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GOVERNMENT benevol ence has brought a windfall to the people of Labuan.
Increased attention on the tiny island has neant a better standard of
living, inproved anenities and hi gher standards of infrastructure for its
popul ace. It is hard to imagine, therefore, that in 1984 there were people
who were | ess than enthusiastic when it becane known that Labuan had cone
under the jurisdiction of the federal governnent and that the island was
to be designated an international offshore financial centre (1OFC) five
years |l ater.

The nbst common (and noderate) response was to hold on to a nebul ous
notion that there woul d be progress of sone formon the island. But this
was nmi xed with apprehension. Call it a fear of the unknown.

The sceptics, as there will always be in nmatters |ike these, predicted
failure fromthe word "go'. At that tinme, the proposals seened too far
renoved fromreality for themto accept.

Then, there was the third group, the eternal optimsts. These true
bel i evers played cheerl eaders, never doubting that everything would go
according to plan and that Labuan would mature to offer a win-wn
situation for all.

The nove to make Labuan a federal territory, explained Prinme M nister

Dat uk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad, was to enable the federal governnent to
directly channel allocation for devel opnent to the | ocal adm nistration
unlike when it was a part of Sabah. Labuan coul d not devel op under Sabah
because of the lack of funds but nowits devel opnment is rapid, he said in
August | ast year.

I ndeed, the island has grown trenmendously as the | OFC t ook off,

achieving in |l ess than seven years what nost other |1 OFCs took decades to
build. It looks Iike the optim sts have been right all along. Labuan has
grown froma fishing conmunity with a population of 35,000 and an

unenpl oynent rate of over 11 per cent in the late '80s, to a bustling

i sland wi th about 60,000 people and al nost no structural unenploynent. It
is the base for about 1,000 offshore and support companies, including

| ocal and international banks, insurance firnms and trust conpani es.

Along with the IOFC s growth, an array of infrastructural facilities

have nushrooned to suit the needs of a sophisticated business hub
operating round the clock with links to the rest of the world. The Labuan
Devel opnent Authority (LDA), with Econom c Adviser to the Governnment Tun
Dai m Zai nuddin at the helm was the prinme nover in this aspect. Under the
Si xth Mal aysia Plan, RW3 million was spent to provide infrastructural
facilities on the island.

Under the Seventh Mal aysia Plan, RM34 million has been allocated for the
provision of infrastructural facilities and beautification of tourist
spots. A report |ast August quoted Dai mas saying new and ongoi ng projects
worth RM2.5billion are set to transformLabuan into a worl d-class resort
and financial centre within the next five years.

The nost visible change on the island is the extent of property

devel opnent. It is estimated that 40 per cent of the | and has been

devel oped. Anpong the biggest projects is the RM360 m|lion Labuan

Fi nanci al Park, described as the nerve centre of the | OFC

It was reported sonme nonths ago that LDA' s subsidiary, LDA Hol di ngs, has
signed a joint venture agreenent with Tine Engi neering to devel op a RMA00
mllion business park near the waterfront. The project will include the



construction of a hotel and condomi ni uns.
There is al so a mi xed housi ng and governnent office devel opnment in
Ki amsam and a | ow and nmedi um cost housi ng project in Sungai Bedaun
Anot her m xed devel opnent housing project will take shape in Kerupang.
These are expected to solve the housing shortage in Labuan. O her
facilities include a new hospital, an international school and del uxe
hot el s.
The devel opnent of transport and tel ecommuni cations infrastructure is
equal ly inpressive. Wth the comm ssioning of a RM35 million earth
satellite station and a direct link to the RMBOO mi|lion submarine cabl e
system Labuan can now of fer sophisticated tel econmuni cati ons servi ces.
A new airport termnal worth RML20 million will be constructed soon to
cater to bigger airplanes and enable nore frequent flights to Labuan. The
Wor ks Departnent has al so approved an allocation of RM6O mllion to
upgr ade Labuan roads.
Dai mwas quot ed as sayi ng Labuan's excellent port facilities and
traditional trading |linkages have the potential to make the island a
transhi pnent centre. This could |l ead to i nvestnment opportunities in
mar i ne- based i ndustri es.
Pengurusan Lantas, a Renong subsidiary, is reportedly studying the
feasibility of devel opi ng Rancha Rancha into an integrated transitiona
port.
After a hard day's work, what will Labuan have to offer? The governnent
apparently has hi gh hopes for Labuan's tourismindustry. It is clear that
Labuan will not only be a place for business, but also a leisure
destination. Its close proximty to the wi de expanse of the South China
Sea of fers trenendous opportunity for seasports and underwater diving.
Then there is potential in fishing and angling. If that sounds too
st renuous, how about just |azing on the beach?
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