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INTRODUCTION TO THE PROJECT

Transforming the Nation: 
A 20 Year Plan of Action 

Why the Project

The world is changing fast. The global and regional economy is in turmoil. 
Our neighbours are gearing themselves to be more competitive. Our oil and 
gas reserves are depleting fast.  Our nation’s leaders realize that it cannot be 
business as usual in politics and economy if we are to have a prosperous and 
harmonious future. Do we have a good sense of direction of where we are going? 
Can we meet the challenges – national and international – that stand in the way 
of a better future, especially for our children.

The Mission: Transforming Malaysia and Malaysians

A multi-racial team of some of the country’s leading experts is being recruited 
in various sectors – social, economic, cultural, political and environmental – to 
share their knowledge and insights on how Malaysia and Malaysians will need to 
prepare to meet the complex challenges from now to 2030.  Drawing also on the 
priorities identified by Huazong members and affiliates, and other stakeholders, 
these inputs will form the basis of a Plan of Action that can provide strategic 
information and recommendations for the country’s future development.

This Plan of Action will be shared with the governments, private sector, civil 
society and fellow Malaysians to provide a road map that can meet the hopes 
and aspirations of all Malaysians. The intention also is to come up with innovative 
proposals for change and reform that can fully utilize the talents and potential of 
all our citizens.   
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The 13 Members of Huazong are:

Perlis Chinese Assembly Hall

Kedah Chinese Assembly Hall

Penang Chinese Town Hall

Perak Chinese Assembly Hall

The KL & Selangor Chinese Assembly Hall

Negeri Sembilan Chinese Assembly Hall

Malacca Chinese Assembly Hall

The Federation of Chinese Associations, Johore State

The Federation of Chinese Associations of Kelantan

Terengganu Chinese Congregation Hall

The Federation of Chinese Associations, Pahang State

The Federation of Chinese Associations, Sabah

The Confederation of Chinese Associations, Sarawak
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MAIN INTRODUCTION 

The Huazong Plan of Action for Malaysians is a comprehensive framework for 
the development and transformation of the country in the major spheres of life: 
socio-cultural, educational, economic and environmental, and political.  It aims 
at identifying key challenges - short, medium and long term – which the country 
is likely to face during the next twenty years.   To meet these challenges, the 
Plan of Action contains a set of recommendations and action proposals which 
are intended to help guide the Government and other stakeholders in the country 
towards the realization of a secure, prosperous, and harmonious future that can 
be shared by all Malaysians.   

Unlike other policy planning exercises undertaken by the Government and by 
other bodies, the Huazong project has been conducted through a broad based 
and participatory process incorporating inputs from diverse stakeholders, 
including some of the country’s most respected scholars and policy analysts, 
leaders and members of various community, business associations and civil 
society organizations as well as members of the public who have taken part in 
the consultation process carried out in six parts of the country.  

Experts and participants taking part in the project fully acknowledge that the 
common future that all Malaysian face has become more daunting as a result 
of the rapid changes taking place at all levels of national economy and society, 
and with the emergence of new regional and global challenges. At the same 
time, although the country has the principles of the Malaysian Constitution, the 
Rukunegara, Vision 2020 and more recently, the 1 Malaysia concept enunciated 
by the Prime Minister, Y.A.B. Dato’ Sri Mohd. Najib Bin Tun Haji Abdul Razak, to 
guide overall development, there is no detailed policy document - apart from the 
Government’s official development plan - that the Malaysian public can turn to for 
guidance in determining how the society, polity and economy should develop in 
the immediate and long term future.   

The Plan of Action advanced here intends to overcome this lacuna in the country’s 
road map for the future by providing the government and public with alternative 
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ideas and visions of development that are derived from the findings of a wide 
range of studies specially commissioned for the project.  These policy findings 
and recommendations have been supplemented by the views and feedback 
obtained from an extensive programme of public consultation involving a large 
number of multi-ethnic stakeholders from different regions of the country. 

Six Requirements Underpinning Success of Plan of Action 

Six key requirements have to be in place for the successful implementation of the 
Plan of Action. These requirements are as follows: 

•	 The	 need	 for	 an	 inclusive	 and	 progressive	 approach	 that	 will	 enable	
all Malaysians - irrespective of ethnic group, class or religion - to close 
ranks and work together for the nation’s good and to overcome common 
challenges and obstacles. 

	•	The	need	to	ensure	that	all	Malaysians	are	provided	opportunity	to	develop	
to their full potential through a system that rewards merit and excellence. 

	•	The	 need	 for	 empowerment	 of	 the	 poor,	 the	 disadvantaged	 and	 the	
marginalized through sufficient opportunity to foster their development 
and integration in the larger society and economy, and through widely 
acceptable measures of distributive justice.  

	•	The	 need	 for	 good	 governance	 and	 the	 efficiency	 and	 integrity	 of	 all	
branches of the state – executive, legislative, administrative and judicial 
– through accountability of action, transparency in decision making and 
excellence of personnel, and the upholding of a liberal and fully democratic 
system.   

•	 The	 need	 for	 sustainability	 to	 be	 adhered	 to	 in	 every	 dimension	 of	
development. While many of the environmental management principles 
embodied in the concept of sustainable development are derived from 
this ecological perspective, the social and economic aspects are of equal 
concern. The guiding principles of development should aim to meet the 
requirements of the present generation of Malaysians without undermining 
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the ability of future generations to meet their requirements.    

•	 The	 need	 to	 take	 into	 account	 the	 factor	 of	 uncertainty	 and	 the	
unpredictability of an unknown future by enhancing the adaptability of 
individuals, families and institutions and by strengthening their resilience 
in anticipation of greater challenges.  

Shaping Our Future Together

Basing on these key requirements, the Plan of Action advocates sweeping reforms 
in key aspects of the country’s economy, society and polity so as to enable all 
Malaysians to benefit from future progress.  It recognizes that “a business as 
usual approach” to the many problems, shortcomings and challenges that the 
country faces is not only unacceptable but it could also endanger and destabilize 
our future progress and prosperity.   

In proposing various reforms and changes – some seemingly radical on sensitive 
subjects - the Plan of Action has not lost sight of the importance of grounding its 
detailed proposals on the realities of the country’s current situation and national 
circumstances.  What is proposed are not simplistic or utopian ideas that have 
been formulated with little relation or concern for the present status quo found 
in the society, economy and political arena.  On the contrary, the proposals for 
action presented here are a set of practical and pragmatic proposals that take 
into account the different agendas and interests of major players, and draw 
on diverse insights into the complex dynamics of ethnic, social, religious and 
political economy factors found in the country.  The important common factor in 
formulating the proposals is that it is based on the results distilled from rigorous 
research and peer review, with the draft proposals undergoing several rounds of 
transparent and participatory scrutiny, and critical analysis by Malaysians from all 
walks of life before they have been incorporated into the Plan of Action.   

Although the proposed Plan of Action is intended to help shape a dynamic, 
cohesive, and people-centered response to the many challenges of the present 
and future, this initiative can only have an impact if the nation’s policy makers, 
political leaders, leaders of the various communities and organizations and other 
stakeholders see the need for fresh approaches and new strategies in dealing 
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with the many barriers that stand in the way of advancement of the Malaysian 
people and nation.   

All stakeholders in the country, including the government, political parties, and 
the public and private sectors, are well aware that Malaysia and Malaysians can 
no longer afford to rest on our laurels. Policies that may have previously served 
us well are unlikely to produce the new results necessary to enable us to keep 
pace with a more competitive and demanding global environment.  These policies 
have to be revamped.  Policies that have produced poor results or that have 
failed us time and again cannot be continued.  They will have to be discarded.  

Malaysia is at a defining moment in deciding on the substance and trajectory of 
our development which can place us either amongst the successful nations of 
the world or consign us to the group of nations that have failed to live up to their 
potential and languish in mediocrity and under-achievement.  Now is the time for 
all stakeholders in the country to take the bold and decisive steps to safeguard 
our present and future by endorsing and implementing the measures set out in 
the Plan of Action for transforming Malaysia. 
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A.0 INTRODUCTION

It is generally acknowledged that socio-cultural development and progress 
comprises the software face of human progress and development.  This is 
especially true for nations that face special challenges stemming from a 
troubled past historical heritage or the lack of homogeneity in their population 
and social groupings.  In this respect, Malaysia – although ranking fairly high 
in various rankings of development - still lags considerably behind poorer as 
well as developed countries in terms of the country’s social cohesion and social 
integration.  

On the positive side, various social indicators and national and international 
development reports show that Malaysia has made steady progress in some key 
areas of social provision, notably in health provision and educational access; 
in development of an embryonic social safety net catering for segments of the 
disadvantaged and marginalized population; and in the eradication of absolute 
poverty. In the recent UNDP national report, much progress was reported to 
have been made in the 8 areas of the UN’s Millennium Development Goals 
(UNDP Malaysia, Achieving the Millennium Development Goals: Successes and 
Challenges, Kuala Lumpur, 2005). 

This progress has been an important contributory factor in removing or easing 
some of the most obvious effects of unbalanced development such as the 
widening of disparities, the aggravation of societal divisions, and increased social 
dislocation and instability that often accompanies rapid economic development.  
Many of these advances have also contributed to the narrowing of ethnic 
differences so that these disparities are no longer present in many key areas 
including educational and health achievement and socio-economic mobility. 

Whilst greater progress in remedying short falls and gaps in key areas of social 
provisioning and socio-economic development in East Malaysia and poorer 
states should continue to be of concern, the greater challenge to the country is 
the attainment of a higher level of social cohesion and harmony, and the building 
of a shared sense of common citizenship, common future and common destiny. 
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Ultimately it is not so much our material achievements, larger personal incomes, 
a higher GDP or the erection of the tallest building in the world that will make 
or break Malaysia.  It is the commitment to a shared nation that draws fully and 
equally from our rich, complex and diverse cultures, religions and art forms. In 
the process we will not only attain a higher level in the economic sphere but we 
will also arrive at a more cohesive and harmonious society. It is this software 
component – just as much as our material and economic achievement in the 
coming twenty years - that will be decisive in determining our position whether 
this is in the grouping of successful or unsuccessful countries of the world.  

The key element of commonality amongst the various topics that have been 
included in this sector’s Plan of Action is that each and everyone listed here – 
including those that are currently dividing the nation such as language or religion 
– can become a rallying point for sustaining our society.  Each contentious subject 
can be transformed in ways that strengthen our social solidarity and enrich our 
future.  We have only barely scratched the surface in utilizing the unique socio-
cultural resources that are found in this country.  The Plan of Action here maps 
out the practical as well as innovative and out-of-the-box ways and means by 
which we can unleash the potential in the nation’s diversity and differences to 
secure our future.
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A.1 CULTURE AND SOCIETY

Recommendation 1: 
Revise National Culture Policy

The important principle of national cultural democracy and equality and the 
consequent socio-cultural harmony which it generates has been consistently 
undermined by the establishment of the National Culture Policy (NCP).  Initially 
formulated by the 1971 National Culture Congress and legitimized by subsequent 
administrative practices, the NCP - for all intents and purposes - still in force in the 
country. The failure of the country’s authorities to officially reform and revise this 
contentious approach to the social and cultural development of the country has 
had adverse effects along a wide front – ranging from causing cultural conflict, 
the sapping of educational and intellectual vitality in the universities and media 
and the pauperization of the indigenous and other Malaysian art, music, cultural 
and even religious forms, practices and activities.  

Proposals for Action

(1) The NCP should be completely revised to become an open ended liberal 
cultural policy that is in keeping with the pluralistic character of Malaysian 
society.  A liberal cultural policy is the norm for all modern societies in a 
globalized world. 

(2) The cultural programme desirable for the development of a more united and 
progressive Malaysian society should derive its inspiration from the Malaysian 
Constitution and the Rukun negara and be aligned with global benchmarks 
as contained in various UN recommendations, particularly those enunciated 
at the UNESCO World Conference on Cultural Policies at Mexico City in 
1982. The World Conference in which delegates from 126 member states 
participated declared that cultural policies should be guided by the following 
principles: 
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•	 Every	culture	represents	a	unique	and	irreplaceable	body	of	values	since	
each people’s traditions and forms of expression are its most effective 
means of democratizing its presence in the world

•	 The	assertion	of	cultural	 identity	 therefore	contributes	 to	 the	 freedom	of	
culture. Conversely, any form of domination constitutes a denial or an 
impairment of that identity

•	 Cultural	 identity	 is	 a	 treasure	 that	 vitalizes	 humankind’s	 possibilities	 of	
self-fulfillment by moving every people and every group to seek nurture in 
its past, to welcome contributions from outside that are compatible with its 
own characteristics, and so to continue the process of its own creation

•	 All	cultures	form	part	of	the	common	heritage	of	humankind.	The	cultural	
identity of a people is renewed and enriched through contact with the 
traditions and values of others. Culture is a dynamic and dialogic process, 
embracing the open exchange of ideas and experience and resulting in 
the appreciation of other values and traditions.

•	 The	universe	cannot	be	postulated	in	the	abstract	by	any	single	culture:	it	
emerges from the experience of all the world’s peoples as each affirms its 
own identity. Cultural identity and cultural diversity are inseparable

•	 Special	characteristics	do	not	hinder,	but	rather	enrich	the	communion	of	
the universal values that unite peoples. Hence recognition of the presence 
of a variety of cultural identities wherever various traditions exist side by 
side constitutes the very essence of cultural pluralism.

•	 The	international	community	considers	its	duty	to	ensure	that	the	cultural	
identity to each people is preserved and protected. 

(3) Cultural policies in Malaysia – to the extent that they are necessary – should 
aim to protect, stimulate and enrich the diverse pools of identity and cultural 
heritage found in the country, and establish respect for and appreciation 
of cultural minorities and other cultures. The neglect or destruction of any 
cultural group is a loss to Malaysia and to humankind as a whole. 

Transforming EN v5.indd   21 12/10/2012   12:45:01 AM
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(4)  The equality and dignity of all cultures must be recognized, as must the 
right of each ethnic group and cultural community to affirm and preserve 
its cultural identity and have it respected by others, including by way of 
institutional guarantees and other forms of the democratic process. 

(5) All cultural policy measures and activities should be guided by the following 
principles: 

•	 Cultural	Freedom	

•	 Cultural	Equality	

•	 Cultural	Democracy

•	 Multiculturalism	

•	 Inter-culturalism		

Recommendation  2: 
Ensure Cultural Freedom 

Cultural freedom and rights are guaranteed in the Constitution. Any cultural policy 
for Malaysia must recognize and uphold these rights which are considered as one 
of the basic universal human rights and endorsed by the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights, Article 27: “Everyone has the right freely to participate in the 
cultural life of a community, to enjoy the arts and to share in scientific advancement 
and its benefits”.  

The importance of cultural freedom was reaffirmed at the World Conference on 
Cultural Policies (WCCP) in Mexico organized by the United Nations Educational, 
Social and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) of which Malaysia is a member. One 
of the important resolutions adopted at the conference reads: 

Culture liberates, but it also requires freedom if it is to flourish. It is not legitimate 
to subject that which the community creates to dogmatic rules, political guidelines 
or ideological censure. Neither should absurd market criteria be imposed on it.  
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Proposals for Action 

(1) Although the Malaysian government has recently been more sensitive to 
the cause of cultural freedom, there is still a tendency for politicians and 
administrators driven by ethno-nationalistic concerns to resort to legislative 
measures and bureaucratic obstacles to marginalize or deprive minority 
communities of the free enjoyment of their culture, especially whenever 
these powerful elites are looking for communal support. These actions, if 
allowed to continue, will breed ethnic distrust and promote a cycle of mistrust 
and countervailing ethnic and religious response. The power to impose 
administrative restrictions on minority cultural practices should be taken away 
from the hands of officials who might be over-zealous in implementing the 
NCP. It is imperative that the government plays a positive role in facilitating 
and opening up the cultural space so that all ethnic communities in Malaysia 
will have the freedom to enjoy and develop their cultures.  

(2) The Government should withdraw all legislative and administrative measures 
that hinder the free enjoyment and development of ethnic cultures. At the 
same time, there should be a review (with community participation) of the 
obstacles imposed by bureaucratic bodies that prevent people from exercising 
their cultural rights and the removal of these obstacles. The government 
should also check attempts by the private sector aimed at discriminating 
against the cultures of minority groups. 

(3) The government should reject attempts aimed at imposing the practices of the 
dominant majority culture and religion on others. It should take a principled 
stand against all acts of coerced assimilation.

(4) Although government should be concerned with the evolution of a national 
or Malaysian culture it should not force the pace of development through 
discriminatory, anti-democratic or ethno-nationalistic measures. Such actions 
will only result in the fanning of emotions and ethnic conflicts.  
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Recommendation  3 :
Encourage Cultural Exchange and Diffusion 

Culture should be allowed to evolve at its own pace. In its evolution a culture is a 
dynamic entity that will change to adapt to the prevailing conditions. This adaptation 
often occurs through cultural diffusion where ideas and traits from other cultures 
are borrowed and frequently modified or improvised. Through these processes, 
cultures are enriched. In Malaysia, there are certain cultural aspects, which have 
been enriched through the blending of cultures, that we can truly call Malaysian. 
The historical development of the country has produced many examples of this 
cultural mix and enrichment in the form of architecture, arts, dance, paintings, 
craft and even language. A good example would be Malaysian food in which most 
Malaysians have begun to cross ethnic barriers. What is equally significant is that 
this has been taking place without any directions from officialdom or any cultural 
policy on what constitutes Malaysian food. It shows that communities can absorb 
each other’s cultural characteristics through a process of interaction which is 
accomplished without interference from anyone.

Proposals for Action

(1) Official rules and regulations fostering or requiring a particular form of 
cultural practice or norm (including in such areas as food, dress, etc) should 
be based on rational and widely acceptable reasons and should be reduced 
to the minimum.  Any imposition of a preferred cultural requirement during 
official functions must be justified by past precedent and popular acceptance 
of these requirements.  

(2) It is imperative that the culture of the nation be allowed to evolve naturally 
through free and spontaneous interactions.  

Transforming EN v5.indd   24 12/10/2012   12:45:01 AM



25

S
oc

io
-C

ul
tu

ra
l P

la
n 

of
 A

ct
io

n

A

Recommendation  4:    
Promote Cultural Equality 

Cultural equality is a precondition for the genuine development of ethnic culture 
in multiethnic context. The Government of the day - if it is to build a fair, just and 
united society - must ensure that all cultures are treated on an equal basis. As in 
the curtailment of cultural freedom, cultural inequality will result in ethnocentrism 
and chauvinism among dominant groups and alienation and dissatisfaction 
among non-dominant groups. The prevalence of such conditions would bring 
about disunity and conflict. To curb the development of cultural inequality is 
understandably not an easy task given the political complexities involved. The task 
should be performed in a spirit of accommodation, compromise and consensus-
building that has its foundation in the cultural principles enunciated above.

Proposals for Action

(1) No one ethnic group should be allowed to impose its cultural will through 
legislation and administrative dictates or through other means by utilizing its 
political supremacy and/or numerical advantage. 

(2) The activities of all cultural organisations – whether Malay, Kadazan, Indian, 
Chinese, Sikh, Iban or any other - should be handled in an even handed 
manner by government with no favour shown in the provision of financial and 
other assistance in relation to the ethnic base of the organization.

(3) In the various cultural activities sponsored by the government, including 
officially sponsored performances, exhibitions, cultural festivals, literary or 
performing arts awards and foreign tours of cultural troupes, equal opportunity 
must be accorded to the culture and artists of all ethnic groups so as to 
reflect the multi-racial characteristics and cultural diversity of our country.   

(4) A variety of measures can be implemented to promote and sustain cultural 
equality. They include: 

•	 Allocating	reasonable	coverage	in	public	radio	and	television	programmes	
to all ethnic communities to display their culture. These programmes 
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should be organized wherever possible in the context of multiculturalism 
and designed to promote inter-culturalism. 

•	 Giving	 fair	 recognition	 to	 the	 historical	 contributions	 of	 all	 communities.	
The principle of cultural diversity should not be compromised.

•	 The	principle	of	 cultural	equality	should	be	adhered	 to	 in	 the	naming	of	
buildings, public places and streets as well as reflected in the architectural 
motifs of public buildings. All cultural and ethnic communities should be 
equally consulted and provided with opportunity to propose names that 
can reflect the country’s ethnic diversity and recognize the contributions 
made by all communities to the nation’s development.

•	 Land	allocation	and	zoning	must	provide	adequate	and	reasonable	space	
for the religious and cultural practices, including burial practices, of all 
communities.  

Recommendation  5:
Upholding Cultural Democracy  

Cultural policy should be planned and programmed in a manner that is not 
alienated from the various communities living in Malaysia. The wishes and 
opinions of all the people must be considered in the formulation of any cultural 
policy or programme. 

Proposals for Action 

(1) To evolve a more acceptable national culture policies and measures 
that conform to the principle of cultural democracy, it is necessary that 
representatives of the cultural and religious organizations of all the ethnic 
communities are invited to participate in government-sponsored discussions 
and conventions on national culture. 

(2) Cultural policy meetings should be convened on a regular basis and take 
into account the impact of efforts at cultural development and the ensuing 
cultural changes. The government should also appoint representatives from 
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the major cultural organizations and scholars who are experts in the various 
cultures in Malaysia to be members of the National Consultation Committee 
on Culture in the Ministry of Culture and Tourism and other cultural statutory 
bodies.  

Recommendation  6: 
Adopt Multi-Culturalism as Official Practice 

Arising from growing awareness of the failure and folly of assimilationist or ‘melting 
pot’ cultural policies, many multi-ethnic nations have turned to multi-culturalism in 
their efforts to achieve national integration and unity.  Canada, for example, has 
long pursued a multi-culturalist policy based on four points:  

•	 Assistance	 is	 provided	 to	 all	 cultural	 groups	 who	 have	 the	 desire	 and	
efforts to grow and contribute to Canada. 

•	 Members	of	all	cultural	groups	are	assisted	in	overcoming	cultural	barriers	
to full participation in the Canadian society.  

•	 Creative	encounters	and	interchanges	are	facilitated	among	all	Canadian	
cultural groups in the interest of national unity. 

•	 Immigrants	are	helped	to	learn	English	or	French.		

In Malaysia, given its multi-ethnic composition, multi-culturalism is not only a 
logical choice as a cultural development policy but also a necessity since it is an 
approach which will reinforce social harmony by encouraging all Malaysians to 
recognize the reality of cultural diversity in our society. At the same time it will 
also help promote tolerance and equality. 

Proposals for Action

(1) Multi-culturalism should be mainstreamed into national policy to ensure the 
development of a liberal, just and progressive society.

(2) The government should take the lead in this by giving equal recognition to 

Transforming EN v5.indd   27 12/10/2012   12:45:01 AM



28

 Transforming the Nation: A 20 Year Plan of Action

all cultures in Malaysia in all its programmes and services. For example, at 
official functions and ceremonies, cultural artistes representing the different 
ethnic cultures in the country should be invited to perform at official functions 
and ceremonies. This would facilitate national integration by giving minority 
ethnic groups a sense of pride in belonging to a culturally rich nation.  

(3) The government and private sector should encourage writers, artists, 
entertainers and artistes to incorporate the virtues of multi-culturalism in their 
works and performances. The multi-cultural image should be portrayed as far 
as possible in all public places such as museums, art galleries, monuments, 
streets and cultural centres. Efforts towards a more liberal depiction of the 
country’s diverse cultures in public places and in the private sector should be 
further stepped up.  

Recommendation  7: 
Inter-Culturalism 

It is recognized that multiculturalism alone without intercultural interaction or inter-
culturalism cannot effectively foster national unity. There is a need to promote 
inter-culturalism through which cultural diversity can develop into patterns of 
values and behaviour based on, yet transcending, the various founding cultures. 

Proposals for Action

(1) Various government initiated programmes such as Rukun Tetangga, 
Rakan Muda and more recently the National Service programme, have 
been established to foster national unity through inter-ethnic interactions. 
These programmes create some interaction and promote some respect for 
understanding of other cultures. New additional programmes to promote 
inter-culturalism; intercultural education and cultural exchange could focus 
on:  

•	 Intercultural	 education:	 There	 is	 a	 need	 to	 nurture	 understanding	 and	
respect for other cultures among the young, particularly school going 
children. This can be achieved by introducing a subject in the school 
curriculum which deals specifically with the cultures of Malaysia. A 
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multi-ethnic panel of educationists should be commissioned to design 
the subject curriculum and set guidelines for the textbooks which should 
preferably be written by multi-ethnic teams trained in the social sciences. 
It is also important that the textbooks provide accurate depictions of the 
various cultures in Malaysia and are not tainted with ethnocentric or 
stereotyped views. A better awareness of cultural diversity, ethnic self 
identity and an understanding of the contributions of various ethnic groups 
will encourage more liberal attitudes and improve inter-group relations.  

•	 Cultural	 Exchange:	 Many	 Malaysians	 do	 not	 have	 the	 opportunity	 to	
experience first- hand living conditions in communities other than their 
own. Many Malaysians have not even visited other communities. The 
lack of personal knowledge about other communities has resulted in the 
persistence of stereotyped images and ethnic prejudices which often serve 
as the underlying justification for ethnocentrism and cultural domination. 
One way of overcoming this is by providing ethnically mixed teams of 
young Malaysians the opportunity to stay in different communities such 
as the Malay kampong, Chinese new village, Indian plantation community, 
Dayak longhouse and Orang Asli village. The Ministry of Education could 
play a role in organizing such cultural exchange field trips for students. 
Private organizations and associations could also be encouraged to make 
serious efforts in mounting such programmes. From such experiences, 
participants would learn about and appreciate the cultural differences 
found in the country.  

(2) The Ministry of Education should establish a broad-based multi-racial       
committee to review the primary and secondary school curriculum in relevant 
subject areas such as history, civics, religious studies, etc. The review should 
focus on ensuring the inclusion of balanced and objective content with special 
reference to the teaching of Malaysian history and world civilizations.  This 
will help to ensure that chauvinistic or narrow perspectives on race, religion 
and cultures are not disseminated to the younger generation, especially in 
the major textbooks used. 
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Recommendation  8: 
Other Measures to Be Taken by Government and Other 
Stakeholders 

Proposals for Action

(1) The government should ratify and adopt all significant international treaties 
and conventions regulating cultural and religious rights so that they can 
become enforceable at home.

(2) The private sector should play a bigger role in encouraging its employees 
drawn from various multi-ethnic groups to experience and learn from each 
other’s cultural wealth and to tap these rich resources.

(3) All stakeholders should promote the freedom of artistic and cultural expression 
and seek to reduce bureaucratic/religious intervention.

(4) NGOs should prioritize activities that are conducive to promoting intercultural 
learning and understanding in their work programmes.

 (5) The government and private sector should establish funds for cultural 
research, cultural conservation and preservation.  Efforts at promotion and 
preservation of cultural heritage should emphasize on the substance and not 
the form.

(6) The government should include the active participation of NGOs, professionals 
and other important resource persons in carrying out the preservation of 
cultural heritage.

(7) The preservation of cultural heritage must be based on its historical, human 
and cultural values and should not be driven by commercial or tourism 
considerations.

(8) All groups should share their cultural resources with others, especially those 
who are less well off and the setting up of inter-cultural foundations should 
be encouraged.
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A.1 CULTURE AND SOCIETY

Recommendation 1: 
Revise National Culture Policy

The important principle of national cultural democracy and equality and the 
consequent socio-cultural harmony which it generates has been consistently 
undermined by the establishment of the National Culture Policy (NCP).  Initially 
formulated by the 1971 National Culture Congress and legitimized by subsequent 
administrative practices, the NCP - for all intents and purposes - still in force in the 
country. The failure of the country’s authorities to officially reform and revise this 
contentious approach to the social and cultural development of the country has 
had adverse effects along a wide front – ranging from causing cultural conflict, 
the sapping of educational and intellectual vitality in the universities and media 
and the pauperization of the indigenous and other Malaysian art, music, cultural 
and even religious forms, practices and activities.  

Proposals for Action

(1) The NCP should be completely revised to become an open ended liberal 
cultural policy that is in keeping with the pluralistic character of Malaysian 
society.  A liberal cultural policy is the norm for all modern societies in a 
globalized world. 

(2) The cultural programme desirable for the development of a more united and 
progressive Malaysian society should derive its inspiration from the Malaysian 
Constitution and the Rukun negara and be aligned with global benchmarks 
as contained in various UN recommendations, particularly those enunciated 
at the UNESCO World Conference on Cultural Policies at Mexico City in 
1982. The World Conference in which delegates from 126 member states 
participated declared that cultural policies should be guided by the following 
principles: 
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•	 Every	culture	represents	a	unique	and	irreplaceable	body	of	values	since	
each people’s traditions and forms of expression are its most effective 
means of democratizing its presence in the world

•	 The	assertion	of	cultural	 identity	 therefore	contributes	 to	 the	 freedom	of	
culture. Conversely, any form of domination constitutes a denial or an 
impairment of that identity

•	 Cultural	 identity	 is	 a	 treasure	 that	 vitalizes	 humankind’s	 possibilities	 of	
self-fulfillment by moving every people and every group to seek nurture in 
its past, to welcome contributions from outside that are compatible with its 
own characteristics, and so to continue the process of its own creation

•	 All	cultures	form	part	of	the	common	heritage	of	humankind.	The	cultural	
identity of a people is renewed and enriched through contact with the 
traditions and values of others. Culture is a dynamic and dialogic process, 
embracing the open exchange of ideas and experience and resulting in 
the appreciation of other values and traditions.

•	 The	universe	cannot	be	postulated	in	the	abstract	by	any	single	culture:	it	
emerges from the experience of all the world’s peoples as each affirms its 
own identity. Cultural identity and cultural diversity are inseparable

•	 Special	characteristics	do	not	hinder,	but	rather	enrich	the	communion	of	
the universal values that unite peoples. Hence recognition of the presence 
of a variety of cultural identities wherever various traditions exist side by 
side constitutes the very essence of cultural pluralism.

•	 The	international	community	considers	its	duty	to	ensure	that	the	cultural	
identity to each people is preserved and protected. 

(3) Cultural policies in Malaysia – to the extent that they are necessary – should 
aim to protect, stimulate and enrich the diverse pools of identity and cultural 
heritage found in the country, and establish respect for and appreciation 
of cultural minorities and other cultures. The neglect or destruction of any 
cultural group is a loss to Malaysia and to humankind as a whole. 
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(4) The equality and dignity of all cultures must be recognized, as must the 
right of each ethnic group and cultural community to affirm and preserve 
its cultural identity and have it respected by others, including by way of 
institutional guarantees and other forms of the democratic process. 

(5) All cultural policy measures and activities should be guided by the following 
principles: 

•	 Cultural	Freedom	

•	 Cultural	Equality	

•	 Cultural	Democracy

•	 Multiculturalism	

•	 Inter-culturalism		

Recommendation  2: 
Ensure Cultural Freedom 

Cultural freedom and rights are guaranteed in the Constitution. Any cultural policy 
for Malaysia must recognize and uphold these rights which are considered as one 
of the basic universal human rights and endorsed by the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights, Article 27: “Everyone has the right freely to participate in the 
cultural life of a community, to enjoy the arts and to share in scientific advancement 
and its benefits”.  

The importance of cultural freedom was reaffirmed at the World Conference on 
Cultural Policies (WCCP) in Mexico organized by the United Nations Educational, 
Social and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) of which Malaysia is a member. One 
of the important resolutions adopted at the conference reads: 

Culture liberates, but it also requires freedom if it is to flourish. It is not legitimate 
to subject that which the community creates to dogmatic rules, political guidelines 
or ideological censure. Neither should absurd market criteria be imposed on it.  
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Proposals for Action 

(1) Although the Malaysian government has recently been more sensitive to 
the cause of cultural freedom, there is still a tendency for politicians and 
administrators driven by ethno-nationalistic concerns to resort to legislative 
measures and bureaucratic obstacles to marginalize or deprive minority 
communities of the free enjoyment of their culture, especially whenever 
these powerful elites are looking for communal support. These actions, if 
allowed to continue, will breed ethnic distrust and promote a cycle of mistrust 
and countervailing ethnic and religious response. The power to impose 
administrative restrictions on minority cultural practices should be taken away 
from the hands of officials who might be over-zealous in implementing the 
NCP. It is imperative that the government plays a positive role in facilitating 
and opening up the cultural space so that all ethnic communities in Malaysia 
will have the freedom to enjoy and develop their cultures.  

(2) The Government should withdraw all legislative and administrative measures 
that hinder the free enjoyment and development of ethnic cultures. At the 
same time, there should be a review (with community participation) of the 
obstacles imposed by bureaucratic bodies that prevent people from exercising 
their cultural rights and the removal of these obstacles. The government 
should also check attempts by the private sector aimed at discriminating 
against the cultures of minority groups. 

(3) The government should reject attempts aimed at imposing the practices of the 
dominant majority culture and religion on others. It should take a principled 
stand against all acts of coerced assimilation.

(4) Although government should be concerned with the evolution of a national 
or Malaysian culture it should not force the pace of development through 
discriminatory, anti-democratic or ethno-nationalistic measures. Such actions 
will only result in the fanning of emotions and ethnic conflicts.  
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Recommendation  3 :   
Encourage Cultural Exchange and Diffusion 

Culture should be allowed to evolve at its own pace. In its evolution a culture is a 
dynamic entity that will change to adapt to the prevailing conditions. This adaptation 
often occurs through cultural diffusion where ideas and traits from other cultures 
are borrowed and frequently modified or improvised. Through these processes, 
cultures are enriched. In Malaysia, there are certain cultural aspects, which have 
been enriched through the blending of cultures, that we can truly call Malaysian. 
The historical development of the country has produced many examples of this 
cultural mix and enrichment in the form of architecture, arts, dance, paintings, 
craft and even language. A good example would be Malaysian food in which most 
Malaysians have begun to cross ethnic barriers. What is equally significant is that 
this has been taking place without any directions from officialdom or any cultural 
policy on what constitutes Malaysian food. It shows that communities can absorb 
each other’s cultural characteristics through a process of interaction which is 
accomplished without interference from anyone.

Proposals for Action

(1) Official rules and regulations fostering or requiring a particular form of 
cultural practice or norm (including in such areas as food, dress, etc) should 
be based on rational and widely acceptable reasons and should be reduced 
to the minimum.  Any imposition of a preferred cultural requirement during 
official functions must be justified by past precedent and popular acceptance 
of these requirements.  

(2) It is imperative that the culture of the nation be allowed to evolve naturally 
through free and spontaneous interactions.  

Recommendation  4:
Promote Cultural Equality 

Cultural equality is a precondition for the genuine development of ethnic culture 
in multiethnic context. The Government of the day - if it is to build a fair, just and 
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united society - must ensure that all cultures are treated on an equal basis. As in 
the curtailment of cultural freedom, cultural inequality will result in ethnocentrism 
and chauvinism among dominant groups and alienation and dissatisfaction 
among non-dominant groups. The prevalence of such conditions would bring 
about disunity and conflict. To curb the development of cultural inequality is 
understandably not an easy task given the political complexities involved. The task 
should be performed in a spirit of accommodation, compromise and consensus-
building that has its foundation in the cultural principles enunciated above.

Proposals for Action

(1) No one ethnic group should be allowed to impose its cultural will through 
legislation and administrative dictates or through other means by utilizing its 
political supremacy and/or numerical advantage. 

(2) The activities of all cultural organisations – whether Malay, Kadazan, Indian, 
Chinese, Sikh, Iban or any other - should be handled in an even handed 
manner by government with no favour shown in the provision of financial and 
other assistance in relation to the ethnic base of the organization.

(3) In the various cultural activities sponsored by the government, including 
officially sponsored performances, exhibitions, cultural festivals, literary or 
performing arts awards and foreign tours of cultural troupes, equal opportunity 
must be accorded to the culture and artists of all ethnic groups so as to 
reflect the multi-racial characteristics and cultural diversity of our country.   

(4) A variety of measures can be implemented to promote and sustain cultural 
equality. They include: 

•	 Allocating	reasonable	coverage	in	public	radio	and	television	programmes	
to all ethnic communities to display their culture. These programmes 
should be organized wherever possible in the context of multiculturalism 
and designed to promote inter-culturalism. 

•	 Giving	 fair	 recognition	 to	 the	 historical	 contributions	 of	 all	 communities.	
The principle of cultural diversity should not be compromised.
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•	 The	principle	of	 cultural	equality	should	be	adhered	 to	 in	 the	naming	of	
buildings, public places and streets as well as reflected in the architectural 
motifs of public buildings. All cultural and ethnic communities should be 
equally consulted and provided with opportunity to propose names that 
can reflect the country’s ethnic diversity and recognize the contributions 
made by all communities to the nation’s development.

•	 Land	allocation	and	zoning	must	provide	adequate	and	reasonable	space	
for the religious and cultural practices, including burial practices, of all 
communities.  

Recommendation  5:
Upholding Cultural Democracy  

Cultural policy should be planned and programmed in a manner that is not 
alienated from the various communities living in Malaysia. The wishes and 
opinions of all the people must be considered in the formulation of any cultural 
policy or programme. 

Proposals for Action

 (1) To evolve a more acceptable national culture policies and measures 
that conform to the principle of cultural democracy, it is necessary that 
representatives of the cultural and religious organizations of all the ethnic 
communities are invited to participate in government-sponsored discussions 
and conventions on national culture. 

(2) Cultural policy meetings should be convened on a regular basis and take 
into account the impact of efforts at cultural development and the ensuing 
cultural changes. The government should also appoint representatives from 
the major cultural organizations and scholars who are experts in the various 
cultures in Malaysia to be members of the National Consultation Committee 
on Culture in the Ministry of Culture and Tourism and other cultural statutory 
bodies.  
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Recommendation  6: 
Adopt Multi-Culturalism as Official Practice 

Arising from growing awareness of the failure and folly of assimilationist or ‘melting 
pot’ cultural policies, many multi-ethnic nations have turned to multi-culturalism in 
their efforts to achieve national integration and unity.  Canada, for example, has 
long pursued a multi-culturalist policy based on four points:  

•	 Assistance	 is	 provided	 to	 all	 cultural	 groups	 who	 have	 the	 desire	 and	
efforts to grow and contribute to Canada. 

•	 Members	of	all	cultural	groups	are	assisted	in	overcoming	cultural	barriers	
to full participation in the Canadian society.  

•	 Creative	encounters	and	interchanges	are	facilitated	among	all	Canadian	
cultural groups in the interest of national unity. 

•	 Immigrants	are	helped	to	learn	English	or	French.		

In Malaysia, given its multi-ethnic composition, multi-culturalism is not only a 
logical choice as a cultural development policy but also a necessity since it is an 
approach which will reinforce social harmony by encouraging all Malaysians to 
recognize the reality of cultural diversity in our society. At the same time it will 
also help promote tolerance and equality. 

Proposals for Action

(1) Multi-culturalism should be mainstreamed into national policy to ensure the 
development of a liberal, just and progressive society.

(2) The government should take the lead in this by giving equal recognition to 
all cultures in Malaysia in all its programmes and services. For example, at 
official functions and ceremonies, cultural artistes representing the different 
ethnic cultures in the country should be invited to perform at official functions 
and ceremonies. This would facilitate national integration by giving minority 
ethnic groups a sense of pride in belonging to a culturally rich nation.  
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(3) The government and private sector should encourage writers, artists, 
entertainers and artistes to incorporate the virtues of multi-culturalism in their 
works and performances. The multi-cultural image should be portrayed as far 
as possible in all public places such as museums, art galleries, monuments, 
streets and cultural centres. Efforts towards a more liberal depiction of the 
country’s diverse cultures in public places and in the private sector should be 
further stepped up.  

Recommendation  7: 
Inter-Culturalism 

It is recognized that multiculturalism alone without intercultural interaction or inter-
culturalism cannot effectively foster national unity. There is a need to promote 
inter-culturalism through which cultural diversity can develop into patterns of 
values and behaviour based on, yet transcending, the various founding cultures. 

Proposals for Action

(1) Various government initiated programmes such as Rukun Tetangga, 
Rakan Muda and more recently the National Service programme, have 
been established to foster national unity through inter-ethnic interactions. 
These programmes create some interaction and promote some respect for 
understanding of other cultures. New additional programmes to promote 
inter-culturalism; intercultural education and cultural exchange could focus 
on:  

•	 Intercultural	 education:	 There	 is	 a	 need	 to	 nurture	 understanding	 and	
respect for other cultures among the young, particularly school going 
children. This can be achieved by introducing a subject in the school 
curriculum which deals specifically with the cultures of Malaysia. A multi-
ethnic panel of educationists should be commissioned to design the subject 
curriculum and set guidelines for the textbooks which should preferably 
be written by multi-ethnic teams trained in the social sciences. It is also 
important that the textbooks provide accurate depictions of the various 
cultures in Malaysia and are not tainted with ethnocentric or stereotyped 
views. A better awareness of cultural diversity, ethnic self identity and an 
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understanding of the contributions of various ethnic groups will encourage 
more liberal attitudes and improve inter-group relations.  

•	 Cultural	 Exchange:	 Many	 Malaysians	 do	 not	 have	 the	 opportunity	 to	
experience first- hand living conditions in communities other than their 
own. Many Malaysians have not even visited other communities. The 
lack of personal knowledge about other communities has resulted in the 
persistence of stereotyped images and ethnic prejudices which often serve 
as the underlying justification for ethnocentrism and cultural domination. 
One way of overcoming this is by providing ethnically mixed teams of 
young Malaysians the opportunity to stay in different communities such 
as the Malay kampong, Chinese new village, Indian plantation community, 
Dayak longhouse and Orang Asli village. The Ministry of Education could 
play a role in organizing such cultural exchange field trips for students. 
Private organizations and associations could also be encouraged to make 
serious efforts in mounting such programmes. From such experiences, 
participants would learn about and appreciate the cultural differences 
found in the country.  

(2) The Ministry of Education should establish a broad-based multi-racial       
committee to review the primary and secondary school curriculum in relevant 
subject areas such as history, civics, religious studies, etc. The review should 
focus on ensuring the inclusion of balanced and objective content with special 
reference to the teaching of Malaysian history and world civilizations.  This 
will help to ensure that chauvinistic or narrow perspectives on race, religion 
and cultures are not disseminated to the younger generation, especially in 
the major textbooks used. 

Recommendation  8: 
Other Measures to Be Taken by Government and Other 
Stakeholders 

Proposals for Action

(1) The government should ratify and adopt all significant international treaties 
and conventions regulating cultural and religious rights so that they can 
become enforceable at home.
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(2) The private sector should play a bigger role in encouraging its employees 
drawn from various multi-ethnic groups to experience and learn from each 
other’s cultural wealth and to tap these rich resources.

(3) All stakeholders should promote the freedom of artistic and cultural expression 
and seek to reduce bureaucratic/religious intervention.

(4) NGOs should prioritize activities that are conducive to promoting intercultural 
learning and understanding in their work programmes.

(5) The government and private sector should establish funds for cultural 
research, cultural conservation and preservation.  Efforts at promotion and 
preservation of cultural heritage should emphasize on the substance and not 
the form.

(6) The government should include the active participation of NGOs, professionals 
and other important resource persons in carrying out the preservation of 
cultural heritage.

(7) The preservation of cultural heritage must be based on its historical, human 
and cultural values and should not be driven by commercial or tourism 
considerations.

(8) All groups should share their cultural resources with others, especially those 
who are less well off and the setting up of inter-cultural foundations should 
be encouraged.
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A.2  RELIGION AND SOCIETY

Recommendation 1:  
Ensure Positive Role of  Religion in Malaysian Development 

Of the major divisive issues found in the country, socio-cultural and religious ones 
have increasingly taken centre stage.  Hence, unlike national Plans of Action 
drafted in other countries which attach minor or relatively less importance to the 
religious dimension of development, the Huazong Plan of Action for Malaysia has 
prioritized action in this sensitive and highly volatile area ahead of those in other 
sectors.

Although few official studies have been conducted on the reasons and causes 
of socio-cultural and religious discord and tension in the country, the few public 
surveys conducted show that among many ordinary Malaysians, the value and 
idea of citizenship and national belonging appear to matter less compared to 
religious and ethnic identity. At the same time, a recent future oriented conference 
for the region, although not directly mentioning Malaysia, identified identity and 
political religious forces as most likely to be amongst the major drivers of disruptive 
change for the multi-ethnic and multi-religious countries of the region. (see, “The 
National Intelligence Council 2020 Project”, Conference Report on Northeast and 
Southeast Asia, Convened by Asia Society and the NIC, May 5-7, 2004). 

We must ensure that Malaysia does not regress into a situation in which religious 
intolerance and bigotry become the norm and threaten peace and security. 
Amongst ordinary Malaysians, there has long been a deep reservoir of religious 
good will and positive tolerance. Moreover, the country’s key constitutional and 
development documents - the Constitution, the Rukunegara and Vision 2020 – 
all contain strong affirmation  – of the principle of socio-cultural equality and the 
basic right of every ethnic group to fair and just treatment from government in 
respect to the practice and development of the country’s diverse religious forms 
and heritage.  
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The Rukunegara, for example, reiterates that “the Malaysian nation is indeed 
unique in having rich and diverse cultural traditions and practices.  We aspire 
to a society in which this diversity can be an asset and a source of strength”.  
Vision 2020, Islam Hadhari and 1Malaysia similarly touch on cultural democracy, 
equality and freedom as part of the challenges facing the nation. 

However, for various reasons, this religious diversity - instead of being a source 
of strength - is a source of division and increasingly has become a risk to the 
country.  A host of measures need to be immediately embarked upon to defuse 
the simmering socio-cultural and religious division. These measures are primarily 
based on the understanding that it is necessary to maintain the Malaysian state as 
a liberal democratic state as envisaged in the Constitution whilst recognizing the 
special position of Islam as the official religion of the country and the fundamental 
liberties of other religions.  Continued commitment to these balancing principles 
is a pre-condition for the socio-cultural stability of the country.  

Proposals for Action

(1) There is need to understand the true extent of the political economy of 
religious politics in the country. Many concerns addressed in the Plan of 
Action have looked at the impact of religion on the public domain in Malaysia.  
It should be noted that this impact would not have been felt had it not been 
for the existence of other material and institutional factors. As yet there 
has been no systematic study of the political economy of the Islamisation 
process in the country.  A full academic analysis has to be undertaken to 
ascertain the extent to which the parallel religious bureaucracy has grown in 
Malaysia, its impact on society, its costs to national cohesion and unity, and 
its institutional linkages to the formal structures of state power.

(2) Although the ‘soft’ component of Malaysian discursive politics has been 
relatively under-studied, it is clear that the discourse of state-sponsored and 
state-sanctioned Islamisation has become an appendage to state power, 
control and policing in the country. Understanding the operational modes 
of this discursive component of power politics will require an objective 
analysis of how it functions, its primary actors and agents and its linkages 
to material-institutional structures of power. In short, a better understanding 
of the material-institutional impact of a narrow and exclusive mode of 
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state-sponsored Islamisation is necessary in efforts to promote more liberal 
and democratic variants.

(3) The de-escalation of communitarian politics, and in particular religious 
communitarian politics, are necessary for the country’s survival in the long 
run. Civil society actors, parties and institutions that share a common interest 
in the promotion of liberal representative democracy and the broadening of 
public space should work together to politically educate the Malaysian public 
and also the leadership of Malaysia’s political parties, especially about the 
dangers of religiously-based communal posturing. 

(4) The experience of progressive Islamic countries and also liberal democratic 
systems illustrates that there are useful models that Malaysia can draw upon 
for the promotion of the culture of rational enquiry, consensus building and 
communication.  Efforts aimed at checking the advance of radical hard-
line communitarian groups and dampening the appeal of irrational race or 
religious-based politics in the public domain should draw continuously on 
best practice examples.

Recommendation 2:  
Government’s Role in Ensuring Religious Fairness 

It is recognized that the government has the key role to play in striking a fair 
balance between the legitimate interests of the different ethnic groups whilst 
respecting the special position of the Bumiputra communities and Islam. Ensuring 
ethnic, socio-cultural and religious fairness through the implementation of the 
recommendations and proposals contained in the Huazong Plan of Action (POA) 
could bring a major breakthrough by removing the root causes of suspicions, 
prejudice and bias.  The lead role of government can be supplemented by 
activities conducted by other stakeholders aimed at promoting inter-cultural and 
inter-religious interaction, dialogue and understanding

Proposals for Action 

(1) The state with the support of other stakeholders should initiate a “Kejiranan 
Malaysia” consultation in which key representatives from various religious 
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communities, Islamic departments and Muslim NGOs can come together to 
discuss key issues on religion affecting all segments of society. 

(2) Negative views of or disrespectful allusions to other religions should not be 
encouraged.  Religious hate messages of any kind should be prohibited. 

(3) The propagation of Islam as the official religion should focus on its universal 
values. It should treat other religions in a just and fair manner and as they 
expect other religions to treat it. Islamic leaders and scholars should identify 
its positive values that can benefit all segments of society. They should also 
acknowledge the freedom of practicing other religions as provided in the 
Constitution.. 

(4) The state must clarify the existing legal ambiguities and contestations 
concerning religious conversion, marriage, burials, child custody and other 
sensitive topics through fair and balanced approaches that can be rationally 
explained to the different interest groups or individuals. 

(5) Religion-based charities and NGOs should be encouraged to work together to 
strengthen social cohesion, social justice, cooperation and communication. 

(6) All levels of government should demonstrate greater flexibility and 
consideration in approving the use of land and buildings for religious purposes, 
Unreasonable conditions imposed on height, size and outward appearance 
of religious buildings should be done away with. Local governments in 
particular, must give due consideration to the requirement of all religions and 
their need for adequate religious sites in town planning; 

(7) The government should undertake a fair and transparent review of the 
existing conditions imposed on foreign missionaries or religious professionals 
working or wishing to work in Malaysia; 

(8) Civil servants of all levels, Muslims and non-Muslims alike, must receive 
high quality training in constitutionalism, human rights and multi-culturalism 
as a way to prepare them to carry out their duty impartially, judiciously and 
professionally; 

Transforming EN v5.indd   45 12/10/2012   12:45:02 AM



46

 Transforming the Nation: A 20 Year Plan of Action

(9) All religious denominations within the same faith must be treated equally and 
the state should stop demonizing or repressing peace-loving religious sects 
that may be regarded as deviants.

(10) The national educational system should embrace the fundamental tenets 
of relious tolerance, fairness and diversity, and integrate these into the 
curriculum and other educational processes.

(11) Private vernacular and religious schools and institutions must be encouraged 
to adopt a pedagogical stance of accommodation, respect and tolerance and 
reject radical, fundamentalist or doctrinaire approaches to ethno-linguistic 
and religious identity.

Recommendation 3:
Fostering Inter-Faith Understanding and Dialogue 

Inter-faith understanding and dialogues are necessary to reduce conflicts and 
differences between religious groups, and to find mutually-acceptable solutions to 
current and future problems. Unfortunately inter-faith understanding and dialogue 
has yet to take off in Malaysia for a variety of reasons. The main problem in 
the way of advancement of religious understanding and dialogue has been the 
politicization of religion by leaders competing for scarce or valued resources.    

Proposals for Action

(1) Civil society has to continuously emphasise the need to maintain the 
religious dialogue as a means of communicating and resolving grievances.  
This is especially necessary in the face of political pressure that has sought 
to discourage such dialogues on the misguided excuse that they touch on 
sensitive matters. 

(2) More efforts should be made by individuals and organizations to actively 
promote dialogue between faith organizations in Malaysia and to foster 
better understanding  of common concerns and areas of contention.

(3) A network of inter-faith resource centres should be established so as to bring 
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about better information sharing, service and advocacy amongst the various 
faith organizations. 

(4) The state should provide funding for inter-faith programmes with a view to 
promoting mutual understanding, trust and respect. Incentives in the form 
of tax rebates and other forms should be provided to encourage religious 
groups to organize activities targeting common social issues and needs, 
including single parenthood, homelessness, drug addiction, etc.

(5) Seminars and workshops focusing on common religious values and concerns 
should be organized by NGOs and government agencies. 

(6) The Declaration On Religious Harmony which was signed by representatives 
of all faiths on September 16, 2001 in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia provides a 
good framework for the conduct of inter-faith dialogue.  The Declaration on 
Religious Harmony reads as follows:

We the undersigned representatives of various faiths in Malaysia, do hereby 
declare that:

Appreciate the importance of religious harmony in our beloved country 
Malaysia.

We are determined to make Malaysia a land of peace, progress and prosperity.

We acknowledge that our pluralistic and diverse cultural traditions are assets 
to our country.

Further we pledge:

To uphold the freedom of religion as a fundamental right.

To accept all human beings as brothers and sisters, and to develop the virtues 
of compassion, love and purity as we strive to follow our own religions.

To be merciful, patient, respectful, and understanding as we cooperate with 
one another to promote dialogue for a peaceful, progressive and prosperous 
Malaysia.

To strive with sincerity and commitment for national unity and harmony based 
on religious principles.
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Recommendation 4:    
Nurturing Religious Tolerance and Understanding at the 
School and Grassroots Level   

Inter-faith understanding and acceptance should begin at the school and 
grassroots level. The younger generation of Malaysians should be explicitly 
introduced to the fact that modern societies, including Malaysia, are pluralistic 
and should be provided with the values and knowledge to enable them to cope 
positively with socio-cultural and religious pluralism  

Proposals for Action:

(1) An inter-faith education council should be set up to formulate a common 
morals and ethnics syllabus for public-funded national school.

(2)  Spiritual or religious instruction of young children should not be undertaken in 
national schools but should be seen as the primary responsibility of families 
or privately funded systems.   

(3) Privately run religious schools and institutions must be encouraged to adopt 
a liberal approach in their teaching based on accommodation, respect and 
tolerance of other religions.  They should not be permitted to disseminate 
radical or extremist approached on religion and related issues of ethno-
linguistic identity.

(4) Students at university level should be provided with opportunity to pursue 
the study of comparative religions and to acquire knowledge about the 
religious practices and beliefs of the religions of the country from competent 
and sympathetic teachers.  

(5) Young people of different religions should be encouraged to take part in 
common social and cultural activities. Inter-religious discussion of current 
national and international problems such as drug abuse, AIDS/HIV, human 
rights abuse, the plight of tribal and religious minorities, social justice, 
solidarity with marginalized groups and other social and political issues 
should be encouraged for young people of the appropriate age groups. 
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A.3   DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGES AND 
DEVELOPMENT 

Recommendation 1:
Monitoring Demographic Changes

Continuing demographic changes will impact on our society and economy just 
as much in the future as it has in the past.  Three major aspects of demographic 
change are of special significance - ethnic composition, spatial distribution, and 
age structure. If current demographic trends continue for the next 20 years, the 
population will become increasingly mono-ethnic, the distribution more clustered, 
and society more aging.  

The rate of future population growth will be determined by declining levels of fertility 
and the volume of immigration and emigration. According to the Department of 
Statistics, the period 2000-30 will see a 77 per cent increase in total population. 
With a population density of 69 persons per sq km in 1999, compared with 258 for 
the Philippines and 238 for Vietnam, or 475 for South Korea and 336 for Japan, 
Malaysia can easily absorb the increase in number without any adverse effects 
on its economy but this is based on the assumption that the economy grows 
steadily and remains robust. By 2030, Malaysia’s population density will be 125 
persons or almost twice the number 30 years earlier. 

Proposal for Action

(1) To ensure that future demographic changes do not bring adverse impacts, it 
is necessary to identify the key developments and changes in population and 
to formulate appropriate strategies and approaches so that the outcomes will 
be in the best interests of all Malaysians, especially the younger generation 
who will have to cope with the unanticipated consequences arising from 
policy missteps or lacunae. 
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Recommendation 2: 
Coping with an Aging Population and Other Marginalized 
Groups 

Population trends in the foreseeable future indicate that as life expectancy 
increases and taking into account the expected growth of the population, there 
will be larger numbers of the aged (especially women who have a higher life 
expectancy than men) and also of the disabled.  The possibility that many in 
these vulnerable groups may be marginalized is high especially if social and 
economic progress slows down.  If the magnitude of the social problems to family 
and society is proportional to the size of the aged and disabled, the nation will 
have to put in place social safety net measures that have been overlooked up till 
now.       

Proposals for Action

(1) The government should give greater emphasis to coping with the accelerating 
pace of ageing more than before. It has to promote a more caring society 
to ensure that all sections of the population (all ages, classes, gender, the 
disabled, the marginalized) will live in dignity. The welfare of the elderly should 
be taken care of through co-ordinated efforts that involve government and 
the active participation of families, voluntary association and societies and 
the community. The state has to be more proactive than before in formulating 
social protection policies aimed at the aged.   

(2) Government should increase the allocation of resources in terms of funding, 
services, training, etc. for the benefit of the aged, the under-privileged, the 
disabled and other marginalized groups.  

(3) Comprehensive programmes should be designed for the aged to take care 
of their needs especially their social welfare and security, income and 
employment, and health care needs.  

(4) The private sector and government should step up efforts – including joint 
ones – to establish training and education programmes in welfare and social 
work in accordance with latest international practices.  
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(5) Measures should be taken to strengthen family solidarity and traditional 
values and to expand the base of community support for taking care of the 
aged and vulnerable. The public must be encouraged to strengthen family 
values and responsibilities in caring for the aged and their emotional and 
psychological needs. The government has to provide substantial incentives 
to promote family and community support for the aged and the less privileged 
groups. 

(6) Government should take immediate steps to increase the age of retirement 
to 60 years and beyond so as to reduce the dependency and other ratios. 
The aged and less privileged groups must be protected from discrimination 
based on age, gender or physical appearance.   

(7) Although it is well recognized that the disabled are individuals with their 
own talents who can contribute as much to society as their able bodied 
counterparts, social stigma and other barriers stand in the way of their 
integration into society and economy.   To assist in the mainstreaming of the 
disabled into the larger society, a wide range of programmes should be made 
available to them to enable them to realize their talents. Also, special centres 
should be established for their training and education so that they may be 
independent financially and psychologically. 

Recommendation 3: 
Monitoring Ethnic and Regional Distribution Trends    

Also significant in future population change is the trend towards the declining 
share of the non-Bumiputera.  The higher fertility rates of Bumiputera and 
large inflows of foreign workers have already caused significant demographic 
changes in the past two decades. The impact of the immigration of foreign 
workers, refugees and others is most glaring in Sabah where the proportion of 
the Chinese has fallen dramatically from 23 per cent in 1960 to 10 per cent in 
2000). The declining fertility rates especially among the Chinese are exacerbated 
by substantial volumes of emigration. The cumulative effects of these processes 
are reflected in the declining share of the Chinese as well as Indians in the total 
population. In 2000, the Chinese made up 26 percent of the population compared 
with 33 percent in 1957. By 2020, the Chinese share will drop to 20 percent and, 
by 2030, to 18.7 percent.  
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The changing ethnic composition of the population will enhance the numerical 
domination of the Bumiputera and reinforce the position of the Chinese and 
Indians as minorities. Differential fertility rates and further inflows of immigrants 
and foreign workers could accelerate the trend towards greater ethnic imbalance.  

Another key development is the trend of unabated outflow of the young from small 
towns, kampongs and New Villages and the impact on the regional economies.  
This demographic outflow from rural and smaller urban areas will have immediate 
and long-term socio-economic implications. Population desertion from these 
areas and concentration in major urban centres can be expected to exacerbate 
regional disparities of income and development, and will also result in various 
social and economic problems that are not apparent now.

Proposals for Action

(1) From the perspective of the national economy, the implications of the 
continuous decline in the non-Malay share in the population have yet to 
be fully understood.  It has been noted by observers that one of the major 
strengths of the Malaysian economy is its ethnically diversified population.  
In the context of the reconfiguration of regional economic alignment in Asia 
in the next two decades, the decreasing presence of Chinese and Indians 
- even as China and India are emerging as major global economies - may 
have implications for Malaysian development. Studies of this phenomenon 
and dissemination of the results will help stimulate a wider public discussion 
of the issue and help policy makers in crafting more refined policies in related 
areas such as migration policy, family planning policy, labour policy, etc. 

(2) The nation must take note of the long-term trend of reduced ethnic diversity 
and its likely impact.  Some observers have argued that the maintenance of 
the current level of ethnic balance is desirable for the country to have access 
to the variety of talents to cope with the demands of globalization and the rise 
of China and India as major economic powers in the near future.  Although 
these views appear unrealistic (and the reasoning behind the argument is 
also contentious) it would still be necessary to reconsider current policies 
and practices related to demographic growth so as to take into account these 
perspectives. 
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(3) It is necessary to re-examine current regional development policies that 
favour certain regions over others. Serious considerations must be taken to 
increase the allocation of resources for the overall development and upgrading 
of facilities and services of small towns, kampongs and New Villages, to 
decentralize industries, to establish high-value production systems, and to 
create new employment opportunities away from the economically favoured 
regions.    

(4) The authorities should get to the roots of the problems of the small towns, 
kampongs and New Villages as the first step in devising response strategies 
to help the communities in these places. The objective is to reduce the 
volume of out-migration and to retain a section of the young and energetic 
to provide social and economic vigour in the communities of marginalized 
settlements. 

(5) The number of foreign workers is excessive in relation to the population 
of Malaysia. Easy entry into the country frustrates attempts to monitor, 
control, and manage legal and illegal foreign workers. The current practice 
of allowing large numbers of unskilled and low-cost labour into the country 
will perpetuate the heavy reliance on this category of foreign workers and 
will discourage serious attempts to raise productivity through investments in 
upgrading production technologies. Among the necessary actions on foreign 
labour are the following:  

•	 Providing	 incentives	 to	employers	 to	 shift	 from	 labour-intensive	 to	high-
tech operations and from low-cost to highly skilled labour.

•	 Encouraging	middle-class	households	to	change	their	“mindset”	so	as	to	
reduce their dependence on domestic maids.

•	 Checking	 illegal	 immigration	 and	 inflow	 of	 “political”	 refugees	 and	 to	
resolve the problems of illegal workers and residents especially in Sabah.

•	 Matching	 the	 demand	 for	 foreign	 labour	 with	 the	 needs	 of	 the	 nation.	
The government needs a clear policy on the labour demand in different 
sectors of the economy. The foreign workforce must be monitored and 
professionally managed by efficient and honest administrators. The first 
requirement towards attaining this objective is to rid the entire labour 
recruitment system of corruption.
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•	 Although	discouraging	foreign	labour	inflows,	the	country	should	encourage	
the inflow of foreign skilled and talented workers irrespective of country/
region, ethnicity and religion.   

 (6) Constant population movements into major urban centres, especially to the 
Klang Valley, have accelerated the trend towards excessive metropolitan 
growth. The problems of urban concentrations of population are diverse and 
complex and need to be fully studied and monitored to ensure pre-emptive 
approaches and strategies that can ensure optimal outcomes.  

 (7) Large urban centres can operate effectively only if there is a system of good 
governance based on democratic principles and local participation. This 
will require the revival of local government elections to overcome financial 
bottlenecks and human capital needs and to provide an effective delivery 
system of services for the benefit of the people.  

(8) The lack of public services particularly public transport is the most serious 
indictment of the inability of urban authorities to cope with rapid population 
growth and movements. Urban transport plans have been formulated but 
they have generally failed to address the requirements of the people for 
efficient transport services. There is an urgent need to diversify the modes 
of mass transport and to reduce the over-reliance on private transport by 
incorporating bus, light rapid transit, monorail, and even subway travel. It is 
also essential that public transport services be improved through professional 
and efficient management.  

(9)  In the next 20 years, globalization will accelerate international competition, 
including for talents. The outflow of young and well-educated Malaysians 
– especially non-Malays - is likely to increase and this will not serve the 
long-term interests of the country. It must be recognized that the emigration 
of Malaysian talents is a serious form of “brain drain” that the nation cannot 
afford.   The authorities should undertake studies to assess the full impact of 
the loss of talents to the country. Policies must be put in place immediately by 
which local talents irrespective of ethnicity will have open and equal access 
to opportunities and feel confident that the country has a system that allows 
the full utilization of their talents. 
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A.4 GENDER ISSUES IN ECONOMY 
AND SOCIETY  

Despite full recognition of the equal rights of Malaysian women in all aspects of 
the political, administrative and socio-economic life of the country in the Federal 
Constitution, the reality is that women’s status and position in the economy and 
society is still inferior to that of men in many important aspects of work and life.  
Although Malaysia has made some progress in achieving the empowerment of 
women and a larger measure of gender equality, the following areas of concern 
will need the attention of stakeholders if the country is to regard itself as arriving 
at the ideal position in terms of the redressing of past gender imbalances.

Recommendation 1: 
Women and Access to Equitable Work Opportunities 

Despite the modernisation of the economy, the majority of women employees are 
still in unskilled or semi-skilled jobs, with limited prospects for upward mobility. 
The current development framework of the government needs to be re-visited 
with the view of formulating a more people-oriented development policy which 
leads towards equitable socio-economic transformation of state and society. 

Proposals for Action 

(1) Conduct a comprehensive study of women’s changing work, skills and 
employment patterns, including the informal sector and housework (social 
reproduction – the care economy), and monitor their status regularly from 
the perspective of rights and non-discrimination.  

(2) Formulate a national employment policy, which includes training, access to 
skills and new technologies, to facilitate the upward mobility of women.  

(3) Collect and publish comprehensive sex-disaggregated data on gender, work 
and unemployment, as well as data on non-formal/informal work. 
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(4) Adopt the relevant international labour conventions and monitor those that 
have been acceded to but not implemented. Conventions not yet adopted 
include:  

•	 The	 United	 Nations	 (UN)	 Convention	 on	 the	 Protection	 of	 All	 Migrant	
Workers and Members of Their Families.

•	 The	International	Labor	Organisation	(ILO)	Convention	on	Home	Work.	

•	 The	ILO	Convention	87	on	the	Freedom	of	Association	and	Protection	of	
the Right to Organise  

(5) Address areas of gender discrimination and ensure that conditions at the 
workplace, including reproductive rights, maternity benefits, equality in 
wages, minimum wages and retirement age comply with international 
standards.  

(6) Review and amend existing legislations to improve the employment status of 
all workers, including domestic and migrant workers. These Acts include the:  

•	 Employment	 Act	 in	 relation	 to	 minimum	 wage,	 security	 of	 work,	 social	
safety nets and retrenchment/unemployment insurance. The jurisdiction 
of the Employment Act should also be extended to include Sabah and 
Sarawak. 

•	 Trade	 Unions	 Act	 to	 allow	 workers	 the	 right	 to	 freely	 organise	 at	 the	
national level, particularly in the electronics industry. 

•	 Social	Security	Act	to	cover	all	workers	in	the	formal	and	informal	sectors,	
including those who do housework.

 (7) Enact new laws and formulate alternative, people oriented development 
policies to ensure the protection of women, particularly in the context of 
globalization and the current financial crisis, and to enhance their participation 
in the labour force, including: 
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•	 Introducing	best	practices	in	the	workplace.

•	 Providing	affordable	and	quality	childcare	facilities	at	the	workplace	and/
or community level. 

•	 Enacting	a	Sexual	Harassment	Law.	

Recommendation 2: 
Reform in Law and Legal Process 

As the law is informed by and is reflected by socio-cultural perceptions and 
understanding, legal reform efforts must be accompanied with consciousness 
raising and education to address gender bias and discrimination in society. The 
law can lag or the law can lead. Ideally however, the law and societal perception 
should go in tandem so that one can strengthen the other. 

Proposals for Action

(1) Conduct a full audit of laws to repeal gender discriminatory provisions. 

(2) Conduct an audit of common law using the gender lens to identify and correct 
gender biases. 

(3) Create a national Judicial Institute for continued training of superior court 
judges. 

(4) Pass Gender Equality law. The law must also specifically discharge 
Malaysia’s commitment under Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). 

(5) Provide gender sensitisation training to judges, prosecutors, police and 
service providers, e.g. social workers and medical personnel. 

(6) Cease all actions which target and control women’s behaviour e.g. moral 
policing, dressing and behaviour (e.g. tomboy fatwa).   
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(7) Resolve conflict between Muslim and civil laws in accordance with the original 
laws that govern the relationship, e.g. allow converting and non-converting 
parties to file for divorce in civil court, safeguard property provisions for 
children and parents of converting parties and prohibit destructive tussle 
over children by parents divided by religion. 

(8) Amend personal laws (e.g. family law and inheritance laws) to provide for 
gender equality and recognition of women’s initiatives to ensure the legitimate 
rights and interests of all women (regardless of their religious beliefs) are 
entitled to protection.

Recommendation 3: 
Implement Policies on Women in Decision Making 

Despite the policy of at least 30 percent women in decision making, there is very 
slow advancement of women in these positions in both the public and private 
sectors. 

Proposals for Action 

(1) Train a critical pool of men and women (critical actors) in both the public and 
private sector to initiate gender-empowered policy proposals. 

(2) To overcome prejudices that have discouraged women’s entry into politics and 
resulted in the low number of elected and nominated women representatives 
in Parliament, State Assemblies and Local Councils, the following measures 
should be undertaken:   

•	 Enforce	quotas	of	gender	parity	in	the	public	and	private	sectors.	

•	 Train	 and	 expose	 women	 in	 politics,	 public	 policy	 and	 government	 to	
enhance their capabilities and skills for public office. 

•	 Conduct	 gender-sensitization	 programmes	 for	 parliamentarians,	 state	
assemblymen and public officials.
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•	 Appoint	women	in	executive	policy	making	e.g.	fatwa	councils,	muftis	and	
imams. 

•	 Appoint	women	judicial	officers.	

Recommendation 4: 
Curbing Violence against Women 

Oftentimes, perpetrators of acts of violence against women continue to commit 
these acts with impunity because of the ineffectiveness of measures to bring 
them to account for their acts. The State has the obligation to prevent violence 
against women from becoming acceptable. In this rights based approach, the 
government is duty-bound to provide a safe environment for women and ensure 
their protection. 

Proposals for Action 

(1) Continuous training/programmes/workshops on gender equality, including 
on CEDAW, should be conducted.  

(2) Amend the Domestic Violence Act to provide for more effective response and 
prosecution by recognising domestic violence as a separate offence in the 
Penal Code to account for the repetitive nature of domestic violence. 

(3) Enact a Sexual Harassment Act. 

(4) Provide a safe environment to ensure women’s safety e.g. improve policing 
of streets and car parking areas, provide adequate street lighting, increase 
police presence and walking patrol in busy areas. 

(5) Improve provision of intervention services and ensure victims of violence are 
accorded respect and dignity. 

(6) Adopt and implement a zero tolerance for violence against women. 
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Recommendation 5: 
Reducing Women’s Vulnerability to Poverty    

Studies on the relationship between women and poverty have shown that women 
have an increased vulnerability to poverty. Women’s lack of control over land and 
resources, women’s role as primary care-giver, women’s dependency on men 
for maintenance (particularly after divorce), the commoditisation of agriculture, 
housing and commercial development, access to credit and services as well 
as the increase in women-headed households women’s either through choice, 
dissolution of marriage or death of their partners all contribute to the feminisation 
of poverty. 

Proposals for Action 

(1) Conduct a comprehensive study of women headed household both in urban 
and rural areas to generate disaggregated data. 

(2) Provide breakdown of incidence of poverty by gender. 

(3) Facilitate access and control over land by women. 

(4) Provide women with better access to credit, resources and other services 
and where necessary, waive the provision of collateral.  

(5) Ensure that matrimonial homes and family asset is registered in joint names 
of spouses and in the interim, allow spouses to caveat matrimonial homes. 

(6) Ensure that compensation for acquisition and loss of land is provided to the 
family rather than in the name of the proprietor (normally men). 

(7) Provide protection for women by reforming unequal inheritance of property 
and alimony laws.

Transforming EN v5.indd   60 12/10/2012   12:45:03 AM



61

S
oc

io
-C

ul
tu

ra
l P

la
n 

of
 A

ct
io

n

A

Recommendation 6: 
Minimizing the Impact of  Identity Politics   

The language and discourse around ‘race’, ethnicity and religion has been 
fraught with tension and division at all levels of society. Religion and ethnicity 
(particularly the conflation of religious and ethnic identity of the Malay-Muslim) 
have been subjected to politicisation and institutionalisation. Within the present 
context of identity politics, women are often constructed as the symbolic bearers 
of the ethnic group’s future as well as the boundary markers of their respective 
collectivities. Gender relations are then reconstructed whereby men become 
the protectors of the female population who are supposed to act, dress, look or 
behave in certain ways so as the attain the ideals of womanhood.  

Proposals for Action

(1)  Advocated full Malaysian citizenship, free from ethnic and religious cutting. 
To rebuild cross-ethnic, cultural and religious solidarity. 

(2) Repeal laws, regulations and policies that control women’s behavior, e.g. 
dressing and make-up. 

(3) The need for sex education that adopts a holistic and non-judgmental 
approach on sexuality matters and concomitantly, the sensitising and training 
of teachers or anyone else doing this work, so that a liberal curriculum is 
effectively implemented. 

(4) Resolve conflicts arising from inter-faith issues to ensure justice for both 
converting and non-converting family members. 

(5) Prohibit conversion of young children without both parents’ consent. 

(6)  Amend the Federal Constitution, religious family law, The Law Reform 
(Marriage and Divorce) Act 1976, distribution of property act and other 
inheritance laws to safeguard the heritance rights of wives and children upon 
conversion of husbands to other religions.
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A.5 MIGRATION  

Recommendation 1:   
Need for National Migration Policy  

The impact of recent migration – both in terms of in-migration and out-migration 
flows – has not only been momentous on the country’s economic development 
but also in the shaping of the social, political and cultural life of the country.  
Few other phenomena have had the same far reaching impact on society and 
economy as migration.  Yet there has been hardly any official policy analysis and 
review of this complex issue.  Indeed there has been little or no mention at all in 
the country’s development plan documents, with the latest 9th Plan and Mid Term 
Review documents totally ignoring the subject. 

Government policy response to the profound impact of international migration, 
in all its complex forms, has been weak, piecemeal and disjointed. Most issues, 
including that of settlement, have been and continue to be “managed” on an ad-
hoc basis of administrative discretion. Clearly formulated public policies related 
to the whole range of migration issues are limited only to the following: 

•	 Labour	 recruitment	policy	 for	unskilled	and	semi-skilled	 foreign	contract	
workers.

•	 Malaysia,	my	second	home	policy	to	attract	foreign	retirees.

•	 Brain-gain	 policy	 to	 encourage	 the	 return	 of	 talented	 Malaysians	 living	
abroad.

This is woefully inadequate. 
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Proposals for Action

(1) A comprehensive National Migration Policy should be formulated through 
extensive consultations with all stakeholders concerned, including civil 
society organizations, in particular, the trade unions.

(2) The new policy should include the following elements:

•	 Establishment	of	an	institutional	infrastructure.

•	 An	information	delivery	system	in	the	public	domain.

•	 At	 present,	 virtually	 no	 migration	 statistics	 are	 made	 available	 to	 the	
academic community for public analysis of the issues involved. In order 
for policy to be effective, and remain effective, sources and systems of 
statistical information should be created and placed in the public domain 
in order to facilitate evidence-based formulations of appropriate migration 
policies.

(3) An effective machinery of governance.

Recommendation 2:
Foreign Labour and Migration Issues

The present foreign labour recruitment needs to be guided by a clear cut and 
transparent foreign labour policy. The demand for foreign labour must be 
recognized as a structural phenomenon which has to be incorporated into the 
country’s economic and social plans. A foreign labour policy, as against a foreign 
labour recruitment policy, has to be concerned with the entire set of labour market 
issues related to foreign labour. Beyond the question of entry and departure, a 
foreign labour policy must take into consideration the conditions not just of entry 
into, but of presence within, the labour market. This would include in particular 
the issue of the labour rights of foreign workers. 

Unfortunately, public debate has been almost entirely focused on the excessive 
number of foreign workers in the labour market, especially that of “illegals” or 
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undocumented migrants. Public criticism of an incoherent “stop/go” recruitment 
policy charged with having allowed too many foreign workers to enter the labour 
market has been largely based on a human resource and/or a security perspective. 
The problem lies far deeper.

After four decades of an ill-conceived, incoherent and ineffectual labour 
recruitment policy, it is time for the adoption of a comprehensive approach to the 
question of migration in the country in which the issue of foreign labour should 
form an important component of.

Proposals for Action

(1) Establish a labour quota system in close collaboration with employers and 
trade unions.

(2) Replace the current Work Permits with a Temporary Work Visa (of 3 years, 
extendable for another 3) that is not linked to a specific job, allowing for worker 
mobility. The initial payment for the visa should be sufficiently high to cover 
the administrative cost (possibly RM 1,000), and should be complemented by 
a deposit (of RM 1,500) which would be returned at the end of the contract, 
and departure of the worker.

(3) Establishment of a government-to-government machinery for direct 
recruitment of foreign labour by employers, doing away altogether with the 
present system of labour agents and middlemen.

(4) In addition to bilateral Memorandum of Understanding (MOUs), the ASEAN 
framework should be used as a multilateral platform for the regulation of 
migration flows within the region.

(5) At present, a cabinet task force chaired by the Deputy Prime Minister is 
responsible for foreign worker policy. This should be replaced by a Secretariat 
for Migration charged with directing the government’s migration policy. 
All agencies involved with migration issues should be represented in this 
Secretariat.

(6) Responsibility for management of foreign labour should be with the Ministry 
of Human Resources rather than the Home Ministry.
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(7) The present foreign labour recruitment policy is solely focused on the 
recruitment of unskilled and semi-skilled labour. There is an urgent need 
to address the shortage of skilled and professional labour in the national 
economy, in part due to the emigration of educated Malaysians to the 
developed economies of Singapore and Australia in particular. The continued 
focus on unskilled labour will hinder Malaysia’s transition to developed nation 
status.

Recommendation 3:
Undocumented Migrants/Refugees

According to official sources, undocumented migrants and refugees comprise 
just as many if not more than the number of documented workers which in 2005 
was estimated to number more than 1.7 million. An explicit refugee policy should 
spell out the protection rights to be granted to persons of concern to the United 
Nation High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). These persons should not 
be equated with illegal migrants, to be subject to detention and deportation. In 
particular, the protection of children who fall under this category should be legally 
secured.

Besides the issue of legal status and ensuing the associated human rights 
concerns of both categories of undocumented migrants and refugees, there are 
also urgent social welfare and basic human development needs of this group 
of the population that need to be taken up by appropriate policy guidelines and 
programmes.   

A recent United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) report on Malaysia 
has proposed that “the effects of the influx of documented and undocumented 
foreign workers and their families to Malaysia on health, education and other 
social and economic indicators need to be carefully monitored”.  The report adds 
that “whatever basic social services and targeted programmes should be made 
available to undocumented migrants needs serious policy debate, especially in the 
less developed states.”  (UNDP, Malaysia, Achieving the Millennium Development 
Goals: Successes and Challenges, Kuala Lumpur, 2005, p.220)
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Proposals for Action

(1) Halt the use of Rela members in the detention of undocumented immigrants 
and ensure that properly constituted enforcement units must respect the 
basic human rights of the immigrants and the documents issued by the 
UNCHR.

(2) Conditions at detention camps must be improved. In particular, no children 
or pregnant women should be detained in the camps. At the same time, a 
shelter scheme for refugees and displaced persons should be set up.

(3) Use the ASEAN platform to seek regional solutions to refugee flows, 
especially from Myanmar.

(4) Strengthen enforcement and sanctions against human smuggling networks 
and act against corruption within the ranks of the enforcement agencies, 
without which these networks cannot function.

(5) Enact appropriate legislation with acknowledgement that foreigners have a 
set of subjective rights, including access to education, equality, and legal 
counsel.

(6) Ratify the 1951 Geneva Convention on the Status of Refugees as well as the 
Convention Relating to the Status of Stateless Persons, the Convention on 
the Reduction of Statelessness, and the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and 
Punish Trafficking in Persons, especially Women and Children Supplementary 
to the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime.

(7) Ratify the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All 
Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families, as well as other conventions 
pertaining to the rights of migrants and children.

(8) The present foreign labour recruitment policy is predicated on the principle of 
transience. Permanent resident status is provided on an ad-hoc basis, based 
on administrative discretion. There has to be recognition that for a large 
group of non-citizens, especially in Sabah, de facto settlement – among 
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illegal migrants, refugees, spouses – has occurred. Under the present policy, 
these people are condemned to a state of statelessness, together with those 
born in Malaysia without identification papers. There is a need to provide an 
explicit regulatory channel for a long-term solution to this problem.

Recommendation 4: 
Other Migration-Related Issues

Besides the economic impact, there are a host of socio-cultural and political 
consequences arising from recent migration flows.  As it is extremely unlikely 
that these flows are likely to end in the near or distant future, it is necessary to 
deal with some of these impacts, especially those that relate to the exploitation 
of these flows for personal or group benefit or run counter to the interests of the 
migrant population and the country.

Proposals for Action

(1) The profits in the migrant market have generated the entrenchment of a 
pervasive system of corruption among the rank and file (including the top 
ranks) of the police force, the Immigration Department (at federal and state 
levels), and RELA, the local volunteer corps. As foreigners are considered 
“fair game”, the systematic extortion of payments for services (or threats) 
rendered has reached epidemic proportions. It is systematically undermining 
the integrity of key national institutions, contributing to a culture of corruption 
at the heart of the state. Immediate and more punitive efforts must be made 
by the Government to stamp out corrupt dealings in relation to migrants and 
foreign labour.  

(2)  The current “let in-then deport” policy also breeds extensive human rights 
violations at the hands of the country’s law enforcement agencies, especially 
during detention and deportation exercises. Accounts of abusive employers 
are also by no means absent. This has damaged the country’s national image 
and soured bilateral relations, in particular with Indonesia. More importantly, 
these practices of disregard by the state for the personal rights and dignity of 
a foreigner seeking only to earn a living in a country not his own do not bode 
well for a political culture in which citizen rights and responsibilities bring the 
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country together and drive it forward. An abusive regime of rights denial to 
foreigners contributes to a culture of oppression that can be turned towards 
citizens. Steps should be taken by all stakeholders with the Government 
leading the way to practice a more humane foreign labour policy and to abide 
by the norms of international best practices  

(3)  A massive foreign worker population, without any right to family reunion, can 
only generate an excessive demand for the sex industry, also serviced by 
foreign workers. This sector remains totally unregulated, and is a lucrative 
field for organized crime deriving windfall profits from the linked triad of 
trafficking, prostitution and drugs. The seepages into local society from 
a sex and drug industry that has evolved beyond the control of the state 
contribute to the moral anomie which is undermining the fabric of society.  
More attention should be paid by Government and civil society organizations 
to ensuring that female migrant workers do not fall prey to the clutches of 
illicit operators linked with the sex or drug industries. 

(4)  Ineffective labour recruitment policy has not only resulted in foreign labour 
dependency in the labour market; it has also served as a policy proxy for the 
management of other population groups in the country.

(5)  The existing policy vacuum and policy chaos has led to chronic administrative 
mismanagement, resulting in a set of problems deeply affecting the national 
body politic.

(6)  Immediate and long-term solutions, including clearly laid out procedures for 
the acquisition of citizenship and the right to settlement, should be found for 
a number of population groups who are currently stateless/non-citizens in 
the country.

•	 Children	born	 in	 the	country	without	any	 identification	papers	should	be	
made a priority in citizenship processing.

•	 Foreign	 spouses,	 especially	 wives,	 should	 have	 the	 right	 to	 work	 and	
settle in Malaysia

•	 Second	and	third	generation	migrants/refugees	who	have	no	ties	to	other	
countries should be given the right to settle in Malaysia.
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(7)  Measures should be undertaken to stem the brain drain from Malaysia, as 
well as to foster ties with the Malaysian diaspora. 

(8)  The administration discretion in the administration of foreign labour and 
migration regulations has been subject to political considerations based 
more on the partisan interests of the electoral market, than any other 
consideration. This has been particularly the case for Sabah. A coherent and 
rational migrant policy has to be free from partisan political interference.
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A.6 ORANG ASAL (ORANG ASLI AND 
NATIVES OF SABAH AND SARAWAK)

Recommendation 1:
Implement UNDRIP Provisions in National Law And / Or 
Policy 

The Orang Asal are the indigenous peoples of Malaysia and comprise the Orang 
Asli of Semenanjung Malaysia and the natives of Sabah and Sarawak (viz. the 
Anak Negeri in Sabah, and the Dayak/Orang Ulu in Sarawak). 

The Orang Asal consist of more than 80 ethno-linguistic groups, each with its own 
culture, language and territory. Together they number about 4 million, or about 
15 percent of the national population. The Orang Asal are among the poorest 
communities in Malaysia.  This situation is the outcome of their marginalisation 
and disenfranchment from the mainstream society and the failure to recognize 
their rights which are found in both national and customary international law. 

The Federal Constitution (Part 2, Article 5 to 13)   assures the fundamental liberties 
of all Malaysians including the Orang Asal. Article 153 also provides powers and 
responsibilities to the Yang diPertuan Agong to safeguard the rights and special 
position of the Orang Asal. This provision places the burden of responsibility on 
the government to assure and protect the rights of the Orang Asal. 

The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of the Indigenous Peoples (UN-
DRIP) is a set of provisions which safeguards the rights of Indigenous peoples 
worldwide. It also provides for the protection of the indigenous peoples’ lands 
and cultures. The UN General Assembly on the 13th of September 2007 voted 
and adopted the UN-DRIP. Malaysia is one of the countries that voted to adopt it. 
Malaysia also endorsed it, in full, when it was a member of the UN Human Rights 
Council.  
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Proposals for Action

(1) Malaysia as one of the countries that voted to adopt it should take immediate 
steps to honour and implement the provisions of the Declaration as part of 
its domestic law and/or policy.

(2) A comprehensive review and assessment of government policies relating to 
indigenous peoples should also be undertaken to ascertain their compliance 
with the UN-DRIP. 

Recommendation 2:
Giving Effect to the Orang Asal Rights to Self-Determination 

Article 3 of the UN-DRIP states that indigenous peoples have the right to self-
determination and by virtue of that right, they should freely determine their political 
status and freely pursue their economic, social and cultural development. In the 
context of Malaysia, however, no law or policy is in existence that mentions the 
right to self-determination for the Orang Asal. 

Proposal for Action

(1) Government should rescind various laws, actions and programmes that 
oppose the principle of self-determination and violate the basic rights of 
the Orang Asal. Key policy areas that require immediate attention include 
recognition of their customary lands; an end to forced resettlement, 
recognition of cultural rights; immediate cessation of policies of assimilation 
and integration, and respect for judicial decisions. 

Recommendation 3:
Reversing the Non-Recognition of  Customary Lands 

The Federal and state governments should take immediate steps towards the 
recognition of Customary Rights to land as part of law.  The rights of the Orang Asal 
to land by virtue of Customary Law is consistent with those rights.  In endorsing 
the UN-DRIP, Malaysia has signified its agreement with Article 26 which states 
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that “indigenous peoples have the right to the lands, territories and resources 
which they have traditionally owned, occupied or otherwise used or acquired, and 
that States shall give legal recognition and protection to these.” 

Malaysian courts have in fact endorsed this in several judgments that have 
accorded native title to traditional lands, territories and resources. These include 
the judgments in the cases of Adong Kuwau, Nor Nyawai, Sagong Tasi, Rambilin 
Ambit, and Madeli Salleh. These judgments attest that native title arises out of 
native customs and that these customs, which define the content of native title, 
are part of the law of Malaysia and are protected under the Federal Constitution. 
The implementation of customs is also consistent with common law, which directs 
our courts to define native title with reference to native customs. 

However, despite these decisions of the local courts, the Malaysian government 
and its agencies have chosen not to accept these judgments as definitive legal 
judgements. 

Proposals for Action

(1) The Malaysian government and its agencies should accept recent judgments 
by various courts on the customary issue as definitive and not require each 
native title claim to require a fresh legal case. 

(2) The Malaysian Government should refute the position that judgments by the 
apex court in Malaysia (such as that of Madeli Salleh cited above, which 
recognizes and uphold native title) do not determine how the state should 
treat the rights of indigenous peoples to their traditional lands. 

(3) Furthermore, it should come out with a clear and definitive declaration that 
these judgments should be treated as precedents and should be part and 
parcel of federal and state government policy in dealing with the issue of 
native land.
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Recommendation 4:
Correct Injustices Relating to Orang Asal Land  

In Peninsula Malaysia, about 7,000 hectares of indigenous Orang Asli reserves 
have been degazetted without the consent of the Orang Asli. In Sabah and 
Sarawak, an increasing number of communities have recently learnt that their 
native customary lands have been given to oil palm and industrial tree plantation 
companies or leased to logging companies without their free and informed 
consent, and frequently without adequate compensation as required by Article 28 
of the UN-DRIP and the Land Acquisition Act.

Future development of dams and other development projects in various parts 
of East and West Malaysia are likely to severely impact on Orang Asal land 
rights. These development projects could also cause environment damage and 
degradation on a scale large enough to affect micro-climate and jeopardise 
the livelihoods of indigenous communities living, and depending, on these 
environments. 

Proposals for Action

(1) No Orang Asal would object to development that can improve their conditions 
and ensure their livelihood. However, development projects foisted on them 
that are intended for the benefit of others should be stopped immediately.

(2) A study is needed to assess the implications of deforestation and its impact 
on (micro) climate change and on the Orang Asal communities and their 
livelihoods.

(3) There should be an immediate moratorium on commercial agro-expansion 
of Orang Asal customary lands and concurrently with it, the implementation 
of recent case law which upholds native rights (including the rights to 
subsistence and foraging forests).

(4) The customary lands of the Orang Asal, as competently mapped out by them, 
should be accorded due recognition as native title lands, held in perpetuity 
by them for their future generations.
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(5) The government must immediately halt all processes to degazette or 
expropriate customary lands.  Customary lands which have been appropriated 
or gazetted fraudulently or without the consent of the Orang Asal should be 
returned to the original customary owners.

(6) The courts should prioritise the hearing and disposal of cases involving 
customary land disputes and decide on them promptly and justly. The 
government should provide legal assistance for Orang Asal cases, and be 
supportive of the Orang Asal pursuit of justice. 

Recommendation 5:
Renounce Forced Settlement Policy  

In line with the government’s non-recognition of native title and the disregard for 
obtaining free, prior and informed consent, Orang Asal have also been subjected 
to forced or involuntary resettlement.  This is in direct violation of Article 10 of the 
UN-DRIP which states that indigenous peoples shall not be forcibly removed from 
their lands or territories and that no relocation shall take place without the free, 
prior and informed consent (FPIC) of the indigenous peoples concerned. 

Proposals for Action

(1) No Orang Asal should be compelled to leave their community, be expelled 
from their customary land, or be forced to participate in any development, 
social or religious activity without their full free view, prior and informed 
consent.

(2) The acquisition of customary land for the purpose of development, 
conservation and any other purposes has to adhere to the principles of FPIC.

(3) If FPIC is obtained, just compensation for all assets including land, crops, 
settlements and all the resources therein, should be assessed on its actual 
value. 

Transforming EN v5.indd   74 12/10/2012   12:45:03 AM



75

S
oc

io
-C

ul
tu

ra
l P

la
n 

of
 A

ct
io

n

A

 Recommendation 6:
 Respect the Right to Self-Governance

Article 20 of the UN-DRIP gives indigenous peoples the right to maintain and 
develop their political, economic and social systems or institutions. However, the 
government has increasingly interfered in their traditional systems, especially 
in the selection and appointment of their customary leaders. For example, 
the Guidelines on the Procedure for the Appointment of Orang Asli Headmen 
dictate that the government has the final say in who becomes the community 
head and who has the right to prescribe the procedure for his election. In Sabah 
and Sarawak too, the appointment of native leaders, and the control of native 
courts, are not without political interference. Such practices have often the effect 
of selecting indigenous leaders who do not conform to custom and/or who do not 
protect the rights of the Orang Asal. 

Proposals for Action

(1) A new set of laws, programmes and policies that allow the indigenous peoples 
to freely determine their political status and to freely pursue their economic, 
social and cultural development, without pressure to assimilate, integrate or 
to change their mindset and religion to conform to a mainstream standard 
that is perceived to be better should be put in place immediately.

(2) The administration and governance of the affairs of the Orang Asal should be 
in the community’s control. This can be achieved through the strengthening of 
the native court systems and the recognition of local-level village governance 
councils.

(3) In the case of the Orang Asli, this can be achieved through the abolition of 
the Department of Orang Asli Affairs (JHEOA) and its replacement by an 
Orang Asli Council whose members are selected by the Orang Asli from the 
Orang Asli community

(4) Special representatives of Orang Asal should sit in the state legislative 
assemblies and parliament.  They should be chosen by the Orang Asal and 
not by the government or bureaucracy. 
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(5) The native courts should be accorded their rightful place in traditional society 
and be developed to handle all issues pertaining to custom and traditions of 
the Orang Asal. 

Recommendation 7:
Respect for Right to Freedom of  Religion and Cultural 
Rights 

The Orang Asal have their own unique cultures, spiritualities and institutions 
which they want to continue and pass on to our future generations. However, 
some of the Orang Asal face extreme pressure to convert to the state religion, 
Islam, especially when missionary-proselytizing programmes are conducted with 
state largesse and infrastructure. This is clearly in violation of Article 12 of the 
UN-DRIP. 

In the case of the Orang Asli of Peninsula Malaysia, the policy of “integrating 
them into the main stream society” has thinly-veiled overtones of a policy of 
pressured assimilation that is aimed at converting all Orang Asli to Islam.

Proposals for Action

(1) The rights of the Orang Asal to practise and develop their traditional religions 
should be respected. Any attempt at institutional proselytization of the Orang 
Asal to another religion without their free, prior and informed consent should 
be declared unconstitutional and a violation of the human rights of the Orang 
Asal, and should cease immediately. 

(2) The policy of integrating the Orang Asli into the mainstream society, with its 
thinly-veiled overtones of a policy of pressured assimilation by Islamization, 
should be discontinued.

(3) All conversions to mainstream religions that have been obtained without 
FPIC or by deceit should be revoked.

(4) The government should abandon all efforts, overt and covert, to assimilate 
the Orang Asal through religion and education. 
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(5) Orang Asal cultures, beliefs and customs should instead be protected, 
encouraged and developed as part of the national heritage, 

(6) The denial of rights to the Orang Asal (e.g. to scholarships and other 
educational or development assistance) based solely on the grounds of their 
religion or their non-conformity to the official religion, should be stopped 
immediately. 

(7) The right of the Orang Asal to adopt a mainstream religion other than the 
official state religion should be fully respected.

(8) The state should cease all efforts at demolition of Orang Asal religious 
structures, such as churches and temples, on their customary lands.

(9) The access to funds, facilities and priorities accorded to the dominant Malay 
community in terms of preserving and developing their heritage and cultural 
identity should also be accorded to the Orang Asal.  

Recommendation 8:
Rectify the Situation of  Lack of  Documentation 

A disproportionate number of Orang Asal are not documented,  i.e. carry proper 
identification papers. As undocumented citizens, these individuals cannot enjoy 
rights that are accorded to citizens, including social and economic benefits and 
the right to citizenship. This situation is mainly due to their lack of access to 
the government infrastructure and machinery responsible for documenting 
citizens and to a bureaucratic and political process that discourages rather than 
encourages collaboration from the Orang Asal.

Proposals for Action

 (1) The onus of ensuring that Orang Asal have full and correct documentation 
pertaining to their rights and citizenship rest with the agency that is entrusted 
by law to carry out its function.  It should be the agency’s responsibility to 
account for the lack of proper documentation of the Orang Asal rather than 
that of the marginalized and impoverished indigenous individuals that have 
been excluded from the process. 
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(2) The process for the application of identification documents should be 
simplified and made more accessible with all current impediments removed. 

(3) Orang Asal should not be excluded from enjoying their social, economic and 
political rights, including their right to citizenship, solely or mainly on account 
of their undocumented status. 

Recommendation 9:
Respect Indigenous Education Rights 

The right to education for indigenous peoples is a holistic concept incorporating 
mental, physical, spiritual, cultural and environmental dimensions. This includes 
the right to provide and receive education through their traditional methods of 
teaching and learning, and the right to integrate their own perspectives, cultures, 
beliefs, values, and languages in mainstream education systems and institutions. 

Proposals for Action

(1) Government should acknowledge that the indigenous peoples have the 
right to establish and control their educational systems and institutions 
providing education in their own languages, and in a manner appropriate 
to their cultural methods of teaching and learning. This reaffirms existing 
international human rights law, including article 29 (2) of the Convention on 
the Rights of the Child and article 27 (3) of ILO Convention No. 169.

(2) In keeping with Article 14 of the UN-DRIP, the right of indigenous peoples’ to 
establish and control their educational systems and institutions, applies to 
traditional as well as formal educational systems and institutions.

(3) To support the right of the Orang Asal to provide and receive education 
through their traditional methods of teaching and learning and to integrate 
their own perspectives, cultures, beliefs, values, and languages in mainstream 
education,  the Government should look to the best practices of countries 
such as Canada and the Scandinavian countries as possible role models. 

(4) Educational programs and services for indigenous peoples need to be of 
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high quality, culturally safe and appropriate, and must not aim at or result in 
unwanted assimilation of indigenous peoples.  

Recommendation 10:
Modify Laws to Uphold Orang Asal Rights 

The Federal Government should enact laws which give recognition and guarantees 
to the rights of the Orang Asal as provided for in the UN-DRIP and act to repeal 
contrary ones.  

Proposals for Action

(1) All laws that violate, disrespect, or do not protect Orang Asal rights or that 
are in contradiction with the UN-DRIP – such as the Orang Asli Act 134, and 
amendments to the Sarawak Land Code and the Sabah Land Acquisition 
Ordinance (Cap. 69) - should be repealed or amended accordingly. 

(2) The Government should respect national laws with regard to upholding 
indigenous rights and at the same time honour the rights as enshrined under 
the Federal Constitution and under customary international law.

(3) The Orang Asal have suffered injustices and prejudices even before the 
formation of Malaya. Malaysia should follow the best practices of countries 
to rectify the effects of discrimination and prejudice.
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 A.7  HEALTH SECTOR

Recommendation 1:
Strengthen the Public Sector Healthcare System 

Health services have received the second largest share of social services 
expenditure in the country’s development expenditure since independence so 
it is not surprising that there have been important improvements in health in 
general, especially in addressing rural-urban health disparities, and in the area of 
maternal and child health in particular.  While access to healthcare is not spelt out 
in the Malaysian constitution as a human right, Malaysian citizens do in fact have 
a de facto entitlement to publicly-provided and publicly subsidized healthcare. 
In practical terms, this entitlement has expanded or diminished depending on 
the level of funding, staffing levels, service availability, co-payments required, 
supporting equipment and infrastructure, and geographical access among other 
factors.

Proposals for Action

(1) In the medium term future, as the population moves towards an aging trend, 
an overriding priority in national healthcare policies and planning should 
be the reinforcement of the public sector as a provider of subsidised, well-
funded, adequately-staffed and widely accessible healthcare.

Recommendation 2:
Ensure the Public Sector is a Source of  Subsidized, 
Well-Funded, Adequately-Staffed and Widely Accessible 
Healthcare 

Proposals for Action

(1) Expenditures for publicly-funded healthcare should be doubled over the  next 
5 years.
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(2) Increases in public spending must be accompanied by meaningful oversight 
mechanisms to ensure prudent, transparent and accountable use of public 
funds for these purposes.

(3) A high-level commission of inquiry on staffing needs of the public health 
system should be convened and empowered to conduct wide-ranging 
investigations and to make recommendations to government in relation 
to terms of employment, promotions and career advancement, continuing 
professional education, upgrading of skills, transfers and postings, staff 
management practices, and other relevant matters.

(4) The privatization of medical services should avoid profit-oriented.

(5) All public-owned hospitals, whether with general or specialist medical care, 
operation must be transparent and accountable.

(6) The National Audit Department should ensure that all publicly-funded medical 
institutions, hospitals and health institutions must do its utmost to contribute 
to the community.

Recommendation 3: 
Better Regulation of  the Healthcare Sector  

Contending interests and policy conflicts are being engendered or exacerbated 
by developments in the healthcare sector. Indeed, large portions of the private 
healthcare sector are owned by public agencies.  In such an environment, 
regulation must be in line with the state’s responsibility to oversee a pluralistic mix 
of public and private healthcare providers which in combination with an equitable 
financing system can ensure that healthcare is available to all on the basis of 
need, and not on the basis of ability to pay.

Proposals for Action

(1) Regulate the private healthcare sector to ensure that its operations do not 
undermine the viability and the role and mission of public sector healthcare.
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(2) The government should amend existing laws to create a regulatory 
environment which can capture the efficiencies of competitive healthcare 
enterprises, and at the same time deter the unethical abuses that commercial 
entities may resort to in seeking to maximize profits. 

(3) The Health Ministry should also be empowered to regulate the pricing of 
medicines and other medical accessories in the private healthcare sector.

(4) Government should take note of the charges imposed by those who practise 
‘alternative medical treatment’. 

(5) Lay representation on the Malaysian Medical Council must be instituted 
without further delay, especially in the subcommittees dealing with medical 
negligence and medical malpractice.

Recommendation 4:
Reforming the Federal-State Balance in Healthcare 
Provision 

Within the existing federal-state balance in governmental jurisdiction, state 
governments can explore an expanded role in health development for sub-national 
entities which goes beyond that of facilitator.  Important new roles to explore 
include that of creating the enabling environment for market-driven healthcare for 
which the state bodies have some comparative advantages. 

Proposals for Action

(1) The Johor state government, through its corporate arm the Johor Corporation 
has emerged as a major for-profit healthcare entrepreneur.  Other state 
governments could explore the feasibility of operating non-profit medium-cost 
state hospitals, perhaps in conjunction with state-operated health insurance 
schemes. 

(2) The possibility of consortia of state governments engaging in collaborative 
regional ventures in health services should be explored. This could entail 
pooling of resources including land and resource-based revenues, royalties, 
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educated and skilled human resources, etc. as institutional bases for service 
provision.

(3) Devolution of federal health budgets to sub-national health authorities should 
be a longer term objective in the context of re-balancing federal-state 
jurisdiction in key areas of development and governance.  This is a cross-
cutting issue and it is not premature to convene subcommittees to begin 
exploring alternative scenarios for federal and state involvement in health 
development policy, financing, and management.

Recommendation 5:
Give Attention to Regional Dimensions of  Malaysian Health 
Policies

In relation to medical tourism on the one hand, and migrants’ rights to health and 
wellbeing on the other, Malaysia should contribute to the health of neighbouring 
citizens through an orderly and properly managed regional health policy strategy.

Proposals for Action

(1) The Malaysian government should discontinue the current policy of actively 
promoting and subsidizing medical tourism in its efforts to access the regional 
and global healthcare market.

(2) Malaysian should make available our healthcare capabilities to needy 
neighboring countries, through regional arrangements or through orderly 
bilateral channels. 

(3) The government should ensure that the development of medical tourism 
does not divert medical staff and resources away from serving the legitimate 
interests of the people.

(4)  Privatization of medical services for profits should be prevented.
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Recommendation 6:
Promote Greater Innovation and Prioritise Publicly-Funded 
Medical Research 

A proper balance between needs-driven priorities on the one hand and demand-
driven priorities in publicly-funded biomedical research on the other hand should 
be struck.  

Proposals for Action 

(1) Efforts to incentivize innovation and the downstream commercialization 
of research outputs should also be accompanied by provisions to ensure 
that there is equitable access to essential medicines and other patentable 
commodities arising from publicly-funded research.

(2) Drug trials and other forms of contracted clinical research outsourced to 
Malaysian establishments must be scrupulously monitored to ensure that 
meaningful informed consent and equitable benefits are available to research 
subjects recruited for such studies.

(3) In view of the fact that 90% of global manufacturing capacity for pandemic flu 
vaccines resides in the US and Europe, the Malaysian government should 
also support a regional initiative to mobilize the financial and technological 
resources in Asia for the development or expansion of vaccine manufacturing 
capabilities.

Recommendation 7:
Address the Social and Environmental Determinants of  
Population Health 

A robust revival of social epidemiology (social ecology of health and disease) 
has been evident within the global public health community.  Health equity, social 
inequalities in health, the reciprocal effects of health and inequality increasingly 
intersect with the current financial crisis and its spillover effects on the real 
economy, employment, trade and investment. These complexities need to be 
fully analyzed and taken into account in policy development. 
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Proposals for Action  

(1) Beyond countercyclical investments in infrastructure and tax-cuts (supply 
side incentives), the care economy and its enabling environment and services 
for vulnerable groups such as the elderly, the disabled and  working mothers 
should receive priority within the fiscal stimulus packages. 

(2)  More egalitarian income and wealth distribution policies should be put in 
place to act as major macroeconomic determinants of stable, sustainable 
growth.

(3)  There should be continued regulatory oversight of the financial component of 
the health sector.

(4)  Efforts to boost demand and consumption must not be at the expense of 
environmentally responsible and ecologically sustainable development.

Recommendation 8:
Review the Current National Medical Service

Malaysia’s basic health service requires special attention, given the current 
shortage of medical specialists, uneven distribution and poor planning leading to 
regional imbalances of health services. Those within low-income groups are at a 
severe disadvantage, especially those belonging to the working and blue-collar 
class.

Proposals for Action

(1) Current services provided by the government should be maintained.

(2) Medical organizations should be operated by those with medical background 
and run by those with professional management knowledge. 

(3) Reorganize the system of medical charges and fees. The low medical 
charges in government’s general and specialist hospitals could be revised to 
prevent abuses and at the same time to allocate more resources to provide a 

Transforming EN v5.indd   85 12/10/2012   12:45:04 AM



86

 Transforming the Nation: A 20 Year Plan of Action

complete range of services. Malaysia may also need to implement a system 
of matching medical charges with the income of patients through a system 
of means-testing. The experience of other countries in providing a safety net 
for the benefit of the low-income groups would be relevant.

(4) The Ministry of Health should institutionalize the channels by which doctors 
in private practice may provide voluntary service in government hospitals.

(5) Greater autonomy should be given to local hospitals in the deployment of 
personnel and the types of services so as to raise efficiency.

(6) Training of more specialist doctors should be conducted.

Recommendation 9:
Establish a Policy on Medical Education

The Ministry of Health should monitor closely its current policies and practices 
of medical education, especially those applicable to accreditation from medical 
universities abroad. Stringent standards must be adhered to, including the 
requirement for top quality students to return to work in Malaysia.

Proposals for Action

(1) The government should take urgent steps to draft a policy on medical 
education.  This should include rules for the guidance, co-ordination, 
and supervision of new medical colleges in order to assist them in their 
management and accreditation.

(2) The government must determine the required standards for medical education 
and supervise it in order to ensure that teaching facilities, quality of teaching, 
requirements on admission, and student performance can attain the desired 
requirements.

(3) The merit system must be followed in medical education and no ‘double 
standards’ in student intake should be allowed. 
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(4) Besides hospitals that come under the Ministry of Health, those that are 
attached to public universities are an important conduit of specialist service 
to the general public. Unfortunately these university hospitals are largely 
confined to the Klang Valley. It is recommended that the government 
establishes such hospitals in other regions to widen the access to specialist 
treatment to a larger section of the population.

(5) All publicly funded hospitals - whether providing general or specialist 
treatment - should be made fully transparent and accountable in the services 
they provide and the clients they serve.  There have been rising concerns of 
abuse of these public institutions by politicians and others in positions of power 
and authority.  These concerns should be closely monitored by appropriate 
watchdog bodies which should have a large degree of professional or NGO 
participation in them. 

(6) The Auditor General’s office should also be tasked to ensure that all medical 
institutions, hospitals and healthcare institutions which require considerable 
public funds to build and maintain are operated to maximize and optimize 
their social utility.
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A.8 ARTS AND SOCIETY 

Recommendation 1:
Acknowledge the Role of  Arts in Democratic Society

Artistic practice and culture expression must be acknowledged as being of equal 
importance to other dimensions of Malaysian life by the state, as well as civil and 
political society actors. It must also be accepted that the arts has two functions. 
One has to do with the expressive or affirming role of the arts with its implication 
for cultural or collective identity rights. This should not be limited to ethno-
linguistic or ethno-religious identities. Secondly, the arts functions as a critique of 
political, social and cultural frameworks and is crucial to the life of a modern and 
democratic society and state.  

Proposals for Action

(1) All efforts should be made to ensure a vibrant artistic environment and 
to enhance the role of arts in the society.  Success with these objectives 
can have tremendous implications for strengthening the democratic and 
representative character of society. They have potential to inject creative 
energies into the society and economy and help in the citizenry becoming 
creative participants in the development of a progressive, humanistic and 
liberal society.

Recommendation 2:
Reform the Legal and Financial Framework

The authorities should exercise more discretion in curbing constitutional rights 
of freedom of speech, and should make their decisions transparent and subject 
to speedy appeal. For now the challenge is to dismantle the plethora of broad 
laws that circumscribe civil society, prevents them from articulating thoughts and 
opinions, and impairs the capacity of members of the arts community to exercise 
their right to artistic expression as provided under Article 10 of the Constitution. 
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Besides legal reform, reform of the financial framework underpinning the arts is 
badly needed. A vicious circle arises where because of a lack of appreciation in 
the arts, and a lack of support for the arts, the arts have a lack of funds, which 
makes it difficult to sustain employment and benefits for those involved in it. 
This in turn contributes to the uncertainty facing those who choose the arts as 
a career. While the Government has made attempts to improve the tax benefits, 
incentives and funds available to arts organisations, many organizations still find 
it hard to register as charities or non-profit organisations, and find themselves 
subject to ‘double taxation’, that is, taxed on both profits and earnings.  

Proposals for Action 

(1) The government should dismantle the plethora of broad laws that 
circumscribe civil society and the arts community from exercising their right 
to artistic expression. The government’s use, actual or threatened, especially 
around issues related to ethnicity and religion, creates an overall culture of 
self-censorship.

(2) The authorities should strive to uphold the constitutional right to freedom of 
speech above the concerns of narrow minded individuals or organizations 
which are offended by performances.

(3) Procedural inconsistency in the issuing of licences creates economic and 
organisational burdens for producers of arts events. It means that producers 
must have sufficient capital to be able to sustain the risk of their productions 
being denied licences. This can also create problems with sponsors who 
have invested in the production, and it also aggravates the problem or self-
censorship and quality of output.

(4) The tax structure should be rationalized to provide benefits to arts 
organisations, rather than subject them to double taxation, on profits and 
sales. This rationalization should include exempting foreign performers and 
artists from the withholding tax.

(5) Corporate sponsorship of the arts can be fostered by providing clear incentives 
to corporate sponsors, both by means of registering arts organisations as 
non-profit and by providing tax relief for benefactors. 
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Recommendation 3:
Reducing Red Tape  

There are 26 Ministries under the Federal government. The one with most direct 
jurisdiction over the field of arts is the Ministry of Information, Communication and 
Culture. Various other laws also work to regulate expression in public spaces, 
resulting in an overall environment of cautious self-censorship. Further, a variety 
of governing bodies at national, state and local levels play an important role in 
regulating forms of creative expression through licensing procedures. 

If the arts are to develop and flourish in the country, arts organisations need to 
be facilitated rather than be constrained by the governing bodies. Besides legal 
and institutional constraints, administrative and bureaucratic procedures and the 
concentration of authority in the Registrar of Societies further stand in the way of 
opening up the development of the arts. 

Proposals for Action

(1) The difficult and lengthy process of registering under ROS means that 
many arts related organisation would rather opt for registration under the 
Companies Commission of Malaysia (SSM). As such, arts related events and 
productions, which often rely on grants and funding, have restricted options.

(2) The wide powers of the Registrar to revoke or refuse the renewal of business 
registrations, and the concentration of adjudicating powers in the appeals 
process, places all businesses at risk. This is worsened as the Registrar need 
not adduce any evidence to prove that a company is engaged in activities 
that are unlawful or contrary to national security or morality. He or she merely 
has to be “satisfied” that this is so. In this situation, theatre companies that 
engage with contemporary socio-political issues, or galleries that exhibit 
shows on sexuality or religion could find their business registrations revoked, 
with limited channels of appeal.
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Recommendation 4:
Cultivate an Inclusive National Culture

Direct government intervention over the boundary of what constitutes national 
art and culture needs to be minimized in view of its impact in constraining an 
organic and dynamic self-defining process within creative communities. The 
primary objective of overcoming divisive ethnic relations towards the formation 
of a singular, identifiable Malaysian identity can be limiting in the promotion 
of creative expressions that transcends current social, economic and political 
preoccupations of the government.

The consistent affirmation of Malay and Muslim elements as the country’s central 
artistic and/ or cultural expression can work towards solidifying differences on 
the basis of religion and ethnicity. The emphasis on Malay and Muslim cultural 
expressions can also work against the support for art forms practised by those who 
do not fall within that category.  In addition, its attachment to a specific definition 
also narrows the space for exploration, experimentation and demonstration of 
their dynamism and fluidity.   

Proposals for Action

(1) The policy on emphasis on Malay and Muslim cultural expressions should 
not be made to work against government support for other cultural art forms 
practised by those who do not fall within that category. For example, artists 
who work in Chinese ink painting tradition receive little government support 
or recognition.

(2) Measures should be taken to ensure that spaces created by the government do 
not end up with a hierarchy of ethnic-based cultures and the discouragement 
of those that do not fall within the dominant cultural construct from having 
access to, or using and participating in these spaces.  

(3) The direct government intervention over the boundary of what constitutes 
national art and culture should be liberalized to ensure an organic and 
dynamic self-defining process within creative communities. In addition, this 
liberalization should extend to moving away from attachment to a specific 
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definition which has brought about a homogenisation of what constitutes 
Malay culture.

(4) The intimate connection between formal political governance and the 
development of arts and culture should be broken.  This connection has 
resulted in a hesitant approach by State institutions such as the National 
Arts Gallery to support more challenging work sometimes taken up by private 
galleries, and to revert instead to comfortable areas such as traditional crafts 
or constant reaffirmation of retrospective work instead.

(5) The rise of Islamic identification in the country, particularly during the 1980s, 
and the specific mention of Islam as an overriding consideration in the 
development of arts and culture have meant that religious censorship is seen 
as being justified by Government policy. This has resulted in the demise of 
some cultural or art forms, such as Wayang Kulit, Mak Yong, Menorah and 
Main Patri that were gradually banned in Kelantan in the 1990s for being ‘un-
Islamic’ .  Efforts should be made to counter this negative perception and its 
influence over policy. 

(6) The commodification of art and culture in the pursuit of economic development 
should be discouraged or avoided especially when it circumscribes the other 
roles played by arts and culture in society. 

Recommendation 5:
Foster an Inclusive and Accountable Arts Council

Arts Councils have tremendous potential to bridge the needs of the arts community 
and the State. Critical to their success is their ability to fully incorporate and 
represent the diverse interests and stake players found in the arts community; 
their independence and willingness to take up causes even if these are politically 
sensitive or unpopular; and the pursuance of democratic and  transparent norms 
and procedures in their work. 

Proposals for Action

(1) A Malaysian Arts Council can be a starting point for enabling genuine 
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commitment to the development of arts and culture in the country, and 
help arts practitioners to overcome the current bureaucratic maze that they 
presently have to manoeuvre through in their work.

(2) Being bound by the National Cultural Policy and the Rukunegara, where one 
of the objectives of art is as “a manifestation of the country’s identity and a 
mechanism for national development and solidarity,” successful applicants 
for state support have to align their projects to a narrow nation building. 
Experimental work or works that challenge existing norms, especially when 
related to ethnic relations, should be allowed equal opportunity to support 
from state funds.  Their case for state support can be strengthened by an 
independent and vigorous Arts council.    

Recommendation 6:
Galvanizing Financial and Resource Support  

The Ministry of Information, Communication and Heritage plays a vital role in 
the promotion and supports of arts in the country. The financial support of art 
activities by the Ministry shows the Ministry’s limited understanding of the different 
kinds of stakeholders involved in this process – from not-for-profit organisations, 
to companies, to individuals. The Ministry’s keenness to address the different 
levels of support needed, including through knowledge and capacity building, 
infrastructure and implementation of activities, should take into account the 
needs and interests of multiple stake players coming from all segments of our 
multi-cultural society. 

Proposals for Action

(1) Development of skills in the field of arts and culture is seen as an important 
issue by the government. However, this emphasis may not be translated to 
its employment practice. In research conducted in 2000, it was found that a 
majority of staff at national and state museums and galleries were non-degree 
holders. Problems included the lack of permanent positions, which affected 
the capacity of personnel to opt for capacity building courses because they 
are not eligible for training benefits. Coupled with the minimal numbers of 
privately owned galleries and performance art companies, employment 
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prospects are not attractive. The starting salary for dancers at Istana Budaya 
was RM585 a month in 2001. Measures should be taken to improve the 
employment conditions of prospective students willing to invest their future in 
this area as this will have an impact on the level of expertise of those shaping 
arts and culture.

(2) The majority of ASWARA students are Malays. Although there are no specific 
quotas in place, this reality seems to be reflecting similar trends in public 
universities. The small numbers of students from other ethnicities could 
also be the result of a national definition of cultural policy that places Malay 
culture ahead of others or sees little significance in other cultures. Steps 
should be taken to redress the Malay-centric emphasis as this will prevent 
potential students from other communities from seeing a career in arts and 
culture that ideally should be inclusive and open to diversity, and should 
have resonance with different cultural backgrounds and traditions.

(3) Support should be considered for operational costs, especially for new 
organizations, that require financing assistance before they can become 
sustainable in their income.   

Recommendation 7:
Capacity Building   

The role of Government in audience development has not been explicitly 
recognised, either within the Ministry or by practitioners and other stakeholders 
outside the Ministry. Strong Government support for audience development is 
needed in conducting comprehensive research, developing potential audiences 
and ensuring that the arts are accessible to all. 

Proposals for Action

1) Steps should be taken to ensure strong Government support for audience 
development as this is critical in ensuring that the arts are accessible to all. 

2) While the policies and programs developed under the Ninth Malaysia Plan 
are encouraging, the Government needs to base its policies on solid research 
into arts markets. 
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Recommendation 8:
Widen Public and Private Space 

Vital to the sustainability of the arts, both financially and socially, are affordable, 
accessible and user-friendly spaces. Policy changes that can encourage greater 
use of the available spaces should be prioritized. 

Proposals for Action  

(1) Financial support, either state or private, is needed to help reduce the rental 
cost of arts spaces as well as to purchase art to display publicly. This could 
come in the form of subsidies, beneficial tax breaks or support for private 
contributions to performance spaces. 

(2) Initiatives that use space innovatively to encourage public participation (such 
as the Laman Seni monthly arts market) should be further widened.

(3 Legislation and regulations relating to performances in public spaces should 
be reformed and streamlined to making licensing an administrative procedure, 
rather than a means of censoring content or discouraging creativity.

(4) The implementation of by-laws and regulations to make the display of art in 
public buildings should be considered.

Recommendation 9:
Leverage Corporate Responsibility 

Corporate contributions to the arts can be fostered by increasing the awareness 
of the importance of corporate social responsibility and by exploring various ways 
in which this contribution can be enhanced. 

Proposals for Action

(1) Arts practitioners should familiarize themselves with the ideas and language 
of corporate social responsibility (CSR) so that they are adequately equipped 
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to provide a context for the role of arts in relation to society and the corporate 
sector.

(2) Establishment of a central resource (such as an arts council) where information 
about practitioners can be easily accessed should be undertaken. 

(3) Consistent and comprehensive reporting on arts related CSR projects should 
be published and made available to the public. 

Recommendation 10:
Investment in Cultural Development

Vigorous cultural development requires investment and support not only from 
the government, business sector and artistic groups, but also from civil society 
in general.  Plans must be backed by corresponding investment of resources to 
facilitate cultural development and heritage conservation. 

Proposals for Action

(1) Cultural development foundations, autonomous from the state, should 
be established to support cultural and artistic works in various cultural 
communities.  The support should cover various categories such as craft, 
creative lifestyle, local culture and arts, performing art, etc.

(2) Internet cultural portals shuld be set up to bring individuals and groups who 
work on similar cultures or themes to enable more interaction, stimulation 
and synergy.

(3) Leading or umbrella non-governmental organizations should undertake 
efforts to conserve cultural heritage buildings and sites within their local area 
and, if possible, set up museums to collect artifacts related to local history.
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A.9 TRANSFORMING  COMMUNAL 
ORGANIZATIONS 

Communal organizations such as the Chinese clan associations and other 
non-governmental organizations of the Malay-Indonesian, Tamil/South Asian, 
Eurasian, Sabahan, Sarawakian and other sub-ethnic communities - are an 
important part of Malaysia’s civil society. In their past and even today, their 
members almost invariably came from their own ethnic or sub-ethnic groups. 
However with time, many of their initial core activities and areas of interest of 
these communal organizations have seen decreasing importance or declining 
demand.  

Today, the process of globalization is accelerating the trend towards socio-
economic interests cutting across communal lines.  A multi-ethnic and multi-
cultural approach is increasingly being accepted as the way forward in civil 
society activism.  However, many traditional communal organizations still fill a 
need in society due to their role as keepers of cultural heritage and their strong 
presence at the level of the grassroots. This traditional role can be transformed 
in various ways to both the advantage of the communal organizations as well as 
society at large. 

Recommendation 1:
Redefine Mission and Core Activities to Serve a Modern 
Multi-Ethnic Society 

Communal organizations should expand and redefine their missions and core 
activities to serve a multiethnic constituency. Kidney dialyses centres and 
Chinese medicine clinics reaching out to all Malaysians set up by many Chinese 
organizations are commendable examples. Women aid centres and adult cultural 
centers (such as the Humanity Library co-organized by the Persatuan Keturunan 
Chan She Shu Yuen Kuala Lumpur and the Persatuan Alumni PBTUSM (Lihua) 
Selangor and Kuala Lumpur) are other positive initiatives.   
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Reaching out beyond their own ethnic-cultural confines in fact would not only 
serve the interests of these communal organizations and their members.  It would 
also help to promote inter-ethnic solidarity and nurture an inclusive nationhood 
and civic consciousness. 

Proposals for Action  

(1) Clan-based, ethnic or sub-ethnic organizations should set aside resources 
to preserve and support their respective cultures and dialects.  This would 
invigorate local culture and local society and strengthen them against 
homogenizing pressures coming from the state or from global culture.  The 
learning and appreciation of local culture and languages is not only important 
to those who are born into the community, but also to others from outside the 
community. 

(2) Communal organisations that have strong human, physical, infrastructural 
and financial resources should utilize these resources to provide services in 
fields such as health care, education, arts and literature and human rights for 
the benefit of all Malaysians. 

(3) Communal organizations should expand their fund raising activities beyond 
support of traditional causes such as education and social welfare.  Projects 
with important social impacts such as community outreach programmes, 
arts, literature and policy research should also be considered for support.

(4) Communal associations should add on non-communal issues including 
human rights, gender equality, consumer rights, and environmental protection 
into their work programmes and support these new activities with adequate 
staff and budgets. 

Recommendation 2:
Build Inter-communal Alliances on Common Causes

Communal organizations should build strategic alliances with organizations 
belonging to other communal groups and with non-communal NGOs in the 
pursuit of some common goals, be it political, economic socio-cultural or 
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educational. Inter-communal alliances would result in greater public support for 
these organizations.  Such cooperation would also help to defuse communal 
misunderstanding and prevent communal polarization from taking hold.  With 
their strong grass root presence, communal organizations could be an important 
factor in nurturing an inclusive public civic consciousness.  

Many Malaysian Chinese organisations have a considerable advantage in their 
ownership of well-equipped facilities such as meeting places and art studios and 
their access to resources.  However many of these facilities are often underutilized. 
Sharing such resources and facilities with resource-poor organizations from other 
communities would clearly help to build public good will and raise the visibility of 
the host organizations.  

Proposals for Action  

(1) Communal organizations from different ethnic communities working in the 
same field of arts and culture, education, commerce, welfare, gender inclusion 
and human rights should organize regular meetings and joint activities. 

(2) The sharing of their facilities by well-endowed Malaysian Chinese 
organizations with the less endowed non-Chinese groups will help to create 
positive inter-racial linkages and solidarity. 

Recommendation 3:
Promote Good Governance  

Communal organizations have a responsibility to promote good governance and 
democratic public life.  They should uphold the principles of civil society autonomy, 
participation, transparency and accountability in national and local affairs.  
Communal organizations – including organizations running houses of worship - 
must see themselves as a legitimate and important part of Malaysian civil society.  
They should not view themselves as subordinate to political organizations nor 
should they be dependent on the political party patronage in their activities aimed 
at serving the nation.  

While opening their door to members from all political persuasions, communal 
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organizations should not allow themselves to be manipulated as proxy or frontline 
organizations of political parties. It is also best that they stay above the fray of 
partisan politics whilst being cognizant of the importance of politics.  

Proposals for Action 

(1) Communal organizations should actively monitor public policies and their 
implementation at all levels of government and provide adequate support for 
their members to take part in public decision-making.

(2)  Communal organizations should organize appropriate citizenship training 
courses for their members and leaders.  Such courses can cover the 
dynamics of the democratic political process, guidance on how public opinion 
can influence policy reform, legal reform priorities, and communication and 
advocacy skills.

(3)  Communal organizations should organize public forums on matters of public 
interest to facilitate informed opinions on the part of their members and the 
general public.  Political parties should be invited to these meetings so that 
they have a means of explaining their position on contentious issues and to 
enable them to gauge public feedback.

(4)  Communal organizations should systematically collect, share and disseminate 
information on governmental support for registered societies and ensure that 
they are not discriminated in policy implementation of issues such as tax free 
status. 

Recommendation 4:
Attract Young Talent and Professionals

To remain relevant, communal organizations must be able to attract the younger 
generation and people with professional qualifications to become members as 
well as to serve in leadership and management positions.

Communal organizations must realize that they are competing with the public 
sector, private sector and other civil society organizations for talent. Already, 
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remuneration and welfare incentives provided to employees by civil society 
organizations are less attractive compared to those provided by the corporate 
sector. That together with unclear career development path, limited scope for the 
recognition of talent and ability and the perception that communal organizations 
are a thing of the past has made it tough for these organizations to attract  talented 
staff.  

The failure of these organizations to appeal to the young is another major problem. 
Factionalism and electoral disputes found in many communal organizations has 
also turned off young and professional members and this has  in turn obstructed 
the renewal of leadership. The aging process of communal organizations in 
leadership, management and membership is a vicious circle. 

Proposals for Action 

(1) Communal organisations should establish a competitive remuneration and 
welfare package and a clear career advancement structure to attract young 
talent and professionals. 

(2) Periodic training and learning activities should be organized for all decision-
makers in communal organizations, including directors, senior managers 
and executives, to enable them to keep abreast of the latest developments 
in the society and become more effective in their activities.

(3) Electoral reforms, such as term limits and guarantee of level playing field 
should be introduced to ensure free, fair and competitive elections in these 
organizations.  This will also help in producing competent leaders to lead the 
organizations. 

Recommendation 5:
Utilize Information and Communication Technology 

The rapid spread of modern electronic communications (eg, email, weblogs, etc.) 
has helped in overcoming the limitations of space and time associated with the 
traditional means of communication. When effectively utilized, the new technology 
has helped in improving operational efficiency and extending the outreach of 
organizations.
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Proposals for Action

(1) Communal organisations should replace the traditional mail postings and 
phone reminders with the expanded use of the electronic media in their 
regular affairs.  Further, there is tremendous potential in the internet being 
used as a tool for documentation; issuing meeting notices, minutes and 
circulars; reporting on activities; updating members’ profile; establishing 
rapport with other organizations; etc.

(2) The geographical distance that has limited the communication of widely 
dispersed communal organizations is no longer an important constraint. To 
optimize the utility of the new technology, it is important for the leaders and 
staff of the organizations to be trained in the use of the internet and the full 
range of services it can provide.
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B.0 INTRODUCTION

Malaysia has often been touted as a regional economic leader, in part due to the 
rapid economic growth that the country experienced in the 1980s. This position 
as a regional economic leader is now disappearing fast as a result of the rise of 
regional and global competitors.  In fact, all economic forecasts point to a new 
era of intensification of competition – for markets, FDIs, business and skilled 
human resources. 

Whilst Malaysia’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) has grown at a steady rate of at 
least 5% over the last five years, this trend may not be sustained for the short and 
medium term due to negative effects arising from a global economic slowdown 
and the impact from other factors, including diminishing FDI flows and a falling 
off in oil revenues. Short term economic trends thus look unfavorable and this 
has been confirmed by the recent disclosure that the GDP contracted by 6.2% 
in the first quarter of 2009. GDP contraction has since improved to -1.2% in the 
third quarter. The Malaysian Institute of Economic Research (MIER) has recently 
revised its forecast for 2009 GDP to a contraction of 3.3% from 4.2%, and a 
2010 GDP growth to 3.7% from 2.8%. Nevertheless, as admitted by the Federal 
Government recently, Malaysia is trapped in a low-value-added, low wage and 
low productivity structure.  

The problems arising from the present global crisis only serve to highlight the main 
problem that Malaysia has faced in the past two decades. The restructuring prong 
of the New Economic Policy (NEP) framework in use from 1970 to the present has 
resulted in key structural weaknesses in the economy. The restructuring prong, 
although revolutionary for its time in promoting growth with distribution, is not 
only no longer of relevance today. It is also Malaysia’s biggest obstacle to greater 
progress since its policies affect virtually all parts of the economy and society.

Much talk has gone into the need for a knowledge-based and higher income 
economy. However, the restructuring prong of the NEP framework does not allow 
for this since knowledge-led growth and the achievement of higher incomes 
require a system of meritocracy and open competition. Ethnic quotas are found 
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not only for equity and ownership requirements. They are present in a wide 
range of other economic sectors such as bank loans, business licenses, land and 
infrastructure, employment requirements, government procurement practices, 
higher education practices and in numerous other areas. Besides being anti-
growth, they have contributed to economic inefficiency and distortion, wastage, 
patronage and rentier practices – the latter resulting in the higher susceptibility 
to corruption. 

The NEP restructuring framework has not only undermined growth and 
productivity by marginalizing open competitiveness. It has also led to wealth 
concentration and new poverty which is contrary to its stated goal of achieving 
the eradication of poverty regardless of race. To continue with the NEP as the 
basis for Malaysia’s economic framework going forward is not just to see a major 
drag on the country’s economic performance.  It will also see a major obstacle in 
the way of the country moving up the value chain, undermining the capacity for 
knowledge and innovation and ultimately standing in the way of the achievement 
of “developed society” status. 

Finally, the retention of the NEP restructuring framework is likely to bring about 
a prolongation of inter-ethnic conflict and tension, thereby undermining local and 
foreign investor confidence, accelerating the brain drain and casting doubts on 
efforts to improve the standard and quality of life for all. 

Lately Government has recognised the seriousness of Malaysia’s loss of 
economic competitiveness and attempted to remove or modify policies related 
to the NEP restructuring prong. This is apparent in recent initiatives such as the 
development of the Iskandar Development Region in Johor, the liberalization of 
parts of the services and the financial sector, and the reduction in the Bumiputra 
share of corporate equity requirement. It has also outlined five critical pillars to 
restore confidence in Malaysia’s business environment, which are leadership and 
governance, macroeconomic stability, market-driven resource mobility, strong 
and effective institutions and a knowledge and innovative society.  Finally, it 
has promised to undertake a New Economic Model (NEM) to propel the country 
into the ranks of high income countries. This NEM was recently unveiled but the 
details provided are too vague and sketchy to be able to pass judgement on its 
relevance. 
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As for now, the consensus is that the limited economic reform measures to date 
have been inadequate in addressing the diverse and complex challenges that lie 
ahead. In order for Malaysia to achieve Vision 2020, it is imperative that there is 
stable and high GDP growth over the long term. Only a radically new economic 
framework and philosophy can deliver this. As the global economic competition 
heats up, Malaysia is in urgent need of more than piece meal and ad hoc policies 
that improve productivity in some sectors or reduce the cost of doing business 
in some areas.  What is required is a set of radical policies that can transform 
the economic structure and boost it to a higher level of transformational growth 
that can bring the country closer to the ranks of the economically advanced 
countries.1

The NEP restructuring framework is not the only obstacle to higher transformational 
growth, although it is the most inhibiting.  Besides a reconfiguration of the 
country’s economic framework to one in which is more liberal and less tied to 
dogma, the role of government in the economy must change from being the sole 
agenda setter to one which allows other economic stake-players to participate in 
agenda setting.  In this new economic environment, the main role of government 
should be to get the microeconomic prices right, the framework institutions right, 
and the macroeconomic balances right and to let market forces play the major 
role in driving the economy.

Secondly, key economic, social and political institutions must be reformed and 
the governance framework of doing business must be enhanced and improved.  
Economic policy decision-making should be decentralized, with states and local 
governments given greater autonomy. A more equitable system of power sharing 
will give emphasis to the unique regional contributions that can make for resilient 
national development.  Greater attention should be paid to the inputs from other 
stakeholders (including independent analysts) instead of over-reliance upon the 
major central think-tank of the Economic Planning Unit.

1 With a GDP of US222.2b, Malaysia currently ranks at number 39 amongst the countries of the world. 
Unless the country can quickly enhance its productivity and competitiveness, it may not only find it 
difficult to remain at this present ranking but it  may  slide downwards as other countries overtake us in 
the global economic league.
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Other key socio-economic institutions that need reform include the judiciary 
system, the law enforcement bodies, the education institutions, and the 
public finance system. In the past, even when there have been useful policy 
initiatives, these have been hurt by poor implementation capacity. Many of the 
recommendations listed here emphasize the urgency of implementing long 
delayed structural reforms, especially those pertaining to reform of the legal, 
regulatory and institutional frameworks. 

According to the World Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness Report for 
2006-7, the three most problematic areas of doing business in Malaysia are 
an inefficient government bureaucracy, restrictive labour regulations and tax 
regulations. The GCR 2009-2010 has seen Malaysia fall in rank from 21 in 2008-
2009 to 24 a result of “a much poorer assessment of its institutional framework.” In 
fact, in this area, Malaysia fell from 17th to 43rd position in two years from 2007. Of 
particular concern are security, terrorism, crime, and the increased budget deficit. 
The recent World Bank “Worldwide Governance Indicators 2008” study also saw 
Malaysia falling in its ranking of regulatory quality, control of corruption, political 
stability and level of democracy. This finding indicates that besides getting the 
economic framework and governance institutions right, the political will must be 
found to overcome abuse, the misuse of funds, and to adhere to high standards 
of transparency and public accountability.

Transforming EN v5.indd   109 12/10/2012   12:45:05 AM



110

 Transforming the Nation: A 20 Year Plan of Action

B.1 MACROECONOMIC  
FUNDAMENTALS

Recommendation 1:
Reduce Government Budget Deficit

Malaysia has had budget deficits averaging about 3% in the last six years. The 
Government had earlier stated its objective to reduce the budget deficit to 3.1% 
in 2008, but this deficit instead was enlarged to 4.8% because of the impact 
of the global economic crisis. More recently, the Government has announced 
its intention to reduce the yawning budget gap by cutting expenses to counter 
falling receipts.  It expects to reduce the budget deficit in 2010 to an estimated 
5.6%. According to the plan, this will be done by cutting operating costs whilst 
keeping development spending unaffected.  Efforts to reduce the budget deficit 
through prudence in public expenditure will enable the country to avoid the need 
to borrow externally or to run down external reserves to meet the shortfall.

To allay concerns that this is not simply rhetoric meant to silence critics, there 
needs to be full disclosure of the details of this plan with time bound targets and 
credible supporting data from the national accounts.  

Proposals for Action

(1) The Government should provide full details of how it plans to reduce operating 
expenditure in the short term so as to allay public concerns that these cuts 
will be made at the expense of social services and other areas of public 
expenditure that go towards helping the poor and needy.  Full disclosure 
of where these cuts will be made, the savings obtainable, how adverse 
impacts will be mitigated, etc. will help generate the support necessary to 
implement what may be regarded by some sections of the public as ‘painful 
and unpopular’ and hence politically incorrect measures.  Besides cutting 
out wasteful spending programmes, one effective measure that will save 
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money is to ensure that all government procurements be done through open 
tender. 

(2) In the medium term, Government should exercise continued thrift in public 
spending so as to restore the country’s financial strength and international 
confidence in the stability of the country’s financial resources and the 
management of the country’s economy.  A target of reducing the budget 
deficit to 1-2% of GDP should be established in the next five years. 

(3)  An independent monitoring body should be established to supplement Bank 
Negara’s role in managing the country’s monetary policy.  The task of the 
body is to provide guidance to ensure that the risks to the country’s financial 
stability are not undermined by imprudent or shortsighted policies driven by 
political considerations or narrowly construed perspectives of our national 
interests. 

Recommendation 2:
Lift Restrictions on Equity Participation

The New Economic Policy (1971-1990) had established a 30 percent Bumiputera 
equity ownership share of the modern corporate sector as a key target. Attainment 
of this target has also been the objective of the National Development Policy (1991-
2000) and National Vision Policy (2001-2010). Although the Government has 
argued that this target has not yet been achieved, there has been disagreement 
with the methodology used in computation of the Bumiputera share.  Other studies 
have argued that using a different methodology, Bumiputeras have not only 
attained but have also exceeded the official target share of the modern corporate 
sector. Although there are different views on the actual Bumiputera share of the 
modern economy, almost all stakeholders - including the Government - are in 
agreement that the policy has resulted in widespread abuse and corruption, and 
has mainly enriched a small class of well connected Bumiputera.  Furthermore, 
the policy has been criticised as hampering foreign direct investment and the 
growth of local business in the country. Recent measures to liberalise the equity 
requirement in the financial and services sector have been warmly welcomed and 
should be followed up by having more policy reforms along the same direction of 
removing archaic NEP requirements based on ethnic quotas and set targets - a 
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strategy of development that has long outlived its value and which now stands in 
the way of the faster and more dynamic growth of the economy.  

Proposals for Action

(1) Restrictions on foreign companies with no local equity ownership should be 
lifted.  This would encourage them to set-up their businesses and operate 
in Malaysia, thus resulting in higher levels of foreign direct investment. New 
financial licenses are expected to be issued to foreign institutions, of which 
Islamic banks are allowed a foreign-equity interest of up to 100% but non-
Islamic banks foreign-equity interest is maintained at 30%. This cap should 
be lifted completely. 

(2) Companies should be allowed to set up business without undue interference 
in the form of restrictions on equity participation. There have been recent 
attempts to lift restrictions that demand Bumiputera participation in 
companies.  This should be extended to encompass all areas of business.

(3) The government has relaxed the 30% requirement for companies intending 
to be publicly listed. Similarly, the 30% bumiputera equity participation rule 
for the distributive and other sectors of the economy should also be relaxed 
to stimulate growth. 

(4) Special government assistance for Bumiputras in business can take the form 
of reserving for them 30% of licenses (as Bumiputra-controlled entities) in 
businesses where licensing is required. Further, special loan schemes can be 
extended to them via special development banks, and certain tax incentives 
might also be considered. In this way, Bumiputras can be given help to 
pursue business initiatives without imposing onerous equity conditions on 
non-Bumiputra companies. 

Recommendation 3:
Intensify Technology Upgrading

In view of intensified competition globally, efforts should be made to foster 
greater technology upgrading. In order for businesses to raise productivity levels 
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to compete successfully internationally, innovation must take place continuously. 
As at 2000 Malaysia had 10 research scientists per 10,000 labour force, and 
a gross expenditure on R&D of only 0.5 percent (1990-2000). Benchmarking 
ourselves against the best in the world is essential to improve competitiveness. 
The Government, private sector and other key stakeholders such as banks 
and agencies, e.g. the National Productivity Centre and Malaysian Investment 
Development Authority (MIDA) should co-ordinate efforts to upgrade technological 
capabilities. 

Proposals for Action

(1) The Government should subsidise R&D and the training of workers in the use 
of leading-edge technologies, as well as provide better financing for private 
firms in higher-risk, longer-term and generic research. The government should 
encourage all domestic firms with export potential to benefit from incentives 
and assistance for technology upgrading.  Considerations of ethnicity of the 
enterprise and other similar extraneous considerations should be strictly 
excluded from the decision making process in the choice of participating 
firms.

(2) A representative and professional independent committee should be 
established to review and provide a status report on the progress of 
government and private sector efforts aimed at fostering and implementing 
upgrading technological innovation.  Appropriate recommendations from the 
report should be incorporated into policies and programmes as quickly as 
possible.

(3) The supply of scientists and technologists should be increased through a 
well-managed system of subsided higher education as well as the freer 
import of talent from abroad. 

(4) Alliances should be formed amongst science and technology parks’ 
authorities, national institutes of education and the private sector to ensure 
that technological collaboration and upgrading takes place. 

(5) Besides tax and other incentives, companies should be encouraged to 
undertake R&D through measures including the facilitation of employment of 
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qualified research personnel from overseas by granting easy work permits or 
permanent residence.

(6) Partnerships with public research institutions should be encouraged so that 
all SMEs can benefit from R&D.  In view of the increasing emphasis on 
technology and value added production, it is necessary that all forms of 
encouragement be extended for technology upgrading, be it financial or R&D 
support.

Recommendation 4:
Maintain Stability of  the Ringgit

With the protracted uncertainty in the international financial markets and global 
economic slowdown, business sentiments have become bearish and investors 
are now more risk-averse. In this unstable environment, the Malaysian Ringgit 
has also recorded a mixed performance.  A strong and stable ringgit is necessary 
to restore confidence, maintain financial and capital market stability and the 
sustainable growth of real economy. This stable ringgit should be complemented 
by prudent policies on external reserves and interest rate. 

Proposals for Action

(1) The stability of the Ringgit must be maintained in the short, medium and long 
run through acute Government sensitivity to external changes and the need 
to react accordingly. This would ensure investors’ ability to make decisions 
in an environment of certainty.

(2) Malaysia’s external debt rate must be maintained and must not be allowed 
to grow beyond an acceptable rate.  Debt management must be guided by 
safeguards and an efficient debt monitoring system. 

(3) Inflation rates must be monitored constantly with the data on rates 
accompanied by the release of the methodology used and relevant statistics 
made available to the public. 
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Recommendation 5:
Strengthen Independence and Reform of  Framework for 
Public Institutions

Sustained and robust economic growth can only be nurtured in a relatively corrupt 
free environment, where justice is fair and is delivered swiftly, where the civil 
service is efficient and supportive, and where a free press acts as a watchdog for 
the public good. Government efforts to improve in these areas to date have fallen 
well short of the expectations of the public and the investing community. Reform 
of the key economic, social and political institutions is needed to modernize the 
governance framework. 

Proposals for Action

(1) Economic policy-making should be decentralised to provide greater autonomy 
to State and local governments. This would lead to growth competition 
to accelerate economic development, and better control over local public 
financing. It would also help ensure a better match between local sources of 
revenue and expenditure. 

(2) All public institutions must be made strictly independent and politically 
neutral to gain the trust of the business community. This includes the 
Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission, the judiciary, the Police Force and 
other commissions. Radical judicial reform must be undertaken to improve 
the quality of judges and also to shorten the time for justice to be delivered.  

(3) A free and fair press is essential to an open and transparent society and 
this in turn will help to support sustainable economic growth. Government 
must consider liberalizing the Press and Publications Act, in particular the 
provision relating to the need for annual license renewals.
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Recommendation 6:
Provide Extensive Information in Budget Documents

Transparency in national budget documents is important in empowering citizens 
to evaluate and track spending, revenue collection and borrowing during the year. 
Highly detailed budget documents are needed to ensure fuller understanding of 
the country’s revenue and expenditure and to bring about public accountability. 
An open budget process with participation which is opened to all relevant 
stakeholders should be a key policy priority. In the Open Budget Index 2008, an 
international index evaluating the quantity and type of information governments 
made available to the public, Malaysia scored 35%, placing it in the category of 
countries providing “minimal” information. 

Proposals for Action

(1) Government should make publicly available and easily accessible all budget 
documents it already produces. In order to ensure public accountability, 
highly detailed budget documents are needed to understand government’s 
revenue and expenditure process. These should be disseminated in forms 
and methods that are understandable to the wider population.

(2) Mechanisms for public involvement in the budget process should be 
institutionalised, including public hearings during formulation and discussion 
of the Budget and at regular intervals throughout the budget cycle. 

(3) Civil society should produce and disseminate simplified popular versions of 
key budget documents and develop strategies to improve budget transparency 
at all levels: Federal, State and local government. 

Recommendation 7:
Review Banking and Finance Policies

The banking and finance sector is the second largest component of the services 
sector, contributing 11% to national GDP. National policies on banking and finance 
in Malaysia should be reviewed with the premise that we should move more 
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rapidly towards international competitiveness. Such liberalization is needed to 
enable Malaysia’s banking industry to become a hub for regional and international 
financial services, thus enabling it to contribute more significantly to national 
development.

Proposals for Action

(1) The banking industry should adopt a more outward-looking stance and 
reduce internal protectionist measures that have hampered competitiveness. 
Foreign banks’ share of the banking sector has been reduced from 75% in 
the early 1970s to 25% today and hence there should be no misguided fear 
of foreign domination. 

(2) Domestic banks should aggressively increase their presence in international 
financial centres around the world. Operations in overseas countries must be 
justified by commercial viability.

(3) Malaysia should take full advantage of its pioneering work in Islamic banking 
to become a leading hub for Islamic finance. 

(4) The government should reconsider the position of Labuan as the country’s 
off-shore financial centre due to its poor financial infrastructure, and the lack 
of relevant facilities and less attractive living conditions.

Recommendation 8:
Introduce Competition Law and Policies 

Competition law refers to the framework of rules designed to foster the 
competitiveness environment of the economy. In Malaysia, the lack of a competition 
law has led to consumers having to pay higher prices for goods. Competition law 
allows entrepreneurs the equal opportunity to compete without the constraint of 
unfair restrictions or competition. The outcome of such a law is having better 
product quality and lower prices for consumers, besides being positive to the 
increase in productivity and the allocative efficiency of the economy. 
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Proposals for Action

(1) A Competition Law should be formulated immediately and implemented in 
stages together with the establishment of a Competition Commission and a 
Competition Tribunal. 

(2) The Government should lay out transparently the manner in which it will deal 
with conflicts that the Competition Law will face vis-à-vis existing protectionist 
policies. Protection to domestic industries must be gradually removed. 

(3) The work of existing sector regulators (for example, the Energy Commission 
and the Communications and Multimedia Commission) must be integrated 
into these efforts so that competition policy is centralised at the national level 
and there is consistency and co-ordination. 

(4) Government should review the need for continuing protection to certain 
industries via APs or import taxes (e.g. the steel and car industries). Such 
tariffs add to the cost of goods and services for all consumers, and thus make 
the overall economy less competitive, as well as encourage inefficiency in 
the protected industries. 

Recommendation 9:
Reduce Price Controls and Subsidies

During the last two administrations, fiscal incentives have increased and both 
implicit and explicit subsidies expanded. Price controls have also been extended 
to utilities such as water, electricity, telecommunications and gas.  Total subsidies 
paid have increased from RM1.14 billion in 1999 to a staggering RM12.15 billion 
in 2007 and RM20.9 billion expected in 2010. Such price support in the form of 
subsidies is unsustainable and should be reduced over time. 

Proposals for Action

(1) Government should reduce significantly its interference in the price-setting 
mechanism by withdrawing the near-monopoly status enjoyed by government-
linked companies and by firms affiliated with families of prominent politicians. 
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The price-setting mechanism should be an economic instrument of resource 
allocation and not a political instrument of rent disbursement. 

(2) A major portion of government subsidy is for petrol and diesel. Whilst this is 
popular, it encourages the use of private motor vehicles (more pollution) and 
delays the development of alternative public transport systems. By allowing 
pump prices to reflect actual cost, the savings in subsidies could be used to 
develop public transportation.

(3) Cross-subsidies e.g. in subsidizing gas or electricity to industries would merely 
serve to increase cost to other consumers, and therefore give misleading 
signals to those industries to continue to operate in fuel inefficient ways. 
Removing such cross-subsidies would hasten the change to more efficient 
production methods.

(4) The removal of subsidies for consumer goods is a long term goal.  However, 
immediate measures should be taken to ensure better targeting of such 
subsidies so that the poorer sections of the society are the principal 
beneficiaries. 
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B.2 TRADE AND INVESTMENT

Recommendation 1:
Reform Government Procurement Policies

The Malaysian government has held to the position that limiting information about 
its procurement processes and the exclusion of foreign bidders is necessary to 
support the national agenda to protect local suppliers. It is recommended that 
transparency in government procurement, regulations and procedures in fact 
promotes competitiveness, and better social and economic development. Public 
procurement should aim to achieve transparency, competition, economy and 
efficiency, fairness and accountability. 

Proposals for Action

(1) A clear, comprehensive and transparent policy framework governing the 
public procurement system should be implemented.  This should include the 
wide advertising of bidding opportunities, maintenance of records related to 
the procurement process, pre-disclosure of all criteria for contract award, 
contract award based on objective criteria to the lowest evaluated bidder, 
public bid opening, access to a bidder complaints review mechanism, 
disclosure of the results of the procurement process and other good practices.

(2) The government should make transparent all invitations for government 
procurement projects, regardless of the size of projects. Restrictions that 
exclude participation on the basis of ethnicity or nationality should be 
phased out. The removal of these restrictions is an important consideration 
in accomplishing Free Trade Agreements with other countries. In these FTAs, 
one key requirement is for the Government to establish clear guidelines in 
the government tendering process, as well as to allow for foreign and local 
companies to bid directly for government projects. The WTO Government 
Procurement Agreement, in addition requires equal treatment of foreign and 
local bidders. 
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Recommendation 2:
Reduce Tariff  and Non-Tariff  Barriers 

Most of Malaysia’s tariff lines are low with an average tariff rate of 8.1%, except 
for those in some areas of manufacturing which are extremely high and in motor 
vehicles (30% on fully assembled vehicles and excise taxes ranging from 80% to 
200%)  Other non-tariff barriers such as import licensing for a number of products 
are additional barriers to trade. The government should work towards reducing 
the high tariff lines that protect domestic sectors, as this would reduce costs as 
well as help the producers and country to become more competitive in the long 
run. 

Proposals for Action

(1) High tariff and non-tariff barriers in the automotive sector specifically should 
be reduced. Although motor vehicles from foreign markets would likely 
increase their sales in Malaysia, Malaysia’s automotive industry would be 
compelled to increase its level of competitiveness. 

(2) Energy tariffs must be competitive and equitable and ensure that consumers 
are ensured a reliable supply. Natural gas users who co-generate should 
be supported with lower fuel prices than other industry users to reward their 
efficiency and conserving energy resources. Electricity tariffs should be 
reduced to encourage manufacturing investments. Special industry tariffs 
could also be installed to encourage energy efficiency. 

Recommendation 3:
Increase Technical and Vocational Education 

Educational reform is needed for a number of reasons including the need to  
produce highly skilled workers that are in short supply  in many hi tech sectors.. 
Efforts at promoting Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) 
need to be stepped up with greater involvement of the private sector. 
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Proposals for Action

(1) There appears to be a lack of coordination among the various technical 
education agencies, including the Majlis Latihan Vokasional Kebangsaan 
(MLVK), the National Skills Certification System, Pembangunan Sumber 
Malaysia Berhad, and the National Vocational Training Council (NVTC).  
Action should be taken to determine the role and responsibilities of each 
agency, to ensure that they are not providing overlapping functions, and are 
effectively carrying out their respective mandates to provide the different 
levels of technical manpower. Such information should be communicated 
widely to the public and the private sector.  At the same time, companies that 
eventually absorb such labour must be included in the consultation process 
when developing the vocational educational syllabus.

(2) The development of language skills must be emphasized to enable Malaysian 
workers to participate in globalized markets. Development of strong English 
language skills is essential in an increasingly international market, especially 
following the successful completion of Free Trade Agreements with Australia, 
New Zealand. Language skill sets of Chinese and Tamil are required for 
Malaysian businesses to penetrate China and India more effectively.  

(3) Local public universities need to benchmark themselves against better ones, 
invest in original research, and adopt meritocracy as the criteria for student 
intakes. Unless this is done, their graduates would be less preferred to those 
who have foreign degrees and/or better language skills especially in English. 

Recommendation 4:
Enhance National Productivity

Petroleum and coal, beverages, tobacco and chemicals were the only 
manufacturing industries to record improvements in labour productivity during 
the period 2000-2005. The productivity of sectors such as food products, non-
electrical machinery, textiles and transport equipment shrank considerably in this 
period. These trends suggest that a careful reassessment of the government’s 
industrial policy and the country’s productivity is urgently needed to ensure that 
the country does not lag behind other countries in economic efficiency. The 
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widespread use of cheap, low-skilled imported labour has contributed to this 
problem. A low labour cost business model is a low-risk business model, but it is 
also one that has severe limitations leading to inferior economic growth. 

Proposals for Action

(1) The government should establish a body that has the authority to 
independently conduct studies and inform the public on the productivity and 
efficiency of specific sectors and the key policy issues that stand in the way 
of increasing productivity.  This organisation could be modelled after the 
Australian Productivity Authority.  

(2) The authority can conduct cost-benefit analysis on potential FTAs to evaluate 
the possible gains.  The findings of the authority should be transparent and 
made freely available to the public. 

(3) Productivity gains are dependent on private enterprises being willing to 
change their low cost business models in favour of that which uses more 
machines, technology, capital, and R&D. Such a move requires a change in 
the business environment that rewards greater risk-taking and innovation. 
Appropriate tax and other incentives from a supportive government are 
needed.

Recommendation 5:
Remove Structural Barriers to Investment 

Malaysia has successfully maintained consistently growing levels of Foreign 
Direct Investment (FDI) in the past decades. However, its percentage increase 
has been relative slow in recent years. In order to stimulate greater investment 
flows, structural barriers need to be removed. Some reform has been implemented 
through PEMUDAH, which has successfully reduced the time taken for bureaucratic 
processes to facilitate trade, eased and refined tax requirements matters and 
established one-stop centres to expedite incorporation of companies. Such efforts 
are commendable but more should be done to secure greater investor confidence 
in the Malaysian economy. 
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Proposals for Action

(1) Together with measures aimed at economic liberalization such as the 
removal of trade barriers to entry; securing bilateral Free Trade Agreements 
(FTAs); and loosening requirements on Bumiputera participation; reforms 
are also needed in the way that Government deals with the private sector.  
These reforms include the streamlining and speeding up of the business 
processes at all Government agencies and departments at federal, state and 
local government levels. 

(2) The civil service which presently plays an important role in the economy should 
be required to adopt a new mindset.  This mindset should aim at ensuring 
a level-playing field for all economic actors and should be accompanied by 
the establishment of norms and standards that make it mandatory for civil 
servants to practice fair, open and transparent decision-making. 

(3) The Foreign Investment Committee (FIC) is a structural constraint that needs 
reform. The FIC should monitor only those foreign investment transactions in 
sectors of national interest such as defence-related activities, management 
of ports and airports, water treatment and distribution. Other sectors should 
not come under the close monitoring of the FIC. 

(4) Transparency and accountability in the public sector must be assured, 
with strict adherence to international standards and benchmarks (see also 
recommendation on Government Procurement Policies).

(5) Efficiency of the courts must be improved so that those who seek legal 
recourse through the courts can get quick justice. Currently civil cases take 
years for settlement, and this impedes economic activities. 

Recommendation 6:
Reform Foreign Workers’ Policy

Foreign workers are the main source of labour for much of the manufacturing 
industry in Malaysia. Despite the significant role played by these workers, 
government policy has not been well co-ordinated.   Tension also exists between 
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industries’ dependence on foreign labour and political pressure to reduce foreign 
labour in favour of local employment. A de-facto industrial policy that is based on 
cheap labour is not sustainable in the long term because products dependent on 
cheap labour do not command high prices.  At the same time, there is competition 
from countries in the region (Indonesia, Vietnam, India, etc) that have larger 
pools of cheap labour.  

Proposals for Action 

(1) An industrial master plan is needed to wean local enterprises from a cheap 
labour business model, and to gradually move them into higher value-added 
output using more technology. This master plan should outline the financial 
and other incentives that government would provide to reduce the risk to 
changing business models. 

(2) Concurrent with the implementation of this master plan, levies for the 
importation of foreign labour should be raised gradually to discourage their 
use. Levies collected should be ploughed back to help businesses finance 
mechanization.

(3) The operations of outsourcing companies should be terminated or curtailed 
to address indiscriminate recruitment and oversupply. In the meantime, 
all industries would be given a fair time frame to reduce or eliminate their 
dependence on foreign labour.

Recommendation 7:
Expand Trade Opportunities

During this current period of a global economic slowdown, Malaysia’s economic 
prospects are likely to be affected since trade contributes 200% of our Gross 
Domestic Product.  As at April 2009, exports have dropped by 26.5% year on 
year, and imports by 22.4%. Exports contraction moderated to -19.8% year on 
year in August 2009 (-22.9% in July 2009) due to better performance in crude 
oil, chemicals, electrical and electronic products. However, exports fell 2% after 
three consecutive months of gain, showing recovery is at best patchy. Although 
Malaysia still enjoys a trade surplus, it is necessary to increase efforts aimed at 
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widening trade opportunities especially in sectors such as electrical components, 
palm oil, timber and oil products that have been badly affected. 

Proposals for Action 

(1) The government should pursue and expedite on-going free trade agreements 
such as the Malaysia-US Free Trade Agreement.

(2) Besides increasing the allocation of agencies such as MATRADE engaged 
in promoting exports, assistance should be provided to national trade 
associations to enable them to organize trade missions and fairs. 

(3) The Government should ensure that imported finished products should be 
subjected to Malaysian standards and in the absence of Malaysian standards, 
international standards.

(4) Component parts required in the manufacture of machinery equipment 
should be exempted from import duty. 

Recommendation 8:
Accelerate GLC and GLIC Reforms

Government-Linked Companies (GLCs) are companies that have a primary 
commercial objective and in which the Malaysian Government has a controlling 
stake. Government-Linked Investment Companies (GLICs) are companies 
that allocate some or all of their funds to GLC investments. GLCs comprise 
approximately 36% and 54% respectively of the market capitalisation of Bursa 
Malaysia and the benchmark Kuala Lumpur Composite Index. The Federal 
Government through GLCs and GLICs therefore controls a large portion of 
the Malaysian economy. As Malaysia moves towards an open, developed and 
liberalised economy, macroeconomic management should be guided by an 
investment balance, which is more skewed towards private investment. Because 
the engine of long-term growth in most developed countries is private sector 
investment, public sector investments in Malaysia should be limited to investments 
in infrastructure projects too large for private capital to finance, poverty-alleviation 
projects and environmental protection. 
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Proposals for Action

(1) As the original social agenda of many GLCs has already been met, a 
timeframe should be set up with the objective of disposing of GLCs, freeing 
up shareholders to appoint BOD members and senior management instead 
of Government, and removing this major impediment to a freer and more 
competitive economy. 

(2) In the meantime, employee productivity must be improved with the emphasis 
on senior management since many high-level positions are currently occupied 
by politically connected individuals. 

(3) GLCs should be benchmarked against the best of private sector firms in their 
performance and target setting and achievement, and the senior management 
held accountable for under-performance. 

(4) Government’s large ownership of the Malaysian economy through GLCs and 
GLICs should be divested in the long-run.
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B.3 MALAYSIA-CHINA AND ASEAN 
RELATIONS

Recommendation 1:
Capitalise on China’s Economic Potential 

As the world’s most populous nation and with a rapidly growing GDP per capita 
and disposable income, China is one of the largest markets in the world. Most 
analysts expect the Chinese economy to grow strongly for the rest of the decade. 
China’s rapid economic development has enabled it to become a regional and 
global economic power. Both Government and the business community should 
take greater advantage of China’s progress and put in more effort to ensuring a 
higher level of partnership and cooperation.

Proposals for Action

(1) The volume of transacted trade with China has considerable potential to 
expand rapidly.  Government should work closer with Malaysian exporters to 
deeper access to China’s large domestic market. 

(2) Although semi-manufactured goods are a key component of Malaysian 
exports to China, there is much potential in other lines of exports notably 
processed agro-and fishery products.  Targeted economic studies should be 
conducted by joint teams of Malaysian and Chinese researchers to identify 
potential areas that can be developed for mutual benefit.   

(3) More business and investment mission trips should be organised between 
Malaysia and China and to encourage businesses from both countries to 
overcome initial cultural and language barriers and expand investment flows. 
China’s investment in Malaysia is currently valued at US$30 million while 
Malaysia’s investment in China stands at US$320 million.
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(4) With its vast foreign currency reserves China is now seeking to invest overseas 
especially in resource-based companies. Malaysia should encourage China 
to invest here and thus make up for the loss of investments from traditional 
countries.

Recommendation 2:
Increase Bilateral Ties with China

The recent visit by Malaysian Prime Minister Dato’ Sri Mohamad Najib bin Tun 
Razak to China underscores the significance placed on the bilateral relationship 
between the two countries. Attention to increasing ties should be focused on 
a wide range of fronts, not only economic.  The development of socio-cultural, 
educational and other linkages should be encouraged by the two Governments 
and further supported by private sector and civil society activities.

Proposals for Action

(1) A comprehensive review of existing policy towards China in all sectors – 
economic and non-economic - should be undertaken with a view to broadening 
linkages and cooperation for the mutual benefit of both countries.  This review 
should incorporate inputs from the private sector, civil society and other key 
stakeholders.  

(2) Universities from Malaysia and China should conduct exchange programmes 
to increase students’ knowledge and experience of the two countries. 
Scholarships and other forms of assistance should be granted by local 
foundations to sponsor students. 

(3) The expansion of cultural tourism should be further encouraged by the two 
countries. Travel agencies working with airlines, for example, should develop 
suitable and attractive tour packages that are affordable to a wide range of 
potential consumers. Government’s role in the development of Malaysia as a 
halal hub and attracting Muslim tourists from China should be expanded. 

(4) NGOs that have played prominent roles in promoting Malaysia-China trade 
should be given more support.  These include bodies such as the Associated 
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Chinese Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Malaysia, the Kuala Lumpur/
Selangor Chinese Chamber of Commerce and Industry, Malaysia China 
Business Council, and other less well known and prominent clan or cultural 
associations.

Recommendation 3:
Assist SMEs  to Leverage on China Connection

SMEs in Malaysia presently face many problems including lack of access to higher 
technology, the small domestic market which restricts economies of scale, and 
lack of access to international markets.  Not all of these problems can be resolved 
even with a well implemented national plan for SMEs.  The China connection 
(including linkage with Taiwan) provides a major opening for SMEs to overcome 
some of their major weaknesses through synergizing with external players that 
have stronger capabilities. 

(1) Malaysian small and medium enterprises need to increase their productivity 
and resilience in anticipation of intensified regional and global competition.  
This is possible through the use of strategic alliances and consolidation.  
SME associations and the Government can assist local SMEs by providing 
support to programs that enable these SMEs to work more closely with their 
China counterparts. 

Recommendation 4:
Maximise Potential of  ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA)

ASEAN has a total population of over 540 million and a combined GDP estimated 
at  US$686 billion. The ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA) that has been fully 
operational since 2003 sees economic cooperation as necessary towards 
regional prosperity. AFTA requires the elimination of import duties on all products 
traded within the region with the purpose of attracting greater investment into 
the region and increasing its competitive edge. Several agreements have been 
signed to implement the liberalisation of trade and services, including the ASEAN 
Framework Agreement on Services (AFAS) and the Framework Agreement on 
the ASEAN Investment Area (FAAIA). The ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) 
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is targeted to be accomplished by 2015. Malaysia should work towards full and 
rapid compliance with the various agreements.  At the same time all key players 
in the country, especially Government and the private sector should work towards 
ensuring that the country maximizes the potential benefits of membership in AFTA 
and the AEC. 

Proposals for Action 

(1) Malaysia should increase its economic collaboration with other neighbouring 
ASEAN countries in accordance with the provisions of AFTA and AEC.  Special 
attention should be given to securing the participation of the regional business 
organisations, especially those involving small and medium-enterprises, in 
supporting the implementation of the various regional agreements. 

(2) The ASEAN Economic Ministers (AEM) jointly launched an ASEAN Economic 
Scorecard (AES) which would determine benchmarks for all participating 
countries in the AEC. Malaysia should ensure its rapid compliance with the 
AES to establish its credentials as a regional leader that sets the highest 
standards to encourage greater investment. 

(3) The Common Effective Preferential Tariff (CEPT), one of the central AFTA 
instruments, was further strengthened at the 14th ASEAN Summit in 
Thailand, 2008. Malaysia should expedite its commitment to the abolishment 
of import duties, which stands at 82.65 percent presently. For import duties 
of sensitive products such as rice, tropical fruits, tobacco, sugar and liquor, 
it is important for consultation to be conducted to ensure local producers are 
not overwhelmed by possible adverse impacts arising from the abolishment 
of import duties.

(4) The Framework Agreement on Comprehensive Cooperation between ASEAN 
and China (ACFTA) and series of follow up agreements provides a good 
framework for the greater integration of the two economies. At the same 
time,   the proposal for an ASEAN-China FTA should be followed up quickly 
to ensure its timely implementation ahead of the complex global economic 
restructuring that is currently taking place. 
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(5) There should be greater standardisation of market regulation within ASEAN 
to allow for free mobility of all factors of production: commodities, capital, 
labour, and service, and to increase the economic efficiency of each member 
nation.  Malaysia should exercise greater political will to deepen its integration 
into the common economic region. 

(6) ASEAN should be encouraged to become competitive vis-à-vis other regions 
such as the European Union and North American Free Trade Area. The 
ASEAN-Australia-New Zealand Free Trade Area (AANZFTA) recently signed 
in February 2009 is a good example of using ASEAN as a strong regional 
anchor to attract investment. 

Recommendation 5:
Actively Participate in Implementing the Three ASEAN 
Pillars

The three pillars making up the ASEAN Community are the ASEAN Economic 
Community, ASEAN Security Community (ASC), and the ASEAN Socio-Cultural 
Community (ASCC).  The ASCC’s objectives are to build a community of caring 
societies to address poverty, equity and human development; manage the 
social impact of economic integration; enhance environmental sustainability and 
governance; and strengthen the foundations of regional social cohesion. The 
ASC’s objectives are to ensure countries in the region live at peace with one 
another in a just, democratic and harmonious environment based on shared 
norms and rules of good conduct in inter-state relations. 

Proposals for Action 

(1) Malaysia as an ASEAN member country should educate its citizens as to 
the building of an ASEAN socio-cultural community. Awareness mechanisms 
to promote multilateral culture exchanges should be encouraged through 
tourism, training and the educational curriculum. 

(2) Greater emphasis and support should be provided to civil society and the 
non-governmental organisation sector in building an ASEAN community., 
Although government-oriented relationships are presently dominant in 
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ASEAN, Governments should recognise the importance of other sectors in 
the building up of  ASEAN-wide participation.

(3) Collaborative research should be conducted by the region’s researchers 
and professionals to brainstorm on regional strategies across a range of 
sectors, such as sustainability, environmental standards, renewable energy, 
depletion of natural resources, and other key regional concerns. Such a 
network of professionals or academics should gather regularly to identify 
areas of research of mutual benefit to all parties. The Malaysian government 
should identify and support the work of these networks.
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B.4 ENERGY RESOURCES

Recommendation 1:
Develop a Strategic Action Programme for Energy

A Strategic Action Programme (SAP) that covers the energy sector should be set 
up that covers production, consumption and conservation. An optimal extraction 
plan for oil, both static and dynamic, should be developed as part of it. 

Proposals for Action 

(1) It is imperative for reserves to be replenished through new discoveries and 
addition to the stocks. If the current reserves are extracted based on the 
production trend, the reserves will be depleted even faster by 2017. Even with 
unlimited resources, trend analysis shows that production and consumption 
will converge by 2030 implying that Malaysia will begin importing oil from 
then on. Thus, oil should be conserved in order to delay the depletion of its 
stocks.

(2) Major emphasis has to be placed on energy efficiency and conservation, 
and the development and implementation of alternative energy technologies, 
such as solar, wind, small-scale hydro and so on.  

(3) In theory, an optimal extraction will be based on maximizing the profits inter-
temporally, taking into account the price of crude oil, the costs of extraction, 
reserves and the rate or interest. An optimal extraction plan will see that 
the rents should be increasing at the rate of interest until the reserves are 
depleted. 

Transforming EN v5.indd   134 12/10/2012   12:45:07 AM



135

E
co

no
m

ic
 a

nd
 E

nv
iro

nm
en

ta
l P

la
n 

of
 A

ct
io

n
B

Recommendation 2:
Reform the Power Sector

Malaysia needs a fully competitive power market, with generation, transmission, 
and distribution decoupled. However reform towards a competitive market is still 
at an early stage. Reform measures should be accelerated taking into account 
the experiences of other deregulated utility systems. 

Proposals for Action

(1)  All key players should work to ensure that the energy sector must be able to 
deliver an adequate, reliable and high quality power supply to the country.

(2) Conserving electricity will lead to conservation of all the resources used in its 
generation. 

(3) Market forces should be allowed to operate so that the supply and demand 
for it is in equilibrium. Market price, when established, should lead to optimal 
consumption and production and reduce wastage or over-use. 

(4) A stabilisation fund should be established to help in the stabilization of 
electricity prices, especially during periods of high volatility of fuel prices. 
This fund would allow the review of electricity pricing at agreed time intervals, 
and constitute a holistic approach to address power issues. 

Recommendation 3:
Enhance Renewable Energy Resources

Malaysia is fortunate in having various renewable energy resources. All these 
resources should be taken into account in planning a sustainable energy system.

Proposals for Action

(1) The feasibility of utilizing other renewable resources should be thoroughly 
studied. Though technology is available and can be constantly improved, the 
benefits and costs must be quantified to prove their worth and sustainability. 
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(2) Malaysia should consider becoming a regional or global site for renewable 
energy technology through manufacturing and R&D work on photovoltaic 
cells, wind turbines and similar products 

(3) Renewable energy from biomass holds much potential. Bio-diesel is 
economically viable if crude oil prices stay above US$82 per barrel.  This, 
however, must be done in conjunction with local communities’ participation 
as biomass production should not be done at the cost of food production. 

Recommendation 4:
Diversify Energy Resources

Trend analysis shows that production and consumption will converge by 2030 
implying that we will begin importing oil from then on. Besides measures aimed 
at conservation of oil to delay the depletion of  stocks, more incentives should 
be provided to the private sector and household consumers to accelerate the 
diversification of energy supply.

Proposals for Action 

(1) Government should review measures aimed at educating the people and 
businesses and changing existing mind sets on energy usage. Incentives 
have a role to plan in helping facilitate consumer adjustments during the 
transition period.

(2) There should be an immediate revision of existing policies guiding energy-
related activities in Malaysia.  These include the National Energy Policy 1979, 
National Depletion Policy 1980, Four Fuel Diversification Policy 1981 and 
Fifth Fuel Policy and the current Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy 
Plan found in the Ninth Malaysia Plan. These revisions are important in light 
of dynamic changes taking place within the industry. 

(3) Investments in alternative energy resources such as hydro power, wind 
and solar energy must comply with strict standards on environment, health, 
livelihood and community concerns. 
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(4) Malaysia should prioritize the development of “green industry”, energy saving 
industry and the recycling of products. 

(5) Since natural gas resources are abundant, the utilization of natural gas for 
transport should be widened through incentives.

(6) The latest knowledge on coal production technology should be acquired so 
as to equip the country with efficient and environmentally friendly technology. 
The introduction of affordable new clean technologies will facilitate Malaysia’s 
effort to increase coal utilization in the fuel mix. 

Recommendation 5:
Better Resource Management by National Oil Company 
Petronas 

In a 2008 Report on Revenue Transparency of Oil and Gas Companies, Malaysia’s 
national oil company Petronas was evaluated on its current policies, management 
systems and performance in areas relevant to revenue transparency in its 
upstream operations, along with other leading oil and gas companies. Petronas 
was ranked “low” as an international oil company in its disclosure performance. 
Transparent governance and greater public knowledge of the extractive industry 
revenues is necessary to ensure revenues are being used in the public interest 
in support of economic growth and poverty reduction. The latest results for the 
full year to March 31, 2009 shows Petronas’ costs going up twice as fast as 
its revenue without accompanying analysis or meaningful explanations. Since 
revenue from the oil and gas industry contributes 44% to national revenue, good 
resource management is essential. Recent data shows that Petronas profits have 
fallen 37.5% in 2009 to RM98.2 billion from RM157.2 billion in 2008 for the period 
of April-September. This decline is indicative of likely further decreases in income 
from the oil and gas industry.  It is important that the Government considers 
alternative sources of revenue immediately and not in the future when it may be 
too late to balance the books. 
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Proposals for Action

(1) Petronas should publish its full accounts annually, including a breakdown of 
its revenues on a country-by-country basis. This should be made mandatory 
by a regulatory agency. 

(2) Petronas should publish what it pays to the Malaysian Government, with 
the figures broken down into the various forms of payment including taxes, 
royalties, and others. This should also be made mandatory. 

(3) A Parliamentary report should be given on the status of the Kumpulan Wang 
Amanah Negara (KWAN) that was formed in 1988 to supposedly act as a 
national sovereign fund utilizing money from profits of the oil and gas industry 
annually. 

(4) Extractive industry revenues should be earmarked for specific use, to ensure 
that special care is given to revenues extracted from the sector. This is to 
avoid abuse or misuse of a large pool of wealth.

(5) Government should publish in full the revenues it receives from other 
international oil and gas companies operating in Malaysia, as well as fully 
publish the terms and conditions of all Production Sharing Contracts (PSCs) 
it signs under international contract transparency standards. 

(6) Civil society should monitor closely the revenues paid to and received 
by Petronas as a national and international oil company, especially from 
countries with poor human rights records such as Burma and Sudan.  

(7) All stakeholders should closely monitor the role of oil revenues in national 
policies and planning for development and poverty reduction programmes. 

(8) Revenue transparency reporting should adhere to international standards 
such as those laid out by the Publish What You Pay and Revenue Watch 
international organisations. The Government could consider signing the 
Extractive Industry Transparency Initiative (EITI), which involves a tri-partite 
relationship between Government, civil society and the companies, agreeing 
voluntarily to publish what is being paid to the government.
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(9) An amendment should be made to the Petroleum Development Act 1976 
which currently states that Petronas reports directly to the Prime Minister 
of Malaysia. It is difficult to achieve good governance if the head of state 
ultimately garners control over the most lucrative (and only fully-owned) 
national company. Petronas should instead report to Parliament and submit 
annual reports and financial statements made fully publicly available.

(10) Relevant institutions and regulatory agencies of Government must ensure 
that the process of awarding public concessions, contracts, licenses, permits 
and any other rights concerning the exploitation of natural resources is 
transparent and independent. 

(11) A proportion of the net budget surplus from oil and gas revenues should be 
channelled to a fund specifically designated for the use of future generations 
after these mineral resources are depleted. These revenues should be 
used primarily for physical and human capital formation such as education, 
training and health; as well as programmes designed to generate growth in 
other sectors of the economy.

Recommendation 6:
Ensure Community Participation in Natural Resource 
Policy Making and  Decisions

It is fast becoming an international standard that all local communities that 
are likely to be highly impacted by any decision-making on natural resources 
development, especially energy resources, should have a key role in policy 
discussions on the development.

Proposals for Action

(1) A Policy Roundtable should be set up consisting of relevant stakeholders 
including representatives from the public sector, companies, civil society and 
local communities to review tha current and future status of the extractive 
industry. 
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(2) Civil society and affected communities must be given effective participation 
in the design, implementation, evaluation and modification of actions, 
activities, processes and institutional arrangements associated with resource 
governance in Malaysia.
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B.5 ADDRESSING INEQUALITIES

Recommendation 1:
Make Publicly Available Full Income Distribution Data 

Information on inequality in Malaysia is almost entirely dominated by officially 
generated and analysed data and analysis with the focus on inter-ethnic, urban-
rural and inter-state inequality statistics currently reported in highly aggregated 
terms. At the same time, many dimensions of inequality have not been adequately 
studied or are not reflected in the officially sanctioned data. This includes 
inequality within ethnic groups, between occupational, sector and educational 
groups, gender, and the interaction of these factors with regional and geographic 
variables. A full analysis of income distribution data is necessary to identify 
sources of inequality and the factors contributing to widening inequality which 
require policy attention.

Proposals for Action

(1) Access to income distribution data should be provided to researchers 
in order that scientific analysis of income distribution can be undertaken. 
Although data is available to registered institutions and researchers, access 
largely depends on the personality within Government. A more liberal and 
open method of accessing data should be implemented to ensure data 
accessibility is made available not just for registered researchers, but for the 
public at large. 

(2) Disaggregated data should be provided on a range of inequality concerns, 
including inter-ethnic, urban-rural, inter-state, intra-ethnic, inter-occupational, 
inter-sector, and between gender and educational groups. Methodologies 
should also be published in full and made publicly available. 

(3) The Poverty Line Income (PLI) should be revised on a consistent basis to 
ensure that poverty statistics are analysed in accordance with the rates 
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of inflation and costs of living at any given time, and accurately reflect the 
regional and urban-rural differences. Individual income data should also be 
provided in addition to the current household income available. 

Recommendation 2:
Streamline Income Distribution Strategies 

Income distribution strategies should be better targeted towards the poor and 
those at the end of the income distribution scale. The Gini coefficient has 
recently worsened indicating a trend of increasing inequality. Better redistributive 
measures need to be  put in place to address the widening of income inequality. 
Redistribution is not only in line with the national development strategy of growth 
with equity, it can also be complementary to growth if well designed and avoids 
a subsidy approach.

Proposals for Action

(1) The government should focus on reducing urban–rural, intra-ethnic, and 
regional gaps rather than focus mainly on ethnic disparities as the former are 
more serious than the latter. In reducing ethnic inequality, attention should 
also be given to reducing inequality within ethnic rather than between ethnic 
groups. It is also necessary to focus on helping the marginalized groups of 
all races, especially the bottom 40% who have not gained as much from 
national development in the last several years.

(2) Since most of the taxes have become less progressive, a study should be 
carried out to explore the viability of introducing “leveling taxes”, such as 
hereditary or wealth taxes.

(3) In kind transfers should be used to ensure benefits, essential goods, food 
stamps, ration cards or coupons are given to the poor. 

(4) Housing subsidies can help the poor access home ownership and take away 
the component of rental from the expenditure budget of the poor. 

(5) A better national system of social safety nets i.e. pension, EPF, etc. and 
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social insurance including unemployment insurance, workers compensation, 
etc. needs to be put in place.  The system should ensure that both the 
coverage and level of benefits can ensure the protection of the lower income 
and vulnerable groups. 

(6) Unemployment benefits can be used to help the transient poor. An 
unemployment insurance scheme which employees can contribute towards 
should be considered with independent research conducted to study the 
viability of such an option.

(7) Public expenditure should be pro-poor and fairly distributed to ensure no 
disparities arise between the rural and urban areas.

(8) Minimum wage legislation should be legislated. 

Recommendation 3:
Address Urban Poverty 

In view of continuing trends showing rapid urbanization and with a large majority 
of the country’s population already living in urban settlements, it is important to 
treat urban poverty with more urgency.  Current policies and programmes aimed 
at reducing urban poverty need to be reviewed to ascertain their impact and 
effectiveness and greater attention should be given to understanding the nature 
of urban poverty and treating its root causes.  

Proposals for Action 

(1) Urban poverty eradication requires co-ordination by multiple stakeholders. 
Non-governmental organizations, private sector and public sector agencies 
such as the Ministry of Health, Ministry of Entrepreneur Development, 
Transport Ministry, Human Resources Ministry and Ministry of Higher 
Education should collaborate in strategies to address urban poverty, including 
the widening of employment opportunities and welfare services that target 
the poor. 

(2) The first step in poverty reduction is the formulation of a system of data 
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compilation to form the basis of action. The government and its officers need 
to understand the nature and extent of urban poverty and the needs of the 
poor. 

(3) The government must stop the demolition of settlements without the prior 
agreement of the inhabitants concerned. The policy of demolishing squatter 
settlements and shifting the people to “pigeon-hole” accommodation should 
be replaced by one that will improve the basic facilities, social welfare, and 
living conditions of settlements in situ.

(4) As the influx of rural migrants to the cities is likely to increase the number of 
the urban poor, the government should attempt to slow down the process by 
upgrading social services and creating employment in rural areas. 

(5) Federal and State Governments should co-operate to review housing policy 
and ensure affordable low-cost housing to those needing it. 

Recommendation 4:
Mobilise Local Governments

Local governments should devote greater resources to fight poverty at the 
grassroots level.  For a start, they should review current policies and programmes 
for local poor communities and ensure that these policies and programmes are 
achieving their desired impact.

Proposals for Action

(1) To achieve these objectives, the urban poor must have access to assistance 
and local governments must have command of the resources to provide health 
services, education, social welfare, and even loans. A substantial share of 
the resources that are currently under the control of the Federal Government 
and its various departments must be released to local governments.    

 (2) The current practice of political appointment to local councils and the 
allocation of funds through these appointees have undermined the impact 
(and transparency) of allocations for poverty programmes.
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(3) Local Governments are currently accountable to their State Governments. 
In order to facilitate co-ordination of funding, allocation of funds should 
be from the Federal Government to the State Governments directly.  This 
should replace the present system in which resources are disbursed through 
Ministries and then to agencies. 

(4) Local governments should be more involved in providing employment for the 
local poor.  They can do this by co-ordinating investment and job generation; 
and by increasing their provision of social services through food and clothing 
programmes and related activities. 

Recommendation 5:
Independent and Transparent Monitoring Mechanisms

It is important that there is a bottom up approach to poverty alleviation.  This also 
means that channeling of allocations for poverty reduction should be transparent 
and applications for assistance by the poor should be quickly responded to by 
government departments. Presently there is a top down approach in which poverty 
reduction policies and plans are currently crafted by the Economic Planning 
Unit and implemented by Ministries. The National Implementation Directorate 
(NID) and National Implementation Task Force (NITF) are tasked for monitoring 
purposes but these are not independent institutions.  

Proposals for Action

(1) An independent mechanism or body should be created to monitor and 
scrutinize the allocation of poverty alleviation funds as specified in the Ninth 
Malaysia Plan. This will ensure that such funds are used for facilities that 
benefit the poor and objective evaluation is conducted with adherence to 
high public accountability standards. 

(2) The Government has set up a website displaying information on the Economic 
Stimulus Package, but this only provides minimal information and does not 
spell out the details of the fund allocations. There is also no mention of 
the effectiveness of funds provided. A high standard of reporting should be 
required for all policies and programs related poverty reduction. 
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Recommendation 6:
Increase Income-Generating Programmes

Government has initiated numerous income-generating policies and programs 
under various Malaysia Plans. They include rural entrepreneurship programmes, 
skill training institutes, agricultural development and farming activities and a 
variety of other programmes.  Nevertheless, the incidence of poverty in East 
Malaysia is high in many groups especially amongst the indigenous peoples, and 
also among the Orang Asli in Peninsular Malaysia. Existing income-generating 
programmes must be reviewed to determine their effectiveness, and stronger 
measures need to be initiated to reduce regional imbalances.

Proposals for Action

(1) Government should undertake a review of all developmental policies aimed 
at reducing poverty.  The effectiveness of income or employment generating 
programmes should be the main policy focus of the review. 

(2) Small funds through micro-credit facilities should be made available by both 
Federal and State Governments to encourage income-generating projects 
such as handicraft, local tourism, cultivation of food crops, livestock raising, 
weaving and other small business opportunities. Local groups should work 
through community cooperatives and utilise group savings for productive 
purposes. 

(3) Technical assistance and skills training should be provided for community 
cooperatives or social enterprises engaged in income generating projects. 
Access to marketing facilities should also be provided where needed. 

Recommendation 7:
Focus on Pro-Poor Rural and Regional Development 

In order to raise the living standards of the lower income groups, pro-poor policies 
should be considered especially in the rural areas. 
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Proposals for Action 

(1) Adequate funds and other resources should be made available to stimulate 
the growth of economic activities in slow growing regions or rural areas. The 
provision of infrastructural facilities that can expedite access to the utilization 
of local resources and the local labour force should be expedited. 

(2) As current tax rates are regressive especially in rural areas and states 
with lower income levels, reductions in net taxes in these areas should be 
considered.  These reductions can come from reduction and elimination 
of agricultural taxes or increases in wage income exempt from income tax 
deduction, so as to increase minimum wage levels.  The impact of these 
measures could have a significant impact on household disposable incomes 
of the lower income group.

(3) An integrated delivery system in providing facilities and services to the poor   
and low income groups would help prevent the current duplication of services 
as well as optimize the use of scarce resources.  The role and contributions 
of NGOs voluntary organizations, the private sector, and the community 
should also be taken into account in the new integrated system. 
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B.6  INFRASTRUCTURE 
PRIVATISATION

Recommendation 1:
Revamp Policies Aimed at National Infrastructure 
Privatisation

Government should urgently give priority to revamping policies and planning on 
national infrastructure privatization. The failure of Public-Private Investment (PPI) 
to meet investment and efficiency objectives has led to financial constraints and 
public budget deficits which necessitate a review of all past concessions and the 
establishment of new benchmarks that can meet the objective of securing public 
welfare and socio-economic efficiency goals. 

Proposals for Action

Short-Term:

(1) Government should review the policy on infrastructure privatization with a 
view towards its eventual suspension.

(2) All current privatization/PPI proposals should be reviewed pending the 
development of integrated plans for each sector.

(3) The terms, conditions and all other relevant information pertaining to all 
privatization concessions should be made publicly known.

(4) Inter-party parliamentary committees (based on cross-party consensus) 
should be created to ensure that difficult decisions related to pricing of 
infrastructure concessions are made with public interests being foremost 
and fully taken into consideration. 
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Long-Term: 

(1) The country should develop coherent and integrated plans for infrastructure   
development in water and sanitation services (WSS), transport, electricity 
and environmental services (solid waste/ hazardous waste management).

(2) State capacities to develop and implement coherent and integrated plans for 
infrastructure development need to be enhanced.

(3) Civil service reforms are required in order to strengthen state planning 
and regulatory capacities. This should include the introduction of merit-
based appointment criteria to develop the best management and technical 
capacities 

(4) Alternative financing mechanisms which permit the retention of overall public 
control of investment decisions in infrastructure should be considered.

Recommendation 2:
Reform Policies on the Water and Sanitation Services 
(WSS) Sectors

The Water and Sanitation Services (WSS) Sectors must be reformed in the 
direction of changing the currently fragmented system to one that is integrated and 
financially viable. To transform the present situation of non-uniform tariffs, poor 
state planning and limited regulatory capacity, special emphasis must be placed 
on reviewing current concession agreements with the intention to renationalize 
the WSS sector.

Proposals for Action

(1) Water resource management (WRM) and water and sanitation services 
(WSS) should be integrated as part of an overall water sector reform program.

(2) Water pricing and the balancing of social and environmental needs is an 
important component of current water reforms. Water needs to be priced 
accordingly and affordably but cannot be made free as this will encourage 
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excessive use or waste. Instead, a minimum quota based on household size 
should be introduced to ensure access, with steeply increasing block tariffs 
levied to promote water conservation

(3) Inter-party parliamentary committees should be established to ensure that 
agreed tariff structures that may be opposed by segments of the population 
are not exploited by individual politicians or parties for political gain.

(4) All current water concessions should be reviewed and concessions that fail 
to meet conditions in the concessionaire agreement should be terminated. 
As part of the review, the pros and cons of returning WSS to the public sector 
should be analyzed.

(5) Public subsidies for private water companies should be withdrawn as part of 
the process of returning WSS to the public sector and ensuring its full market 
pricing.

Recommendation 3:
Reform Transport Policy and Planning Sector

Government should reform the current transport policy which is clearly inadequate 
for meeting the need for a dependable, efficient and cost effective transportation 
system. An integrated policy with the emphasis on the development of public 
transport services is needed to help ease urban congestion.

Proposals for Action

Short-Term:

(1) Government should suspend all privatization/PPI proposals until the 
development of an integrated transport policy that covers public (urban rail, 
bus) and private transport. 

(2) Government should make public the terms, conditions and status of feasibility 
studies of all current major transport infrastructure projects, including the 
Second Penang Bridge and encourage public feedback on their efficacy.
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(3) The construction of the Second Penang Bridge should be suspended pending 
the development of an integrated transport policy for the island.

(4) All current toll concessions should be renegotiated with a view to readjusting 
the profit margins to ensure that the interests of the public are safeguarded. 

(5) Measures to promote a shift from the use of private to public mass transport 
should be initiated.  Discouragement of private cars in congested urban areas 
could take the form of provisions such as area road pricing; restricting parking 
in city centres; and the use of high occupancy vehicle lanes/preferential 
access at peak hours.

Long-Term:

(1) All current and unsolicited privatization/PPI proposals should be rejected 
unless these are consistent with an integrated transport policy.

(2) The construction of the Second Penang Bridge should be terminated unless 
it is consistent with an integrated transport policy for the island and can be 
shown to alleviate traffic congestion.

(3) Priority should be given to high-speed rail in place of short-distance air 
transport particularly in West Malaysia, in view of its cost effectiveness and 
smaller carbon footprint. 

Recommendation 4: 
Reform Electricity Policy and Planning Sector 

The electricity sector in Malaysia should be better regulated with better co-
ordination efforts. The current situation of poor regulation has resulted in high 
costs to the consumer and nation.  In particular unequal PPAs should be reviewed. 

Proposals for Action

(1) New PPA negotiations/proposals should be suspended until a full review of 
current PPAs.  The review should include the need to determine a reasonable 
IRR and adjust existing tariffs accordingly.
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(2) A policy review should be undertaken to determine the feasibility of returning 
power generation (IPPs) to the public sector in order to improve regulation 
and coordination, and reduce costs, including rent-seeking.

(3) Government could give greater attention to co-generation, smart-grid, small-
scale power production, including at the firm and household level. 

Recommendation 5:
Establish a Transparent Public Sector 

One of the reasons privatization has failed in Malaysia could be due to deeply 
embedded corrupt practices. This may be corrected by systematic reform to 
ensure that key principles such as public accountability, good governance and 
transparency are upheld.  Strong political will is needed to ensure that key 
institutions are managed with the highest of standards and minimal political 
interference.

Proposals for Action

(1) Government should establish a Royal Commission on Privatization that 
would review all past and planned privatization projects and examine key 
related issues such as the social costs and benefits, competitiveness and 
efficiency. The Commission would undertake broad-based and regular public 
consultations along with professional inquiries and studies, and its findings 
would become the basis of future national policy on privatization.

(2) Independent Commissions should be considered for each major sector or 
industry (such as water, electricity, telecommunication, public transport).  
The commissions would assist by providing review and monitoring of the 
privatized enterprises. 

(3) A system of open tenders instead of direct negotiations should be instituted 
for all government projects especially those relating to privatization. In the 
open system, all parameters and procedures should be clearly stated and 
ground rules and conditions (and subsidies if any) should be designed that 
are fair to all parties. All required conditions also need to be stated at the 
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outset, so as to attract competitive bidding and to ensure immunity from the 
influence of politicians and rent seekers.

(4) All proposed terms and conditions for privatization should be made available 
for public review and consultation at least 90 days before the government 
intends to finalize. This would include disclosure of all contracts and 
agreements, and amendments if any, with the concessionaires. All disclosed 
documents should be made available in a timely manner on government 
websites which are accessible by general public.

(5) A public agency or commission headed by competent professionals should 
be established to look into nationalization / renationalization of key services.  
The agency should be empowered to recommend policies and criteria on the 
decisions and pricing of proposed nationalization, including those relating to 
cases of business bail-out.

(6) The same organisation should be given the mandate to act in a non-partisan 
manner to evaluate the efficiency and productivity gains of undertaking 
various privatisation initiatives.
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B.7 KNOWLEDGE ECONOMY AND 
THE DIGITAL DIVIDE

Recommendation 1:
Make Available Affordable & Efficient Access to ICT

Much goodwill was generated when Malaysia launched the Multimedia Super 
Corridor in 1996. However, Malaysia’s Broadband penetration rate per 1000 
people increased fractionally from 1 to 10 between 1999 and 2004 – a slow 
rate of growth compared to late comer countries. TM Net (Telekom Malaysia’s 
Internet Service Provider) is the sole DSL broadband provider in the country.  
It monopolises wired broadband services but has failed to provide competitive 
prices or efficient services. ICT access must be made affordable to the public, 
and service must be efficient and speedy comparable to international standards. 
Special efforts should be taken to provide access to the rural regions, whilst 
steps to fully wifi-enable the States should be expedited.

Proposals for Action

(1) State governments are taking the initiative to fully wifi-enable the states. 
This process should be expedited through support given by the Federal 
Government.

(2) TM Net should not be the sole monopoly DSL broadband provider in the 
country.  Other licenses should be given out to encourage competition and 
better service provision. The current speed of broadband internet is dismal, 
and should be improved upon significantly and quickly.
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Recommendation 2:
Increase ICT Literacy

The Government has a host of ICT literacy programmes, including the Smart 
School Programme, MySchool Net, Program Pembestarian Sekolah, Gerakan 
Desa Wawasan, and Medan Info Desa dan Pusat Internet Desa. These efforts 
seem targeted at schools and the rural areas. There is a need to expand the use 
and understanding of ICT and to integrate this into all aspects of life, including 
education, health and medical services, banking and consumer services, 
e-government services, and green ICT solutions. The use of new media should 
be incorporated into ICT literacy programmes. 

Proposals for Action

(1) ICT literacy programmes for schools must be completely revamped since 
existing objectives do not seem to be achieved. Competent and proficient 
ICT trainers and leaders must be drawn in to draw up the syllabus. 

(2) Private companies should work closely with Government in obtaining funding 
for the best ICT integration within a broad range of sectors. 

Recommendation 3:
Provide Fiscal and Non-fiscal Incentives

Currently, companies with MSC-Status enjoy numerous business benefits in 
financial, non-financial, legal, infrastructure and communication forms. This 
should be enhanced by providing incentives to broadband providers investing 
into higher speeds. Fiscal and non-fiscal incentives should also be considered for 
technology-based businesses that make unique use of ICT.

Proposals for Action

(1) Businesses that successfully demonstrate unique usage of ICT should be 
rewarded by incentives from Government. These success stories should be 
replicated and used as examples for other industries. 
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(2) Broadband providers investing into higher speeds (wifi, WiMax and so on) 
should be given greater incentives to promote competition. 

Recommendation 4:
Improve Performance of  Key Supporting Institutions

The Multimedia Super Corridor (MSC) was accompanied by a series of 
supporting agencies and thrusts, including the National Information Technology 
Council (NITC), National Information Technology Agenda (NITA) and the 
National Information Technology Framework (NITF), and the Strategic Thrusts 
Implementation Committee (STIC). Currently, the Malaysian Development 
Corporation (MDeC) champions the MSC. All supporting institutions and policies 
should be consolidated and enhanced to ensure the timely completion of ICT 
targets.

Proposal for Action 

(1) The numerous institutions should be consolidated such that there is a clear 
ICT policy and institutional framework for companies to refer to. 

Recommendation 5:
Capitalise on Emerging Innovation Hotspots

Innovation hotspots such as new media entrant WiMAX services, trends of 
blogging, online social networks, podcasts, online news and accompanying 
hardware should be used to enhance Malaysia’s knowledge economy. The 
building of social networks should be facilitated so as to build a new generation 
of innovative, creative and critical Malaysians. 

Proposals for Action 

(1) Innovation hotspots should be harnessed to reach the young for educational 
purposes. 

(2) There should be greater collaboration between NGOs, government institutions 

Transforming EN v5.indd   156 12/10/2012   12:45:08 AM



157

E
co

no
m

ic
 a

nd
 E

nv
iro

nm
en

ta
l P

la
n 

of
 A

ct
io

n
B

and private companies to extend the outreach of social networks and new 
media. 

Recommendation 6:
Integrate ICT into Education Policy

Malaysia’s Smart School Programme began with the intention of integrating ICT 
into education but its implementation has been ineffective. Schools, aside from 
being equipped with computers, must provide sufficient ICT training for teachers 
to impart these skills to students. The use of the Internet has transformed how 
education is conducted. These advances in knowledge acquisition and exchange 
must be harnessed by educational bodies at all levels. 

Proposals for Action 

(1) ICT literacy must be extended to teachers at all Teachers’ Training Colleges 
to equip them with the right skills to impart to their students. This literacy 
should include knowledge and application of new media skills to enhance the 
capabilities of students.

(2)  Teaching instruments and methodologies must be reformed in order to 
accommodate the new processes of learning through the Internet.  These 
reforms should also cover textbooks, classroom activities and projects. 

Recommendation 7:
Assist Rural Communities in Access to ICT  

In order to reduce the digital divide, ICT should be contextualised for the use 
of rural communities. Research has shown that appropriate use of ICT in rural 
areas can allow these communities and their economies to flourish. In Malaysia, 
efforts should be taken to integrate ICT into rural communities such as fishing 
villages, traditional agricultural communities, privately operated plantations and 
government assisted land schemes. ICT is a powerful poverty-reduction tool 
when used effectively. 
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Proposals for Action 

(1) Focus should be put on expanding efficient and affordable ICT access in the 
rural areas especially to aid in the development of the local economy. 

(2) Appropriate modules using ICT should be developed and disseminated to 
the local communities to improve their social and economic conditions.
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B.8 SERVICES 

Recommendation 1:
Review Laws and Regulations in the Services Sector 

The process of providing basic frameworks of stability in the services sector to 
improve the economic environment should be enhanced. Improvements in the 
nation’s regulatory framework will have to take into account the development 
and other legal needs for services activities that are assuming commercial and 
international trade roles. 

Proposals for Action

(1) Domestic regulations with respect to the services sector need to be 
streamlined and reformed quickly so as to be in step with a liberalizing global 
environment. 

(2) While most key laws are at the Federal Government level, State legislations 
and local authority rules also require alignment, in particular those relating 
to trade commitments made to trading partners.

(3) To increase competitiveness in the services sector, regulations and guidelines 
for modernizing services that are demanded in parallel with other economic 
activities should be reviewed and revamped.

Recommendation 2:
Increase Policymakers’ Knowledge of  the Services Sector

Raising broad based understanding of the importance of services sector industries 
development - especially value-creating one - is necessary to dispel the negative 
or  counter - productive views presently held by some regulators at the Federal 
and State levels.
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Proposals for Action

(1) In view of the growth potential of the services sector, there is a need to update 
policy makers and implementers on the key elements of services operations 
and businesses, and on the differences with manufacturing operations. 

(2) Land and space related services, including for distribution and retail, are 
very much local based and this must be clearly understood by policymakers. 

Recommendation 3:
Introduce Policy Measures for Investment into the Services 
Sector

Steps should be initiated to quickly introduce policy measures that can attract 
investment to develop the capacity of service industries.

Proposals for Action

(1) The 100 million ringgit initial allocation for the Services Capacity Development 
Fund should be enlarged by at least 8 to 10 times over the next decade. This 
is needed to enable the country to move from a position of defense against 
negative impacts of liberalization of the subsector, towards one focusing on 
offensive strategies to realize gain from liberalization. 

(2) Appropriate fiscal and real incentives in every budgetary period must be 
provided for service sector practitioners to attract greater levels of business. 

(3) Measures should be taken to ensure that the administrative system is able to 
execute new policies efficiently at the Federal Government level. 

(4) In light of the more liberalized and open global environment, steps are 
needed to ensure that both policy and implementation must be thoroughly 
synchronized.  It would be a mistake to follow blindly the model successfully 
used for the manufacturing sector. 
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(5) For certain services, the highly customized approach and “know who” 
approach may need to be replaced by a “rules based and principle based 
approach” to achieve scale. 

(6) It is necessary to adopt a systems-driven policy and strategy that would 
enhance accountability. These factors would combine to increase the 
confidence levels of investors, foreign and domestic.

(7) Enabling processes for trade in services should be quickly introduced in 
stages for different mode of trades. Such an effort cannot be achieved without 
encouraging importation of services at the same time. 

(8) Training of professional trade negotiators and successor replacements is also 
long overdue, as the country embarks on liberalization of trade in services 
in the current round of trade talks.  It is necessary to ensure immediately 
that the most efficient and well prepared skill sets are at the table so that 
Malaysia will emerge with the best outcomes for the nation. 

Recommendation 4:
Integrate Multiple Agencies dealing with the Services 
Sector

Extra effort is needed to integrate multiple agencies dealing with the services 
sector notwithstanding the formation of the Cabinet Committee of Services 
Liberalization, the MSDC and MLC and the MIDA one-stop centre for services. 
At present, some agencies overlap and inadvertently trip each other up because 
they have very different objectives for the same activities.

Proposals for Action 

(1) A singular agency is urgently needed to raise the standard of services 
products, and also to increase competitiveness for the country. This will 
require a merging of agencies, and reassigning responsibilities in order to 
remove deadwood departments that are no longer relevant. 

(2) Effort must be made to ensure real cross-agency cooperation. Monitoring is 
necessary to ensure that this takes place.
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Recommendation 5:
Develop Policies to Seek out New Services

The Government needs to develop a policy that will seek out new services and 
new services production along with delivery models, on a continuous basis over 
the next 20 years. Any services activity that leads to economic growth should be 
pursued in order to recreate business and innovate with technology that will raise 
competitiveness, efficiency and productivity. 

Proposals for Action

(1) New models are needed to promote new service production with added 
incentives, beyond those already identified in official policy. 

(2) These models must be based on thoroughly researched information and 
analysis. New service areas must not be identified in an ad hoc fashion or 
due to the personal interest of a particular leader.

(3) Services models should emphasize human values and satisfaction and not 
just return to capital investment in the financial sense alone. 

Recommendation 6:
Advocate for a “Techno-Service” Policy

A “techno-service” policy is advocated, especially in view of Malaysia’s labour-
short economy. This may be included in the next budget period - but with a 
possible implementation period staggered over a 5 to 8 year period - if the country 
is to reduce its reliance on foreign workers. Present day standards of services 
are highly dependent on information technology and other industry specific 
technologies, as well as intellectual property.

Proposal for Action 

(1) The development of a techno-service policy will require the merging of IT 
and telecommunications together with the technology peculiar to specific 
services. 

Transforming EN v5.indd   162 12/10/2012   12:45:08 AM



163

E
co

no
m

ic
 a

nd
 E

nv
iro

nm
en

ta
l P

la
n 

of
 A

ct
io

n
B

Recommendation 7:
Provide Training for Human Resources and Skills 
Development

Human resources and skills development requirements demand the urgent training 
of service personnel for general as well as for industry specific work. A number 
of programmes have already been started as part of the country’s Economic 
Stimulus Package. These must be better implemented to lay the groundwork for 
human resource development. 

Proposals for Action 

(1) There is a need to reform training institutions, specifically those dealing with 
the services sub-sectors, beginning with the easiest or those ready to change 
and progressively extend to cover as many institutions as possible. 

(2) Education content and syllabus should be revamped to ensure that school 
leavers are able to speak, read, write and count in at least two languages 
within the next five years. This process of rigorous language training should 
begin with pre-school as well as with schools at the primary, secondary, and 
tertiary levels. Language and communication are key elements that drive the 
services sector, and without improvement in this regard, especially to cater 
to an English-speaking foreign market, Malaysia would lose out. 

(3) Employable school leavers and graduates equipped with knowledge and 
skills should be a key goal of HRD.  

Recommendation 8:
Strengthen Brain Gain Strategies 

To meet the demand for trained, qualified, accredited, and experienced service 
professionals, the   brain drain process must be averted and remedied by brain 
gain strategies and tactics. A completely new logic to retaining our skilled human 
resources is needed and appropriate follow-up policies must be developed within 
the next one to two years, after sufficient basic data is obtained and analysed.
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Proposals for Action

(1) Importing the best brains from abroad, even selectively, must be an 
immediate policy to be adopted. The closing of the HR gap with developed 
countries in terms of quantity and quality is a long term priority which can 
be overcome through adoption of higher technology that gives rise to new 
services production and delivery methods. 

(2) Besides brain gain strategies to “attract talent”, it is important to promote 
Malaysia as an attractive place to live.  Highly skilled people will look for jobs 
in places where they prefer to live instead of going to work and live where 
jobs are available. 

(3) Opportunity for promotions and career development must be assured to 
attract Malaysian citizens home. This is a challenge that has beset the 
country for many years. 

(4) Specifically, recruitment of economists and analysts in specialized fields 
of services is urgently required. This should begin almost immediately with 
the active recruitment of personnel to run service businesses and economic 
activities, such as managing medical services, services investment and 
operations. At the same time, attention should be given to development 
of professional and sub professional qualifications of supportive and 
unconventional services activities, and not just in conventional medical 
degrees.  

(5) Implementation of the nation’s agreements with trading partners must not be 
delayed or obstructed.

Recommendation 9:
Consolidate Data Collection and Statistical Analysis of  
Services Sector

Extra effort and resources should go into jointly gathering and producing socio-
economic statistics, data and information.  New benchmarks must be established 
and monitored including those that can support newer models of planning and 
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strategies of the Government and private enterprise investments in services 
industries.

Proposals for Action: 

(1) There are already large amounts of data being produced by official government 
departments, and these should be optimized to assist the services sector 
through greater data sharing. 

(2) It is important to advocate for a greater availability and transparency of 
information and data on the Internet through electronic media.  Currently 
available software online that allows for extensive data sharing amongst 
numerous people – many of them free of charge - should be taken advantage 
of.   

(3) Immediate improvement of the quality in I-O statistics in the national accounts 
is needed to enable intra-sectoral and inter-industry linkage analyses. 

(4) The same applies to developing services indices. The raising of technical 
knowledge and skills for such improvements must be an on-going process.

Recommendation 10:
Publish Trade in Services Data 

There is an urgent need to begin compiling and publishing trade in services for 
as many services sub-sectors or industries as possible in an in depth manner.

Proposals for Action 

(1) Publication of trade in services should be done for all services’ sub-sectors

(2) Time series analysis must then be conducted to monitor trade in services. 

(3) In particular, the assessment of the impact of services trade liberalization is 
needed very soon. Services indices for planning and monitoring purposes 
should be planned. 
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(4) Analyses to produce projections and forecasts that would allow for better 
predictability of the services sector along with their impact on income and 
social development in the long run are also needed. 

Recommendation 11:
Conduct Further Liberalisation of  the Services Sub-Sectors

The Government of Malaysia recently made an announcement to liberalise 
portions of the financial sector and 27 services’ sub-sectors. Apart from these, the 
Government should consider liberalising other services’ sub-sectors.  Details of 
the liberalisation of the 27 services sub-sectors suggest that this initial measure 
covered relatively unimportant sub-sectors and was just a small step forward.  

Proposals for Action 

(1) The Government should consider liberalising other services’ sub-sectors that 
have foreign exchange earnings potential, i.e. those that can be exported 
such as legal services, transport and electricity.

(2) Liberalising the banking industry to allow foreign banks to compete more 
openly in a level playing field environment should be supported and 
accelerated.
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B.9  INDUSTRIALISATION AND 
MANUFACTURING

Recommendation 1:
Increase Incentives and Grants for Manufacturing

A wide range of incentives and grants are currently offered to both foreign and 
local firms in Malaysia.  However, many of these programmes appear redundant 
and have not been monitored to ensure target achievement. Targeting the building 
of institutional strength would stimulate the ability of local firms to grow. At the 
same time incentives and grants targeted at manufacturing should emphasize 
technological upgrading.

Proposals for Action

(1) All incentives and grants targeted at manufacturing should emphasise 
technological upgrading, including for greater energy and resource efficiency 
and environmental sustainability. 

(2) It is important to distinguish between domestic and external R&D sources to 
determine how they can evolve interactively to synergise with all economic 
players including individuals, firms, meso-organisations, and policy planners. 

(3) Incubators should be subjected to a similarly stringent mechanism for 
selection, monitoring and appraisal. 

Recommendation 2:
Revamp Technology Transfer Governance

In all the three industrial master plans the government did not have a clear 
technology development policy that focused on supporting catch up among local 
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firms. In Malaysia the industrial policy instruments neither imposed performance 
standards nor focused on driving technological change in firms. Deliberate 
government support for R&D labs in Taiwan and internalized R&D operations 
have helped graft locally evolved knowledge with foreign knowledge to push local 
firms to the technology frontier. This is a useful example to follow. 

Proposal for Action

(1) Immediate attention should be given to the revamping of Malaysia’s TTU. 
Its focus should be reformulated to play the same role as its counterparts in 
Japan, Korea and Taiwan.

Recommendation 3:
Strengthen Production of  Quality Human Capital 

Malaysia suffers from a severe shortage in human capital at all technical levels. 
The countries that have enjoyed extensive industrial deepening are also countries 
that have expanded the intensity of researchers and engineering capabilities in 
their populations. The share of R&D engineers and scientists per million people in 
Malaysia is extremely small and the trend figures show a relative decline. Given 
the importance of creativity in driving technological upgrading, the government 
must strengthen the meso-organizations targeted at producing quality human 
capital. The emphasis should be on both generic as well as specialist disciplines.

Proposals for Action

(1) The infrastructure already exists but the country needs a selection mechanism, 
a set of training and educational programmes and a coordinating body that 
can ensure that graduates are employable and meet the high qualifications 
required to stimulate upgrading in the manufacturing sector. 

(2) The government should review its brain gain programme to creatively 
(adapting) duplicate best practices from the rest of the world. 

(3) The government should consider hiring academics and trainers who are 
world class while ensuring that appropriation of their services is optimized 
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through the adoption of stringent performance standards on both the receiving 
organizations as well as the individuals hired.

Recommendation 4:
Provide Incubation to Support Hi-Tech Entrepreneurship

The government should provide the enabling environment for the rapid growth 
of entrepreneurs in the country. In particular, youths and graduates often lack 
the finance, the social capital and entrepreneurial instincts to develop viable 
businesses. 

Proposal for Action

(1) Careful and rigorous incubation can not only spur emerging entrepreneurship 
but can also support technology development from segments of societies 
that lack the network resources or capacity to pay.   

Recommendation 5:
Strengthen Regulatory Framework for Manufacturing

The lack of a regulatory framework in the manufacturing sector has undermined 
the capacity of Malaysian firms to innovate and compete in higher value-added 
activities. A strong regulatory framework is necessary to prevent free riders, 
penalise underperformers and reward strong performers. 

Proposals for Action

(1) A framework should be established for orientating universities, 
intermediary organisations and firms (and other economic agents) towards 
commercialisation of research and development.

(2) A board comprising Malaysian experts from industry and individuals with 
knowledge acquired working in globally renowned labs and multinationals 
should be tapped to strengthen the regulatory framework.
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(3) A better regulatory framework should be outlined to ensure that manufacturing 
firms in Malaysia adhere to top quality standards whilst penalising those not 
meeting the mark. 

Recommendation 6:
Attract Higher-Value FDI to the Manufacturing Sector

It was reported in April 2009 that the manufacturing sector was still competitive in 
Malaysia, with 2008 investments having doubled the target of RM27.5 billion per 
annum set under the third Industrial Master Plan (IMP3) and foreign investments 
forming 73.4% of its total. The manufacturing sector’s rate of growth has however 
declined rapidly from 11.7% in the early 90’s to 4.8% in recent years. If higher-
value FDI inflow trends do not improve, Malaysia could face a possible scenario 
of  de- industrialisation.

Proposals for Action 

(1) The country’s attraction to FDI lies in its human resource capital and this 
is closely tied up with a skilled labour force. The development of human 
resources capital has been impeded by a lack luster national education 
system.  

(2) In attracting FDIs, selected industries may be given protection.  However, 
there should be a limit to it (i.e 5 or 10 years), following which the Government 
should consider opening up the industries for competition. 
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B.10 SMALL AND MEDIUM 
ENTERPRISES (SME)

Recommendation 1:
Prioritise the SME Sector for National Growth

Overall SME contribution to the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) has increased to 
32%.  19% of total exports are by SMEs.  SME’s contribution to economic growth 
in the manufacturing sector has increased from 6% of GDP in 2001 to 8.4% in 
2005. In developed countries, SMEs contribute about half of GDP, which shows 
the significant potential for SMEs in Malaysia to increase their contribution to the 
national economy. 

Proposals for Action

(1) Government should provide various grants and incentives for technological 
inventions and innovations, including in renewable energy and environmental 
efficiency/sustainability. 

(2) SME businesses should be encouraged to apply for such R&D grants and to 
recognise that it is an integral part of their business.

(3) Universities, government research centres, public research institutes and 
businesses should embark on R&D collaborative efforts with a focus on 
enhancing SMEs’ engineering and technological capabilities.. 

(4) Targets should be set for Malaysia to rank better on international indicators 
on R&D capabilities. 
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Recommendation 2:
Enhance Branding and Marketing Management within 
SMEs

It is recognised that the management style, operations and functions of SMEs are 
different from larger organizations with the owner-manager usually the decision-
maker and responsible for attending to the various functions of the company.  For 
example, the use of branding, research, advertising, and IT specialists is rare due 
to resource constraints.  

Proposals for Action

(1) The current brand promotion Government grant should be enlarged to enable 
greater access  by more SMEs. 

(2) Government linked companies (GLCs) should give preference to local SMEs 
by assisting in their brand development. 

Recommendation 3:
Ensure Better Financing for the SME Sector

The liberalization of AFTA and WTO comes with increased competition and as 
well as increased opportunities for market expansion. However, SMEs are facing 
financial challenges in the current economic crisis.  Banks should relax their rules 
and also speed up the process of application to disburse more loans to SMEs. 
The government has also provided financial assistance to SMEs through various 
programs, but such funding has to be channelled into the right sectors to produce 
useful results.  

Proposals for Action

(1) The banking sector should introduce special financial packages for micro firms 
that lack collateral and insufficient documents to support loan application.

(2) Government loans to SME should be revamped to ensure better targeting 
and quicker approval and disbursement. 
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Recommendation 4:
Harness Use of  Electronic Commerce

SMEs should fully integrate Internet use and electronic commerce in their business 
strategies. To encourage these developments, there must be a regulatory 
framework governing trade, intellectual property rights and standards. More 
investment should go towards developing a K-economy (knowledge economy) 
among Malaysian SMEs to increase their use of ICT and shift away from the “old 
labour-intensive production” economy to the “new tech-knowledge” economy. 

Proposals for Action

(1) More efforts should go towards promoting awareness among SMEs on the 
benefits of e-commerce. This can be achieved through intensive education 
campaigns on the benefits of e-commerce and how it opens-up markets and 
business prospects. 

(2) Apart from government initiatives, support by the various chambers of 
commerce and industries should go towards strengthening the innovative 
use of internet and e-commerce.  

(3) Targets to achieve a broad base of K-economy in the SMEs should be set.  
Possible targets are as follows: increasing the application of computer-aided-
design from 24.7 per cent (2003) to 35 per cent by 2015, 40 per cent by 2020 
and 50 per cent by 2030; increasing the application of e-commerce from 22.5 
per cent (2003) to 32 per cent by 2015, 40 per cent by 2020, and 50 per cent 
by 2030; increasing the application of computer-aided manufacturing from 
12.9 per cent (2003) to 23 per cent by 2015,  28 per cent by 2020, and 38 per 
cent by 2030; and having 1 in 3 or 33.3 per cent of SMEs to conduct business 
transactions over the internet by 2015, 1.2 in 3 or 40.0 per cent by 2015, and 
2 in 3 or 66.7 per cent by 2030.
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Recommendation 5:
Co-ordinate between Government and Regional /
International Organisations

Better coordination should take place between Federal, State and Local 
governments in providing financial and technical assistance to budding 
entrepreneurs. Access to information, financial and technological resources and 
new markets provided by local and foreign key players will help SMEs to compete 
regionally and internationally. Given the ad hoc manner in which the needs of 
the SMEs have been recognized, policy initiatives and responses have lacked 
coherence.  The government should avoid delivering incentives through too many 
agencies, and also dismantle the bureaucratic procedures that cause inefficiency 
and duplication in government initiatives and projects. 

Proposals for Action

(1)  The central government should further strengthen SME Central Coordinating 
Agencies (SME CCA), which was established by Bank Negara in September 
2007. 

(2) The SMEinfo Portal, a one-stop online information gateway to provide 
information on SME development, should be made more effective in its 
outreach and service to SMEs

(3)  At the sub-national level, state governments should be given more autonomy 
to create a more favorable operating environment for SMEs.

Recommendation 6:
Expand Market Size by Exporting Overseas

SMEs can no longer continue to produce solely for the limited domestic market.  
They will need to expand their market by exporting overseas, especially to non-
traditional markets such as the Middle East countries. Moreover, SMEs involved 
in the E&E sub-sector must go beyond their traditional role as OEMs and seek 
to carve out an independent niche in the global supply chain. For this, they must 
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improve substantially their capabilities in marketing, delivery logistics, original 
design and brand building. 

Proposals for Action

(1) SMEs should be encouraged to strengthen their global networking including 
through strategic alliances, especially with MNCs, especially for the E&E 
sub-sector.

(2) Malaysian large trading companies and industry associations should be more 
involved in facilitating market access for SMEs. Likewise, local and foreign 
hypermarkets and local large retail outlets should market the products of 
SMEs and undertake brand promotion for the SMEs locally and overseas.

(3) The target of 100 SME Malaysia brand names by 2020 should be reviewed 
from time to time to realize this goal in the regional market. By 2030, intensive 
marketing efforts should be given to establish these 100 brand names in the 
global market.

(4) SMEs should leverage on Malaysia’s strong credentials in halal certification 
to tap the growing global market. 

(5) Government agencies tasked to improve the capability of SMEs should be 
monitored and appropriate changes made to management and policies to 
ensure that they are meeting set goals and targets.

Recommendation 7:
Move Up the Value Chain

One of the key limitations faced by SMEs is their lack of technology know-how 
and limited R&D initiatives. SMEs have to restructure their operations to produce 
less labour-intensive goods and move up the value chain through technology 
upgrading and product research and development. Besides support from 
research grants provided by the government, SMEs owners should have a long-
term perspective and should set aside a certain percentage of profit every year to 
improve their own research and development (R&D). 
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Proposals for Action

(1) SMEs should be facilitated to register their intellectual property rights (IPRs).  
A target goal should be set to increase patents from 3.0 per cent (2003) to 
5.0 per cent by 2015, 7.0 per cent by 2015, and 12.0 per cent by 2030.  

(2) Similar target goals should be set to increase the fully automation business 
operations of SMEs from 5 per cent (2003) to 15 per cent by 2015, 25 per 
cent by 2020 and 35 per cent by 2030; and to increase the semi-automation 
business operation of SMEs from 75 per cent (2003) to 80 per cent by 2015, 
85 per cent by 2020 and 95 per cent by 2030.

(3) The technology business incubation program currently championed by 
SIRIM to increase the percentage of successful home-grown technologies for 
technology transfer and commercialization efforts should be strengthened.

(4) The acquisition of technology to improve SME work and production processes 
should be encouraged through grants and soft loans.

(5) Larger corporations should be encouraged to adopt SMEs as their vendors, 
supporting them through transfer of technology and design capabilities.

(6) The target goal for SMEs involvement in R&D activities should be progressively 
increased from 55 per cent (2003) to 60 per cent by 2015, 63 per cent by 
2020, and 75 per cent by 2030.

Recommendation 8:
Relocate Manufacturing Plants

Many companies have considered relocating their manufacturing plants to 
countries such as Thailand, Vietnam and China. This strategy is acknowledged 
to be risky not only because of the capital involved but also because of human 
resource, cultural, political and language barriers.  In this respect, the Malaysian 
government should help Malaysian companies considering this strategy through 
assistance with contacts, information and financial support.

Transforming EN v5.indd   176 12/10/2012   12:45:09 AM



177

E
co

no
m

ic
 a

nd
 E

nv
iro

nm
en

ta
l P

la
n 

of
 A

ct
io

n
B

Proposal for Action

(1) SMEs and other companies contemplating business operations relocation 
should be facilitated by relevant government agencies in establishing 
contacts, sourcing of information, provision of special grants for relocation, 
and access to legal advisers. 

Recommendation 9:
Shift from Unskilled to Skilled Labour

As the market becomes more competitive with liberalisation, the lowering of 
manufacturing costs through the use of cheap foreign labour can help to maintain 
the competitiveness of Malaysian SMEs to some extent. However, research 
also shows that there is a negative impact of foreign labour on the productivity 
of labour. The prolonged reliance on foreign labour also gives wrong signals 
to industries that they can continue to rely on foreign labour without having to 
undertake strategic adjustments in moving towards labour-saving production. 

Proposals for Action

(1) Stringent rules are necessary to make sure employers send their workers 
for training through the various programs for human resource development 
provided by the government and its agencies. 

(2) Workers in the SME E&E sub-sector that lack the advanced skills and 
knowledge relevant to their industries should be given more opportunity to 
develop.  

(3) The outreach of the Human Resources Development Portal (HRD Portal), 
a web-based training portal launched in 2005 to facilitate SMEs to access 
information and register for training should be monitored.  The portal should 
also be assessed on its success in encouraging employers to retrain and 
upgrade the skills of SMEs employees to increase competitiveness and 
productivity. 

(4) SMEs should be facilitated in acquiring the pool of skilled foreign workers 
necessary to meet their needs, especially in R&D work.
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B.11 AGRICULTURE

Recommendation 1:
Emphasise Susainable Agriculture Policies

The new agricultural development paradigm has to take into account the 
current context of climate change, environmental degradation, resource 
depletion (particularly land and water) and the concern for food safety and 
security worldwide.  New priorities in agriculture require planning beyond the 
basic objective of providing food; it has to incorporate concerns on resource 
conservation, environmental degradation issues, preserving the farm community 
and alleviating poverty. In this respect, sustainable agricultural policies and 
practices are of paramount importance.

Proposals for Action

(1) Higher allocations should be considered for agriculture to mitigate the 
hazards of FST, to conserve biodiversity in agriculture, and to minimize harm 
to the environment and humans.

(2) R & D on sustainable agricultural practices from farm to table and 
encompassing production, distribution and marketing activities should 
be intensified. The agenda should focus on sustainable practices and the 
increase in productivity without destroying biodiversity.

(3) Incentives to producers and industry participants that embrace innovative 
sustainable practices or technologies should be enhanced.

(4) There should be strict control and monitoring of impact of FST on soil, water 
and human. 
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Recommendation 2:
Review Focus on the Agriculture and Food Sector

Despite its strategic importance, the agriculture and food sector was neglected 
in the 1980s and 1990s. Various policy supports and fiscal incentives favoured 
manufacturing industries and helped pull out away resources from the agricultural 
sector. There were some innovations in the sector but not enough to enable the 
sector to advance to a higher level of growth and productivity. This is shown 
by the fact that in the last four decades, the country has virtually depended on 
imports for almost all input items.  This would not have happened if the country 
had invested appropriately in agricultural infrastructure, HRD and R & D.

Proposals for Action

(1) The R & D in agriculture and food has to be stepped up and the opportunities 
of biotechnology and advanced technology applications should be part of the 
main R & D agenda. R&D should be directed at meeting market needs and 
competition as well as on sustainable agriculture practices.  

(2) R&D should also be conducted on biological agricultural practices, integrated 
pest management, reduction of petrochemical and toxic chemical inputs. 

(3) To bridge the gap between the farmers and technology, extension services 
(technical and business) should be intensified at all levels and locations. 

(4) To prepare the farmers with modern technologies and the demand for better 
quality of products (local and international) the farmers and traders have to 
be equipped with knowledge and education about sustainable agricultural 
practices. 

(5) Programs to empower farmers with knowledge, technology and entrepreneurial 
skills and to enable them to use technology for higher productivity and 
sustainability should be more widely disseminated. 

(6) Infrastructures, infostructures and logistics in the production areas need to 
be upgraded urgently to reduce transaction costs.
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(7) A system of increased education, regulation, and inspection on food safety 
from producer to retailer to consumer should be put in place.

Recommendation 3:
Ensure Food Security

Malaysia’s inability to capitalize on the recent food crisis was partly due to a weak 
performing agricultural sector.  At the same time food security is an important 
policy agenda due to resource constraints (particularly soil depletion and water), 
climate change and other factors such as the increase in population and food 
demand.

Proposals for Action 

(1) R & D in production, post harvest handling and marketing of food commodities 
should be revamped and streamlined to focus on sustainable practices and 
an increase in productivity without destroying biodiversity.

(2) There should be close monitoring of the effectiveness of high-impact projects 
such as Permanent Food Park. Aquaculture Industry Zone, Beef Valley, 
contract farming and other agricultural projects launched under the RMK9.

(3) The interventionist policy in rice industry should be reformed to minimize 
public expenditure and to optimize productivity and technical efficiency.

(4) Greater incentives should be provided to SME to engage in downstream 
activities of food products.

(5) A comprehensive data base (including an early warning system) to forecast 
and simulate the food market should be set up to better manage future 
shocks and uncertainties.
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Recommendation 4:
Move Towards Capital-Intensive Production

Low productivity of agriculture has been one of the factors contributing to its slow 
growth. Agriculture in Malaysia can move towards capital intensive production 
through careful and prudent public investment in the sector.

Proposals for Action 

(1) Higher allocations should be considered to ensure agricultural mechanization, 
automation and application of ICT and the use of advanced technology in 
agriculture and food.

(2) Financial and fiscal incentives should be provided to firms that are involved 
in capital intensive production and the use of ICT and advanced technology 
in agriculture and food.

(3) The level of automation and mechanisation in this country is minimal. 
Estimates place the tractors used per worker in 2002 at 0.01 tractors/ per 
worker (FAO, 1998). Automation and mechanisation are the partial solution 
to high wages and limited land availability. They are necessary to increase 
productivity and to reduce dependence on foreign labour. 

Recommendation 5:
Build Capacity of  Industry Participants

Modern agriculture is technology driven. Hence, capacity building of the industry 
participants is of utmost importance. The majority of producers and participants of 
agriculture industries are lowly skilled and lack education. Poor human resource 
is generally incapable of handling high technology or high productivity agriculture 
which requires specialized  skills and knowledge.

Proposal for Actions

(1) Extension programmes to reduce the knowledge gap between farmers 
and the many stakeholders should be introduced.  Stakeholders include 
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researchers, buyers in the market, consumers and policy makers.

(2) Comprehensive skill training programmes should be established to cater to 
producers and traders on the latest technology of production, post harvest 
and marketing of agricultural produce.

(3) The use of the internet as a source of knowledge and means of communication 
for information sharing, business and sourcing of supplies should be fully 
exploited.

(4) Colleges and polytechnics in the rural areas should focus on the production 
of diploma and degree holders in agro-business and agriculture to provide 
the skilled workers badly needed by the sector.

Recommendation 6:
Improve Local and International Market Access

The retail revolution is marginalising the small farmers and intermediaries who 
are not able to meet the quality standards of the consumers. Hence there is a 
need to improve market access to both local as well as global supply chains 
through institutional restructuring and innovations. Cooperatives may provide 
part of the answer to small farmers facing problems of growing concentration in 
the retail sector.  These bodies can also provide economies of scale and serve as 
training ground for entrepreneurial skills. 

Proposals for Action

(1) Agricultural producers should participate in institutional restructuring and 
new forms of marketing to ensure their access of markets. 

(2) Cooperatives may provide the answer to small farmers facing growing 
concentration in the retail sector.  

(3) The best practices of other countries relating to how farmers are assisted in 
technological support, market access, etc. should be studied as a basis for 
considering similar reforms in Malaysia.
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(4) The establishment of distribution centres at the production areas and 
wholesale markets at convenient areas will enable producers or cooperatives 
to market produce directly to the new retail chain buyers or consumers. 

(5) The government agency FAMA is in urgent need of reform to increase its 
efficiency and service to farmers.

(6) Agricultural transport systems should be improved through the simplification 
of procedures and the upgrading of infrastructure.

(7) Certification, grading and branding standards need to be rigorously enforced 
to ensure quality of produce and to enable producers to participate in the 
new global supply chain.

(8) R & D in product development should be expanded to create value added 
and innovations as well as increase efficiency particularly in post – harvest 
handling and logistics.

Recommendation 7:
Address Land Title Issues and Facilitate Accessibility to  
Land 

To address the land security issue which is important to all farmers, there is a 
need to strengthen property rights for land and land markets in Peninsular and 
East Malaysia. The National Land Code does not provide for automatic renewal 
of land titles as and when the lease terms expire. More important, land availability 
and security of tenure issues have been identified by many farmers as the major 
obstacle to their development and expansion.  State land policies have been 
pointed to as being biased resulting in the marginalization of farmers.

Proposals for Action

(1) Amend the National Land Code to make it more flexible in the use of land 
and thereby enhance land value. 
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(2) Government should establish a scheme to give grants to landless farmers to 
assist them in buying land. 

(3) State land policies should aim at alienating land to needy farmers regardless 
of ethnicity.

(4) Land reforms can begin by the reduction in agricultural land premiums.  Such 
reforms should aim at facilitating access so that farmers ultimately own the 
land they are cultivating.

Recommendation 8:
Enhance Non-Agricultural Job Opportunities

To enhance farmers’ income, there is a need to provide opportunities for producers 
to take advantage of nonagricultural jobs in rural areas and job opportunities 
in urban areas. In developed economies such as in Taiwan, Korea and Japan, 
the share of off-farm incomes are high (more than 70% of their total income). 
Policy options to enhance access to nonagricultural earnings for rural households 
should include the improvement of the rural infrastructure. 

Proposals for Action

(1) Agro-based industries should be set up in the rural areas to encourage closer 
linkage between the agriculture and its downstream activities.

(2) ICT facilities should be set up in the rural areas to reduce the digital divide 
and increase access to information on market and job opportunities.

Recommendation 9:
Mitigate Agricultural Risks

New strategies must be found to help producers deal with weather and market 
risks. Unlike palm oil, where hedging is possible to minimise risk, other crops 
and commodities grown in the country are more exposed to vulnerability in price 
changes and market uncertainty. 
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Proposals for Action

(1) Producers should be encouraged to invest in crop insurance as well as 
diversify to minimize their losses due to calamities.  They should also 
be educated on the use of hedging strategies to protect against market 
fluctuations.

(2) A study should be conducted on the feasibility of setting up derivative markets 
(for hedging purposes) for selected agricultural produce for the ASEAN and 
ASIAN regions. 

(3) It would be timely to undertake a study on the implications of global warming 
for Malaysia’s agriculture and food production and the strategies required to 
minimize the impact.

Recommendation 10:
Turn Malaysia into a Regional Agro-Based Hub

Malaysia has the potential to be the hub of agro-based centre for the region 
in view of its strategic advantages such as location, good transport system, 
abundant supply of raw materials (domestic and surrounding region) and close 
network with international market.

Proposals for Action

(1) The various economic corridors projects could be developed as the centres 
for agro-based hubs or agro-processing centres. Good facilities, sound 
infrastructure and a comprehensive package of incentives are required to 
attract foreign direct investments into agro-based industries.

(2) Market and export promotion for Malaysia’s agro-based products must be 
enhanced. This should also include certification, grading and branding.

(3) Transaction costs for the establishment of agro-business ventures should be 
minimized.
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(4) A special focus should be placed on SMEs to enable them to venture into 
agro-based industries. This should include attractive incentive packages and 
comprehensive skill training programmes for SME agro-entreprenuers.
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B.12 WORKING CLASS AND LABOUR 
MARKET

Recommendation 1:
Legislate a National Minimum Wage

It is vital to ensure that workers are paid at least a living wage. The productivity-
linked pay schemes officially promoted with a certain dogmatism need to be 
applied with caution. We must refrain from unqualified promotion of ‘flexible 
wage’ remuneration schemes, which are obviously limited in applicability in many 
industries and can be used as pretext for lowering contracted fixed wages and 
for shifting the burden of market downswings or strategic miscalculations onto 
workers. 

Proposals for Action

(1) Implementing minimum wage does not negate the usage of incentives. It 
merely enforces a floor, leaving room for variability and implementation of 
productivity- or quality-linked wage components above this threshold. 

(2) In line with the principle of minimum wage, the implicit current policy of 
repressing wages and utilizing paternal state conduits of labour welfare, 
such as social spending, price controls and social subsidies, must not be 
disregarded as substitutes for personal disposable income in the form of 
wages.

Recommendation 2:
Enforce Equal Rights for All Workers

Basic, minimal conditions of employment must be extended to all workers. Such 
social protection provides important support to the working class, given that the 
welfare provision for them is limited in Malaysia. 
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Proposals for Action

(1) The Employment Act should be amended to raise, and eventually remove, the 
limitation of its jurisdiction to employees whose monthly wages do not exceed 
RM1,500. The MTUC proposal of RM2,000 should be taken as a starting 
point, with a timeline for eventually eliminating this logically inconsistent and 
constitutionally unnecessary limit.

(2) Constitutionally provided equality between domestic and foreign workers and 
between direct and contract workers must be enforced so that the principle is 
translated into practice.

(3) Anti-discrimination legislation should be initiated, providing a legal framework 
to prosecute against discriminatory hiring, remuneration, or other aspects of 
employment relations, whether on the basis of gender, race, ethnicity, or 
other category.

Recommendation 3:
Guarantee Workers’ Freedom of  Association and Labour 
Movement Autonomy

Workers currently work under a paternalistic framework controlled by government. 
Industrial relations law is framed in ways that subordinate workers’ interests. 
Workers’ freedom of association and labour movement autonomy must be 
guaranteed.

Proposals for Action

(1) Legal amendments should circumscribe the discretionary power of the 
Director General of Trade Unions and other relevant administrators, and 
clearly delineate grounds for making crucial decisions, especially rejections 
of union recognition claims and interventions in industrial disputes.

(2) Unreasonable restrictions on industrial action should be repealed, such as 
prohibitions on picketing over union registration as a legitimate action.
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Recommendation 4:
Deracialise Policies and Promote Equitable Representation

Racialist politics and policies, which systemically marginalize the needs and 
concerns of the working class as a whole and exclude some groups, must be 
dismantled. In a general sense, all the reforms proposed here imply a shift away 
from racialist frameworks and mindsets, which entails all major stake players in 
society.

Proposals for Action 

(1) The effect of race-based politics and policies in undermining class-based 
solidarity and thwarting welfare based agendas of the labour movement 
underscore the imperative of deracialization.

(2) Workplaces, in the public and private sectors, must foster interactions and 
between cultures, ethnicities and genders. Hence, programs should be 
pursued to promote ethnic and gender representation and hiring of disabled 
persons. 

Recommendation 5:
Establish a Labour Market Commission 

A comprehensive overhaul of Malaysia’s labour institutions and industrial relations 
system is needed. This massive endeavour demands the establishment of an 
authoritative Labour Market Commission with a specific mandate.

Proposals for Action 

(1) The Labour Market Commission would be responsible for formulating 
procedures for determining an initial minimum wage and reviewing the 
level from time to time, whether to index to inflation or subject it to periodic 
negotiation.

(2) It would also critically evaluate the present industrial relations system and 
outlines paths to broader unionisation and union autonomy. 
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(3) Key issues here include the expansion of industry unions, the structure of 
bargaining at the industry level, the conciliation and Industrial Court system, 
and social protection for retrenched and/or unemployed workers – i.e. 
whether to opt for an employer-funded National Retrenchment Fund or a 
publicly-funded unemployment benefit scheme.

Recommendation 6:
Formulate Integrated Migrant Labour Policy

Plans for reducing dependence on migrant workers have focused on labour-
replacing technology and tightening the recruitment and monitoring of worker 
entry. However, as long as migrant labour is allowed to be cheap, demand will 
persist. A coherent and integrated policy on migrant labour is necessary to 
overcome this.

Proposals for Action 

(1) Levy and other regulatory fees must be paid by employers.

(2) A coherent policy must include measures to enforce equality between local 
and foreign workers and to prevent exploitation of migrant workers to pull 
down wages and work conditions on the whole. These are missing elements 
in official solutions proposed thus far.

(3) Likewise, migrant labour policy must also be integrated with industrial policy 
to make the goal of technological progress compatible with skills in the 
workforce and wage levels.

(4) The objective determination of labour market requirements and the availability 
of Malaysian workers must be made before approving applications to recruit 
foreign workers.
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Recommendation 7:
Consolidate Old Age Income

Old age income is an important element of social protection for workers. The 
EPF’s function to provide retirement income should be enhanced to ensure 
workers’ retirement funds are not exhausted within a few years.

Proposals for Action

(1) There should be public consultations on whether the retirement age for all 
workers should be standardized across public and private sectors to 60 
years, and a schedule outlined for further increases, in line with Malaysia’s 
increasing life expectancy, and to ensure old age income, especially for the 
working class.

(2) The EPF must be held to the highest prudential and fiduciary standards, 
and operate with transparency and the full participation of employees’ 
representatives.

Recommendation 8:
Expand Public Sector Unions

Public sector unions should be expanded to negotiate civil service reforms. The 
present mode of making appeals to government and passively waiting for answers 
is lop-sided and can be dismissive of workers’ interest.

Proposals for Action

(1) The public sector unions should engage in formal bargaining over a wider 
range of issues and be granted more autonomy. 

(2) Activating unions of professional and technical workers publicly legitimizes 
freedom of association as a basic right of all employees, not just of the 
working class.
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(3) Reforms to the civil service must be considered to enable it to transition to 
a higher-wage regime.  Salaries of education and health workers should 
be raised to more competitive levels and to make these professions more 
attractive to capable young people.  

(4) Labour and human rights of all individuals must be safeguarded regardless of 
their immigration status in the country. Everyone has the right to redress, i.e. 
the right to remedy a wrong. Non-citizens can redress wrongs and injustices 
that they suffer only if they are entitled the three basic rights to be heard, to 
stay, and to work.

Recommendation 9:
Broaden Scope of  Labour Movement

The labour movement should expand the areas in which it can mobilize and exert 
influence on workers’ issues. As stakeholders in various institutions, especially 
the EPF, the labour movement can press for change in companies where the 
institutions have significant shareholdings.

Proposals for Action 

(1) The ISA and OSA should be abolished while provisions in the other legislations 
that restrict the labour movement should be repealed.

(2) MTUC should use its good offices to facilitate this process for the interest of 
the workers involved. MTUC should initiate or render necessary assistance 
for the formation of federations of trade unions according to industries, 
occupations or trades.

(3) House unions should also be encouraged to engender a closer feeling of 
shared interests and common welfare in companies.
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Recommendation 10:
Guarantee Access to Labour Market Data

Major constraints stand in the way of access to labour market data, and there 
is also a dearth of research and analysis in policy discourses. Access to labour 
market data from government agencies should be guaranteed, accompanied by 
rigorous analysis conducted by the agency concerned.  

Proposal for Action 

(1) Available data resources, particularly the Household Income Survey, Labour 
Force Survey, and Annual Survey of Manufacturing, must be made easily 
accessible, and the freedom to engage in critical and rigorous analysis 
should be safeguarded.

Recommendation 11:
Reduce Malaysia’s Dependence on Foreign Labour

Efforts should be made to reduce the dependence on foreign labor. Instead, the 
priority should be the development of a skilled local workforce, especially in the 
key sectors of economy.

Proposals for Action 

 (1) The government should take stronger measures to encourage the large 
number of potentially economically active women to enter the employment 
market. One way of doing this is to set up community child care facilities in 
housing estates. The cost may be shared among the government, employers 
and employees who use these facilities.

(2) The MOHR should strictly examine all applications for foreign workers to 
ensure that the applicant implements decent wages and working conditions; 
does not get rid of permanent workers through VSS or under other pretext, 
and has genuinely attempted to recruit locals and offered opportunities to 
retiring employees. In addition, the Immigration authority should not be 
permitted to issue any permit without the recommendation of MOHR.

Transforming EN v5.indd   193 12/10/2012   12:45:09 AM



194

 Transforming the Nation: A 20 Year Plan of Action

(3) As long as the current system of ‘free for all’ and unlimited recruitment 
of foreign workers remain, employers will not make any efforts to employ 
locals. Strict enforcement of the original conditions set more than 10 years 
ago is essential to get employers cooperation to reduce the heavy reliance 
on foreign workers.

Recommendation 12:
Ensure Better Ministerial Governance and Policy Planning

There should be better policy planning and co-ordination on labour-related 
matters amongst the related ministries and agencies, including the Immigration 
Department, the Police Force, Ministry of Human Resources, Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, Department of Labour in Peninsular Malaysia and Sabah & Sarawak, 
Industrial Relations Department, Department of Occupational Safety and Health, 
Manpower Department and the Wages Council. Policy planning and enforcement 
is especially required to ensure no corrupt practices ensue between agencies. 

Proposals for Action 

(1) A register of all employers who employ foreign workers should be maintained 
with statutory inspections conducted on a regular basis to ensure their 
adherence to the required conditions and standards.

(2) The policy of issuing of licenses to recruiting agents should be suspended 
until such time as recruitment on a government to government basis is 
implemented. Licenses for recruitment should not exceed one year and 
should be subjected to renewal based on reports and the recommendation 
of MOHR.
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B.13 ENVIRONMENT 

Recommendation 1:
Address Climate Change and Sustainability Issues

Malaysia is still lacking a Climate Change Policy. Energy wastage continues in 
most sectors because of continued subsidy schemes.  Malaysia is rated as the 
3rd highest greater greenhouse gases (GHG) emitter in ASEAN and average 
temperatures are expected to increase twice as rapidly over the next 50 years. 
These factors combined will likely change rainfall patterns and exacerbate 
weather extremes. The 2007 floods in Johor is an example that is likely to recur, 
hence the need to seriously address Climate Change issues.

Proposals for Action

(1) The Government should finalise an effective Climate Change Policy and get 
all stakeholders to agree to relevant strategies aimed at preparing the ground 
to decarbonise the Malaysian economy. This opportunity exists through the 
finalisation of the 2nd National Communication to the UNFCCC and the 
recent establishment of the Cabinet Committee on Climate Change. 

(2) Malaysia should take the lead in regional and global negotiations on climate 
change and reduction of greenhouse gas emissions.

(3) The national natural resource accounting system recommended in the 
National Environment Policy should be speedily implemented while the 
National Industrial Master Plan should be audited for its potential adverse 
environmental impacts. The audit exercise should help to identify and weed 
out environmentally negative industries.

(4) Since Malaysia is depleting her natural resources from the sea, the principle 
of Ecosystem based Management of Fisheries must be adopted by resources 
managers and other key players exploiting marine resources.
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(5) Detailed research needs to be conducted on Malaysia’s carbon footprint, 
the trends in recent years and the specific steps required in order to reduce 
carbon emissions. 

(6) The government, with the help of the private sector, should achieve the 9th 
Malaysia Plan target of generating 350MW of renewable electricity, without 
relying on CDM projects. This can be done through the implementation of an 
attractive feed-in tariff.

(7) The ecological footprint of industrial, commercial and government installations 
should be reduced by 40% through the husbanding of resources, including 
energy, and minimizations of wastes.

Recommendation 2:
Review Environmental Laws and Policies

Although the National Environmental Policy has been around since 2002, there 
has been little reference to it by planners and policy makers who seem to be driven 
by more specific legislation like the Environmental Quality Act. There has been 
no attempt to revise/review the laws with a view to incorporate our obligations in 
accordance with international treaties and conventions. 

Proposals for Action

(1) Targets and timelines should be set up to map the remainder of our 
undocumented genetic resources while implementing effective measures for 
their urgent conservation. 

(2) Specific regulations and measures are required to minimize wastages in 
all sectors especially energy, transport, industrial & commercial operations, 
construction, and households. The newly established National Solid Waste 
Department as well as the existing Energy Commission  have the statutory 
duty to do so.

(3) Legislations must be extended to Sabah and Sarawak.  Currently The National 
Forestry Act as well as the National Parks Act, the Land Conservation Act, 
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the National Solid Waste Act and the Local Government Act only cover 
Peninsular Malaysia. 

(4) All environmental laws need to be reviewed and revised with the view of 
incorporating Malaysia’s obligations as per international treaties and 
conventions.  This is an urgent requirement if Malaysia’s environmental laws 
are to have international credibility.  

Recommendation 3:
Engage Stakeholders and Public on Environmental Policy

Most of the sustainable development and environmental issues remain unresolved 
because there is a lack of political will, absence of holistic planning, fragmented 
and overlapping agency responsibilities, checkered enforcement of regulations, 
and inequitable distribution of tax revenues between the Federal and state 
governments. Patronage dominates most activities in both the public and private 
sectors. Lack of public accountability and opaqueness in decision making and the 
awards of contracts has been the norm for decades.

Proposals for Action 

(1) Multiple stakeholders should participate in the development of comprehensive 
Sustainable Transport and Energy Policies.  This will help meet with the 
public expectations of more efficient services and the need to cap GHG 
emissions from both these important sectors as required in our commitments 
to the UNFCCC and other international environmental agreements.

(2) The 10th Malaysia Plan should incorporate the sustainable development 
recommendations agreed to in Agenda 21. EPU should initiate consultations 
with civil society and other stakeholders in the preparation of this key 
component of the Plan.

(3) Malaysia should start implementing a joint ASEAN scheme to address 
environmental issues more seriously at the regional and international levels. 
In particular, multilateral cooperation is required to curb further pollution of 
the regional seas as well as to restore marine fish stocks. 
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(4) A meaningful CSR scheme should be required for all large entities in the 
country, including GLCs, with annual public reporting verified by independent 
third parties. This should include measures to green the supply chain so that 
all vendors are also environmentally responsible.

Recommendation 4:
Have Clear Environmental Targets for the Next 20 Years

A complete assessment of the entire Malaysian environment should be published 
by 2014 by a multi-stakeholder team and should be widely disseminated.  This 
exercise should be repeated at 5-year intervals before a Malaysia Plan is launched. 
Through this method, clear environmental targets can be set and achieved over 
the next 20 years.  

Proposals for Action 

(1) 40% of total energy supply should be planned to come from a range of 
renewable sources while strict energy efficiency standards should be applied 
across the board from construction to homes. In this way, total energy 
consumption should decline while a moderate GDP growth is maintained – 
thus achieving a level of decoupling between the two.

(2) The country’s key rivers should be fully cleaned and restored to their natural 
state.  Priority should be given to cleaning up the Klang river along its entire 
stretch. No buildings should be allowed to exist within its reserve areas and 
pollutants should be prevented from entering the river.

(3) The environmental parameter monitoring network should be made 
comprehensive so that data reflecting the true nature of environmental 
quality is available in the public domain. This should be the basis on which 
strategies and actions are taken to ensure an adequate quality of life for all 
Malaysians. It will also make the 5 yearly State of the Environment Reports 
more accurate.

(4) The target for public transport ridership in most major towns can be increased 
to 60% through a reduction in the use of private motorized vehicles. This 
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should be achieved by the establishment of reliable, affordable, clean and 
efficient public transport systems with optimum connectivity.  All state capitals 
in Peninsular Malaysia should be linked by high-speed trains.

(5) The Land Transport Commission should be made operational and begin its 
work by ensuring beginning of a good public transport system in all the major 
towns, starting with the Klang Valley and Penang. This will help overcome 
the failure in effective coordination among the 13 government agencies, 
which have some jurisdiction over public transport.

(6) All public sector procurement must comply with environmental specifications 
and have appropriate credible eco-labels. This requirement should also be 
extended progressively to the private sector.

Recommendation 5:
Establish Institutional and Legal Reform and Enforcement

The national policy on environment in Malaysia should be updated and 
reviewed, especially in light of recent changes made to the Ministry of Energy, 
Green Technology and Water. There needs to be a restructuring of ministries, 
jurisdictions, formulation of policy, implementation, monitoring, enforcement and 
evaluation. 

Proposals for Action 

(1) There should be systematic enforcement of all existing environmental and 
sustainable development laws and guidelines with publicly announced KPIs. 

(2) Separate Ministries of Energy, Environment and Transport should be 
established to have full jurisdiction over all forms of energy, environment 
and modes of transport respectively. Only in this way can we implement 
sustainable energy, environment and transport policies.

(3) Consideration should be given to amending the Federal Constitution to 
enable state governments to access Federal revenue. Concurrent with this, 
there should be restrictions against abuses in exploiting natural resources by 
state governments that depend on this mode of generating revenue.
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(4) Specific regulations and measures to minimize wastages in all sectors 
especially energy, transport, construction, industrial and commercial 
operations should be established.  This can include making it mandatory for 
all buildings to comply with the Green Building Index and all developments to 
implement renewable electricity generation from solar energy with attractive 
feed-in tariff through the national power grid.  40% of total energy supply 
should be planned to come from a range of renewable sources while strict 
energy efficiency standards should be applied across the board.

(5) All polluting industries should be required to be screened by an improved 
Industrial Master Plan that is supported by comprehensive EIA studies 
conducted by a panel of independent EIA consultants.   The EIAs where 
done, should be more comprehensive in considering all alternatives of sites 
and processes before making recommendations.  All approving authorities 
would incorporate all EIA Report recommendations in their approvals and 
make these conditions public.

(6) The proposed EHS regulations should be implemented so that the public 
is protected from the proliferation of dangerous chemicals in the Malaysian 
market. DOE and NRE should work to get the regulations gazetted before 
2014.

(7) A public evaluation should be done of the existing sustainable management 
of forests using the current Malaysian Criteria & Indicators. This should be 
part of the current review of the C&I that is in progress.

Recommendation 6 :
Ensure Environmental Policies’ Effective Implementation

Immediate steps should be taken to ensure that sustainable development is 
entrenched in all aspects of Malaysian life and is strengthened with every Malaysia 
Plan. By 2020 Malaysia should have attained sustainably developed status.

Proposals for Action 

(1) There should be full implementation of the new agreed Climate Change, 
Sustainable Transport and Sustainable Energy Policies with better 
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incorporation into physical planning. Robust adaptation and mitigation 
measures should be implemented in all sectors and all parts of the country.

Recommendation 7:
Establish Effective Biodiversity Policy

Malaysia has an officially established National Biodiversity Policy and the 
Malaysian Biosafety Act, but the implementation of both has been weak. 
Biodiversity resource conservation has not been of great priority but it should be 
encouraged especially for conservation of endemic species. 

Proposals for Action 

(1) 90% of the nation’s genetic resources should have been documented and 
given an adequate level of protection, in accordance with the National 
Biodiversity Policy, whilst all biotechnology work should be guided by the 
National Biosafety Act. 

(2) Any patents utilizing indigenous knowledge should provide tangible benefits 
to the indigenous groups concerned. Indigenous knowledge should be fully 
documented.

(3) Organic farming should be encouraged by the provision of more land and 
support facilities.  The current National Agricultural Policy should be reviewed 
to include organic farming as a viable option for the future food chain.

Recommendation 8:
Revamp Waste Policies

The process of collection and disposal of solid and toxic waste is inefficient and 
uncoordinated. One problem is that state governments in Malaysia are generally 
not keen to surrender their jurisdiction over waste management to a Federal 
policy or agency. Toxic waste needs to be more safely disposed of instead of 
being left in the premises of waste generators or being illegally disposed of on 
land or sea. 
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Proposals for Action 

(1) All old landfills should be safely closed and rehabilitated while only sanitary 
landfills and other environmentally sound methods of solid waste disposal 
are in operation.    

(2) Disposal of toxic waste must be strictly monitored and in accordance with 
acceptable procedures.  

(3) The National Solid Waste Department should be made effectively operational 
throughout the country and accountable for regulating the disposal of solid 
waste and toxic waste. 

(4) Civic consciousness should be actively improved such that littering should 
rarely occur. This requires a massive awareness and sensitisation programme 
coupled with strict enforcement of relevant legislation. 

Recommendation 9:
Compile and Make Available National Environment Data 

Government agencies do not regularly publish up to date data on environmental 
parameters and it is almost impossible to assess overall pollution loads in the 
country, apart from other environmental indicators. Even working out ecological 
footprints are guesstimates using foreign conversion factors. 

Proposals for Action

(1) A unit or department should translate raw data and/or the scientific data on 
environmental studies and findings into cost benefit analysis i.e. to put a 
value on the environment. This shall be translated into tax payable or other 
compensatory forms that eventually can be passed back to the public. 

(2) A rebate system may be necessary to encourage initial public participation 
in environmental programmes and initiatives. This rebate can be removed in 
time.
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(3) Government agencies and ministries apart from the Ministry of Environment 
should be made to submit reports on environmental impacts of their 
various activities. All environment-related data should be published with full 
assessments. 

(4) All environmental data should be made publicly available and according to 
international  transparent standards.
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C.0 INTRODUCTION

Malaysia has undergone considerable political change during the past fifty years 
and it is inevitable that more changes will take place during the immediate and 
longer term future. What direction these political changes will assume, and 
the impact and outcome of these changes are, however, not easy to predict or 
anticipate in part because of the failure to overcome old challenges as well as the 
rise of new challenges to political progress.  

In 1957 when the country obtained independence, the main concern was to build 
a new nation on the foundation stones of parliamentary democracy as laid down 
in the Constitution.  More than fifty years later, we should no longer consider 
ourselves as a young or new nation that must live with repeated political turmoil 
and crisis.  We should not be content with the existing democratic institutions. 
Instead we must raise the bar on all the components of our political system so 
that they attain a higher level of democratic performance and practice.  

The political and governance Plan of Action presented here encompasses many 
political institutions and sectors that shape the political life, processes and norms 
of the country.  At the core of this Plan of Action is the belief that full adherence 
to the democratic process is the only guarantee of peace and stability for a 
multiethnic country, and that politics must serve to enhance freedom and equality 
both at the individual and community levels. For this to take place, transformation 
needs to take place along three major political fronts, namely

1. the core institutions and mechanisms that form and shape “elected 
governments”, namely the electoral system and process, the Legislative, the 
Executive and political parties

2. the unelected institutions which serve to provide check-and-balance to the 
elected governments or to help enforce laws and policies made by the latter

3. the non-state players which act as check on both the elected and unelected 
state institutions, namely the media and civil society.
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Overall, the recommendations here are aimed at facilitating change and reform in 
politics and governance. And also seek to enhance the state of human rights and 
basic freedoms and to transcend our ethno-religious divides through the building 
up of robust democratic institutions and values.

Endorsement of these recommendations and proposals will provide a step 
forward in building a strong and resilient democratic system that is uniquely 
Malaysian and yet conforms to the standards and norms of highly-developed 
democratic nations.  However, endorsement alone is not sufficient.  It needs to be 
accompanied by matching deeds and the vigorous participation by all key stake 
holders in the political process, especially in the defence of our civil and political 
rights and freedoms. 

Transforming EN v5.indd   207 12/10/2012   12:45:11 AM



208

 Transforming the Nation: A 20 Year Plan of Action

C.1 POLITICAL PARTIES AND 
DEMOCRATIZATION

Recommendation 1:
Ensure Cross-Party Commitment to Democracy

 A stronger commitment to the values and practices of liberal democracy must be 
nurtured amongst all Malaysians.  This commitment can provide the basis for all 
Malaysians - regardless of their ethnic, religious, cultural, linguistic, regional, or 
other affiliation - to rally around.  All political parties should accept that “democracy 
is the only game in town” and should not resort to any means other than through 
democratic elections to come to power.  The electorate must be given the final 
say if the mandate of the government is in doubt. To avoid the constitutional 
crises of Sarawak in 1966 and Perak in 2009, it is recommended that the Federal 
and State Constitutions to be amended to clearly stipulate the relevant laws for 
such circumstances, to ensure that any incident of unelected institutions dictating 
the legislature and government will not reoccur. 

Proposals for Action

 (1) Both the ruling and opposition parties must negotiate to reach an accord with 
regard to the administration of the next general elections and the ground 
rules to ensure and protect the legitimacy of the election outcome.  The public 
should be encouraged to provide their views on the form and substance of 
the accord as well as to lend support to ensure a durable and stable outcome 
arising from the electoral process.   

(2) Grey areas in the Federal and State Constitutions, as well as its related 
laws and by-laws, should be eliminated to ensure strict compliance to the 
spirit of constitutional monarchy and strengthen the position of the elected 
government.  And also to affirm the autonomy of the Parliament and State 
Legislative Assemblies and prevent any intervention or interference by any 
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unelected institutions.  The leader of the majority party/coalition – if there 
is one – must first be invited to form the new government. When the head 
of a majority government seeks dissolution of the Parliament or the State 
Legislative Assembly, such request must be approved.

Recommendation 2:
Promote Political and Administrative Neutrality of  Key 
Non-Elected Institutions

Besides the elected legislature and government, all democracies contain two 
sets of unelected institutions. The first set – such as the Palace, Judiciary, 
the Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission (MACC), the Malaysia National 
Human Rights Commission (SUHAKAM) – are meant to function as check-and-
balance mechanisms. As they are especially needed to check the excesses of 
the electoral and party politics, they must not be involved in electoral and party 
politics to maintain political neutrality. The second set -- such as the Attorney-
General chamber, the state legal adviser offices, the Election Commission, civil 
service, police and military – serve as enforcement and implementation agencies. 
While they should serve the government of the day, they must observe strict 
administrative neutrality.  They should not serve the partisan interests of the 
ruling party or parties. Parliamentary opposition parties have a key role in the 
political system and should be accorded due respect and cooperation by the 
unelected institutions.

Proposals for Action

(1) All stakeholders in our political system should uphold the principle of political 
and administrative neutrality of unelected institutions.  

(2) An Upholding Democracy and Administrative Neutrality Act should be 
enacted to criminalize acts of state institutions and employees that explicitly 
violate the principle of political and administrative neutrality or undermine 
democratic processes and institutions.

(3) The shadow cabinet, as an extension of the office of Parliamentary/Assembly 
Opposition Leader, should be institutionalized.  To ensure the effective 
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functioning of the shadow cabinet, its members should be provided with 
privileged access to official and other confidential information not normally 
accessible.

Recommendation 3:
Strengthen Political Parties as Democratic Institutions

Political parties are vital to democracy as they aggregate different social interests 
and facilitate political participation. Firstly, through political parties, citizens can 
participate beyond engaging in passive voting. Political parties also offer divisity in 
policy options and candidates for citizens to choose. Secondly, party identification 
also requires that politicians have to choose certain interests and ideological 
positions to represent.  This implies that they cannot switch allegiances or 
engage in compromises at their whim and fancy. Membership of political parties 
hence act as constraints to politicians and promotes accountability. In properly 
functioning parties, political elites cannot control votes through patronage, 
personality cult or family loyalty. Finally, public participation in political parties 
legitimizes the democratic state and its processes.  Hence, political parties need 
to be strengthened to make them more democratic in their structure and more 
effective in attracting membership and participation.

Proposals for Action

(1) Political parties should practice internal democracy by allowing open 
competition, deliberation and decentralized decision making. 

(2) Term limits should be considered for top positions to check the perpetuation 
of incumbency advantage and to allow for leadership change and renewal. 

(3) More public opinion polls should be conducted to enable political parties 
to keep in touch with public opinion and sentiment.  This will encourage 
responsive and inclusive politics.  

(4) Political parties should enjoy annual state subsidies for clearly-defined and 
reasonable operational and organizational activities. The subsidy could be 
determined on the basis of party membership and/or vote share in the last 
elections as is found in some countries.
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(5) To encourage inclusive and centrist politics, special state subsidies should 
be given to activities of political parties which are able to appeal to and 
attract diverse ethnic, faith and other social groupings.  

Recommendation 4:
Balance Accountability between Elected Representatives, 
the Electorate and Political Parties

Accountability of elected representatives to their political parties and electorate 
must be balanced to ensure both the representatives’ autonomy to act according 
to their conscience and the electorate’s ultimate control over them. Presently, 
lawmakers are free to go against their party including changing their affiliation.  
Voters are not allowed to reward or punish the lawmakers for such actions until 
the holding of the next elections. Any elected representatives who resigns from 
his or her party but wishes to continue his or her office must resign to seek a fresh 
mandate. Article 48 of the Federal Constitution and similar provisions in State 
Constitutions must be amended. 

Proposals for Action

(1) Article 48(6) of the Federal Constitution and the corresponding provisions 
in State Constitutions must be repealed so that elected representatives can 
resign and seek a new mandate anytime they see fit.

(2) The Federal and State Constitutions should be amended so that any elected 
representative resigning from the party which he or she belonged to when 
contesting would be deemed as having automatically resigned from the 
office, leaving his or her constituency vacant and initiating the by-election 
process.
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C.2 ELECTORAL  SYSTEM  AND  
PROCESS

Recommendation 1:
Ensure Fair Constituency Re-Delineation

For democratic elections to be meaningful, one condition is equal suffrage, often 
expressed as the “one person one vote” principle. Constituency re-delineation  
must be reasonable, fair and totally free from mal-apportionment to ensure that 
party politics is truly and fairly competitive.

Proposals for Action

(1) The Federal Constitution must be amended to require the Election 
Commission to delineate constituencies for the Dewan Rakyat and State 
Legislative Assemblies in such a way that the largest constituency will not 
be larger than 150% and the smallest one will not be smaller than 50% 
of the voting size of an average constituency. In other words, the largest 
constituency should not be three times larger than the smallest one in terms 
of the number of voters to ensure more equal suffrage.

(2) The Election Act must be amended such that constituency boundary should 
follow first and foremost the local administrative boundaries, followed by 
natural, accessibility or socio-cultural boundaries.

(3) The Federal Constitution must be amended to require any constituency 
re-delineation proposal to be passed by a two-third majority in the Federal 
Parliament. Similarly, any constituency re-delineation proposal affecting state 
constituencies should be passed by a two-third majority in the legislatures of 
the affected states.

(4) The electoral system should be changed to a mixed system with some 
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proportionate representation (PR) seats alongside first-past-the-post (FPTP) 
seats.

Recommendation 2:
Ensure Full Enfranchisement 

Democratic elections must allow all and only legitimate voters to vote. Election 
outcomes will be biased should legitimate voters be excluded or illegitimate 
voters be allowed to cast their votes. Clean and updated electoral rolls are a must 
in democratic elections. With the advance of information and communication 
technology, the electorate database and citizen database can be updated and 
synchronized rapidly and regularly. Full enfranchisement will ensure that all 
qualified voters can easily vote if they want to. 

Proposals for Action

(1) The Election Commission should make arrangements to constantly 
synchronize the electoral rolls with the databases at the National Registration 
Department and the Police and to update changes in eligibility and addresses 
due to naturalization, loss of citizenship, criminal conviction, death and 
relocation.

(2) All eligible citizens should be automatically registered as voters upon their 
maturing age or expiry of any legal prohibition period, with the updating 
process stopping only on the eve of nomination day. 

(3) The eligibility age for voting should be lowered from 21 to 18.

Recommendation 3:
Ensure Level Playing Field in Campaigning

Free and fair elections are not only about the regular determination of the public’s 
political preference.  They should also facilitate the unimpeded process of informed 
choice after extensive deliberation. Democratic elections require a level playing 
field in campaign freedom and equal access to state resources so as to ensure all 
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contestants have an equal opportunity to be considered by voters. Depriving any 
contestant of such freedom and access is tantamount to denying the electorate 
the opportunity to reflect on the suitability of the different candidates and parties 
contesting the elections. 

Proposals for Action

(1) The Election Act should be amended to ensure a meaningful campaign 
period of 42 days.

(2) The Election Act should be amended to entrust the Police with the responsibility 
of ensuring fair access to public rallies to all contestants.  In addition the 
Police should ensure that the campaigning activities of all contestants are 
protected from harassment and intimidation by any party.

(3) The Election Act should be amended to establish a non-discrimination rule in 
access to public and state resources for all contestants.    

Recommendation 4:
Ensure Free and Fair Media Access during Elections

A level playing field in elections cannot be achieved without free and fair media 
access to all contestants. In principle, there should be free-of-charge and fair 
access to all state-owned media for all contestants. As for the private media, 
free-of-charge access should be equally provided to all participants while paid 
access must be non-discriminatory to all who can afford the cost. Right of reply to 
negative reporting should also be made available to all contestants.

Proposals for Action

(1) The Election Act should be amended such that Radio and TV Malaysia will 
be tasked with organizing nationwide or statewide televised debates involving 
leaders of all parties that contest at least 12.5% of seats in a federal-and-state 
general election or in a single-state general election.

(2) The Election Offences Act should be amended to prevent discriminatory 
treatment against contestants in paid media access.
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(3) The Election Offences Act should be amended such that all media 
organizations are required to offer the right of reply to any contestants seeking to 
respond to any negative reporting concerning them.

Recommendation 5:
Control Electoral Expenses and Political Finance

Political financing must be well-regulated to prevent any abuse or unfair advantage. 
Firstly, donations must be clearly disclosed so that the media and civil society 
may monitor if the donors benefit in any inappropriate way from the policies or 
positions of the sponsored parties or representatives. Secondly, the contestants 
should not be over-dependent on private donors. Thirdly, the electioneering 
process should not be excessively expensive.  This will ensure that elections 
would not be tilted in favour of more well-to-do parties and candidates.

Proposals for Action

(1) The Election Offences Act should be amended to regulate not only the 
election expenses of candidates but also those of political parties.

(2) The Election Offences Act should be amended to facilitate honest disclosure 
of not only expenses, but also to impose a reasonable limit on individual 
donations.

(3) The Election Offences Act should be amended to repeal the limits on election 
expenses.  In its place, there should be heavy penalties imposed on dishonest 
disclosure.  

(4) State funding should be made available to political parties and candidates 
to help support the costs of electioneering and off-election-period political 
activities. Such funding should be based on the vote share in the last elections 
and party membership.
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Recommendation 6:
Ensure Free and Fair Polling

The polling process must be free from proxy voting, intimidation, multiple voting 
and impersonation. All voters should be permitted to vote in a free and secretive 
manner under the monitoring of contestants’ agents and independent observers. 
Polling in closed environments where authoritative figures may intervene in the 
voters’ choice must be avoided. Also, if the integrity of the electoral rolls is not fully 
guaranteed, there must be safeguard measures to verify the identity of voters, or 
at least, to prevent multiple voting.  

Proposals for Action

(1) The Federal Constitution, the Election Act and the Election (Conduct of 
Election) Regulations should be amended before the 13th general elections 
so that indelible ink would be used for every voter.  This would reduce the 
possibility of multiple voting. 

(2) The Election (Registration of Electors) Regulation should be amended 
before the 13th General Elections so that there will no longer be a separate 
list of postal voters.  All voters within and outside the country may apply 
for “advance voting” if they are prevented by justifiable circumstances from 
voting in their registered constituency on the polling day. 

Recommendation  7: 
Reform the Election Commission

Electoral administration must be carried out professionally and impartially. 
The decision process must be transparent, consistent and consultative as far 
as possible. The composition of the Election Commission should receive the 
endorsement of all parties.  The nomination of Election Commission members 
should receive the endorsement of both ruling and opposition parties for it to be 
validated. 
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Proposals for Action

(1) Article 114 of the Federal Constitution should be amended so that the Election 
Commission will consist of non-partisan eminent persons from various 
backgrounds, with the nomination and selection powers separated. The 
nomination should be shared amongst parliamentary parties in proportion 
to their vote share in the last election. The nominees will then be vetted 
by a Parliament-appointed independent selection board which has specified 
sector and institutional membership. 

(2) Article 115 of the Federal Constitution should be amended so that the 
Election Commission will enjoy financial independence and be served by 
staff members who are not part of the Federal Civil Service.

(3) The Election Act should be amended to provide for the accreditation of 
election observers, both domestic and international, and their right to conduct 
the observation.
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C.3 THE PARLIAMENT AND STATE 
LEGISLATIVE ASSEMBLIES

Recommendation  1:
Ensure Multiparty Leadership in Parliament and State 
Legislatures

Since the legislature is the only directly elected branch in parliamentary democracy, 
the independence of the Legislature vis-à-vis the Executive is important. This can 
be facilitated by empowering the Opposition and the government backbenchers. 
The leadership of the legislature - from the setting of legislative agenda to the 
chairing of standing and select committees - should be shared by Government 
and Opposition party.  

Proposals for Action

(1) The Speaker and deputy speakers must be amongst the elected 
representatives.

(2) The legislative agenda should be decided in a multi-partisan manner 
through regular discussion between the Speaker and whips of the ruling and 
opposition parties.

(3) The Public Account Committee and other key committees with investigative 
or scrutinizing purposes should be headed by an Opposition member.

Recommendation  2:
Enhance the Effectiveness of  Question Time

Question time plays a critical role in the public scrutiny of government policy 
and implementation. The scrutiny process provides the public with information 
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of importance not easily available and helps put pressure on the government 
to perform its work well. It is vital that the government and opposition members 
take question time seriously and regard it as a key part of the process of public 
transparency and accountability.

Proposals for Action

(1) There should be a regular (say weekly) slot of Prime Minister Questioning 
Time (PMQ) in Dewan Rakyat, as in the House of Commons in the United 
Kingdom, and correspondingly a Chief Minister Questioning Time (CMQ) at 
the State Legislative Assemblies. PMQ must be broadcast live on TV while 
the CMQ should be broadcast live at least on state radio.

(2) Ministers and State Executive Councilors who fail to turn up for two 
consecutive sessions to answer questions should be referred to the Privilege 
Committee for investigation on contempt of the House/Assembly.

Recommendation  3:
Make Public Accounts Committee (PAC) Hearings Public

The Public Accounts Committee (PAC) is an important institution within the 
legislature since it looks into the financial management of most public entities.  
This body provides an institutionalized opportunity to uncover instances of 
corruption, inefficiency or inappropriate use of public funds and other acts of 
mismanagement.  It is important to ensure that the public is fully engaged in 
participation in the PACs work as well as has full access to its hearings to optimize 
its potential benefits.

Proposals for Action

(1) The hearings of the Public Accounts Committee (PAC) must be made public 
to ensure full public scrutiny and participation.

(2) The minutes of the Public Accounts Committee (PAC) should be published 
and made available similar to the Parliamentary Hansard.
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Recommendation  4:
Provide Equal Support to All Parliamentarians and State 
Assemblypersons

Irrespective of their party affiliation, elected members of the ruling party or the 
opposition should not be differentiated in terms of the support or entitlements 
provided to them in their work and activities.  Financial provisions for constituency 
work and access to policy work support should be equitably provided.  

Proposals for Action

(1) Each parliamentarian should be provided with at least two research assistants, 
while each assemblyperson has to be provided with at least one to facilitate 
policy debate and scrutiny of a higher quality.

(2) Each parliamentarian and assemblyperson regardless of party affiliation 
should be given the same amount of financial allocation for development 
and supply in their respective constituencies. 

Recommendation  5:
Institutionalize Private Members’ Business

The existing practice in the parliamentary affairs is characterized by executive 
dominance. Government business almost occupied the entire order of the day 
leaving both government backbenchers and opposition members have little time 
for debate, let alone access to push their legislative agenda. For Parliament to 
play a more effective role in lawmaking and act as check and balance to the 
Executive, a special slot for parliamentarians without any ministerial portfolio in 
the daily order should be institutionalized to enable tabling of private members’ 
bills or motions.

Proposal for Action

(1) A permanent slot for Private Members’ Business - at least one day in a week 
- should be allocated to parliamentarians without ministerial responsibility to 
table bills or motions.  
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Recommendation  6:
Elect the House of  Senate

The upper house in a bicameral legislature is meant to check on the decisions of 
the normally more powerful lower house. In Malaysia, the Senate is not elected 
and its members are less representative. Election to the House of Senate should 
help overcome the lethargy of the second chamber and enhance the quality of 
its service to the nation.  Also, in federations, the House of Senate normally 
represents the interests of the state with the less populous states enjoying equal 
power with larger states, or at the very least, significant over-representation. The 
need to protect the less populous states, especially Sabah and Sarawak, as well 
as the interests of minority communities can be better taken care of through a 
system of elected senatorship.

Proposals for Action

(1) All senators should be elected as state representatives in a state-wide Party 
List-Proportional Representation System.

(2) All states will have a minimum of three seats, while more populous states 
may be given additional seats.  However, the larger states should remain 
under-represented as a measure to protect the less populous states.

(3) The states of Sabah and Sarawak and the Federal Territory of Labuan in total 
should hold at least one third of senatorial seats to enable them to veto any 
issue that affects their interests.

(4) Three seats should be allocated for West Malaysian Orang Asli voters who 
opt not to vote in their state constituencies. Similarly one seat should be 
allocated each for the Malaysian Eurasian and Siamese voters who do not 
wish to vote in their respective constituencies.
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C.4  THE EXECUTIVE

Recommendation  1:
Reduce the Number of  Agencies under the Purview of  
Prime Minister’s Office

Currently there are 52 agencies which fall under the purview of the Prime 
Minister’s Office. This is not conducive for exercising check and balance and 
teamwork among the Cabinet and ministers.

Proposal for Action

(1) A royal Commission of Inquiry or a Parliamentary Select Committee should be 
established to study the Federal government agencies and the subordination 
relations to enable optimal operations of the agencies with adequate check 
and balance.

Recommendation 2:
Restrict the Number of  Frontbenchers

In line with the trend towards streamlining by government agencies throughout the 
world, it is recommended that Federal ministers, the Cabinet and state cabinets 
conduct the necessary downsizing to enhance work efficiency and avoid wastage 
of resources.

Proposal for Action

(1) The Federal Constitution should be amended to restrict the number of 
ministries or the ratio of frontbenchers to the members of the House of 
Representatives.

Transforming EN v5.indd   222 12/10/2012   12:45:11 AM



223

P
ol

iti
cs

 a
nd

 G
ov

er
na

nc
e 

P
la

n 
of

 A
ct

io
n

C

C.5 THE JUDICIARY AND THE 
ATTORNEY - GENERAL 
CHAMBER

Recommendation 1:
Restore Judicial Power and Autonomy

The Judiciary was originally endowed with the judicial power to defend against 
arbitrary and excessive use of executive power. Following the judicial crisis in 
1988, Article 121(1) of the Federal Constitution was amended by deleting the 
phrase “the judicial power of the Federation shall vest in” from the original 
provision.  In short, the judiciary is not autonomous from Parliament.  Restoration 
of the original powers of the Judiciary would ensure that the Judiciary will function 
as the third pillar of the government under the doctrine of the separation of power 
as envisaged by the Constitution. 

Proposal for Action

(1) The pre-1988 provision of Article 121 (1) of the Constitution for “… the judicial 
power of the Federation” must be restored to allow the Judiciary to ascertain 
the constitutionality of any legislation and the conduct of the Executive.

Recommendation  2:
Free Judicial Appointment from the Executive’s Control

The independence of the newly-formed Judicial Appointment Commission needs 
to be enhanced and put beyond doubt. This is necessary especially since the 
Prime Minister maintains a substantial discretionary power with regard to the 
appointment and revocation of Commission members. 
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Proposals for Action

(1) The Judicial Appointment Commission should be reformed so that the Prime 
Minister appointees should constitute only a minority.

(2) The Prime Minister’s power to revoke the appointment of any member of the 
Judicial Appointment Commission must be removed.

(3) Should the Prime Minister reject the recommendation of the Judicial 
Commission on appointments, the matter should be referred to Parliament 
for hearing and decision.

Recommendation  3:
Reduce the Power of  the Attorney-General Chamber

The Attorney-General enjoys tremendous power in the current political structure 
as he both controls the prosecution and advices the government. His dual function 
poses a conflict of interest. In addition, the Attorney-General controls both the 
prosecution and the Sessions Court judges and magistrates. This undermines 
the relations of supervision and check and balance between the judiciary and the 
prosecution. To overcome this problem, some other countries have designated the 
Attorney-General as a cabinet minister while transferring the power to prosecute 
to a separate official.  Lower court judges should also be separated from the 
purview of Attorney-General’s Chamber.

Proposals for Action

(1) The Attorney-General should be made a cabinet minister while the power to 
prosecute should be transferred to a Director of Public Prosecution.

(2) Judicial officials of the Sessions Court and Magistrate who are technically part 
of the Executive should be transferred from the Attorney-General Chamber 
to the Judiciary.
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C.6 SUHAKAM  AND THE OFFICE 
OF AUDITOR-GENERAL

Recommendation 1:
Enhance the Independence and Power of  SUHAKAM 

The ineffectiveness of the National Human Rights Commission (SUHAKAM) had 
one time led to the possibility of its downgrading by the United Nations. The 
appointment and supervision of SUHAKAM should come under the control of the 
Parliament. 

Proposals for Action

(1) SUHAKAM should be separated from the administration of the Prime Minister 
Department and should be made answerable directly to the Parliament.

(2) SUHAKAM commissioners need to be nominated by a Parliamentary 
Standing Committee on Human Rights and endorsed by the Dewan Rakyat 
before being appointed by the Yang diPertuan Agong.

(3) The annual report of SUHAKAM must be debated in the Parliament, with the 
Parliamentary Standing Committee on Human Rights tasked to follow up on 
any necessary public inquiry. 

(4) Removal of any SUHAKAM commissioners – permissible only on the ground 
of misconduct - needs to be proposed by the Parliamentary Standing 
Committee on Human Rights and endorsed by the Dewan Rakyat with a 
two-third majority before being recommended to the Yang diPertuan Agong.  

(5) SUHAKAM should enjoy the power to prosecute.

(6) SUHAKAM should be allowed to hold public hearings on cases of human 
rights violation, including those which have been brought to court. 
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Recommendation 2:
Enhance the Effectiveness of  the Office of  Auditor-General

The auditor-general plays a key role in the administration of government in that 
he identifies areas where wastage and possible corruption may exist and where 
efficiency may be improved. However, presently the recommendations of the 
Auditor-General do not need to be taken up if it is so decided by the Executive.  
This undermines the good work and effectiveness of the office. 

Proposal for Action

(1) The Auditor-General’s annual report and recommendations should be 
presented to a Parliamentary Standing Committee on Corruption for further 
action.

Transforming EN v5.indd   226 12/10/2012   12:45:11 AM



227

P
ol

iti
cs

 a
nd

 G
ov

er
na

nc
e 

P
la

n 
of

 A
ct

io
n

C

C.7 CIVIL SERVICE, POLICE AND 
MILITARY

Recommendation 1:
Build a More Inclusive Civil Service, Police and Military

Mono-ethnic or near mono-ethnic public institutions are a negative phenomenon 
in a multi-ethnic society like Malaysia. Such bodies will inevitably alienate the 
unrepresented or under-represented community. Important public institutions 
such as the bureaucracy, police and military must be multi-ethnic, multi-religious 
and multi-cultural  in composition to serve the different communities better. 

Proposals for Action

(1) Without compromising on the criterion of merit, the recruitment policy should 
aim at promoting demographic diversity of the bureaucratic composition in 
gender, cultural and regional terms.

(2) More qualified non-Malays including the East Malaysian Bumiputras should 
be appointed to senior positions and greater efforts should be made to attract 
more non-Malays into the civil service.

(3) More non-Malays including the East Malaysian Bumiputras should be 
appointed as members of the various public service commissions as 
part of the reform measure to bring about a more ethnically diverse and 
representative service.   
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Recommendation 2:
Right-Size the Civil Service

Currently, the bureaucracy is overstaffed.  This has resulted in low efficiency and 
a poor image of the civil service on the one hand, and the failure to enhance the 
skills and raise the quality of work and productivity of civil servants on the other. 
An oversized and inefficient bureaucracy is also detrimental to the country’s 
financial health and sustainable growth. 

Proposals for Action

(1) The civil service salary scheme should be revamped, with a performance-
linked general increase for lower rank employees and the conversion of 
perks which are vulnerable to abuse into salary and allowance increases.

(2) A plan to right-size the civil service needs to be urgently implemented.  
Rightsizing the civil service initially through controlled attrition of staff in 
over-staffed segments should be followed by a pruning down of the role of 
the civil service in the country’s economy.  This will ensure a leaner and more 
productive civil service that can better serve the needs of a liberalized and 
modern society and economy.

(3) Entrepreneurship training and capacity-linked financial aid should be offered 
to all public sector employees interested in careers in the private sector. 

Recommendation 3:
Prioritize Merit in Recruitment and Mobility in the Civil 
Service

Neglect of or disregard for meritocracy in the civil service will negatively impact the 
interests of all Malaysians because of its impact on service delivery and government 
business. Article 153 of the Federal Constitution, while stipulating the special 
position of the Malays and East Malaysian Bumiputeras in state employment, 
does not specify the size of the reserved quotas.  A liberal interpretation of the 
constitutional provision and its fair and transparent implementation can ensure 
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a fully competitive and merit-based civil service without adversely impacting on 
Bumiputera interests.

Proposals for Action

(1) A competitive quota of 30% should be established in the civil service by 
2011 in which merit should be made the major criterion in recruitment and 
promotion, including in the top management. This competitive quota should 
be extended to 40% by 2016, 50% by 2021, 60% by 2026 and 70% by 2031.  

(2) A non-competitive quota for the Malays and East Malaysian Bumiputeras 
should remain at 30% after 2030, in line with the spirit of Article 153. As 
with the competitive quota, merit should be made the major criterion for 
recruitment and promotion within this quota, although regional representation 
considerations should also be taken into account. 

(3) Special capacity building programmes should be designed for public sector 
employees within the non-competitive quota to enhance competitiveness, 
build skills and strengthen overall job employability. 

(4) Public Service Department Scholarships for overseas studies should be 
awarded to top scholars with an initial 30% of all the offers in 2011 made 
solely on the basis of merit and willingness to return to serve the country.  
This proportion should be progressively increased to 70%.  

(5) Market competitiveness loading should be utilized as a tool for recruitment 
of young talent and to ensure the retention of competent managers, 
professionals and researchers in strategic fields.   

Recommendation 4:
Encourage Capacity Building and Specialization

Doubts have been raised about the knowledge and analytical skills of senior 
public servants, and their ability to contribute to effective policy-making. Cabinet 
minister, Rais Yatim, noted in 2006 that “many of their considered opinions 
and findings have been proven to be off-target, especially in the area of public 
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interests.” Besides the insufficient emphasis given to a fully meritocratic system 
in recruitment and promotion, there is inadequate specialization in the general 
service and the elite Pegawai Tadbir dan Diplomatik (PTD). 

Proposals for Action

(1) To perform their policy planning and implementation role more effectively, 
PTD officers should be encouraged to enhance their expertise in their sectors 
of work.

(2) To secure the benefits of cumulative experience, PTD Officers should also 
serve within their area of specialization until they reach the top echelons 
where the need for general coordination and integration skills is vital.

(3) Specialized PTD officers and other graduate personnel should be given post-
entry training to strengthen their expertise in their respective areas. 

(4) The Public Service Department should engage with local universities to 
provide post-entry training for civil servants.  

(5) The PTD officers chosen to hold diplomatic or foreign based positions must 
possess excellent language skills, notably in English. 

Recommendation 5:
Ensure Effective Public Scrutiny and Control of  the Police

The need for urgent and wide ranging reform of the police which has been long 
plagued by allegations of brutality, corruption, poor service and political bias has 
been widely recognized. In 2005, the Royal Commission provided a 634 page 
report containing 125 recommendations to clean up the police force. Despite much 
public support for the recommendations, it does not appear that the government is 
in any urgency to implement them. Key recommendations regarding the conduct 
for the police when investigating cases, for example, have been ignored.  This 
reflects a lack of commitment on the part of the Malaysian government to bring 
about reform and to establish compliance with human rights standards as a norm 
in policing work in Malaysia. 
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Meanwhile various indicators such as the number of criminal cases and violent 
crimes such as murder, armed robbery and rape have shown a sharp increase 
recently, leading to public concern and disillusionment with the police force.  The 
government must demonstrate its determination to build a professional and non-
partisan police force to go all out in fighting crimes and to put national interests 
above those of any political party.

Proposals for Action

(1) The establishment of the Independent Police Complaints and Misconduct 
Commission (IPCMC) proposed by the Royal Commission of Inquiry should 
be implemented without further delay.  There should be no attempts to 
weaken the authority or terms of reference of the IPCMC.

(2) All other recommendations made by the recent Royal Commission of Inquiry 
should also be speedily implemented. A schedule of implementation of 
the recommendations should be prepared by Government for adoption by 
Parliament.  

(3) The appointment of the Inspector-General Police (IGP) should be 
recommended by an independent Selection Board consisting of a 
representative of the Home Ministry, retired judges, retired senior police 
officers, SUHAKAM commissioners, representatives of the Bar Council and 
other civil society organizations. If the recommendation is not accepted by 
the Home Minister, it should be automatically referred to the Parliamentary 
Standing Committee on Home Affairs for hearing and decision.

(4) Senior police officers from the rank of OCPD upwards should be required to 
declare their assets annually to the Parliamentary Standing Committee on 
Home Affairs. 

(5) The salary scheme for the police force should be revised upwards to reflect 
better the risks and responsibilities undertaken by members of the force. 

(6) More attention should be given to improving the welfare of police personnel 
especially those serving at the grass root level.  This would help to reduce 
the incentives for corruption.
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Recommendation 6:
Decentralize the Police Force

There may be a need to decentralise the Police Force from its present centralized 
authority, and to move the Federal Constitution provision relating to the police 
from the Federal List to the Concurrent List.  At present, the police are exclusively 
emplaced within the federal jurisdiction. This has led to greater potential for the 
politicization of the police. The greatest gain from decentralization of the police 
is that local public inputs can be better incorporated into police work. This will 
ensure more effective crime prevention and better outcomes in police work 
requiring local participation and support.

Proposals for Action

(1) To ensure a more responsive and accountable police force, both Federal and 
state governments should share jurisdiction over the force.  The delineation 
of the respective areas of federal and state authority should be recommended 
by a suitably high level committee made up of knowledgeable individuals and 
representatives of key stakeholder bodies.

(2) Every police district should have an advisory committee which comprises of 
parliamentarians, assemblypersons, local councilors and community leaders 
to ensure closer cooperation between the police force and local community 
in combating crime.

Transforming EN v5.indd   232 12/10/2012   12:45:12 AM



233

P
ol

iti
cs

 a
nd

 G
ov

er
na

nc
e 

P
la

n 
of

 A
ct

io
n

C

C.8 FEDERALISM AND THE EAST 
MALAYSIAN STATES

Recommendation 1:
Enhance Federalism and Implement Fully the 20-point 
Agreement and 18-point Agreement.

The heavily centralized system of federalism in Malaysia is a product of its initial 
design and the concentration of power over the years. While jurisdictions were 
clearly divided in the Federal Constitution into the federal, state and concurrent 
categories, over time the balance of power has markedly shifted towards the 
advantage of the federal government. Such centralization has eroded the 
advantages of federalism including that of diversity, flexibility and competition. 
The erosion of state autonomy has fuelled dissatisfaction amongst the states, 
especially Sabah and Sarawak. The two states joined the Peninsula states to 
form Malaysia on two explicitly spell-out lists of state rights known as the “20-Point 
Agreement” and the “18-Point Agreement” agreement. These two agreements 
are the foundation of the formation of Malaysia and their spirit should be fully 
implemented. 

Proposals for Action

(1) In general, decentralization and devolution should take place such that 
certain powers are transferred from the federal government to the state 
governments.  This would enable empowered state governments to transfer 
power to the lower level of local government and help build a meaningful 
structure of a three-tier system of governance.

(2) Policy areas such as education and policing which require more localized 
responses should, in principle, be listed under the Concurrent List (List III of 
the Ninth Schedule) in the Federal Constitution so that the state government 
may play a more meaningful role in the state’s socio-economic development.  
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(3) The Federal Government should hold a special meeting with the Sabah and 
Sarawak state governments to fully implement the “20-Point Agreement” and 
the “18 Point Agreement”.  The meeting should also consider inputs from 
individual experts, civil society organizations and the general public.

Recommendation 2:
Increase Federal Financial Aid to States and Increase 
State Fiscal Powers

Under the Federal Constitution, the states are entitled to two basic forms of federal 
funding, namely the capitation grant and the grant for the maintenance of state 
roads. Such funding is clearly insufficient for the state governments, whose other 
income is mainly derived from the state-levied taxes on land, timber and other 
items on the state list.  Financial constraint has prevented the state governments 
from meeting the state’s needs in public infrastructure and services. 

Proposals for Action

(1) The current allocation of taxation power and financial resources between 
the federal and state government should be reviewed to ensure adequate 
financial autonomy of the states.

(2) The royalty payment for petroleum and gas paid to state governments should 
be increased from 5% to a much higher level and must be channelled directly 
to the state governments.

(3) The amount of capitation grant and the grant for the maintenance of state 
roads, as specified in Article 109 of the Federal Constitution should be 
increased to allow for meaningful functioning of state governments, especially 
the resource-poor states.

(4) Sabah and Sarawak should be given additional budgetary resources over 
a specific period (say for ten years) for the implementation of state projects 
that can improve living standards and enhance economic productivity.  
The allocation of funds and implementation of project must be completely 
transparent, with the status updated regularly online, to prevent corruption 
and mismanagement.
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Recommendation 3:
Preserve Socio-Cultural Identity of  Sabah and Sarawak

Sabah and Sarawak have cultures and identities that are distinct and different 
from the states in the Peninsular.  The regional identity of the two states needs to 
be accorded greater respect and recognition. Many native East Malaysians feel 
that their cultural identity is under threat with the Federal government seen as 
attempting to impose Peninsula-based norms, values, standards and practices in 
East Malaysia. 

Proposals for Action

(1) The law on Native Land Rights should be reviewed to recognize the native 
customary rights (NCR) over land and to provide a mechanism on how to 
convert these lands into commercial titles as well as to provide a framework 
for ownership of these lands.

(2) The federal and state governments should fund autonomous cultural 
foundations of the bumiputera groups in Sabah and Sarawak, and help them 
to preserve their language, culture and beliefs.  These foundations should be 
led by the cultural leaders of these communities to preserve their autonomy. 

(3) The federal and state governments should ensure that there is no 
discrimination against minority bumiputera groups that are of the non-Islamic 
faith. 

(4) A Royal Commission of Inquiry should be set up to investigate the influx and 
naturalization of illegal migrants from Southern Philippines and Indonesia 
and propose workable solutions that do not adversely affect the interests of 
the native and long settled communities.
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Recommendation 4:
Promote A Sense of  Togetherness between East and West 
Malaysia

Geographical distance and differences in historical development, socio-cultural 
make-up and political contexts in East and West Malaysia have led to different 
views of what constitutes Malaysian identity. These differences have been further 
widened by a lack of positive interaction. While the different viewpoints should be 
respected, common points are also emphasized to create a sense of belonging 
to the nation. 

Proposals for Action

(1) A Royal Commission of Inquiry should be established to look at the laws 
regulating the professions in Peninsular Malaysia, Sabah and Sarawak and 
the movement of goods and services across the regions.  Its work should 
cover the possibility of a common legal framework to facilitate the free 
movement of people, goods and services as well as reforms to eliminate 
price differences between East and West Malaysia.

(2) Historical textbooks and official functions should give due recognition to the 
formation of Malaysia on September 16, 1963 as the birth of our federation.

(3) Exchange-student programmes should be organized for secondary and 
tertiary students from East and West Malaysia so that they can experience 
each other’s way of life.
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C.9 LOCAL GOVERNMENTS

Recommendation 1:
Restore Local Elections

Local elections are the manifestation of democracy at the lowest level of 
government. Its modern form in Malaya was introduced in 1951.  However, all 
local elections were suspended in 1965 due to national security concerns arising 
from the period of confrontation by Indonesia. Local elections have not been 
restored since and from 1976 onwards, all local councillors have subsequently 
been appointed by the state governments.  The appointment system is a direct 
violation of one of the key features of a democratic system.  It has also resulted 
in or aggravated the lack of responsiveness, power abuse, mismanagement 
and corruption in local governments.  Restoration of local elections is vital to 
enhancing local participation in local development issues as well as in ensuring 
the smooth functioning of the three levels of governance which is the norm in 
many democracies. 

Proposals for Action

(1) The Federal and State Governments should begin work on restoring 
nationwide local government elections as soon as possible.  Discussions on 
this objective can be initiated by the National Council for Local Government.

(2) Prior to the restoration of local government elections, the state governments 
should appoint local councillors based on voters’ preference rather than 
party affiliation. The electorate’s preference may be gauged through the 
parties’ vote share in the last state elections or through the conduct of “mock 
elections”. 

(3) Civil society organizations should mobilize the public and lobby political 
parties on the restoration of local elections.
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Recommendation 2:
Introduce Innovations to Local Elections

Local elections, if restored to its pre-1965 form, are likely to be conducted under 
the First-Past-the-Post (FPTP) electoral system. The current FPTP electoral 
system is likely to benefit the few national parties and be disadvantageous to 
community leaders or organizations that are not members to these parties.  Local 
elections outcomes in such a context are likely to reflect the existing cleavages 
such as the ethno-religious ones, rather than to facilitate the articulation of non-
communal causes such as environmentalism, class-based concerns or women 
rights. The old system also does not provide for a directly elected mayor or 
council president – an office which is potentially more effective in ensuring the 
implementation of polices at the local level. An elected mayor would be important 
in raising the standard of governance and accountability in the country’s cities, 
notably Kuala Lumpur.

Proposals for Action

(1) In the revival of local elections, a hybrid electoral system should be adopted 
whereby some local councilors can be elected on the party list.  This 
innovation may encourage the emergence of new political groupings and the 
independent participation of women and professionals.

(2) Consideration should be given to making the position of city mayors directly 
elected so that they are accountable to the electorate..        

Recommendation 3:
Improve Documentation and Law Enforcement

Better documentation and strict law enforcement can help improve levels of 
transparency and accountability. At the decision-making level, the minutes 
of council meetings usually contain only the decisions made.  Missing are the 
reasons for the decisions and often also the names of the prime movers and 
other important details. Such omission works to prevent full accountability. At 
the implementation level, cases of non-compliance are not always recorded and 
reported. Those who intervene to stop the enforcement of laws are often not held 
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accountable. Heads of department in local governments and their subordinates 
should be required to be held accountable in cases where the authorities are in 
non-compliance with laws and regulations.

Proposals for Action

(1) Minutes of Council and sub-committee meetings must contain full details of 
decisions made, including the reasons for the decision and the particulars of 
key parties involved in the decision.

(2) All cases of non-compliance with laws and regulations must be recorded with 
similar full details.

(3) Annual reports of departments must contain the statistics and details 
of all cases where action has not been taken or in instances involving 
non-compliance.    

(4) Council officials in particular heads of department must be held accountable 
for non-enforcement of laws and regulations. 

Recommendation 4:
Implement Transparency in Key Processes and Business

Local governance is lacking transparency in decision-making generally and in 
procurement issues especially. Official secrecy is commonly practiced in local 
governments, often beyond justifiable needs. Council meetings are often held 
behind closed doors when they should be open. The procurement process 
is also not transparent; hence it results in the facilitation of corruption and 
mismanagement.

Proposals for Action

(1) Section 23 of the Local Government Act should be amended to read “All 
meetings of the local authority, including those of Committees, shall be open 
to the public and representatives of the Press unless the local authority by 
resolution at the meeting otherwise decides.”
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(2) The Town and Country Planning Act should be amended so that the One Stop 
Centre Committee meetings which decide on the applications by developers 
to undertake land development are open to the public and the press.

(3) All procurement exercises must be transparent and make use of best practice 
procedures set up by bodies such as Transparency International.

Recommendation 5:
Reorganize and Restructure Local Governments

As it presently stands, the third-tier of government in Malaysia is divided between 
the appointed local authorities and the administrative district (with sub-district or 
mukim) level.  Some federal agencies such as the police and the Public Work 
Department also have district divisions though these do not have extensive 
power. In addition, because of the mal-apportionment at the federal and state 
levels, the boundaries of local authority areas often cut across parliamentary 
and state constituencies. The existence of multiple district-level entities which 
do not correspond to electoral constituencies prevents effective articulation and 
aggregation of local interests. 

The enhanced role of local governments will require concurrent reforms in areas 
such as control of financial resources without which little change can take place  

Proposals for Action

(1) The parallel and overlapping administrative districts (land and district 
office) and local authorities should be merged to produce a single third-tier 
government that controls its own agencies and coordinates with the federal 
and state agencies operating within the local area.  

(2) The Federal Government must increase the Equalisation Grants that are 
allocated to local authorities yearly and return the authority over the collection 
of certain revenues such as service tax to the local authorities where they 
are collected.
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C.10 INTEGRITY, ACCOUNTABILITY 
AND TRANSPARENCY OF THE 
PUBLIC SERVICE

Recommendation 1:
Enhance the Independence and Power of  MACC to Fight 
Growing Corruption

The Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission has been as disappointing in its 
performance as its predecessor, the Anti-Corruption Agency in the fight against 
the scourge of corruption. Firstly, it is selective in its prosecution.  Secondly, 
it is ineffective The tragic death of Teoh Beng Hock and allegations of torture 
also suggests that unacceptable interrogation practices are part of its standard 
operating procedures aimed at securing “confessions” in connection with certain 
cases. Hence, the MACC should report directly to Parliament.  

Proposals for Action

(1) MACC should be separated from the administration of the Prime Minister 
Department and be answerable directly to the Parliament.

(2) MACC commissioners should be nominated by a Parliamentary Standing 
Committee on Corruption and endorsed by the Dewan Rakyat before being 
appointed by the Yang diPertuan Agong.

(3) Removal of any MACC commissioners – permissible only on the ground of 
misconduct - should be proposed by the Parliamentary Standing Committee 
on Corruption, endorsed by the Dewan Rakyat with a two-third majority 
before being recommended to the Yang diPertuan Agong.  

(4) MACC should enjoy the power to prosecute.
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(5) It should be made mandatory for the MACC to initiate investigations on any 
government agency censured for corruption, power abuse or mismanagement 
of funds in the reports of the Auditor-General and Public Accounts Committees 
(PACs) of the Parliament and the State Legislative Assemblies.   

Recommendation 2:
Enhance Public Scrutiny and Civil Service Accountability

Besides overcoming major problems of poor performance and the lack of 
representativeness, the civil service also needs to be accountable to the public 
in a timely and effective manner. The empowerment of institutions and channels 
that can provide independent feedback to the civil service is urgently needed to 
enhance the standards of public accountability. 

Proposals for Action

(1) The Public Complaints Bureaus at the Federal and State Levels should be 
upgraded to become independent Public Complaints Ombudsman Offices 
that are answerable to the Parliament or the respective State Legislative 
Assembly.

(2) The Public Complaints Ombudsmen should be nominated by a Parliamentary 
or Assembly Standing Committee on Public Complaints and endorsed by the 
Dewan Rakyat or State Legislative Assembly before being appointed by the 
Yang diPertuan Agong or the Ruler of the State.

(3) Removal of a Public Complaints Ombudsmen – permissible on the ground 
of misconduct – needs to be made possible through the Parliamentary/ 
Assembly Standing Committee on Public Complaints.  The Committee’s 
decision should be endorsed by the Dewan Rakyat or the State Legislative 
Assembly with a two-third majority before being recommended to the Yang 
diPertuan Agong or the Ruler of the State.  

(4) The Public Service Department should provide special training to staff on the 
importance of public accountability and anti-corruption as part of the mission 
objectives of the various agencies.  It should also conduct frequent media 
campaigns assuring the public of the neutral role of the bureaucracy and the 
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importance attached to public feedback in ensuring greater accountability to 
the public.

Recommendation 3:
Optimize Citizens’ Access to Public Information

Access to public information is a fundamental human right. Without this freedom 
to information, a citizenry cannot be fully informed or participate meaningfully in 
public affairs. Globally, over 80 countries have adopted the right to information 
law. Not only has Malaysia failed to implement a right to information legislation but 
the existence of the Official Secrets Act is a major deterrent to citizens attempting 
to uncover or expose the wrongdoings of the government of the day.

Proposals for Action

(1) All classified public documents should be reviewed for declassification to 
strengthen public access to public information.  

(2) Freedom of Information legislation should be enacted at both Federal and 
State levels to replace the archaic Official Secrets Act. 

Recommendation 4:
Protect Whistle-Blowers

Whistle-blowers must be given full effective protection so that more citizens 
will come forward to expose misconduct and power abuse of politicians and 
those working in the public sector.  This requires the Attorney-General Office, 
the Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission and the Police to act impartially and 
abide to administrative neutrally.

Proposals for Action

(1) The present Whistle-Blower Protection and the Witness Protection Act should 
be reviewed regularly to keep abreast with times and conform to international 
best practices. 
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Recommendation 5:
Mandatory Declaration of  Assets for Politicians and Senior 
Government Officials

All elected representatives, senators, local councilors, judges, chiefs and 
departmental heads of all federal, state and local-level agencies, as well as 
political appointees to the board of government-linked companies – and their 
immediate families where there is sufficient cause - must declare their assets 
annually for public scrutiny. 

Proposals for Action

(1) An Asset Declaration Act should be enacted to govern the detailed requirements 
of asset declaration by politicians, judges, and senior bureaucrats and their 
immediate families where applicable.

Recommendation 6:
Restriction on Lobbying by Politicians and Senior 
Government Officials 

As the country democratizes, corruption will take on more sophisticated forms 
such as lobbying. In fact, many retired politicians and senior civil servants are 
sitting on the board of private companies for better access to the corridors of 
power. The lesson from the United Kingdom’s “politicians for hire” and similar 
scandals in other democracies should be heeded.

Proposals for Action

(1) Legislation should be enacted to provide clear guidelines for elected 
representatives, ministers and senior state employees on their employment 
and services after departure from public service.  Violation of these guidelines 
should lead to reduction or even termination of their pension and other 
associated benefits. 
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C.11 MEDIA

Recommendation 1:
Reform Restrictive Media Laws

The media industry in Malaysia is subject to two forms of control that inhibits 
it from functioning as the fourth estate and as a channel of public expression. 
The first form of control is exercised on so-called sensitive issues while the 
second form of control works by establishing entry barriers to the media market.  
Journalists have to operate under the threat of punishment contained in the 
Printing Presses and Publications Act (PPPA), the Communication and Multimedia 
Act (CMA), the Internal Security Act, the Official Secrets Act, the Defamation 
Act and the Penal Code. In the last two decades too, the ruling coalition has 
virtually monopolized the print and broadcast media market through merger and 
takeover of media companies. The ownership pattern, together with government 
control and regulation, has thus shaped a media landscape in which government 
views and propaganda are dominant in the mainstream media. While there have 
occasionally been suggestions from the government to reform some of these 
laws, no meaningful measures have been implemented.

Proposals for Action

(1) A Parliamentary Select Committee should be established to review all laws, 
regulations and practices that have an impact on freedom of expression. 
These laws include the Printing Presses and Publications Act, Communication 
and Multimedia Act, Internal Security Act, Official Secrets Act and Penal 
Code. Only a high level committee will be in a position to conduct extensive 
consultation and collect feedback and input from all stakeholders for the 
amendment or repeal/rescinding of legislation.

(2) The United Nations Rapporteur on Freedom of Expression and the Law 
Reform and International Treaties Working Group should be invited to assess 
the current state and status of freedom of  expression in the country from the 
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standpoint of the prevailing instruments of international human rights. 

(3) SUHAKAM should provide a strong human rights dimension in the debate of 
media law reform by initiating a review of fundamental rights as contained in 
the Federal Constitution. 

(4) The Printing Presses and Publication Act should be held in abeyance until 
a decision on it is arrived at by a suitably high level committee. At the same 
time, the Home Ministry should refrain from banning publications and revoking 
publication permits for periodicals. An independent provisional committee 
consisting of representatives from media and the human rights community 
should be established to handle any complaints against unprofessional or 
unethical media practice.

Recommendation 2:
Promote Dialogue and Engagement

The fear of ethnic conflict has been used to justify the state’s role in clamping 
down on what may be construed as communal debates and disputes. This has 
hampered the healthy development of dialogues and debates on a wide range 
of public issues that may be seen to be related to ethnic or group differences or 
tensions.  

The opening up of public space in the discussion of sensitive issues is both 
desirable and inevitable, and should be facilitated rather than discouraged or 
subject to unreasonable censorship.  Actions such as the use of draconian 
legislation and defamation suits have the effect of stifling free speech and 
obstructing the healthy development of a rational and engaged citizenry. 

Proposals for Action

(1) Laws that prohibit freedom of expression such as the Internal Security Act, 
Sedition Act and Penal Code should be revoked or reformed. 

(2) Defamation laws should be decriminalized and affected parties should be 
provided with recourse to civil action as the response to perceived defamation.
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(3) Governments, political parties and civil society groups should organize 
open and rational public dialogues and discussions on sensitive issues that 
may crop up. All participants must commit themselves to the respect and 
protection of dissent. 

Recommendation 3:
Protect Data and Privacy

There is currently little understanding of the extent to which the personal 
information of individuals is exposed to potential manipulation, abuse and misuse. 
Most individuals are unaware of the surveillance they are subject to as a result of 
“security measures” including CCTVs, data tracking systems, biometric cards and 
DNA testing introduced by the authorities or business owners.  This has resulted 
in the trend of increasing and unwarranted privacy intrusion in the country.  

Proposals for Action

(1) Public awareness campaign should be launched to educate the public on 
issues related to privacy and data protection as a prelude to legislative efforts 
to protect privacy. 

(2) A Data Protection Act and Privacy Act to ensure the integrity of personal data 
and protect citizens against unwarranted or illegal personal data intrusion by 
the state agencies and other actors should be enacted.

Recommendation 4:
Ensure an Open and Competitive Media Environment

The media environment must be open and competitive to ensure diverse 
ownership and prevent the development of monopoly control. There must be free 
entry to the media market so that consumers benefit from the variety of news 
coverage and differences in opinion and analysis.  However, entry freedom may 
not be able to stop the trend towards media mergers and acquisitions which will 
result in a small number of media players. A smaller number of media companies 
is also likely to result in the homogenisation and commercialisation of our cultural 
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life. Hence, a thriving and competitive media market is in the best interest of the 
public.

Proposals for Action

(1) The media ownership should be open to competition to protect the diversity 
and competitiveness of the media industry. 

(2) Entry barriers to ownership in the media industry should be removed to 
allow for individuals, corporations and political parties to set up their media 
outlets. The application process should be open, transparent and subject to 
reasonable scrutiny and seek to encourage competition and diversity in the 
media market.  

(3) The Federal Government should establish a public service broadcasting 
body modeled after the British Broadcasting Corporation.  One way of doing 
this is by giving the chartered Bernama agency sufficient autonomy and by 
facilitating the absorption of Radio and Television Malaysia (RTM), currently 
a government agency, into the reengineered body

(4) To further protect smaller players in the media industry from excessive 
competition, the government should consider the introduction of tax holidays 
or subsidies to non-profit community newspapers, radio and television.

Recommendation 5:
Promote Solidarity and Self-Regulation amongst Media 
Professionals

The safeguard and enlargement of media freedom depends much to the 
commitment of media practitioners. Media professionals in Malaysia should 
exercise solidarity, with each other in resisting the encroachment of media 
freedom. They should also exercise self-regulation to deny the state any reason 
for intervention. More importantly, media professionals should stand firmly as a 
watchdog against the government and as a guardian of the public sphere. 
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Proposals for Action

(1) The media should formulate an up-to-date and progressive code of ethics 
and establish a self-regulatory body to uphold professionalism.  This will help 
it to be credible as a public institution that is important to the democratic way 
of life. 

(2) The media must prioritise its role as the Fourth Estate and ensure that it 
provides truthful, accurate, timely and fair coverage without prejudice, 
particularly in relation to national political developments.

(3) Media professionals must build solidarity among themselves in response to 
threats against the profession.
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C.12 CIVIL SOCIETY

Recommendation 1:
Repeal or Reform Laws Restricting Freedom of  Assembly 
and Freedom of  Association

Although Article 10 (1) (b) and (c) of the Federal Constitution provides for freedom 
of peaceful assembly and freedom of association, the latter sections in the same 
article and other articles permit the Parliament to impose restrictions by law. 
While most democracies do impose certain legal restrictions on civil and political 
liberties, the restrictions in Malaysia go far beyond the boundaries of reason and 
inhibit the healthy functioning of civil society. Acts such as the Police Act, the 
Societies Act, the Trade Union Act and the University and University College Act 
severely restrict the freedom of assembly and formation of political parties, trade 
unions, student unions and other associations, thus effectively curbing political 
participation by workers, students and the citizenry at large.

Proposals for Action

(1) A Parliamentary Select Committee on Personal Freedom should be 
established to review Part XI of the Federal Constitution, Internal Security 
Act and all other security-related laws.  The committee should aim at the 
strengthening of media freedom in the country using the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights and other international instruments of human rights as key 
guides.

(2) A similar Parliamentary Select Committee on Freedom of Association should 
be established to review Clause(3) of Article 10 of the Federal Constitution, 
the Society Act, the Trade Union Act and the University and University 
College Act,  taking into account  the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
and other international instruments of human rights.

(3) A Parliamentary Select Committee on Freedom of Peaceful Assembly should 

Transforming EN v5.indd   250 12/10/2012   12:45:12 AM



251

P
ol

iti
cs

 a
nd

 G
ov

er
na

nc
e 

P
la

n 
of

 A
ct

io
n

C

be established to review the relevant sections of the Police Act and  Peaceful 
Assembly Act, taking into account the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
and other international instruments of human rights.

Recommendation 2:
Encourage Volunteerism and Growth of  Civil Society

Modern democracies are typically characterised by vibrant civil society 
organizations and a high level of volunteerism and voluntary collective action 
arising from common concerns and fraternity. However, social capital – the 
outcome of networking, trust and the sense of togetherness that allows civil society 
to flourish – takes time, effort and resources to accumulate. Many civil society 
organizations are underperforming in the country because of inadequate human 
and financial resources. Supporting the growth of a vigorous and flourishing civil 
society with no strings attached should be high on the agenda of the state, the 
corporate world and individual citizens.

Proposals for Action

(1) Federal, state and local governments should formulate clear policies to allow 
qualified civil society organizations to use their facilities, resources and 
services free of charge or at a discounted rate.

(2) Clear and non-discriminatory guidelines should be formulated by the Finance 
Ministry in responding to tax-exemption applications from civil society 
organizations.  These guidelines should not limit this privileged status 
only to charities or politically favoured bodies but seek to extend them to 
organizations engaged in non-profit civil society work. 

(3) Bureaucratic requirements in relation to the establishment of foundations, 
societies and non-profit limited companies should be simplified and the 
processing time shortened to encourage the establishment of more civil 
society organizations.  
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Recommendation 3:
Promote Collaboration across Communal Divides

“Bridging social capital” that helps build inter-communal solidarity and break 
down communal stereotypes or reduce the prejudices of communal identity must 
be cultivated by all parties. Civil society organizations must see it as their duty to 
promote cross-communal links, friendship and collaboration. 

Proposals for Action

(1) Civil society organizations whose members are drawn mainly or entirely from 
one particular ethnic or socio-cultural community should seek to open their 
membership to or at least organize activities that engage or reach out to 
individuals from other communities.

(2) Civil society organizations that are working on the same or related issues 
as others but have different ethno-religious constituencies should establish 
some institutionalized or regular forums as channels for communication and 
collaboration.  
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C.13 FOREIGN POLICY

Recommendation 1:
Endorsement of  Peace and Human Rights in United Nations 
and Other International Bodies

As a medium-size country, Malaysia should aim at developing “middle power 
statecraft” through active participation in the United Nations and other international 
bodies. This means upholding the universal principles of peace and human rights 
in international affairs. This position is consistent with what should ideally be 
the country’s stance on domestic issues.  It is also useful in helping to secure 
international approval, friendship and support.  While Malaysia has been active in 
the United Nations participating in peace-keeping activities amongst others, we 
have yet to ratify all but two international instruments on human rights. Malaysia 
has also avoided taking a stand on human rights violation in many countries, 
apart from Palestine, The country should discard its ambivalent attitude towards 
human rights and improve its record in political freedom and human trafficking in 
order to uplift its prestige and international influence.

Proposals for Action

(1) Malaysia should continue her participation in United Nations agencies like 
UNESCO, UNICEF, UNCTAD, ILO and UNHCR.

(2) Malaysia should continue supporting and participating peacekeeping and 
peace-monitoring activities.

(3) Malaysia should sign and rectify all United Nation Conventions and Covenants 
on human rights.

(4) Malaysia should sign and ratify the 1951 United Nations treaty which allows 
for asylum of legitimate political refugees and internally displaced persons. 

(5) Malaysia should crack down vigorously on human trafficking activities. 
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Recommendation 2:
Promote Non-Alignment at Global and Regional Levels

Non-alignment has been a feature of Malaysia’s foreign policy since 1970s. 
Globally, we have been an active member of the Non-Aligned Movement and other 
Third World groupings. Regionally, the country has also been active in efforts 
to make Southeast Asia a nuclear-free zone, a position eventually adopted by 
ASEAN since 1994. It has gained the respect of major powers. The non-alignment 
policy has spare Malaysia and ASEAN from intervention of majors either directly 
or by proxy wars. Instead major powers seek the friendship of Malaysia and 
ASEAN.  Obviously, this position should continue to be a core principle of our 
foreign policy.  

Proposals for Action

(1) Malaysia should continue its neutral stance and its membership in the non-
Aligned Movement (NAM).

(2) Malaysia should continue to uphold the ASEAN policy of a Southeast Asian 
Nuclear Weapons-Free Zone (SEANWFZ),

Recommendation 3:
Enhance Participation in ASEAN and Advance Human 
Rights in the ASEAN Charter

ASEAN has practised a policy of “non-interference” with regards to human 
rights violation, environmental pollution and other matters that are considered 
to be the “internal affairs” of member countries. While the ASEAN Charter, the 
group’s constitution adopted in November 2007, has set out in principle to uphold 
international law with respect to social justice and human rights and to establish a 
human rights body, there has been no follow up to the Charter.  It is in Malaysia’s 
interest to vigorously promote human rights in the implementation of the ASEAN 
Charter as well as to play a more leading role in the deeper integration of the 
ASEAN countries. 
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Proposals for Action

(1) Malaysia should continue to uphold the ASEAN principle of “peaceful 
resolution of conflicts”.

(2) Malaysia should advocate for a more interventionist ASEAN whose members 
would be required to progressively enforce the universal standards in 
democracy and human rights. 

(3) Malaysia should push for the establishment of a full-fledged economically 
integrated ASEAN community based on universal standards of democracy 
and human rights.

(4) Malaysia should support the establishment of an ASEAN-level human rights 
body, as specified by its new Charter.

(5) Malaysia should also support the work and recommendations of the ASEAN 
Working Group on Human Rights.

Recommendation 4:
Promotion of  Peace, Democracy and Human Rights in the 
Islamic World

Malaysia has been active in the Organisation of Islamic Conference (OIC) since 
1970s and took up its chairmanship from 2003 to 2007. Malaysia should fully 
utilize its influence in the Islamic world to push for a global order that promotes 
peace, human rights, democracy and multiculturalism. In taking a moderate and 
progressive position in the Muslim world of nations, Malaysia can help to defuse 
inter-civilization hostility and polarization, which helps fuel terrorism and also 
harms our national and broader regional interests.
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Proposals for Action

(1) Malaysia should remain active in the Organization of Islamic Conference and 
the wider Muslim world.

(2) Malaysia should propagate the values of peace, democracy, human rights 
and multiculturalism in the Muslim world and speak up against injustice that 
is found anywhere in the world.
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C.14 NATION BUILDING AND 
DEMOCRACY BUILDING

Recommendation 1:
Promote Political and Socio-economic Equality and 
Freedom as Unifying Values

Nation building in a multiethnic, multi-religious, multicultural and multilingual 
society should not be intervened by cultural homogenization. National solidarity 
can only be achieved through the promotion and practice of equality, freedom 
and respect for the rights of all communities. Hence, no Malaysian should be 
disadvantaged or marginalized on account of ethnic, religious, regional, cultural,  
linguistic, gender, life style or political background.  A progressive and matured 
democracy will provide equal support to every community and individuals to 
realize their aspirations with full choice and freedom.  

Proposals for Action

(1) An Equality Promotion Act, modeled on the Race Relations Act in the United 
Kingdom should be enacted in place of the Sedition Act, to penalize extra-
constitutional discrimination and regulate hate speech and crime.

(2) Public education programmes should be launched to sensitize the population 
on our diverse heritage and promote inter-ethnic relations based on an 
appreciation of freedom, responsibility and mutual respect as well as on 
a better understanding of the country’s common values drawn from the 
different cultures and communities.
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Recommendation 2:
Equal Treatment for All Citizens

The dichotomy of discrimination and differential treatment based on ethnicity, 
faith, language, culture, gender or other ascriptive criteria must be eliminated from 
laws and policies which result in ethnic division, misunderstanding and mistrust.  
However, the reality of class differences and the high poverty (whether absolute 
or relative poverty) amongst the beneficiary groups categorized as Bumiputera 
must be recognized and given due recognition in socio-economic development. 
While affirmative action is needed to ensure adequate social upward mobility, 
the criteria in determining assistance should be the individual citizen’s socio-
economic status rather than ethnic, religious or cultural membership. 

Proposals for Action

(1) The official use of “Bumiputeras” and” non-Bumiputeras” categories should 
be limited to what is contained in Article 153.

(2) In the near future, when the beneficiary groups feel that their special position 
as articulated in Article 153 is not necessary, that constitutional provision 
should be reviewed.

Recommendation 3:
Encourage Multi-faith and Non-faith based Parties to 
Transcend the Religious Divide.

All democratic countries have some forms of social cleavage. Cleavages based 
on faith should not be over-feared as long as it does not cause tension or 
undermine national stability or threaten peaceful development.  In this respect, 
the role of institutionalized religious is of outmost importance due to its potential 
in political mobilization.  Monolithic religious political parties should embark on 
self re-engineering to be more inclusive and uphold the multi-faith platform.  The 
ideal situation is for the emergence of multi-faith parties and non-faith based 
parties.  Such parties can hold differing political positions whilst sharing some 
common values with respect to moral and ethical issues and engaging in healthy 
competition. 
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Proposals for Action

(1) Islamists should shift their focus away from establishment of an “Islamic 
state” in view of the country’s multi racial and multi-religious population and 
seek to present alternatives that can appeal to the believers of other faiths. 
An alternative goal of “secular state, religious society” in which Islamic values 
are accorded a key but non-intrusive place in the public and private sphere 
of life would be more acceptable to Malaysians.

(2) In the long run, political elites should work towards the emergence of two 
or more multi-faith parties or coalitions containing and representing the 
various faith constituencies. By cutting across the religious cleavage in this 
way, religious interests and agendas can be made to influence Malaysian 
politics with their core values without bringing about or evoking communal 
and religious mobilization. 
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D.0 INTRODUCTION

Education has far-reaching impact on all other fields of human activity because 
it is a continuous and creative process which helps to develop the capacities 
latent in individuals for the enrichment and progress of society. This end result 
of education, however, is only achieved through an approach to education that 
encourages the free investigation of reality and trains the mind to recognize facts 
and truth, irrespective of its origin.

The mission of education in the country therefore should aim at releasing and 
empowering capabilities, developing analytical abilities, instilling confidence in 
the individual’s mental and physical prowess, and providing skills and knowledge 
that will enable the individual to become a self-motivating agent of change, thus  
serving the best interests of the individual and the community.

Although economic considerations are recognized as necessary in educational 
planning, resistance is growing against the traditional view that education is a 
means for only improving the individual’s economic situation. Most societies today 
view education as a means to empower children and adults alike to become active 
participants in the transformation of themselves and their societies.   For this to 
take place, learning should also focus on the values, attitudes and behaviour 
which enable individuals to learn to live together in a world characterized by 
diversity and pluralism. 

A progressive and forward-looking Malaysian education system must also aim 
to inform all learners about the contestation and competition for resources in the 
modern world so that they can equip themselves with the tools and knowledge 
that would stand them well in the 21st century setting of an information-driven, 
k-economy and society that is based on continuous learning.

All learners should be provided equal opportunity to education that enables 
them to compete effectively as individuals and as members of organizations, 
communities and the nation. Equality in educational opportunity and access in a 
progressive education system is also about recognizing diversity and differences 
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in preference and endowment. This will bring about the unleashing and 
optimization of the potential that is found at individual, community and regional 
levels.  Regressive or static educational systems, on the other hand, will work at 
maintenance or reproduction of patterns of dominance in the political, economic, 
social and cultural spheres. 

The damage caused by a Malaysian educational system that is not moving ahead 
with the times and has lagged badly behind the best in the region – not the best 
in the world which is another quantum leap away in performance – has been clear 
for several years now. Although progress has been made in providing universal 
access, building of educational infrastructure in rural areas and facilitating access 
for the poor through the provision of free education and assistance with indirect 
costs, these advances have been at the lower end of the educational ladder 
and pertain more to the priorities of less developed countries rather than the 
educational levels of the developed countries that the nation aspires to. 

As early as 1990, for example, the country had already reached the United 
Nations MDG target of universal primary education – not only in terms of 
enrolment ratios but also in terms of the number of primary school children 
completing primary school education which was above 97% (UNDP, Malaysia, 
Achieving the Millennium Development Goals, p. 22).  Instead of building on this 
solid foundation achieved two decades ago, the country has stalled in its pursuit 
of higher levels of educational performance and excellence.  This has not only 
resulted in Malaysia failing to close the gap with the developed western countries 
but it has also resulted in the country falling behind our regional neighbours.

 Today, notwithstanding our past achievements in education, it is commonly 
acknowledged by all stakeholders, including Government, that the country’s 
education system is in serious need of revamp.  Arising from this belated 
acknowledgement, the Government recently commissioned the World Bank to 
provide a road map for the country’s higher educational system.  The Bank’s 
report, Malaysia and the World Economy: Building a World-Class Higher Education 
System (Washington, 2007) unfortunately only focuses on reforms needed in 
university education.  Furthermore, it addresses issues of relatively short term 
concern and avoids dealing with the critical issue of the need for systemic reform 
of the country’s education.  
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What is missing from the Bank report is a critical analysis of the larger educational 
system - primary, secondary and tertiary - as well as consideration of two separate 
but interrelated issues that have been the subject of much public controversy 
during the past 50 years – namely, the proper place of vernacular schools in the 
national educational system and the relative importance and position of different 
languages taught in the schools.

The Plan of Action in education presented here is a first attempt to identify these 
challenges and issues in a holistic and integrated manner. In providing some of 
the possible answers to long standing challenges of raising educational quality, 
bringing about equitable inclusion and participation, and realizing other key 
educational ends, the recommendations and proposals of action are motivated 
by one approach – that is that the Malaysian educational system needs to cut 
through politics, bureaucracy and narrow sectarian interests to ensure that all 
our young people and the coming generation can realize their fullest creative 
potential and help in the transformation of the society and nation.
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D.1 APPROACHES TO EDUCATION

Recommendation 1:
Redefine Education as a Process Beyond Schooling and 
Resulting in Empowerment of  the Population Through 
Learning

Education has often been equated with formal schooling and has generally been 
used as a policy tool serving a top-down political agenda and its associated 
concerns such as nation building.  Consequently, many Malaysians tend to stop 
reading or learning after graduating from schools or universities.  In some ways, 
this state-centric process of schooling can be considered to have disappointing 
results, despite its past success in raising literacy rates and in providing for wide 
access to basic education.  This is increasingly the case today especially since 
the aspirations and needs of learners, parents and employers are often being 
thwarted  or frustrated by the Ministry of Education (MOE). 

Education should be redefined as an on-going process beyond schooling which 
brings about the empowerment of the population through learning. The MOE’s 
authoritarian style of formulating and implementing policies which has constantly 
ignored the feedback from learners, parents, employers and other stakeholders 
must end. There needs to be a complete rethinking of our education system, 
a reformulation of the Education Act and reform of the MOE. A participatory 
approach that embraces participation from the relevant experts and engages with 
the various stakeholders, especially learners, parents and employers should be 
introduced.

Proposals for Action

1. Appoint a Royal Commission of Inquiry to study and collect data on the state 
of education at pre-school, primary, secondary, tertiary and post-schooling 
levels and propose extensive reforms to face the challenges arising from the 
era of globalisation and k-economy.
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2. Based on the findings of the Royal Commission of Inquiry, formulate a new 
Education Act as an enabling piece of legislation without any “ultimate goal” 
of modern nation-building, and a corresponding New Education Policy.

3. Based on the findings of the Royal Commission of Inquiry, build a competent 
and inclusive Education Ministry the jurisdiction of which includes tertiary 
education (currently in a separate ministry) so as to facilitate learning by 
individual citizens, organizations and communities to cope better with a  
globalized and competitive world.

4. Based on the findings of the Royal Commission of Inquiry, enhance the 
quality and commitment of the teaching profession.

Recommendation 2:
Conduct Regular Curriculum Review to Ensure Creative, 
Knowledgeable and Skilled Learners

The curriculum of all schools and institutions of higher education should 
be subjected to regular review to ensure that they are effective in raising the 
intellectual levels of their target groups as well as producing learners who have the 
agile mind-sets to respond creatively and rapidly to changing social and market 
needs.  At the core of the curricula should be principles and practices that nurture 
the curiosity and initiative of the learners, and motivate them to constantly ask 
questions and look for answers, rather than just relying on answers derived from 
rote learning. Besides the acquisition of knowledge or skills, the learners should 
develop analytical and critical thinking skills that can raise the levels or depth of the 
knowledge learnt. Memorization should be replaced by the inculcation of higher 
order thinking skills, and creativity and innovativeness should be encouraged in 
all subjects. 

Proposals for Action

1. Conduct regular curriculum reviews to take on board the views of educational 
experts, learners, parents and employers to ensure the curricula incorporate 
the latest developments and trends to meet the changing intellectual and 
employment needs.  Special attention should be given to ensure that political 
interests are kept out of the review process and outcomes.
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2. Build into the curriculum the objective of cultivating self-initiative. At the 
same time, changes and reforms in the curriculum are necessary to promote 
the habit of learning and critical thinking, and in encouraging creativity in the 
learners.

Recommendation 3:
Encourage Multiculturalism and Multilingualism to Meet 
the Needs of  the Globalized World

Values and skills associated with multiculturalism and multilingualism are required 
of learners.  This is not only because Malaysia is a multicultural and multilingual 
society but it is also because an increasingly competitive and globalized world 
requires it.  A learner who fails to appreciate or cannot fit into the multicultural 
and multilingual reality of Malaysia is unlikely to be successful in dealing with 
colleagues, partners and competitors coming from other parts of the world. 
Appreciation for, and engagement with, multicultural education should therefore 
be embedded in the administrative educational structure, school curriculum, 
schooling policies and practices, and extra-curricular activities and community 
participation. 

In particular, all learners, especially those training to be teachers, should receive an 
education that affirms rather than denies socio-cultural diversity and incorporates 
the history and culture of all ethnic groups in the country.  This does not mean to 
jeopardise the special position of Bahasa Melayu as Bahasa Kebangsaan.

Proposals for Action

(1) The curriculum of History, Geography and other Humanities subjects should 
provide adequate knowledge of all different parts and major civilisations of 
the world as well as the various ethnic groups in Malaysia.

(2) Learning of languages other than the National Language and English should 
be made as convenient as possible.
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(3) Appreciation of multiculturalism and human diversity should be included in 
the curriculum, either on its own or as part of some humanities courses. This 
would help learners to examine their attitudes toward other ethnic groups 
and learn about the dynamics of prejudice and racism and how to deal with 
them in the classroom and outside.

(4) Multiculturalism training should be built into the education of all teachers to 
provide the knowledge, skills, and attitudes needed to work effectively with 
learners from diverse ethnic and religious groups.

(5) Bodies such as an Inter-Ethnic Relations Board should be established to 
involve school or institution administrators, teachers, learners’ families and 
local communities in facilitating multicultural activities, setting guidelines that 
respect and support diversity, and mediate ethnic problems and conflicts 
in schools and tertiary education institutions. These bodies should have 
participation from school administrators, teachers, student families and local 
communities. 

Recommendation 4:
Promote Equality in Educational Access by Minimizing 
Structural Disadvantage

The state’s educational resources should be employed to build a solid foundation 
for all learners through a strategy of efficient, transparent and equitable resource 
allocation. The philosophy that “no one should be left behind” should be our main 
guiding principle in education. Pre-school and primary education must be given 
top priority and special assistance should be provided to ensure that the weaker 
members of the youngest cohort have a good foundation to start with. Children 
who are stateless but residing legally in the country must not be excluded, not 
only because education is their basic right, but also because such education 
benefits the society and economy. Such educational opportunity may be gradually 
expanded to foreigners when the time is right.  

The focus of education should go beyond the achievement levels of the top 
learners to encompass the advancement or progress of weaker learners and 
the whole cohort group of learners as much as possible. All schools should be 
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tasked to reduce the number of drop-outs or under-achievers and be provided 
with adequate support in resources to address the problem. 

Special support should also be given to disadvantaged children. While some 
middle- and upper-class parents can move to a high performing school’s 
catchment area to ensure that their children attend the high performing school 
or enrol their children in private schools, such choices are not available to lower 
income and rural-based parents. This has inhibited the upward social mobility 
of these groups and contributed to entrenched inequality in society. The state 
should channel more money and resources to schools where the disadvantaged 
children are enrolled.

Proposals for Action

(1) Primary and pre-school education should be allocated higher per capita 
funding, to enable every student to acquire basic skills.

(2) Every school should enjoy adequate financial aid such that even those with 
very low enrolment in sparely populated areas are not marginalized. 

(3) The right to education for all children of schooling age – including the  stateless 
children residing legally in the country – must be ensured. Educational 
opportunity may be gradually extended to foreigners when the time is right.

(4) “Value-added” testing, which measure advances or improvement instead of 
achievement, should be incorporated in the evaluation of schools.

(5) Reduction of drop-outs and under-achievers should be made a key 
performance indicator (KPI) in the evaluation of schools. 

(6) Lower income and rural based parents should be given education vouchers 
which would translate into payments towards schooling where their children 
are enrolled. 
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Recommendation 5:
Develop and Expand Pre-School Education.

Research by Harvard economist James Heckman has found that preschool 
education for disadvantaged children will generate a quarter of the gain in the 
greater personal success of these children, but 75% of the benefits go to the 
society in the form of lower crime rates, lower welfare payment, greater economic 
productivity and better social integration.  

The Ministry of Education’s recently-stated aim to increase the percentage of 
pre-school enrolment from 60% in 2010 to 87% by 2013 is hence commendable. 
At present, Malaysia has an estimated 15,000 pre-school institutions with about 
5,100 run by private operators and social organizations, 1,600 by the National Unity 
and Integration Department, and 8,300 by Kemas, the Community Development 
Department. Many children are however still left at home to be nurtured by foreign 
maids or relatives who are not trained educators. Alongside the need to increase 
pre-school enrolment, improvement in quality especially of private kindergartens 
is equally important. Other concerns include the environmental health and safety 
of private kindergartens which are run for profit and which tend to under-invest in 
these sectors.  

Proposals for Action

(1) Employers with employees exceeding a certain number should be tasked to 
set up nurseries as part of the employee benefit.

(2) More state-run pre-school institutions should be set up especially in rural 
and economically backward areas to ensure universal access.

(3) Children of lower income parents or other disadvantaged groups including 
stateless children residing legally in the country should enjoy free or 
subsidized pre-school education. Education may be gradually extended to  
foreigners when the time is right.

(4) More education resources should be channelled into pre-school education 
including teacher training and curriculum development.

Transforming EN v5.indd   270 12/10/2012   12:45:14 AM



271

E
du

ca
tio

n 
P

la
n 

of
 A

ct
io

n
D

(5) A transparent and credible accreditation system that covers both state-
run and private pre-school institutions should be introduced to promote 
competition and quality and facilitate informed choices for parents.

(6) The Ministry of Education should work to expand pre-school education to 
make it universal by 2020 and to provide proper regulation and accreditation 
to enable parents to assess their quality. 

Recommendation 6:
Individualize and Personalize Learning

While education is a universal human right, the learning process is personal 
and must therefore be tailored to individual needs as much as possible. Special 
educational arrangements with tailored education goals and extended or 
expedited time frame are needed for different learners with different intellectual 
endowments. As learning is a lifelong process, all learners should be allowed to 
make individual choices and provided opportunities to fully participate in as well 
as compete in education in their preferred time frame. 

Proposals for Action

(1) A national plan for special education should be formulated to meet the special 
needs of learners who are physically challenged or are experiencing learning 
disabilities.

(2) A national plan for gifted learners should be formulated to ensure they are 
given adequate support to optimize their intellectual potential.

(3) Flexibility should be built into curriculum and administrative procedures to 
allow for individual preferences and circumstantial needs whenever possible. 

(4) Both competition and cooperation should be encouraged in the learning 
process and in the school environment. 
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Recommendation 7:
Develop Life-Long Learning Programmes for All

Education should be seen as a process extending beyond the confinement 
of classrooms. The learning process should also continue after graduation 
and assistance should be provided for early school leavers.  In fact, national 
development depends on the citizens’ ability to continuously absorb knowledge 
and information in this fast-changing era. The small but economically powerful 
country of Finland is a reading society where every citizen borrowed an average 
of 21 books per year in 2004. Facilitating this is the fact that Finland has the 
world’s highest density of libraries. In contrast, 44% of Malaysia’s citizens aged 
10 and above read less than four books per year in 2005. Malaysians must be 
encouraged to continue learning after schooling through formal, semi-formal and 
informal learning activities.

Proposals for Action

(1) Information and communication technology should be fully utilized to provide 
distant learning via institutions such as the Open University of Malaysia and 
Malaysia National Digital Library.

(2) Early school leavers and workers should be encouraged to undergo training 
and retraining through access to the Human Resource Development Fund 
and Skills Development Fund. 

(3) Life-long learning and adult education should be open to all qualified learners 
regardless of their ethnicity. 

(4) More public libraries providing multimedia and multilingual materials should 
be set up especially to cater for lower-income communities in both urban and 
rural settings.

(5) Businesses and civil society organizations should draw up their own missions 
and plans as learning organizations. 
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Recommendation 8:
Collect and Disseminate Systematic Data on Education and 
Impact for Appropriate Policy Assessment and Change 

Assessment of and change to education policy requires evidence-based research 
and rigorous findings that are available to the public. This is especially important 
in contentious areas such as the allocation of educational resources to different 
language, regional and ethnic groups.  An example of how not to undertake 
change is the current selection of “top schools” that is based on undisclosed 
criteria.  Credible and systematic data on the opportunity to access education at 
all levels and also the life impact for different streams of education would lead to 
more productive and informed debates on equality and choices. 

Proposals for Action

(1) Comprehensive cohort studies should be carried out to study the long term 
life impact of different educational systems found in the country.  .

(2) Cross-sectional data, which should include the analysis of sensitive but 
important variables such as ethnicity and faith, should be constantly collected 
to enable a thorough understanding of education and possible sources of 
inequality such as class, region, gender or ethnicity.

(3) All education research data and findings sponsored by the state or involving 
state resources should be made available in the public domain to all 
stakeholders.

Recommendation 9 
Decentralize Education Decision-Making to Enable 
Participation of  State and Local Governments in Planning, 
Coordination and Funding of  Educational Matters

Public education is over-centralized with the constitutional power on education 
residing with the federal government. The responsibility for service delivery 

Transforming EN v5.indd   273 12/10/2012   12:45:14 AM



274

 Transforming the Nation: A 20 Year Plan of Action

should be devolved to state and local governments.   Service delivery decisions 
and functions can also be further delegated to the level of the school. This will 
enable a more responsive approach to local community educational conditions. 

Local or state governments and schools should be empowered to determine their 
own priorities and to develop their own school reforms to improve teaching and 
learning. Issues of management capacity, funding, and system support must be 
reformed to realize the positive potential of decentralization. The decentralization 
measure would move decision-making closer to the people and give them 
greater say in schooling decisions.  This will ensure greater ability to hold service 
providers accountable.  Empirical research evidence has shown that increasing 
parental involvement and participation in school governance, giving teachers the 
right to select their own textbooks, and granting school directors the authority to 
recruit teachers all contribute positively to education quality.

Proposals for Action

(1) Education should be transferred from the “Federal List” to the “Concurrent 
List” in the constitutional arrangement to allow a direct and meaningful role 
of State and Local governments.

(2) School districts, with elected representatives from parents and local 
teachers, should be set up to plan and manage educational development 
within the jurisdiction of local authorities and in conformity with guidelines 
from the Federal and State governments.  These institutions should replace 
the existing District Education Offices.

Recommendation 10:
Encourage Business and Community Participation in 
Education

Business and community should be encouraged to participate in educational 
development. The corporate sector, civil society and individual citizens should be 
encouraged to fund education institutions. The current “state versus non-state” 
classification which leads to marginalization of non-state-funded schools, even if 
they are non-profit-orientated, is obsolete. At the same time, close links should be 
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built between business, community and school to facilitate the smooth transition 
between school life and workplace.

Proposals for Action

(1) All educational institutions should be classified as “profit” and “non-profit”, 
with the state assuming a supporting role in the development of all non-profit 
schools. 

(2) A standard funding guideline, based on need and merit, should be widely 
disseminated to inform of the state’s financial aid to all qualified non-state-
run schools that are non-profit-oriented. 

(3) Donations to all qualified non-profit education institutions should be entitled 
to tax exemption. 

(4) The link between the education sector and  industry and community must 
be built and strengthened to ensure that our education development meets 
human resource development and manpower demand,
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D.2 TERTIARY EDUCATION

Recommendation 1:
Expand Tertiary Education Opportunities to More Learners 
and Individuals at Different Stages of  Life

Tertiary education opportunities should be expanded to more learners and to 
individuals at different stages of life. The current contention over university 
enrolment is due to the perception that tertiary education determines employability 
and hence must be pursued immediately after secondary education. In the 
continuous learning paradigm of the K-economy and 21st century, the spreading 
out of opportunity for tertiary education at all points of the post-school life would 
ease excess of demand. Allowing life-long credit accumulation and transfer 
would also permit many ordinary citizens including housewives, mothers or lower 
income persons to pursue and continue tertiary education.

Reform of tertiary education also should not focus only on academic degrees but 
should also improve the quality and employability of polytechnic and vocational 
graduates. In democratizing and expanding tertiary education, it should be 
recognized that not everyone needs a university education. Even developed 
countries such as the United Kingdom find the goal of sending 50% of high-
school graduates to universities a burden if not an unrealistic goal.  

Naturally, in expanding tertiary education to wider participation, the enrolment 
requirements would need to be more flexible and recognize appropriate working 
experience, rather than have a single entry qualification as some have proposed. 
The quality of various entry qualifications would, however, need to be controlled 
through rigorous and transparent accreditation.

Proposals for Action

(1) Encourage the expansion of tertiary education, including building more 
polytechnics and vocational institutions.
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(2) Allow flexible entry requirements, which need to be rigorously and 
transparently accredited or certified, according to the nature of the courses.

(3) Allow flexible and life-long credit transfer and accumulation so that the 
learners may spread their learning throughout a longer period of time.

(4) Assist Malaysian learners to study abroad to take full advantage of learning 
and research resources in other countries.

Recommendation 2:
Introduce Competition amongst Public-Funded Tertiary 
Institutions through Merit-Based Enrolment

Public-funded tertiary education, which is more affordable compared to that 
provided in the private  sector, should be open to all qualified learners  so that 
tertiary education  does not become  a prerogative of those from families with 
means. The current policy which allows some public tertiary institutions to recruit 
applicants solely or predominantly from specific ethnic groups is unjustifiable. 
Such discriminatory use of state resources which is divisive, violating the 
principle of equality and leading to the inefficient use of human resources must 
be immediately ended. 

While recognizing the need for affirmative action, it is important to ensure that 
there is no drop in the quality of public tertiary institutions. To ensure that the 
discipline of market forces is at work, competition should be instilled amongst 
the public and private-funded tertiary institutions in recruitment. The incentive for 
recruiting better applicants has to be built into the funding of higher education so 
much so that the flexibility for multiple entry requirements would not be abused 
to lower the quality of intake. The current centralized admission process, which 
applies to all publicly-funded institutions except the Apex University (University 
of Science Malaysia), is outmoded and an impediment to raising standards as it 
does not allow for the universities to compete for applicants.    

Transforming EN v5.indd   277 12/10/2012   12:45:14 AM



278

 Transforming the Nation: A 20 Year Plan of Action

Proposals for Action

(1) Publicly-funded tertiary institutions must recruit learners on the ground of 
merits and needs.    

(2) The recruitment for all publicly-funded tertiary institutions should be 
decentralised and freed from Ministerial control so that the institutions are 
compelled to compete for more and better learners.

(3) Funding from the government should be extended to both public and private 
tertiary institutions based on transparent and rational criteria which should 
be the product of public discussion.   

Recommendation 3:
Implement Transparent Affirmative Action Based on 
Multiple Criteria of  Entitlement and Rigorous Data 
Collection

Affirmative action in admission to public-funded tertiary institutions must be 
carried out on a non-political basis to advance equality without discouraging 
merit. The grounds of entitlement must go beyond ethnicity and should cover 
class, gender, region, and other non-racial factors. There must be rigorous and 
transparent data collection and monitoring of both the criteria of entitlement and 
beneficiary performance. Institutions must provide extra support to applicants 
recruited under affirmative action to ensure that they are not left behind. 

Proposals for Action

(1) Affirmative action in enrolment in public-funded tertiary institutions should 
be applied based on a set of objective and transparent criteria of entitlement 
which can include ethnicity, socio-economic status, gender, region, and 
physical disability.  

(2) Enrolling institutions should provide extra support for learners benefiting 
from affirmative action to ensure that they can catch up with their peers. 
Such institutional efforts should be assessed and rewarded.
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(3) Rigorous data must be openly collected and made available to the public 
subject to protection of privacy to enable the institutions and the public to 
assess the effectiveness of their affirmative action policy.

Recommendation 4:
Allocate Publicly-Funded Scholarships Transparently 
Based on Merit and Need

The provision of public-funded scholarships should be based on merit and need 
and should not prioritize ethnic factors. The award process should be accountable 
and transparent while the decision-making committees for public scholarships 
should include independent people of integrity whose composition reflects the 
multi-ethnic makeup of Malaysian society. 

Proposals for Action

(1) The affirmative action function of public scholarships should be maintained 
to ensure that learners from disadvantaged backgrounds are given fair 
treatment and opportunity to succeed in education.

(2) The decision-making committees for public scholarships should include 
independent people of integrity whose composition reflects the multiethnic 
makeup of the Malaysian society.

(3) Data on the breakdown on all publicly-funded scholarship recipients (including 
those awarded by Government-Linked Companiess and Government-Linked 
Investment Companies) by ethnicity, income group, gender and region 
should be made publicly available.  This will help to ensure transparency 
and accountability and minimize confusion and controversy.
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Recommendation 5:
Implement Meritocracy in Recruitment and Promotion of  
Faculty Staff

The recruitment and promotion of faculty staff must be solely based on merit and 
qualification. Having any explicit or implicit quotas is irrational and self-defeating 
as the nation’s younger generation will then be denied the benefits of tutelage 
under the brightest minds. 

Proposals for Action

(1) Merit should be the main criterion used in staff recruitment and promotion in 
both teaching and research. 

(2) Clearly spelt-out performance criteria (including student assessment of staff 
performance) should be implemented in staff assessment.  Failure to meet 
such standards should serve as grounds for termination of service or for 
stagnation in mobility.

Recommendation 6:
Provide a Conducive Environment for Academic Freedom 
and Excellence

Our public universities have performed poorly in research compared to those in 
neighbouring countries. Our public universities have poor publication records in 
many fields. The under-performance is due not only to the failure in recruiting 
the best brains, but also to the failure in providing a conducive work environment 
and competitive salary schemes. Other obstacles include the trend towards 
administrative dominance; the lack of a culture of collegiality amongst faculty; 
and an administrative culture of service which is in contradiction to the institutions’ 
core functions. Best practices and experiences in other countries can be emulated 
through collaboration with foreign institutions and the exchange of academics.
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Proposals for Action

(1) Academic freedom should be guaranteed in the legislation governing the 
tertiary educational and academic institutions. 

(2) Remuneration and welfare of academics should be kept competitive in 
reasonable comparison to their counterparts in the corporate sector, 
professional practices and academic institutions in the region.

(3) Encourage the culture of collegiality and service in the higher education 
sector through administrative reforms such as permitting the election of 
Vice-Chancellors and Department Heads by academic staff members. 

(4) Recognize the role of academic staff associations and involve them in major 
decision making in academic matters.

Recommendation 7:
Provide Conducive Environment for Active Learning in All 
Aspects of  Life

Tertiary education institutions should provide a conducive environment for active 
learning in all aspects of life. Academic courses should be well-integrated with 
economy and community. Social participation should be encouraged amongst 
both university teachers and students. Tertiary education should aim at producing 
not only better human capital but also more actively engaged citizens.

Proposals for Action

(1) Practicum, internship or volunteer programmes and other forms of industry 
and community linkages should be integrated into the course design to 
help learners master the practical side of their learning, acquire hands-on 
experience and be more prepared for the future workplace.

(2) Student unions and other student societies should be allowed optimum 
autonomy and support in their activities both within and outside the campus 
to help build a sense of active participation in society and citizenship.
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(3) Facilities in arts, culture and sports should be provided to allow learners to 
develop their talents in the appropriate spheres. .  

Recommendation 8: 
Regularly Conduct Tracer Studies and Review Learning 
Programmes  

To cope with the challenges of a rapidly changing world, programmes in tertiary 
education must be constantly reviewed to ensure the quality of graduates. 

Currently, Malaysian graduates, especially from public institutions, are 
experiencing declining employability. The expert consensus is that this is due 
to the failure of the teaching institutions to provide generic or transferrable skills 
to the learners, including language and multi-cultural skills. Graduates from 
private institutions generally have more marketable skills but they are also now 
facing a more challenging environment in which their educational skills are being 
measured and pitted against the rest of the world.  

A wide range of proactive and innovative measures are urgently needed to ensure 
that the country is not burdened by large numbers of unemployable graduates. 
Many of our graduates are lacking or inferior in capabilities when compared to 
their counterparts from other countries. 

The rapid expansion of tertiary education has resulted in the lowering of 
educational standards.  

Proposals for Action

(1) All institutions should be required to conduct regular tracer studies and 
programme review - at least once every five years.

(2) The Master’s programme should be reformed to ensure a higher standard of 
requirement at both entry and graduation stage. 
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Recommendation 9:
Accredit All Tertiary Institutions Based on Research, 
Teaching and Employability of  Graduates

As the tertiary education sector grows in terms of the number of institutions and 
student enrolment, a system of rapid, effective and credible accreditation becomes 
all the more necessary and urgent. Transparent and credible accreditation would 
help learners and parents in choosing institutions, and enable the weeding 
out of the chronically underperforming ones. The accreditation process should 
recognize the different missions of institutions and encompass elements of 
research, teaching and employability of graduates to a lesser or greater extent.  

Proposals for Action

(1) All tertiary institutions should be accredited and classified into appropriate 
categories such as research institutions, teaching universities, community 
colleges and polytechnics.

(2) The accreditation process should include the quality of research and teaching 
as well as the employability of graduates in the context of the institutions’ 
role and classification.

(3) The accreditation process by the Malaysia Quality Authority (MQA) should be 
transparent, credible and independent so as to rule out political interference. 

Recommendation 10:
Accredit all Academic Qualifications including Foreign 
Degrees and Matriculation Assessment Purely on Grounds 
of  Merit 

The accreditation of school diploma, certificates of examination and matriculation 
programme assessment, whether conducted for public or private institutions, 
must be done in accordance with objective and transparent criteria which are 
based solely on merit and are free of political interference. In this respect, the 
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government should take immediate steps to recognize the Unified Examination 
Certificate (UEC) that is taken at the end of the programme of studies in Chinese-
medium Independent High schools. This failure to do so is unjustified when 
premier universities from all over the world have accepted its academic standard. 
Similarly, foreign degrees should be accredited objectively and professionally 
based on the quality of their academic credentials. 

Proposals for Action

(1) All school diplomas, certificates of examination including the Unified 
Examination Certificate (UEC) and matriculation programme assessment 
should be accredited based on objective and transparent criteria.

(2) Foreign degrees should be accredited based on objective and transparent 
criteria and the professional bodies should be involved in the accreditation 
of the professional degrees.

Recommendation 11:
Develop Technical and Vocational Tertiary Education

Reforms of the tertiary education should include improvement in the standard and 
employability of graduates of polytechnics and technical and vocational colleges.  
It should be borne in mind that in the democratisation and expansion of tertiary 
education, it is not an easy task for even the developed nations such as the 
United Kingdom to achieve the target to send 50% of high school graduates to 
conventional universities.  An improved tertiary technical and vocational education 
will be more effective and attractive, resulting in the nurturing of a high skilled and 
competitive technical workforce.

Proposals for Action

(1) Tertiary technical and vocational educationa should be expanded by building 
more polytechnics and technical and vocational colleges.

(2) Develop the trade standards for the qualification of different levels of technical 
and vocational education to nurture technical and vocational personnel who 
can perform and excel at the regional and global levels. 
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Recommend 12:
Develop Technical and Vocational Tertiary Education

Reforms of tertiary education should include improvement in the standard and 
employability of graduates of polytechnics and technical and vocational colleges.  
It should be borne in mind that in the democratisation and expression of tertiary 
education, it is not an easy task for even the developed notions such as the 
United Kingdom to achieve the target of sending 50% of high school graduates to 
conventional universities.  An improved tertiary technical and vocational education 
will be more effective and attractive, resulting in the nurturing of a highly skilled 
and competitive technical workforce.

Proposals for Action

(1) Tertiary technical and vocational education should be expanded by building 
more polytechnics and technical and vocational colleges.

(2) Develop the trade standards for the qualification of different levels of technical 
and vocational education to nurture technical and vocational personnel who 
can perform and excel at the regional and global levels.

Transforming EN v5.indd   285 12/10/2012   12:45:14 AM



286

 Transforming the Nation: A 20 Year Plan of Action

D.3 MULTI-STREAM EDUCATION

Recommendation 1:
Treat All Educational Streams as Part of  the National 
Schooling System with Equal Treatment to Nurture a Multi-
cultural and Multi-lingual Population Competent for Global 
Competition

The current classification of streams – “national” and “national type” - creates 
the false impression that the non-Malay-medium schools are “less national” in 
character.  Also there is a mistaken perception that a particular education stream 
concerns only a particular ethnic community that uses the language and has 
nothing to do with other ethnic groups, leading to prejudice and the politicization 
of education. In reality, schools of all streams are open to and cater to learners 
from various ethnic groups to a lesser or greater degree.  

The present autonomy of all mother tongue schools should be fully respected 
and maintained. Meanwhile, schools of all language streams should be treated 
as equal parts of the national educational system. 

The advantage of a flexible multi-stream educational system which allows learners 
to develop their abilities according to their language preference and cultural 
background should be given due recognition. New education streams should be 
allowed when there is demand. No educational stream should be stigmatized as 
detrimental to national unity or identity. Apart from national schools, schools of 
other streams, such as Chinese Primary schools, Tamil schools, Iban schools 
and Kadazan Dusun schools should be allowed to exist to guarantee the rights 
of learners to study their mother tongue, to provide channels for multicultural 
development and also to increase Malaysia’s advantage in multilingual human 
resources in a globalised world.  
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Proposals for Action

(1) All educational streams should be entitled to equal treatment and financial 
benefit of the “national schools”.

(2) Comprehensive educational streams ranging from primary schools to 
universities, such as Chinese Language high schools and colleges, English 
Primary and Secondary schools, Tamil Language Primary and Secondary 
schools, Iban Language Primary and Secondary schools, and Kadazan 
Dusun Primary and Secondary schools should be allowed according to the 
demand of parents, provided that no changes should be made to the existing 
streams of school.

(3) The language and cultural features of the “conforming” Chinese-medium 
secondary schools should be safeguarded and enhanced. Former missionary 
secondary schools and conforming Chinese-language secondary schools 
could become training ground for nurturing English and Chinese language 
teachers.

(4) All educational streams may have their own independent educational 
evaluation and examination systems.  The government should recognise 
diplomas and degrees issued by these secondary schools and universities 
which meet the relevant academic criteria as the entrance qualification for 
publicly-funded universities and the appointment as civil servants.

Recommendation 2:
Allow All Education Streams to Have an Equal Opportunity 
to Expand and Grow According to Parental Choice and 
Market Need

There should be no discrimination in the provision of financial and other assistance 
to any educational streams. Parental choice must be respected and treated as 
the main criterion in the country’s educational development.  In realty, for the 
economically deprived families, political obstacles may have deterred the parent 
from exercising their rights in choosing their mother tongue education and the 
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ideal education for their children, affecting their children’s learning and social 
upward mobility. 

Despite a significant increase in students enrolled in the Chinese and Tamil 
medium (national type) primary school by 207,284 and 11,224 between 1970 
and 2007, the absolute numbers of Chinese- and Tamil- medium primary schools 
have dropped by 59 and 130 respectively. Hence, an average Chinese-medium 
primary school will have over 500 students with the top schools in big towns often 
having over 2000 students, in contrast with an average of 400 students for the 
Malay-medium primary schools. (See Table below) The government should take 
immediate steps to build new Chinese- and Tamil- medium primary schools.

Table:   School and student growth across the school streams, 1970-2004

Year

National National Type National Type

(Malay-medium) (Chinese-medium) (Tamil-medium)

Students Schools Density Students Schools Density Students Schools Density

1970 1,046,513 4,277 244.68 439,681 1,346 326.66 79,278 657 120.67

2004 2,300,093 5,713 402.61 646,965 1,287 502.69 95,099 527 180.45

1970- 
2004

Change
1,253,580 1,436 157.92 207,284 -59 176.03 11,224 -130 59.79

Sources: MOE reports 1970, 2004; Dong Zong school survey 2004

 Similarly, the disproportionately inadequate financial allocations for education for 
Chinese and Tamil medium primary schools under the present and future Malaysia 
Plans should also be rectified to reflect the proportion of student population of 
various language streams.  Future allocations should be provided to fairly reflect 
the proportion of student population of the various language streams. 

All education streams must also be provided with an adequate and equitable 
supply of qualified teachers and other educational support. Failure to do so will 
result in the poorer quality of the present and next generation and hinder our 
human resource development. 
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Proposals for Action

(1) A transparent and objective methodology should be designed to provide 
reliable estimates of demographic growth and parental preferences for their 
children’s education and applied in school planning and other key policy 
issues. These estimates should be reflected in the budgeting allocations 
contained in the 5-year Malaysia Plans and annual budgetary exercises. 

(2) The 1976 Town and Country Planning Act should be amended so that the 
Development Plans (Master Plans and Local Plans) can incorporate the 
land and other related requirements of schools of all education streams. 
The demand for schools of all educational streams should be ascertained 
through scientific surveys and not through simplistic measures such as the 
ethnic composition of the catchment community. 

(3) The guidelines and standards for the construction of new schools formulated 
by the Ministry of Education and the Town Planning Department under the 
Ministry of Housing and Local Governments should be revised to facilitate 
inclusive development for all educational streams.

(4) The Government should utilize the Geographic Information System (GIS) to 
monitor and improve the planning, development and effectiveness of school 
development funds for all education streams. School planning policies should 
aim at minimizing discrimination and curb administrative bias against any 
language streams. 

(5) Short and long-term plans should be set up to train adequate numbers of 
teachers for schools of all educational streams (including the marginalised 
or weak ones) based on the projected enrolment growth. The main medium 
of instruction for teacher training for primary schools should be in the mother 
tongue language of the target learners. 

(6) Special attention should be given to developing second language teaching not 
just in English but also in Malay and Chinese and other important languages 
to ensure the best interests of the non-native speakers in the respective 
educational streams.
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Recommendation 3:
Develop Mother Tongue Education for Indigenous 
Communities

The needs of the indigenous communities and their views on ways of improving 
the education of their children must be integrated into educational policies. The 
Ministry of Education should take the development of mother tongue education 
for the indigenous communities as one of its priorities in basic education. The 
lack of teachers and reading and learning materials in students’ first language 
frequently poses the single greatest challenge to the sustainability of Pupil’s Own 
Language (POL) classes. The Ministry should help indigenous communities in 
their language development by collaborating with other government agencies 
and relevant international agencies. UNESCO Asia and Pacific Programme of 
Education for All (APPEAL), for example, has published a Manual for Developing 
Literacy and Adult Education Programmes in Minority Language Communities, 
and has been supporting the member states in undertaking action research on 
using a mother tongue/bilingual approach in pilot literacy projects for ethnic 
minority communities in various parts of the world.

Proposals for Action

(1) The Ministry of Education should set up a specifically-tasked indigenous 
affairs department or division, with links to the indigenous communities, to 
deal with educational matters affecting all indigenous communities in the 
country.

(2) People’s Own Language (POL) classes should be provided for students from 
indigenous communities that have developed their own writing system.

(3) The Ministry’s Curriculum Development Centre should assist in the 
development of curricula and materials, the adoption of relevant instructional 
models, and the establishment of a system for assessing progress in the 
POL classes for indigenous communities.

(4) The Ministry of Education, together with other relevant government agencies, 
should be proactive in engaging the relevant UNESCO institutions to assist 
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in linguistic development and mother tongue education for indigenous 
communities.

Recommendation 4: 
Create Multilingual School Districts to Provide Diverse 
Choices and Encourage Integration

Ethnic segregation should have no place in education. The environment in all 
schools should be made conducive for a multi-ethnic student population. All 
publicly-funded schools should be opened to all qualified, learners regardless 
of their ethnic background.  The present popularity of Chinese-medium schools 
amongst non-native students should be viewed positively as the success of the 
de-ethnicization of such schools.  

Promotion of inter-ethnic integration should not be confused with cultural or 
linguistic homogenization. In fact, the eagerness to establish a single-medium 
national education system has evoked much anxiety and concerns about possible 
assimilation of the ethnic minority into the dominant culture.  This is one of the 
main factors accounting for the resistance amongst non-Malay and non-Muslim 
parents to the current national schools.

Educational decisions should be devolved to the respective schools or school 
district level to enhance the autonomy of schools or school districts.  Inter-school 
exchanges among the various streams of schools in a community should be 
encouraged while keeping the respective characteristics and autonomy of the 
various education streams.  Neither the Ministry of Education nor any community 
institutions should alter the linguistic and cultural characteristics of the schools. 
The interests of schools should not be aggregated by to the language stream to 
avoid inter-stream competition at the national level.

Educational interests should be articulated at the school district level. This can 
correspond to the administrative boundaries of local authorities. Such an approach 
will result in linguistic and cultural diversity in education. Schools within the same 
school districts should be seen as partners providing different options to students 
and parents and ensuring that different preferences can be met. Multi-stream 
education in Malaysia can thrive but this requires a change in the presently highly 
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politicized environment and policy reform that addresses the disparities found in 
the different schools.

Proposals for Action

(1) All publicly-funded schools should be open to learners of all ethnic groups 
and no student should be rejected for enrolment on the ground of ethnicity. 

(2) Local schools at district level should be encouraged to collaborate with 
each other in curricular and extra-curricular activities without affecting their 
linguistic and cultural characteristics and autonomy. 

(3) Government, business community and society should consider the needs 
of both school districts and individual schools when providing funds and 
other assistance and should work to ensure that no schools are left out in 
infrastructural and other development.

Recommendation 5: 
Collect Systematic Data as a Basis for Assessing and 
Supporting All Educational Streams

The government is responsible to create an environment which is conducive to the 
development of a multi-stream education systems, which includes measures to 
ensure that no stream chronically underperforms.  Entrenched inequality between 
different linguistic communities will result in enmity between communities. This 
requires systematic monitoring of the performance of all educational streams 
with the purpose of ensuring their healthy growth. The results of monitoring and 
assessment must be made available to all stakeholders to inform public discussion. 
With these reviews, the authorities can then provide adequate and timely support 
and intervention should be provided to the under-performing streams.

Proposals for Action

(1) Data should be systematically collected on the quality of education and 
the impact of the different educational streams on school graduates. 
The subsequent review and analysis of the data would serve as a basis 
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for assessing their strengths and weaknesses, and for program support 
measures.

(2) The quality of the various educational streams should be reviewed and 
improved periodically to ensure their relevance and development and that 
they are keeping abreast with times in their knowledge development while 
implementing their respective potentials and are effective in helping the 
country maintain its multilingual and multi-cultural edge in global competition.
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No. Topic 	 Writer

Social-Cultural			社会文化

1
Constructing a Malaysian national identity: Past and future 
重建马来西亚人的国家认同 : 过去与未来

Josh Hong
唐南发

2
Shaping Malaysian History: What It Means for Our Past, 
Present and the Future 
形塑马来西亚历史 : 对我们过去、现在与未来的意义

Dr Lim Teck Ghee 
and Helen Ang
林德义博士

3
Religion, Politics and Society in Malaysia: Current 
Developments and Future Trends
宗教, 政治与社会在马来西亚 : 目前的发展与未来的趋势

Dr Farish Noor

4
The Future of Malaysian Art and Literature 
马来西亚艺术与文学发展的前景

Mr Tan Chai Puan
陈再藩（小曼）

5
Aging and Other Key Socio-Demographic Changes:
Future Trends and Implications
人口老化问题与其他社会人口变迁 : 未来趋势与影响

Dr Voon Phin Keong
文平强博士

6
Migration Trends and Issues: Future Challenges and 
Policy Responses
移民趋势与议题 : 未来挑战与因应之道

Dr Diana Wong
黄永宝博士

7
Gender Equality in Malaysia: Prospects for Future Change
马来西亚的性别平等 : 未来改变的展望

Dr Cecilia Ng and 
Zarizana Abdul Aziz
吴春心博士

8
The Future of Health Care 
国民保健的前景

Dr Chan Chee Khoon
陈志权博士

9
The working class and labour movement in Malaysia
马来西亚的劳动阶级与劳工运动

Lee Hwok Aun
李活安

10
The Future of Communal Organization: The Case Study 
of Chinese NGOs
种族性团体的前景 : 华团的个案研究

Tan Ah Chai
陈亚才

34 Key Areas of Challenges for 
Malaysians

Appendix	1
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Educational	教育

11
Multi-stream Education System and its Future
多源流教育系统与其前景

Wong Chin Huat, 
Mok Soon Sang, 
Goh Kean Seng, 
Yow Lee Fung, 
Lee Phung Koon.
黄进发, 姚丽芳, 
莫顺生, 吴建成, 
李亚遨

12
Language and Schooling in a Multiethnic Society: Future 
Scenarios
多元族裔社会中的语言与教育 : 未来趋势

Dr Lee Hock Guan
李福源博士

13
Mother-Tongue Education in Malaysia: A Critical Review
马来西亚的母语教育 : 关键性的探讨

Dr Yoong Suan
杨泉博士

14
Higher Education Reforms: Meeting Future Needs
高等教育改革 : 迎合未来需求

Assoc. Prof  Dr. Azmi 
Sharom

15
Growth and Development of Private Higher Education in 
Malaysia
马来西亚的高等私立教育成长与发展

Prof. Ibrahim Ahmad 
Bajunid and Lee Fah 
Onn
李华安

Economic	and	Environmental		经济与环境

16
Addressing Inequalities: Policies for a Future Society
舒缓不平等 : 未来社会所需的政策

Prof. Sulochana Nair

17
Rethinking Infrastructure privatisation in Malaysia 
重思考马来西亚的基础建设私有化

Dr Jeff Tan
陈威信博士

18
The Future of Small and Medium Enterprises in Malaysia: 
Constraints and Opportunities
马来西亚的中小型企业的前景 : 局限与机会

Dr Chin Yee Whah
甄义华博士

19
Agriculture Development: Challenges of the Future 
农业发展 : 未来之挑战

Prof. Fatimah Mohd. 
Arshad

20
Developing the Services Sector: Future Policy Challenges 
in a Globalized Economy 
发展服务业 : 全球化经济中的未来政策挑战

Dr. Sieh Lee Mei Ling 
and  Tricia Yeoh
李美玲博士， 
杨淑雯
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21
Malaysian Industralisation: Unlocking Innovation
马来西亚的工业化 : 开启创新

Prof. Dr. Rajah
Rasiah

22
Trade, Investment And Reform: Challenges for Malaysia
贸易, 投资与革新 : 马来西亚的挑战

Dr Shankaran 
Nambiar

23
Strengthening Macroeconomic Fundamentals to Cope 
with An Uncertain Future
宏观经济基本因素的强化 : 因应不确定前景

Prof Woo Wing Thye
胡永泰教授

24
Environment and Sustainable Development: Managing 
Future Priorities in Malaysia
环境与永续发展 : 管理马来西亚的未来首要考慮

Gurmit Singh

25
Depletion of Energy Resources: Future Trends and 
Implications
能源的消减 : 未来趋势与影响

Prof Khalid Abdul 
Rahim and Audrey 
Liwan

Politics	and	Governance		政治与管理

26
The Future of Ethnic Politics and Coalition Government
种族政治与联合政府的未来

Dr Mavis 
Puthucheary

27
The Future of Electoral and Parliamentary Reforms in 
Malaysia
马来西亚的选举与国会改革的前景

Dr Toh Kin Woon
杜乾焕博士

28
Malaysia Today – Searching for Balance: The Future of 
Check and Balance Mechanisms in the Country
今天大马寻找平衡 : 监督与制衡机制的前景

Datuk Mohd. Zaid 
Ibrahim

29
Federalism and East Malaysia States: Trends and Future 
Options
联邦体制与东马两州 : 趋势与未来选项

Prof. Dr. James Chin 
Ung Ho
詹运豪教授

30
Local Governance Reform to face Future Challenges of 
Urban Growth 
地方治理改革以面对城市发展的未来挑战

Dr Goh Ban Lee
吴万励博士

31
Improving The Public Service for National Development 
国家发展 : 改善公共服务

Dr Lim Hong Hai
林鸿海博士

32
The next 20 years : Striving for an informed citizenry 
through access to information and freedom of expression  
未来20年 : 致力通过资讯与言论自由达到资讯公民

Gayathry 
Venkiteswaran
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33

Mahathirism and Communal Politics Vs Democratization 
and Multi-Racial Politics: The Sacred Role of Civil Society  
马哈迪主意与种族政治相对民主化和多元化政治 : 公民社
会神圣的角色

Dr Thock Kiah Wah 
and Dr Thock Ker 
Pong
祝家华博士

34

Malaysia in Global Politics: Foreign Policy since 
Independence and Possible Future Scenarios
全球政治中的马来西亚 : 自独立以来之外交政策及可能的
未来情势

Prof Dr. Johan 
Savaranamuthu

Transforming EN v5.indd   299 12/10/2012   12:45:16 AM



300

 Transforming the Nation: A 20 Year Plan of Action

Appendix	2

THE FEDERATION OF CHINESE 
ASSOCIATIONS MALAYSIA (Huazong)

The Federation of Chinese Associations Malaysia (Huazong) was founded in 
1991 as a non-profit organisation representing the major Chinese associations in 
all the 13 states in Malaysia. 

The members are as follows:

Perlis Chinese Assembly Hall, Kedah Chinese Assembly Hall, Penang Chinese 
Town Hall, Perak Chinese Assembly Hall, The KL & Selangor Chinese Assembly 
Hall, Negeri Sembilan Chinese Assembly Hall, Malacca Chinese Assembly 
Hall, The Federation of Chinese Associations, Johore State, The Federation of 
Chinese Associations of Kelantan, Terengganu Chinese Congregation Hall, The 
Federation of Chinese Associations Pahang State, The Federation of Chinese 
Associations Sabah, The Confederation of Chinese Associations, Sarawak.

The objectives of  Huazong are :

(a) to promote goodwill and unity among the various races in the country;

(b) to discuss and deal with matters of importance and interest to the members;

(c) to offer views on government policies and implmentations affecting its 
members;

(d) to promote and participate in cultural, educational, social and economic work 
consistent with the Federal Constitution;

(e) to liaise with other societies having similar objectives as those of Huazong in 
furtherance of the above objectives.
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The Project Team (2009-2011)

Advisors:

Huazong 20 Year Plan of  Action Committee:

Project Executive Committee:

Project Team (2009-2010)

Tan Yew Sing – The Chair
Stanley Yong Yew Wei – Vice Chair
Chew Seh Yong – Vice Chair
Dr Chua Yee Yen – Vice Chair
Lau Chee Boon – Vice Chair
Teh Eng Hin – Vice Chair
Kerk Loong Sing
Tan Sin Ben

Datuk Lim Chew Ah
Dato’ Bong Hon Liong
Dato’ Lam Wu Chong
Dato’ Low Keng Kok
Dato’ Khor Chong Boon
Dato’ Lim Kah Chuan, JP
Wang Choon Wing

Tan Sri Pheng Yin Huah Tan Sri Lim Gait Tong Tan Kai Hee

Dr Lim Teck Ghee Dr Toh Kin Woon Stanley Yong Yew Wei

Dr Lim Teck Ghee (Project Leader)
Dr Wong Chin Huat

Tricia Yeoh
Ho Yock Lin
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