
DEADLIEST CATCH 
A worrying number of f ishermen on the east coast of the peninsula have become intravenous 
drug users. Many are infected with HIV because they share syringes. In Terengganu, at least 

one fisherman is found dead every month as a result of drug abuse. 
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DRUG PLAGUE RAVAGES 
EAST COAST FISHERMEN 
Bodies of drug addicts found in fishing vessels, jetties and 
floating at sea, some with syringes stuck to their l imbs 

ALARMING 

.

SIM BAK HENG 
AND SU LAI MAN JAAFAR 
KUALA TERENGGANU 
news@nst.com.my 

INTRAVENOUS drug use, 
overdose deaths and cases of 
sexua l ly - t ransmi t ted dis-
eases have reached alarming 

levels among fishermen in the 
east coast of Peninsular Malay-
sia. 

At least one dead body is found 
every month by fishermen in the 
district of Dungun in Tereng-
ganu. 

The bodies of drug addicts are 
discovered in fishing vessels, at 
fishermen jetties and floating at 
the sea. There have also been cas-
es where bodies were found en-
tangled in fishing nets with sy-
ringes still s tuck to the stiff 
limbs. 

A recent Tenaganita study car-
ried out in collaboration with the 
Malaysian AIDS Council (MAC) 
and the Centre of Excellence for 
Research in AIDS (CERiA) with 
the support of WWF-Malaysia re-
vealed a worrying prevalence of 
Human Immunodeficiency Virus 
(HIV) cases among 
fishermen. 

The study found 
that many of them 
had contracted HIV 
through the sharing 
of syringes and un-
sa fe sexual prac-
tices. 

Out of 127 fisher-
men surveyed, 37 
admit ted to using 
drugs within the last 
30 days. More than 
half of the respon-
dents (56 per cent) 
said they had never 
used condoms dur-
ing penetrative sex 
with their primary 
p a r t n e r , while 16 
fishermen said they m m m m m — — , 
had had intercourse 
with sex workers. 

Terengganu Fishermen Associ-
ation chairman Mat Yassin Mo-
hamed told the New Sunday 
Times that most of the fishermen 
who were addicted to drugs would 
satisfy their cravings after re-
turning from the sea. 

Hassan Ismail 
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"They are so engrossed with 
their addiction that drugs are 
their world. 

"This problem is common at 
most fishermen jetties in Tereng-
ganu, but the scenario at the jetty 
in Kuala Dungun is the worst. 

"You will find them taking 
drugs near the jetty or inside ves-
sels berthed at the river mouth. 

"I was told that the authorities 
had given up on them because 
confining them at re-
habilitation cent res 
might worsen the sit-
uation, as they might 
spread HIV to other 
inmates." 

The easy availability 
of d r u g s s u c h a s 
m e t h a m p h e t a m i n e 
and amphetamine, be-
lieved to be smuggled 
f rom n e i g h b o u r i n g 
count r ies , has also 
contributed to the ris-
ing number of drug 
abuse cases in the 
fishing community. 

Fisherman Hamed Hamzah 
Awang, 58, said drugs could also 
be obtained from foreign fisher-

men on the high 
seas. 

"I heard reports 
about local fisher-
men sourcing their 
supply of illegal 
drugs from foreign 
fishing vessels." 

He said some of 
his f r i e n d s had 
trawled up more 
than just fish from 
the water. 

"Somet imes , a 
dead body is found 
entangled in their 
nets with syringes 
still a t t ached to 
the body. Such cas-
es are not uncom-
mon. 

^ ^ ^ ^ ^ "When this hap-
p e n s , t h e d e a d 
b o d y w i l l b e 

thrown back into the sea to pre-
vent any diseases from contam-
inating their vessels," he said. 

South Kuala Terengganu Fish-
e rmen Association chairman 
Hassan Ismail said Telok Raja in 
Pulau Redang was once a noto-

s> 

m 

rious transit point for foreign 
f ishing vessels t ha t b rought 
drugs into the country. 

To those who were not in the 
know, he said, it would appear as 
if the foreign fishing vessels were 
merely docking in Telok Raja to 
transfer fish from smaller boats 
to their vessels. 

"While this was taking place, il-
legal drugs were unloaded from 
their vessels. 

"The drugs were 
distributed across 
the country. 

"I am not su re 
whether it is still 
prevalent, but the 
fact remains tha t 
foreigners will al-
ways find ways to 
smuggle drugs into 
our country." 

He said the prob-
lem had been raised 
numerous times at 
the association's an-
nual general meet-

ings. 
"Action has been taken to curb 

the problem and drug abuse 
among fishermen at the Pulau 
Kambing and Chendering jetties 
is now under control," he said. 

In Pahang, drug use is also on 
the rise in the fishing community, 
said Kuantan Fishermen Associ-
ation chairman Tuan Sulong Tu-
an Jusoh. 

""Most of the drug users have 
moved from cannabis to hard 
drugs like heroin. 

"What's worse is that the drugs 
are provided by fishing boat skip-
pers. They believe that this will 
allow their crew to stay out at sea 
for a longer period." he said. 

Sulong, 63, said police had raid-
ed fishing spots in the district to 
flush out drug users, but this was 
not easy as there were people in 
the fishing community who would 
tip them off. 

He said there had been cases of 
fishermen jumping into Sungai 
Kuantan to avoid being caught. 

"Those who take drugs are 
mostly youths, but I have also 
seen fishermen in their 50s tak-
ing part in the activity," he said. 

A 47-year-old fisherman, who 
wanted to be known only as 
Hamzah, said many of the addicts 
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were involved in deep sea fishing. 
"They are mostly in their 30s 

and 40s, and they took drugs 
through injection 
before going to sea. 

"They start to get 
high at the begin-
ning of the journey 
and remain high 
while fishing," Su-

. long said. 
Hamzah said he 

had seen pushers 
trying to sell drugs 
to Fishermen and 
c h i l d r e n a t t h e 
beach. 

"Many of those 
who t o o k d r u g s 
through injection 
have died of over-
dose in the last three to five 
years" he said. 

Those who 
take drugs 

are mostly youths, 
but I have also seen 
fishermen in their 
50s taking part in 
the activity. 
TUAN SULONG TUAN 
JUSOH 
Chairman 
Kuantan Fishermen 
Association 

chairman Abdul Aziz Razali, 47, 
said: "When the drug users are 
told not to go out to sea, they 

would turn aggres-
s ive a n d c r e a t e 
problems in the vil-
lages. 

"We have had cas-
es of the f t . Many 
drug addicts loiter 
around the village 
and intimidate the 
w o m e n f o l k , " he 
said. 

"We have tried to 
reason with them 
and plead with them 
not to go out to sea 
for their own safety, 
b u t o u r w o r d s 
seemed to fall on 

deaf ears." 
In Kelantan, Bachok Fishermen 

Beserah Fisherman Association Association chairman Mohd Ser-

pundin Ishak, 52, said the drug 
problem among fishermen was 
not as serious as what it was re-
ported to be. He said the situ-
ation was much worse 10 years 
ago. At the time, he said, there 
were about 100 addicts but now 
there were fewer than 20. 

"Fishermen who apply for the 
monthly cost of living allowance 
of RM300 from the government 
are required to pass a urine test 
carried out by the National Anti-
Drug Agency (Nada). 

"This test is carried out at Na-
da's office and those who test 
positive may be detained by the 
agency." 

Serpundin said the urine test 
was made compulsory to ensure 
that the fishermen used the al-
lowance for the benefit of their 
family and not on drugs. 

He said about 600 fishermen in 

This dilapidated house near the Seberang Takir jetty in Kuala Nerus, Terengganu, is frequented by drug 
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the district were getting the al-
lowance. 

"Many of the addicts picked-up 
the habit at school or got involved 
due to personal problems," he 
said. 

An official at the Kelantan Fish-
ermen Association, who declined 
to be named, said there was a 
small group of addicts in the fish-
ing community, just like in other 
sectors of the economy. 

"Most local people are coastal 
fishermen and the deep-sea fish-

fishermen and the deep-sea fish-
ing vessels are dominated by for-
eigners from Thailand, Vietnam 
and other countries. 

"As far we are concerned, the 
number of addicts among local 
fishermen is small but we do not 
whether it is prevalent among the 
foreigners," he said. Additional 
reporting by Amirah Nabilah and 
Nurul Fazleen 

y 
Malaysian Maritime Enforcement Agency and National Anti-Drugs Agency personnel checking the crew of a fishing boat for drugs, o f f t h 
Kuantan coast. FILE PIC 
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