian subcontinent where the Sultan has cultivated particularly warm
personal connections, have visited Brunei as guests of the club, competing in
tournaments that combine sporting excellence with the kind of personal

relationship-building that formal diplomatic meetings cannot replicate.

The polo ground at Istana Nurul Iman is among the finest in Southeast Asia:
a full-sized turf field, maintained to international tournament standards, with
professional facilities for both players and horses. The stabling, equipped
with air conditioning to protect the polo ponies from Brunei’s equatorial heat,
speaks to the seriousness with which the Sultan has pursued the sport. In his
competitive years, His Majesty played at a level that earned the respect of
international competitors rather than merely the deference owed to a patron.
He is said to have maintained a competitive rating that was earned rather
than merely assigned, a detail that speaks to the discipline and thoroughness

he brings to any domain he enters seriously.

Beyond polo, His Majesty is a licensed pilot of both fixed-wing aircraft and
helicopters, qualifications that speak to the intellectual rigour and technical
competence that have always attended his personal pursuits. He is known to
have flown himself on various occasions, both in Brunei and during journeys
abroad, combining personal enjoyment with the practical utility of sovereign
mobility. The discipline required to obtain and maintain these qualifications,

which are genuine certifications under aviation authority standards rather
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than honorary designations, is entirely consistent with the pattern of serious

personal engagement that characterises his approach to governance.

The Sultan also plays squash and badminton, sports at which he has
historically been competitive. His fitness regime, maintained across decades
in office, is relevant to his governance capacity: the physical and mental
stamina required to sustain the demands of multiple ministerial portfolios,
state wvisits, audiences, ceremonies and the continuous flow of executive
decisions across nearly six decades, are not trivial. That he has maintained
this pace reflects a personal discipline that contributes directly to the

institutional stability his long reign has provided.

His public profile, by the standards of modern leadership, is notably
disciplined. He does not give interviews to international media. His personal
views are conveyed through the titah, through official statements and through
the testimony of those who work alongside him. This restraint is consistent
with the broader Bruneian ethos of governance-through-stability: spectacle is
reserved for state occasions and jubilee celebrations, and the business of
governing is conducted without the performance of controversy or the pursuit
of personal celebrity. The Sultan’s Instagram presence, such as it exists, is

institutional rather than personal.

In early 2026, the Sultan underwent knee replacement surgery and made
limited public appearances for several months, a pause that generated quiet
attention among Brunei-watchers but which he characterised simply as a
period of recovery before returning to full engagement with his duties. By
March 2026, he presided over the State Opening of the Legislative Council,

delivering a full titah and resuming the ceremonial rhythms of the calendar.

Longevity in Office

Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah ascended to the throne on 5 October 1967, at the
age of twenty-one, following the voluntary abdication of his father, Sultan
Omar Ali Saifuddien III. As of 2026, he has been the reigning sovereign for
more than 58 years, making him the world’s longest-reigning current head of
state. This 1s a record that carries both ceremonial significance and practical

consequence. 1he longevity of his rule means that entire generations of
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Bruneians have known no other sovereign, that the institutional culture of the
state has been shaped by his personality and priorities, and that his authority
is grounded not merely in constitutional arrangements but in a deep, lived

continuity.

The historical context of this longevity is worth dwelling upon. When Sultan
Hassanal Bolkiah ascended the throne in October 1967, Harold Wilson was
the British Prime Minister, Lyndon Johnson was the American President,
and the late Queen Elizabeth II had been on the British throne for only
fifteen years. The decolonisation of Asia was still incomplete. The
Association of Southeast Asian Nations had been established only weeks
earlier, in August 1967. The Vietnam War was at its height. The
transformation of global politics, economics and technology that the
subsequent 58 years have brought is almost incomprehensible in its scope: the
Cold War ended, the internet emerged, China became a superpower, the
global population more than doubled. Through all of this, Sultan Hassanal
Bolkiah has remained on the throne of Brunei, adapting his country’s policies
to each new configuration of global forces while maintaining the essential

continuity of its institutions and values.

The comparison with Queen Elizabeth II, who reigned from 1952 to 2022,
a span of seventy years, is instructive. For most of the Queen’s reign, Sultan
Hassanal Bolkiah was the world’s second-longest-serving monarch. Upon
Her Majesty’s death on 8 September 2022, he became the longest-reigning
current head of state in the world, a position he continues to hold as of 2026.
The distinction matters not merely as a statistic but as a measure of
institutional consistency: no other nation’s head of state can look back across

a comparable span of personal sovereign authority in the modern era.

He has governed Brunei through its independence from Britain in January
1984, through the introduction of Melayu Islam Beraja as the national
ideology in 1991, through the collapse of oil prices in the late 1980s and
their subsequent recovery, through the Asian financial crisis of 1997 to 1998,
through the global financial crisis of 2008, through the COVID-19
pandemic, and through the ongoing challenges of economic diversification.
Each of these periods has tested the capacity of the governing framework he

has built. That Brunei has navigated them without social upheaval, without
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political instability and without the fracturing of its civic covenant speaks to

the consistency of his stewardship.

The Diamond Jubilee, marking sixty years on the throne, is anticipated in
October 2027. The preparations already underway speak to a nation that
regards this milestone not with the ambivalence that sometimes attaches to
long reigns but with genuine affection and pride. Whether one analyses his
rule through the lens of constitutional theory, comparative governance or the
lived experience of Brunei’s citizens, the 58-year record represents one of the

most sustained examples of personal sovereign authority in the modern world.

Diplomacy at the Summit: India, China and Beyond

Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah’s international engagement has been as disciplined
and purposeful as his domestic governance. State visits are carefully chosen;
they serve specific diplomatic objectives rather than being purely ceremonial,
and they are prepared with the thoroughness that reflects an engaged, briefed

sovereign rather than a symbolic figurehead.

His relationship with India deserves particular attention. The Sultan has
cultivated warm personal ties with successive Indian leaders, a relationship
grounded in cultural affinity, the substantial Bruneian Indian community’s
economic contribution, and the two nations’ shared interest in regional
stability. When Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi visited Brunei on 4
September 2024, as the first bilateral visit by an Indian Prime Minister to
Brunei in the history of the relationship, it was received in Brunei as a
moment of considerable significance. The Sultan received Prime Minister
Modi with the full protocol of a state visit, and the two leaders held
substantive bilateral discussions covering trade, defence cooperation, the
digital economy and India-ASEAN connectivity. The visit was a personal
diplomatic achievement for the Sultan as much as for India, reflecting the
relationship capital he has built through decades of consistent engagement

with successive Indian governments.]

The Brunei-India relationship has deep roots. The Sultan’s personal
affection for Indian culture is well-documented: his passion for polo, a sport

with its professional heartland in the Indian subcontinent, his patronage of
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the 61st Cavalry polo team, and his engagement with Indian business
communities across the Gulf and Southeast Asia all speak to a genuine
cultural connection. In this context, Prime Minister Modi’s 2024 visit was
not the beginning of a new relationship but the formal acknowledgment of one

that had been sustained over decades at a personal sovereign level.

The relationship with China has been the most consequential in terms of
economic impact. His Majesty has visited China on twelve recorded
occasions, more than any other single bilateral partner, reflecting the strategic
weight that Brunei places on its relationship with its largest regional
neighbour and the primary investor in the Pulau Muara Besar petrochemical
complex. His meetings with President Xi Jinping have addressed the full
range of bilateral issues: Chinese investment in Brunei’s downstream
industrial sector, the management of the South China Sea territorial dispute
(in which Brunei maintains a quiet but principled claim under the Law of the
Sea), and the bilateral trade relationship that makes China Brunei’s single
largest trading partner. The Sultan’s diplomatic management of the
relationship with China, maintaining warm personal ties while preserving
Brunei’s sovereign position on territorial matters, is a model of small-state

statecraft.

His 2013 meeting with US President Barack Obama, when President
Obama included Brunei in his Southeast Asian tour as part of the American
pivot to Asia, was a further demonstration of the Sultan’s ability to maintain
balanced relationships across the major powers. The meeting at Istana Nurul
Iman was substantive, covering ASEAN’s role in regional security
architecture, energy market developments and bilateral trade, and the
Sultan’s ability to engage at this level with the American president reflected a
diplomatic sophistication that is the product of decades of accumulated

relationship capital.

The Mahathir-Bolkiah relationship, spanning the thirty-plus years of
Mahathir Mohamad’s first and second stints as Malaysian Prime Minister, is
one of the most interesting bilateral partnerships in Southeast Asian history.
As neighbours sharing a land border on Borneo and a long history of
territorial and ethnic ties, Malaysia and Brunei have navigated complex

interdependencies: the transit of Bruneians through Sarawak that was
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eliminated only with the opening of the Temburong Bridge in 2020, the
overlapping maritime claims in the South China Sea, and the cultural and
linguistic bonds between the two nations’ Malay communities. Mahathir and
the Sultan, despite the occasional tension in their bilateral relationship
(particularly over the question of Labuan and water supply agreements),
maintained a personal working relationship grounded in mutual respect and
the pragmatic recognition that their two countries’ long-term interests were

best served by cooperative management of their shared geography.

His Majesty has regularly attended ASEAN summits, including the 2026

gathering in Cebu where he delivered a substantive titah on regional energy
architecture. He has received world leaders at Istana Nurul Iman, including
visits from the FAO Director-General in April 2026 at which the Sultan
engaged directly on agrifood systems, food security and sustainable
agriculture, demonstrating an interest in agricultural development consistent
with Brunei’s Wawasan 2035 priorities. ]

The disciplined public profile extends to the management of information
about the Sultan’s health and personal circumstances. When His Majesty
underwent knee replacement surgery in January 2026, the matter was
handled with characteristic discretion; limited public information was
released, the royal calendar was quietly adjusted, and when the Sultan
returned to full public duties in March, the resumption was marked by his
presence at the Legislative Council opening without fanfare about the
recovery period. This restraint is consistent with a style of governance that

regards the office as primary and the individual as subordinate to it.

Well-Informed on Policy

Those who have observed His Majesty at close quarters in policy settings are
consistent on one point: he is thoroughly briefed and genuinely engaged with
the substance of government. This is not a superficial reputation. Brunei’s
governance challenges, from the management of oil revenue to the
diversification of the economy to the calibration of its foreign policy between
China, ASEAN and the Western world, require the kind of sustained
analytical attention that a monarch who simply presided over ceremonial

occasions could not provide. Senior officials describe an engagement that
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goes beyond the headlines of any briefing document, a readiness to question
assumptions and to hold departments to account for the consistency between

policy aims and outcomes.

His Majesty has also shown a consistent interest in institutional coherence.
The 2023 address to the His Majesty the Sultan’s Flight is instructive: in it,
he warned explicitly against cronyism and nepotism at all levels of the
administration, and praised the workforce for professional responsibility.
These are not the words of a sovereign indifferent to how his institutions
function. They reflect someone who understands that the quality of
governance is determined not only by policy design but by the human and

organisational culture through which policy 1s executed.

The Sultan’s command of policy detail extends to his role in international
negotiations. When Brunei held the ASEAN Chair in 2021, during the
difficult period of the COVID-19 pandemic and the Myanmar political
crisis, the Sultan’s personal engagement with ASEAN’s response to both
challenges was substantive. The guidelines on ASEAN travel corridor
arrangements, negotiated under Brunei’s chairmanship, and the Five-Point
Consensus on Myanmar developed at the April 2021 ASEAN Summit
hosted in Jakarta with Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah’s personal engagement, were
both outcomes that required genuine diplomatic work from the Chair, not
merely the ceremonial hosting function. The Sultan’s capacity to engage at
this level of multinational diplomacy, after more than five decades in office,
speaks to an intellectual engagement with the work of governance that has not

diminished with the passage of time.

In Summary

Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah’s leadership style is defined by a combination of
concentrated authority and direct accessibility, a pairing that might seem
paradoxical but which reflects the logic of the Malay sultanate tradition at its
most considered. The majlis and the Junjung Ziarah maintain the ancient
covenant between ruler and ruled. The daily rhythm of prayer, audience and
policy engagement gives the Sultan’s working life a structure that integrates
the devotional and the governmental in a manner that is both personally

sustaining and constitutionally coherent. The concentration of ministerial
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portfolios in the Sultan’s person ensures policy coherence at the cost of
technocratic breadth. The titah serves as a form of regular, authoritative
communication that keeps the citizenry informed of national priorities in the
sovereign’s own voice. The polo field, the flight deck, and the unannounced
visit to the hospital corridor all speak to a leader whose engagement with the
world is direct, personal and disciplined. And across nearly six decades in
office, this framework has produced a small, stable nation whose people enjoy
genuine material security and whose international reputation rests on the
credibility of its governance. The sovereign who listens has, by the evidence of

a long reign, also been heard.
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Chapter 17

Challenges and Criticisms,
A Balanced View

The Difficult Conversation

A credible account of any nation’s governance must reckon honestly with its
tensions, and this chapter is written in that spirit. Negara Brunei Darussalam
has achieved remarkable things under Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah’s
stewardship: a functioning welfare state, decades of social stability, and the
preservation of a compact, coherent society in a corner of Southeast Asia that
has known far more turbulence than Brunei’s citizens have. These
achievements deserve the recognition this book has accorded them. They do
not, however, exempt Brunei from scrutiny of the genuine difficulties that

attend its model of governance.

This chapter examines five distinct areas where Brunei has faced substantive
criticism or where its own policymakers acknowledge the need for reform: the
implementation of the Syariah Penal Code and its international reception;
the long-running challenge of economic diversification and hydrocarbon
dependency; youth unemployment and its structural roots; the state of press
freedom and civil liberties; and the family tensions of the 1990s and early
2000s involving Prince Jefri Bolkiah and the Brunei Investment Agency. In
each case, the aim is to present the criticism fairly, to note the government’s
response, and to observe where genuine evolution has occurred. The tone

throughout is analytical rather than prosecutorial.

A word on method is necessary here. The subject matter of this chapter,
involving criminal law provisions, press freedom rankings, legal proceedings
and matters of individual liberty, is precisely the domain in which advocacy
can distort analysis and in which the temptation to reach for easy
condemnation or easy exculpation is strongest. This chapter resists both. The

standard applied is that of a careful observer who takes seriously both the
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value of universal human rights norms and the complexity of governing a
particular society in a particular historical and cultural context. The reader is
entitled to reach their own conclusions; what they deserve is a fair account of

the facts from which those conclusions can be drawn.

The Syariah Penal Code: A Chronology and Assessment

No aspect of Brunei’s recent governance has attracted more international
attention than the Syariah Penal Code Order 2013 and its
implementation. The Code was announced in October 2013, during a
speech by the Sultan at a golden jubilee celebration in connection with the
Royal Customs and Excise Department. It was introduced as an expression
of Brunei’s Islamic identity and of the Sultan’s personal commitment, as head
of religion, to ensuring that the nation’s legal framework reflected Islamic

principles.

The Code was implemented in phases. Phase One, which came into force
on 1 May 2014, covered matters including fines and imprisonment for
offences such as missing Friday prayers, eating in public during Ramadan,
failure to pay zakat (the Islamic tithe), and the propagation of non-Islamic
religions to Muslims. These provisions attracted relatively limited
international comment, representing extensions of existing Islamic
administrative law rather than introducing the capital punishments that would

later become controversial.

Phase Two and Phase Three, covering the hudud and gisas penalties
under Islamic criminal law, were announced for implementation on 22 March
2019. The third phase introduced, among other provisions, the punishment
of death by stoning for adultery and for sexual acts between men, and the
punishment of amputation for theft. The announcement that these provisions
had come into force provoked an immediate and substantial international

reaction.

The reaction came from multiple directions and at multiple levels. At the
governmental level, the United Nations High Commissioner for Human
Rights, Michelle Bachelet, described the provisions as “deeply troubling”

and called on Brunei to immediately halt their implementation, noting that
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“stoning people to death for consensual same-sex relations or for adultery is
clearly prohibited under international human rights law.” A group of
independent United Nations human rights experts issued a joint statement in
April 2019 calling on Brunei to repeal the new provisions immediately. The
United States State Department included Brunei in its 2019
International Religious Freedom Report and in its annual Country Reports
on Human Rights Practices, noting the introduction of the Syariah

provisions as a significant development of concern.

At the European Parliament level, a resolution passed on 18 April 2019
by a substantial majority called on Brunei to immediately repeal the new
Syariah Criminal Code provisions, urged the European Union to raise the
issue through diplomatic channels, and called on European institutions to
reconsider any trade or investment agreements that might be read as implicitly

endorsing the code.

The response from civil society was given an unusual commercial dimension
by the ownership structure of the Dorchester Collection, a portfolio of
luxury hotels that includes The Dorchester in London, The Beverly Hills
Hotel and Hotel Bel-Air in Los Angeles, Le Meurice and Hotel Plaza
Athénée in Paris, and several other prestigious properties. The Dorchester
Collection is owned by the Brunei Investment Agency, and a boycott
campaign targeting these hotels, organised in the weeks following the March
2019 announcement, drew support from prominent public figures. George
Clooney published an opinion article in USA Today on 1 April 2019
calling for a boycott and comparing the provisions to the treatment of Jewish
people in Germany in the 1930s. Sir Elton John, Ellen DeGeneres,
and other high-profile entertainers publicly endorsed the boycott. The
Beverly Hills Hotel and The Dorchester in London experienced measurable
drops in bookings, and several corporate clients announced that they would

hold future events elsewhere.

The Brunei government’s response to this international pressure was carefully
constructed and merits close analysis. Rather than issuing a direct rebuttal,
the government proceeded with the legal implementation of the code while
simultaneously managing its public communication with a degree of
diplomatic sophistication. The most consequential statement came on 5 May
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2019, when Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah issued a statement through the Prime
Minister’s Office that announced the extension of Brunei’s existing de facto
moratorium on the death penalty to encompass the new Syariah

provisions.

The significance of this statement requires understanding Brunei’s penal
history. According to United Nations data, the last confirmed execution
in Brunei under any law was carried out in 1957, more than a
decade before independence. Brunei has maintained, for over six decades, a
de facto moratorium on capital punishment under its common law criminal
code, even as the legal provisions for the death penalty remain on the statute
book. The Sultan’s May 2019 statement extended this moratorium explicitly
to the new Syariah criminal provisions, stating that no execution under these
provisions would be carried out, and that no death sentence arising from them
would be implemented. He also indicated an intention to ratify the United
Nations Convention Against Torture, a commitment that was welcomed,

with varying degrees of caution, by international human rights organisations.

Amnesty International described the Sultan’s announcement as “a
welcome first step” while maintaining that the laws themselves remained
deeply problematic regardless of enforcement status, since they continued to
criminalise identity and created legal vulnerability for LGBT citizens, for
those accused of adultery, and for those accused of theft. The organisation’s
position, consistent with that of Human Rights Watch and other monitoring
bodies, is that a moratorium on enforcement does not address the chilling
effect on behaviour and the psychological burden on those whose identity is

formally criminalised, even if not actively prosecuted.

The Brunei government’s position, articulated by ministers and the state
media, 1s that the Syariah code is an expression of the country’s Islamic
identity and sovereign right to establish its own legal framework, that its
provisions are consistent with the beliefs of the Muslim majority, and that the
moratorium demonstrates both a commitment to Islamic law as principle and
an exercise of judicial restraint in application. This is not an incoherent
position; it reflects a genuine constitutional philosophy in which the Islamic
character of the state is not separable from the legitimacy of its governance,

and in which the role of the Sultan as head of religion creates both the
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authority and the obligation to enact a legal framework consistent with Islamic

principles.

Critics respond, with equal coherence, that a law that remains on the statute
book, even if unenforced, continues to criminalise the identity of LGBT
citizens and creates an atmosphere of legal vulnerability that affects behaviour
and freedom. The chilling effect on LGBT Bruneians, on those in interfaith
relationships, and on those whose personal conduct might be subject to
interpretation under the code, is real even in the absence of prosecutions.
This is not a tension that has been resolved; it is an ongoing debate between
different frameworks of values and sovereignty, and it deserves to be described

as such without false resolution in either direction.

What can be observed, as a matter of verifiable fact, 1s that the moratorium
has held: as of the end of 2025, no execution under the Syariah provisions
had been carried out, no amputation sentence had been imposed, and the
practical enforcement of the code’s capital and corporal provisions remained
formally suspended. The government of Brunei has also continued to engage
with United Nations human rights mechanisms, submitting to the Universal
Periodic Review process and maintaining a level of international dialogue on
human rights questions that is at least formally consistent with its stated

commitment to these processes.

Notable Detail: A Moratorium with Deep Roots Brunei’s
moratorium on capital punishment predates the Syariah controversy by
many decades. According to the United Nations, the last known
execution in Brunei under common law was carried out in 1957, more
than a decade before independence. This extraordinarily long de facto
moratorium reflects a sovereign tradition of restraint in the application of
the ultimate penalty, even as the legal provisions for it have remained on
the statute book. The extension of this moratorium to the Syariah
provisions in 2019 was, in this light, consistent with a deeper pattern of
governance rather than merely a reactive concession to international
pressure. Whether the moratorium remains in place under future
sovereigns 1s a question that cannot be answered prospectively; what can

be said is that it has held, without interruption, for nearly 70 years.
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Notable Detail: Oil Dependency and the Fiscal Cliff The 2014
to 2016 oil price collapse, during which Brent crude fell from over $100
per barrel in mid-2014 to below $30 in early 2016, created Brunei’s
most severe fiscal challenge in the modern era. Government revenues,
heavily dependent on oil receipts, contracted sharply. The government
responded by reducing some subsidies, drawing on sovereign wealth
fund reserves managed by the Brunei Investment Agency, and
accelerating the diversification agenda. The episode demonstrated, with
uncomfortable clarity, the degree to which even a well-managed oil state
remains vulnerable to commodity price shocks that are entirely beyond its
control. The subsequent recovery of oil prices provided relief, but the
structural vulnerability remains: as of 2024, the IMF continues to flag ol

dependency as the primary risk to Brunei’s fiscal stability.

Economic Concentration: The Hydrocarbon Dependency

Brunei’s central economic challenge is not new, but its urgency has intensified
with each passing decade. Hydrocarbons, principally oil and natural gas,
have historically accounted for approximately 60 per cent of government
revenue and more than 90 per cent of total export earnings, leaving Brunei
significantly exposed to fluctuations in energy prices. The Wawasan
Brunei 2035 plan, launched in 2008, explicitly acknowledged this
vulnerability and set the diversification of the economy as one of its three
foundational goals. The question that economists and Brunei’s own
policymakers wrestle with is why progress has been slower than the ambition

of the plan implied.

The 2014 to 2016 oil price collapse was the most severe test of this
dependency in recent memory. Brent crude fell from over $100 per barrel in
mid-2014 to below $30 per barrel in early 2016, a decline of more than 70
per cent in the space of eighteen months. For a nation where government
revenues are so heavily linked to hydrocarbons, this represented an acute
fiscal shock. The Brunei government’s fiscal balance moved into significant
deficit. Consumer subsidies were reduced for the first time in years, drawing
commentary from economists who had long argued that subsidy reform was

necessary to create the incentive structures for private sector development.
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The government drew on the reserves of the Brunei Investment Agency
(BIA) to fund essential services, deploying the very sovereign wealth buffer

that had been built for precisely this scenario.

The subsequent recovery of oil prices from 2017 onwards provided relief, but
the 2014 to 2016 episode illustrated the degree to which Brunei’s fiscal
model remained structurally dependent on a commodity over whose price it
has no control. The COVID-19 pandemic of 2020 added a further
dimension of economic stress, contracting global energy demand at the same
time as it disrupted domestic economic activity and required substantial
government health and social support expenditure. Brunei’s sovereign wealth
reserves and its long-standing habit of fiscal conservatism provided a degree of
insulation, but the period from 2020 to 2022 was the most economically
difficult of the Sultan’s reign since the 1980s.

The government’s diversification efforts are genuine and have produced
measurable results. The Pulau Muara Besar petrochemical complex,
commissioned in 2019, had transformed Brunei’s non-oil export profile by
2022, with downstream petrochemical products growing from less than 2 per
cent to more than 17 per cent of non-oil and gas exports in three years. The
halal economy programme, the digital economy masterplan, tourism
development and aquaculture all represent sincere policy efforts.
Nevertheless, as of the mid-2020s, the IMF continues to flag oil dependency
as the primary risk to Brunei’s fiscal stability, noting that the non-oil private
sector remains relatively small and that the pace of diversification, while
positive, has not yet reached the structural threshold at which a drop in oil

revenues would cease to create a national fiscal crisis.

The honest assessment is that economic diversification is hard anywhere, and
harder still when the existing resource base continues to generate sufficient
revenue to fund comfortable lives for most citizens. The urgency that drives
diversification in countries facing genuine scarcity is muted in Brunei by the
cushion of oil wealth. This is a prosperity trap as much as a policy failure,
and solving it requires not merely new industries but a cultural shift in how
Bruneians understand work, risk and aspiration. Governments can set the

incentive structures, attract the investment and build the infrastructure; they
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cannot, by decree, create the entrepreneurial culture that transforms those

investments into self-sustaining growth.

Several structural factors are at work in the persistence of this dependency.
The welfare state, generous by any measure, has historically made public
sector employment and its attendant security more attractive to young
Bruneians than the uncertainty of private enterprise. The private sector has
consequently been heavily dependent on foreign labour for roles that require
either technical skill or a willingness to accept lower wages than the
subsidised public sector offers. This has constrained the emergence of a
dynamic domestic entrepreneurial class. The small size of the population,
approximately 450,000 people, limits domestic market scale, requiring any
diversification strategy to be export-oriented from the outset, which demands
sophistication in marketing, standards compliance and logistics that are still
being built.

Youth Unemployment and the Welfare Paradox

Closely related to the diversification challenge is the issue of youth
unemployment, which has been a persistent concern in Brunei’s policy
discourse. Estimates of youth unemployment in Brunei have ranged between
7 and 9 per cent in various periods, a figure that may appear modest by
global standards but that represents a significant concern in a country where
the state provides such extensive material support and where youth should, in

principle, be well-equipped to enter the labour market.

The structural explanation is well-understood. The public sector, which has
historically absorbed a large share of the Bruneian workforce, has natural
limits to its capacity to grow. The private sector, small and heavily reliant on
migrant labour, does not offer sufficient openings at the level and wages that
educated young Bruneians seek. The result is a mismatch between aspiration
and opportunity that is not easily resolved by policy alone. A university
graduate with aspirations for a career in finance, technology or professional
services may find that the positions available in Brunei’s small private sector
do not match either the compensation or the career development

opportunities she has been educated to expect. The public sector alternative,
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offering security and the social prestige that has historically attached to

government service in Malay culture, remains the default choice for many.

The government’s response has included skills-based training programmes,
initiatives to encourage entrepreneurship, and the drive to attract foreign
direct investment that will create quality private sector employment. The
Darussalam Enterprise (DARe) agency, which replaced the Brunei
Economic Development Board, has worked to support small and medium
enterprise development, startup incubation and the creation of a more
dynamic private sector environment. Progress has been made, particularly in
sectors connected to the Pulau Muara Besar complex and the digital

economy, but the challenge has not been structurally resolved.

Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah has addressed youth unemployment directly in
several titah, notably his 2018 National Day eve address in which he urged
young people to “dare to lead” in development and to take up roles in
business and community leadership. This is a sovereign who understands the
problem. The harder question is how to create the conditions in which the
solution becomes structurally embedded rather than dependent on each
generation’s individual courage to deviate from the path of least resistance.
The Vision 2035 target of positioning Brunei among the world’s top ten
economies by per capita income, ambitious even in favourable conditions,
requires precisely the cultural and structural transformation that the youth

unemployment challenge reveals as not yet complete.

Critics from the development economics community point to the broader
phenomenon of the “Dutch disease” variant that affects welfare states built on
commodity revenues: when citizens do not need to work to access basic
security (since the state provides that security through oil revenues), the
incentives to develop the human capital and institutional capacity for
economic diversification are systematically weakened. This is not a criticism
specific to Brunei; it applies to Gulf states, to Botswana, to parts of the
Norwegian experience, and to every resource-rich welfare state. What
distinguishes Brunei from the worst examples 1s the educational investment,
the institutional discipline of the BIA, and the Sultan’s own consistent
emphasis on the need for the next generation to develop skills and ambition

beyond the guarantee of state employment.
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Press Freedom and Civil Liberties

Brunei’s record on press freedom and civil liberties draws consistent attention
from international monitoring organisations. Reporters Without Borders
ranked Brunei 117th out of 180 countries in its 2025 Press Freedom Index,
reflecting a persistent pattern of constrained media independence that has
characterised the country’s information environment throughout the Sultan’s
reign.] The state-owned Radio Television Brunei (RTB) remains the
primary broadcast media provider, and the country’s main daily newspaper,
the Borneo Bulletin, operates within a framework of editorial self-restraint

that is understood rather than formally mandated in every instance.

There 1s no elected legislature; the Legislative Council (Majlis Mesyuarat
Negara) was last reconstituted by the Sultan in 2004, with appointed rather
than elected members. Brunei’s last general election was held in 1962. There
are no provisions in the constitution specifically protecting freedom of speech,
and the 2005 Sedition Act extended criminal liability to criticism of the
Sultan, the royal family and the Melayu Islam Beraja ideology. The absence
of formal political parties means that there is no legal mechanism for
organised political opposition to the government. The Emergency Order,
declared in 1962 following the Brunei People’s Party revolt, remains
formally in force, providing the constitutional basis for the executive

governance system.

These are genuine constraints on civil and political freedoms as understood in
liberal democratic terms. They are not, however, unusual in the context of the
Malay world’s sultanate traditions, nor are they experienced by most
Bruneians as actively oppressive in their daily lives. The absence of political
parties and electoral competition has not produced the kind of repressive
atmosphere associated with authoritarian states that have suppressed pre-
existing democratic institutions. Brunei never had competitive electoral
politics as a developed system; the 1962 rebellion that led to the imposition
of emergency rule came from an armed revolt by the Brunei People’s Party,
and the subsequent suspension of elections was a response to political

violence rather than to a flourishing civic culture being closed down.
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Online media has expanded the range of political and social commentary
available in Brunei to some degree. Platforms including The Scoop,
BruDirect and various social media accounts provide a degree of independent
reporting and commentary that supplements the output of state media.
However, self-censorship on political and religious subjects, and the
knowledge that the Sedition Act applies to online as well as print
communications, creates a constrained environment for journalistic
investigation of government conduct. The CIVICUS Monitor, which rates
Brunei’s civic space as “repressed”, notes the absence of documented
progress on fundamental freedoms but also the absence of the systemic
violence against activists and journalists that characterises more severely

repressive states.

The government’s position on press freedom reflects the same constitutional
philosophy that underlies its approach to civil liberties more broadly: that
Brunei’s stability, its social harmony, and the welfare of its citizens are best
maintained within a framework of managed expression rather than
unconstrained political competition. Ministers and officials who address this
question in international forums point to Brunei’s high scores on human
development indices, its low crime rates, its absence of ethnic conflict, and the
material security of its population as evidence that the constraints on political
freedoms are not experienced as a net burden by the majority of Bruneians.
Critics respond that the absence of a free press means that abuses of
governance are less likely to be detected and corrected through public
accountability mechanisms, and that the long-term quality of governance in a
closed information environment is likely to degrade relative to what would be
possible with greater transparency. This is a genuine structural argument,

and it is not easily dismissed.

The Prince Jefri Affair: Financial Accountability and
Institutional Self-Correction

The most publicly visible test of the royal family’s internal governance came
in the form of the Prince Jefri Bolkiah controversy, which unfolded

through court cases in Britain and the United States across the late 1990s

and 2000s and which attracted sustained international media attention as the
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details of the BIA’s management under Prince Jefri’s tenure became public

through litigation.

Prince Jefri Bolkiah, the Sultan’s younger brother, served as the head of the
Brunei Investment Agency (BIA), the sovereign wealth fund that
manages the revenues from Brunei’s oil and gas production, from its
establishment in 1983 until his removal from that position in 1998. His
tenure coincided with a period in which the BIA’s portfolio grew
substantially as oil revenues accumulated, but also, according to the legal
proceedings that followed, with a period of significant mismanagement. The
formal claim made by the Brunei government in legal proceedings was that
approximately $14.8 billion had been misappropriated from the BIA
during Prince Jefri’s tenure between 1985 and 1998, through a combination
of personal expenditure charged to BIA accounts, investments in failed

ventures, and transfers to entities connected to Prince Jefri personally.

The vehicle for much of the alleged misappropriation was identified in legal
proceedings as Amedeo Development Corporation, a Prince Jefri entity
that undertook a range of ambitious and ultimately financially unsuccessful
development projects, including hotel and entertainment complex
developments. The Jerudong Park Amusement Park, a large
entertainment complex opened in 1994, was one of the projects associated
with this period; while the park itself was a genuine contribution to Brunei’s
domestic entertainment infrastructure, the financial management of the

Amedeo portfolio was the subject of the litigation that followed.

The BIA’s legal action against Prince Jefri was initiated in the late 1990s,
following his removal from the chairmanship of the agency. The proceedings
involved litigation in multiple jurisdictions, most notably in the English courts
and in the Brunei courts, with significant judgments from the Privy Council
(which at that period remained the final court of appeal for Brunei) in 2007
and 2008 addressing aspects of the dispute. The overall legal outcome was a
negotiated settlement under which Prince Jefri agreed to return substantial
assets to the BIA and to the Brunei government, including properties in
various countries and other holdings. The precise terms of the final settlement

were not fully disclosed publicly.
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The US legal dimension added further complexity. A lawsuit filed in
California involving allegations about the treatment of women brought to
Brunei, which Prince Jefri denied, was eventually settled without admission
of liability and generated considerable media coverage at the time, though its

relevance to the core BIA mismanagement issue was indirect.

Several elements of this affair are worth noting for what they reveal about
Brunei’s governance. First, the decision by Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah to
pursue the legal case against his own brother, through the formal institutions
of the legal system rather than through private family settlement, demonstrates
a commitment to Institutional accountability that is not always present in
family-governed states. The Sultan’s willingness to allow legal proceedings
against the closest member of his own family to proceed through the courts,
rather than resolving the matter quietly and personally, was a significant

statement about the primacy of institutional processes over family loyalty.

Second, the affair resulted in meaningful institutional reforms to the BIA’s
governance structure. Following Prince Jefri’s removal and the subsequent
legal proceedings, the BIA introduced strengthened oversight, more rigorous
investment governance and improved transparency in its reporting to the
Sultan and the government. The episode served, in this sense, as a catalyst
for the kind of institutional self-correction that is the purpose of accountability
mechanisms. The subsequent management of the BIA has been regarded by

sovereign wealth fund analysts as considerably more disciplined.

Third, the episode illustrates the risks that attend concentrated personal
authority in the management of sovereign wealth funds. Where oversight
depends primarily on the personal integrity of the individual to whom
management has been delegated, rather than on institutional checks and
balances, the failure of that personal integrity can have very large
consequences. Brunei’s response to this lesson, strengthening the institutional
governance of the BIA, is the correct response, and the subsequent decades

of more disciplined management demonstrate that the lesson was absorbed.

The episode was handled by the Brunei government with characteristic
discretion. Court proceedings were pursued through proper legal channels.

There were no public trials, no official statements of personal condemnation,
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and no dramatic denouements. The resolution was largely legal and financial.
In subsequent years, Prince Jefri has maintained a private life, and the matter

has not resurfaced in significant form.

Quiet Evolution

Across all the areas discussed in this chapter, a pattern is observable: Brunei
tends not to make dramatic reversals of policy but rather to evolve quietly,
adjusting implementation while preserving the formal architecture of its legal
and constitutional arrangements. The death penalty moratorium is the
clearest example: the law exists on the statute book; the execution does not
occur; the government manages the international presentation of this gap
between formal law and actual practice through a combination of diplomatic

engagement and confident assertion of sovereign right.

The gradual expansion of the halal economy and the Wawasan 2035
initiative represent evolutionary responses to economic vulnerability. The June
2026 cabinet reshuffle, with its appointment of the Sultan’s sons to
ministerial responsibility, represents an evolutionary approach to succession
and institutional renewal. Even the Syariah Penal Code itself, whatever one
thinks of its provisions, was introduced not as a sudden rupture but as the
culmination of a decade-long process of consultation within Brunei’s religious

and legal establishment, announced in 2013 and implemented from 2014.

This evolutionary style has advantages and disadvantages. It maintains
stability and avoids the whiplash of policy reversals that can undermine
institutional credibility. It also means that change, when it comes, arrives
slowly, which is frustrating for those who seek faster progress on civil liberties
or economic reform. Brunei is not a country that responds quickly to external
pressure by reconsidering first principles. It is a country that responds over
time, on its own terms, in ways that it considers consistent with its values and
traditions. Whether that pace is adequate to the challenges ahead,
particularly in the context of a global environment increasingly characterised
by rapid change and growing international scrutiny of human rights practices,

is a genuinely open question.
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What is clear is that the Sultan is aware of these tensions. The titah of 5 May
2019 demonstrated an awareness of the international context that is not
present in the communications of governments that simply ignore external
criticism. The continued engagement with UN human rights mechanisms,
the willingness to engage with the Universal Periodic Review process, and
the aspiration to ratify the Convention Against Torture all suggest a
government that Is navigating, rather than dismissing, the intersection
between its own constitutional philosophy and the framework of international
human rights norms. The navigation is slow, the outcomes incomplete, and

the critics unconvinced; but the engagement is real.

In Summary

The credibility of any account of Brunei rests on its willingness to engage
honestly with the tensions in its governance, and this chapter has attempted to
do so without descending into either advocacy or condemnation. The Syariah
Penal Code remains an area of genuine international disagreement, one
where the moratorium on enforcement has reduced but not eliminated the
concern, and where the gap between formal law and actual practice creates an
ambiguity that serves neither the government’s international credibility nor the
personal security of those whose conduct is formally criminalised. Economic
diversification and youth unemployment are problems that the government
acknowledges and is working to address, with mixed but not negligible
progress; the fiscal vulnerability revealed by the 2014 to 2016 oil price
collapse and the 2020 pandemic remains a structural challenge that
Wawasan 2035 has not yet fully resolved. Press freedom and the absence of
an elected legislature reflect a constitutional philosophy that prioritises
stability over liberal political competition, at a cost to transparency and
accountability that thoughtful observers within and outside Brunei recognise.
And the Prince Jefri affair, handled through legal rather than political
mechanisms and followed by genuine institutional reform, demonstrated a
capacity for self-correction that is not always present in states of Brunei’s
type. Taken together, these are not the profile of a state in crisis; they are the
profile of a state that is managing genuine tensions while preserving an overall
framework of order and welfare that its citizens, on the evidence available,
broadly support.
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Chapter 18
Beyond Oil, Wawasan Brunei 2035

Figure 25: The Sultan Haji Omar Ali Saifuddien Bridge, which crosses Brunei Bay to
connect the Temburong enclave with the rest of the country. Opened in 2020, it is one of
Southeast Asia’s longest bridges. Source: Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA. URL:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sultan_Haji_Omar_Ali_Saifuddien_Bridge_08.j
Pg

A Nation Looks to the Horizon

In January 2008, Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah gave his formal consent to a
document that was, in essence, a frank acknowledgement of vulnerability and
a bold commitment to transformation. Wawasan Brunei 2035, or Brunei
Vision 2035, was not written in the cautious language of bureaucratic
hedging. Its opening sections stated plainly that Brunei’s current prosperity
rested on a resource base that would not last indefinitely, and that the

generation of Bruneians who would be making their careers and raising their
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families in 2035 deserved a country whose economy could sustain their

ambitions beyond the oil fields.

The three goals of Wawasan 2035 have the quality of statements that are
simple to make and extraordinarily difficult to deliver. By 2035, Brunei aims
to be recognised for: an educated and highly skilled people, measured by the
highest international standards; a quality of life that ranks among the top ten
nations by the United Nations Human Development Index; and a dynamic,
sustainable economy with per capita income among the top ten countries in
the world. These are not modest aims for a nation of approximately 450,000
people whose entire economic structure has been built around the extraction
and export of hydrocarbons. They represent a civilisational wager: that a
small sultanate in the heart of Borneo can, within a single generation,
engineer a transformation comparable to what Singapore achieved in the

three decades after its independence.

The stakes are real. Brunei’s proven oil reserves are finite, and production
has been declining from its peak years. Natural gas, contracted primarily to
Japan, South Korea and China through the Brunei LNG plant at Lumut,
provides a somewhat longer runway. But gas revenues too will eventually
plateau. The question that Wawasan 2035 poses, and that every subsequent
national development plan has attempted to answer, is what Brunei will
produce, export and earn once hydrocarbons no longer dominate its balance

sheet.

The intellectual lineage of Wawasan 2035 connects it to Brunei’s tradition of
careful, long-horizon governance. Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah’s own thinking
about the future of his nation has been shaped by his direct observation,
across five decades of bilateral engagement, of how other small states have
managed their development transitions. Singapore’s success under Lee Kuan
Yew, achieved through disciplined institution-building, investment in human
capital and systematic attraction of foreign investment, is the most cited
regional model. Qatar and the United Arab Emirates, which have deployed
hydrocarbon revenues to build financial services, tourism and logistics
infrastructure, offer nearer parallels from the Gulf. Wawasan 2035 draws
selectively on all of these precedents while asserting Brunei’s own character: it

i1s not a Singapore in Islamic dress, nor a Gulf emirate transplanted to
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Southeast Asia, but a Malay Islamic monarchy pursuing modernisation on

terms that are consistent with its own values and traditions.

The Architecture of the Vision

Wawasan 2035 is not a single document but an integrated framework,
operationalised through three blueprints covering Manpower, Social and
Economic development, and implemented through a series of five-year
National Development Plans (Rancangan Kemajuan Negara, RKN).
The current RKN cycle is the Eleventh National Development Plan (RKIN
XI), covering the period 2021 to 2025, which was followed by the RKN
XII cycle from 2026. Each RKN translates the Vision’s aspirational
framework into specific project commitments, capital allocations and

performance targets across the ministries responsible for delivery.

A Supreme Council for Wawasan Brunei 2035 (Maqjlis Tertinggi
Wawasan Brunei 2035), decreed by the Sultan in 2014, oversees progress
and coordinates across the ministries and agencies responsible for execution.
The framework identifies 12 National Outcomes across 28 Key Areas, each
tracked through National Key Performance Indicators reported regularly to
the Supreme Council. This architecture reflects the Sultan’s preference for
structured accountability: the Vision is not merely aspirational but monitored,

with defined metrics against which progress is assessed and reported.

The Energy Department of the Prime Minister’s Office plays a
central coordinating role in managing Brunei’s hydrocarbon assets while
simultaneously facilitating the transition to diversified energy and industrial
activities. Its remit spans upstream oil and gas operations, the management of
the state’s relationship with Brunei Shell Petroleum (BSP), and the
development of the downstream industrial complex at Pulau Muara Besar.
The coordination function it serves is a microcosm of the broader challenge:
Brunei must simultaneously maximise revenues from its existing hydrocarbon
base (to fund the diversification transition) while building the new economic

structures that will replace it.

Foreign direct investment is central to this strategy. Brunei lacks the

population size to generate sufficient domestic capital and entrepreneurial
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capacity to drive transformation on its own. The government’s approach has
been to offer a combination of stable governance, a strategic location at the
intersection of ASEAN maritime routes, competitive land and utility costs,
and targeted tax incentives to attract investors willing to co-build the
industrial and services infrastructure the country needs. The Darussalam
Enterprise (DARe), established in 2016 as the successor to the Brunei
Economic Development Board, serves as the principal FDI facilitation and
private sector development agency, targeting sectors including petrochemicals,
aerospace, agribusiness, health technologies, Islamic finance, ICT, and the
halal economy. DARe supports small and medium enterprises through
business registration streamlining, access to financing, mentorship
programmes and export market connections, with the explicit goal of growing
a domestic private sector capable of absorbing the Bruneian workforce that

the public sector cannot.

The BIMP-EAGA (Brunei-Indonesia-Malaysia-Philippines East ASEAN
Growth Area) framework provides the regional dimension to this strategy.
Established in 1994, BIMP-EAGA connects Brunei to the broader
economic corridor of eastern ASEAN, facilitating cross-border trade,
investment and tourism flows. Brunei’s role in BIMP-EAGA as a natural
gateway, connected to Sabah, East Kalimantan, the southern Philippines
and the broader Sulawesi Sea maritime network, gives it a regional
positioning that belies its small domestic market. The Vision 2035
framework explicitly incorporates BIMP-EAGA as one of the platforms
through which Brunei’s economic diversification will be pursued through

regional rather than purely domestic growth.

Pulau Muara Besar: The Downstream Bet

The single most consequential foreign investment decision in Brunei’s recent
economic history was the development of the Pulau Muara Besar (PMB)
downstream petrochemical and refinery complex, built in partnership with
China’s Hengyi Industries, a subsidiary of the Zhejiang Hengyi Group,
one of China’s largest private petrochemical enterprises. The project began
with a Memorandum of Understanding signed in 2011 between the

investment authorities and Hengyi, and Phase 1 of the facility, comprising a
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refinery with a capacity of approximately 160,000 barrels per day alongside
an aromatics complex producing benzene, toluene and paraxylene, was
commissioned in 2019 at a total investment value of approximately USD 3.4

billion, making it the largest FDI project in Brunei’s history at that time.

The strategic logic of Pulau Muara Besar is elegant. Brunei possesses crude
oil that it has historically exported in relatively raw form, earning modest
value-added beyond the commodity price. The PMB complex converts that
crude into refined petroleum products (diesel, gasoline, jet fuel) and
petrochemical feedstocks (benzene, toluene, paraxylene) that command
higher prices and serve as inputs into the manufacturing industries of regional
economies, particularly China. By positioning itself as a downstream
processing hub, Brunei moves up the value chain, creates local employment,
and builds the industrial competencies that can attract further downstream

Investment.

The Phase 1 results have validated the approach. By 2022, downstream
petrochemical products had grown from less than 2 per cent of Brunei’s non-
oil and gas exports in 2019 to more than 17 per cent, a transformation that
demonstrates the speed with which a well-placed industrial investment can
reshape an export profile. The PMB island itself, a purpose-built industrial
island of approximately 1,000 hectares connected to the Brunei mainland by
a causeway, now houses a concentration of petrochemical and refining
infrastructure that gives Brunei a genuine downstream industrial identity for

the first time in its economic history.

Phase 2 of the Hengyi complex, announced at an estimated investment that
has been reported at figures ranging from USD 6 billion to USD 9 billion
depending on the scope definition applied, aims to increase total refining
capacity significantly and introduce Brunei’s first polymer production
capabilities, moving into the high-value plastics and synthetic materials
manufacturing sector. The Phase 2 development, which incorporates an
expanded refinery, a steam cracker and a polyolefins production facility,
would represent a further step up the petrochemical value chain, transforming
PMB from a refining and aromatics hub into a genuine integrated

petrochemical complex.
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The Hengyi partnership reflects a broader dimension of Brunei’s economic
relationship with China. The investment was facilitated through the
framework of China’s Belt and Road Initiative, which has positioned Brunei
as a maritime hub in the broader ASEAN connectivity network. Brunei, for
its part, has been careful to welcome Chinese investment while maintaining its
diplomatic autonomy and its formal legal claims in the South China Sea.
The management of this relationship, accepting capital and industrial
partnership while preserving sovereign positions on territorial matters, is a
demonstration of the Sultan’s diplomatic sophistication and his capacity for

the careful navigation of relationships between unequal partners.

The Brunei Methanol Company (BMC), established in 2010 as a joint
venture between Brunei Shell Petroleum, the Mitsubishi Gas Chemical
Company and the Itochu Corporation of Japan, operates a methanol plant at
Sungai Liang that has been producing methanol from natural gas since
2010. With an annual production capacity of approximately 850,000 metric
tonnes, BMC represents the first stage of the gas-to-chemicals conversion that
the broader PMB complex is intended to complement. The plant supplies
methanol primarily to Japan and to other Asian markets, and its products
serve as chemical feedstocks for a range of downstream manufacturing
processes. BMC demonstrated, before the PMB complex was built, that
downstream gas processing in Brunei was commercially viable and could

attract high-quality international partners.

Notable Detail: The Bridge That Connected a Nation The
Sultan Haji Omar Ali Saifuddien Bridge, commonly known as the
Temburong Bridge, opened in March 2020 and transformed the
geography of Brunei overnight. At approximately 30 kilometres in
length, it is one of the longest sea-crossing bridges in Southeast Asia.
Before its construction, the Temburong district, which contains Brunei’s
most significant natural conservation area, was accessible from the capital
only by a two-hour journey through Malaysian territory or by speedboat.
The bridge reduced travel time to approximately fifteen minutes. Its
opening connected the remote, forested Temburong district to the main
Brunei-Muara urban area, creating the possibility of sustainable

ecotourism development and economic integration that had previously
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been logistically impractical. The bridge was built by a consortium that
included the China Communications Construction Company’s Sixth
Engineering Corporation, and was completed at a cost of approximately
USD 1.6 billion. Its completion represented both a feat of engineering
and a symbolic statement about Brunei’s ambitions for integrated

national development.

Notable Detail: The Empire Hotel and Country Club Brunei’s
most significant demonstration of its tourism aspirations is the Empire
Hotel and Country Club, which opened in 2000 as one of the most
ambitious hotel projects in Southeast Asian history. Built over five years
at an estimated cost of over USD 1 billion, the Empire features a 40-
storey atrium, three golf courses, a private beach, a water park and over
500 rooms and suites. Its opening coincided with the anticipation of
large-scale tourism development that the Wawasan era would formalise.
The hotel remains one of the largest and most elaborate resort
developments in ASEAN, a physical statement of Brunei’s capacity,
when it chooses to deploy its resources, for the construction of genuinely

world-class infrastructure.

The Halal Economy

One of the more distinctive pillars of Brunei’s diversification strategy is its
positioning as a global halal hub, leveraging the Islamic identity embedded
in Melayu Islam Beraja as an economic as well as a cultural asset. The global
halal food and products market is estimated to be worth several trillion dollars
annually, and Brunei, as a Muslim-majority nation with robust Islamic
governance structures, is well-placed to offer certification services, production

facilities and a trusted brand that can command a premium.

The halal strategy has evolved over two decades. The Brunei Halal brand
was formally launched in 2009 as a premium certification mark intended to
capture the market for the most rigorously certified products. The Brunei
Islamic Religious Council (MUIB) serves as the sole issuing authority
for halal certification, a structural arrangement that gives Brunet’s certification
a credibility grounded in institutional independence from commercial

interests. The Halal Certificate and Halal Label (Amendment)
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Order of 2017 made halal certification compulsory for all food and
beverage businesses serving Muslim consumers in Brunei, creating a
comprehensive domestic regulatory floor while simultaneously developing the

institutional capacity for international certification services.

The halal economy also intersects with Brunei’s aquaculture ambitions. The
country has invested in developing its fisheries and aquaculture sector as a
source of halal protein for export, targeting regional markets that are
increasingly price-competitive on commodity seafood but willing to pay a
premium for certified, traceable, high-quality product bearing a reliable halal
mark. Sea bass and tiger prawn aquaculture have been among the priority
species identified for commercial development, with cage farming operations
in Brunei’s coastal and riverine environments producing for both domestic

consumption and export.

The BIMP-EAGA framework supports the halal economy agenda by
providing a natural regional distribution network for Brunei Halal-certified
products. Within the BIMP-EAGA area, which encompasses significant
Muslim-majority populations in Indonesia (particularly Sulawesi, East
Kalimantan and West Kalimantan), Malaysia’s Sabah and Sarawak, and
the southern Philippines, Brunei’s halal certification provides a differentiated
product identity that can support price premiums in markets that are

otherwise highly price-competitive.

International halal trade shows, including the World Halal Conference and
the annual Malaysia International Halal Showcase (MIHAS), have been
regular venues for the promotion of the Brunei Halal brand. Brunei has
signed mutual recognition agreements for halal standards with several
countries, creating the international certification infrastructure that is
necessary for the brand to travel beyond ASEAN markets into the Gulf, the
broader Muslim world and into mainstream Western markets where the
Muslim consumer segment is growing. The ambition is not merely to certify
Bruneian products but to position Brunei as a certification authority whose
stamp of approval carries weight in global markets: a small nation with a large

regulatory reputation.
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Tourism: The Heart of Borneo

For many years, Brunei’s tourism sector was modest by regional standards,
overshadowed by the more developed offerings of Malaysian Borneo and
Indonesia. The opening of the Temburong Bridge changed the calculus. Ulu
Temburong National Park, which encompasses approximately 50,000
hectares of pristine primary rainforest in Brunei’s easternmost district, is now
accessible in a single day from the capital without the logistical complexity
that previously constrained visitor numbers. The park contains some of the
most biodiverse forest in Borneo, with canopy walkways, river journeys

through dense jungle, and wildlife sightings of extraordinary variety.

Brunei’s conservation credentials underpin its ecotourism proposition. The
country maintains forest cover of more than 72 per cent of its total land area,
the highest proportion in Southeast Asia as of 2022. More than 55 per cent
of the national territory is classified as permanent forest reserve under the
National Forestry Policy. Brunei’s contribution to the Heart of Borneo
conservation initiative, the tripartite agreement between Brunei, Malaysia and
Indonesia to protect the central highland forests of the island, encompasses
approximately 58 per cent of its total territory, pledged to a vision of
managed conservation and sustainable development across 220,000 square

kilometres of equatorial rainforest.

Beyond ecotourism, Brunei offers a distinctive cultural tourism proposition.
The Royal Regalia Museum in Bandar Seri Begawan, opened on 30
September 1992 to coincide with the Silver Jubilee celebrations, houses the
coronation regalia and the ceremonial chariots of the royal family in a setting
of architectural grandeur. The museum offers visitors, free of charge, a visual
encounter with six centuries of dynastic history and the material culture of the
Malay sultanate at its most resplendent. Entry is free of charge to all visitors,
a policy consistent with Brunei’s broader approach to civic provision as a

public good rather than a commercial transaction.

The Omar Ali Saifuddien Mosque, completed in 1958 and regarded as
one of the finest examples of Islamic architecture in Southeast Asia, remains
the most photographed landmark in Brunei, its marble domes and golden

minarets reflected in the artificial lagoon that surrounds it. The adjacent
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Kampong Ayer, the water village that has been continuously inhabited for
at least six centuries and that was described by Pigafetta in 1521 as the
“Venice of the East”, provides visitors with an encounter with traditional
Malay riverine life that is both authentic and accessible. These cultural assets,
combined with the natural heritage of Ulu Temburong, give Brunei a tourism
offer that is genuinely distinctive rather than merely attempting to replicate

the beach resort or urban shopping experiences available elsewhere in

ASEAN.

The tourism strategy is built around this conservation and cultural identity.
Rather than competing with Bali or LLangkawi on beach resort infrastructure,
Brunei positions itself as an ecotourism and cultural destination for a
sophisticated traveller seeking authenticity, natural heritage and a deeper
encounter with Malay Islamic cwvilisation. The Visit Brunei Year
campaigns, with a major iteration planned around 2027 in conjunction with
the Diamond Jubilee, are designed to build international awareness of this
proposition. New tourism markets, including India, China and the Gulf

states, are being actively targeted.]

Aquaculture and Food Security

One of the quieter but more strategically important elements of Brunei’s
diversification agenda is the development of its aquaculture sector. Brunei’s
coastal and riverine environments, combined with the pristine water quality
maintained by its extensive forest cover, provide a natural endowment for
high-quality fish and seafood production. The government has invested in
aquaculture infrastructure since the 1990s, and the sector has grown to
include cage fish farming, prawn farming and seaweed cultivation, with the
intention of developing both a domestic food security base and an export-
oriented production capacity that benefits from Brunei’s halal certification

credentials.

Sea bass (Lates calcarifer, locally known as siakap) and tiger prawns
(Penaeus monodon) have been identified as the priority species for
commercial aquaculture development. Sea bass culture in floating net cages in
Brunei Bay and the Limbang River estuary has demonstrated commercial

viability, with production reaching several thousand tonnes per annum across
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the sector. Tiger prawn culture, using semi-intensive pond systems in coastal
areas, has similarly grown to a commercially significant scale. Both species
command premium prices in regional markets when sold with Brunei Halal
certification, providing the price premium that justifies the higher production

standards required.

Food security is not a trivial concern for Brunei, which imports a significant
proportion of its food requirements. Reducing this dependency is one of the
practical contributions that an expanded aquaculture sector can make to
national resilience. The strategic vulnerability of a nation that depends on
food imports became acutely visible during the COVID-19 pandemic, when
supply chain disruptions affected the availability and price of imported food.
The government’s response included accelerating the aquaculture and agri-
food development agenda, recognising that food self-sufficiency is both an

economic and a strategic priority.

The University of Brunei Darussalam’s Institute for Biodiversity and
Environmental Research has contributed research on the optimisation of
aquaculture production systems and on the genetic improvement of
commercially important species, providing the scientific base for sustainable
sector development. The government has also invested in cold chain
infrastructure, including processing facilities and refrigerated storage, to
support the export of fresh and processed aquaculture products to regional

markets.

The Digital Economy
The Digital Economy Masterplan 2025 (DE2025), launched in June

2020, provides the framework for Brunei’s transition to a knowledge-based
digital economy. The Masterplan identifies nine priority sector clusters
including logistics, energy, financial services, tourism, health, agri-food,
education and halal, and outlines 17 key projects designed to advance
industry digitalisation, government digitalisation, and the development of

digital talent.

Digital government services have been a particular focus, with multiple

ministries moving towards online service delivery through integrated portals.
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The Prime Minister’s Office has driven the implementation of a government
cloud infrastructure managed through the BruNet network, Brunei’s
national internet service provider, creating the data backbone for the
transition to digital public services. Electronic licensing, online tax filing (in
Brunei’s case, primarily for corporate and business taxes), digital health

records and e-government portal services have all been developed under the

DE2025 framework.

The Grow Digital initiative has targeted small and medium enterprises,
providing digital solutions to expand their businesses through e-commerce
platforms, creating the market linkages that small Bruneian producers have
historically struggled to access. DARe’s e-commerce support programme has
helped hundreds of Bruneian micro and small enterprises establish online
selling presences, connecting artisan food producers, fashion designers and

craft makers to regional and global markets through established platforms.

The fintech and Islamic digital finance dimension of the digital economy
aspiration 1s particularly relevant to Brunei’s positioning as a halal hub.
Islamic fintech, covering Syariah-compliant digital banking, investment
platforms, crowdfunding and payment systems, is a rapidly growing global
sector, and Brunei’s existing Islamic finance regulatory framework and halal
brand credibility give it natural advantages in this space. The Brunei
Darussalam Central Bank’s regulatory sandbox for fintech innovation has
created the space for testing and licensing new digital financial services, with
the explicit aspiration of positioning Brunei as a regional centre for Islamic
fintech.

These ambitions are real, and the institutional architecture to pursue them is
increasingly in place. The honest assessment, however, remains that scale is a
constraint. A population of 450,000 generates a domestic market too small to
sustain most digital businesses at the scale they need to be viable, which
means that success in the digital economy depends almost entirely on the
ability to serve regional and global markets. Brunei has the infrastructure; it
must also develop the entrepreneurial culture and the international marketing

capacity to take its offerings beyond its borders at meaningful scale.
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The Wawasan Scorecard: An Honest Assessment

As of 2026, Wawasan 2035 is approximately halfway through its planned
implementation period. The occasion calls for an honest assessment of
progress rather than either congratulation or despair. On the first pillar,
education and human capital, Brunei has maintained its investment in free
education through to the tertiary level, expanded the capacity of Universiti
Brunei Darussalam, established the Universiti Islam Sultan Shanf Ali
(UNISSA) and upgraded technical education through the Institut
Teknologi Brunei. Literacy rates are near-universal, and a significant
proportion of the young adult population holds post-secondary qualifications.
The challenge is not educational attainment per se but the translation of

qualifications into productive private sector employment.

On the second pillar, quality of life, Brunei’s performance on human
development indicators is strong: high life expectancy, low infant mortality,
high literacy and a material standard of living that is among the highest in
Southeast Asia. The UN Human Development Index places Brunei in the
“Very High Human Development” category, and its ranking has been
consistent around the 40th to 50th position globally, well within the top tier
though somewhat short of the top-ten ambition of the Vision.

On the third pillar, the dynamic and sustainable economy, progress is most
mixed. The PMB downstream complex has begun to change the export
profile. Tourism, the halal economy and digital services are all growing. But
the oil sector still dominates government revenues and export earnings, and
the non-oil private sector, while growing, remains small relative to the
Vision’s aspirations. The IMF’s assessment is careful and not unsympathetic:
it notes genuine structural progress while flagging the fiscal vulnerability that

hydrocarbon dependency continues to create.

The vision of 2035 is within reach on the human development dimensions.
On the economic transformation dimension, more remains to be done than
can be accomplished in the nine years that separate 2026 from the target
date. This is an honest conclusion, and it is one that Brunei’s own

policymakers do not fully dispute.
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The Halal Industry and the Brunei Halal Brand

Among the most ambitious of Brunei’s diversification ventures is the Brunei
Halal brand, launched in 2009 as the first integrated national halal
certification and marketing system in the world. The premise 1is
straightforward: Brunei, as a Muslim-majority sovereign state with a strict
regulatory framework and a reputation for institutional integrity, is uniquely
positioned to certify halal products in a manner that carries credibility across
the global Muslim consumer market, estimated at approximately 2 billion
consumers and a market value exceeding USD 2.3 trillion annually. The
Brunei Halal certification is administered by the Ministry of Religious
Affairs and incorporates not only the zabiha (proper Islamic slaughter)
requirements but the full thoyyiban concept of wholesomeness, encompassing

food safety, animal welfare, environmental impact and supply chain integrity.

The brand has been deployed across multiple categories: processed foods,
beverages, cosmetics, pharmaceuticals and personal care products. Ghanim
International Corporation, the commercial vehicle established to develop
the brand, has signed partnerships with major Malaysian, Indonesian,
Australian and New Zealand producers to license the Brunei Halal mark on
products distributed across the global Muslim consumer market. The
strategic significance lies less in the immediate export revenue, which remains
modest, than in the positioning of Brunei as a global halal hub, with

downstream opportunities in logistics, finance, research and tourism.

The Temburong Bridge as Engineering Statement

The Sultan Haji Omar Ali Saifuddien Bridge, more widely known as
the Temburong Bridge, opened on 17 March 2020 after seven years of
construction at a total project cost of approximately USD 1.6 billion. At 30
kilometres in length, including 14 kilometres over open water in Brunei Bay,
it 1s the longest bridge in Southeast Asia and one of the longest in the world.
The engineering challenge was formidable: the bridge had to cross protected
mangrove ecosystems and shallow tidal flats, withstand the seismic and
weather conditions of the equatorial coast, and connect the previously isolated

Temburong district (long accessible only by ferry or by a lengthy road journey

341 | The Sultan Of Brunei



through Malaysian Sarawak) with the rest of Brunei in less than 30 minutes

of driving time.

The economic and social transformation has been profound. Property values
in Temburong, long depressed by isolation, have risen significantly. Tourism
to Ulu Temburong National Park, the principal protected forest area within
Brunei’s Heart of Borneo commitment, has become a realistic day-trip from
the capital. Temburong residents working in Bandar Seri Begawan can now
commute. And the symbolic statement, that Brunei has the technical and
financial capacity to undertake megaprojects on a scale comparable to those
of much larger neighbours, has reinforced national confidence in the

practicality of Wawasan 2035.

The Digital Economy Masterplan 2025

The Digital Economy Masterplan 2025, launched in 2020, represents
the third pillar of the diversification strategy alongside downstream
petrochemicals and halal industry. The plan envisages the digital economy
contributing between 8 and 10 per cent of GDP by 2030, supported by
investments in national broadband infrastructure, government cloud services,
e-government platforms, digital payments, cybersecurity capability, and digital
skills training for the workforce. The Authority for Info-communications
Technology Industry (AITI) regulates the sector, with Unified National
Networks (UNN), the state-controlled wholesale network operator
established in 2019, providing the underlying fibre and mobile infrastructure
to retail operators including Datastream Digital (DST), imagine, and
Progresif.

Darussalam Enterprise (DARe), established in 2016 as the national
entrepreneurship agency, supports start-ups and small businesses through co-
working spaces, training programmes, mentorship and seed funding. The
agency’s flagship facility, the Industrial Business Park (IBP) at
Salambigar, hosts incubators and accelerators across digital services, food and
beverage, halal cosmetics and creative industries. By 2025, DARe had
supported more than 4,000 micro, small and medium enterprises, with a

particular emphasis on women entrepreneurs and youth-led ventures. The

broader BIMP-EAGA (Brunei Darussalam, Indonesia, Malaysia,
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Philippines, East ASEAN Growth Area) framework, in which Brunei plays
a coordinating role, provides the regional integration scaffolding within which

these national efforts gain scale.

In Summary

Wawasan Brunei 2035 represents one of the most ambitious national
development plans in Southeast Asia: a small, oil-dependent state
deliberately engineering its own transformation over a generation. Progress
has been uneven but directionally coherent. The Pulau Muara Besar
petrochemical complex and the Brunei Methanol Company have
demonstrated that downstream industrialisation can meaningfully diversify
Brunei’s export base within a relatively short time. The Sultan Haji Omar
Ali Saifuddien Bridge has opened the country’s most significant natural asset
to sustainable development, transforming the accessibility of Ulu Temburong
National Park and unlocking the Temburong district’s economic potential.
The halal economy programme has built genuine international credibility,
and the Digital Economy Masterplan has created an institutional framework
for the knowledge economy transition. The Empire Hotel and Country Club
and the Royal Regalia Museum anchor a tourism offer that is culturally
distinctive and environmentally responsible. What Brunei requires now is the
deepening of these foundations: the growth of a domestic entrepreneurial
class, the expansion of private sector employment for its young and well-
educated population, and the sustained political will to continue the
transformation even as oil revenues continue to provide a comfortable
cushion. The horizon of 2035 is no longer distant, and the decisions taken in
the next decade will determine whether the Vision becomes a legacy or a

promissory note.
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Chapter 19

Lessons from a Sovereign, What the
World Can Learn from Brunei

*Figure 26: His Royal Highness Crown Prince Al-Muhtadee Billah, the Senior Minister

at the Prime Minister’s Office and heir to the throne. Source: Wikimedia Commons, CC

BY 2.0. URL.: htips://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Prince_Al-Muhtadee_Billah_-
53890488781 jpg*

A Small Country, Large Lessons

It 1s tempting to dismiss Brunei as an exception: too small, too oil-rich, too
singular in its Islamic-monarchical character to offer lessons applicable
elsewhere. This dismissal would be a mistake. The country of approximately
450,000 people on the northern coast of Borneo has, under the stewardship
of Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah, navigated a set of governance challenges that
are, at their core, universal. How does a state translate natural resource
wealth into enduring human development rather than corruption and

dependency? How does a governing authority maintain the consent and
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loyalty of its people over multiple generations without democratic elections?
How does a small nation protect its sovereignty and amplify its influence in a
world of large powers? And how does a society conserve its natural heritage

while pursuing economic growth?

These are not Brunei-specific questions. They are asked in Nigeria, in Saudi
Arabia, in Bhutan, in Singapore, in Mongolia, and increasingly in India as it
manages the governance of a vast and diverse nation under rapid
development pressures. Brunei’s answers are particular to its own
circumstances, but the thinking that produced those answers contains insights

of wider applicability.

This chapter organises those lessons thematically, examining six dimensions
of Brunei’s experience that carry lessons beyond its borders: long-term
thinking and multi-generational stewardship; the welfare-state covenant; faith
and governance as soft power; the art of discreet diplomacy; the
custodianship of nature; and the question of succession and institutional
continuity. A seventh dimension, applicable particularly to India, synthesises
these lessons into a framework for consideration by emerging economies

managing the challenges of long-term national development.

Long-Term Thinking: Multi-Generational Stewardship

The most fundamental lesson that Brunei offers the world is the value of
governing across time horizons longer than the next election. Sultan Hassanal
Bolkiah has held executive authority continuously since 1967, and the
Bolkiah dynasty has governed Brunei without interruption since
approximately 1363. The institutional memory this continuity creates is
extraordinary. Decisions taken in the 1980s about investment strategy,
education policy and infrastructure can be evaluated against their outcomes in
the 2020s by the same leadership culture that made them. Course corrections
are made, but the underlying commitment to the nation’s welfare is not
subject to the disruption of electoral cycles, factional politics or short-term

popularity management.

This is not an argument for monarchy over democracy. Democratic

governance has its own profound virtues, including the accountability
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mechanisms that prevent the kind of unchecked power that can, in other
circumstances, produce serious abuses. It is, rather, an argument for the value
of institutional continuity and long-horizon thinking, which democracies too
can cultivate through strong independent institutions, constitutional design

and civic culture, even when the personnel at the top change regularly.

Wawasan Brunei 2035 exemplifies this mode of thinking. Launched in
2008, it commits the nation to a direction of travel that will not be fully
evaluated until 2035, spanning at minimum five to six different electoral
cycles in a democratic system. In Brunei, the framework has remained
consistent, its goals intact across 17 years of changing economic conditions,
because the sovereign who defined it remains the same, and his commitment
to its realisation 1s not contingent on political calculation. Emerging
economies, including India with its five-year plan tradition that has sometimes
struggled to sustain policy consistency across political transitions, might
consider how constitutional and institutional arrangements can be designed to
protect long-horizon development commitments from short-term political

disruption.

The contrast with what development economists call the “electoral cycle
problem” is stark and instructive. In democratic systems with short electoral
cycles, the incentive structure for government investment strongly favours
projects that produce visible results within the electoral period: road
construction that can be inaugurated, hospitals whose ribbon can be cut,
welfare transfers that appear in citizens’ accounts. Long-gestation
investments, such as primary education improvements that take fifteen years
to produce skilled graduates, or conservation policies that will protect
watershed services for the next generation, are systematically underfunded
because their political returns are deferred beyond the timescale of the elected
official’s interest. Brunei’s governance structure, whatever its other
limitations, does not suffer from this particular failure. The Sultan can and
does invest in outcomes whose returns will accrue decades hence, because he

will still be responsible for those returns.

Botswana offers a positive democratic parallel: a multi-party democracy that
has managed its diamond revenues with unusual discipline since

independence in 1966, building the Pula Fund sovereign wealth mechanism
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and maintaining a governance culture of fiscal prudence that has produced
human development outcomes far superior to most other sub-Saharan African
economies. Botswana’s success demonstrates that long-horizon thinking is not
exclusively the property of monarchical systems; it can be institutionalised in
democratic systems through constitutional design, independent fiscal
authorities and a civic culture of intergenerational responsibility. The lesson
from Brunei is not that monarchy is necessary for long-horizon governance,
but that long-horizon governance is necessary for the optimal translation of
natural resource wealth into human welfare, and that achieving it in

democratic systems requires deliberate institutional effort.

Venezuela and Nigeria provide the counter-examples that make Botswana
and Brunei stand out. Venezuela’s oil revenues, among the largest in the
world on a per-capita basis for much of the twentieth century, produced
neither a robust welfare state nor a diversified economy: a combination of
populist politics, elite corruption, institutional degradation and the patronage
systems that resource rents create generated one of the world’s most dramatic
economic collapses by the 2010s. Nigeria’s oil wealth, similarly concentrated
in a relatively small elite and distributed through patronage networks rather
than welfare institutions, has left a majority of its citizens living in poverty
despite decades of hydrocarbon revenues. The governance failure in both
cases 1s not primarily economic but political: the structures that distribute
resource rents for private rather than public benefit, and the absence of the
institutional accountability mechanisms that would discipline that distribution,
are the fundamental causes of the resource curse. Brunei’s success in avoiding

this fate 1s, at its core, a governance achievement.

The Welfare-State Covenant: Oil Money Done Well

The resource curse is one of the most extensively documented phenomena
in development economics. Countries blessed with significant natural resource
wealth, from Angola to Venezuela to Congo, have repeatedly demonstrated
that commodity revenues, rather than generating broad-based prosperity, tend
to concentrate wealth in elite hands, corrupt governing institutions, suppress

the development of productive non-resource sectors, and leave the general
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population no better off, and often worse off, than neighbours without

comparable endowments.

Brunei is a significant counterexample to the most pessimistic version of this
narrative. Its oil and gas revenues have been translated into a comprehensive
welfare state that provides free healthcare (at a nominal fee of BND $1 per
outpatient consultation), free education through university level, heavily
subsidised housing through the National Housing Programme, and heavily
subsidised fuel, electricity and water, combined with the absence of personal
income tax. The result is a population whose basic material needs are met to
a degree that most middle-income countries cannot match. Child mortality
rates are low, life expectancy is high, literacy is near-universal, and the social

fabric 1s cohesive.

This outcome was not accidental. It required the deliberate political choice to
deploy resource revenues for broad-based welfare rather than narrow elite
enrichment. The Brunei Investment Agency (BIA), established in
1983, provides the institutional mechanism for managing long-term sovereign
wealth. The welfare state itself required the construction of extensive public
institutions, the hiring and development of competent public servants, and the

sustained political will to maintain universal provision even when oil prices

fell, as they did catastrophically in 2014 to 2016.

The lesson for other resource-rich states is not simply to spend the money on
public goods, which is obvious advice that is nonetheless frequently ignored.
The deeper lesson is about the covenant between governance and population
that underpins the welfare model’s political sustainability. In Brunei, the
welfare state 1s not presented as a gift from a paternalistic government; it is
understood as the contractual expression of a relationship between sovereign
and subject in which loyalty and material provision are mutually obligated.
This 1s the covenant made explicit in the Sultan’s repeated titah on the
mutual obligations of ruler and ruled. Governments in resource-rich
developing economies that struggle with the resource curse might find that the
most durable counterexample is not Norway alone but also this small
sultanate on the edge of the South China Sea.
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Norway’s sovereign wealth fund model, the most frequently cited example of
hydrocarbon wealth managed for intergenerational benefit, deploys roughly
USD 1.6 trillion in assets through the Government Pension Fund Global,
providing a buffer against oil price volatility and an endowment for future
generations. Brunei’s BIA, while smaller in absolute terms, follows a
comparable logic: the sovereign wealth fund as a mechanism for converting a
depleting resource (oil in the ground) into a perpetual asset (a diversified
investment portfolio). The critical governance insight that both Norway and
Brunei embody, and that Venezuela, Angola and Nigeria have not, is that
resource revenues belong to the nation across time, not merely to the

generation that happens to extract them.

Faith and Governance: MIB as Soft Power

Melayu Islam Beraja, the national philosophy introduced in 1991, is
sometimes understood primarily as an instrument of social control or political
legitimation. This reading misses its more interesting dimension: MIB as a
framework of meaning that gives the Bruneian state its character and provides

the population with a shared identity that makes civic life coherent.

The three elements of MIB, Malay culture and language, Islamic faith and
values, and the Bolkiah monarchy as the institution that holds both together,
create a distinctive form of governance that is neither the theocracy of Iran nor
the secular nationalism of post-colonial states nor the liberal pluralism of
Western democracies. It is something more particular: a small Islamic
monarchy in which religious, ethnic and political identity are deliberately

woven together to create a single, mutually reinforcing fabric.

The soft-power dimension of this arrangement is significant. Brunei has
positioned itself as a model of prosperous, moderate, stable Islamic
governance. In the competition of ideas about how Muslim-majority societies
can organise themselves in the modern world, Brunei offers one model: small
scale, hydrocarbon-funded, monarchical and conservative, but also educated,
healthy, peaceful and materially secure. This model is not universally
applicable, but it has genuine appeal in parts of the Muslim world that are
searching for alternatives to both theocratic rigidity and the instability of post-
Arab Spring transitions.
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The comparison with Singapore’s pragmatic religious harmony policy
is instructive. Singapore’s approach to its multi-religious, multi-ethnic society
has been rigorously managed through institutional frameworks: the
Presidential Council for Religious Harmony, the Maintenance of Religious
Harmony Act, and the careful balancing of communal representation in the
governing structure. Singapore’s model is explicitly secular and pragmatic:
religion is accommodated, respected and given space, but it is not the
foundational principle of the state. The Melayu Islam Beraja model takes the
opposite approach: religion is the foundational principle, with everything else
organised around it. Both models have produced social cohesion and
economic development in very different ways; the comparison illustrates that
there is no single institutional architecture for managing the relationship

between state and religion in diverse societies.

For India, which manages the world’s largest Muslim minority population
and maintains significant diplomatic and economic ties with the Islamic
world, Brunei’s model of governed religious identity is worth studying. The
question of how states accommodate and partner with Islamic institutions
without either suppressing or being captured by them is one that many
governments wrestle with, and Brunei has, on the evidence of its internal
social cohesion, managed it with some success. India’s own constitutional
tradition of secularism, framed as equal respect for all religions rather than
their exclusion from public life, has some structural parallels with the
Bruneian approach in its insistence on the state as the manager of religious

coexistence rather than the agent of its suppression.

Notable Detail: Forest Capital as National Wealth While much
of Brunei’s wealth 1s measured in barrels of oil and cubic feet of gas, the
country possesses another form of capital that is increasingly rare and
valuable: intact tropical rainforest. With more than 72 per cent of its
land area covered by forests as of 2022, the highest proportion in
Southeast Asia, Brunei is custodian of one of the world’s most
significant remaining repositories of tropical biodiversity. The Ulu
Temburong National Park alone harbours hundreds of species of birds,
mammals and reptiles. This forest capital generates ecosystem services,

including carbon sequestration, watershed protection and biodiversity
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preservation, that have economic and planetary value beyond any market
price. Brunei’s commitment to maintaining more than 55 per cent of its
territory as permanent forest reserve reflects a form of long-horizon
thinking about national wealth that goes beyond the conventional

resource base.

Notable Detail: The UN-REDD+ Programme In 2014, Brunei
became a partner in the United Nations REDD+ programme
(Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation), a
mechanism that provides developing countries with financial incentives
for conserving and sustainably managing their forest cover. Brunei’s
participation, as a relatively wealthy nation that could in principle afford
the opportunity cost of conservation without external incentives, sent an
important signal about the international community’s ability to build
forest conservation coalitions that include middle-income hydrocarbon
economies as well as the poorest tropical nations. The programme
reinforced Brunei’s conservation commitments and contributed to the
data infrastructure needed to measure and verify forest carbon stocks in a

rigorous, internationally credible manner.

Discreet Diplomacy: Small but Indispensable

Brunei is, by most conventional measures, a minor power: small population,
small geography, no significant military capacity. Yet its diplomatic footprint
is considerably larger than these metrics would predict. As an original
member of ASEAN since 1984, as a major supplier of LNG to East Asian
economies, and as a principled voice for the rule of law and multilateral
processes in a region that is navigating the tensions between Chinese power
and American rebalancing, Brunei punches above its weight in the councils

of Southeast Asian diplomacy.

The Sultan’s personal engagement with foreign policy, as demonstrated by
his twelve visits to China, his regular attendance at ASEAN summits, his
state visits across the Muslim world and to Western capitals, and his
reception of world leaders at Istana Nurul Iman, has built relationships and

personal credibility that are assets of genuine strategic value. His statement at

the 2026 ASEAN Summit in Cebu, supporting the ASEAN Petroleum
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Security Agreement, the ASEAN Power Grid and the TranssASEAN
Gas Pipeline, was a substantive contribution to regional energy architecture,

not a courtesy remark.

The Maldives and Bhutan offer useful comparisons as small-state archetypes
that have leveraged particular assets to achieve diplomatic influence beyond
their material weight. The Maldives has used its existential position on the
front line of sea-level rise to give its government an outsized voice in climate
diplomacy. Bhutan has used its managed, selective engagement with the
global economy and its genuine commitment to Gross National Happiness as
a governance philosophy to attract international attention and respect that its
800,000 citizens would not generate through conventional diplomatic
channels. Brunei’s comparable leverage is its combination of energy supply
(LNG to Japan, Korea and China, oil to regional markets), ASEAN
institutional engagement, and the personal diplomatic capital of one of the

world’s longest-serving heads of state.

The lesson here is about the multiplication of influence through institutional
investment. Brunei’s consistent engagement with ASEAN, with the
Organisation of Islamic Cooperation, and with bilateral relationships
cultivated across decades has created a network of goodwill and reputation
that allows a country of 450,000 people to be heard in rooms where nations
of hundreds of millions sit. For small states and small powers, the Bruneian
approach, patient, consistent, principle-based, and personally sustained by
the sovereign’s own engagement, offers a model for converting limited

material power into meaningful diplomatic presence.

The management of the South China Sea dispute is the most delicate
illustration of Brunei’s discreet diplomatic approach. Brunei has a formal
legal claim to portions of the South China Sea under the United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea, overlapping with Chinese, Vietnamese
and Malaysian claims. Rather than pursuing this claim aggressively through
international arbitration or bilateral confrontation (as the Philippines did,
successfully, in the 2016 Arbitral Tribunal ruling), Brunei has managed the
dispute through quiet diplomacy, maintaining formal legal positions without
escalating tensions, and cultivating the bilateral relationship with China in

other domains. This approach has been criticised by those who regard the

354 | The Sultan Of Brunei



Chinese position in the South China Sea as an illegitimate encroachment on
international law; it has also maintained the stability of Brunei’s relationship
with its largest investor and trade partner. For a nation of 450,000 people
sharing a maritime boundary with the world’s second largest power, the
management of this tension Is an exercise in the statecraft of the small, and
Brunei has navigated it without the kind of incident that has periodically

threatened the security of its larger neighbours.

Custodianship of Nature

Brunei’s environmental record stands in striking contrast to the deforestation
that has devastated large parts of Malaysian and Indonesian Borneo over the
past five decades. While vast swathes of the island’s lowland forest were
cleared for palm o1l and timber in neighbouring territories, Brunei maintained
its forest cover through a combination of national policy, the absence of the
economic pressures that drove deforestation elsewhere, and a genuine cultural

and religious value placed on the integrity of the natural environment.

The Heart of Borneo declaration, signed in February 2007 by Brunei,
Malaysia and Indonesia at the Convention on Biological Diversity conference
in Kuala Lumpur, committed the three governments to the conservation of a
220,000-square-kilometre highland zone at the island’s centre, of which
Brunei’s contribution encompasses approximately 58 per cent of its own
territory. The declaration has not been without challenge: deforestation in the
Malaysian and Indonesian portions has continued at concerning rates, driven
by pressures that Brunei does not face. But Brunei’s own commitment has
been largely honoured, and the country’s forest reserves remain among the

most intact in tropical Asia.

The Brunei Darussalam UN-REDD+ programme, initiated in 2014,
formalised Brunei’s commitment to the international forest conservation
framework and created the monitoring and measurement infrastructure
needed to track forest carbon stocks rigorously. Brunei’s participation in
REDD+ as a relatively wealthy nation demonstrates that forest conservation
coalitions can extend beyond the poorest tropical countries to include middle-
income hydrocarbon economies, and that the governance conditions for

conservation in Brunel, including the absence of short-term development
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pressures, the availability of hydrocarbon revenues to fund public services
without clearing forests for agriculture, and the cultural embedding of
conservation within Melayu Islam Beraja values, can be replicated elsewhere

through appropriate policy design.

For developing economies, including India with its significant remaining
forest cover under pressure from development, the Brunei experience offers a
lesson about the governance conditions under which environmental
conservation is politically sustainable. In Brunei, the absence of short-term
electoral pressures, the availability of hydrocarbon revenues to fund
development without clearing forests for agriculture, and the cultural
embedding of conservation within Melayu Islam Beraja values have all
contributed to a conservation outcome that purely regulatory approaches in
democratic contexts have found difficult to replicate. The challenge for other
economies 1s to find analogous structural conditions or institutional designs

that produce comparable outcomes under very different political constraints.

India’s own conservation challenges, including the management of its tiger
reserves, the pressures on the Western Ghats biodiversity corridor, and the
administration of its tribal forest rights framework, share a fundamental
structural feature with Brunei’s situation: the tension between development
pressures and the long-term value of intact ecosystems. The Indian Supreme
Court has, through its environmental jurisprudence, attempted to serve
something of the role that Brunei’s sovereign governance plays in constraining
destructive development: an authority above short-term political pressures that
can hold the long view. The institutional design challenge is to embed this
long-view authority in structures that are both legitimate and effective within

India’s democratic constitutional framework.

Succession Planning and Institutional Continuity

The question of succession is, in any monarchy, the ultimate test of
institutional health. An institution that cannot manage the transition of power
without instability, conflict or loss of competence is an institution that has
failed the most fundamental test of long-term governance. Crown Prince
Al-Muhtadee Billah Bolkiah, born on 17 February 1974 in Bandar Seri
Begawan, is the eldest son of Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah and His Majesty’s
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first consort, Her Majesty Raja Isteri Pengiran Anak Hajah Saleha. He was
formally invested as Crown Prince on 10 August 1998, in a ceremony at

Istana Nurul Iman that followed years of careful preparation.

The Crown Prince’s education was designed to equip him for sovereign
responsibility across its full range of demands. After his secondary education
at the Jerudong International School in Brunei, he attended the Oxford
Centre for Islamic Studies and Magdalen College, University of
Oxford, where he completed the Foreign Service Programme between 1995
and 1997, graduating with a certificate in diplomatic studies that covered
international law, international politics, international trade and finance, and
diplomatic practice. He subsequently pursued further study at the University
of Brunei Darussalam, where he earned a Master of Arts in Sultanate
Studies, grounding his academic preparation in the specific intellectual
traditions and governance philosophy of the institution he will one day lead.
His military education has included formal study at the Royal Military
Academy Sandhurst, the institution at which Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah
himself trained in 1966 to 1967, maintaining a family tradition of British

military educational formation.

He has been Senior Minister at the Prime Minister’s Office since
2005, serving alongside his father in the day-to-day business of government.
This two-decade apprenticeship in executive governance, working directly
within the structure of the office that his father leads as Prime Minister, has
given the Crown Prince an institutional knowledge of Brunei’s government
that i1s unmatched by any external appointment. He has represented Brunei
at ASEAN meetings, state visits and international forums in his own right,

building the personal diplomatic network that will serve him as sovereign.

The Crown Prince was married on 9 September 2004 to Pengiran
Anak Sarah (Princess Sarah binti Pengiran Salleh Ab Rahaman), in a
ceremony at Istana Nurul Iman that was celebrated as a dynastic occasion of
national significance. Their union, and the subsequent arrival of their son
Prince Abdul Muntaqim, born in 2007, ensures the dynastic continuity
into the third generation. Prince Abdul Muntagim, still a young man as of
2026, represents the future of a dynasty that has governed Brunei for more
than six centuries: the weight of that heritage, and its promise, rests upon a
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generation that is only now beginning to understand the dimensions of what it

may be asked to carry.

The breadth of this preparation reflects an understanding that leadership of a
modern state requires not ceremonial skill alone but substantive competence
across the full range of policy domains. The Crown Prince’s engagement with
Wawasan 2035, including his public statements on human resource
development and education strategy delivered in interviews with international
business publications, demonstrates genuine ownership of the national
development agenda rather than mere formal endorsement. When he speaks
of the importance of private sector development and the cultivation of an
entrepreneurial culture among Brunei’s youth, he is articulating a policy
vision that he has developed through years of direct engagement with the

substance of governance, not merely inheriting a script.

The June 2026 cabinet reshuffle, which brought two of the Sultan’s sons,
including Prince Abdul Mateen as Foreign Minister, into ministerial
responsibility for the first time, represents the managed broadening of royal
family engagement in governance that is characteristic of dynastic succession
planning done carefully.] The Sultan retains the most consequential
portfolios, but the next generation is gaining experience and visibility in
defined domains before the full weight of sovereignty is transferred. This is
succession planning as a process rather than an event: the gradual, structured
transfer of institutional knowledge and executive experience across a
generation rather than the abrupt transition that more disruptive succession

processes involve.

For other societies managing leadership transitions, whether in democratic or
monarchical contexts, the Brunei model of extended, structured, mentored
preparation for succession offers a template worth studying. The most
dangerous transitions are those that are either too abrupt or too delayed;
Brunei has managed to begin the process of generational renewal while
maintaining continuity of direction. The presence of the Crown Prince in the
Prime Minister’s Office for over two decades, working alongside his father,
ensures that when the transition does occur, it will not require a new
sovereign to learn the machinery of government from scratch. The

institutional memory, the policy knowledge, the personal relationships with
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foreign heads of state and with domestic institutional leaders, will transfer as

part of the succession rather than being lost in it.

Application to India: A Framework for Reflection

India’s governance challenges are of an entirely different order of magnitude
from Brunei’s. A nation of 1.4 billion people, governed through one of the
world’s most complex federal constitutional structures, with 28 states and 8
union territories, multiple official languages, extraordinary ethnic, religious
and cultural diversity, and the full range of pressures associated with rapid
development from a large base of poverty, cannot draw direct institutional
lessons from a small absolute monarchy on the edge of Borneo. The

comparison would be absurd if pursued mechanically.

Nevertheless, Brunei’s experience contains six themes that are genuinely
relevant to India’s development governance, not as models to be copied but as

illustrations of principles to be considered.

The first 1s the sovereign wealth strategy: India’s foreign exchange
reserves, supplemented by the management of public sector enterprise
dividends and royalties from natural resources, could be organised into a
more explicit intergenerational wealth management framework, analogous to
the BIA or Norway’s Government Pension Fund Global. The National
Investment and Infrastructure Fund, established in 2015, represents a step in
this direction; the broader principle of converting current commodity revenues
into permanent national wealth is one that India’s planning community has

engaged with.

The second is long-term development planning that is insulated
from electoral cycles: India’s five-year plans, replaced by the NITI
Aayog’s fifteen-year vision and seven-year strategy framework from 2018,
represent an attempt to embed long-horizon thinking in the planning
architecture. Brunei’s experience suggests that the institutional mechanisms
for insulating long-term commitments from short-term political disruption are

as important as the plans themselves.

The third is neighbourhood diplomacy as soft power: Brunei’s
discreet engagement with ASEAN, maintaining principled positions while
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cultivating personal relationships across the region, offers a model for India’s
“Neighbourhood First” policy that emphasises the value of patient,

consistent, principle-based engagement over episodic assertiveness.

The fourth is the welfare covenant as a compact of mutual
obligation: India’s welfare state, dramatically expanded since 2014 through
initiatives including Jan Dhan financial inclusion, Ayushman Bharat health
coverage, and PM-KISAN farmer income support, is building the material
dimension of this covenant. The Bruneian lesson is that the covenant’s
political sustainability depends on its being understood as mutual obligation

rather than top-down gift.

The fifth is environmental custodianship as intergenerational
investment: India’s remaining forest cover, its biodiversity hotspots, its river
systems and its coastal wetlands are forms of natural capital whose value to
future generations is incalculable. Brunei’s maintenance of 72 per cent forest
cover in the face of development pressures offers an illustration of what
governance structures that prioritise long-term natural capital preservation

over short-term development returns can achieve.

The sixth 1s succession and institutional continuity: India’s
institutional continuity is maintained through the constitution, the judiciary,
the civil service and the democratic political system rather than through
dynastic succession. But the principle, that institutional knowledge and policy
commitment need to be transferred carefully across leadership generations,

applies to its democratic institutions as much as to Brunei’s monarchy.

In Summary

Brunei is not a model that can be transplanted wholesale into other contexts;
its combination of oil wealth, small scale, Islamic cohesion and unbroken
dynastic authority is not replicable by design. But within its experience are
embedded lessons of genuine universality. Long-horizon thinking, the welfare
covenant as a compact of mutual obligation, the deployment of religious
identity as a source of social cohesion and soft power, the multiplication of
small-state influence through consistent diplomatic engagement, the

governance conditions for environmental conservation, and the managed
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preparation of successors for institutional responsibility: each of these is a
domain in which Brunei’s experience has something to teach. The Crown
Prince Al-Muhtadee Billah, prepared through Oxford, Sandhurst, UBD
and two decades in the Prime Minister’s Office, represents the most direct
expression of the dynasty’s commitment to succession planning as a
governance function. And the dynasty’s extension into a third generation,
through young Prince Abdul Muntaqim, is a reminder that what Brunei is
building is not merely a successful present but a prepared future. The world
would do well to look more carefully at a small sultanate that has, by most of
the measures that matter, fulfilled the promise of its resources for the benefit

of its people.
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Chapter 20
Legacy, The Sultan and the Centuries

*Figure 27: His Majesty Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah Mu’izzaddin Waddaulah, Sultan and
Yang Di-Pertuan of Brunei Darussalam. Source: Wikimedia Commons, CC BY 2.0.
URL.: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sultan_Hassanal_Bolkiah_-
53857993945 jpg*

The Golden Jubilee Procession

On the morning of 5 October 2017, Bandar Seri Begawan awoke to a city
transformed. The streets of the capital had been prepared for weeks; flags in
the yellow, black and white of Negara Brunei Darussalam lined every avenue,
and the pavements were packed many rows deep with citizens who had come
from every district of the country, and from communities of Bruneians living
abroad, to witness a moment that comes to most nations no more than once in

a lifetime: the fiftieth anniversary of a sovereign’s unbroken reign.

The procession began at Istana Nurul Iman. Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah,

dressed in the ceremonial gold and yellow of the Bolkiah dynasty, mounted
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the gilded royal chariot, the Usongan Diraja, that has served as the vehicle
of dynastic procession for centuries. Drawn through the streets by royal
attendants in the ancient tradition, surrounded by marching bands and
honour guards, the chariot moved slowly through a capital that had come to a
kind of joyful standstill. More than 80,000 people lined the route, waving
flags and calling out as the Sultan passed. Members of the royal family
accompanied him. Crown Prince Al-Muhtadee Billah rode alongside his
father. The world’s second-longest-reigning monarch at that moment (he
would become the longest after the death of Queen Elizabeth II in September
2022) processed through streets that were, unmistakably, his own.

Earlier that morning, at the palace, a ceremonial guard of honour had stood
in the palace grounds as a 21-gun salute echoed across the capital. An
audience ceremony in the throne room brought together hundreds of guests,
members of the royal family, ministers, foreign dignitaries, and the Earls of
Wessex representing the British Royal Family, to bear witness to the formal
marking of the golden milestone. At a state banquet that followed, the Sultan
delivered a titah in which he spoke of the bonds between sovereign and
people, of the 600 years of unbroken dynastic history, and of his prayer that
Brunei would continue, in peace, prosperity and harmony, for many

generations to come.

The Golden Jubilee of 2017 was not merely a celebration. It was a statement
about the nature of time in Brunei, the way in which this small kingdom on
the coast of Borneo understands its place in history as something continuous,

rooted and extending far beyond the lifespan of any individual.

Six Centuries and the Bolkiah Dynasty

To understand the legacy of Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah, it is necessary to stand
far enough back to see the entire sweep of the dynasty he continues. The
House of Bolkiah has governed Brunei since approximately 1363, making it
one of the oldest continuous ruling dynasties in the world. The 5th Sultan,
Sultan Bolkiah (reigned 1485 to 1524), known as Nakhoda Ragam, the
Singing Admiral, presided over the golden age of the empire, when Brunei’s
commercial and political influence extended across Borneo and into the

Philippine archipelago. The Portuguese traveller Pigafetta, who visited in
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1521, described a court of extraordinary sophistication and a sultan of

considerable power.

Since that golden age, Brunei has experienced the full historical drama of a
small polity navigating the ambitions of larger powers: the encroachment of
the Spanish in the Philippines, the pressure of the Dutch and British in the
17th and 18th centuries, the loss of territory to Rajah James Brooke and his
successors in Sarawak in the 19th century, the establishment of the British
protectorate in 1888, the trauma of Japanese occupation in the Second

World War, and the negotiations that led to full independence on 1 January
1984.

Through each of these upheavals, the Bolkiah dynasty endured. It did not
always endure without difficulty; Brunei lost more than three-quarters of its
original territory during the period of Brooke rule and British commercial
pressure, shrinking from an empire that once dominated northern Borneo to
the small, landlocked-by-Malaysia territory of today. But the dynasty itself,
the institution of the sultanate, the symbolic continuity of the throne, survived.
Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah is the 29th Sultan in a line that connects the
modern state to a civilisation more than six centuries old. When he speaks of
Brunei’s history as “my history,” as he did in his Golden Jubilee titah, he is
speaking literally: this is a family story that is also a national story, running

without break from the medieval to the contemporary.

Jubilees as National Memory

The succession of royal jubilees marks the rhythm of national life in Brunei in
a way that has no precise equivalent in other states. Each jubilee is both a
celebration of the Sultan’s reign and an act of collective memory, an occasion
on which Brunei reminds itself of where it came from and how far it has

travelled.

The Silver Jubilee of 1992, marking 25 years on the throne, was
celebrated with extraordinary ambition. Brunei invested an estimated USD
200 million in the occasion, constructing a new mosque with a gold dome,
building 21 guest houses for visiting dignitaries, and commissioning the

Royal Regalia Museum (opened on 30 September 1992), which houses
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the coronation regalia and the gilded Silver Jubilee chariot as permanent
exhibits accessible to citizens and visitors. The Sultans and consorts of the
Malaysian states attended, along with the Malaysian Yang di-Pertuan
Agong, Prince Edward representing the British Royal Family, and
Singapore’s then-Deputy Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong. The Sultan
Haji Hassanal Bolkiah Foundation was established in connection with

the jubilee, institutionalising the Sultan’s charitable legacy.

The Golden Jubilee of 2017, described above, was in many respects the
most watched of the jubilees, arriving in the age of social media and attracting
international coverage that reached audiences across the Muslim world,

Southeast Asia and beyond.

The Diamond Jubilee of 2027, anticipated in October 2027 to mark 60
years of reign, is already in an advanced state of preparation. Committees of
ministers and senior officials have been meeting since at least 2025 to plan
celebrations that are intended not only to honour His Majesty but to project
Brunei to the world as a stable, accomplished and aspirational nation. The
year 2027 has also been designated as a major tourism campaign year for
Brunei, with the Vision Brunei 2027 initiative seeking to attract new visitor
markets from India, China and the Gulf states, connecting the diplomatic and
the promotional dimensions of the Diamond Jubilee into a single national

showcase.

Notable Detail: The World’s Longest-Reigning Monarch On 9
September 2022, upon the death of Queen Elizabeth II, Sultan
Hassanal Bolkiah became the world’s longest-reigning current head of
state. His Majesty had ascended the throne on 5 October 1967, and the
calculation, while rarely foregrounded in Brunei’s own discourse, is
recognised internationally. A reign that has now lasted more than 58
years places him among the most enduring sovereign rulers in recorded
history. To put this in context: he ascended the throne while Harold
Wilson was the British Prime Minister, before the moon landing, before
most current world leaders were born. The continuity he represents is

not merely institutional but genuinely historical.
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Dynastic Continuity: The Crown Prince and Beyond

The health of any dynasty is measured not only by the quality of the current
sovereign but by the preparation of those who follow. Crown Prince Al-
Muhtadee Billah Bolkiah, born on 17 February 1974 and formally
invested as Crown Prince on 10 August 1998, is the eldest son of Sultan
Hassanal Bolkiah and Her Majesty the Queen, Pengiran Anak Hajah
Saleha. He has spent more than two and a half decades in direct preparation
for the responsibilities of sovereignty, serving as Senior Minister at the Prime
Minister’s Office and representing Brunei in an increasing range of state

functions and diplomatic engagements.

His education, as described in the previous chapter, combined the traditions
of an Oxford diplomatic studies programme with the Bruneian royal
curriculum of Islamic scholarship and administrative experience. He is a
graduate of the University of Brunei Darussalam at the postgraduate level.
His public statements, particularly his interview with the Oxford Business
Group, reveal a Crown Prince who is genuinely engaged with the intellectual
and policy challenges of Brunei’s development, rather than merely performing
inherited authority.

The Crown Prince was married in September 2004 to Princess Sarah
(Princess Sarah binti Pengiran Salleh Ab Rahaman), in a ceremony at
Istana Nurul Iman that was celebrated as a dynastic occasion of national
significance. Their son, Prince Abdul Muntaqim, born in 2007,
represents the third generation of succession, the young prince who will, in
time, follow his grandfather and father on the throne of the oldest

continuously-ruling dynasty in Southeast Asia.

The June 2026 cabinet reshuffle added another dimension to the dynastic
picture. Prince Abdul Mateen, the Sultan’s younger son who had become
widely known internationally through his social media presence and his 2024
wedding, was appointed to the portfolio of Foreign Minister, the first cabinet
role for the popular prince. Prince Abdul Malik, the Sultan’s second
eldest son, was simultaneously appointed to the Prime Minister’s Office. The
picture that emerges is of a sovereign who has spent the final years of a long

reign carefully distributing responsibility across the next generation of the

367 | The Sultan Of Brunei



family, ensuring that no single successor inherits an underprepared or

untested institution.

The Last Absolute Monarch

Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah is frequently described as one of the world’s last
absolute monarchs, a description that is both accurate and requires
contextualisation. Under Brunei’s 1959 constitution, the Sultan holds full
executive authority, including emergency powers that have been in continuous
operation since 1962. There is no elected parliament. Executive power flows
from and through the Sultan’s person. In the strictest formal sense, this is

indeed absolute sovereignty.

The contextualisation lies in the way that sovereignty is exercised. The Sultan
governs through institutions, through a cabinet system, through the civil
service, through the legal framework that has developed across his reign,
through Wawasan 2035 and the national development plans, and through
the web of international treaty obligations that bind Brunei as a member of
the United Nations, ASEAN, the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation and
other multilateral bodies. The absoluteness of the authority is real; the
arbitrariness that the word “absolute” sometimes implies is not, in practice,

the dominant mode of its exercise.

In an age when many of the world’s formal democracies are struggling with
the consequences of populist demagoguery, the instability of short electoral
cycles, and the erosion of institutional norms, the Bruneian model of
accountable absolutism, in which a sovereign holds supreme power but
exercises it through stable institutions, maintains a genuine welfare covenant
with the population, and governs with demonstrable care for the long-term
interest of the country, poses a quiet challenge to the assumption that the
democratic form of government is the only one capable of producing good
governance outcomes. [ his is not an argument against democracy. It is an
observation that governance quality depends on far more than constitutional
form, and that Brunei has managed to achieve governance quality through a

very different constitutional architecture.
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A Meditation on Enduring Leadership

The age in which Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah has reigned has been, by any
historical measure, one of extraordinary turbulence and transformation. He
became Sultan in 1967, when the decolonisation of Asia was still incomplete
and the Cold War defined the architecture of international relations. He has
governed through the oil shocks of the 1970s, the Asian economic miracle
and its crisis, the rise of China, the 9/11 attacks and their geopolitical
aftermath, the 2008 global financial crisis, the Arab Spring, and the
COVID-19 pandemic. Through each of these upheavals, Brunei has
remained stable, its social fabric intact, its institutions functioning, its people

materially secure.

There is no single explanation for this record, but the Sultan’s personal
qualities, his combination of genuine care for his people, his long-horizon
thinking, his disciplined restraint, and his willingness to invest in the
institutions through which good governance is delivered, have been among its
most Important ingredients. Leadership that endures is not necessarily
leadership that dazzles; it is leadership that maintains, that tends, that
corrects errors early, and that keeps sight of the fundamental purpose of

governance, which is not the glory of the ruler but the welfare of the ruled.

Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah turns 80 in July 2026, approaching the Diamond
Jubilee of his reign in the same spirit with which he has approached
everything: with discipline, with care, and with the long view of a man who
understands that the centuries through which his dynasty has passed are not
merely history but living obligation. The Bolkiah name has been borne for six
centuries over this corner of Borneo. The 29th Sultan carries it now with the
awareness that he is a steward of something far larger than himself, something
that will, God willing, outlast him and pass, tested and intact, to the Crown
Prince who waits patiently, and after him to a prince still growing into the

weight of what the throne will ask of him.

Brunei is a small kingdom. But the ideas it embodies, continuity, covenant,
stewardship, faith and the disciplined exercise of power in the service of a
people, are as large as any in the human story of governance. And in the

quiet of the Temburong forest, where the rivers run cold and clear through
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forests that have never been felled, and in the gleaming corridors of Istana
Nurul Iman, where a sovereign has received his people for half a century of
mornings, something endures that the world, in its noise and churn, would do

well to consider.

Figure 28: The Sultan and Raja Isteri Pengiran Anak Saleha at the Golden Jubilee state
banquet, October 2017, marking fifty years on the throne. Source: Wikimedia Commons
(Philippine Government, public domain). URL:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:President_Rodrigo_Roa_Duterte_Attends_Golde
n_Jubilee_Celebration_of Brunei_Sultan_Hassanal_Bolkiah%E2%80%99s_Accession_t
o_the_Throne_3.jpg

The Royal Marriage of 1965

Long before the throne, the Sultan’s personal life had been shaped by the
dynastic tradition that has structured Bruneian royal succession for six
centuries. On 28 July 1965, two years before his accession, Crown Prince
Hassanal Bolkiah married his cousin Pengiran Anak Saleha, the
daughter of Pengiran Pemancha Pengiran Anak Mohamed Alam. The
marriage united two senior branches of the Bolkiah family and was, in the
manner of royal alliances throughout history, both a personal union and a
consolidation of dynastic continuity within the wider royal house. Pengiran
Anak Saleha would in time become Raja Isteri Pengiran Anak Hajah
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Saleha, the senior queen consort, and would walk beside her husband
through every significant ceremonial occasion of his reign: the coronation of
1968, the independence proclamation of 1984, the Silver Jubilee of 1992,
the Golden Jubilee of 2017, and the long succession of state visits, royal

weddings and national events that have filled the intervening decades.

The senior queen’s role within the Bruneian royal household is both
ceremonial and substantive. She has long served as the patron of women’s
organisations, of educational charities, and of the Islamic women’s institutions
in which Bruneian women have built a distinctive public sphere within the
framework of MIB. She has accompanied the Sultan on state visits to most of
the world’s major capitals, and her presence at the Golden Jubilee state
banquet of October 2017, captured in the photograph that closes this
chapter, expressed the dignity of a partnership that has run, in 2026, for

sixty-one years.

The royal household has also included other consorts in the manner
permissible under Bruneian and Islamic tradition, though the public face of
the household has consistently centred on the senior queen. The Bruneian
convention, in keeping with the discretion that pervades the country’s public
life, 1s to honour all members of the royal family without elaborating on

private arrangements. 1 his book follows that convention.

The Royal Wedding of 2017

The diamond year of the reign was preceded by another ceremony that
captured, in concentrated form, the dynastic confidence of the Bolkiah house.
The royal wedding of Princess Hajah Hafizah Sururul Bolkiah, the
seventh child of Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah and Raja Isteri Pengiran Anak
Saleha, took place across several days in September 2017, just weeks before
the Golden Jubilee itself. The princess was married to Pengiran Haji
Muhammad Ruzaini bin Pengiran Dato Seri Pahlawan Haji
Mohd Yakub, in a ceremony that the international media described,
accurately, as one of the most elaborate royal weddings of the contemporary

period.
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The ceremonies followed the Adat Istiadat Diraja Brunei royal protocol in its
full traditional form: the Berbedak powdering ceremony, the Bersanding
enthronement of the bridal couple before the assembled court, and the formal
Majlis Persantapan state banquets at Istana Nurul Iman. The princess wore
a gown of gold-embroidered silk and emerald jewellery, the colour of the
Bolkiah house, and the bridegroom received the title of Pengiran Anak upon
his marriage into the royal family. International dignitaries attending included
members of the royal families of Malaysia, Thailand, the United Arab
Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Jordan and other Muslim states, alongside

members of European royal houses.

For Brunei, the wedding had political and cultural significance beyond the
personal joy of the occasion. It demonstrated the continuing vitality of the
Adat Istiadat tradition, the willingness of the royal family to celebrate publicly
and to invite the world to witness the ceremonies, and the depth of the
network of relationships that connect Brunei’s royal house with the wider

community of monarchies across Asia and beyond.

The Bolkiah Family in 2026

The cabinet reshuffle of June 2026, announced on the eve of His Majesty’s
eightieth birthday, marked the most explicit signal yet of dynastic preparation.
The reshuffle distributed substantial executive responsibility across the
Sultan’s adult sons in a pattern that recalled the historical Bruneian practice
of allocating the four Wazir posts to senior princes. Crown Prince Al-
Muhtadee Billah retained his role as Senior Minister at the Prime
Minister’s Office, the position in which he has accumulated more than two
decades of governance experience and through which he has effectively
functioned as the country’s chief operating officer. Prince Abdul Malik,
the Sultan’s second son and a graduate of Oxford, was appointed to the
Prime Minister’s Office in a senior capacity. Prince Abdul Mateen, the
popular younger son whose 2024 wedding to Anisha Rosnah had drawn
international attention, was appointed Minister of Foreign Affairs II, taking

on the most internationally visible cabinet portfolio.

The strategic logic of the reshuffle was widely commented upon in regional

capitals. The Sultan was not preparing a single successor for a sudden
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transition; he was building a constellation of trained royal ministers around
the eventual succession, ensuring that whoever sat on the throne when the
time came would have the benefit of a tested team of close family members in
the most sensitive executive roles. The arrangement also addressed, in an
institutional manner, the question that had preoccupied observers of small
dynasties for centuries: how to spread responsibility across the next generation
without provoking the dynastic rivalries that have historically destabilised

similar arrangements.

The young prince Abdul Muntaqim, the Crown Prince’s eldest son, born
on 17 March 2007, completed his secondary education and entered his
preparation for the responsibilities that, God willing, await him in middle
age. His grandfather’s reign has provided him with the longest single-reign
tutelage of any heir presumptive in the contemporary world, an extended

demonstration of what enduring sovereignty looks like in practice.

The Sultan at Eighty

His Majesty turned eighty years of age on 15 July 2026, a milestone
celebrated with the customary public prayers, the formal titah of thanksgiving
delivered from the palace, the salute of artillery and the lighting of the
capital’s principal mosques and public buildings in the colours of the royal
house. International messages of congratulation arrived from heads of state
across the world: from the British monarch and the Commonwealth realms,
from the leaders of the Gulf states, from the presidents and prime ministers of
ASEAN, from the Holy See, from Tokyo, from Beyjing, from New Delhi,
and from Washington. The Spanish-language wire services noted that he
remained, at eighty, the longest-reigning monarch in the world, with no

indication that the rhythm of his governance had altered.

The image of the Sultan at eighty is striking precisely because it is so
consistent with the image of the Sultan at fifty and at thirty. He has aged, of
course, as every human being ages, but his bearing, his daily routine, his
commitment to the rituals of his office, his willingness to receive citizens in
majlis and to deliver detailed titah on questions of national policy, have
remained essentially unchanged across the decades. There is, in this

consistency, something almost archaic, a quality of personal continuity that
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the modern world rarely supports. Most senior leaders of large modern states
age visibly in office across even short tenures; the metaphor of the presidency
that ages its occupants by a decade in four years is well established. The
Sultan of Brunei, by contrast, has appeared to age slowly, as if the burden of
his office, intense though it must be, has been shouldered with a deliberate

economy of psychic resources that allows the holder to endure.

This is not merely a matter of biology. It is a matter of governance
philosophy. A sovereign who governs through institutions, through cabinet,
through delegation to senior ministers and through the constitutional clarity of
a system that does not require him to win re-election or to perform constantly
for the cameras, is a sovereign who can pace himself across a long reign. He
can take long views because nothing in his constitutional position requires him
to take short ones. He can invest in the slow accumulation of welfare and
infrastructure because his tenure is not measured in electoral cycles. He can
deliver consequential decisions through years rather than days. The structural
conditions of Bruneian sovereignty have made the Sultan’s longevity not only

possible but, in a sense, predictable.

What This Sovereign Has Built

When the historians of the twenty-first century come to write the definitive
accounts of His Majesty’s reign, they will, one suspects, return again and
again to a single contrast: the world Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah inherited in
1967, and the world he leaves to his successor. He inherited a small
protectorate in the final years of British administrative tutelage, a country
whose oil wealth was beginning to flow in significant quantities but whose
institutional architecture for the management of that wealth was still
rudimentary. He inherited a population of around 100,000, predominantly
rural or living in the water village, with limited access to formal education,
healthcare or modern infrastructure. He inherited the political legacy of the
1962 revolt, with the emergency powers it had triggered and the difficult
question of how to reconcile traditional sovereignty with modern political

demands.

The country he leaves to the Crown Prince is unrecognisable from that

inheritance. A population of approximately 450,000 lives in one of the
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highest-per-capita-income countries in Asia, with universal access to
education through PhD level, universal healthcare at nominal cost, a
comprehensive welfare state including subsidised housing, pensions and old-
age support, and an infrastructure that includes one of Southeast Asia’s
longest bridges, a network of modern hospitals, universities, mosques and
government buildings, and a national petroleum and gas industry that has,
across six decades, produced an estimated USD 250 billion in cumulative
revenue. The Brunei Investment Agency manages an offshore investment
portfolio in the tens of billions of dollars. The country is a member of the
United Nations, ASEAN, the Commonwealth, the OIC, the CPTPP and
the RCEP. Its passport is one of the more respected in Southeast Asia. Its
citizens are visible in the universities and the professional elites of the wider

world.

None of this was inevitable. Other small post-colonial states, blessed with
similar natural resource endowments, have squandered them through
corruption, mismanagement, civil conflict or simple bad fortune. The
transformation of Brunei from a colonial protectorate to a contemporary
welfare state with strong global standing was the work of decades of careful
governance, of which the Sultan’s personal direction has been the constant

thread. To say that it is his legacy 1s not flattery; it is historical observation.

The Last Absolute Monarch in the Age of Algorithms

The world in which the Sultan turned eighty in 2026 was, in important
respects, more turbulent than the world into which he had been born in
1946. The post-1945 international order, which had provided the broad
strategic environment for Brunei’s independence and its early decades of
nationhood, was under pressure as it had not been since the foundation of the
United Nations. Great-power rivalry between the United States and China
defined the maritime geopolitics of the Indo-Pacific in which Brunei sits.
Climate change posed an existential challenge to coastal nations, including
the four districts of Brunei. The information ecosystem had been transformed
by the algorithmic platforms that shape public opinion in ways that no
historical sovereign had previously had to navigate. The financial system was

contending with the implications of artificial intelligence, with the questions of
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work and meaning that follow from automation, and with the geopolitical

fragmentation of the technology stack.

For an absolute monarch in this environment, the temptations were obvious:
to centralise still further, to harden the boundaries of national identity, to
retreat into the certainties of tradition. The Sultan has, by all available
evidence, resisted these temptations. His Wawasan 2035 vision continues to
point toward an open, diversified, knowledge-based economy. His diplomatic
stance continues to engage with all serious partners, regardless of bloc. His
religious establishment continues to articulate a moderate, mainstream Sunni
position that rejects extremism and welcomes scholarly dialogue with other
traditions. His investment in education continues to prioritise sending the
children of Brunei into the great universities of the world, with the confidence
that they will return strengthened by exposure to the wider intellectual

conversation.

This is, in its way, a remarkable performance. It suggests that the formal
structure of absolute monarchy, when combined with the right substantive
instincts in the holder, can produce a kind of governance that is both rooted
and outward-facing, both traditional and modernising. It is not a model that
can be exported wholesale to other contexts; the conditions that have made it
work in Brunei (the dynastic legitimacy, the hydrocarbon endowment, the
small population, the geographical accident of relative isolation) are not easily
replicated. But it is a model that deserves study, not for emulation, but for the
lessons it carries about the dimensions of governance that constitutional form

alone cannot capture.

The Envoi

In the cool of the late afternoon at Kampong Ayer, when the sun moves
toward the South China Sea and the long shadows of the wooden houses fall
across the brown current of the Brunei River, the call to Asr prayer rises from
the minaret of the Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddien Mosque, crosses the water,
and meets the call rising from the Jame’ "Asr Hassanil Bolkiah Mosque on
the city’s higher ground. Children walk home from the village schools along
the covered timber walkways. Boats bring the evening’s fish to the household

kitchens. The same scene, in essential form, has been playing out on this

376 | The Sultan Of Brunei



water for more than six hundred years. The river, the houses on stilts, the call
of the muezzin, the children, the boats: these are the persistent images of a
kingdom that has chosen, against the gradient of modern history, to remain
itself.

Above the city, the golden domes of Istana Nurul Iman catch the last light.
Within them, the sovereign of this small and singular state has perhaps
received his last majlis of the day, has perhaps reviewed a final brief from the
Foreign Ministry, has perhaps offered the Maghrib prayer in the palace
mosque alongside his sons and his closest advisers. By the time the night falls,
the Sultan, like his ancestors before him, will have returned to the family
quarters, to the queen, to the simple meal and the quiet reading of the Qur’an

that have ended his days for as long as anyone can remember.

The kingdom sleeps. Its institutions tend to themselves. The sovereign rests.
The Bolkiah dynasty, the longest-reigning royal house in Southeast Asia,
continues its quiet vigl over a corner of Borneo that has been its
responsibility, its inheritance and its purpose since the fourteenth century.
Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah, the twenty-ninth in a line that runs from Sultan
Muhammad Shah through Sultan Bolkiah the Singing Admiral to the
contemporary world, holds in his person a thread that connects the medieval
to the modern, the local to the global, the ephemeral to the enduring. It is a
thread that he has held without dropping for fifty-nine years. It is a thread
that he will, when the time comes, pass to his son, and through him to his
grandson, in a continuity that, in this age of churn, is among the rarest and

most precious offerings of the human story of governance.

That such a thread can still be held; that such a continuity can still be
honoured; that such a kingdom can still exist, governing itself with care and
welcoming the world to its quiet shores: these are facts worth remembering,
worth understanding, and worth, perhaps, learning from, by everyone who is

concerned with what it means, in the long arc of human time, to govern well.

May God preserve the Sultan, the Yang di-Pertuan, the sovereign of Negara
Brunei Darussalam, the Abode of Peace, and may his house continue its

long vigil over the centuries that lie ahead.
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In Summary

Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah’s legacy is not a monument but a living condition: a
nation that works, that cares for its citizens, that honours its faith and its
traditions while engaging with the modern world on its own terms, and that
has maintained the thread of dynastic continuity across more than six decades
of profound global change. The jubilees mark the rhythm of that continuity:
from the Silver of 1992, which celebrated a quarter-century of hard-won
independence and welfare-state building, to the Golden of 2017, which
commemorated a reign of half a century with a procession of genuine national
joy, to the Diamond of 2027, which will look forward as much as back,
towards the Brunei that Wawasan 2035 is building and the Crown Prince
who will lead it into the years beyond. In the long story of the House of
Bolkiah, this 29th Sultan has been, perhaps, its most consequential steward
since the Singing Admiral himself: the sovereign who transformed oil into
welfare, who navigated modernity without losing identity, and who held his

people’s trust across an extraordinary span of years.
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