Dailp Express

Your local voice since 1963

Tourism players must help Mayor

Published on: Saturday, August 08, 2026
By: Datuk John Lo
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SABIN is transforming KK into a tourism city for Borneo. Tourism is KK’s core industry. Yes. Sabin’s major initiatives will
transform Kota Kinabalu into a smart, inclusive, and globally recognised city, to be “The Best City in Borneo”.

Here are some of his significant initiatives which will enhance life style for KK residents and improve tourism value.
[1] Cultural & tourism development

KK Culture on Stage 2026: A series of monthly themed cultural performances launched to showcase Sabah’s diverse
heritage [over 30 ethnic groups] to tourists. The initiative supports Visit Malaysia 2026 and builds momentum for Visit
Sabah Year 2027, while providing a platform for local artists and creative entrepreneurs.

[2] Premium seafood tourism hub:
Positioning KK as a globally-recognised “seafood city” to attract both international and domestic tourists.
[3] Economic diversification:

Moving beyond tourism, Sabin’s initiatives include developing a structured night-time economy, revitalising coastal and
port areas, and strengthening the fisheries sector through projects like the Blue Ocean Tuna Project to build long-term
economic resilience.

[4] Smart & inclusive urban planning:

Child and Age-Friendly City: KK is the first city in Sabah to implement the Child-Friendly Cities Initiative [with UNICEF]. It
is also taking steps toward becoming an age-Friendly City [as defined by the WHO, planning to develop a “Kota Kinabalu
Age-Friendly Action Plan” to create safe and accessible environments for all ages.

[5] Smart city agenda:

Modernising city systems through digital solutions, including the Sabah Smart Parking app, expanded online payments,
and digital booking systems. A master plan with Universiti Malaysia Sabah [UMS] aims to use data-driven decision-
making for public services.
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[6] Liveable city focus:

Emphasising a people-cantered approach that prioritises cleanliness, safety, functional public facilities, and social equity,
including better access to amenities for low- and middle-income groups.

[7] Alignment with State and eco-tourism goals:

Sabin is closely collaborating with the Ministry of Tourism, Culture and Environment and Sabah Tourism Promotion
Board, to ensure city policies support broader state initiatives. This includes supporting urban eco-tourism models, such
as the community-driven initiatives at the Darau Wetland, which balance livelihood improvement with environmental
conservation KK city.

[8] Reinvesting in urban infrastructure and beautification:

Sabin has drawn a direct line between the city’s municipal funding to build up the success of its tourism industry. DBKK
has made considerable progress in urban beautification, which includes upgrading pavements, improving street lighting,
and undertaking a major cleanup of the KK waterfront.

A cleaner, well-maintained city is a prerequisite for attracting premium and high-yield international tourists.
All of Sabin’s initiatives will prepare KK to receive high value tourists.

2. Most opportune time for tourism private stakeholders to collaborate with Mayor Sabin to heighten tourism
value for KK.

Sabin is a very proactive mayor whose initiatives, despite many long-entrenched financial problems in DBKK and old,
poorly maintained facilities in KK, are showing visible improvements. The city ambience is increasingly more attractive
and vibrant. Tourist arrivals are positive, especially from China.
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Opportune time for KK tourism stakeholders to tape into Sabin’s transformation and collaborate with him and his DG
Lifred to heighten KK’s tourism value.

3. Why is KK key to heightening tourism value for Sabah?

KK is already the most developed tourism city with the largest number of international flights and international tourist
arrivals in Borneo. KK has potential to be much better. (Please refer to Chart 1.)

4. Private tourism stakeholders should play a proactive and major role in heightening tourism value which is a
shared responsibility.

With Sabin is a great supporter of tourism, the private stakeholders can quite easily make significant contributions in all
aspects of tourism in KK.

Ultimately, the success of tourism industry, like those in Singapore, Bali and Maldives which enjoy four to five times
higher tourism value on per tourist arrival than Sabah, is the responsibility of the private stakeholders, especially
investors in hotels and their senior management. (Please refer to Chart 2.)

5. Private stakeholder sectorial key roles in heightening high tourism value in Sabah

At the micro level, the stakeholders in the major tourism sectors have a responsible role to play, first for their own
benefits and secondly, for KK as a destination. (Please see Chart 3.)

6. Here is my message for the investors/ owners of five star and four staff existing hotels, those under
construction and on the drawing board.

*** You are the largest individual investors in tourism, each hotel costing between RM200mil to RM400mil.

*** You are the largest investors in combined monetary value in Sabah’s tourism with investments of RM 8bil [estimated].
***The global economy is undergoing turbulent times.

***You have the most to lose or gain

***Sabin is the best Mayor you can work with to enhance tourism value and return your investments.

Here are some reasons why you should beat a path to Sabin’s office ASAP.

[1] Some existing four stars and five stars are doing “so so” only. Their maintenance is falling behind. Their standards
have fallen below their star ratings. Room rates and yields are much lower than international standards.

[2] A number of similar star ratings hotels will come on stream soon. Some DPs are in process and more in the pipeline.
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[3] Within the next few years, several thousand new rooms will be in the market competing for business.

[4] Room revenue, unless there is a sizeable increase in number of high value tourists coming and more full serviced
airlines landing in KKIA, will be squeezed down to below financial viability.

[5] Given the prevailing higher construction cost, these new hotels will face difficulties to achieve profitability
and deliver a decent return on your investments.

[6] | would recommend for all the hotel owners to offer ideas and collaboration with Sabin to transform KK into a
high tourism value capital city URGENTLY.

So far, the five star and four star owners have not responded to the Sabah Tourism Blueprint and Sabin’s drive to
transform KK into a high tourism value city. | stand corrected if they have done so privately.

7. Ultimately, the private tourism stakeholders, especially four star and five star hotel owners, should
collaborate with Sabin in his transformation for KK to improve, prospects of better returns on their investments.

They will stand to benefit first and most when Sabah’s tourism value goes up.

Direct point to the hotel owners: You help Sabin to enhance KK as a high value tourism destination = You helping
yourselves.

The views expressed here are the views of the writer and do not necessarily reflect those of the Daily Express. If you
have something to share, write to us at: Forum@dailyexpress.com.my



