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Introduction

So, you're moving to Brunei Darussalam, the "Abode of Peace." Sounds tranquil,
doesn't it? And mostly, it is. Swapping the frantic pace of wherever you're from for this
small, oil-rich Sultanate on the island of Borneo is certainly a choice. A potentially
wonderful, fascinating, and occasionally bewildering choice, but a choice nonetheless.
Congratulations on taking the plunge! Get ready for pristine rainforests, glittering
mosques, tax-free income, and possibly the quietest nightlife you've ever experienced.

Now, let's get one thing straight. This isn't your typical "Moving Abroad for Dummies"
handbook. We're assuming you already know how to pack a box without having a
complete meltdown, how to vaguely organise shipping, and that passports are
generally quite important. We're skipping the generic advice applicable whether
you're moving to Boise or Brunei. Instead, we're diving headfirst into the nitty-gritty,
the peculiar, the specifically Bruneian stuff you actually need to know. Think of this as
your cheat sheet for navigating the unique practicalities of setting up shop in the
Sultanate.

From wrestling with visa applications (and the seemingly endless wait for that all-
important Employment Pass) to figuring out why everyone drives everywhere (hint:
cheap petrol and elusive public transport), finding a place to live that doesn't require
selling a kidney, understanding the nuances of local etiquette (pro tip: point with your
thumb!), and navigating the rules around things like alcohol (spoiler: it's complicated)
- we've got you covered. We aim to do it with a healthy dose of realism and, where
possible, a chuckle or two. No sermons, no sugar-coating, just practical advice from
those who've been there, done that, and probably made a few hilarious mistakes
along the way.

Right, Important Bit Alert! Brunei, like any country, is a dynamic place. Laws
change, regulations morph, prices fluctuate (though maybe not as wildly as
elsewhere), visa requirements get tweaked, and that amazing little café we mention
might suddenly decide to become a dry cleaner. Therefore, while we've done our
darndest to provide accurate, practical information based on experiences and
available data, consider this book a starting point, not the final word. Always,
always double-check critical details - especially regarding visas, employment,
banking, legal matters, and costs - with official sources. That means checking the
relevant Brunei government websites, contacting the Brunei embassy or high
commission in your country, liaising with your employer's HR department, and
consulting official legal or financial advisors where necessary. Seriously. Don't blame
us if the visa fee went up yesterday.
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Life in Brunei can be incredibly rewarding. It's generally very safe, family-friendly, and
offers a comfortable standard of living, particularly for expats in certain sectors. The
pace is slower, the people are generally warm and welcoming (provided you respect
their culture and religion), and the access to nature is superb. However, it also
requires adaptation. Understanding and respecting its conservative Islamic culture and
laws, including Sharia Law which has implications for everyone, is absolutely
paramount for a smooth and happy stay. Things like modest dress, public behaviour
(especially during Ramadan), and the strict rules around alcohol are non-negotiable
aspects of daily life.

So, take a deep breath, grab a cup of strong coffee (or tea, Brunei is big on tea), and
let's get you prepped for your move to the Abode of Peace. It's going to be an
adventure, and hopefully, with this guide in hand, a slightly less confusing one.
Welcome to Brunei!
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CHAPTER ONE: Welcome to the Abode of Peace: First
Impressions & What to Expect

Right then, you’'ve made it. Stepping off that air-conditioned tube onto the tarmac, or
more likely, directly into the terminal at Brunei International Airport (BWN), the first
thing that hits you isn't the exotic scent of spices or the distant call of jungle
creatures. It's the air. Thick, warm, and profoundly humid, it wraps around you like a
damp, invisible blanket. Welcome to the tropics, Brunei-style. Forget easing in gently;
this is full immersion from the get-go. You'll hear Brunei Darussalam translated as the
"Abode of Peace," and while peace certainly defines much of the experience, your
initial moments might feel more like an abrupt introduction to a giant, unseen sauna.

Brunei International Airport itself is a pleasant surprise for many. It’'s modern, clean,
relatively spacious, and often remarkably quiet compared to the sprawling, chaotic
hubs elsewhere in Southeast Asia or major global cities. Immigration procedures are
typically smooth, especially if you hail from a country with visa-free entry for short
stays or if your employer has paved the way effectively. Baggage reclaim might not
set any speed records, but it's generally efficient. You won’t find yourself fighting
through throngs of taxi touts or navigating a bewildering maze of exits. Instead,
there's a sense of calm orderliness that serves as your first clue to the general rhythm
of life here. Don't mistake quiet for inefficiency, though; things generally work, just
without the accompanying frenzy.

Emerging from the cool embrace of the airport, the drive towards the capital, Bandar
Seri Begawan (usually shortened to BSB), or perhaps further afield to the oil towns of
Kuala Belait or Seria, offers your first proper glimpse of the landscape. You'll notice the
greenery - lush, dense vegetation that seems poised to reclaim any patch of untended
land. Roads are generally well-maintained, wide, and traffic, outside of specific peak
hours around schools or offices, can feel surprisingly light. Forget the mental image of
scooters weaving frantically through gridlocked cars; Brunei’s roads are, for the most
part, domains of four-wheeled vehicles, often quite large ones, moving in a relatively
sedate manner. Grand, golden-domed mosques punctuate the skyline, shimmering
testaments to the nation's Islamic faith and oil wealth, sitting alongside neat
government buildings and residential areas.

The overall atmosphere is one of calm and restraint. There’s a palpable sense of order.
You won’t be assaulted by a cacophony of horns or the aggressive hustle of street
vendors found in many parts of the world. Instead, there's a gentler pace, a lower
volume. Images of His Majesty Sultan Haji Hassanal Bolkiah Mu’izzaddin Waddaulah
are ubiquitous, adorning government buildings, private businesses, and even
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roundabouts, a constant reminder of the nation's political structure - an absolute
monarchy where the Sultan holds deep reverence. This visual cue underscores the
importance of respect for the ruling family, a theme we’ll revisit when discussing
cultural nuances. It's a blend of modern infrastructure funded by hydrocarbons and
deeply embedded traditional Malay Islamic values.

Now, back to that climate. You simply cannot overstate the pervasive heat and
humidity. It dictates the pace of life, clothing choices, and energy levels. Expect
daytime temperatures to hover around the low 30s Celsius (high 80s / low 90s
Fahrenheit) year-round, but it’s the humidity, often exceeding 80 or 90 percent, that
really defines the experience. You will sweat. You will feel sticky. Air conditioning isn't
a luxury; it's a fundamental utility. Your wardrobe will rapidly shift towards lightweight,
breathable fabrics - think cottons and linens. While we’ll delve into dress codes later,
your initial priority should be comfort within the bounds of public modesty. Hydration
is also key; carry water and drink it often. Be prepared for rain, too. It doesn't just
drizzle here; it pours, often arriving in sudden, intense bursts that can flood roads
temporarily before vanishing as quickly as they came, leaving behind glistening
streets and even thicker air.

Your first interactions with Bruneians are likely to be polite, perhaps a little reserved
initially, but generally friendly and helpful. One of the biggest reliefs for many
Anglophone expats is the widespread use of English. It’'s a compulsory subject in
schools and the primary language of business and government. While Malay (Bahasa
Melayu) is the official language, you'll find you can navigate most daily tasks -
shopping, banking preliminaries, asking for directions - reasonably well in English,
especially in BSB and commercial areas. Don't let this stop you learning a few basic
Malay phrases, though; the effort is always appreciated and goes a long way in
building rapport. Basic politeness, smiles, and a calm demeanor are your best tools in
these initial encounters.

Prepare yourself for what some affectionately (or frustratingly) call "Brunei time."
Things don't always happen with the lightning speed you might be accustomed to,
especially in bureaucratic processes or sometimes even in service industries. Patience
isn't just a virtue here; it's a necessary survival skill. This isn't universal - certain
sectors, particularly those related to the dominant oil and gas industry, can be highly
efficient. However, in general day-to-day life, rushing is often counterproductive.
Schedules can be flexible, appointments might start a little late, and queues might
move at a leisurely pace. It's a cultural adjustment; learn to take a deep breath, relax
your shoulders, and go with the flow. Fretting won't make the queue move faster, but
it might raise your blood pressure unnecessarily.

Visually, the streetscape is distinctive. As mentioned, cars dominate. You'll see

relatively few people walking or cycling, partly due to the climate and partly due to the
car-centric culture fostered by decades of affordable fuel. Sidewalks exist but aren't
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always continuous or shaded. Public spaces are generally clean and well-maintained.
Large, detached houses with well-kept gardens are common in residential areas. Apart
from the stunning mosques, architecture tends towards the functional, though
traditional Malay elements sometimes appear in rooflines or decorative motifs. You
might notice a relative lack of the visual clutter seen elsewhere - fewer billboards, less
aggressive advertising. From parts of BSB, you'll inevitably catch sight of Kampong
Ayer, the famous water village built on stilts over the Brunei River, a fascinating
contrast of traditional living juxtaposed against the modern city.

Getting those first few essential tasks sorted - finding a supermarket, perhaps getting
a temporary local SIM card for your phone - is usually straightforward. Supermarkets
are well-stocked, often carrying familiar international brands alongside local and
regional products, though imported goods will naturally cost more. While credit and
debit cards are widely accepted in larger establishments, having some Brunei Dollars
(BND) in cash is essential for smaller shops, water taxis, and some food stalls. ATMs
are readily available. Don't expect a huge array of specialized shops or high-fashion
boutiques; shopping is adequate for essentials and mid-range goods, but it's not a
major retail destination like Singapore or Kuala Lumpur. We'll cover banking and
communications in detail later, but rest assured, meeting your basic needs upon
arrival isn't a major challenge.

It's equally important to manage your expectations about what Brunei isn't. If you're
arriving expecting the pulsating energy of Bangkok, the high-tech buzz of Singapore,
or the sprawling historical tapestry of European capitals, you'll need to adjust your
perspective quickly. Brunei is small, both geographically and in population (around
450,000 people). Life operates on a smaller, quieter scale. Nightlife, in the
conventional Western sense, is virtually non-existent due to the ban on public alcohol
sales and conservative social norms. Entertainment options tend towards the family-
friendly or nature-based: parks (like the popular Jerudong Park), beaches, jungle
trekking, cinemas showing mainstream releases, and dining out. It's definitely not a
party destination.

The influence of oil and gas wealth is undeniable. It underpins the high standard of
living, the impressive infrastructure, the lack of personal income tax, and the heavily
subsidized healthcare and education for citizens. You see it in the prevalence of large
SUVs and the generally comfortable lifestyles enjoyed by many. However, this wealth
also contributes to a certain predictability, a lack of the economic hustle seen in
neighbouring countries. It can sometimes feel like a comfortably padded environment,
insulated from some of the sharper edges of global economic pressures, though the
government is actively working towards diversification.

One of the most immediate and welcome impressions for many newcomers is the

profound sense of safety. Brunei consistently ranks as one of the safest countries in
the world, with very low rates of violent crime. People are generally trusting, and it's
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not uncommon to see locals leave car doors unlocked (though adopting this habit
yourself is probably unwise!). You can walk around most areas, even at night, without
the sense of unease that might accompany you in other cities. This feeling of security
is a significant draw for many expats, particularly those with families. The orderliness
and stability contribute significantly to the "Abode of Peace" moniker feeling genuinely
earned in this respect.

Take time to absorb the sensory details beyond the visual. The air, when not thick with
impending rain, might carry the scent of tropical blossoms like frangipani, or perhaps
the pungent, unmistakable aroma of durian if it's in season (you'll either love it or hate
it; there's rarely an in-between). The dominant sounds aren't traffic noise or
construction, but often the melodic call to prayer broadcast from the mosques five
times a day, the chirping of geckos, the loud drone of cicadas, or simply the relative
quiet, especially in residential areas at night. It's a soundscape quite different from
that of a bustling metropolis.

Settling in during those first few weeks is a process of adaptation. You’ll be finding
your bearings, perhaps navigating the initial steps of setting up your household
(covered in Chapter 8), figuring out your commute (likely involving a car, as we'll
discuss), and establishing routines. The quietness that initially felt peaceful might start
to feel a bit isolating, especially if you've come from a very socially active
environment. Conversely, if you're seeking refuge from noise and stress, you might
find it blissful. Lean on any support systems you have - your employer's HR
department, colleagues who have already made the move, perhaps online expat
groups. Finding connections takes time in a place where the expat community, while
present, isn't enormous or overtly concentrated in specific compounds.

Your first impressions of Brunei will likely be a mixed bag: the undeniable comfort and
safety contrasted with the overwhelming humidity and perhaps a slower pace than
you're used to; the modern infrastructure alongside deep-rooted traditions; the readily
available English balanced by the need to understand unspoken cultural rules. It’s a
unique place, not quite like anywhere else in Southeast Asia or, indeed, the world. It
doesn't reveal all its secrets at once. Consider these initial days and weeks as the
orientation phase, a time to observe, adjust, and maybe sweat a little less each day as
you acclimatize. The real adventure - understanding the culture, navigating the
systems, and building your life here - is just beginning, and that's what the following
chapters are all about.
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