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Brunei and Thailand Halal Industry Cooperation
and the implications for Wawasan 2035

Nurul Jannah Kosor

Paul J. Carnegie

Abstract

The global demand for halal products has surged in recent years, driven by increasing consumer
awareness of food safety, hygiene, and quality standards. As part of its Wawasan 2035 strategy
for economic diversification, Brunei has placed an emphasis on halal industry development.
While it has introduced stringent halal certification standards and sought to expand the
international reach of its halal labelled products, it has yet to gain widespread global
recognition. Thailand, meanwhile, has set itself the target of becoming an ASEAN halal hub
by 2028. While existing scholarship focuses predominantly on Malaysia, Indonesia, and
Singapore, there is limited attention given to the trajectory of Brunei-Thailand halal industry
cooperation. Drawing on interview data from key stakeholders in Bruneian and Thai
government and business sectors, this paper investigates the opportunities and constraints
shaping Brunei’s halal industry development and considers whether further bilateral
cooperation with Thailand could enhance its competitive market positioning. The findings
indicate that while Brunei’s halal certification standards serve as a credibility marker, strategic
adjustments to brand development and certification frameworks could ensure greater scalable
trade relations with Thailand and align more fully with the country’s Wawasan 2035 goals. The
paper provides fresh insights for policymakers and industry stakeholders seeking to strengthen
Brunei’s position in the global halal economy.

Keywords: Brunei Darussalam, Thailand, Halal Industry, Bilateral Cooperation, Economic
Diversification, Wawasan 2035



Brunei and Thailand Halal Industry Cooperation
and the implications for Wawasan 2035

Nurul Jannah Kosor

Paul J. Carnegie

Introduction

In recent years, the worldwide consumption of halal food has increased significantly, driven
by growing demand among Muslim consumers (Halal World Institute 2024). This reflects an
increase in the number of Muslims around the world with the overall population projected to
grow by 35 percent by the year 2030, bringing the total number to 2.2 billion (Siti Majidah
Rahim & Nor Surilawana Sulaiman 2023). The religious obligations of Muslims ensure steady
demand, even amid economic downturns. As the work of Adams (2008) and Ahmed (2011)
note, Muslim customers consistently prioritise halal products, regardless of economic
circumstance. It is a stable and substantial market given their daily needs and religious
convictions with the added appeal of health advantages, cleanliness and rigorous hygiene
standards (Elasrag 2008). Indeed, multinational corporations such as McDonald’s, Tesco,
KFC, Nestl¢ and Carrefour, have all launched supplementary ‘Muslim-friendly’ items to serve
this significant customer base (Ahmed 2008).

The health benefits and rising demand for halal products have motivated several
countries in Southeast Asia to further develop their halal industry as part of their strategic
economic diversification and growth plans (Siti Majidah Rahim and Nor Surilawana Sulaiman
2023). Thailand, for example, is seeking to compete with established names such as Malaysia,
Indonesia, and Singapore and become an ASEAN halal hub by 2028 (Salama 2024). Similarly,
Brunei’s Wawasan 2035 emphasises the strategic importance of developing its halal industry
in fostering a more diversified and sustainable economy.! As part of this vision, the Brunei

government is seeking to prioritise the halal industry and elevate greater awareness of its halal
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products to tap into the lucrative global halal market (Nor Surilawana Sulaiman et al. 2023).
Although its global reach remains limited, it has developed halal certification standards and
sought to expand the international recognition for its halal labelled products in food,
pharmaceuticals, cosmetics and health products (Izni Azrein Noor Azalie, & Nurfajriyah Haji
Samad 2022).

Thailand, with its established halal industry network and international recognition,
presents an opportunity for Brunei to improve mutual recognition on certification standards
and harmonize trade infrastructure, and market integration. However, what role Thailand can
play in furthering Brunei’s ambitions and contribute to its economic diversification and
international trade efforts is underexplored. As such, the following paper investigates the extent
to which cooperation between Brunei and Thailand on halal industry development can align

with Brunei’s Wawasan 2035 objectives.

Methodology

This paper’s methodological approach is broadly qualitative. It uses a set of semi-structured
interviews with stakeholders to evaluate their perspectives and experiences of halal industry
development cooperation. The data of which is then cross-referenced with relevant policy and
halal certification documents, news reports, scholarly articles and statistical information on
halal certification and trade between Brunei and Thailand. It is an approach that ensures a
comprehensive empirical understanding of the factors and interests influencing cooperation in
the halal-scape between both countries. This allows for a balanced assessment of cooperative
relations and how certification and brand development initiatives have influenced broader
economic diversification and international trade objectives.

The interview data comes from a purposively sampled set of key informants from the
Thai Embassy, the Halal Food Control Division (Bahagian Kawalan Makanan Halal - BKMH),
Thai Business, and Bruneian distributor sectors who are involved in halal-related activities in
Brunei. While the purposive sample is not fully comprehensive of stakeholders involved in
Brunei-Thai halal industry cooperation and development, it is sufficiently representative to
give a decent sense of the levels of cooperation and types of development involved. It provides
fresh insight into Halal industry cooperation than previously available and the extent to which

this aligns with Wawasan 2035 objectives.



Halal Industry Development and Certification in Southeast Asia

Given the expansion of the worldwide halal market, Southeast Asia has become an active
participant with countries such as Malaysia, Indonesia, and Singapore implementing halal
certification criteria (Norfadzilah Kifli 2023). This has propelled the region into significant
player status in the global halal market and a promoter of halal certification regimes (Man &
Pauzi 2017). Malaysia’s JAKIM (Department of Islamic Development Malaysia) is highly
regarded in the region because its halal certification has a reputation for stringency and viewed
as valid by international markets. Somewhat similarly, Indonesia’s Halal certification issued
by the Indonesian Ulema Council (MUI) caters for its large Muslim population and therefore
has been key in shaping regional standards for halal products. Singapore’s MUIS (Majlis
Ugama Islam Singapura) combines halal regulations with its widely recognized food safety
standards. This facilitates Singaporean firms to become accredited centers for halal goods
(Norazla Wahab et al. 2016). These countries have effectively utilized halal certification to
promote halal export trade especially within the food, cosmetics, and pharmaceutical sectors.

In this regional context, Brunei and Thailand both hold significant potential for
expanding their halal industries internationally. Thailand, despite being a Buddhist majority
country, has made notable strides in improving its halal product offerings. The Thai
Federation’s report indicated a five percent growth in the halal export sector in 2021 (Lubis et
al. 2022). It could witness 1.2 percent increase in its annual economic growth if it meets its
ambitious halal sector growth targets of 4 percent on year (Arunmas 2024).

Brunei is known as an Islamic country with stringent regulations on halal certification
and a commitment to maintaining standards in halal practices (Noryati Haji Ibrahim 2022). It
has a well-established halal certification system overseen by the Ministry of Religious Affairs
(MoRA). The Majlis Ugama Islam Brunei (MUIB) under the Ministry of Religious Affairs
(MoRA) functions as the halal certification authority and principal halal advisor, tasked with
issuing halal certifications, licenses, and labels for enterprises and goods (Elasrag 2016). The
difference between the Halal permit (label) and Halal Certificate are as follows:

a) Brunei Halal Permit/Label: The label indicates that a product or service complies
with the stringent halal criteria established by Brunei's government. It is mostly used for
branding objectives and signifies halal adherence.

b) Halal Certificate: A legal authorization issued to individual products or food-related
businesses, such as restaurants and manufacturers, ensuring that they comply with Islamic

dietary laws and food safety regulations. (Noryati [brahim 2022).



The Brunei government launched the Bruneihalalfoods program in 2009 to serves as a
platform for promoting local halal products internationally and to counter surplus imports. It
aims to promote job creation and economic diversification within the country by encouraging
local SMEs, producers, and entrepreneurs to embrace the halal economy. the government-
owned company entered into an agreement with Hamitan Marketing, a prominent distributor
in the country, to distribute Brunei Halal Foods products across 500 national retail outlets; this
distribution arrangement is part of Ghanim’s strategy to reduce reliance on imports and enhance
the consumption of domestic products (Siti Majidah Rahim & Nor Surilawana Sulaiman 2023).

While a significant amount of scholarship on halal matters in Southeast Asia focuses
on Malaysia, Indonesia, and Singapore, the bilateral relations between Thailand and Brunei on
halal label certification and brand development remain relatively understudied. There are
limited studies on Thailand’s ambitions to become a global halal hub and the potential of
cooperation on halal industry expansion for Brunei’s economic diversification efforts. As
Thailand and Brunei navigate the production complexities of the global halal market, there is
a strategic convergence of ambitions for both. Leveraging Thailand’s halal production and
scalability expertise with Brunei’s rigorous certification standards could create a mutually
beneficial partnership.

This section’s brief overview identified key concepts and themes to cluster the analysis
of the paper’s collected data in the next section, namely market access, certification processes,
trade barriers, regulatory challenges, and mutual recognition of halal standards. Analysis of the
data provides fresh insight on the attitudes, varied objectives, and institutional challenges
influencing halal collaboration between Brunei and Thailand especially in matters of

knowledge transfer on halal industry certification and labelling processes.

Sampling and Demographics

This section outlines the sampling and coding procedures from a set of purposive interviews
with key informants. As mentioned previously, data were collected from informants with
knowledge of Halal industry matters in Brunei including representatives from the Thai embassy
and Halal Food Control Division (Bahagian Kawalan Makanan Halal - BKMH) alongside Thai
Business and Bruneian distributor stakeholders. A series of semi-structured interviews were
conducted in a mix of Bahasa Melayu and English that were then translated and fully
transcribed into English. Informants were coded as follows: Thai Embassy, D1 and D2. Halal

Food Control Division, BO1, BO2 etc. Thai business, TB1 and Distributor, BD1 (see Table 1).
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Additionally, observations of non-verbal cues, contextual factors, and participant
interactions and voice recordings were utilized to capture detailed data for analysis and further
its richness. To ensure precision and reliability in transcription, the recorded data was
transcribed with the assistance of the Al tool, Turboscribe and cross-verified with Evernote,
before undergoing manual review by the researcher. This multi-layered verification process
helped ensure the fidelity of the transcribed data remained as close as possible to the original
dialogue, reducing misinterpretations or loss of nuance. As a purposive and representative
sample, the triangulation of their views and perspectives are essential for the study to build an
in-depth picture of halal sector cooperation between the two countries and industry dynamics

in Brunei.

Informant Coding

Informant interviews were conducted in person with a total of 10 individuals from different

governmental and non-governmental bodies and coded accordingly as in Table 1:

Sector Role Code
Officer under Unit Halal BO1
Halal Food Control Officer under Halal Meat Management BO2
Division (BKMH) Officer under Halal Policy and International Unit BO3
Officer under Unit Halal BO4
Religious Officer BO5s
Officer under Halal Inspection BO6
Thai Diplomat Minister Counsellor D1
Counsellor D2
Thai Business Manager TBI
Bruneian Distributor Distributor BD1

Table 1. Informant Sector, Code and Role.



As mentioned, primary interview data were cross-referenced with secondary sources to
corroborate claims made by informants and identify broader industry trends affecting Brunei-

Thailand halal cooperation.

Analysis of Collected Data and Findings

This section presents the data from the interviews and carries out a thematic analysis of market
access, certification processes, trade barriers, regulatory challenges, and mutual recognition of
halal standards. The collected data were categorized into the five themes to systematically
examine the challenges and opportunities in Brunei-Thailand halal industry collaboration. As
Braun & Clarke (2006) note, thematic analysis is an appropriate technique for detecting,
interpreting, and reporting patterns within data. It is especially beneficial when attempting to
identify structural patterns, motivations and behaviour underlying general appearances

(Herbert & Rubin 2005).

Market Access
One of the key aspects influencing Brunei-Thailand halal industry collaboration is market

access, particularly in terms of recognition of Brunei’s halal certification, trade barriers, and
investment potential. Findings from the interviews indicate that while Brunei’s halal
certification is highly regarded, it lacks widespread international recognition, making it
challenging for Brunei to expand its halal exports. This section critically examines the
challenges and opportunities in market access, drawing from interview responses to assess how
Brunei and Thailand can strengthen their halal trade relations.

Achieving Brunei Halal certification is recognised as one of the most stringent in the
region. As D1 emphasised:

“We think that of course Brunei is a Muslim country who is very strict, adhere very strictly to the
Sharia law and halal system. So, what we perceive is that the branding, the certification of Brunei
halal food is strong and well-recognized in Muslim world. I think that's the strong points from
Brunei's side.”

This indicates that the Brunei Halal certificate is respected and that recognition provides Brunei
with a competitive advantage in positioning itself as a trusted halal certification body.

However, when discussing the process of importing goods into Brunei, some products
are relatively easy to navigate, while others face significant challenges in gaining market entry.
Both D2 and BD1 agreed that dry products with a halal logo certified by the Thai government
are not particularly difficult to import. As D2 explained:

9



“When the exporter export Thai food to Brunei, there is this Halal Thai, Thailand Halal
certificate. And everything would have to be applied through food authority of Brunei. I believe
the procedure is not that complicated.”

BD1 further confirmed the impression:

“It's quite easy because we import the dry food, I mean the dry products. It is easy to get the
certificate from the Ministry of Food. They will give each product, if you want to import the
product, you must get certificate from the company.”

Despite that, informants highlighted obstacles in market access, particularly for certain
ingredients and products that require extensive approval processes to meet Brunei’s strict halal
certification standards. TB1 emphasized the difficulties:

“Businesses must ensure all ingredients and processes meet the standards, which can be costly

. . 2
and time-consuming.

Additionally, D1 and BD1 stated that products involving wet foods such as livestock chicken
and meat are hard to get approval from the Brunei government as it involved different agencies.
As D2 noted:

“Anything from the slaughterhouse in Thailand, the slaughtering procedure is very strict. But
then for the fresh food, fresh products, I think there are more procedure because the inspection
team from Brunei would have to fly to Thailand to inspect the factory.”

This indicates that the checks on livestock especially on meat is such a complex procedure

which was confirmed by BKMH. Figure 1 below details the procedure when importing

livestock from other countries to Brunei.
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Figure 1. Halal Meat Procurement

Source: A. M. Khalid et al., “Brunei Darussalam: Halal Meat and Meat Products Processing,” in Reducing Unnecessary
Regulatory Burdens in ASEAN: Country Studies, ed. Jeremy Gross and P. S. Intal Jr. (Jakarta: ERIA, 2018), 89—117.

By examining the procedure above, it is clear that Brunei maintains its reputation as
one of the most stringent halal certification authorities. The complexity of the process can be
attributed to Brunei’s commitment to importing only the highest quality meat while ensuring
full compliance with Islamic practices. This is evident in the fact that the procedure cannot be
bypassed, as it is legally mandated by the country’s legislative framework.

Based on the data, there is potential for both nations to collaborate to address each
other’s weaknesses. As highlighted in the literature review, Thailand’s halal certification
process - though improving - faces credibility issues due to concerns about consistency and
quality assurance. Meanwhile, Brunei struggles with standardizing its halal logistics
infrastructure to meet growing demand. By partnering with Brunei, Thailand could enhance
the credibility of its halal certification, while Brunei could leverage Thailand’s well-developed

logistics infrastructure to bring scalability to its halal supply chain and distribution network.

11



Certification Processes

The growing demand of the Halal market has led to countries seeking to improve their halal
certification to tap into a lucrative market. Halal certification plays a critical role in regulating
halal trade, ensuring compliance with Islamic dietary laws and international food safety
standards. While both Brunei and Thailand have established halal certification systems, the
findings indicate key differences in their processes, regulatory structures, and global
recognition. Brunei's certification process is among the most stringent in ASEAN, ensuring
credibility but also creating trade barriers due to its complex and multi-agency approval system.
Similarly, Thailand’s certification process is structured carefully to facilitate exports, but it still
struggles with credibility and consistency concerns in various international markets. This
section examines Brunei’s certification process, Thailand’s approach, and the potential for
certification harmonization or collaboration to ease trade and strengthen halal industry ties.

When discussing Brunei’s halal certification, previous chapters highlighted its
reputation as one of the most stringent in ASEAN and outlined its complex procedural
requirements. However, despite its credibility, Brunei’s halal certification is not widely
recognized in other countries, restricting the ability of Brunei-certified halal products to gain
purchase in international markets.

TBI1 further pointed out that some suppliers struggle to fully understand Brunei’s strict
halal requirements, leading to delays in compliance:

“Some suppliers didn’t fully understand Brunei’s strict halal standards, and it took time to find

compliant products. The paperwork and inspections also required a lot of effort.”

Both TB1 and BD1 agreed that Brunei’s halal certification would benefit from wider
international recognition, as it would simplify trade for exporters and importers. As BD1 noted:

“Brunei could recognize more international halal certifications, provide clearer guidelines,
and simplify the application process to help foreign businesses comply more easily.”

D2 echoed the point:
“if they have the right information and if Thai investor, they know the procedure, they know

the right direction to go to, it might be easier and it might, you know, make them reconsider

bl

coming to Brunei.’

Recognizing this challenge, the Brunei government has taken several initiatives to enhance the
global recognition of its halal certification. These efforts include conducting meetings with
foreign halal authorities, paying accreditation fees, and establishing Memorandums of

Understanding (MOUSs) with other countries.
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BO1 highlighted these ongoing efforts:

“What we're doing right now, which is meetings with different countries, or ongoing
communication with other countries to get our logo accredited internationally. In discussion,
MOU, meeting with other countries about just to get this logo to be recognised.”

These initiatives demonstrate Brunei's dedication to enhancing the integrity and acceptability
of its halal certification. Achieving comprehensive worldwide recognition requires ongoing
collaboration with global halal authorities, enhanced trade relationships, and conformity with
international halal standards. As BO3 highlighted:

"We're not recognised as a CAB... This is the main challenge for Brunei’s halal
industry to become more recognised."”

Meanwhile, Thailand’s certification process, approved and managed by the Central
Islamic Council of Thailand (CICOT), is a government-appointed body. The process is

rigorous and involves several steps as detailed in Figure 3.

Certification Process

1. Submitting documents | Businesses applying for Halal certification must submit
to the Central Islamic | their application to CICOT, where a Halal affairs officer
Council of Thailand verifies the documents

2. Halal Training First-time applicants must complete Halal training with
the Halal Standard Institute of Thailand under CICOT.
They must provide training records to auditors during
inspections.

3. Halal Audit Committee | After training, CICOT forms an audit committee with
experts in food science, manufacturing, and livestock (for
slaughterhouses).

4. Lab analysis The audit team collects product and raw material samples
for testing at the Halal Standard Institute of Thailand,
with results sent to the Halal Committee.

5. On site audits The team inspects the entire production process,
including warehouses and raw materials.

6. Approval CICOT grants final approval and issues the Halal
certificate along with a contract.

Figure 3: Steps in the Certification process

Source: Ayman Falak Medina, “Thailand’s Islamic Economy,” ASEAN Business News, September 16, 2022,
https://www.aseanbriefing.com/news/thailands-islamic-economy-sourcing-and-consumer-market-opportunities/
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Furthermore, Thailand has successfully gained global recognition, with its halal
certification accepted in 57 countries under the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC)
agreements (Thongnoi 2024). This widespread acceptance has allowed Thailand to export halal
products more easily, solidifying its position as a leading halal exporter, it currently ranks 15th
globally.

Data suggest that while Brunei's halal certification is well regarded, its restricted
international acknowledgment constrains commercial prospects. On the other hand, Thailand
has significant worldwide recognition but lacks equivalent religious legitimacy. Both nations
could consider aligning certification requirements and adopting Mutual Recognition

Agreements (MRAs) to enhance cooperation within their respective halal sectors.

Trade Barriers

A further obstacle in Brunei-Thailand halal trade relations is the presence of logistical and
economic trade barriers that make it difficult for businesses - particularly Thai exporters - to
penetrate the Brunei halal market. Data indicate that high transportation costs, country specific
regulations, and trade policies affect the importation of halal-certified products into Brunei.
Additionally, while Muara Port is strategically located to facilitate halal exports, it has yet to
fully realize its potential as a regional halal trade hub.

From the data, the most common trade barrier faced by distributors are high
transportation costs and limits on product quantities. As BD1 expressed:

“Bringing the product to Brunei is quite costly. Because we have to pay the auction price, which
is quite expensive - they will give a minimum order quantity. That means you cannot order one

box.”

As a result, distributors face financial strain due to high upfront costs and minimum
order requirements, making it difficult for small businesses to compete in the market. It places
limits on product variety and reduces market accessibility, as only well-funded distributors can
afford to import goods in bulk.

Furthermore, when trying to enter the international market, the Brunei government also
struggles due to the cost and abiding by different countries' policies when importing goods. As

BO6 noted:

“Where you have complied to the foreign country's importing requirements.”
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BO2 further elaborated:

“It's like that. If we export to other countries, for example, we need to abide by their
relations, requirements, things like that.”

These barriers increase compliance costs and delays, making it harder for Brunei’s halal
products to compete in global markets. However, D1 suggested a potential solution to reduce
trade restrictions by considering Muara port as a strategic trade halal hub.

“Brunei is trying to establish itself as a hub to connect the PMAK region, both, you know, as
trading hub, trying to expand the Muara port to be a center, to be a hub to reach out to this
area- we have technology, we have food, we have everything. If Brunei want to attract, want to
gain expertise from Thailand in this part about Halal food, one way is to promote that Brunei.”

Evidently, logistical and regulatory challenges place constraints on Brunei-Thailand
halal trade. The main trade barriers identified include high transportation costs, bulk order

requirements, regulatory compliance issues, and under-utilization of Muara Port as a trade hub.

Regulatory Challenges

One of the key regulatory challenges facing Brunei is its lack of recognition as a Conformity
Assessment Body (CAB). This challenge was highlighted by BO3:

“First off, BKMH, how we deal with the Halal certification processes, we're not even a
conformity assessment body. So, we're not recognised that way professionally in that field.
Other bodies around the world, if they're a Halal certification body, which is a CAB, a
conformity assessment body, they would be recognised or qualified under that. They'd be
accredited. But we don't have that currently. So, we still have our own technical regulations
that we just stick to, but we're not recognised as a CAB. So, that's the main challenge, I think.
This is my opinion. For the Brunei Halal industry to become more recognised, that's the barrier
right there.”

This indicates that Brunei's halal certification lacks international accreditation, making it
difficult for its certification to gain widespread acceptance in global markets. Without CAB
recognition, Brunei’s halal certification body is not officially accredited under internationally
recognized assessment standards, which limits its ability to facilitate halal trade.
Consequently, halal goods from Brunei need greater certification upon exportation to
other nations, resulting in increased prices and obstacles for firms. This issue diminishes

Brunei's competitiveness in the global halal market, since some countries prefer to acquire
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halal-certified products from CABs that are unfortunately recognized for complying with the
standards.

Furthermore, Brunei's inability to establish a CAB impedes the nation from signing
further unilateral Mutual Recognition Agreements. Halal certification organizations that enter
into Mutual Recognition Agreements (MRAs) eliminate several redundant inspections or
approval procedures by acknowledging and accepting each other's criteria and standards.
Without these partnerships, halal certification in Brunei remains isolated, resulting in increased

costs and complexities for exports.

Mutual Recognition of Halal Standards

Lastly, mutual recognition of halal standards - that the two nations are currently working on —
would be a significant step in cooperation. This section explores the potential for Brunei-
Thailand halal cooperation, focusing on knowledge-sharing initiatives, economic benefits,
sectoral collaboration, and long-term institutional frameworks to support halal industry
development.

Firstly, Thailand’s developed halal processing industry and strong export networks
present an opportunity for Brunei to tap into global halal markets while strengthening its own
halal certification credibility. D1 emphasized the potential for collaboration:

"Brunei should not see itself as just a small market of 400,000 people. Instead, it should position
itself as a center for the region. If Brunei works with Thailand, it can utilize Thailand’s
expertise, technology, and market access to expand its halal industry."

By leveraging Thailand’s processing capabilities and Brunei’s certification credibility,
both countries could establish a more conducive halal trade framework, allowing Brunei to
expand its halal exports into Thailand and other ASEAN markets.

BOG6 highlighted past efforts:
“In 2018, BKMH attended the Thailand Halal Assembly, where discussions on halal

certification and production standards took place. These kinds of exchanges are valuable for
strengthening halal industry cooperation.”

The data indicate that Brunei and Thailand acknowledge the potential for collaboration
in the halal business, specifically Thailand’s processing and logistics proficiency alongside
Brunei’s certification credibility and raw materials. Despite the occurrence of knowledge-

sharing activities, like Brunei’s involvement in the Thailand Halal Assembly, a formal mutual
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recognition agreement (MRA) has not yet been implemented. However, ongoing negotiations
for a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) demonstrate both governments’ commitment to
enhancing halal collaboration. Formalizing this collaboration via trade agreements might
improve trade efficiency, diminish regulatory obstacles, and broaden halal market access

throughout ASEAN.

Opportunities and Challenges

There are identifiable opportunities and challenges for halal sector collaboration between
Brunei and Thailand. The primary opportunities indicated from the interview data include
knowledge transfer, investment and collaborative manufacturing alliances and the prospect of
establishing Muara Port as a pivotal halal trading centre.

D1 from the Thai Embassy emphasised the potential for Brunei to expand its reach
beyond its domestic market:

“Brunei should not see itself as just a small market of 400,000 people. Instead, it should
position itself as a center for the region. If Brunei works with Thailand, it can utilize
Thailand’s expertise, technology, and market access to expand its halal industry."”

"Brunei needs to explore its own potential—what it has to offer to the market, particularly in

food, such as fisheries.”

“Pharmaceuticals are also interesting. There is potential for co-investment or joint initiatives
in that area.”

Nonetheless, other challenges hinder successful cooperation, such as regulatory and
bureaucratic trade impediments. These aspects influence the effectiveness of trade flows,
certification procedures, and investment prospects between the two nations.

Having said that, the distinct position Brunei and Thailand occupy in the halal business
offer opportunities for complimentary partnership. Interview evidence suggests that Brunei’s
stringent halal certification and regulatory framework may instil significant legitimacy and
trust in Thailand’s worldwide halal market and food processing sector, while the latter’s
manufacturing scale, logistics networks and export orientation could drive expansion in
Brunei’s growth ambitions. This could bring greater partnership ties in knowledge transfer,
investment and collaborative manufacturing alliances with the additional prospect of joint

efforts to develop Muara Port as a pivotal halal trading center.
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Knowledge Transfer

When examining the ongoing knowledge transfer initiatives, informants acknowledged
that current exchanges are limited but emphasized that efforts are being made to establish
a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) to enhance cooperation. They confirmed that
discussions on an MOU agreement are actively underway, covering various aspects of halal
industry cooperation and other sectors. D1 elaborated:

“Well one thing I can tell you that we're working on the MOU on halal cooperation between
Thailand and Brunei and once that's finished that's finalized I hope that based on that
cooperation we can establish more let's say investment from Thailand and in Brunei using our
expertise to utilize Brunei's potential for export market-perhaps like I mentioned the BIMP-
EAGA region and also vice versa.”

BO2 added further support:

“I think a lot. International level. One is Halal. Because in MOU between countries
there are a lot with sectors like there are from agriculture, so Halal is on its own.”

Evidently, knowledge transfer between the two parties remains limited - possibly due
to a lack of initiative and formal agreements - however, there have been several collaborative
efforts to leverage their respective strengths in the halal industry, which could further enhance

their development and cooperation.

Investment and Collaborative Manufacturing Alliances

Although knowledge transfer remains limited, ongoing MOU discussions indicate a
commitment to enhancing collaboration. The following section explores another critical area
of cooperation—investment and joint manufacturing. Interviews indicate Brunei has high-
quality raw halal resources, especially in the seafood and agricultural sector, although it lacks
extensive food processing facilities. Thailand has a developed halal food manufacturing

infrastructure, processing proficiency, and extensive export networks.
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As D2 pointed out:
“Brunei has a lot of potential, especially raw materials. The fish is very abundant. And
Thailand has technology and innovation. while Brunei has the raw material. So, if they
collaborate, for example we invest in terms of investment, I know that there are some
manufacturers, who is very interested in investing in Brunei, using the raw material in Brunei.
And then those investors will bring in all the technology, even building a factory here in

Brunei.”

While information from BKMH is limited, BO1 cast a note of doubt:

“It involved several agencies for the investment to take place and it’s not only BKMH role to
decide and we are not the correct channel for that, probably the fisheries department has a say

in that.”

Although collaboration is possible and holds significant potential, informant BO1
noted, it involves multiple agencies and departments. This makes cross-country cooperation -
whether in the halal industry or other sectors - more complex. As a result, investment and
collaboration may face challenges, requiring substantial effort, time, and coordination among

various stakeholders.

Muara Port’s Potential for Halal Trade

Furthermore, D1 outlined additional opportunities for Brunei and Thailand to collaborate,
including considering Muara port as strategic importance in connecting ASEAN halal
markets.” They emphasized that Brunei’s small domestic market should not be considered a
limitation but an opportunity to serve as a gateway to a much larger halal consumer base,
including Indonesia, Borneo, and the southern Philippines. D1 underscored the significance of
this regional connectivity:

"As Brunei is trying to establish itself as a hub to connect the PMAK region, both as a trading
hub and by expanding Muara Port to be a center, this area—including the southern Philippines
and Borneo—is a major market for halal food. If Brunei can promote itself not just as a market
of 400,000 people but as a center to this region, it would be more attractive for larger
manufacturers and investors who want to access a market of 300 million, including Indonesia."

2 Under the auspices of the Muara Port Company and commenced in September 2024, Brunei’s Muara Port
Expansion Project is set to add 250m container berth and 88m service berth which upgrades the existing 250m
berth quay to 500m — it will enable vessels of up to 50,000 deadweight tonnage — alongside the reclamation of
land to support new terminal buildings and facilities. First phase completion is scheduled for Q3, 2027. There was
also the launch in March 20025 of a new Brunei based container shipping company Warisan Shipping Line (WSL)
intended to provide intra-ASEAN maritime logistics and reliable short-sea connections between Maura,
Singapore, Sabah (Lahad Datu) and Sarawak (Samalaju).
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Given that Brunei’s Wawasan 2035 vision encourages economic diversification,
positioning the development of Muara Port as a halal logistics hub could bring significant
strategic benefit. It would enhance Brunei's capacity to facilitate halal exports from Thailand
and other ASEAN countries, thereby increasing trade flow into Indonesia, Malaysia, and the
Philippines. Furthermore, sources indicated that Muara Port’s function as a trade hub could
draw foreign investment in halal manufacturing, prompting companies to establish production
facilities in Brunei to capitalize on its halal certification and logistical connectivity.

D1 further elaborated:

"If an investor wants to explore this market, they could set up production in Brunei, utilize this
connection and this port, and expand from Brunei to reach out to the broader ASEAN halal

market. That’s also another possibility."

Although the data reveal little formal information exchange at the moment, continuing
MOU talks reflect a readiness for broader collaboration. There is potential enhance cooperation
particularly with knowledge transfer, investment, and commerce via Muara Port. Despite these
possibilities other constraints continue to hinder cooperation especially regulatory and

bureaucratic impediments to trade.

Bureaucratic Hurdles in Halal Trade

The data suggest difficulties in importing and exporting products. As TB1 and BD1 both agreed

importing halal meat between the two countries involves several processes.

According to BD1:

“If we want to import halal raw meat from Thailand, we have to pay the Bruneian officer from
MUIB to go there to inspect their slaughtering house. Hence, it’s very complicated and

’

expensive procedure.’

This was confirmed by BKMH, as BO2 noted:

“In order to be accredited by Brunei, the importer must first submit an application. the
application is then reviewed by LMPH (Halal Permit Committee), which determines whether
all requirements are met. If approved, two Jawatan kuasa or officers from BKMH will be sent
to conduct an inspection.”
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Moves to streamline the procedure - such as appointing a government representative to
conduct the inspection instead of requiring the importer to cover the inspection fees - are not

straightforward. BO2 explained that:

“It is already stated in our legislation. The procedures are outlined there, and they follow the
legal framework. Nothing can supersede these requirements, as they are mandated by law.”

Similarly, BO1 added:

“Even if you want to appeal, you still have to follow the requirements set by the government.
These requirements are established by Majlis Ugama Islam (MUIB) and are mandated by law.
At the moment, they cannot be abolished or superseded by any other laws.”

It is a process already embedded within Brunei’s legal framework, and the stringency
reflects Brunei’s strong commitment to maintaining the integrity and credibility of its halal
certification. While the complexity of the procedure may pose difficulties for importers, it also
ensures that halal standards are upheld at the highest level, reinforcing consumer confidence in

Brunei’s halal-certified products.

Discussion and Summary of Findings

While there are opportunities for collaboration between Brunei and Thailand, as the data show
certain factors hinder the effectiveness of these efforts. One key observation is the differing

perspectives of both countries regarding the halal industry.

For instance, Thailand views Brunei as a potential halal hub due to its access to raw
materials and strategic location for global halal trade. However, based on the interview data,
Brunei has yet to fully realize this potential. When asked about areas for strengthened

collaboration, informants from both countries agreed on cooperation in the halal food sector.

Despite its fisheries potential, Brunei still faces limitations in food production and the
potential to expand collaboration into other halal sectors, such as pharmaceuticals or cosmetics
offers lucrative avenues. The data indicate that while there is a foundation for cooperation,
Brunei must first identify and develop its key strengths in the halal industry to maximize

collaboration with Thailand.

One infrastructure development project identified as having real potential for Brunei-

Muara Port. Thailand has expressed willingness to assist in its development, offering an
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opportunity for Brunei to leverage Thailand’s logistics expertise. Enhancing Muara Port as a
regional halal trade hub would align with Brunei’s goal of improving connectivity and

strengthening trade infrastructure.

Data also indicate that a significant challenge is the absence of CAB accreditation for
Brunei’s halal certification authority. Without this recognition, Brunei-certified halal products
face limited acceptance in international markets. A lack of accreditation prevents Brunei from
signing Mutual Recognition Agreements (MRAs) with other halal-certifying bodies. This
places limits on the country’s ability to diversify its halal exports. As Kamariah Ismail et al
(2024) previously highlighted, Brunei struggles with international credibility. It restricts the

country’s ability to participate in the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) halal markets.

One of the avenues for achieving Brunei’s vision 2035 is through improving and
growing its halal industry sector. The study findings show, Brunei’s halal industry has potential
with the demand globally for halal products remaining high. However, the findings place
emphasis on the importance of international halal certification recognition, improved trade
relations, sector investment and the development of Muara Port as key in achieving that
strategic goal. Data shows that Brunei’s halal certification is well-respected for its stringency
but lacks widespread international recognition, limiting the country's ability to export halal
products efficiently. There is further indication that leveraging Thailand’s well-established
halal processing industry and extensive export networks holds potential to strengthen Brunei’s
position in the global halal market.

The signing of the agriculture pact at Istana Nurul Iman in 2015 highlighted the shared
ambitions of Brunei and Thailand (Salama 2015). The Memorandum of Understanding (MoU)
emphasized collaborative projects in halal food production, which were further supported by
visits from leaders of both nations. These diplomatic engagements, including official visits in
2023 and 2024 focused on strengthening halal industry cooperation, with Thailand seeking to
export halal-certified goods like chicken meat and jasmine rice to Brunei (Bangkok Post 2023).
However, Thailand’s halal certification process - while improving - still faces credibility issues
over consistency and quality assurance (The Nation 2024). In contrast, Brunei faces challenges
in standardizing its halal logistics infrastructure to meet growing demand and improving the
reach of its international recognition (Siti Majidah Rahim & Nor Surilawana Sulaiman 2023).

Enhancing Brunei’s halal industry infrastructure through further collaboration with

Thailand and attracting foreign investment to create new economic opportunities in non-oil
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sectors seems a prudent path, however, existing regulatory and infrastructure challenges limit
its current contributions to Wawasan 2035. Addressing these barriers - securing CAB
accreditation, streamlining certification processes, investing in Muara Port, and fostering SME
growth - could significantly bolster Brunei’s global halal market position, economic
diversification, and job creation. Table 2 below compares Brunei’s halal industry’s current

contributions to Wawasan 2035 and its potential impact if key challenges are addressed.

Factors Current Contributions Potential Contributions
Economic Diversification | Moderate (Limited to food exports) | High (expansion into
pharmaceuticals, cosmetics)
Global Halal Market Low (No CAB/MRAs5) High (CAB accreditation and
Access MRAs)
Infrastructure (Muara Low (Underdeveloped) High (regional logistics hub)
Port)
Job Creation Low Moderate (SME growth in halal
sectors)

Table 2. Current -v- Potential Contributions to Wawasan 2035.

Conclusion

As this paper has shown, the extent to which Brunei can achieve global market integration is
often underappreciated in regional economic discussions and underexplored in mainstream
halal industry research. There is a complex set of factors and interests shaping further
cooperation between Brunei and Thailand on halal industry development and aligning that with
Brunei’s Wawasan 2035 objectives. This highlighted different approaches to halal industry
development, international trade positioning, and economic diversification agendas.
Identifying various aspects of Brunei’s halal industry allowed for a consideration of the
implications of regulatory obligations for economic diversification, trade, and integration into
foreign markets. This provided insight into the degree to which Brunei’s halal certification
system, trade regulations, and regional cooperation affect its capacity to establish itself as a
worldwide halal center.

Data findings indicate that Brunei’s recognition in the global halal market is influenced
by the regulatory framework governing its certification system. Despite the country’s

reputation for high halal standards, the absence of Conformity Assessment Body (CAB)
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accreditation and Mutual Recognition Agreements (MRAs) currently limits its market access.
There is evidence to suggest that while Brunei is a trusted purveyor of halal products, it not a
particularly well-known player in the ASEAN and OIC halal economies. There is room to
leverage its high halal regulation standards and national branding efforts to position itself more
visibly. Data further suggests that further regulatory harmonisation with regional partners could
enhance international cooperation and enable Brunei to expand its halal industry beyond food
exports. For instance, the development of Muara Port as halal trade hub could facilitate
diversified expansion into lucrative halal pharmaceutical and cosmetics markets. Comparative
analysis with Thailand’s CICOT and Malaysia’s JAKIM demonstrates that while Brunei’s
regulatory rigidity is a strength in maintaining halal integrity, it also presents challenges for
market scalability and trade optimisation. Prioritizing compliance over commercial flexibility
reinforces its reputation for strict halal governance, but a lack of mutual recognition of halal
standards and certification alignment constrain its ability to maximize economic benefits.

Interview data supports the view that Brunei’s halal sector, despite challenges, holds
significant strategic value as a driver of economic diversification and growth. The findings
demonstrate, Brunei is a stringently regulated but potentially influential halal market player.
Brunei’s halal strategy of leveraging the nation’s Islamic reputation to promote its halal
certification, differentiates it from others in the region but the data also revealed an array of
variables that constrain Brunei’s ability to fully capitalize on the potential of its halal industry.
The findings indicate that the lack of CAB certification, rigid bureaucracy, and insufficient
halal trade infrastructure are kerbs to greater global competitiveness. This suggests that
expanding Brunei’s halal market share will involve greater emphasis on regional alliances and
public-private partnerships, particularly in light of ASEAN halal trade networks and market
integration schemes.

A step in this direction could involve the digitization of the certification process.
Establishing a specialized online application, payment, and tracking site for certificates would
accelerate the approval process and compliance with Halal requirements. Malaysia’s Halal
Malaysia Portal may well serve as a suitable model for enabling companies to fulfil criteria

standards more swiftly.>

3 See Halal Malaysia Portal https://myehalal.halal.gov.my/portal-halal/v1/.
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