
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Globalteer orientation guide 

Borneo, Malaysia 
All the tips, information and recommendations you need to get ready for your 

upcoming volunteer placement.  
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This Globalteer Malaysian Borneo information 

pack will ensure you arrive fully prepared for your 

international volunteering and travel experience. 

Travelling to a new country always causes a few 

worries and apprehensions, and this guide will 

give you all the information you need to turn 

those worries into excitement. 

 

You will also receive an additional project 

specific information pack before your arrival.  

 

So sit down, have a read, and start getting ready 

for your trip of a lifetime!  

 

We also have additional project information on 

our website, including FAQs, previous volunteer 

stories, photo gallery and further accommodation 

information.  

 

If you still have questions after reading this guide, 

please contact us by email.  

 

Our team is well travelled and we are able to help 

answer anything further you would like to know 

about the project, getting prepared for your 

placement, and in-country travel! 

 

1 Welcome to 

Malaysian Borneo! 
 

Congratulations on your decision to 

volunteer with Globalteer! We are 

certain that you will have a fantastic 

time and also help out your project in an 

amazing way. 

 

This guide is for everyone who will be 

coming to Malaysian Borneo to 

volunteer with Globalteer.  
 

http://www.globalteer.org/volunteer-projects.aspx


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

About Globalteer  
Globalteer was founded as a UK non-profit organisation in June 2006. Globalteer is a registered 

charity in the UK (registration number 1119706), which means that Globalteer is legally required to 

ensure that 100% of all monies received are used to achieve our charitable objectives. 

 

Our strategies 

• To work with projects that meet genuine local needs, as identified by the communities they 

serve, and that meet our criteria for sustainability and responsibility. 

• To work closely with our partner projects to ensure that all volunteer placements are of 

genuine value to the project and are in keeping with the projects’ short term goals and long 
term objectives 

• To place suitably experienced volunteers within approved partner projects on tasks where 

there is a local shortage of necessary skills. 

• To encourage the transfer of volunteer skills to local staff wherever possible. 

• To help fund the continued development of partner projects  

• To help all our partner projects to become fully self-funded and locally managed with 

minimal requirement for external support. 

• To continually assess the needs of the communities with whom we work and identify new 

partners and new initiatives as necessary. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Getting out and about 
This section of the orientation guide will give you more information about what to do in your 

time off.  

 

For trips within Malaysia or further afield, our travel partner can advise if you wish to book 

excursions before you leave home and if you do book through them, they will make a small 

donation to Globalteer. Please visit our website for details of our travel partners  

 

However, don’t forgot to ask project staff for recommendations once you arrive, especially 

regarding any places to visit on your days off.   

 

Free time during the day on a working day 
Just a few things you can do in your time off during work days include relaxing, reading, snorkelling, 

sunbathing, exploring the beaches, identifying fish and coral seen by checking in books, socialising 

with other volunteers, and learning Malay.  

  

Free time in the evenings 

Alcohol is available at the project, but access is limited.  A few drinks are usually had at the 

weekend only.  Drinking within moderation is acceptable.   

 

Volunteers may also take a short walk to the only other resort on the island, where there is a 

restaurant and bar.  Sometimes a change from the cuisine at the project may be welcomed, but it is 

a very quiet resort and not a party place. 

 

Free time on a day off 
The project is situated metres from a white sandy beach, next to a coral reef.  Days off can be spent 

enjoying the sun’s rays, or going on pleasure dives with the dive centre staff.  This is a good 
opportunity to explore lesser-known dive sites, doing deeper dives than volunteer duties 

necessitate, and socialise with great people who love their jobs!  

 

Alternatively, you may like to go back to the mainland for a night in Semporna, where there are a 

couple of bars (although this is not a party town), plenty of Tamil restaurants, and pizza can be 

found.  

 

While is not a lot to see in Semporna, you can pick up supplies such as toiletries, cigarettes, snacks 

and stationery at the very well stocked supermarket.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

http://www.globalteer.org/flights-and-insurance.aspx


 

 

Useful local contacts 
You will be provided the essential project contact details in your travel confirmation email from 

Globalteer.   

 

Here are some general phone numbers and addresses for your stay. The project will be able to 

provide recommendations for health care clinics and hospitals in Semporna upon your arrival if 

necessary.  

 

Emergency numbers 

Police – 088 241161 

Fire and Rescue – 994  

Ambulance – 088 - 250555 

Medical Emergencies – 119  

 

Immigration 

Department of Immigration – Sabah 

Sabah Immigration Department  

Levels 1-4, Block B, Federal Administration 

Complex, UMS Road, 88300 Kota Kinabalu,  

088 488 700 

 

Embassies and consulates 

British High Commission  

85, Jalan Ampang, Taman U Thant, 55000 

Kuala Lumpur, Wilayah Persekutuan KL 

60 3 2170 2200 

 

 

 

US Embassy  

376 Jalan Tun Razak, 50400 Kuala Lumpur, 

Malaysia 

60 3 2168 5000 
 

Canadian Consulate  

17th Floor, Menara Tan & Tan, 207 Jalan Tun 

Razak, 50400 Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia 

60 3 2718 3333 

 

Australian Embassy 

YMCA, 211 Jalan Macalister, 10450 Penang, 

Malaysia 

60 4 226 7285 
 

For other nationalities, you can find a full list 

of embassies in Malaysia here.   

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.migracion.go.cr/
http://embassy.goabroad.com/embassies-in/malaysia


 

 

 
 

2 Getting ready 

for your placement 

 
Now that your placement confirmed, it 

is time to start getting prepared for your 

trip of a lifetime.  

 

This includes organising flights, 

insurance, visas and of course trying to 

fit everything in your bag!  

 

Everything in this section will help you 

know exactly what you need to do 

before coming to the project and 

starting your placement. 

 

 

Visa & insurance 

information 
 

Getting your visa 
It is the volunteer's responsibility to arrange an 

entry visa.  

 

The visa application process is usually very 

straightforward, but you should check visa 

requirements immediately. Normally volunteers 

only need tourist visas when participating in our 

projects, but every country has different visa 

requirements and the length of stay they grant can 

vary.  

  

It is best to tell immigration officials that you are 

simply a tourist on vacation. The concept of 

volunteering is not always understood in the 

countries we operate in, and can be confused with 

working, which normally requires a special visa that 

is harder to get. 

 

You can read more about getting your visa on our 

website.  

 

Travel insurance 
Insurance is not included in your volunteer 

placement fee.  

 

Travel insurance is only a boring subject if you are 

unlucky enough to get sick or injured, or find 

yourself stranded in the middle of nowhere on your 

big trip. Being uninsured in such situations can 

work out much more expensive than the cost of an 

insurance premium and can also be dangerous.  

 

In developing countries reliable healthcare and 

emergency treatment can be hard to find, and 

extremely expensive for foreigners. This is why we 

strongly recommend that all our volunteers take 

out suitable travel insurance. 

    

You can read more about the importance of travel 

insurance and our insurance partner here on our 

website. 

http://www.globalteer.org/visa-requirements.aspx
https://globalteer.org/about-us/flights-and-insurance/


 

 

Packing guide 
Packing clothes is a personal thing as some people prefer to pack light and others take as many 

items of clothes as can be fitted in their backpack! This is only a general guide that should be 

adjusted to your personal preferences.  

 

The average size of people in Malaysia can be smaller, so if you require large size clothing or shoes 

then it may be very difficult to find them locally.  

 

You only need a wetsuit if you feel the cold (the water is 25-29 degrees) or plan to do long dives.  

Bring fins suitable for water shoes or dive boots (this can include crocs) since you may need to walk 

on coral rubble. Walking with bare feet on a coral reef is not recommended. 

 

The project is located on a fairly remote island, where the only locals are centre staff from the dive 

centre and neighbouring resort.  Here, you are welcome to sunbathe in your free time, and bikinis 

are acceptable. However, on the mainland, the culture is conservative and while in Semporna, it is 

essential that you dress in a respectable manner. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Essentials for Travel 

 
• Passport (and some photocopies) 

• Travel insurance documents 

• ATM cards (remember to tell your bank you 

are going overseas!) 

• Card listing vaccinations received 

• Copies of tickets for any onwards travels 

• US dollars, euro or pounds as back-up cash 

• Copies of essential project phone numbers 

  

Complete Packing Guide 
 

For the complete packing guide, please see the 

separate document entitled “TRACC Packing 

Guide” that we sent you alongside this Orientation 

Guide. You should be able to find it by following the 

same link that brought you to this document. This 

comprehensive list will include everything you need 

for your trip including clothing items, medical items, 

accessories, and toiletries. Many items you may need 

cannot be found locally once you arrive on the island, 

so please make sure you consult this list thoroughly! 



 

 

 

Getting to Malaysian Borneo 
 

You will receive a pre-arrival email from Globalteer before your placement, which will include 

your airport or hotel pick-up confirmation, project address, local project staff contact details, 

and any other relevant arrival information.   

 
You will also receive information from Globalteer about specific arrival and departure times 

that   are required by the project.  
 

 

If you are looking for a one-stop shop for your travel arrangements, Globalteer has travel partners 

who could save you both time and money. Read more about booking your travel through our 

partners on our website. 

 

Travel within Asia is becoming easier and cheaper. Getting to Sabah State in Malaysian Borneo from 

your home country usually involves arriving at a major hub in Asia such as Kuala Lumpur or 

Singapore, then taking an onward flight or two at the most. 

 

The nearest international airport is Tawau (airport code TWU), which is 30km from Tawau city.  

- From Kuala Lumpur 

Air Asia and Malaysia Airlines fly direct to Tawau daily from Kuala Lumpur.  

- From Kota Kinabalu 

International flights arrive here (airport code BKI) from China, Hong Kong, Indonesia, Philippines, 

Singapore and Taiwan, so this can be a good alternative transit for volunteers arriving from Asia.    

Both Malaysia Airlines and Air Asia fly from Kota Kinabalu to Tawau daily.  

Flight time from Kota Kinabalu to Tawau is about 40minutes, and from Kuala Lumpur to Tawau is 

around 3 hours 30 minutes. 

Getting to Semporna by bus 

If you are in Kota Kinabalu already, you can take a bus directly to Semporna, the coastal town 

where volunteers get the boat to Pom Pom Island.  There is no need to go via Tawau if travelling by 

road. Buses leave daily for Semporna from the Kota Kinabalu Bus terminal. It takes about seven 

hours to reach Semporna by bus. 

 

 
 

 

http://www.globalteer.org/flights-and-insurance.aspx
http://www.airasia.com/ot/en/home.page?cid=1
http://www.malaysiaairlines.com/my/en.html


 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

3 Volunteering 

in Malaysia  
 

Malaysia is known for its diversity and 

beauty, with its rich history, stunning 

scenery, and welcoming people. 

 

Here is a snapshot of Malaysia so you 

can understand more about this 

amazing country and people! 

 

 
 

 

A brief history of 

Borneo 
 

Borneo is the third-largest island in the world and 

the largest island in Asia. The island is divided 

among three countries: Malaysia and Brunei in 

the north, and Indonesia to the south. 

Approximately 73% of the island is Indonesian 

territory. In the north, the East Malaysian states 

of Sabah and Sarawak make up about 26% of the 

island. 

 

The island is known by many names; 

internationally it is known as Borneo, after Brunei, 

derived from European historical contact with the 

kingdom in the 16th century during the Age of 

Exploration. The name Brunei possibly was 

initially derived from the Sanskrit word "varuṇ", 

meaning either "ocean" or the mythological 

Varuna, the "god of the ocean." Indonesian 

natives called it Kalimantan, which was derived 

from the Sanskrit word Kalamanthana, meaning 

"burning weather island" (to describe its hot and 

humid tropical weather). 

 
Prior to that the island was also known by other 

names. In 977 Chinese records began to use the 

term Po-ni to refer to Borneo. In 1225 it was also 

mentioned by the Chinese official Chau Ju-Kua.  

The Javanese manuscript Nagarakretagama, 

written by Majapahit court poet Mpu Prapanca in 

1365, mentioned the island as Nusa 

Tanjungnagara, which means the island of 

the Tanjungpura Kingdom.   

 

Before sea levels rose at the end of the last Ice 

Age, Borneo was part of the mainland of Asia, 

forming, with Java and Sumatra, the upland 

regions of a peninsula that extended east from 

present day Indochina. The Borneo rainforest is 

140 million years old, making it one of the oldest 

rainforests in the world. There are about 15,000 

species of flowering plants with 3,000 species of 

trees (267 species are dipterocarps), 221 species 

of terrestrial mammals and 420 species of 

resident birds in Borneo. 

 
 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_islands_by_area
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Asia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Malaysia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brunei
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indonesia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/East_Malaysia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sabah
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sarawak
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/China
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zhao_Rugua
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nagarakretagama
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Majapahit
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mpu_Prapanca
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tanjungpura_Kingdom
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ice_Age
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ice_Age
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Java
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sumatra
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indochina
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flowering_plant
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dipterocarp


 

 

Climate 
Tropical islands don’t get much better than this!  Pom Pom is blessed with white sand, turtles, a 

myriad of fish species and the occasional shark. Crystal clear water and year round temperatures 

between 25-29C makes a visit any time of year a safe bet.  It rains a little each month, but there is 

no monsoon here.  

 

Pom Pom is also sheltered by nearby islands, so rough seas are never a consideration.  In windy 

weather, there are sufficient dive and work sites nearby that a short ride to the other side of the 

island will see you diving in calm waters. 

Health 
Inform your health professional that you will be volunteering on the Borneo coast, and if applicable 

will be diving. If you do require anti-malarial medication before your volunteer placement in 

Borneo, please avoid Larium as the side effects when diving can be severe. 

 

The most likely ailment you will encounter is the usual for travellers to a foreign country: traveller’s 
diarrhoea. This is caused by bacteria or parasites in water or food. Some tips to avoid getting sick 

are:  

 

• Do not drink the tap water – bottled drinking water is available everywhere and there is also 

clean water available onsite. 

• Use bottled water for brushing teeth. 

• Personal hygiene – always wash hands after using the toilet and before meals. 

• Food – peel fruits and vegetables before eating. 

• Ensure your salad is not washed in tap water. 

• Be cautious of ice cubes in drinks – ensure they are not from tap water. 

 

Symptoms usually last for 48 hours and the most dangerous side effect is dehydration. Drinking 

water and rehydration salts will help.  

 

If the symptoms persist or you feel the need for help, then consult a doctor.   

 

 Safety 

As with all adventurous activities, accidents are always possible when diving. These risks are 

minimised by requiring that divers achieve PADI training first if they are not already certified. Divers 

are taught about the effects of pressure on the body and to dive within their limits. They also carry 

equipment to monitor depth and time.  

 

Trained divers know how to use dive equipment safely and how to perform safety checks on 

themselves and their dive buddies. All dives for pleasure, or while conducting volunteer duties on 

the reef, are supervised and lead by qualified staff. The project does not offer decompression diving, 

so the risk of the bends is all but eliminated. 

  

 



 

 

Underwater hazards 
The most dangerous thing underwater for volunteers is jellyfish. You can’t always see them and 
while poisonous species are extremely rare, they have been seen in the area. Stings from all jellyfish 

are best avoided by wearing a stinger suit.   

 

Scorpionfish, stonefish and lion fish are all painful if they sting you but are easily avoided by 

wearing wet shoes in the shallows. If you put your hand in a hole in the coral reef a fish or possibly 

a moray eel may bite you.  

 

Sea snakes are rare and not aggressive. 

  

Of course a diver may forget their training or panic. While volunteering, all work is conducted in 

shallow areas, where the surface is always in easy reach.  

 

Pleasure dives or deeper research dives are closely controlled by experienced staff, and permitted 

only when a volunteer is ready. The possibility of seeing a reef shark, which are harmless, is slim, 

and the chance of seeing any bigger sharks is incredibly unlikely. There are also a few stingrays, and 

while they can sting they are not aggressive and it is very rare to get close to them.  

  

Hazards on land 
The biggest hazards on land are sunburn, dehydration, trips, falls, and minor cuts and scrapes. Cuts 

are slow to heal in tropical environments, especially if you are in and out of the ocean several times 

a day. The project has a well-stocked first aid kit on site, and there is always a trained first-aider 

nearby. 

 

Be sure to check with your government’s travel advice for the most up-to-date safety information 

or warnings for the area.  

 

You can read more about health and safety recommendations on our website. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.globalteer.org/international-travel-medical-advice.aspx


 

 

Responsible travel 
 

Globalteer is dedicated to a style of travel that is culturally, socially and environmentally 

responsible. Please, therefore, read the guidelines below to ensure you act responsibly whilst in 

country. The following are also the rules at all of our projects, and if these are not followed you will 

be at risk of being asked to leave the project and your placement with Globalteer. 

 

• No drinking whilst volunteering, and smoking only in allocated areas.  

• Volunteers must come to the project during the agreed on hours. 

• Handing out political or religious materials is forbidden. 

• Volunteers are required to follow our Globalteer code of conduct. 

  
 

Body language 

Malaysia is such a friendly place that there are generally no major cultural issues, but to really fit in 

here are a few pointers: 

 

• When Malaysians meet, they touch their heart after shaking hands. If meeting an 

Indonesian, do the same. This will really impress them!  

• Malaysians are non-confrontational. If they are upset about something you do, they will just 

walk away.  Instead of denying any request with a direct no, they will say ‘maybe later’. You 

will cause a lot of trouble for the project if you behave in a confrontational manner towards 

the local staff. This includes shouting or making stern remarks towards them or anyone else. 

• Smile and speak a little Malaysian and you will be loved by the locals. 

 

Dress code 

Dress respectfully, especially when visiting temples or mosques. You are okay wearing normal swim 

and beach clothing at the project.  

 

Toilets 

Do not put toilet paper down the toilet if there is a bin in the bathroom as this can block the toilet. 

If there is a bin then it is there for all toilet paper.  

 

Time 

Here people do not stress over time and it is not uncommon for things to happen later than 

arranged. Just go with the flow and forget stress! 

 

Photos 

Always ask permission before taking someone’s photograph. Children will be very, very interested 
to see their image on your digital camera and will rush to see it after the photo is taken.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.globalteer.org/terms.aspx


 

 

Beggars and hawkers 

Try to be courteous to hawkers selling gifts to tourists. A polite ‘no, thank you’ and a smile is usually 
all that is needed to be left alone. Don’t forget that they are just trying to make a living. Begging is 
an unsustainable activity. People do not wish to be beggars but have been forced into the situation 

by poverty. Giving sweets to children who have no access to toothpaste or toothbrushes causes 

major problems. Giving money to children makes them spend more time begging and prevents 

them from going to school. When they become older and ‘less cute’ they earn less money and have 
no education or possibility of employment. 

 

Litter 

The streets are often dirty as there are limited rubbish bins provided. Please do not throw your 

litter in the street or countryside just because it is already dirty.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Expenses 

The official currency is the Malaysian Ringgit (Rm).  

 

Please check the current exchange rate from the Ringgit to the currency of your country. 

 

How much money should you bring? Malaysia is much cheaper than western countries. 

 

Examples of some typical costs Malaysian Ringgit 

A meal, excluding drinks, at a restaurant (average) 8 to 15 Rm 

Can of beer in a bar in Semporna 8 Rm 

Bottle of soft drink 1.5L (e.g. Coca-Cola) 2 Rm 

Minibus from Semporna to Tawau city 30 Rm 

Malaysian SIM-card starter pack for your mobile 

phone (SIM-card including credit) at KL Airport 

5 Rm 

 

Getting cash 

Please note that there are no cash-dispensers or ATMs on the island, and not many machines in 

Semporna on the mainland.  The dive centre boat goes to the mainland every day, so you can make 

trips to Semporna should you have any urgent needs, but once again there is very little need for 

cash on the island as apart from a project t-shirt, beer or wine (limited access) or a meal at the 

neighbouring resort. Have enough with you in cash to get you out of Semporna when you leave. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

http://www.xe.com/


 

 

Culture shock 

 

Culture shock expresses a lack of direction and the feeling of not knowing how to do things in a new 

environment. This feeling generally sets in after the first few weeks of coming to a new place where 

everything is different. Although culture shock can be difficult to overcome, it is also an opportunity 

for learning and acquiring a new perspective! 

 
Symptoms 

• Sadness, loneliness, melancholy  

• Preoccupation with health  

• Aches, pains, and allergies  

• Insomnia, desire to sleep too much or too little  

• Changes in temperament, depression, feeling vulnerable, feeling powerless  

• Anger, irritability, resentment, unwillingness to interact with others  

• Loss of identity  

• Unable to solve simple problems  

• Overeating or loss of appetite 

• Unexplainable crying 

• Boredom 

• Developing stereotypes about the new culture  

• Developing obsessions such as over-cleanliness  

• Longing for family, extreme homesickness  

• Feelings of being lost, overlooked, exploited or abused  

 

How to fight culture shock  
Some ways to combat stress produced by culture shock are:  

• Develop a hobby, or continue to practice things that you also do at home. 

• Be patient – the act of acculturating is a process of adaptation to new situations. 

• Learn to be constructive. If you encounter an unfavourable environment, don't put yourself 

in that position again. Be easy on yourself.  

• Learn to include a regular form of physical activity in your routine. This will help combat the 

sadness and loneliness in a constructive manner. Exercise, swim, take an aerobics class, etc.  

• Relaxation and meditation can be very positive for people who are passing through periods 

of stress  

• Make friends! This will give you a feeling of belonging and you will reduce your feelings of 

loneliness and alienation.  

• Maintain contact with the new culture. Learn the language. Volunteer in community 

activities that allow you to practice the language that you are learning. This will help you 

feel less stress about language and useful at the same time.  

• Allow yourself to feel sad about the things that you have left behind: your family, friends, 

etc.  

• Accept the new country.  Focus your power on getting through the transition.  



 

 

Keeping in touch with home 

Please make sure your friends and family are aware of how to contact you before you leave! 

 

Telephones  

Even if you are only staying a few weeks, the best option is to bring your own mobile phone (which 

will need to be unlocked) and buy a cheap Malaysian SIM-card here (e.g. Celcom), so you can 

receive calls and texts free and make calls at a reasonable cost. The mobile wavebands in Malaysia 

are the same as Europe, Australia, New Zealand, etc. so a mobile phone from these regions will 

work fine on the mainland but may not work on Pom Pom Island. Cell-phones from North America 

will need to be multi-band to be able to work, however it is also possible to buy new phones for less 

than 90Rm. 

 

If you do not have your own phone with you, it is not possible to make international calls from the 

project unless in a real emergency only, in which case the staff may let you use the Dive Centre’s 
Skype account.  

 

In case of an emergency (and only in a real emergency!), you can receive incoming calls at the 

rescue centre; the best time for people to call is in the evenings and not after 21h00 local time in 

Malaysia. Please stress that calling the centre numbers must only be in a real emergency and 

preferably not during the middle of the night. Local time in Sabah, Malaysian Borneo can be 

checked on the following site: http://www.timeanddate.com/worldclock/city.html?n=2043 

 

Internet 

The island has intermittent internet connection, so wifi is available for volunteers, but no computer 

access.  If you would like to check emails, please bring your own laptop, smart phone or tablet with 

you.  Semporna has several internet cafes. 
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