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Abstract

The banality of decontextualised CCP influence operations — bestowing titles
on individuals, establishing organisations, maintaining personal contact, and or-
ganising events — often invites underestimation of their effectiveness. Compared
to alternative methods of power projection, such as formal diplomacy, state-linked
investment, propaganda and military ties, influence operations are cheap, low-
risk and effective.

This paper builds on a growing body of work analysing CCP influence opera-
tions conducted overseas at subnational levels. It examines how the CCP conducts
influence operations in the Malaysian state of Sabah through cultivating and co-
opting local ethnic Chinese elites.

Sabah’s strategic importance to the CCP accrues from its rich natural re-
sources such as palm oil and timbre and its proximity to the South China Sea.
Further, Sabah’s role as a “kingmaker” in national elections gives its politicians
and elites considerable sway in shaping national political outcomes.

These Sabah Chinese elite — ranging from business leaders with ties to China,
political advisors and former politicians to think-tank analysts and academics
— are influential figures with access to politicians, state institutions and media
platforms. Their respectability and credibility grant the CCP a systematic hold
over key policy debates and media narratives in both Sabah and Malaysia.

By targeting ethnic Chinese elite in Sabah, the CCP aims to shape the dis-
tribution of natural resources and shift the needle of discourse on strategic and
sensitive issues such as port development, the Belt and Road Initiative, the treat-
ment of Uyghurs in Xinjiang and China’s presence in the South China Sea.

Overall, CCP influence operations in Sabah appear to be largely successful.
The CCP has successfully exerted its influence on politicians even during seis-
mic political shifts in Sabah and Malaysia. Furthermore, through partnerships
with key Sabah figures, the CCP has ensured that pro-CCP narratives are kept in
circulation in local political and media discourse. This includes promoting nar-
ratives that portray China as economically beneficial and its military presence
as benign while masking the potential risks of PRC dominance in the region. Left
unchecked, the influence of the CCP over Sabah’s strategic port development and
technology decisions may create ripple effects in the wider Bornean and South-
east Asian region.
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0 Introduction

CCP external influence work runs the gamut from cultural exchange, trade, propa-
ganda and diplomacy to intelligence work, interference and espionage, disrupting
distictions of legal/illegal, overtness/covertness, and benign/malign." More often than
not, CCP influence activity abstracted from China’s political system and its objectives
appears banal and benign, even. Contrary to appearances, influence operations are
cheap, low-risk and effective alternatives to typical means of power projection. The
costs of cultivating elites are “just those of setting up platforms, organising events
and trips, maintaining personal links, occasionally offering remuneration or employ-
ment”.’

In recent years, analysts have paid close attention to influence operations conducted
at subnational levels. Localised and decentralised influence work is usually effective
because it is shielded from close media, academic, and political scrutiny, while benefit-
ing from a greater knowledge asymmetry between CCP influence agencies and local
officials, who possess considerable autonomy in infrastructure and resource alloca-
tion decisions.’ Further, the ability of subnational targets to “exert political pressure
on the centre” or “graduate” to national platforms in the long-term increases the re-
turns on investment for the CCP in subnational influence operations.*

This paper joins earlier efforts to redress the knowledge asymmetry about CCP’s sub-
national influence operations abroad.’ It examines how the CCP conducts influence
operations in the Malaysian state of Sabah through cultivating and co-opting local
ethnic Chinese elites. Overseas Chinese organisations and targeted ethnic Chinese
individuals have become proxies for CCP influence in host countries, as documented
in Australia, New Zealand, and Europe.’

Cultivating and co-opting local elites — especially in overseas Chinese communities
— is a cornerstone of CCP influence operations. As Joske notes in The Party Speaks for
You, Xi Jinping has emphasised that “the United Front is about working on people”.” In
its pursuit of political influence, united front work operates on political actors rather
than political systems. Wang and Groot discuss how the Party legitimises certain in-
dividuals (or groups) to represent particular interest groups, in order to “de-legitimize
by containing, dividing or denouncing others so that critics can be co-opted, neutral-
ized or isolated”.’

ichang Lulu, “Repurposing democracy: The European Parliament China friendship cluster”, Sinopsis,
26th Nov. 2019.

Livia Codarin, Laura Harth & Jichang Lulu, “Hijacking the mainstream: CCP influence agencies and
their operations in Italian parliamentary and local politics”, Sinopsis, 20th Nov. 2021.

3Jichang Lulu, “Confined discourse management and the PRC’s localised interactions in the Nordics”,
Sinopsis, 22nd Oct. 2018; Codarin, Harth & Lulu, op. cit.; Anne-Marie Brady, “Magic Weapons: China’s
political influence activities under Xi Jinping”, Wilson Center, 16th Sept. 2017.

4Clive Hamilton & Mareike Ohlberg, Hidden Hand: Exposing How the Chinese Communist Party is Re-
shaping the World, Simon & Schuster, 8th June 2021.

SCodarin, Harth & Lulu, op. cit.

¢ Alex Joske, “The party speaks for you”, ASPI, 9th June 2020; Jichang Lulu, “United Frontlings Always
Win”, China Heritage (25th Sept. 2017); Ralph Weber, “Unified message, rhizomatic delivery: A preliminary
analysis of PRC/CCP influence and the united front in Switzerland”, Sinopsis, 18th Dec. 2020.

TN NI ) 2Nz [ G A, FrtEAL, 30th May 2015; Joske, op. cit.

8Ray Wang & Gerry Groot, “Who Represents? Xi Jinping’s Grand United Front Work, Legitimation,
Participation and Consultative Democracy”, Journal of Contemporary China 27.112 (2018).


https://web.archive.org/web/20240421132753/https://sinopsis.cz/en/ep/
https://web.archive.org/web/20240425185505/https://sinopsis.cz/en/it/
https://web.archive.org/web/20240425185505/https://sinopsis.cz/en/it/
https://web.archive.org/web/20241001195042/https://sinopsis.cz/en/confined-discourse-management-and-the-prcs-localised-interactions-in-the-nordics/
https://web.archive.org/web/20170922033351/https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/for_website_magicweaponsanne-mariesbradyseptember2017.pdf
https://web.archive.org/web/20170922033351/https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/for_website_magicweaponsanne-mariesbradyseptember2017.pdf
https://www.simonandschuster.com/books/Hidden-Hand/Clive-Hamilton/9780861540280
https://www.simonandschuster.com/books/Hidden-Hand/Clive-Hamilton/9780861540280
https://www.aspi.org.au/report/party-speaks-you
https://web.archive.org/web/20231202222235/https://chinaheritage.net/journal/the-battle-behind-the-front/?lang=zh
https://web.archive.org/web/20231202222235/https://chinaheritage.net/journal/the-battle-behind-the-front/?lang=zh
https://web.archive.org/web/20230826073551/https://sinopsis.cz/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/switzerland-rhizome.pdf
https://web.archive.org/web/20230826073551/https://sinopsis.cz/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/switzerland-rhizome.pdf
https://web.archive.org/web/20240302004017/http://www.xinhuanet.com//politics/2015-05/20/c_1115351358.htm
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10670564.2018.1433573
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10670564.2018.1433573
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CCP influence work seeks to control prominent representatives — not as an end in
itself, but to influence “common sense” and the political and economic mainstream.’
Through cultivating foreign elites, the CCP can shape public discourse, orchestrate
policy alignment, extract information on foreign governments’ intentions and strat-
egies, silence criticism, engineer technology transfer, subvert democratic institutions,
and forestall resistance to China’s rise."’

In particular, CCP’s overseas Chinese affairs work (giaowu) seeks to manage and in-
fluence Chinese diaspora communities abroad, often leveraging their resources and
instrumentalising their loyalties for China’s national interests.!! Key elements of over-
seas Chinese affairs work include establishing, co-opting or legitimising diaspora or-
ganisations that report back to the CCP, appointing trusted individuals to the lead-
ership of these organisations, controlling Chinese-language media, establishing con-
trol over Chinese communities’ channels for representation and mobilisation, among
other measures."”

0.1 CCP political influence agencies

The CCP influence operations in Sabah discussed in this paper primarily involve agen-
cies from the united front and foreign affairs systems. Agencies from the finance and
economy, propaganda and military systems are less common but still present in our
sample.

0.1.1 United front system

Under Leninist rule, united front tactics refer to strategies for forming alliances with
groups outside the Communist Party — usually by co-opting representatives of these
groups — to achieve party goals."”” The targets of the CCP’s united front work that
appear in this paper include religious groups, businesspeople, Hong Kong, Macau and
Taiwan, as well as foreigners of Chinese descent.'*

The united front system, coordinated by the United Front Work Department (UFWD,
rh gt — ERERGERIE) under the Central Committee, includes a network of party and
state agencies that influence groups outside the party. Under Xi’s rule, the united front
system has become more powerful, centralised and instutionalised.”® Since March

9Gerry Groot, “Managing transitions: the Chinese Communist Party’s united front work, minor parties
and groups, hegemony and corporatism”, PhD thesis, University of Adelaide; Martin Hala & Jichang Lulu,
“The CCP’s model of social control goes global”, Sinopsis, 20th Dec. 2018; Codarin, Harth & Lulu, op. cit;;
Lulu, “Repurposing democracy: The European Parliament China friendship cluster”.

19 Anne-Marie Brady, Submission to the Inquiry on Foreign Interference, via Sinopsis, New Zealand Par-
liament, Justice Select Committee, 10th May 2019; Codarin, Harth & Lulu, op. cit.; Mark Stokes, “Chinese
Authoritarian Influence in the United States”, Insidious Power: How China Undermines Global Democracy,
ed. by Hsu Szu-Chien & J. Michael Cole, Eastbridge, 2020; Lulu, op. cit.; Hamilton & Ohlberg, op. cit.

Hjames Jiann Hua To, Qiaowu: Extra-Territorial Policies for the Overseas Chinese, Brill, 2014.

12Brady, op. cit.; Joske, op. cit.; Hamilton & Ohlberg, op. cit.

3Lulu, op. cit.; Codarin, Harth & Lulu, op. cit.; Joske, op. cit.

ML ulu, op. cit.; Joske, op. cit.

BLulu, op. cit.; Joske, op. cit.


https://web.archive.org/web/20191119233403/https://digital.library.adelaide.edu.au/dspace/handle/2440/19225
https://web.archive.org/web/20191119233403/https://digital.library.adelaide.edu.au/dspace/handle/2440/19225
https://web.archive.org/web/20240421133017/https://sinopsis.cz/en/the-ccps-model-of-social-control-goes-global/
https://web.archive.org/web/20220122132451/https://sinopsis.cz/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/BradyJSCSubmission.pdf
https://camphorpress.com/books/insidious-power/
https://camphorpress.com/books/insidious-power/
https://brill.com/display/title/21636?language=en
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2018, the United Front Work Department has absorbed government agencies such
as the Overseas Chinese Affairs Office and the National Religious Affairs Adminis-
tration.'® The National Religious Affairs Administration is one of the foreign-facing
nameplates for the United Front Work Department.'” The National Religious Affairs
Administration director is also the United Front Work Department deputy head.'®

The Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC, hE N\ RIBGE T
ﬁ%’l)‘(), as well as its local committees, is a forum for Party-selected representatives
of various groups to interact with the Party. The CPPCC is chaired by Wang Huning,
the Politburo Standing Committee member that currently leads the united front sys-
tem."” The All-China Federation of Returned Overseas Chinese (‘P [E#FH#FIM R
1) represents ethnic Chinese with overseas links at this forum.*

The United Front Work Department controls the China Council for the Promotion of
Peaceful National Re-unification (CCPPR, HEHIEGt — R 23), whose chair is the
Politburo Standing Committee member that leads the united front system (currently
Wang Huning) and vice-chair is the UFWD head (Shi Taifeng).?' Oriented toward the
CCP’s goal of annexing Taiwan, it controls a network of overseas chapters that seek
to represent co-opted diaspora groups in each local constituency.”* Also under the
United Front Work Department is the China Overseas Friendship Association (H4¢
HEAMPLiE 23 P ), which subsumed the China Overseas Exchange Association (H!
[E #F AP 22 Hi B 22) in 2019. It has provincial and lower-level equivalents across the
country.”’

0.1.2 Foreign affairs system

The CCP’s foreign affairs work exceeds state-to-state engagement and traditional dip-
lomacy. Other than the Ministry of Foreign Affairs under the State Council, the for-
eign affairs system includes the International Liaison Department (ILD, %} #MEk &%
#if) as well as the Chinese People’s Association for Friendship with Foreign Coun-

tries (CPAFFC, H[E N M AP K 4 br2).

The ILD, under the Central Committee, targets foreign politicians, political parties,
think tanks and academics to create greater alignment in discourse and policymak-
ing with CCP objectives.”” It serves as the “national secretariat” to engage overseas
think tanks and research centres in Belt and Road countries.?® In 2015, the ILD co-
established the Belt and Road Think Tank Cooperation Alliance (officially trans-

161dem, “The party speaks for you”.

VernE T = Hh 2 B, ERSEESS SR, 27th Sept. 2023; P R TERIEZALAY
HTTEE) 7, BN, 21st Mar. 2018.

BT 2 T, HRGEREE.

19Codarin, Harth & Lulu, op. cit.; “AZ3/M43”, FEFEG —E# 2.

DJoske, op. cit.

#Codarin, Harth & Lulu, op. cit.; “AR 2371437,

22Codarin, Harth & Luly, op. cit.; Joske, op. cit.

B1dem, “The party speaks for you”; “TEFAEIAMNICIH 2 AU — L F RS BV PFE, 6755 TR
7, 2019.

24Codarin, Harth & Lulu, op. cit.

B1bid.

%Nadége Rolland, “Mapping the footprint of Belt and Road influence operations”, Sinopsis, 12th Aug.
2019.


https://archive.ph/ZgUfp
https://web.archive.org/web/20190508122739/http:/www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2018-03/21/c_1122570517.htm
https://web.archive.org/web/20190508122739/http:/www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2018-03/21/c_1122570517.htm
https://archive.ph/gYnX6
https://archive.is/dAPLr
https://archive.is/32rgB
https://web.archive.org/web/20190813014114/https://sinopsis.cz/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/rollandbri.pdf
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lated as the Silk Road Think Tank Association), whose chairperson Sun Haiyan is also
a deputy head of the ILD.”

The CPAFFC is the main “people’s diplomacy” organ within the foreign affairs sys-
tem. At the central level, the CPAFFC is managed by — but not administratively sub-
ordinate to — the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.”® At subnational levels, local People’s
Associations for Friendship with Foreign Countries are typically used as nameplates
for local Foreign Affairs Offices.”” The CPAFFC and its local counterparts are crucial
to localised influence operations, especially through their administration of sister-
city programmes that provide unofficial channels for the CCP’s foreign affairs system
to interact with local governments.’’ The overseas partners of CPAFFC are typically

local “China friendship associations”.”!

0.1.3 Finance and economics system

Trade promotion activities, overseen by the finance and economics system, provide
a platform through which the Party can cultivate support for CCP policies among
foreign business interests.*

The national trade promotion agency China Council for the Promotion of Interna-
tional Trade (CCPIT, o =] [H] B ﬁ‘f’aﬂﬁiﬁé) institutionally linked to the Ministry
of Commerce, is a trade-oriented “people’s diplomacy” organ. CCPIT has shown itself
to be useful for subnational influence operations.” Its overseas partners are usually
business associations, typically called “China chambers of commerce”.**

0.2 Sabah as an influence target

The reasons discussed above for the CCP’s interest in localised and decentralised in-
fluence work also apply to Sabah, a state in Fast Malaysia in the north of Borneo
island.

Sabah (and Sarawak) politicians were considered possible kingmakers in Malaysia’s
2022 elections.® This entails that successful CCP influence operations within the state
could have disproportionate outcomes at the national level.

In addition, Sabah’s location at the southern limits of the South China Sea is key to
China’s interest in the state.”® China pursues economic, trade and military interests

TERTRAT, B 7 R A R

BLuly, op. cit.; Codarin, Harth & Lulu, op. cit.

2Charmian Goh, Audrey Fritz, Petra Sevéikova & Jichang Lulu, “Unbundling systems: Foreign affairs
reform in China’s provinces”, Sinopsis, 11th Apr. 2021.

30Luly, op. cit.; Codarin, Harth & Lulu, op. cit.

$Luly, op. cit.; Codarin, Harth & Luly, op. cit.

32Idem, “Hijacking the mainstream”.

3BLulu, op. cit.

34Codarin, Harth & Lulu, op. cit.

$5“Source: Sabah, Sarawak kingmakers present demands to Harapan”, Malaysiakini, 24th Feb. 2020; “IA
[FIPDTOIEIE T ARG PO SRR 4587, BN, 14th Oct. 2022.

36 Geoff Wade, “Xi Jinping and the Sabah enigma”, ASPI, 24th Oct. 2013; idem, “Sabah, the PLA Navy and
Northern Australia”, ASPI, 18th Nov. 2015.



https://archive.is/pUMoi
https://web.archive.org/web/20240617004417/https://sinopsis.cz/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/fao.pdf
https://web.archive.org/web/20240617004417/https://sinopsis.cz/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/fao.pdf
https://archive.is/mUpF4
https://archive.is/xPp3k
https://archive.is/xPp3k
https://archive.is/47kaM
https://archive.is/TD229
https://archive.is/TD229
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through its claims to territorial sovereignty and maritime rights in the South China
Sea.”

+ Economic: Besides fishing resources, the waters off Sabah host significant hy-
drocarbon deposits. According to numbers quoted by the US Energy Informa-
tion Administration, Malaysia hosts a significant proportion of the South China
Sea’s resources — about 35.7% of its petroleum and other liquids fuels as well as
71.7% of its natural gas resources.™

« Trade: 21% of global trade wound through the South China Sea in 2016, making
it a major trade route. Especially for China, for whom 39.5% of its trade and
about 80% of its maritime crude oil shipments passed through the South China
Sea in 2016.”

Military: In case of a conflict over Taiwan with the US, the South China Sea
would be a key theatre of conflict and blockade operations.*’

As evidence of its recent interest, Beijing has been pushing back against Malaysia’s
oil and gas exploration efforts in the region, as it did on Anwar’s first trip to Beijing
at the end of March 2023.*' On 29 August 2024, Philippine Daily Inquirer reported on
a leaked diplomatic note that the PRC Ministry of Foreign Affairs sent the Malay-
sian Embassy in China on 18 February. PRC authorities expressed “serious concern”
and “strong dissatisfaction” about Malaysia’s oil and gas exploration projects around
Luconia Shoals (Gugusan Beting Raja Jarum) and urged Malaysia to “immediately
cease all infringing activity”.** The Luconia Shoals, off Sarawak waters, are part of the
Spratly Islands within Malaysia’s exclusive economic zone.

Onshore, Sabah has rich timbre and palm oil resources. As the country’s top palm
oil producer, it also accounts for about 25% of the country’s raw oil palm exports.*
Deputy Minister of Plantation and Commodities and Kota Kinabalu MP Chan Foong
Hin led a trade mission to Shanghai, Nanjing and Beijing in July 2024 to promote
higher-value palm oil exports to China.**

Despite its abundant resources, Sabah has the highest poverty rate and inadequate in-
frastructure. In 2022, the “hardcore poverty” rate in Sabah was 1.2% while its absolute
poverty rate was 19.7%, far above the national rates of 0.2% and 6.2% respectively.”
The unemployment rate for Sabah in Q1 2023 was 7.7%, at more than double the na-
tional rate (3.5%)."° Ministers and employer associations have attributed the high un-

7M. Taylor Fravel, “China’s Strategy in the South China Sea”, Contemporary Southeast Asia 33.3 (2011).

$8“South China Sea”, US Energy Information Administration, 21st Mar. 2024.

$“South China Sea”; “More than 30% of global maritime crude oil trade moves through the South China
Sea”, US Energy Information Administration, 27th Aug. 2019; “Annual Report to Congress: Military and Se-
curity Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China 20177, US Office of the Secretary of Defense,
15th May 2017.

40Fravel, op. cit.

41“Malaysia says Beijing concerned about its energy projects in South China Sea”, Reuters, 4th Apr. 2023.

42“Malaysia gets taste of China West Philippine Sea bullying”, Inquirer, 29th Aug. 2024.

B“Investment Opportunities: Manufacturing”, Invest Sabah; “Economy”, Sabah State Government.

44“Strategic marketing of Malaysian palm oil to China in a soft market”, The Edge (30th July 2024).

$“Poverty by State”, OpenDOSM, 2022; “Poverty: Data as of 20227, OpenDOSM, 2022; “Sabah’s Hardcore
Poverty Six Times The National Rate, Says Rafizi”, Bernama, 14th Mar. 2024.

46“Highest unemployment rate recorded in Sabah”, The Star (22nd Aug. 2023).


https://web.archive.org/web/20240911130919/https://taylorfravel.com/documents/research/fravel.2011.CSA.china.strategy.scs.pdf
https://web.archive.org/web/20250110161650/https://www.eia.gov/international/analysis/regions-of-interest/South_China_Sea
https://archive.is/18Wae
https://archive.is/18Wae
https://web.archive.org/web/20241107010817/https://dod.defense.gov/Portals/1/Documents/pubs/2017_China_Military_Power_Report.PDF
https://web.archive.org/web/20241107010817/https://dod.defense.gov/Portals/1/Documents/pubs/2017_China_Military_Power_Report.PDF
https://archive.is/dB3q7
https://archive.is/fxJCp
https://archive.is/rvHHH
https://archive.is/qZxYh
https://archive.is/lLTmX
https://archive.is/b7RmC
https://archive.is/PsgIC
https://archive.is/TX6oy
https://archive.is/TX6oy
https://archive.is/LEeef
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employment rate in the state to poor infrastructure.”’ Sabah’s 2025 budget continues
to focus on resolving infrastructure issues such as roads, water and electricity sup-

ply."

Partly responsible for this disjuncture between the abundance of resources in the state
and widespread poverty is the state’s fraught agreement with the federal govern-
ment.

The Malaysia Agreement (MA63) is an international treaty that the British, Penin-
sular Malaysia (Malaya), Sabah (then North Borneo), Sarawak and Singapore signed
at the founding of the Malaysia federation.”’ The original agreement granted greater
autonomy to the Bornean states in religion, language, immigration, and judicial and
legislative authority, and the protection of indigenous persons’ privileges and posi-
tions.”” However, the federal government’s erosion of privileges, the persistent un-
derdevelopment in these states and the perceived unequal distribution of petroleum
revenue have created discontent.’’ Sabah leaders and political parties continue to
clamour for rights lost, even as Deputy Prime Minister Fadillah Yusof announced at a
September 2024 meeting that 11 claims out of 21 related to MA63 have been resolved
under the current and previous administrations.”

James Chin classifies the contemporary grievances of Sabah and Sarawak people into
five buckets:”

1. The marginalisation of indigenous peoples: There is significant ethnic and reli-
gious pluralism among indigenous people, who have high rates of inter-marriage
with the Chinese. Although indigenous people are the majority in Sabah and
Sarawak, they are “actively discriminated against” in political representation.

2. The Malayan political model: The political ideologies of Malay and Islamic su-
premacy do not resonate in Sabah, but the federal government has continuously
sought to export a model of ethnic and religious political mobilisation to the
state.

3. Federal intervention in state politics: Similarly, the federal government has
sought to “cement Muslim control over state politics”.

4. The illegal immigrant issue: There was “more likely than not” a covert operation
to give Malaysian citizenship to illegal Filipino and Indonesian Muslim immig-
rants in Sabah, in order to create Muslim dominance in the state. The operation
was referred to as Project M, after Malaysia’s longest-serving prime minister
Mahatbhir.

47“Scattered population, poor infrastructure among causes of Sabah’s high jobless rate”, The Star
(30th Aug. 2023); “Poor infrastructure leads to high unemployment, says Sabah bosses’ group”, Free Malay-
sia Today, 26th Aug. 2023.

48“Hajiji Hails Continued Priority For Sabah In Budget 2025, Bernama, 18th Oct. 2024; “Budget 2025:
PM Anwar Urges Sabah Gov't To Resolve Infrastructure Issues Efficiently”, Bernama, 20th Oct. 2024.

“No. 10760: United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and Federation of Malaya, North
Borneo, Sarawak and Singapore”, United Nations.

50 Anantha Raman Govindasamy, “From Pakatan Harapan to Perikatan Nasional: A Missed Opportunity
for Reforms for East Malaysia?”, ISEAS — Yusof Ishak Institute, 2021.

S1Ibid.

S2“MA63 no longer a political issue, but people’s issue ~SAPP”, The Borneo Post (11th Aug. 2024); “Restore
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5. Under-development: In 2017, Sabah and Sarawak produced about 60% of the
country’s petroleum output, but only received about 5% of oil revenues under
the 1974 Petroleum Development Act.’* In 2022, the Sabah Law Society filed a
judicial review of its claim that MA63 entitles the state to 40% of federal revenue
earned from the state between 1974 and 2021.”

The CCP’s interest in Sabah likely arises from its assessment that the state would be
more receptive to — or at least less resistant to — influence operations compared to
Peninsular Malaysia.

0.3 Structure of the paper

As with other Southeast Asian states, Malaysia’s China policy has often been ex-
plained as a small state “hedging” its interests and seeking equidistant diplomacy
between China and the United States.’® Malaysia’s China policy isn’t driven solely by
big power competition, but also domestic politics and economics. It reflects a balan-
cing act between leveraging China’s partnership for developmental benefits, while al-
leviating domestic concerns about race, debt, and sovereignty.’’ The country’s China
policy has shifted under different administrations, especially when Mahathir and his
political party unseated the incumbent Barisan Nasional (National Front) in 2018.%
Pertinent issues to Malaysia-China relations include the South China Sea, Xinjiang
and the Belt and Road Initiative.”

Although the CCP’s local influence efforts have deep explanatory power and profound
implications for Malaysia’s shifting China policy, they have largely not been treated
as a primary subject of inquiry, much less through sustained analysis of Chinese-
language material. Notable exceptions include studies of the extent to which Belt and
Road Initiative projects in Malaysia have served as effective vehicles for China’s in-
fluence, an evaluation of Beijing’s media influence efforts in Malaysia.*’

54«
55
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Beginning from the premise that Sabah is potentially important to Beijing, this pa-
per maps CCP influence operations in Sabah.®’ It departs from most of the existing
work on CCP influence in Malaysia by adopting a systemic approach to CCP influence
(beyond just the Belt and Road Initiative) and a subnational scale of analysis.

The ties of overseas Chinese communities in Malaysian and Southeast Asian com-
munities to the CCP continue to generate anxiety among local communities and lead-
ers. This empirical study of influence operations aims not to stoke fear-mongering or
question the loyalty of individuals, but to clarify CCP policy, map and recontextu-
alise otherwise banal interactions, redress gaps in knowledge, and facilitate greater
transparency and accountability to the public.

Section 1 maps the Sabah-specific organisation or platform, its leadership, and their
ties to the CCP influence system. Subsequent sections discuss specific target domains.
Section 2 discusses Sabah politics, beginning with a description of the political capital
that the Sabah Chinese elite possess, which make them attractive targets. It argues
that the CCP has largely been successful in maintaining influence through a change
of administration. Part of the CCP’s success stems from the mechanisms of establish-
ing events with a regular cadence and leveraging promised investments. The section
ends with a glimpse of how the CCP targets Sabah politicians outside of the Chinese
elite — through the International Liaison Department. Section 3 discusses the CCP’s
interest in Sabah’s ports. The Sabah Chinese elite as well as a China SOE variously
facilitate visits, propaganda, and partnerships, which create the possibility of greater
CCP influence in the state. Section 4 turns to the role of Sabah Chinese elite in advan-
cing the propaganda goals of the CCP. It suggests that the Sabah Chinese elite have
blunted the role of Chinese-language media to hold power to account and propagated
CCP narratives, especially around issues of the South China Sea. The paper ends (Sec-
tion 5) with a look at CCP united front efforts to whitewash the genocide of Uyghur
Muslims in Xinjiang, particularly through engaging the Malaysia Chinese Muslim As-
sociation.

61\Wade, “Xi Jinping and the Sabah enigma”; idem, “Sabah, the PLA Navy and Northern Australia”.
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1 Targeting Sabah Chinese associations and elites

This section maps Sabah-specific institutional platforms, their leadership (who are the
targets of cultivation), and their ties to the CCP external influence system.

The targeted individuals of CCP cooption in Sabah have typical profiles — individuals
with business links to China, advisors to political leaders, former politicians, think-
tankers who provide expert analysis and media commentary, and academics and edu-
cators. While the united front was the predominant system of influence for cultivating
these Sabah Chinese elites, the foreign affairs, finance and economics, and propaganda
systems were also at play. For the Malaysia Heyuan Hakka Association and Sabah-
China Chamber of Commerce, the establishment of a Sabah organisation was carried
out at the behest of a Party-state entity.

The targeted Sabah Chinese elite are generally respectable and credible, which grants
them significant influence over mainstream discourse and policy options in Sabah
and Malaysia. They have received honorifics from the Malaysian heads of state who
acknowledge their contributions to the state or country.®”

1.1 FCAS and Goh Tian Chuan

The Federation of Chinese Associations Sabah (FCAS, ¥b E2 H 4 K 23 %) repres-
ents ethnic Chinese associations in Sabah. It is one of thirteen member state associ-
ations under its parent organisation, the Federation of Chinese Associations Malaysia

(Huazong, HRPEN AR S H R Z).

Goh Tian Chuan has ascended the rungs of the Chinese associations in Sabah and
Malaysia over the past decade. In 2007, he first joined the Federation of Sabah and
Labuan Hokkien Associations (70 B2 X 2/ [ 48 i3 11 AL & <), before becoming chair-
person two years later.”” He then became the president of the Federation of Chinese
Associations Sabah (FCAS, EFE RS ) in 2013, and remains in that position
today.”* In September 2019, Goh won the election to become national president of
Huazong.®® China News Service, the publication under the United Front Work De-
partment, reported Goh’s election victory.®

Goh Tian Chuan’s stint in Sabah began with work at the police headquarters. After
he graduated from the Royal Malaysian Police College in 1982, he was assigned to a

2Tan Sri Datuk Seri Panglima Goh Tian Chuan (“Director’s Profile”, Globaltec); Datuk Seri Panglima
Yong Teck Lee (“ACA chief among six to get top Sabah award”, The Star [27th Oct. 2007]); Dato’ Sri Wilson
Yong Tung Yung, JP (“EIFR iR I E 5 HIMANEH R AR A - 30— RPN B R f i
FEREE ST L1515, ZRFE, 2nd June 2010; “Top Management”, Sabah Institute of Art); Datuk
Frankie Liew (6,000 take part in TYT birthday parade”, The Borneo Post [5th Oct. 2014]); Oh Ei Sun, JP (“/!|
TOE R S\ N Tt ) U 2B, & H #z, 24th Oct. 2009).

63« [AM] Sidsis Bk 2 W2z 2 A0 2 AL A", R FEMININE, 19th Jan. 2021; ¢ [0
FRPE] RS TR L E  EHEA TASE0L”, B ERIR, 28th July 2020.

O o FUT EE S iy B R B SRR SR S 4, K E AR N JEFI, 31st Aug. 2019; Geoff Wade, “Malaysia:
Sabah-based ex-policeman turned businessman GOH TIAN CHUAN SEUNSE.., Twitter, 9th Jan. 2020.

%Ho Wah Foon, “Feature: Huazong’s president retires with pride”, The Star (15th Sept. 2019).

00 SRS M 1 SR PP AR UFT T R 23 1, WP BT [ RN, 8th Sept. 2019.
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Special Branch Department at police headquarters in Kota Kinabalu, Sabah, Malay-
sia.”” A Chinese-language business magazine profile clarifies that he was appointed
to handle matters related to Malaysia’s Internal Security Act. To “collect intelligence”,
the profile adds, Goh and his colleagues “traveled to every corner of Sabah, which en-
abled Goh to become intimately familiar with the situation in Sabah”.°® In 1994, Goh
left the force to enter the business world.’

Goh is founder and group executive chairperson of Kuala Lumpur-listed Globaltec
Formation Bhd, which was created through a merger of three listed companies — AIC
Corporation Berhad, Jotech Holdings Berhad (fZﬁUiiﬁﬂﬁ), and AutoV Corporation
Berhad (BLEZE M%) — completed in 2012.”° Globaltec is an integrated manufacturing
services provider with businesses in oil and gas exploration and oil palm plantations
in Sabah.”!

Goh Tian Chuan both advocated for and participated in China’s Belt and Road initiat-
ive around 2016 to 2017. In 2016, Goh attended the “Malaysian Chinese Associations
Belt and Road Declaration” and “Launch of the MCA Belt and Road Centre” (&53kPH
WA — — PR E & B — — P& HULHENHL), becoming a signatory of the de-
claration on behalf of Huazong.”” He subsequently became the head of Huazong’s Belt
and Road Centre. In March 2017, Good-Ark Suzhou China (FFE 7N EEFH T H R
N H]) aquired Globaltec’s subsidiary AIC Semiconductor Sdn Bhd, as part of a project
promoted by Huazong and its Belt and Road Committee. As group executive chairper-
son of Globaltec, vice-president of Huazong, and chairperson of Huazong’s Belt and
Road committee, Goh likely played a meaningful role in facilitating the acquisition.”
In July 2017, Goh represented Globaltec subsidiary AutoV in signing Memoranda of
Understanding with the Ningbo Auto Components Industry Association (‘7*J /i {3
EZ A= L Hp22) and eight members to form a “strategic alliance and cooperative
partnership”. The parties reached an agreement to participate in the Belt and Road
Initiative, establish a production centre in Malaysia, and expand into the Southeast
Asia market.”*

Goh’s speeches as FCAS leader appear at times to have been overtly oriented toward
addressing Xi Jinping and CCP leadership priorities. In his 2024 Lunar New Year mes-
sage posted on the FCAS website, he adopted the CCP’s policy framework (21st Cen-
tury Maritime Silk Road) and policy-speak (e.g. “seeking progress amid stability, pro-
moting stability through progress, and first establishing then breaking” — a literal
phrase from the CCP Politburo’s December meeting on economic work in 2023). He
also announced imminent visits to central and local Overseas Chinese Affairs Offices,
which would “push FCAS to new heights of innovation”.”

7“Director’s Profile”; Clarissa Chung, ‘Force that arose in Sabah”, The Star (13th Oct. 2019).

68« I} Hfr B 2275 HJ[WTFWJ% RN SR JR A Tan Sri Datuk Seri Panglima (Dr.) T.C.Goh JP”, i #S5FY
DA

69“Director’s Profile”; Chung, op. cit.

70“Director’s Profile”.

1“Our Profile”, Globaltec.
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Figure 1: Goh Tian Chuan (front row, first from left) applauding Xi Jinping at the 10th Conference for
Friendship of Overseas Chinese Associations.”®

Goh’s recent appointments to high-level united front organisations signals his relev-
ance to the CCP. In November 2023, Goh was appointed vice president of the Fujian
Council for the Promotion of the Peaceful Reunification of China, in addition to his
role as honorary president of the Fujian Overseas Friendship Association. The Coun-
cil was established at the Third Global Conference for Friendship of Fujian Overseas
Chinese Associations and the Sixth Council of the Fujian Overseas Friendship Associ-
ation. Goh gave a speech at the conference encouraging overseas Chinese in Malaysia
and abroad — especially Fujian entrepreneurs — to actively participate in the con-
struction of the Belt and Road or Maritime Silk Road.”” More recently, in December
2024, Goh was appointed to the standing committee of the China Overseas Friendship
Association at the first meeting of the 6th Council in Beijing.”®

Goh, Huazong and FCAS have also hosted entities from the foreign affairs and finance
and economics systems, apart from the united front system.”’

1.2 Malaysia-China Friendship Association Sabah and Oh Ei Sun

The Malaysia-China Friendship Association Sabah (MCFAS, formerly Sabah Ma-Zhong
Friendship Association, ¥) 2 5 HEXIH P} <3) was established in 2012.*° The Fujian
Federation of Returned Overseas Chinese visited Sabah the following year to cel-
ebrate 39 years of Malaysia-China diplomatic relations as well as the Association’s
inauguration.®!

TTCEPRGR T GBI Al SRR AR 7, BRE H R, 4th Nov. 2023.

T8RRI ANIRIE 22 SRR Y S5 S, e FETE, S5th Dec. 2024.

¢ P TR S R P AR R 2 S 2 AR 2, EIBIAEBARERE 23, 16th Dec.
2019; “F A AN 22 Z2 iR 425 2 1, BN, 27th Dec. 2019; “VD R EVE LA F 125 12
T < GrVERE 2, BN, 15th Oct. 2019; “Hoi11G 407, 4L

80t ity NN AN At es SUb I R 2% A s, SR, 5th Mar. 2019.

SR R A I e R ER 2 e PP AR 1 HY, ARl EI R, 25th Jan. 2013.
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Figure 2: Oh Ei Sun (front row, right) at the signing of the MoU between MCFAS and the Fujian People’s
Association for Friendship with Foreign Countries in 2019.”

Oh Ei Sun founded MCFAS and has been its president since.*” On his LinkedIn profile,
Oh lists MCFAS as an organisation engaged in “Economic Empowerment” under his
“Volunteer Experience”.*®

The united front system had established contact with Oh Ei Sun by the late 2000s.
Oh spoke at a 2008 panel discussion that the Beijing Federation of Returned Over-
seas Chinese organised on “overseas students serving the country”.** In 2018, Oh Ei
Sun was appointed as an overseas member of the All-China Federation of Returned
Overseas Chinese for a five-year term.*’

Oh has been appointed to positions in the UFWD-run China Overseas Friendship As-
sociation and the China Overseas Exchange Association.®® In 2013, Oh was appoin-
ted to the China Overseas Exchange Association.”” In June 2019, he joined the China
Overseas Friendship Association.”® At the provincial tiers of the association, Oh was
vice president of the Sichuan Provincial Overseas Friendship Association in 2016 and
was re-appointed to the standing committee in June 2023.%

Oh and MCFAS maintain expansive links with entities across the CCP-PRC Party-
state systems of influence. When celebrating the tenth anniversary of MCFAS, Oh
announced that the association received 82 congratulatory messages from partners
across 36 localities.

SR A NRMNINRIF M2 5V E S HRIRIE S G &S Geoff Wade, “Malaysia: Sabah
Ma-Zhong [Malaysia-China] Friendship Association ¥ EL 5 HHXIH 23 president is Ei Sun Oh #i&LL]...”,
Twitter, 7th Mar. 2019.

83“EI SUN OH #Hi%111”, LinkedIn.

SN S UFIE A TN A A7 N CON [ 25 S 1A 13 16 2, FRIEHARMY, 10th June 2008.

85« (R B HREEIAFHFERRRSIEE hEGRE TEE RSN ERA 8, PER
Ik, 1st Sept. 2018; “Bij R EH T 17 - V0 i A ZK F>, B, 2nd Feb. 2020.

8oL P AR ANDRIE 2 T — (VR SR 2 B TRIE”, S5 Beffrds TARRRST, 2019.

S7<E i 111, A ELHR T E 0, 13th Nov. 2016; “HH AR Sz p 22 55 10 e PELESE 5 P S 44 00, T
TF R XA 51 53, 2013
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PGeoff Wade, “Malaysia; Fujian United front body and Sabah Association MoU signing reported by
Xinhua...”, Twitter, 7th Mar. 2019.

14


https://archive.is/cMV5I
https://archive.is/cMV5I
https://my.linkedin.com/in/ei-sun-oh-%E8%83%A1%E9%80%B8%E5%B1%B1-3966206?trk=public_post_feed-actor-name
https://web.archive.org/web/20240322211152/https://www.chinaqw.com/zgqj/qjdt/200806/10/119822.shtml
http://archive.is/iS49N
http://archive.is/nu6HT
https://web.archive.org/web/20211022193913/http://qwgzyj.gqb.gov.cn/bqch/206/3126.shtml
https://web.archive.org/web/20161128083801/http://www.china.com.cn/opinion/think/2016-11/13/content_39693441.htm
https://web.archive.org/web/20240412153258/http://www.cnzsyz.com/fujian/info/393096.html
http://archive.is/mlcRq
https://web.archive.org/web/20240419135651/https://www.overseaschinesedailynews.com.my/news.cfm?NewsId=109055
https://archive.ph/gUtQU
https://archive.is/TfktN
https://archive.is/TfktN

1 Targeting Sabah Chinese associations and elites n&

As of April 2024, Oh had signed 12 cooperation agreements with entities within the
united front system and the foreign affairs system on behalf of MCFAS.”!

Oh has noted that while MCFAS has organised largely “cultural, social and educational
activity”, it is “gradually expanding its role to the commercial and business sector,

especially under the Belt and Road Initiative”.’”

1.3 Sabah Progressive Party (SAPP), Sabah Hakka organisations and
Yong Teck Lee

Yong Teck Lee (#fE%]) founded the Sabah Progressive Party (SAPP) in 1994 and
remains as the party’s chairperson. He served as Chief Minister of Sabah from 1996
to 1998.

In August 2007, the Guangdong Provincial Overseas Chinese Affairs Office (OCAO)
invited a delegation of “ethnic Chinese engaged in politics” (ZE( % \) from Sabah
to “seek their ancestral roots” in Heyuan, Meizhou, Chaozhou, and Huizhou. Wu
Ruicheng, Party secretary and director of the Guangdong Provincial OCAO, explained
that he discovered on a research trip to Sabah that there were many Heyuan Hakkas
there. (The article noted that the ancestral homes of more than 70% of the Chinese
in Sabah are in Guangdong, chiefly Longchuan in Heyuan, Bao’an in Shenzhen and
Chaozhou city.) Wu therefore decided to make Sabah the focus of the Guangdong
Provincial OCAQ’s external liaison work.”

Yong Teck Lee, as former chief minister of Sabah, helmed the delegation of 26 politi-
cians visiting China in 2007. Liu Xiaohua XI|/>#£, the mayor of Heyuan city in Guang-
dong suggested that Yong Teck Lee establish the first overseas Heyuan township as-
sociation in Malaysia.”

In November 2008, the Malaysia Heyuan Hakka Association (=& P JF. 7] Ji [7] £
£%) was established in Kota Kinabalu with Yong Teck Lee as permanent honorary
president. The mayor of Heyuan city attending the opening ceremony donated 50,000
CNY on behalf of the municipal government to the Association’s education fund.” The
Malaysia Heyuan Hakka Association president reported in March 2023 that Heyuan
municipal government “commissioned” the establishment of the Association in 2008
and sponsored 600,000 CNY for the purchase of a clubhouse.”

By then, Yong Teck Lee was plugged into global Hakka networks. Yong Teck Lee
attended a global Hakka friendship conference in April 2007 as honorary president of

VLGl B A AN O R S VD Eh AR R 2, YEPHINR, 19th Apr. 2024; Geoff Wade, “Malay-
sia: Fujian Provincial People’s Association for Friendship with Foreign Countries...”, Twitter, 7th Mar. 2019;
idem, “Malaysia; Fujian United front body and Sabah Association MoU signing reported by Xinhua...”;
idem, “Malaysia: Note the other CCP United Front bodies from Guangdong, Jiangxi, Ningxia, Shanxi, Hang-
zhou...”, Twitter, 7th Mar. 2019.

SR W5 | B 2 HNBIHR I NP L RS v Mt A fh & J8 e A €0 RO S 3 S AR TR, FEAE H
#t, 12th Dec. 2022.

SETARIAIAL E RV b N ZEE AR AT, E S B/ AEE, 17th Aug. 2007,

41bid.

O3 R FG T RIF) 4 & £ 5 JEE I H 77, SAPP, 23rd Nov. 2008.

SRl 2 ZH T T ORE R B s0 72T, BN, 5th Mar. 2023.
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Figure 3: In November 2023, Yong Teck Lee was invited to deliver a speech at the 25th anniversary of the

Global Union for Tshung Tsin and Hakka Associations’ establishment.”

the Global Union for Tshung Tsin and Hakka Associations (GUTTHA, £3KRE XK, 5
2MREE ). GUTTHA was established in 1997 at the suggestion of the OCAO.
It aims to promote the “unity of Hakkas” and the “reunification of China”.”®

Yong Teck Lee subsequently took on advisory roles in local Sabah community or-
ganisations old and new. In 2013, he became permanent honorary chairperson of the
Yongs of Nga-Khi Welfare Association of Sabah, one of the oldest community associ-
ations in Sabah registered in 1946.'° Yong is also honorary consultant of the Sabah
Yang Clan Association (est. 2014) and the United Sabah Longchuan Association (est.
2017).10!

1.4 Malaysia-China Chamber of Commerce (Sabah), Sabah-China
Chamber of Commerce and Frankie Liew

The Malaysia-China Chamber of Commerce (MCCC, 3k P JF.—H [E] 2L B 22) was
founded in 1990 with the aim of promoting cooperation in trade, development, and
other commercial sectors between Malaysia and China. The Malaysia-China Chamber
of Commerce (Sabah) (MCCCS, GH E < (PEIN4T4Y)) is one of nine branches
across the Malaysian states.

TR G 2 AR WA R ST R X E S S 20l b, TR H AR, via TR R BUR,
24th Apr. 2007.

BPRIRER., JL‘AH%GE'Q’ Y, 20th July 2015.

PRI ol Vb2 0E 1, YN, sth Nov. 2023.

100 b A AR @ RE5 G5T = 3 T, #EEFHIR, 4th Mar. 2013.

1ot UZ\/A(,I\E*%L(‘/J\T/L\\” Sabah Yang Clan Association, 21st Aug. 2014; “Vb (7 [C5E 005 2 K 144
W55 N, P ELLZL 6 W, 5th Feb. 2020; “FX XS MDA E 258 B A L E o
SRV )1 22— AR 20 S R ML 2, iFmFﬁiE}IIFﬁ , 5th Aug. 2019; “ERPHLVD LR LS 2
JRAZ T 7, Wk T, 6th June 2017.
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Frankie Liew was president of MCCCS from 2017 to 2019.'"” Liew announced the
establishment of the Sabah-China Chamber of Commerce (SCCC) in March 2019 when
receiving a delegation from Zhuhai.'"®

He is a philanthropist and a businessman involved in retail and wholesale food, real
estate and healthcare.'”* He is CEO of Tukim Enterprise Sdn Bhd (ZRIi5EH G R A
Fl) and executive director of Bestamart Development Sdn Bhd and Bestamart Con-
struction Sdn Bhd, according to his biography (that has since been removed from the
SCCC website).

SCCC professes to be born out of the Sabah government’s desire for greater state
autonomy. SCCC’s introduction to its mission on its website says that the “new Malay-
sian government is striving to implement the agenda of restoring the states of Malaya,
Sabah and Sarawak as equal partners”.'” This is likely a reference to former Prime
Minister Mahathir Mohamad’s promises on behalf of the Pakatan Harapan federal
government during the celebration of Malaysia Day in September 2018.!°° SCCC was
established “under the trajectory of this agenda and to align with the state govern-
ment’s policies and aspirations”. It aims to “independently and proactively” facilitate
the implementation of trade and investment initiatives, among other things.'"’

Frankie Liew has expressed a desire to “directly deal with and manage [a] trade rela-
» 108

tionship between the different provinces and cities of China”.

Figure 4: Frankie Liew’s VIP card for the Fourth Silk Road Forum for International Cooperation held in
3109

Xi’an in November 2023.
Details from a Xi’an united front entity’s post also suggest that Frankie Liew estab-
lished SCCC because it was conducive to advancing direct relations between Sabah
and China. In December 2018, the Xi’an Silk Road Promotion Society’s chairperson

102 E S Py Hh E S R =70 E'ﬁ? 2 2 FEAINAE 2018 Hi4EER 1A, BorneoNews.net, 30th Dec. 2017.

105 PNz B - VoS R 22 7, B2 NN, 21st Mar. 2019.
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10"“§abah, Sarawak to be restored as equal partners forming Malaysia, says Dr M”, The Star (16th Sept.
2018).

107 « == \_.

108« b( CC relevant in buslness trade with China investors and tourists”, BorneoNews.net, 24th July 2019;
CSRAE R P R 2 A7 ARG SRR b R T S A, SEIHIAR, 11th Apr. 2019; Geoff Wade,
“Malaysia: “Because we in Sabah are different, we are required to establish our own...””, Twitter, 11th Dec.
2019.
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Wang Yunzhen T =¥ suggested that Frankie Liew press for Xi’an and Kota Kinabalu
becoming sister cities. (The Xi’an Silk Road Promotion Society is linked to united front
entities through Wang’s positions as a member Xi’an Federation of Returned Over-
seas Chinese and as standing committee member of the Xi’an Overseas Friendship
Association.''’) It was suggested that both Xi’an Silk Road Promotion Society and
MCCCS could become “friendly cooperative organisations that promote Silk Road
tourism and trade between both cities”. Frankie Liew responded that he needed to
report to the central Malaysia-China Chamber of Commerce, or he could “directly
establish SCCC”.'"!

Like the MCCCS, the SCCC works with both the finance and economics and united
front systems.''” In May 2023, the Hubei CCPIT co-organised the China-Hubei Malay-
sia Enterprise Matchmaking Meeting with SCCC.""> When the SCCC established a li-
aison office in Guangdong in March 2024, the vice chair of the Guangzhou Municipal
Federation of Returned Overseas Chinese attended the opening ceremony.'"

1.5 Sabah and Malaysia Maritime Silk Route Research Society and
Wilson Yong

The Sabah Maritime Silk Route Research Society (SMSRRS, D B2 g | 22 2 > % %
£%) and the Malaysia Maritime Silk Route Research Society were established around
2015.""° In 2019, the new leadership of the Sabah Maritime Silk Route Research Society
renamed it Sabah Maritime Silk Route Research and Advancement Society (> E2# I
LR 2 BFER R R).

While Wilson Yong (18 5) was not the founder of either association, he was presid-
ent of SMSRRS from 2017 to 2019 and is the current president of the Malaysia Maritime
Silk Route Research Society.'!’

Wilson Yong’s networks overlap with Yong Teck Lee’s. For instance, Wilson Yong is
the founding chairperson of the Sabah Yang Clan Association, while Yong Teck Lee
has been appointed honorary consultant of the Malaysia and Sabah Maritime Silk
Route Research Societies.'"*
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Yung...”, Twitter, 17th June 2019.
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Figure 5: Wilson Yong receiving his appointment certificate as a "distinguished expert” at the Palace Mu-
seum in Beijing in November 2023.%°

Wilson Yong is an artist and an arts educator. He founded the Sabah Institute of Art in
the early 90s and is now the Institute’s president and CEO.""” In 1996, the Sabah Insti-
tute of Art entered China’s education market, receiving approval from the Ministry of
Education to run a joint program at the Beijing Dongcheng Vocational College. Sub-
sequently, the Sabah Institute of Arts set up joint programs and art exchange activities
with 18 more colleges based in China by the end of 2022.'%

The united front and propaganda systems have conferred on Wilson Yong numerous
awards and titles acknowledging his accomplishments as an art educator. By 1999,
Yong was awarded the Overseas Chinese Young Art Educator Award by the Jilin Pro-
vincial Department of Culture.'”! In May 2017, Wilson Yong was appointed to the
Chengdu Overseas Exchange Association Standing Committee (f% &R 1 4h 2 it #5
2 H 55 H).'% More recently, in July 2022, Wilson Yong was appointed a think
tank expert in the Talent Education and Training Centre of the Chinese Academy
of Management Science.'”> In November 2023, Wilson Yong was appointed a “dis-
tinguished expert” at the Palace Museum and its training school. Wilson Yong said
he would arrange for Malaysian students to attend the Palace Museum’s “short tra-
ditional Chinese culture training course”, which includes the cultural and creative
industry initiatives under the Belt and Road Initiative.'**

o - BT NN A KRR, 2 YN, 11th Mar. 2019; Geoff Wade, “Malaysia: Note that Yong Teck Lee
#18A| is an honorary consultant to the Sabah Maritime...”, Twitter, 17th June 2019.
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What makes members of the Sabah Chinese elite attractive targets of CCP influence
are their personal and institutional ties to politics, politicians and policymakers. Gen-
erally, targets with a background in politics wield the capacity to “influence, subvert,
and if necessary, bypass the policies of their governments [to] promote the interests of
the CCP globally”.'*® Former politicians especially are able to promote CCP interests
in their home countries if elected into office. Beijing’s playbook in Australia, New Zea-
land, Canada, and elsewhere, often involves offering donations and mobilising public
opnion to deploy votes.'?’

It would be difficult to appreciate the full extent of the CCP’s political influence efforts
without taking into account its business and economic initiatives. Hala and Lulu argue
using examples in the Czech Republic and Central and Eastern Europe that “economic
diplomacy” is often rhetorical cover for the capture of local political elite, who can be
mobilised to advance CCP talking points. The net impact of trade and investment
initiatives tends to be political rather than economic.'?® A prime example comes from
Wall Street Journal reporting on a quid pro quo that Chinese and Malaysian officials
negotiated in 2016. Chinese officials offered to pressure the US and other countries
to drop their probes into then-Prime Minister Najib Razak’s embezzlement of 1IMDB
funds. They also offered to bug Wall Street Journal reporters in Hong Kong who were
investigating the 1IMDB fund. In exchange, Malaysia offered profitable stakes in Belt
and Road Initiative projects in the country, specifically the East Coast Rail Link and
the Trans Sabah Gas Pipeline. Minutes of the meetings say that although the projects
were “ ‘political in nature’ — to shore up Mr. Najib’s government, settle the 1MDB
debts and deepen Chinese influence in Malaysia — it was imperative the public see
them as market-driven”.'*’

This section opens with a discussion of the backgrounds of CCP’s Chinese targets in
Sabah as relevant to politics. We then move to a discussion of Sabah politicians to ar-
gue that CCP influence in politics has been broadly successful in weathering changes
to the ruling coalition. Their success stems in part from the dense interactions among
Sabah Chinese elites and politicians, regular events supported by the Chinese and
Malaysian authorities, and promises of investment from China. The section ends with
how the CCP targets politicians other than through their overseas Chinese proxies.
The ILD’s establishment of contact with Democatic Action Party politicians since 2018
and capacity to weaponise tourism has granted the CCP channels of influence with
Sabah politicians.

2.1 The political capital of targeted Sabah Chinese elite

We begin with how specific Chinese targets of the CCP in Sabah exert political force.
Oh Ei Sun has retained ties to politicians, including the former Chief Minister of
Sabah and senior UMNO member, Musa Aman. Yong Teck Lee is a founder of SAPP
and a former chief minister, whose re-election the CCP is invested in. As the voice

126Brady, “Magic Weapons”.

1271dem, “Magic Weapons”; Hamilton & Ohlberg, op. cit.

128 Martin Hala & Jichang Lulu, “Lost in translation: ‘Economic diplomacy’ with Chinese characteristics”,
Sinopsis, 11th Mar. 2019.

129Tom Wright & Bradley Hope, “WS] Investigation: China Offered to Bail Out Troubled Malaysian Fund
in Return for Deals”, Wall Street Journal (7th Jan. 2019).
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of Chinese communities, Goh Tian Chuan allows the CCP to shape, compromise, or
capture political expression in Malaysia.

2.1.1 Former political secretary Oh Ei Sun

Oh Ei Sun was appointed as political secretary to former prime minister Najib Razak
from 2009 to 2011."*° He quit his post “due to his concern over the lack of transpar-
ency in the government” around 1MDB, according to Malaysiakini.”*! Oh’s political
ties have given him credentials for his running political commentary (see Section 4.2
below), while propping up his access to Malaysia’s political elite.

He names a wide spectrum of Malaysia’s political figures as “friends” on social media,
including former Minister of Finance, current DAP chair and Air Putih (Penang) MP
Lim Guan Eng, former Minister of Defence and current Minister of Higher Education
Zambry Abdul Kadir, Deputy Minister of Investment, Trade and Industry Liew Chin
Tong, Sabah Minister of Industrial Development & Entrepreneurship Phoong Jin Zhe,
and former deputy chief minister of Sabah and current Tuaran (Sabah) MP Wilfred
Madius Tangau.'*”

attending old friend ¥YB

Figure 6: Left and middle: Oh Ei Sun’s social media posts featuring friends in politics.'**Right (L-R): Guang-
dong Overseas Chinese Affairs Office deputy director Lin Lin, Oh and Musa Aman interacting in May
2013134

Ties to former Sabah chief minister Musa Aman According to a 2009 article from
China Qiaowang, an overseas Chinese publication, former Sabah Chief Minister and
Najib ally Musa Aman “strongly recommended” Oh.'** Musa Aman was Sabah’s long-
est-serving Chief Minister (2003 to 2018). In 2012, partway through his tenure, Sarawak
Report published documents from Hong Kong’s Independent Commission Against
Corruption and the Malaysian Anti Corruption Commission that implicated him in
timber graft.'** Musa Aman, who signed off logging permits granted to timber com-
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panies as Chief Minister and head of Yayasan Sabah Group (YSG), was allegedly ex-
tracting kickbacks from businessmen seeking timber concessions."*’

From 2018 to 2019, Musa Aman was charged with 30 counts of corruption and 16
counts of money-laundering for timber deals between 2004 and 2008 in Hong Kong,
China and Singapore.'*® The attorney-general dropped all charges against him in June
2020, a decision that the Perikatan Nasional government supported when questioned
a few months later."”” Musa Aman’s former allies in Umno appear to be rehabilitating
his image, which increase the odds of his re-entrance into politics.'*’ In May 2023,
Malaysia’s deputy prime minister, Umno president and Barisan Nasional chair Ahmad
Zahid Hamidi renamed a junior science college in Kota Kinabalu after Musa Aman.'*!
But Sabah Pakatan Harapan leadership quashed rumours in September 2023 that Musa
Aman would be leading the party.'**

Oh continued to broker Musa Aman’s contact with the CCP after the allegations sur-
faced. In 2014, Oh Ei Sun invited Musa Aman to be guest of honour at the Cultural
Performance Show in Celebration of the 40th Anniversary of the Malaysia-China Dip-
lomatic Relationship that MCFAS co-organised with the China Overseas Exchange
Association and the PRC consulate-general in Kuching, Sarawak. Musa Aman praised
MCFAS’ efforts, “particularly in making Sabah the first stop in the series of events cel-
ebrating the Malaysia-China 40th Diplomatic Anniversary”, which was “very import-
ant in making sure that Sabah becomes the preferred destination for China tourists

and investors”.!*®

2.1.2 Former politician Yong Teck Lee

As the founder of SAPP and a former chief minister, Yong Teck Lee has had a long
career as a politician. His involvement in united front activity (mentioned above) and
interactions with a chamber of commerce platform occurred when he was not a Mem-
ber of Parliament or a Sabah legislative assemblyman. The CCP’s investment in Yong
Teck Lee as a former politician paid off when he was re-appointed as a nominated
legislative assemblyman.

Yong Teck Lee heads the Sabah Progressive Party (SAPP), which he founded in 1994."*
Under the Barisan Nasional system that rotates the post of chief minister every two
years among the three significant groups in Sabah — the Christian KDM, the Muslim

137“In Malaysia’s election, a focus on rainforest graft”, Reuters, 3rd Apr. 2013.

138“Musa Aman, ally of ex-Malaysian PM Najib Razak, acquitted of corruption, money laundering”, SCMP,
9th June 2020; “Report: Musa Aman walks free of 46 corruption, money laundering charges”, MalayMail,
via Yahoo News, 8th June 2020.

139“perikatan upholds decision of court in acquitting Musa Aman, says Takiyuddin®, The Star (10th Aug.
2020).

10“The Future Will Judge Musa’s Legacy”, Sarawak Report, 5th May 2023.

141“DPM Zahid renames KK junior science college after Musa Aman in tribute, says two more Sabah
MRSM to get new names later”, MalayMail, 4th May 2023.

142“Sabah PH sets the record straight on Musa Aman’s leadership speculation”, New Straits Times
(15th Sept. 2023).

43“Top China cultural, artistic performers coming to Sabah”, The Borneo Post (29th Jan. 2014).

144“Yong returns unopposed as SAPP president”, The Star (3rd Sept. 2022).
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bumiputera and the Chinese, Yong became chief minister from 1996 to 1998."*> Yong
was Member of the Sabah State Legislative Assembly for Likas from 1985 and Member
of Parliament for Gaya from 1999 until he lost both seats in 2002, when the federal
court found him guilty of a billboard offence.'*® He was barred from contesting in
elections for five years. In 2008, SAPP pulled out of the ruling Barisan Nasional co-
alition and became an independent party.'*’ Subsequently, SAPP lost in the 2013 and
2018 elections and did not secure a seat through either of the candidates they fielded
in 2020."*

Figure 7: Front row, from left: Chen Yuhe, then Shenzhen Global Business Club chair; Wilson Yong, presid-
ent of the Sabah Maritime Silk Road Research Society; Suresh Kumar, Trade Commissioner at the Consulate
General of Malaysia in Guangzhou; and Yong Teck Lee at the 1st Sabah-Shenzhen External Trade Promo-
tion event.'*’

Cultivation through Shenzhen Global Business Club As mentioned earlier, the
CCP established early contact with Yong Teck Lee under a program of encouraging
the political engagement of overseas Chinese and through global Hakka networks.
The Party’s continued efforts to cultivate relations with Yong also involved a Shen-
zhen and Hong Kong-based chamber of commerce platform.”*” The Shenzhen Global
Business Club, established by Chen Yuhe in 2014, positions itself as a comprehens-
ive business service platform that promotes cooperation among Chinese and foreign
businesses through cultural exchange.'”! The Shenzhen Global Business Club hosted
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2015.
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SAPP president”; “Yong: Likas flood gates and pumps were functioning, MP Chan went to the wrong place”,
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a dinner in April 2018 to celebrate Yong Teck Lee running for office, which made
apparent the political goals of an ostensibly business-oriented association.'*

One of the earlier collaborations between Yong Teck Lee and the Shenzhen Global
Business Club was a trade promotion event. In April 2016, the Sabah Maritime Silk
Road Research Society and Malaysia External Trade Development Corporation co-
organised the 1st Sabah-Shenzhen External Trade Promotion (& J& > ELIRII— 7
— P& AP 23) event in Shenzhen, with support from the Global Hakka Tshung Tsin
Federation and the Shenzhen Global Business Club.'*

The interactions between Yong Teck Lee and the Shenzhen Global Business Club be-
came very frequent. Shenzhen Global Business Club chairperson Chen Yuhe estim-
ated in April 2017 that the association’s members visited Sabah 7 times within the
past year.!>

Figure 8: The Shenzhen Global Business Club celebrated Yong Teck Lee contesting the Kota Kinabalu par-
liamentary seat.!”

In April 2018, the Shenzhen Global Business Club organized a dinner for over 70 over-
seas Chinese at Nanzhen, Shenzhen to celebrate Yong Teck Lee contesting the Kota
Kinabalu parliamentary seat. Chen Yuhe praised Yong as a:

fourth-generation Chinese leader dedicated to the construction of Chinese
culture and education, Chinese economic development, and tireless work
to help Chinese people secure more rights locally. [...] At a time when the
global economy is becoming more integrated, [Yong has] leveraged the
Belt and Road Initiative to go back and forth between China and Malay-
sia, and personally led delegations to China through organizations like
the Global Union for Tshung Tsin and Hakka Associations, SMSRRS, and
Sabah Yang Clan Association (P E24#% FR5%35 %), [...] further contribut-
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sia: Note that 28 Apr 2018 campaign held in Shenzhen China to promote support...”, Twitter, 17th June
2019.
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ing to cultural exchange and economic development for both China and
Malaysia."”°

Even though Yong Teck Lee lost the Kota Kinabalu seat to Chan Foong Hin, a DAP
candidate who interacted with the ILD (see Section 2.4), Yong became a nominated
member of the Sabah legislative assembly in October 2020.

2.1.3 Representative of Chinese communities Goh Tian Chuan

Goh Tian Chuan heads Huazong, the “leading organisation of Chinese associations in
Malaysia with a focus on cultural, educational, economic, social and livelihood issues

in Chinese communities”."’

Since his appointment to a leading national Chinese association, Goh also became
director of the Malaysia-China Business Council and chairperson of the Malaysia-
China Bilateral Governmental/Diplomacy Policy committee in December 2020."°* In
July 2023, he became chairperson of the Malaysia-China Business Council Executive
Committee."”’

Joske notes that the overseas expansion of the united front system is an export of the
CCP’s political system, allowing the CCP to exert undue influence on political repres-
entation and expression overseas.'® Brady has documented the success of the united
front system in New Zealand, where Beijing has a strong hand in shaping the elected
representatives of the ethnic Chinese community.'*! If “the Chinese community can
only realistically aspire to political representation [...] through individuals approved
by Beijing”, then the situation “effectively allows the extraterritorial implementation
of PRC policy”.'*

Although Goh Tian Chuan is not an elected politician, he is purportedly the voice
of Chinese communities in Malaysia. As a function of his roles, Goh speaks about a
broad swathe of political and economic issues at the federal level, including Chinese
representation in politics and geopolitical relations with China. He has advocated for
more Chinese representation in Hajiji’s cabinet (see later section) and for more Sabah
politicians in the federal cabinet.'®

Goh endorsed Anwar’s comments during a joint news conference at an ASEAN sum-
mit in Melbourne in March 2024. Anwar said:'®*

Right now, China seems to be the leading investor into Malaysia. [...] So
while we remain ... an important friend to the United States and Europe
and here in Australia, they should not preclude us from being friendly to
one of our important neighbors, precisely China. [...] If they have prob-
lems with China, they should not impose it upon us. We do not have a
problem with China.

1561bid.
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1603oske, op. cit.

161Brady, op. cit.

1621 ulu, “United Frontlings Always Win”.

163“Goh: There should be more ministers and deputies from Sabah in the new cabinet lineup”, Jesselton
Times, 14th Dec. 2023.

164“Malaysia’s prime minister resists US pressure and says Malaysians don’t have a problem with China”,
AP, 4th Mar. 2024.
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Goh added that the “China-phobia” of Western countries should be not be imposed on
countries like Malaysia, which has always maintained a close and friendly relationship
with China.'®

We noted earlier that Goh Tian Chuan is an active proponent and participant of the
Belt and Road Initiative, an exemplar of China’s efforts to cultivate overseas political
elite. Chinese officials said that these projects in Malaysia, specifically, are deeply
political but should present as market-driven to the public, according to Wall Street
Journal reporting. In July 2020, Goh Tian Chuan led Huazong leaders in a dialogue
with then-Malaysian Prime Minister Muhyiddin Yassin to present concerns from Chi-
nese communities in Malaysia and a set of recommendations. Huazong suggested that
the government “comprehensively promote” BRI projects — such as the East Coast Rail
Link and the Pan-Borneo Highway — and prepare allocations in the following year’s
budget.'*®

More broadly, Goh Tian Chuan has recommended greater economic engagement with
China. At the 16th Annual Meeting of the Malaysia-China Joint Business Council in
January 2024 co-hosted with CCPIT, Goh said he looked forward to both governments
rolling out a greater number of major economic and trade policies at the government-
to-government level.'®’

2.2 Maintaining influence through change of government

Through a focus on candidates from both sides of New Zealand politics, Jichang Lulu
demonstrated “how successful united-front tactics have been in ensuring perman-
ent control of the Chinese community politics by hedging against democratic power

shifts”.!%

We adopt a similar lens to argue that CCP influence operations in Sabah politics are
broadly successful. The CCP’s Chinese targets in Sabah maintained relations with the
Sabah administration (broadly defined) even through changes in the ruling coalition
during the 2020 snap election and the cabinet reshuffle in 2022. Since there were no
Chinese state ministers in Hajiji’s cabinet initially, Goh Tian Chuan among others
called on the Sabah government to appoint a nominated assemblyman, leading to
the appointment of Yong Teck Lee. Goh Tian Chuan was eventually appointed to the
Sabah Economic Advisory Council. Subsequently, two additional Chinese politicians
were appointed as Sabah state ministers.

2.2.1 Warisan alliance and Shafie Apdal’s cabinet

The Parti Warisan Sabah (Sabah Heritage Party) and Pakatan Harapan alliance un-
seated the incumbent Sabah UMNO during the May 2018 Sabah elections involving

165“Huazong supports PM’s stance of not taking sides while continue to maintain close rapport with
China”, BorneoNews.net, 3rd May 2024.
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a tumultuous transition.'*” Shafie Apdal became chief minister, ending Musa Aman’s

15-year reign in the state. China News reported that there were four Chinese minis-
ters and four deputy ministers in Shafie’s cabinet, which was the greatest number of
Chinese appointments in Sabah’s political history.'”’

Within the Warisan-Pakatan Harapan administration (2018-2020), these politicians
regularly attended events organised by the CCP’s Chinese targets in Sabah:

« Shafie Apdal (7P3E22FA)X), Chief Minister, Warisan president.'’” According to
the PRC consulate in Kota Kinabalu, in February 2020, Shafie initiated the fun-
draiser concert Caring for China (3<% H4£) that raised 2 million MYR, making
the Sabah state a pioneer in its support for China in its fight against Covid-
19. The Sabah state government co-sponsored and co-organised the event with
FCAS, whose president Goh Tian Chuan was also in attendance.'”

« Christina Liew (X|§#.Z), Deputy Chief Minister (Chinese), Sabah Minister of
Tourism, Culture and Environment. Liew was chair of Parti Keadilan Rakyat
(PKR, People’s Justice Party) Sabah from 2016 to 2022. PKR is a component
party of Pakatan Harapan, of which Liew was appointed chair in 2017.'”* Tour-
ism, crucial to Sabah’s economy, comes under Christina Liew’s purview.174 This
means that her political legitimacy depends in part on how successful she is in
generating tourist arrivals.'””> The CCP’s capacity to support or weaponise size-
able PRC tourism flows creates structural incentives for Christina Liew to be
in alignment with CCP policy. Christina Liew visited Hangzhou and Xi’an and
signed sister-city agreements on behalf of Kota Kinabalu in 2019.'”° Frankie
Liew appears to have facilitated Christina Liew’s participation in the signing of
both sister-city agreements.!”’

- Wilfred Madius Tangau (& i & 7 % #%), Deputy Chief Minister (Kadazan-
dusun), Minister of Science, Tech and Innovation. President of United Pasok-
momogun KadazanDusun Murut Organization (UPKO) since October 2018 and
honorary president since January 2023.'”® In the immediate aftermath of the

169“Warisan now has 35 seats, enough to form state government: Shafie [NSTTV]”, New Straits Times
(11th May 2019); “Two more Upko reps join Shafie”, The Star (14th May 2018).
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"7 ”, China ASEAN Business, 5th Apr. 2017.
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Figure 9: Left: Shafie and then-consul-general Liang Caide locked in embrace. Right (front row, L-R): Sabah
DAP chair and then-Minister of People’s Health and Well-Being Frankie Poon, then-Minister of Agricul-
ture and Food Industries Junz Wong, Deputy Chief Minister Wilfred Madius Tangau, Huazong and FCAS
president Goh Tian Chuan, PRC consul-general Liang Caide, then-Chief Minister Shafie Apdal, Minister of
Tourism, Culture and Environment Christina Liew, and SCCC president Frankie Liew.'**

elections, UPKO left the Barisan Nasional to join the Warisan-Pakatan Harapan
coalition government.'”’

« Junz Wong (F 1K), Minister of Agriculture and Food Industries. Junz Wong
was a member of the Democratic Action Party (DAP) before joining Warisan in
October 2016."*" At the New Silk Roads World Forum press conference organ-
ised in 2019 by the SMSRRS, Junz Wong announced that the Sabah state govern-
ment was setting up a special committee to promote Belt and Road activities.'®’

Phoong Jin Zhe (/% #), Minister of Youth and Sports from May 2019. Phoong
is from the DAP, a component party of Pakatan Harapan.'®

2.2.2 Sabah snap elections

On 24 February 2020, Mahathir Mohamad resigned first as prime minister, and then
from his political party Parti Pribumi Bersatu Malaysia (Bersatu), right after Bersatu
president Muhyiddin Yassin announced that the party was leaving the ruling Pakatan
Harapan coalition.'®* This led to the collapse of Pakatan Harapan and the appoint-
ment of Muhyiddin Yassin as prime minister, backed by the Perikatan Nasional alli-

ance.'®®

The change of the ruling party at the federal level paved the way for snap elections
in Sabah about half a year later. Perikatan Nasional was incentivised to gain support
from Warisan to strengthen its slim majority in the capital, but Warisan remained
allied to the Pakatan Harapan coalition.'*®

After former Chief Minister Musa Aman was acquitted in June 2020, he began can-
vassing support, announcing in late July that he had obtained enough of a majority
(from assemblymen who switched parties) to form a state government and be in-

179Sabah musical chairs begin as Upko quits BN while STAR hops over”, MalayMail, 10th May 2018.
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GE15 call — How BN, PAS U-turned in three days”, Malaysiakini, 25th Feb. 2020.

185“Muhyiddin is Malaysia’s 8th Prime Minister [NSTTV]”, New Straits Times (29th Feb. 2020).

186James Chin, “Sabah Heads to the Polls for Snap State Election”, The Diplomat, 25th Sept. 2020.
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Figure 10: Shafie Apdal meets then-Jiangxi deputy Party secretary (current Jiangxi Party secretary) Yi Lian-
hong. Oh Ei Sun at hand to support Shafie.'””

stalled as new chief minister. To neutralise the coup, Shafie Apdal sought support from
the governor to dissolve the Sabah state assembly before snap elections in Septem-
ber.'"’

2.2.3 Chinese representation in Gabungan Rakyat Sabah

The federal government alliance, Perikatan Nasional, informally comprised Barisan
Nasional (BN) and Gabungan Parti Sarawak (GPS), and Bersatu, PAS, Parti Bersatu
Sabah and Parti Solidariti Tanah Airku (STAR) by May 2020.'*® By the end of Au-
gust, SAPP joined the Perikatan Nasional alliance.'® In September 2020, just before
the elections, Prime Minister Muhyiddin Yassin announced that the informal alliance
among coalitions Perikatan Nasional (PN), Barisan Nasional (BN) and Parti Bersatu
Sabah would be known as Gabungan Rakyat Sabah (GRS).'”"

On 26 September, GRS won more seats than Warisan in the elections, and Perikatan
Nasional chief Hajiji Noor was named the new chief minister a few days later.!”!

After the elections, several politicians and journalists commented on the lack of Chi-
nese representation (and diversity) among elected officials of the ruling coalition,
GRS.'” The nine Chinese politicians who were voted in were in the opposition, so
Hajiji broke with 34 years of tradition in failing to appoint a Chinese deputy chief
minister.”* Goh Tian Chuan therefore called on the Sabah government to appoint a
nominated Chinese representative to the legislative assembly.'*

187<] IVE | Assembly dissolution gazetted, Musa shows he has the numbers”, Malaysiakini, 31st July 2020.

188“BN, Bersatu, PAS and three others agree to form Perikatan Nasional”, MalayMail, 17th May 2020.

WOk R AHL 2 FIRERE - IR Y 7, B, 30th Aug. 2020.

190¢perikatan, BN and PBS to be known as Gabungan Rakyat Sabah”, New Straits Times (12th Sept. 2021).

191%Sabah Election 2020: Official final tally — GRS secures 38 seats to Warisan’s 327, MalayMail, 26th Sept.
2020; “GRS des Hajiji new Sabah CM after BN makes way Malaysiakini, 28th Sept. 2020.

124 S IR L 22 WD EUNIN VD AR 25 - B3R, FFAE B A0 45 R A B N R R M7, TLPESME, 21st Apr.
2019.

WSl A NFINEY, HER, 13th Oct. 2020 VT VOEANE IR 7 RAH
1%, 8th Oct. 2020; “/ A (RS I AL R S R R IR I 272 2 R 17, RRAE HAR, 9th Oct. 2020.

19475 bdbdh Cabinet takes oath, sole Chinese rep Yong Teck Lee missing”, MalayMail, 9th Oct. 2020.

105« SN ELYD LT - Z R AR A, YDUN I, 28th Sept. 2020.
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In the context of scarce Chinese representation within the state cabinet, Hajiji ap-
pointed Yong Teck Lee as one of six nominated assemblymen. Yong became the only
ethnic Chinese representative within GRS for a time.'”®

Further, in January 2021, the Sabah state government under GRS announced the es-
tablishment of the Sabah Economic Advisory Council to support the state’s economic
recovery.'”” Goh Tian Chuan was appointed a member of the Council, while the chair
of the council David Chu later became honorary advisor of SCCC.""

The elections improved the party ranking of Yong Teck Lee and CCP-targeted Sabah
politicians. In January 2021, Perikatan Nasional appointed Yong Teck Lee and Jeffrey
Kitingan deputy chairs of the national coalition.'”” In March 2022, Yong Teck Lee and
Jeffrey Kitingan were confirmed as deputy presidents of GRS upon the coalition’s
registration with the Registrar of Societies.”"’

2.2.4 Cabinet reshuffle and Hajiji’s cabinet

After Malaysia’s 15th General Elections in November 2022, the king appointed Pakatan
Harapan chair and PKR president Anwar Ibrahim as prime minister.””! Weeks later,
on 10 December, Hajiji announced that Bersatu Sabah’s leaders were leaving the party
to become part of the local coalition, GRS, “because at the federal level Bersatu is in
the opposition whilst GRS has pledged support to the unity government led by Datuk
Seri Anwar Ibrahim”. Hajiji was confident that this move would promote “political
unity and stability in Sabah”.?’” Barely a month later, on 6 January 2023, Sabah Umno
and Barisan Nasional withdrew their support for the state government. Sabah BN
chair and then-deputy chief minister Bung Moktar pronounced a “loss of confidence”
in chief minister Hajiji Noor due to the departure of Bersatu Sabah’s leaders from
the party.?”” The local press reported that Sabah BN’s Bung Moktar ganged up with
Warsian’s Shafie Apdal to try to oust Hajiji, but Hajiji had managed to regain support
from the state assemblymen.*’*

Days later, Hajiji announced a cabinet reshuffle that dropped Bung Moktar, promoted
Jeffrey Kitingan and re-appointed two Chinese ministers, Christina Liew and Phoong
Jin Zhe.?*

Under the current GRS administration, these politicians regularly attend events or-
ganised by the CCP’s Chinese targets in Sabah:

1966 B ZIN I G 4P - 5 #5978 F)”; “As Sabah Cabinet takes oath, sole Chinese rep Yong Teck Lee
missing”.

197“Sabah State Govt Sets Up Economic Advisory Council”, Bernama, via Malaysia Investment Develop-
ment Authority, 11th Jan. 2021.

198<Council to help Sabah economic recovery”, The Borneo Post (11th Jan. 2021); “XI| il 485 FLFFE 23 0%
Hii PR A ZE T E U5, SEYNEHR, 29th Apr. 2022.

199“Explain Yong’s position: Umno Youth”, Daily Express, 26th July 2023.

200“Sabah politics stable with GRS formalised”, Daily Express, 19th Mar. 2022.

201“Anwar named PM, ending decades-long wait for Malaysia’s top job”, MalayMail, 24th Nov. 2022.

202¢gabah Bersatu leaders to exit party, to be with local coalition under GRS”, MalayMail, 10th Dec. 2022.

203“BN exits from Sabah government, says Bung Moktar [NSTTV]”, New Straits Times (6th Jan. 2023).

204“Sabah announces state Cabinet reshuffle after yesterday’s attempted coup”, MalayMail, via Yahoo,
6th Jan. 2023.

205“Hajiji announces Sabah state Cabinet reshuffle, Bung Moktar dropped”, Bernama, via The Edge,
11th Jan. 2023.
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« Hajiji Noor, Chief Minister, Chairperson of GRS. Hajiji has emphasised the
need for Sabah to remain close to China. During a visit from then-PRC Con-
sul General in Kota Kinabalu, Liang Caide, Hajiji said that Sabah “needs help
and support from China, particularly in tourism, real estate investment, and
(development in) infrastructure and agriculture sectors, to boost [its] economic
growth”.”"® At the 2024 Lunar New Year celebrations, Hajiji reiterated that the
Sabah state government “attaches great importance to [a] good relationship
with China”.*"

« Jeffrey Kitingan, Deputy Chief Minister (Kadazandusun), Minister of Agricul-
ture and Food Industries, founder and president of Parti Solidariti Tanah Airku
(STAR). In June 2022, China’s Foreign Minister Wang Yi dropped by Sabah
to speak to Kitingan about bilateral trade, potential investments in Borneo,
and tech transfer in agriculture and fisheries.””® Just a month prior, Kitingan
had urged the federal government to take stronger steps against China’s mari-
time and airspace incursions around Sabah and the South China Sea.””” When
Kitingan was asked if he had brought these concerns up with Wang Yi, he re-
sponded that Wang Yi had arrived in Sabah for a “private visit”, not in an of-
ficial capacity.”’’ Wang Yi only visited the capital Kuala Lumpur and Sabah,
signalling that his visit with Kitingan was unusual and likely strategic.?'

« Christina Liew, Sabah Minister of Tourism, Culture and Environment, PKR.

« Phoong Jin Zhe, Sabah Minister of Industrial Development and Entrepreneur-
ship, DAP. Since Phoong’s appointment, he has taken an active role in courting
investment. In December 2023, Phoong announced that Sabah would be organ-
ising the first Sabah-China Business Summit. He invited Huazong and FCAS
president Goh Tian Chuan, Sabah Economic Advisory Council chair David Chu,
and SCCC representatives to begin organising the summit, which should cata-

lyse “increased investment, trade, and strengthened relationships”.*'

2.3 Ties among Sabah Chinese elite and Sabah politicians

In general, the CCP-targeted Sabah Chinese elite have become good proxies to the
Sabah political elite through a regular cadence of organising visits, hosting events
and arranging trips abroad to China. A list of selected meetings is included in the
appendix.

We discuss two distinct characteristics of these events. First, regular events funded
and supported by PRC and Malaysian authorities. Second, announcements of large
sums of investments from the PRC usually on the back of a trip to China or a trade
event.

206“Sabah needs China’s help, support for economic growth: Hajiji”, The Vibes, 28th Dec. 2020.

27“Good relationship with China matters, Chief Minister says”, Daily Express, 4th Feb. 2024.

208<{3 3 H EBRP BIA MR R AR & R DRI L P Sz 2217, 2E46 H i, 4th June 2022;
Geoff Wade, “Malaysia: A telling example of China’s subnational diplomacy. Wang Yi...”, Twitter, 6th June
2022.

209“Govt must act against China’s maritime, airspace intrusions: Jeffrey”, The Vibes, 4th May 2022.

210“China foreign minister’s visit to Sabah private, not official”, New Straits Times (6th June 2022).

211“The official visit of the State Councilor and Minister of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic
of China, His Excellency Wang Yi, to Malaysia 11-12 July 20227, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Malaysia,
12th July 2022.

212“First ever Sabah-China Business Summit in 2024”, The Borneo Post (2nd Dec. 2023).
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2.3.1 Regular events

Annual events, such as the friendship run organised by MCFAS and the dragon boat
races organised by FCAS, depend on support from China’s Party-state entities and
from Malaysia’s state entities.

In 2018, former PRC consul-general in Kota Kinabalu Liang Caide presented a cheque
0f 50,000 CNY to FCAS chair Goh Tian Chuan, to support the association in continuing
to organise the dragon boat race.”’® In 2022, FCAS received 250,000 MYR from the
Sabah state government and 800,000 MYR from the Malaysian Ministry of Tourism,
Arts and Culture.”"

The PRC consulate in Kota Kinabalu co-organised “Run for Ma-Zhong 2019” with MC-
FAS, while the 2022 edition (Jom! Malaysia-China 2022, ZH11H }I) received support
from the Sabah Ministry of Youth and Sports, the PRC consulate in Kota Kinabalu, as
well as sponsorship from the Guangdong, Zhongshan and Shanghai People’s Associ-
ations for Friendship with Foreign Countries.*"

2.3.2 Promised investments from China

Politicians and the targeted Sabah Chinese elite have announced large sums of invest-
ments from the PRC state and enterprises, usually on the back of trips to China. Critics
have levelled the charge that these huge sums of money never materialised. Sidestep-
ping the issue of whether these MoUs transpired, these announcements serve to jus-
tify pro-CCP positions and policies for the administration and the Sabah elite.”’°

Former chief minister Shafie Apdal led a trade mission to Jiangxi and Shenzhen in
April 2019, signing 12 MoUs with enterprises from both provinces worth close to 20
billion MYR.”!” Shafie Apdal signed an agreement on behalf of Sabah to establish sis-
ter province relations with Jiangxi, while Oh on behalf of MCFAS signed a friendly
cooperation agreement with the Jiangxi People’s Association for Friendship with For-
eign Countries.”!®

In October 2019, Wilfred Tangau was guest of honour at the Sabah-Fujian Investment
and Trade Cooperation Project that also served as the Fujian-Sabah Economic and
Trade Promotion Conference (&2 — VP L4254 G 1EHE/T<3). Both Goh Tian Chuan
and Frankie Liew attended this conference co-organised by the Fujian Department of
Commerce and the Malaysia-China Chamber of Commerce. Tangau announced that
the trade cooperation projects between the Sabah and Fujian governments under the
auspices of the Belt and Road totalled 1.25 billion MYR in investment.”’

23T Al LA A T L R SR A e b A s B e A 2, e N R R [ B BT BN S SR,
14th May 2018.

A4y bt FEFROV AR IR 80 7 SRR INEURTE 25 WL 30 777, BES B, 18th June 2022.

21549019 LI 7 (A 2 7, Hhide N R ILHE ST BT BN B ST TE, 25th Nov. 2019; “I
VESHEGEYN S 30, SRR BN TR BLREE) RS AL 48 JE4ER) TH
PIEE ARV LR T, EIBRIN R, 4th Dec. 2022,

2161 ylu, “Confined discourse management...”

ATBEEFFT RN S H A TEAE 2020 EFEAT S EEEE.

218« SRl 2 WD EM MNP IERS -k, HE B4R KIF A M KR TEM”; Geoff Wade, “Malaysia:
Sabah Chief Minister Shafie Apdal journeys to Nanchang, Jiangxi...”, Twitter, 20th Apr. 2019.

2VPERETE R ATE12.5 (2 R “ A1ERE 77 “BI AR S D E-EEEH A EE DA
HAAZE T 0T, SR, 15th Oct. 2019.
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Figure 11: Goh Tian Chuan receives Anwar at the Beijing China World Hotel in March 2023.%!

Yong Teck Lee criticised Shafie’s administration in August 2020 for announcing they
had solicited investment worth hundreds of millions of ringgit without the money
materialising.**’

This doesn’t seem limited to the Shafie administration. In March 2023, Goh and other
Huazong leaders accompanied Anwar on a trip to China. At the end of the trip, Goh
revealed that the delegation signed 19 MoUs worth 170 billion MYR.?**

Soon after Anwar’s trip, Sabah Minister of Industrial Development and Entrepren-
eurship Phoong Jin Zhe arranged a trip to Beijing and Xiamen with the PRC consul-
general’s assistance. He hoped to secure 30 billion MYR by following up with existing
Chinese investment in Sabah and “explor[ing] opportunities for them to expand as
well as pump more money into the state”. When announcing the details of his trip,
Phoong told reporters, “It is important for Sabah to establish a closer strategic rela-

tionship with provincial governments in China”***

While it seems uncertain if the money from more recent trips will materialise, what is
more probable is that the investment will continue to serve as pretext for continuing
political engagement with China.

2.4 ILD targeting DAP

Besides targeting politicians through Sabah Chinese elite, the CCP conducts influence
operations through the International Liaison Department (ILD).

20hA MR AR RRPEIRRDREGR - ZTHIRETR L5, B, 14th Aug. 2020.

21 AR PP ER R SRR R il 27, YE4E R, 30th Mar. 2023.

222 AR TR R SRR 1700 (24T SN AR S E 5, FRER, 1st Apr. 2023.

223“Sabah minister hopes to secure RM30 bil in investments from China”, The Vibes, 12th Apr. 2023; “Sabah
team to visit China to secure more multi-billion ringgit investments”, Malaysian Investment Development
Authority, 12th Apr. 2023.
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Up until 2018, the ILD was almost exclusively in touch with political parties in the co-
alition Barisan Nasional (National Front) in Malaysia, especially the component party
the Malaysian Chinese Association that caters to Chinese voters. In 2018, Barisan Na-
sional became the opposition coalition for the first time in half a century.

In September 2018, the ILD invited a delegation from the Democratic Action Party
(DAP) to visit Song Tao, former head of the ILD. This was the first time that the CCP
established party relations with the Democratic Action Party in its 52 years. Chan
Foong Hin (PR, 4f), Secretary of Sabah Democratic Action Party and Member of
Parliament for Kota Kinabalu (beating out Yong Teck Lee in 2018 elections), was part
of the delegation.””* When Sabah DAP members of parliament including Chan Foong
Hin and Phoong Jin Zhe visited consul-general Huang Shifang in July 2022, Chan
noted that the ILD had invited the DAP to “watch and learn” from the Central Party
School.**

Chan was made Deputy Minister of Agriculture and Food Security in December 2022
and then Deputy Minister of Plantation and Commodities a year later, both under
Anwar’s cabinet.’*

In June 2022, Chan shut down concerns another MP raised about China “colonising”
Sabah through investing in its palm oil industry. Chan said that China’s palm oil in-
vestments would not engender indebtedness in Sabah (unlike other BRI cases) and
had nothing to do with the South China Sea.””’

2447 5f) 4 W A 2 TR AR R AT A R L s M KR FREASRBE A R R RIBERFE, T
NI, 31t Aug. 2018.

AT AN DU 2 TS IR S OAE TR, BN, 7th July 2022.

226“Chan pledges to do his best in new post”, New Straits Times (12th Dec. 2023); “Anwar names 27 deputy
ministers”, Prime Minister’s Office of Malaysia, 9th Dec. 2022.

2TWREAEYGI R E v L, DR T R ELU AL, Malaysiakini, 10th June 2022.
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3 Ports

China’s global port infrastructure investments support its strategic interests in be-
coming a “strong maritime power”.”® Thorn and Spevack make the case that the CCP
views China’s port investments as “vehicles [to] cultivate political influence to con-
strain recipient countries and build dual-use infrastructure to facilitate Beijing’s long-
range naval operations”. They infer from a review of fifteen PRC port investments that
the CCP aims to “generate political influence, stealthily expand China’s military pres-
ence, and create an advantageous strategic environment in the region”.?*’

Sabah’s naval ports are of interest to the CCP because of their proximity to the South
China Sea. Their strategic locations enable the docking of submarines and logistics
supply support for operations in the region. Conmilit, a PRC military magazine for
domestic and international audiences under the China Defence Science and Techno-
logy Information Centre, published an article in 2015 on an overview of naval bases
and ports in countries surrounding the South China Sea.”*’ For Malaysia, the article
identified the major naval bases in Sabah as well as their strategic significance:

« Labuan naval base is the “closest to the Malaysia-occupied islands and reefs in
the South China Sea”.

« Sepanggar naval base is Malaysia’s first submarine base.

« Kota Kinabalu port is an “important logistics supply base” for the Malaysian
navy’s operations in the South China Sea.

« Semporna is the frontline for the Malaysian navy’s special forces.

« Tawau port is the logistics supply base for Malaysian ships monitoring borders
with Indonesia and the Philippines.

Beijing has obliquely indicated its interest in Sabah’s ports. According to Wall Street
Journal reporting on China’s offer to bail out the 1IMDB fund, former Prime Minister
Najib Razak “embarked on secret talks with China’s leadership to let Chinese navy
ships dock at two Malaysian ports ... Such permission would have been a significant
concession to Beijing, which seeks greater influence across contested waters of the
South China Sea, but it didn’t come to pass.”**!

In this section, we examine how some members of the Chinese elite in Sabah facilit-
ate visits, partnerships and propaganda that enable greater CCP influence over Sabah
ports. MCFAS has facilitated visits from the PLA Navy to Sabah’s ports while Oh Ei
Sun has echoed CCP propaganda that PLA naval visits in the region are a stabilising
force. The US-sanctioned China Communications Construction Company is involved
in infrastructure projects near Sabah’s miltary bases and has co-founded a Confucius
Institute at Universiti Malaysia Sabah, giving rise to the CCP’s expanded strategic

BB PRSP SR P, M, via ARM, 8th June 2022.

229Devin Thorne & Ben Spevack, “Harbored Ambitions: How China’s Port Investments Are Strategically
Reshaping the Indo-Pacific”, C4ADS, 17th Apr. 2018.

BOPACLE S, FIRZE R, v e A AR S R N AR N D e, ZRTT W, via B 5 M,
11th Jan. 2016; “Fe i 1 50022 A0 5 8 TR, BRZEE, 2015,

Blwright & Hope, op. cit.
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presence in the region, a platform for CCP-friendly narratives, and a conduit to fos-
tering closer ties with local Sabah authoriteis.

The appointment of Yong Teck Lee as the head of the Palm Oil Industry Cluster
(Sabah), in particular, has given the CCP inroads into strategic decisions around port
development and technology. By leveraging partnerships with Chinese state-linked
entities like China Construction Bank, Shandong Port Group, and CRRC, Yong Teck
Lee’s leadership at Palm Oil Industry Cluster Sabah facilitates Chinese investments in
strategic sectors, such as port development, logistics, and potential rail infrastructure.
These partnerships enable China to gain influence over critical infrastructure that
play a vital role in regional trade and connectivity, particularly in the Lombok and
Makassar Straits, a crucial shipping route. A recent cooperation agreement between
the maritime academy established by Palm Oil Industry Cluster (Sabah) and a train-
ing college for naval surface personnel also potentially embeds military influence in
ostensibly civilian maritime training and grants access or insight to local logistics
operations.

Through the Sabah-Chinese Economic Conference, the Chinese elite in Sabah have
been facilitating cooperation with military-linked PRC companies, particularly those
offering underwater drones. These interactions are significant for CCP influence ef-
forts in strategic infrastructure and technology, particularly in the areas of drone and
underwater technology. By promoting cooperation with companies like Geneinno
that has ties to coastal security and military equipment, these events and partnerships
pave the way for embedding China’s dual-use technology into Sabah infrastructure.
The involvement of the Shenzhen UAV Industry Association, which retains close ties
to China’s military, highlights the strategic nature of these collaborations.

3.1 MCEFAS facilitated visits from the PLA Navy

The MCFAS and Oh Ei Sun have advocated for and facilitated visits from the PLA
Navy to Sabah’s ports. Oh has propagated the idea that China’s military presence is
benign and contributes to regional stability, rather than being a cause for concern.
His emphasis on reducing “misunderstandings” and “incorrect judgments” mirrors
the CCP’s portrayal of its military activities — particularly in sensitive regions like
the South China Sea — as peaceful and cooperative, rather than aggressive or expan-
sionist. By suggesting that such visits would lower regional tensions, Oh implicitly
supports the CCP’s narrative that its growing military influence in the region is aimed
at fostering mutual understanding, a perspective that often contradicts the concerns
of other nations regarding China’s aggression.

By depending on credible Sabah Chinese elite such as Oh Ei Sun to advance its pro-
paganda efforts, the CCP is able to normalise and legitimise its military presence in
the region (under the guise of routine and friendly visits), obfuscate its expansionist
goals, and portray its actions as stabilising. By invoking the historical figure of Ming
admiral Zheng He, the CCP can frame China’s naval activities as a continuation of
peaceful engagement and whitewash its military and political ambitions.

In 2013, the MCFAS organised welcome and departure receptions for the China People’s
Liberation Army Navy Ship Zheng He. The receptions were a platform for exchange
among the Sabah Chinese community leaders and 200 PRC soldiers and students. As
chairperson of MCFAS, Oh Ei Sun spoke at the welcome reception and gave voice to
the fictive history of Zheng He; he noted that while Malaysia and China had estab-
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lished diplomatic relations only 40 years ago, Zheng He had led large naval fleets to
the Western Ocean on seven voyages more than 600 years, passing Malaysia multiple
times and building friendly relations.**

The CCP has sought to propagate the myth of Zheng He as a historical figure that
embodies China’s peaceful development, in Sabah as elsewhere. In 2018, Liang Caide,
former PRC consul-general in Kota Kinabalu, wrote a commentary that was published
in multiple mainstream newspapers that Zheng He and his ships “visited Sabah with
peaceful and kind intentions 600 years ago, leaving behind several beautiful legends”.
He emphasised Zheng He’s peaceful intentions. “On Zheng He’s seven voyages, he
never once colonised an inch of land, nor plundered the property of another. He
treated all countries and ethnicities with respect and equality.”***

In response to the orthodox view of Zheng He within Chinese traditions as a Ming en-
voy who was sent by the Yong-le emperor to “develop relations of peace and friendship
with the rulers of [distant] lands”, historian and China observer Geoff Wade concludes
from his examination of Ming sources that Zheng He’s voyages aimed to “achieve the
recognition of Ming dominance”. Coercion, an “important element of the voyages”,
aimed to “obtain control of ports and shipping lanes”, amounting to a “maritime pro-
colonialism” comparable to later Portuguese voyages.”**

In November 2015, the Royal Malaysian Navy offered the PLA Navy permission to
dock at Kota Kinabalu during Admiral Wu Shengli’s visit.”*> Oh Ei Sun said MCFAS
supported the Royal Malaysian Navy’s invitation to the PLA Navy. He explained that
more visits from the navy ships of various countries would “reduce various misun-
derstandings and incorrect judgements, helping everyone become more familiar with
each party’s mode of operation, which would decrease tension in the region”.**

In January 2017, a Chinese submarine docked at a port at Sepanggar, Kota Kinabalu
for rest and replenishment on its return journey on escort duties.””” This was the first
visit by a PLA Navy submarine to Malaysia and the second time that the PLA Navy
publicly reported on its submarine activity abroad.””® MCFAS members were at the
port to receive the PLA Navy personnel from the submarine.”*’

MCFAS chair Oh Ei Sun was at the 90th Anniversary of the Founding of the PLA in
2017 at Kuala Lumpur and its 96th Anniversary in 2023 in Kota Kinabalu.**!
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B4Geoff Wade, “The Zheng He Voyages: A Reassessment”, Journal of the Malaysian Branch of the Royal
Asiatic Society 78.1 (2005).

235“Kota Kinabalu offered as port of call to chinese naval ships — RMN?”, The Borneo Post (10th Nov. 2015).
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237Geoff Wade, “PRC Submarine (part of 861 formation 861 %l\) makes call at Kota Kinabalu in Sabah,
Malaysia”, Twitter.
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“With #China #defenseattaché at China #PLA 90th Anniversary KL reception.”, Twitter, 1st Aug. 2017.
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Figure 12: MCFAS chair Oh Ei Sun (second from right) was invited to attend the 96th Anniversary of the
Founding of the PLA in 2023 in Kota Kinabalu.**’

3.2 China Communications Construction Company (CCCC) in Sabah

China Communications Construction Company (CCCC), under China’s State-owned
Assets Supervision and Administration Commission, and its subsidiary CCCC Dredg-
ing Group are active in Sabah. The US Bureau of Industry and Security added CCCC
Dredging to its Entity List in August 2020 for enabling China to “reclaim and militarise

disputed outposts in the South China Sea”.***

CCCC’s involvement in Sabah’s infrastructure projects, such as the expansion of Sep-
anggar Bay Container Port and dredging operations, in the proximity of military bases
align with China’s broader strategy of using global port investments to serve its geo-
political goals. These infrastructure projects that are ostensibly economic may also
serve China’s military and strategic ambitions.

In July 2021, CCCC Malaysia’s joint venture with a Malaysian real estate company
won a 899.8 million MYR contract from the Sabah Economic Development and In-
vestment Authority to expand the Sepanggar Bay Container Port.”** In October 2023,
CCCC completed a dredging project at the bulk cargo terminal in Seppangar for
China’s Kibing group.”** Kibing specialises in photovoltaic glass.

The establishment of a Confucius Institute at Universiti Malaysia Sabah, co-founded
by CCCC Dredging, further provides a platform for CCP-friendly narratives and for
fostering ties with Sabah government departments.

In December 2019, CCCC Dredging was a founding partner of the world’s first Con-
fucius Insitute “with technological and engineering characteristics” at the Universiti
Malaysia Sabah.?*> As Vice Chancellor of Universiti Malaysia Sabah then, Taufiq Yap
attended the inauguration ceremony and delivered a speech.?*®

In August 2023, the executive director of the CCCC Dredging Group’s Propaganda and
Culture Department — mistranslated in English as the “Culture Publication Depart-
ment” — was invited to speak at a Confucius Institute lecture series on the “history

242“Addition of Entities to the Entity List, and Revision of Entries on the Entity List”, Bureau of Industry

and Security, Commerce, 27th Aug. 2020.
23w CT FRE A EEIPDCE IR 9 {0275 527, e BT, 8th July 2021.
2Ty bR B DT AT Sk TARIA 52 127, 2R ERR, via % %, 23rd Oct. 2023.
5L PN R AL BB, EIRIP, 16th Dec. 2019; “2HZ A5, FAEIZSEE.
2o PRI ERFAL T A
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and culture of CCCC Dredging”.**’ When the Malaysia and China directors of the

Confucius Institute at Universiti Malaysia Sabah visited the Southeast Asia Regional

Centre of CCCC Dredging (Malaysia) in Kuala Lumpur in June 2024, the chairper-

son of the latter expressed hope that “as a bridge of friendship between China and

Malaysia, the Confucius Institute could build an interaction platform between CCCC

Dredging and Sabah government departments and other stakeholders, to better serve
» 248

the local dredging industry”.

3.3 Palm Oil Industry Cluster (POIC)

Since Yong Teck Lee began heading POIC Sabah in December 2020, he has been court-
ing partners and investment from China.

By leveraging partnerships with Chinese state-linked entities like China Construction
Bank, Shandong Port Group, and China Railway Rolling Stock Corporation (CRRC)
Yong Teck Lee’s leadership at POIC Sabah facilitates Chinese investments in strategic
sectors, such as port development, logistics, and potential rail infrastructure. These
partnerships enable China to gain influence over critical infrastructure that play a
vital role in regional trade and connectivity, particularly in the Lombok and Makassar
Straits, a crucial shipping route.

In December 2020, Yong Teck Lee became the chair of state-owned Palm Oil Industry
Cluster (POIC) Sabah Sdn Bhd, the developer of POIC Lahad Datu.?*’ The Sabah state
government set up POIC Lahad Datu in 2005 to promote economic diversification
through palm oil downstream processing. Apart from palm oil, POIC invites invest-
ment in the Lahad Datu port and logistics, biomass, biorefineries, and oil and gas.
POIC owns and operates the port at Lahad Datu, which it describes as the “most com-
prehensive port facilities in the Lombok and Makassar Straits”.**

In April 2022, POIC signed a strategic cooperation agreement with the Labuan branch
of the China Construction Bank (CCB). Under the agreement, CCB will provide fin-
ancial services to POIC companies and allow them to participate in the bank’s cross-
border business-matching platform, CCB Match Plus. For companies recommended
by the bank, POIC will provide one-stop services.””! POIC Sabah CEO Fredian Gan
explained that the agreement “aims to attract investors from China and all over the
world through the bank’s network”.”

That same month, POIC signed a strategic cooperation agreement with the Shandong
Port Overseas Development Group, the biggest port operator in the world. Yong Teck
Lee explained, “The sheer size and business reach of the Shandong Port Overseas De-
velopment Group are invaluable assets for us. What we believe we can offer is a good
industrial park with a comprehensive port infrastructure, located in a region with ex-
tremely rich resources, promising markets and served by an increasingly important

247“Land Below the Wind Talk 21: Sejarah dan Budaya CCCC Dredging History and Culture of CCCC
Dredging”, Confucius Institute UMS, 22nd Aug. 2023.

248<9024 1 6 H 25 [, VERFAL A BE S U7 B 9k B #09% .. 7, Confucius Institute UMS, via
Facebook, 25th June 2024.

249“Yong assumes POIC chairmanship”, The Borneo Post (11th Dec. 2020); “Yong Teck Lee appointed POIC
Sabah Chairman”, New Sabah Times (11th Dec. 2020), via POIC.

250“POIC SABAH SDN BHD”, POIC.

BLpOIC HHE PSR L)y b i 735, e H R, oth Apr. 2022,

252“pOIC Lahad Datu Port to be made public”, Sabah Ports Authority, 22nd June 2022.
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Lombok-Makassar shipping super highway. [...] We are looking to develop our port
as a network port of the Shandong Port Group.”*””

POIC leadership reiterated months later that its strategic location and rich natural
resources were key to Shandong Port’s interest. Both parties signed a “friendship port
agreement” in December 2022, when a Shandong Port delegation visited Sabah. POIC
Sabah CEO Fredian Gan added, “Seen together with POIC’s strategic position in our
part of Asean, our rich natural resources and untold market and shipping growth
potentials, there are innumerable areas to explore.”*>*

In June 2022, the National Development and Reform Commission-guided China Over-
seas Development Association (CODA) co-organised an online forum with the Beijing-
based chapter of the Malaysia Investment Development Authority to introduce invest-
ment opportunities in Malaysia. During that session, Yong Teck Lee expressed that the
POIC Lahad Datu investment committee hopes to become a hub for Chinese investor
interest in the resource-rich Brunei Darussalam-Indonesia—Malaysia—Philippines East
ASEAN Growth Area (BIMP-EAGA).?>

In August 2023, Yong Teck Lee announced that POIC Sabah was looking into building
rail infrastructure, after a discussion with the officials of CRRC Changchun Railway
Vehicles Company from Jilin Province.”*® The US Department of Defense has included
parent company China Railway Rolling Stock Corporation on its entity list of “Chinese
military companies”.””’

In October 2023, Shanghai media reported that Beidou Aerospace Science and Tech-
nology Development Group met Yong Teck Lee in his capacity as POIC chairperson
and signed a cooperation agreement, likely in building intelligent ports.”*®

Most recently, Yong Teck Lee as well as Wilson Yong witnessed the signing between a
POIC Sabah-established maritime academy and the Zhejiang Institute of Communic-
ations in November 2024. POIC Sabah established the Brunei Darussalam-Indonesia—
Malaysia-Philippines East Asean Growth Area (BIMP-EAGA) Maritime Academy
(BEMA) to support Sabah’s “blue economy” plans, according to Yong Teck Lee.””’
BEMA, where Wilson Yong is a director, signed a strategic framework agreement with
the Zhejiang Institute of Communications. According to the meeting readout from
the Zhejiang Institute of Communications, the partnership will “invigorate training,
navigational technology, port operations and marine science for China, Malaysia and
even the whole of the ASEAN region”.”®” Local media from Sabah and Malaysia neg-
lect to mention that the Zhejiang Institute of Communications has a focus on defence

23“POIC now on business-rich map of China’s giant port group”, The Borneo Post (14th Apr. 2022), via

POIC.

24“POIC now on business-rich map of China’s giant port group”, Jesselton Times, 13th Apr. 2022.

5<pg A POIC Z I, R HAR, 1st July 2022.

26“pOIC Lahad Datu plans rail infrastructure: Yong”, Daily Express, 2nd Aug. 2023.

Z57“DOD Releases List of People’s Republic of China (PRC) Military Companies in Accordance With Sec-
tion 1260H of the National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2021, US Department of Defense,
31st Jan. 2024; “Entities Identified as Chinese Military Companies Operating in the United States in accord-
ance with Section 1260H of the William M. (“Mac”) Thornberry National Defense Authorization Act for
Fiscal Year 2021 (Public Law 116-283)”, US Department of Defense, 31st Jan. 2024.

8L SR BHROR BRI AR i R, (2R S, =R, Eastday, via
China Daily, 25th Oct. 2023.

259“pOIC Sabah keen to set up maritime academy to support state’s Blue Economy aspirations”, The Star
(23rd Oct. 2024).
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education, houses an academy that trains technical personnel for the military, and
facilitates China’s military-civil fusion policy. Its main specialisations include mod-
ern communications technology, automotive inspections, and maintenance techno-
logy.”! According to an enrollment plan that the Zhejiang conscription office issued
in June 2023, Zhejiang Institute of Communications was to recruit surface ship per-
sonnel for the PLA Navy and the People’s Armed Police as well as personnel for the
PLA’s Joint Logistics Support Force.***

3.4 Underwater drones

In August 2023, six Chinese Sabah associations co-organised the Sabah-Chinese Eco-
nomic Conference. The conference aimed to “bring together top leaders from various
fields, both domestic and international, to jointly discuss the challenges of Sabah’s
economic development”, then “draft directions and goals for achieving more prosper-
ous economic development, which will be presented to the state government”.?®?

Yong Teck Lee chaired the organising committee, which brought together SCCC, the
Malaysia-China Chamber of Commerce (Sabah), the Malaysia Maritime Silk Route Re-
search Society and the Sabah Maritime Silk Route Research and Advancement Society,
among others.”** SCCC President Frankie Liew gave a speech during the conference
on the economic development of agriculture while Malaysia Maritime Silk Road Re-
search Society President Wilson Yong spoke on the economics of education.?®”

One of the key themes of the conference was artificial intelligence and drone tech-
nology. World UAV Federation Executive Chair and President of the Shenzhen UAV
Industry Association Yang Jincai was invited to deliver the keynote speech on the
current state and the future of global drone system development.?*®

Yang Jincai had an “in-depth exchange” with Yong Teck Lee and Sabah Finance Min-
ister Masidi Manjun during the conference, then with deputy speakers of the Sabah
State assembly days later.”®” Other prominent attendees included Sabah Chief Min-
ister Hajiji Noor, who delivered the opening speech at the conference and toured an
exhibition of drones and technological products.”*®

Geneinno (7 #F+%), a member of the Shenzhen UAV Industry Association special-
ising in intelligent underwater equipment, sent representatives who accompanied the
association chair to Sabah. Geneinno was one of three PRC companies that signed
three UAV distribution and cooperation agreements with a local Sabah company,
Drone Eutopia (FILEHZ A FR 22 F]), in August 2023.%°” Drone Eutopia and Geneinno
would “join hands to create an intelligent era of unmanned systems in Southeast Asian
waters”.””

VT IEM N F A SRR E 0, FREZE R, 20th Dec. 2023.
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The Shenzhen UAV Industry Association as well as its member companies retain ties to
China’s military and defence industry, and more generally, to the Party-state’s devel-
opment of drone technology for integrated military and civilian purposes. In Decem-
ber 2021, Yang Jincai visited a local military unit in Shenzhen to participate in a “mil-
itary support and appreciation symposium”. The symposium “promotes the glorious
tradition of supporting the military and patriotism and demonstrates the positive sig-
nificance of private enterprises in supporting the military with technology”, according
to the meeting readout.”’! More recently, in April 2024, Yang Jincai signed an agree-
ment on behalf of the Shenzhen UAV Industry Association with the government of
Beichuan Qiang Autonomous County in Sichuan Province to establish a comprehens-
ive UAV testing base. The signing occurred at an investment promotion symposium
hosted by the Mianyang Municipal Party Committee Military-Civil Integration Office
and the People’s Government of Beichuan Qiang Autonomous County, indicating the
imbrication of the military in drone development efforts.”’*

Geneinno’s company description notes that its products and services involve “coastal
security and military equipment”.””* In January 2021, the Shenzhen Security and Pro-
tection Industry Association, the Shenzhen UAV Industry Association and the Police
Equipment Network Expert Committee jointly hosted an “expert review meeting”
for Geneinno’s new “multi-purpose lightweight underwater work robot” and “multi-
purpose water propeller”. The expert review panel included experts in police equip-
ment from the Ministry of Public Security. After discussion and review, the expert
panel unanimously concluded that the multi-purpose lightweight underwater work
robot would be useful for underwater security inspections and anti-explosion work,
with good application prospects in police and emergency work. China News, the
united front outlet, reported that as China’s marine development strategy shifts fo-
cus from coastal to deep-sea areas, the demand for marine exploration, particularly in
deep-water regions, has intensified. The article assessed that Geneinno’s multipurpose
lightweight underwater robots have found widespread applications in “underwater
emergency rescue, search and rescue exploration, maintenance inspection, and re-
search and investigation”, which align with China’s maritime strategy and the trends
and needs of Shenzhen’s marine economic development strategy.”’*

It bears noting that Drone Eutopia’s CEO is Yong Yit Yoong (#4252 55), Yong Teck Lee’s
son.””” Yong Yit Yoong shares membership with his father in many Sabah organisa-
tions. As of 2023, he was secretary of the Sabah Maritime Silk Route Research and
Advancement Society and appointed “liaison ambassador” to attend the World Hakka
Youth Development Conference.?’® He was also third vice chairman and treasurer of
the Sabah Progressive Party Youth Exco (2014 to 2018).””” According to Sabah media
reporting, Drone Eutopia was established in Sabah in May 2024.>”

2T JC AT 22 AR T2z H RS 4 42 )L [A] £ 1% 237, Shenzhen UAV Industry Association,
17th Dec. 2021.
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Industry Association, 13th Apr. 2024.
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25“Hi-tech drones at Sabah’s doorstep”, Daily Express, 17th May 2024.
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4 Think tanks and media

Malaysia’s media landscape, particularly its Chinese language outlets, is fertile ground
for the dissemination of CCP propaganda. Freedom House assessed that major outlets
in Malaysia’s Chinese-language media “have a fairly pro-Beijing editorial line when
it comes to original content” and “generally provide positive coverage of economic
cooperation between Kuala Lumpur and Beijing and consistently cover Xi Jinping’s
speeches”.?”’

This is not merely a reflection of journalistic alignment but a structural issue tied to
the ownership and control of the media by elites with deep business ties to China,
such as Sarawak timbre magnate Tiong Hiew King. He owns Media Chinese Inter-
national Limited, the parent company of major Chinese-language outlets in Malaysia
and Sabah including Sin Chew Daily.”

There are signals that PRC authorities especially value the guidance of propaganda
work in Sabah. The current Consul-General at the PRC embassy stationed in Kota
Kinabalu, Huang Shifang, is not a career diplomat — as is usually the case for hold-
ers of that post — but previously headed the Propaganda Department of Laibin city
in Guangxi (a southern province bordering Vietnam).”*! In April 2024, at a media
briefing, Huang spoke at great length to dispel the “allegations of ‘forced labour’ in
Xinjiang”. She denounced a few Western countries and “anti-China forces” for “fab-
ricat[ing] lies like ‘forced labor’ to create ‘forced industrial decoupling’ and ‘forced
unemployment’ in Xinjiang”, to “suppress Chinese companies and industries” and to
“serve their malicious agenda to mess up Xinjiang and contain China”.?*” (See Section
5 on religion.) Huang’s background in propaganda underscores China’s prioritisa-
tion in shaping narratives over traditional diplomacy. This raises important questions
about how to preserve media autonomy in Sabah and Malaysia more broadly.

This section examines how targeted Sabah Chinese elite advance the propaganda goals
of the CCP. It starts with Goh Tian Chuan and Yong Teck Lee’s comments on Chinese-
language media in Sabah. Their celebration of the media’s role in fostering bilateral
relations with China entrench these outlets’ propensity to adopt a pro-Beijing stance.
This arguably blunts the capacity of Chinese-language media in Sabah and Malaysia to
critique the role of the CCP, defend the interests of Chinese communities in Malaysia
and hold power to account. As long as media outlets and influential voices continue
to emphasise bilateral ties over accountability, the Chinese-Malaysian community’s
interests will be subordinated to the broader geopolitical goals of the CCP.

Oh Ei Sun’s role in this ecosystem further exemplifies how the CCP’s influence ex-
tends beyond media into intellectual and policy circles. Oh frequently participates in
think tank events and weighs in on geopolitics and economic cooperation in media
commentaries. His strategic silence on his membership in CCP influence organisa-
tions allows Oh to appear as an independent voice, reinforcing CCP narratives under
the guise of neutral expertise. In a continuous trajectory from MCFAS and Oh facilit-

279Han & Loh, op. cit.

280“Cover Story: Sarawak’s long-standing business rivalry”, The Edge, 4th May 2017; Han & Loh, op. cit;
“2023/24 Annual Report”, Media Chinese International Limited, 2024; Han & Loh, op. cit; “/2 ] i 777, T
ST IR

28 TR SRV g, AR VY AR, TG 3k 5 News, via ff5, 5th June 2022; Geoff
Wade, “Malaysia: A particularly interesting CV for new Consul-general Huang Shifang B 175 ...”, Twitter,
2nd June 2022.

22China contributes greatly to Sabah’s economy —Consul General”, The Borneo Post (5th June 2022).

43


https://web.archive.org/web/20240202085821/https://theedgemalaysia.com/article/cover-story-sarawaks-long-standing-business-rivalry
https://web.archive.org/web/20240901132410/https://www.mediachinesegroup.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/e_00685-Annual-Report.pdf
https://archive.is/zApww
https://archive.is/fbQ5W
https://archive.is/T16gC
https://archive.is/cGyxk

4 Think tanks and media %

ating visits from the navy, Oh’s commentary on the South China Sea regularly down-
plays territorial disputes and emphasises economic cooperation, deflecting attention
from China’s assertive actions in the region.

Similarly, Yong Teck Lee has rejected security concerns and reframed the South China
Sea issue as a potential economic boon for Sabah. This reframing positions China’s
growing influence not as a threat but as an integral part of Sabah’s economic devel-
opment, creating alignment with CCP objectives while allowing Yong to maintain a
veneer of local autonomy and economic interest.

4.1 Chinese media in Sabah and Malaysia

Goh Tian Chuan valourises the role of Chinese-language media in representing the
interests of Chinese communities in Sabah and Malaysia, while also celebrating its
role in improving bilaterial relations with China. However, this dual role reveals an
inherent tension, especially when the interests of Chinese communities in Sabah and
Malaysia diverge from those of the CCP. By promoting narratives that align with
China’s geopolitical agenda, these media outlets may be eroding their capacity to act
as independent watchdogs, particularly in articulating critical perspectives or dissent
within the Chinese community.

Goh Tian Chuan and Yong Teck Lee, visible leaders in the Chinese Sabah community,
have repeated CCP propaganda by criticising Western media and advocating the need
for positive China coverage. Their rhetoric reinforces the idea that Chinese-language
media should serve as a counterbalance to what they perceive as biased Western re-
porting, especially on issues like Covid-19 or China’s global initiatives.

At the 2020/2021 Datuk Wong Kee Tat Journalism Awards, organised by the Edit-
ors’ Association of Chinese Medium of Malaysia, Goh emphasised the importance of
Chinese-language newspapers to safeguard the rights of the Chinese community in
Malaysia and foster communication with the government. He said,***

Our Chinese-language newspapers and journalists [...] serve as an act-
ive and effective communication bridge between the community and the
government. [...] They mobilise daily to reflect the public opinion and
sentiment of the Chinese community, defending the rights of the Chinese
community by upholding neutrality and objectivity, and prioritising the
interests of Malaysia and its people.

At face value, Goh’s speech celebrates the role of the media in reflecting the opinions
and defending the interests of local Chinese communities in Malaysia. The Editors’
Association of Chinese Medium of Malaysia was established with the aim of “uniting
the editors of major Chinese-language newspapers in the country” to, among other
things, “safeguard the freedom of press and speech”.***

However, the ownership of the association and origins of the award reveal competing
interests. The Association’s leadership come from the Sin Chew Daily, whose parent
company is owned by Tiong Hiew King.*> The Association also explains that they
named the journalism awards after Wong Kee Tat, who donated more than 500,000

BGLYNGL ARSI RS, SR PRSI AR R A P2 (SR D), 29th May 2022; 6l 21
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RMB between 1984 and 1994, then sought out sponsors for the Association.”*® Wong’s
daughter Linda Wong Davies founded the KT Wong Foundation in 2007 in honour of
her father to “foster bridges between China and the wider world, through innovative
cross-cultural collaboration across the arts and education”.”*” Wong, in his daughter’s
words, was a “patriotic businessman who was most proud of being invited to the PRC
50th National Day Celebration”. He “felt immense pride when he stood in front of
Tiananmen”.**

Goh has celebrated the role of the media in promoting relations between Malaysia
and China. When Goh Tian Chuan led Huazong to receive a delegation from Xinhua
News Agency in December 2023, he praised colleagues in Chinese-language media
from Malaysia and China for their positive contributions to shaping “Malaysia-China
public opinion”, fostering closer ties among people from both countries, and “building
a community with a shared future”. Goh emphasised that an important factor in the
continuous deepening and advancing of bilateral relations is the spontaneous and
sustained joint efforts of media from both countries.”®’

Both Goh Tian Chuan and Yong Teck Lee have criticised Western media and asserted
the need for positive China coverage.

When Malaysia’s local broadcaster Astro TV and PRC-controlled Phoenix TV an-
nounced that they would continue cooperating in 2020, Goh Tian Chuan spoke out
in favour of the agreement. He asserted that “China and global Chinese society need
platforms [...] like Phoenix TV to safeguard the common interests of the East and
the West, while striving for balance in news selection and public opinion reporting”.
Goh criticised Western media for distorting the truth, especially in relation to Covid-
19:2()0

With the rise of Western hegemonism, some Western-controlled media
have deliberately distorted issues related to China and the global Chinese
community, intentionally suppressing and provoking them. [...] For ex-
ample, the US-led Western powers and some media have repeatedly poin-
ted fingers at China on the issue of the COVID-19 pandemic. They attack
China by distorting facts and using pseudo-democratic rhetoric and pub-
lic opinion.

Phoenix TV is a state-controlled TV network from Hong Kong. The largest share-
holder of Phoenix TV holding group, Phoenix Media Investment (Holdings) Limited,
is Bauhinia HK, a subsidiary of state-owned Bauhinia Culture Group Corporation
Limited.?’’ Right before Xu Wei was appointed chairperson and executive director of
Phoenix Media Investment (Holdings) Limited, he was Party secretary of the Shang-
hai Academy of Social Sciences from August 2020 to January 2021.°°* Sun Yusheng,
the Deputy Chief Executive Officer and Editor-in-Chief of Phoenix Media Investment
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(Holdings) Limited, was formerly vice president and deputy editor-in-chief of China
Central Television.””

Similarly, Yong Teck Lee has publicly criticised Western media for their negative por-
trayals of China, arguing that Chinese-language outlets provide more “balanced” re-
porting on China’s policies and initiatives.””* Yong Teck Lee gave a speech in June
2019 at the inauguration ceremony of the Sabah Chinese Writers Association’s 13th
council. He said, “Western news agencies are increasingly likely to portray China neg-
atively. Such imbalanced reporting will lead to resistance against China in Asia and
other regions” In contrast, he says, “Chinese-language media report on China’s pos-
itive policies and initiatives in a balanced and moderate manner. However, such news
and analysis are rarely seen in non-Chinese-language media”

Therefore, he takes it upon himself to publish on the Belt and Road Initiative and
Huawei in all languages. Yong said, “If [decision-makers in Malaysia] view China’s
peaceful rise as a threat and fail to seize opportunities, they will stagnate. This is why
I have put so much effort into ensuring that all statements and speeches related to the
Belt and Road Initiative, the’Look North” policy towards China, and issues concerning
Huawei are published in Chinese, English and even Malay”

Ultimately, Goh and Yong’s comments on the media as prominent voices within the
Sabah Chinese community arguably contribute to a media environment that priorit-
ises China’s political agenda over the independent representation of local community
concerns. As a result, Chinese-language media in Sabah and Malaysia may be increas-
ingly constrained in their ability to challenge or diverge from CCP narratives.

4.2 Oh’s links to think tanks in China

Oh Ei Sun is principal advisor and founder of the Pacific Research Center in Malaysia
and senior fellow at the Singapore Institute of International Affairs.””> He is currently
listed as a speaker at KSI Strategic Institute for Asia Pacific on its website but was
Senior Fellow at the institute as recently as August 2023.°°° These institutions that
seem independent from the CCP lend him a veneer of neutrality and intellectual cred-
ibility, which he has leveraged to become a commentator on economic cooperation
and geopolitics within the region.

However, a closer look at his affiliations and speaking engagements reveals a stra-
tegic alignment with CCP-backed organisations. Over the past decade, Oh Ei Sun has
spoken at PRC think tank events organised by key entities in China’s external influ-
ence system:

« China Council for the Promotion of International Trade (CCPIT) and the united
front system: In November 2023, Sabah Chief Minister Hajiji led a trade deleg-
ation - including Sabah Minister of Industrial Development and Entrepreneur-
ship Phoong Jin Zhe - to attend the Global Chinese Economic & Technology

2930023 LEFEH .

4Geoff Wade, “Malaysia: Former Sabah chief minister Yong Teck Lee ] has called for more bal-
anced coverage...”, Twitter, 17th June 2019.

295“EI SUN OH #f]J%111”; Oh Ei Sun, “Ei Sun OH #i%11]”, Twitter; “Our People”, Singapore Institute of
International Affairs.

296“Dr. Oh Ei Sun”, KSI Strategic Institute for Asia Pacific; “AEES 2023 ~Session 1: The Green Reset: Future
Ready Asia”, KSI Strategic Institute for Asia Pacific, via Youtube, 30th Aug. 2023.
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Summit in Shenzhen. Hajiji delivered a speech on “business and investment op-
portunities in Sabah”, while Oh Ei Sun joined Wang Huiyao and other speakers
in the China Greater Bay Area-ASEAN Roundtable.””” Oh also spoke at the 2020
World Chinese Economic Summit.””

« The Global Chinese Economic & Technology Summit, formerly the World Chi-
nese Economic Summit, is co-organised by the KSI Strategic Institute for Asia
Pacific (where Oh is speaker and senior fellow) and the China Development In-
stitute, which comes under the leadership of the Shenzhen city government.?”’
The Summit is supported by the China Council for the Promotion of Interna-
tional Trade Shenzhen Municipal Committee (Shenzhen CCPIT).*"’ The Center
for China & Globalization is also listed as a supporter of the Summit.”"" Wang
Huiyao, founder and chairperson of the Center for China & Globalization and
honorary chairperson of the Summit, holds several united front positions. One
of his roles is a member of the Central Committee of the Jiusan Society, one
of China’s eight ‘democratic parties’.’’” Government-linked company Invest
Sabah was a corporate partner of the Summit.*”

« National Institute for South China Sea Studies: Oh Ei Sun has repeatedly spoken
at events organised by the National Institute for South China Sea Studies, in-
cluding the 2020 to 2023 editions of the China (Hainan)-ASEAN Think Tank
Forum.’”* The National Institute for South China Sea Studies comes under the
leadership of the Hainan Provincial Government and receives policy and oper-
ational guidance from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. “[G]uided by the goals
of serving China’s overall diplomacy and maritime power construction”, the
institute “provides intellectual support for safeguarding China’s territorial sov-
ereignty and maritime rights in the South China Sea, peacefully resolving dis-
putes, and promoting regional maritime governance and cooperation”.*”

« International Liaison Department: In November 2016, Oh Ei Sun was a speaker
at Silk Road Economic Belt Cities International Forum, organised by the Silk
Road Think Tank Association.’”® The Belt and Road Think Tank Cooperation Al-
liance (translated as the Silk Road Think Tank Association) was co-established
by the CCP Central Committee’s International Liaison Department in 2015. A
deputy head of the International Liaison Department Sun Haiyan is simultan-
eously chairperson of the Belt and Road Think Tank Cooperation Alliance.”"’
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In general, Oh’s commentaries on economic cooperation and geopolitics in English
and Chinese language media usually do not mention that he is involved in CCP in-
fluence organisations in order to grant him the veneer of “neutrality”. For instance,
he describes a “strong natural predilection toward economic concerns” as a matter of
“Malaysian national psyche” in a S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies (RSIS)
commentary.’”® RSIS is a graduate school and think tank focusing on strategic stud-
ies and security affairs affiliated to the Nanyang Technological University in Singa-
pore.’’? After the Boao Forum in 2023, Oh went on a Malaysian Chinese-language
radio show, asserting that Malaysia “needs to cooperate with China because of the
economy”.’'’ He has asserted that economics and trade relations are paramount, even

when it comes to territorial disputes around the South China Sea.”"

These commentaries usually do not acknowledge Oh’s institutional interest in facilit-
ating China’s influence work and closer bilateral economic cooperation. His assertion
that economics outweigh politics “naturally” in Malaysia also belies his role in creat-
ing this state of affairs. As discussed, this rhetoric paves the way for more “economic
diplomacy” with China, where initiatives with little economic effect provide “rhetor-
ical cover for the extensive capture of local political elites”.*'”

4.3 South China Sea

In the context of well-documented Chinese maritime incursions into the region and
the broader militarisation of the South China Sea region,’"® Oh Ei Sun has maintained
a running commentary on the South China Sea since 2014.

One could draw a straight line between Oh’s participation in National Institute for
South China Sea Studies activities and his commentary that depoliticises South China
Sea disputes. Although Oh acknowledges the territorial disputes, he has generally
downplayed their importance and deflected attention by praising China’s maritime
initiatives, suggesting greater cooperation in other areas, and emphasised the import-
ance of economic and trade relations. These lines of reasoning hew closely to China’s
propaganda messaging that economic cooperation takes precedence over political and
territorial conflict.

« People’s Daily, 2014: He emphasised China’s contributions to the Maritime Co-
operation Fund and South China Sea Code of Conduct.’'*

+ Global Times, 2015: He suggested deepening cooperation in non-traditional se-
curity issues like piracy, drug smuggling, and human trafficking.*'®

« Xinhua, 2015: He said some at the Shangri-La security dialogue focus too much
on the South China Sea issue, while paying insufficient attention to issues like
terrorism, security cooperation, and humanitarian assistance. He added that
Deputy Chief of Joint Staff Admiral Sun Jianguo “spent a considerable amount

3080h Fi Sun, “More Nuanced than Just “Hedging”: Malaysia and the South China Sea Disputes”, RSIS
Commentary, 16th Jan. 2015.

309“Introduction”, RSIS.

310¢ LZM ISR BRI T RS &1F”, BFM 44>, 5th Apr. 2023.
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312Hala & Lulu, op. cit.

313“China’s Maritime Disputes 1895 —2020”, Council on Foreign Relations.
NG EH : 'Ile/LiL( H%QHJLFT/HH 77, AR B (17th June 2014).
SSERRLL, DR 22 R S e s R, FRBRIR, 19th Jan. 2015.
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of time explaining the international public service purposes of these islands and
reefs, such as maritime search and rescue, disaster prevention and mitigation,
navigation safety, and scientific research”, which conveys China’s position that
“the construction of these reefs contributes to regional and global peace and
stability”.*!®
« Xinhua, 2016: At a think tank academic seminar that the Institute of Chinese
Borderland Studies, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences organised in Singa-
pore, Oh said that “economic and trade relations are the most important re-
lations between China and ASEAN countries. All parties should temporarily
shelve the South China Sea dispute and focus on developing more comprehens-
ive bilateral and multilateral relations”.*"’
Besides Oh Ei Sun, Yong Teck Lee has rejected the security concerns around the South
China Sea and reframed the issue as a matter of benefiting from China’s Belt and
Road Initiative. In March 2018, Yong Teck Lee’s comments on South China Sea were
published in Sabah Chinese-language publication Asia Times. He said:*'®

Sabah’s strategic geographic location in the South China Sea should be
seen as an opportunity for peace and prosperity, not a cause for con-
cern. [...] Although some people consider the South China Sea issue to
be sensitive, there is no need to worry that China’s claims of jurisdiction
over the South China Sea will affect Sabah’s relationship with China. [...]
Malaysia and China share common interests in the South China Sea and
will adopt harmonious and constructive solutions. [...] For this reason,
I am optimistic about the South China Sea issue and confident that the
Belt and Road Initiative will greatly benefit Sabah. We can expect better
economic opportunities, business prospects, and an improved quality of
life.

Two months later, Yong spoke at a press conference at SAPP headquarters, announ-
cing that SAPP would “enter parliament to reclaim Sabah’s maritime sovereignty and
secure the trillions in economic benefits from economic activities in the South China
Sea”. He added that “China’s Belt and Road initiative could create immense economic
potential for the regions surrounding the South China Sea”. Yong assessed that the
unrealised benefits of the Belt and Road initiative are orders of magnitude larger than
the historical debt owed to Sabah. He said, although the federal government has owed
Sabah hundreds of millions since 1974, “the economic benefits of the Belt and Road
Initiative for Sabah are much greater, amounting to trillions”.*"’

This reframing positions China’s growing influence not as a threat but as an integral
part of Sabah’s economic development, creating alignment with CCP objectives while
allowing Yong to maintain a veneer of local autonomy and economic interest.
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Figure 13: Taufiq Yap (front row, third from right) leads a Muslim NGO and Malaysian delegation to China
in April 2019.%2

5 Religion

The CCP wants to whitewash its genocide of Uyghur Muslims in Xinjiang. It appears
to be especially invested in forestalling criticism and resistance from predominantly
Muslim countries like Malaysia where politicians, journalists and the public have es-
poused solidarity with Uyghur Muslims.

To this end, the China Islamic Association, which comes under the United Front
Work Department’s supervision, found in the Malaysia Chinese Muslim Association
(MACMA) and its Sabah-born leader a sympathetic audience to its propaganda. CCP’s
united front interlocutors emphasise the ethnic equality and religious freedoms of
Muslims in Xinjiang, and the disjuncture between “the real Xinjiang” and Western
media portrayals.

The China Islamic Association has hosted MACMA on at least one sponsored trip to
Xinjiang. The interactions between both organisations have continued beyond August
2022, when the UN Human Rights Council assessed that the “arbitrary and discrimin-
atory detention of members of Uyghur and other predominantly Muslim groups [...]

may constitute international crimes, in particular crimes against humanity.”**’

5.1 Malaysia Chinese Muslim Association (MACMA)

MACMA, established in 1994, had 19 branches and activity centres across Malaysia
by 2016. Taufiq Yap Yun Hin (7K %), MACMA president since 2015, explained at the
opening ceremony of a branch in Muar, Johor that the association wants to “improve
cultural and religious exchange between Chinese and Malay Muslims in Malaysia, and

reduce misunderstandings”.***

320“OHCHR Assessment of human rights concerns in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region, People’s
Republic of China”, UNHCR, 31st Aug. 2022.

321“In Malaysia, China’s PR blitz on Uygurs in Xinjiang sparks anger”, SCMP, 20th Dec. 2019.

Se2e LB ARy Ze (S A2, BoRPETEAR T F i, 2nd Oct. 2016; “About Us”, MACMA; “MACMA
Malaysia AGMhttps://macma.my/main/macma-malaysia-agm/”, MACMA, June 2015.
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Figure 14: President of MACMA Taufiq Yap interviewed by Xinjiang state media.**’

Taufiq Yap, born in Kota Kinabalu, Sabah to a Hakka family, was appointed Vice Chan-
cellor of Universiti Malaysia Sabah (UMS) from 2019 till 2022.*** He became the first
Chinese Muslim to serve as Vice Chancellor of UMS in its 25-year history.*”*

By July 2014, the China Islamic Association had established contact with MACMA.
According to the constitution of the China Islamic Association, it comes under the su-
pervision (F:%) of the National Religious Affairs Administration.’*” The National Re-
ligious Affairs Administration cadres overseeing the Islamic association likely moved
to the United Front Work Department’s 12th bureau during the 2018 institutional re-
form. Cadres from the United Front Work Department’s 12th bureau (which has an
Islam Division) regularly attend China Islamic Association events.**

The China Islamic Association was the main organiser of the 2014 China-Malaysia
Islamic Culture Expo in Malaysia, where MACMA was a supporting organisation.’”’
Former Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad who gave a speech at the event affirmed
that he had learned through the cultural exchange how “religions in China are pro-
tected by the government, people have religious freedom and [...] Muslims and non-
Muslims live harmoniously”.***

PRC authorities had launched a “special campaign to crack down on violent terrorism”
by May 2014 following an attack in Uriimgi, but the worst was yet to come.””” Chen

323“UMS Vice Chancellor Biography”, Universiti Malaysia Sabah, 23rd Nov. 2020; “I- 7k 41T Hf J i 70
KA, BN, 1st Aug. 2022; VL FE A% 52 2200 REIF T, SEMINAR, 28th July 2019.
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330““Eradicating Ideological Viruses”: China’s Campaign of Repression Against Xinjiang’s Muslims”, Hu-
man Rights Watch, 9th Sept. 2018.
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Quanguo’s appointment as Xinjiang Party chief in 2016 preceded the systematic mass
detention of ethnic Uyghur Muslims by 2017.%*

By early 2019, Taufiq Yap was at the helm of MACMA and had interacted with the
China Islamic Association and its Shaanxi subsidiary.**”

In April, the PRC Ministry of Foreign Affairs invited a “Muslim NGO and Malay-
sian Delegation to China” on a working visit, headed by Taufiq Yap.’** The Malaysian
Youth Council, which was represented in the delegation, reported that the trip was
fully sponsored by the Chinese embassy in Malaysia and coordinated by an Islamic
organization under the Malaysian government.*** According to Malaysia’s Allied Co-
ordinating Committee of Islamic NGO (ACCIN), the objective of the trip was a “fact-
finding mission where the heads of the Islamic NGOs visit Xinjiang to ascertain if
the ethnic Uyghurs are oppressed, as reported by international media”.**” Taufiq Yap
told Yang Faming 1% 4 HH, president of the China Islamic Association, that the deleg-
ation wanted to “understand China’s experience and approach in various aspects”.**®
If indeed the delegation was on a “fact-finding mission”, the Chinese embassy’s spon-
sorship would have posed a major conflict of interest.

The China Islamic Association’s readout of the meeting said Yang “propagandised and
introduced (E /1) the policies that the PRC government implemented to create ethnic
equality and religious freedom”. Yang hoped that the delegation would visit various
parts of China, then convey to Muslims in Malaysia the “glorious results of 40 years
of China’s reform and opening, and the real situation of Islam in China”.**’

This propaganda appears to have been well-received, given Taufiq Yap and MACMA’s
continued trips to visit the China Islamic Association in August 2019, January 2020
and August 2023.%%

Most recently, in April 2024, the China Islamic Association invited MACMA and
Taufiq Yap for a visit, during which he highly commended the PRC government’s
“respect and guarantees for the religious freedom of the Muslim communities”. Yap
shared the delegation’s “personal experiences” in Xinjiang, noting the region’s “so-
cioeconomic development, social stability, cultural prosperity, religious harmony, and
that people live in peace and work in contentment”.**’ State media propaganda out-
lets covered the MACMA delegation’s visit to Xinjiang, foregrounding Taufiq Yap’s
comment that, “Xinjiang China is a good place and people of all ethnic groups live
good lives” Members of the delegation “personally experienced that the real Xinjiang

$1Magnus Fiskesjd, “Uyghur Human Rights Project Bibliography”, Uyghur Human Rights Project,
17th Apr. 2024; “Xinjiang specialist Darren Byler for Sinopsis: A project far more extreme than the Stanford
Prison Experiment”, Sinopsis, 21st Nov. 2018.
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is completely different from the Xinjiang that some media in the US and the West
have spread rumours about and besmirched”.**’

5.2 Malaysia’s protests and government policy

Public protests in Malaysia against the treatment of Uyghurs in Xinjiang and the am-
bivalent policy of Malaysian government in extraditing ethnic Uyghurs highlight the
stakes of the CCP’s influence efforts.

Malaysians have organised protests at the Chinese embassy against the treatment
of fellow Muslims in Xinjiang (or East Turkestan). For instance, in December 2019,
the Beautiful Xinjiang Cultural Show organised by the Chinese embassy drew silent
protests organised by Malay Muslim non-profits such as the Malaysian Islamic Youth
Movement (Abim) and the Global Peace Mission, as well as the Islamic political party
PAS.**! About a week after, Abim and pro-caliphate Islamist group Hizbut Tahrir
Malaysia (HTM) organised separate protests against the “re-education” of Uyghur
Muslims in Xinjiang.’** Compared to the moderate position of the former, HTM took
a more confrontational approach, demanding that Putrajaya cut diplomatic ties with
China, suspend trade, and expel its ambassador.**’

Chan FDnng Hin [0 @
@ sptomnbar 5, 2020 - @
In the first place, | was concernad with the consistency of Malaysia's government palicy on
Uyghur, &s far as | am cancerned, | recalled that the gevernment would extradite Uyghur
refugees to China during Najib administration, But, Mahathir's second administration altered
the previous policy and refused to extradite them to China tough there was a request fram
China. Asking the guestion in Parliament was to validify the changes of government policy.
Although the government had replied my parliamentary question, they did not provide reasans
lor altering the policy. | am really concernad abaut it as the changas of palicy could bring
imglications towards Malaysia and China bilateral relaticns, My utmost concern is being a
member parliament wha strive to preserve the national interests look forward to seeing the
government can handle the issue of Uyghur smartly withoul jeapardizing Malaysia China
relations and comgromising national interests,

O ﬂcoN'csNTRAﬂﬁNCAMps
» #METOOUYGHUR

BERARNEY
Malaysia's New Govt Says it Won't Hand Over Uyghur Refugees to China
Like the previous administration, Muhyiddin Yassin's government will allow the refugees saf.

ORG

Figure 15: Kota Kinabalu MP Chan Foong Hin explains his question in Parliament about whether Malaysia
would extradite ethnic Uyghurs. He raised concerns about the consistency of government policy and policy
change potentially jeopardising Malaysia-China relations.***

S0 TR NI 7T, FRATNA SR 7, HiiR H AR, 21st Apr. 2024.

341“At Chinese embassy’s Xinjiang show, Muslim groups, PAS protest in support of Uighurs”, MalayMail,
21st Dec. 2019.

342Tn KL, hundreds of Muslims protest against China’s treatment of Uighurs”, Malay Mail, 27th Dec. 2019.

343“Three things we learnt from: Muslim groups’ protest against Chinese embassy”, Malay Mail, 28th Dec.
2019.

344Chan Foong Hin, “In the first place, I was concerned with the consistency of Malaysia’s government
policy on Uyghur”, Facebook, 5th Sept. 2020.
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Whether Malaysia’s leaders deport Uyghurs is an issue of contention. It was known
that the administration under Najib deported 11 Uyghurs to China in 2011 and 6
in 2012, and detained 155 Uyghurs in 2014.°*> (Malaysian authorities found the 155
Uyghurs crammed into two apartments in Kuala Lumpur; it is unclear whether Malay-
sian authorities deported them back to China.?*®) The administration may also have
released ethnic Uyghurs without a formal announcement.**’

In October 2018, Mahathir and his cabinet released 11 ethnic Uyghur Muslims (who
escaped from a detention centre in southern Thailand) and allowed their travel to
Turkey.**

After Muhyiddin became prime minister, the Minister in the Prime Minister’s Depart-
ment for Special Functions clarified in September 2020 that the government would not
extradite Uyghur Muslims in Malaysia despite pressures from China. He was respond-
ing to a question from DAP’s Kota Kinabalu MP Chan Foong Hin, who raised concerns
about the implications of the issue on bilateral relations with China.**’

Anwar has taken an ambivalent position since becoming prime minister. In 2018, he
called for formal talks on China’s internment of Uyghurs.””’ When he hosted a Uyghur
activist in April 2023, his speech affirmed protection for all oppressed Muslims and
expressed sympathy for the Uyghur people.””! However, on his trip to China weeks
before, he told Premier Li Qiang that “Malaysia upholds a one-China policy and be-

lieves that Xinjiang-related issues are China’s internal affairs”.***

345“No Space Left to Run: China’s Transnational Repression of Uyghurs”, UHRP, 24th June 2021; “Rights
group urges Malaysia not to deport Uygur migrants to China”, Agence France-Presse, via SCMP, 6th Oct.
2014.

346“Malaysia discovers 155 Uighurs crammed into two apartments”, Reuters, 4th Oct. 2024.

347“Malaysian Leader Mahathir Confirms Decision to Free Uyghurs”, Radio Free Asia, 15th Oct. 2018.

#81bid.

349“M’sia won't extradite Uighur refugees, even if China requests — minister”, Malaysiakini, via Yahoo
News, 4th Sept. 2020.

350 Anwar ‘Appalled’ by Suu Kyi, Criticizes China’s Muslim Camps”, Bloomberg, 12th Sept. 2018.

351 Activist appeals to Malaysian prime minister to support the Uyghur cause”, Radio Free Asia, 25th Apr.
2023.

352 Ao [R] R VIR P22 PR T 22187, AR, 2nd Apr. 2023,
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6 Conclusion

The individuals targeted for CCP cooption in Sabah have typical profiles — individuals
with business links to China, advisors to political leaders, former politicians, think-
tankers who provide expert analysis and media commentary, and academics and edu-
cators with influence over the young. Most notably:

+ Goh Tian Chuan moved from leading the Federation of Chinese Associations
at the state level to leading its national parent organisation. Formerly a po-
lice officer involved in Malaysia’s internal security affairs, he became founder
and chairperson of a KL-listed integrated manufacturing services solutions pro-
vider with ventures into oil and gas and oil palm plantations. His leadership in
Chinese associations and business involvement in China have lent to his ad-
vocacy for and participation in China’s Belt and Road Initiative within Malay-
sia. Goh’s business cooperation with PRC entities creates an avenue of political
leverage, through which the CCP assert alignment with their policy objectives
and advance CCP interests. His speeches as FCAS leadership appear at times
to be overtly oriented towards addressing Xi Jinping and CCP leadership pri-
orities, even though the association professes to represent the interests of local
Chinese communities. This conflict of interest also plays out in the role that Goh
prescribes to Chinese language media. Goh’s recent additional appointment in
a high-level Fujian united front organisation signals his continued relevance to

the CCP.

« Oh Ei Sun, who founded the Malaysia-China Friendship Association Sabah in
2012 and continues to chair the association, misleadingly characterises the as-
sociation’s work as “economic empowerment” on his LinkedIn profile. He has
been appointed to positions in entities in the united front system such as the
All-China Federation of Returned Overseas Chinese and the China Overseas
Friendship Association. His platfom, MCFAS, maintains extensive links with
entities across the Party-state systems of influence.

 Founder of Sabah Progressive Party and former Sabah chief minister (1996-1998)
Yong Teck Lee was invited to lead a delegation of “ethnic Chinese engaged in
politics” to visit Guangdong province in 2007. After the mayor of Heyuan city
in Guangdong suggested that Yong Teck Lee establish the first overseas Heyuan
township association in Malaysia in 2007, the Malaysia Heyuan Hakka Associ-
ation was established the year after with Yong as permanent honorary presid-
ent. The Heyuan municipal government provided funding to support the asso-
ciation’s establishment. By 2007, Yong was appointed honorary president of a
global Hakka association that was established at the suggestion of the Overseas
Chinese Affairs Office, to promote the “unity of Hakkas” and the “reunification
of China”.

What makes members of the Sabah Chinese elite attractive targets of CCP influence
are their personal and institutional ties to politics, politicians and policymakers. Goh
Tian Chuan purportedly serves as the voice of Chinese communities. Oh Ei Sun has
retained ties to politicians, including the former Chief Minister of Sabah and senior
UMNO member, Musa Aman. He regularly pens commentaries and participates in
local and national discussions on geopolitics. Yong Teck Lee is a founder of SAPP and
a former chief minister, whose re-election the CCP is invested in through a Shenzhen
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chamber of commerce platform. The CCP’s ties to these figures allows them to shape,
capture, or compromise political expression in Malaysia.

CCP influence in politics has been broadly successful in weathering changes to the rul-
ing coalition. Since there were no Chinese state ministers in Hajiji’s cabinet initially,
Goh Tian Chuan among others called on the Sabah government to appoint a nom-
inated assemblyman, leading to the appointment of Yong Teck Lee. Goh Tian Chuan
was eventually appointed to the Sabah Economic Advisory Council. Subsequently,
two additional Chinese politicians were appointed as Sabah state ministers.The suc-
cess of influence ops stems in part from the dense interactions among Sabah Chinese
elites and politicians, regular events supported by the Chinese and Malaysian author-
ities, and promises of investment from China.

Apart from exerting influence on state and national politics through targeting Sabah
Chinese elite, the CCP has also sought to exert direct influence. After the 2018 elec-
tions that unseated the incumbent ruling coalition Barisan Nasional that had been
in power for half a century, the ILD established contact with the Democratic Action
Party. Chan Foong Hin, member of the Sabah DAP and Malaysia’s Deputy Minister
of Plantation and Commodities, was part of the delegation to China. He has sought to
downplay concerns that China might be “colonising” Sabah and seeking influence in
the South China Sea through palm oil investments in Sabah. Further, the CCP’s capa-
city to support or weaponise sizeable PRC tourism flows creates structural incentives
for policy alignment for Sabah’s tourism minister. The political legitimacy of Christina
Liew, Sabah Minister of Tourism, Culture and Environment, depends on how success-
ful she is in generating tourist arrivals. Christina Liew visited Hangzhou and Xi’an
and signed sister-city agreements on behalf of Kota Kinabalu in 2019. Frankie Liew
appears to have facilitated Christina Liew’s participation in the signing of both sister-
city agreements.

Sabah’s ports, particularly Sepanggar Bay, are strategically important to China due to
their proximity to the South China Sea, a region of significant geopolitical interest.
Through the mediation and propaganda efforts of local elites like Oh Ei Sun, who has
facilitated PLA Navy visits, China has sought to normalise its presence in the region.
The expansion of Sepanggar Bay and other development initiatives involving PRC
companies further serve China’s broader geopolitical aims.

Yong Teck Lee’s leadership in Sabah’s Palm Oil Industry Cluster (POIC) has also given
China significant inroads into influencing Sabah’s infrastructure and port develop-
ment. By forging partnerships with Chinese state-linked entities like China Construc-
tion Bank and Shandong Port Group and military training institutions while at the
helm of POIC, Yong has enabled China to exert stronger influence over critical infra-
structure pivotal to trade and connectivity. Through events like the Sabah-Chinese
Economic Conference, local elite and influence platforms in Sabah facilitate the in-
troduction of China’s dual-use technology, such as underwater drones tied to coastal
security.

Sabah Chinese elites, such as Goh Tian Chuan and Yong Teck Lee, play a pivotal role
in advancing CCP propaganda through Chinese-language media. Their support for
these outlets’ focus on bilateral relations over accountability weakens the media’s
ability to critique the CCP or defend the interests of Malaysia’s Chinese community.
This dynamic subordinates local concerns to China’s geopolitical objectives, allowing
Beijing to project influence with minimal resistance.

56



Acknowledgements 0&

Beyond media, figures like Oh Ei Sun extend CCP influence into policy and academic
circles, leveraging think tank platforms and media commentaries to present China’s
actions — such as military presence in the South China Sea — as benign. By framing
China’s growing influence as beneficial to Sabah’s economic development, local elites
like Oh and Yong Teck Lee align local discourse with CCP goals, while obscuring the
strategic risks of China’s expanding regional dominance.

Finally, China’s influence operations in Malaysia, particularly through the Malay-
sia Chinese Muslim Association (MACMA), highlight the CCP’s broader strategy to
whitewash its treatment of Uyghur Muslims in Xinjiang and mitigate criticism from
influential Muslim-majority countries. By leveraging the China Islamic Association
and leaders like Taufiq Yap, the president of MACMA and former Vice Chancellor
of Universiti Malaysia Sabah, Beijing has worked to propagate a narrative of ethnic
equality and religious freedom to counter accusations of genocide and human rights
abuses. Even after credible evidence of the ongoing genocide in Xinjiang, Yap has led
delegations to Xinjiang, where he publicly praised China’s policies and repeated pro-
paganda on the stark difference between “the real Xinjiang” and Western media por-
trayals. The public protests in Malaysia against the treatment of Uyghurs in Xinjiang
and the wavering policy of Malaysian administrations in extraditing ethnic Uyghurs
highlight the stakes of successful influence operations.
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Table 1: Selected meetings among Sabah Chinese targets, Sabah politicians, and PRC personnel

Sabah Chinese target ~ Event Date Sabah political elite PRC personnel
Goh Tian Chuan, 2023 Sabah FCAS  June 2023 Deputy Chief Minister =~ PRC ambassador
FCAS International Dragon Jeffrey Kitingan (on be- ~ Ouyang Yujing
Boat Race™” half of Hajiji)
Goh Tian Chuan, 2022 Sabah FCAS  July 2022 Chief Minister Hajiji ~ Consul-general Huang
FCAS International Dragon Noor Shifang
Boat Race™"
Goh Tian Chuan, 2019 Sabah FCAS  June 2019 Deputy Chief Minister = Consul-general Liang
FCAS International Dragon Christina Liew Caide
Boat Race™”
Goh Tian Chuan, 2018 Sabah FCAS  June 2018 Then-Chief ~ Minister ~ Consul-general Liang
FCAS International Dragon Shafie Apdal Caide
Boat Race™™
Goh Tian Chuan, 2024 Lunar New  February Phoong Jin Zhe
FCAS Year Celebration 2024
co-organised by
FCAS™’
Oh Ei Sun, MCFAS 2023 Malaysia-China ~ November Phoong Jin Zhe Consul-general Huang
Friendship Run’* 2023 Shifang
Oh Ei Sun, MCFAS 2022 Malaysia-China ~ December Chan  Foong Hin, Consul-general Huang
Friendship Run®’ 2022 Phoong Jin Zhe Shifang
Oh Ei Sun, MCFAS 2019 Malaysia-China ~ November Phoong Jin Zhe Consul-general  Liang
Friendship Run’ 2019 Caide
Oh Ei Sun, MCFAS 2018 Malaysia-China ~ November Chan Foong Hin Consul-general  Liang
Friendship Run’ 2018 Caide
Oh Ei Sun, MCFAS 10th Anniversary  September Jeffrey Kitingan (on be-  Consul-general Huang
Celebration of 2022 half of Hajiji) Shifang
MCFAS™
Oh Ei Sun, MCFAS 2022 Fujian-Sabah  September Chan  Foong  Hin, Fujian Federation of
Youth Camp”’" 2022 Christina  Liu, Junz Returned Overseas
Wong, Phoong Jin Zhe Chinese chair (online),
Consul-general Huang
Shifang
Oh Ei Sun, MCFAS MoU establishing ~ March 2019 Wilfred Madius Tangau Fujian People’s Asso-
friendly cooperation ciation for Friendship
with  the  Fujian with Foreign Countries

People’s Association
for Friendship with
Foreign Countries™**
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Appendix o&
Table 1 (cont.): Selected meetings
Target Event Date Elite PRC personnel
Oh Ei Sun Photo exhibition =~ November Junz Wong, Phoong Jin ~ Consul-general Liang
“Building a better 2018 Zhe Caide
future Together”™’
Frankie Liew, SCCC Visit to the Hubei  May 2024 Phoong Jin Zhe Deputy Director of the
Provincial ~ Foreign Hubei Provincial For-
Affairs Office”* eign Affairs Office Zhu
Xiaobin
Frankie Liew, SCCC 2024 Lunar New Year ~ March 2024 Phoong Jin Zhe, Junz
celebration™”’ Wong
Frankie Liew, SCCC Invitation to  February Christina Liew
Lunar New  Year 2024
celebration®®
Frankie Liew, SCCC Invitation to  February Phoong Jin Zhe
Lunar New Year 2024
celebration”®’
Frankie Liew, SCCC Shafie Apdal visit’”’ June 2019 Shafie Apdal
Frankie Liew, SCCC Inv1tat10n to inaugur-  June 2019 Christina Liew
ation”’
Frankie Liew, SCCC A Sabah agriculture = November Sabah Ministry of Ag-  Representatives of the
(Wilson Yong also  andfoodbusinessdel- 2018 riculture and Food In-  Yancheng Economic
present) egation visited Hang- dustry and Technological
zhou and Shanghai’’” Development Zone,
Fujian Chamber of
Commerce
Frankie Liew, Mid-Autumn Festival ~ October Christina Liew, Junz  Liang Caide
MCCCS (Goh Tian  celebration’”’ 2018 Wong, Phoong Jin Zhe
Chuan and Wilson
Yong also present)
Frankie Liew, MCCCS  Courtesy visit’* September Junz Wong
2018
Frankie Liew, MC-  Business inspection  March 2017 Sabah  Minister  of
CCS (Wilson Yong  delegation visited Special Tasks Teo Chee

also present)

Wuhan, Guangzhou,
Shenzhen, . Macau,
and Zhuhai®”

Kang, Assistant Minis-
ter of Tourism, Culture,
and Environment, Pang
Yuk Ming, Deputy
Speaker of the State
Legislative ~ Assembly
Johnson Tee
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