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Introduction
Situated on the lush island of Borneo, Brunei Darussalam offers a unique and strategic
environment for entrepreneurs seeking new opportunities in Southeast Asia. Known for
its political stability, robust oil and gas sector, and commitment to economic
diversification, Brunei holds great promise for business expansion and investment.
Unlike more widely discussed business destinations, Brunei’s distinct regulatory
framework, cultural context, and economic strategies demand careful consideration
for anyone looking to establish or grow a business in the country.

Brunei is more than just its natural resources. While the hydrocarbons sector remains
central to the national economy, the government has articulated a clear vision for the
future—one that aims to develop competitive sectors such as halal manufacturing,
tourism, digital technology, and agribusiness. The Wawasan Brunei 2035 vision
underscores the nation's commitment to sustainable growth, investment in human
capital, and support for entrepreneurial ventures. These priorities are visible through
industrial parks, investment incentives, and specialized agencies like Darussalam
Enterprise (DARe) that nurture startups and small businesses.

Setting up a business in Brunei, however, requires a thorough understanding of local
structures, legal and regulatory requirements, and the nuances of the operating
environment. For instance, the process of company registration, obtaining industry-
specific licenses, hiring foreign employees, and meeting tax obligations—all involve
steps particular to Brunei’s framework. Navigating these requirements demands well-
informed planning and attention to evolving government policies focused on economic
transformation and regulatory reform.

Entrepreneurs will also find Brunei’s infrastructure and connectivity conducive to
business, with modern ports, airports, and industrial zones supporting a range of
commercial activities. Nonetheless, operating in a smaller market with a unique
cultural and religious context also presents challenges. The importance of building
relationships, respecting local customs, and adapting to the influence of Islam in
everyday business practices cannot be overstated. Understanding the local business
culture is often a decisive factor in long-term success.

This book, “Doing Business in Brunei: A Comprehensive Guide For Prospective
Entrepreneurs,” is designed to provide clarity, practical guidance, and actionable
insights tailored to the realities of Brunei. Drawing on up-to-date research,
government policies, and on-the-ground experience, this guide covers every facet
relevant to newcomers and seasoned investors alike. By focusing squarely on the
specifics of the Bruneian business environment—as opposed to generic global
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advice—this book aspires to be your essential companion in making informed,
confident business decisions in the Abode of Peace.
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CHAPTER ONE: Brunei: Geography, Demographics,
and Strategic Location
Brunei Darussalam, the "Abode of Peace," occupies a distinctive niche on the
northwest coast of the island of Borneo, an island it shares with portions of Malaysia
and Indonesia. Entirely surrounded by the Malaysian state of Sarawak, except for its
northern coastline facing the South China Sea, Brunei presents a unique geographical
proposition. Its location places it squarely within the dynamic region of Southeast Asia,
a factor that significantly influences its potential as a hub for trade, logistics, and
investment. Understanding the physical and human landscape of this small nation is
the first step for any entrepreneur contemplating entry into its market.

The country itself is geographically compact, covering a total land area of just 5,765
square kilometers (about 2,226 square miles). This makes it slightly larger than the
state of Delaware in the United States or the county of Norfolk in the United Kingdom.
Despite its modest size, Brunei’s territory is notably split into two separate parts by a
strip of Sarawak, Malaysia. The larger western portion contains three of Brunei’s four
districts – Brunei-Muara, Tutong, and Belait – while the more sparsely populated
Temburong district lies to the east. For decades, accessing Temburong from the
capital required navigating through Malaysian territory or taking a lengthy boat trip, a
geographical hurdle that has recently been overcome.

The topography of Brunei is predominantly characterized by flat coastal plains,
particularly in the western districts where most of the population resides. These plains
gradually rise to low hills further inland. The eastern Temburong district, however,
presents a more rugged landscape, featuring hilly terrain that culminates in Brunei’s
highest point, Bukit Pagon, standing at 1,850 meters (6,070 feet) near the Malaysian
border. This contrasting landscape influences land use, infrastructure development,
and population distribution across the nation, concentrating development largely
along the more accessible coastal belt.

A defining feature of Brunei's geography is its extensive forest cover. Approximately
70-80% of the country is draped in pristine tropical rainforest, much of it primary
forest that has remained largely untouched. This verdant blanket is a significant
national asset, underpinning Brunei's commitment to conservation and biodiversity.
The forests are home to a rich array of flora and fauna, including species endemic to
Borneo. This natural wealth presents both opportunities, particularly in eco-tourism
and research, and responsibilities, demanding careful management to balance
development with environmental protection.
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The climate is unequivocally tropical rainforest (Köppen classification Af), marked by
consistently high temperatures, high humidity, and abundant rainfall throughout the
year. Average daily temperatures typically hover between 24°C and 32°C (75°F to
90°F), with minimal variation seasonally. Rainfall is significant, averaging over 3,000
millimeters (120 inches) annually along the coast and potentially exceeding 4,000
millimeters (157 inches) in inland areas. While there isn't a distinct dry season, rainfall
patterns can vary slightly, often influenced by monsoon winds. This constant humidity
and precipitation have practical implications for businesses involved in construction,
agriculture, logistics, and outdoor activities.

Historically and economically, Brunei’s most significant natural resources lie beneath
the surface, specifically its substantial reserves of petroleum and natural gas. These
are primarily located offshore in the South China Sea, forming the bedrock of the
nation's wealth for decades. While the economic impact is discussed later, the
geographical presence of these reserves has shaped coastal development,
infrastructure like pipelines and terminals, and the concentration of industrial activity
in areas like the Belait district. Other, less dominant, resources include silica sand,
suitable for glass manufacturing, and gravel deposits used in construction.

The administrative division of Brunei into four districts reflects both geography and
population centers. The Brunei-Muara district is the smallest in area but the most
populous, hosting the capital city, Bandar Seri Begawan, and key infrastructure like
Muara Port and Brunei International Airport. West of the capital lies the Tutong district,
characterized by coastal plains, rivers, and Tutong town. Furthest west is the Belait
district, the heartland of the oil and gas industry, centered around the towns of Seria
and Kuala Belait. Finally, the isolated Temburong district, known for its forests and the
Ulu Temburong National Park, represents Brunei's commitment to preserving its
natural heritage.

The physical separation of the Temburong district posed a long-standing logistical
challenge. However, the completion and opening of the Sultan Haji Omar Ali
Saifuddien Bridge in 2020 dramatically altered this reality. Spanning approximately 30
kilometers across the Brunei Bay, it is one of the longest oversea bridges in Southeast
Asia. This vital infrastructure link now provides direct road access between Temburong
and the Brunei-Muara district, bypassing Malaysian territory. This integration is
expected to stimulate economic activity, tourism, and development in Temburong
while facilitating easier movement of goods and people nationally.

From an environmental perspective, Brunei's geography presents both strengths and
vulnerabilities. The high percentage of undisturbed rainforest cover is a major carbon
sink and a testament to conservation policies. The government actively promotes
environmental protection, recognizing the value of its biodiversity. However, like many
coastal nations with low-lying areas, Brunei is susceptible to the impacts of climate
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change, particularly sea-level rise, which could threaten coastal infrastructure and
ecosystems. This awareness increasingly informs national planning and development
strategies.

Turning to the human element, Brunei’s demographic profile is as distinct as its
geography. The total population is relatively small, estimated to be around 450,000
people. This immediately signals to prospective entrepreneurs that Brunei is not a
mass market destination; rather, it offers opportunities within specific niches or as a
base for regional operations. The limited domestic market size necessitates a focus on
export-oriented industries or services catering to specific, high-value segments within
the local population.

Population distribution is highly uneven across the country. The vast majority,
estimated at over 60-70%, reside in the Brunei-Muara district, particularly within the
metropolitan area of Bandar Seri Begawan. This concentration reflects the district's
role as the administrative, commercial, and transportation hub. The Belait district,
driven by the oil and gas sector, has the second-largest population concentration.
Tutong district is less densely populated, while Temburong remains sparsely inhabited,
its population largely comprising indigenous communities and personnel related to
conservation and security.

Ethnically, Brunei's population is predominantly Malay. Official statistics categorize
around two-thirds of the population as Brunei Malay, which, under the country's
definition, includes not only ethnic Malays but also several indigenous groups
historically associated with Brunei (Kedayan, Tutong, Belait, Bisaya, Dusun, and
Murut). This broad definition reflects a policy aimed at fostering national unity. Outside
of this group, the most significant minority population consists of ethnic Chinese, who
have long played an important role in commerce and trade.

Beyond the Malay and Chinese communities, there are other indigenous groups not
included in the official Malay definition, often residing in more remote areas.
Additionally, Brunei hosts a substantial expatriate workforce, drawn primarily by the
oil and gas industry, construction, and domestic service sectors. These expatriates
come from various countries, including neighboring Southeast Asian nations (like the
Philippines, Indonesia, and Malaysia), South Asian countries (India, Bangladesh,
Nepal), and some from Western countries. This diverse mix contributes to the social
fabric, particularly in urban centers.

The official language of Brunei is Malay (Bahasa Melayu), specifically the Brunei Malay
dialect. It is the language of government, education, and national identity. However,
English enjoys widespread usage and proficiency, particularly in business, higher
education, and administration. Signage is often bilingual, and English serves as a
crucial lingua franca in commercial and international interactions. This high level of
English proficiency significantly eases communication for foreign entrepreneurs and
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investors. Other languages spoken include various Chinese dialects (Hokkien, Hakka,
Cantonese), and the languages of the different indigenous groups and expatriate
communities.

Islam is the official religion of Brunei Darussalam, specifically the Sunni denomination
following the Shafi'i school of jurisprudence. Its influence permeates many aspects of
life, including law, social customs, holidays, and the general rhythm of daily life. The
Sultan holds the position of head of religion. While Islam is central, the constitution
guarantees religious freedom for non-Muslims, allowing communities like Christians
and Buddhists to practice their faiths, albeit with some restrictions on proselytization.
Businesses need to be mindful of Islamic practices, such as prayer times, Halal
requirements (which are becoming a key economic sector), and cultural sensitivities,
particularly during the fasting month of Ramadan.

Brunei's population structure is relatively youthful compared to many developed
nations, with a significant proportion under the age of 30. This demographic profile
suggests potential for a growing workforce and consumer base in the coming years.
However, like many countries globally, Brunei is also experiencing gradual population
aging, with increasing life expectancy and declining fertility rates. This demographic
shift will have long-term implications for healthcare, social services, pension systems,
and the labor market, potentially leading to future labor shortages if not managed
proactively.

The nation places a strong emphasis on education, resulting in high literacy rates
exceeding 95%. The government provides free education from primary to tertiary
levels for its citizens, including opportunities for overseas studies through
scholarships. This investment in human capital aims to equip Bruneians with the skills
needed for a modern economy, particularly as the country seeks to diversify away
from oil and gas. The quality and specific skill sets available within the local workforce
are crucial considerations for businesses and will be explored further in the context of
labor regulations.

Urbanization rates are high in Brunei, with a large majority of the population living in
urban or semi-urban areas, primarily concentrated around the capital, Bandar Seri
Begawan, and the oil towns of Seria and Kuala Belait. This clustering facilitates the
provision of infrastructure and services but also concentrates economic activity,
leaving rural areas less developed. Government initiatives aim to promote
development more evenly across the country, including enhancing infrastructure and
creating opportunities outside the main urban centers.

The combination of Brunei's geography and demographics naturally leads to a
consideration of its strategic location. Positioned almost centrally within the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), Brunei sits at a crossroads of regional
activity. It lies within a few hours' flight time of major Asian economic centers such as
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Singapore, Kuala Lumpur, Jakarta, Manila, Ho Chi Minh City, Bangkok, Hong Kong, and
cities in southern China. This proximity offers potential advantages for businesses
looking to serve the wider ASEAN market, which represents a collective population of
over 650 million people.

Brunei's coastline along the South China Sea places it adjacent to some of the world's
busiest maritime shipping lanes. While Brunei itself is not a major maritime power, its
access to these routes via Muara Port provides essential connectivity for imports and
exports. The port has undergone upgrades to enhance its capacity and efficiency,
positioning it as a potential niche player in regional transshipment or as a key gateway
for Brunei's own international trade. The strategic importance of these sea lanes
underscores the geopolitical significance of the region.

Air connectivity is another key aspect of Brunei's strategic positioning. Brunei
International Airport (BWN), located near the capital, serves as the home base for the
national carrier, Royal Brunei Airlines. The airline offers connections to various
destinations within Asia, the Middle East, Australia, and London. The airport itself is
modern and capable of handling significant passenger and cargo traffic, potentially
serving as a boutique hub for regional travel or air freight, particularly leveraging
Brunei’s reputation for stability and safety.

In a geopolitical context, Brunei is known for its political stability and peaceful
relations with its neighbours and the wider international community. It maintains close
ties with Malaysia and other ASEAN member states, playing an active role within the
regional bloc. Brunei is also a member of other international organizations, including
the Commonwealth, the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC), and the United
Nations. This network of diplomatic relationships contributes to a predictable and
secure environment, a significant factor for businesses weighing investment risks. Its
neutrality in regional disputes further enhances its appeal as a stable base.

These factors – central ASEAN location, sea and air access, and geopolitical stability –
combine to offer logistical potential. While not yet fully realized on a large scale,
Brunei could function as a secure and efficient hub for certain types of logistics,
distribution, or data services targeting the Southeast Asian region. The development
of industrial parks and special economic zones, coupled with infrastructure
improvements like the Temburong Bridge, reflects an ambition to leverage this
locational advantage more effectively in the diversification drive.

An often-overlooked practical advantage of Brunei's location is its time zone: GMT+8.
This zone is shared with several major Asian financial and commercial centers,
including Singapore, Hong Kong, Kuala Lumpur, Manila, Perth, Taipei, and Shanghai.
Operating within the same time zone facilitates real-time communication and business
dealings with partners and clients across this economically vital region, streamlining
operations for internationally focused companies based in Brunei.
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The relatively small land area, while limiting in some respects (like large-scale
agriculture), also means that internal transportation distances are short. Connecting
the main population centers, industrial areas, port, and airport requires traversing
relatively manageable distances, potentially reducing domestic logistics costs
compared to larger, more sprawling countries. The well-maintained road network
further aids internal connectivity, although traffic congestion around the capital can be
a factor during peak hours.

The split geography between the main western part and Temburong, now bridged,
highlights the importance of infrastructure in overcoming physical barriers. The bridge
not only integrates the country internally but also signals Brunei’s capacity and
commitment to undertake major infrastructure projects that enhance its strategic
position. Future infrastructure developments, particularly those related to port
expansion, airport capabilities, and digital connectivity, will be crucial in further
unlocking the potential derived from Brunei’s location.

Understanding the interplay between Brunei's physical environment (its rainforests,
coastline, resource locations), its human geography (population size, distribution,
composition), and its advantageous placement within Southeast Asia provides
essential context. These are the foundational elements upon which Brunei's economy,
business environment, and future prospects are built. They shape the opportunities
available, the constraints that must be navigated, and the unique character of doing
business in the Abode of Peace. Entrepreneurs equipped with this understanding are
better prepared to assess how Brunei fits into their specific business objectives.
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