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Executive Summary 
 

 
The Centre for Public Policy Studies (CPPS) hosted its 4th Youth in Public Policy 

Roundtable series on September 7th, 2017 at the Malaysian House of Parliament with 

the theme The ‘Coming of Age’ Issue: Challenges Facing Youth in Malaysia. The 

roundtable provided a platform for Malaysian youths, who are on the forefront of 

innovation, to share ideas and perspectives on important topics which contribute to 

public policy making.  

In the first session, speakers advised youths to play a more active role in decision-

making through supporting initiatives like Transformasi Nasional 2050 (TN50) and the 

United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by incorporating their ideas 

into public policy. The panel session discussions raised issues of food security and the 

lack of female empowerment. The discussion also tackled the role of media in affecting 

public policy, arguing that media helps boost general awareness of issues thus driving 

public support and creating political will. However, it was pointed out that youth need 

to reclaim responsibility over journalism, particularly over the rising use of social media 

which has disrupted traditional modes of journalism. In general, the speakers stressed 

that change, whether it involves small, day-to-day events or large policy reform, will 

need people willing to stand up and speak out against injustice.  

During a world café discussion, participants shared their concerns over the declining 

quality of education, rising cost of living, the lack of inclusivity, inequality, unsustainable 

living, and economic disparity. There was also a sense that national identity was 

lacking and law enforcement distrusted. Youths have generally been discouraged from 

voicing out and tend to shy away from political participation due to the lack of 

opportunity to engage and a negative stigma against political participation from peers 

and family. Participants also gave invaluable recommendations during the world café 

discussion. For instance, they advised policy-makers to push for greater sustainability, 

introduce more sustainable methods - such as the promotion of efficient land use, 

waste management to reduce output - and improve public health. National unity must 

be further strengthened by promoting moderation and boosting the Malaysian civic 

identity as a way to bridge racial divisions and point Malaysians towards a common 

future. There needs to be a move away from divisive race-based policies. Politics 

should be made more inclusive by encouraging youths to practice socialism and 

activism in schools, which will also sharpen political awareness. In short, participants 

believed that Malaysia needs more inclusive politics, emphasis on human rights and 

communal issues, and sustainability. 
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Welcome Address 
 

 

Ms Caroline Cheong, Senior Director, Centre for Public Policy Studies 

(CPPS) 

In her opening speech, Ms Caroline Cheong welcomed the speakers and 

participants to the annual CPPS Youth in Public Policy roundtable and spoke 

on the many unique challenges faced by young people in Malaysia today. 

Youth is a time of change and challenge for most; Ms Cheong acknowledged 

the difficulty faced by younger generations and praised them for their 

knowledge of the digital world and for being at the forefront of innovation. With 

half of the world’s population under the age of 30, she believed that there is a 

critical need to involve the youth in the decision-making process. She reminded 

that all young people have hidden talents that deserve to be discovered and 

all they need is the space and opportunity to excel.  

In addition, Ms Cheong remarked that 

gender equality, across all generations, is 

critical to economic and community 

development. She cited the statistic that a 

nation’s GDP can increase by 26% if women 

played an equally active part as men in 

society as an example of the potential of 

female empowerment. Striving for gender 

equality is just one way for young people to 

work towards changing the world for the 

better, and is only one of the many issues facing Malaysia today.  

George Bernard Shaw once said that ‘youth is wasted on the young’; Ms 

Cheong urged the audience and youth worldwide to prove him wrong. In her 

eyes, this roundtable and others like it are good platforms available for the 

youth to discuss how they can contribute to Malaysia’s future and invited all 

participants to share their ideas and perspectives in open and honest 

discussion. She concluded by thanking CPPS-ASLI for organising the day’s 

event and the audience for attending.  

 

 

 

“With half of the 

world’s population 

under the age of 

30 ... there is a 

critical need to 

involve the youth 

in the decision-

making process.” 
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Keynote Address 
 

 

Mr Shahril Hamdan, TN50 Ambassador; Executive Committee Member, 

UMNO Youth Malaysia; CEO, Destini Oil Services 

Mr Shahril Hamdan began his keynote address by remarking that while it has 

always been true that the young people are the future, there is something 

unique about today’s youth. The youth of today are part of a generation of 

firsts; they are the first to have easy access to information 24/7, the first to 

shop and sell online, the first to use social media to share their thoughts, etc. 

In other words, the youth today are the world’s first ‘digital natives’, using 

information and communications technology (ICT) and navigating the digital 

revolution with equal ease. Increased global connectivity has presented youth 

with an unprecedented opportunity to 

contribute to the future. However, this 

technological advancement also has its 

drawbacks, and Mr Shahril cautioned the 

youth against getting carried away by the 

increasingly common culture of instant 

gratification, and to use their skills for the 

greater good.  

Mr Shahril shared with the audience his 

personal aspiration to see Malaysia become 

a regional, possibly even a global leader. To achieve this, he believed that we 

as a nation cannot afford to have an isolationist or protectionist mindset. We 

need to be part of the global community and participate in global initiatives like 

the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). This is where 

government programmes like the Transformasi Nasional 2050 (TN50) shine 

as ways to incorporate global initiatives into domestic policy. Mr Shahril noted 

with pride that the TN50 Circles are already looking into sustainable 

development projects such as creating smart cities (which supports SDG 11), 

improving the health care system (SDG 3), and a more technology-oriented 

educational system (SDG 8). As a TN50 Ambassador, he also reaffirmed 

TN50’s commitment to a bottom-up consultative approach and invited 

participants to join their youth-centred dialogues as well as submit their 

aspirations for Malaysia to TN50 online. While there are alternative avenues 

for youth participation such as the ASEAN Ministerial Meeting on Youth 

(AMMY) and the ASEAN Youth Assembly, none are as close to home as the 

TN50 youth dialogues.  

“.. we as a nation 

cannot afford to 

have an isolationist 

or protectionist 

mindset. We need 

to be part of the 

global 

community..” 
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Aside from the challenge of creating a sustainably developed Malaysia, Mr 

Shahril shared a few more challenges that Malaysia must be prepared to deal 

with in the years ahead. The first is to prepare for the 4th Industrial Revolution 

as unlike the other three industrial revolutions, the digital revolution could be 

the first revolution to kill more jobs than it could create. He highlighted the 

spectrum of views on the role of artificial intelligence (AI), urging the youth to 

understand the subtleties of AI and to consider for themselves whether the 

importance of AI is overstated or understated. Another challenge is for the 

government to prepare Malaysian society for the ‘jobs of tomorrow’ through 

updated technological and technical skill training.  

Mr Shahril also raised the issue of the Islamic extremism and fear of terrorism 

on Malaysia. Malaysia is a Muslim majority country; Mr Shahril believed that 

playing a productive role in combating extremism will take more than just 

enacting laws and giving statements. Combating extremism must start with 

educating people on moderation and tolerance. He noted that the more 

moderate a country, the easier it will be for Malaysia represent Islam as a 

religion of peace on the global stage. In addition, Malaysia still struggles with 

racial divisions and it may not be sustainable for Malaysia to continue with the 

current multicultural development model. Mr. Shahril pointed out that economic 

and environmental development cannot be at the expense of neglecting 

Malaysian civic identity. Our race relations model in the past 60 years has been 

based on tolerance, but neglects the higher calling of Malaysian first, ethnicity 

second. The racial divide has been especially prominent in rural areas. To 

combat this, Mr Shahril suggested creating more opportunities where different 

races can meet and for the government to put aside an ethnic lens in politics. 

He also proposed encouraging trilingualism amongst Malaysians to remove 

the language barrier between ethnic groups.   

To conclude, Mr Shahril agreed with Ms Cheong’s earlier remarks, saying that 

he truly believed that Malaysian youth have the vision and innovation to 

succeed and that all they need is the support from the government. He 

remarked that due to their highly different set of social skills, this generation of 

youth will be one to look out for as they become the leaders of tomorrow. As 

“Malaysia’s future entrepreneurs, social workers, scientists, doctors, 

engineers, teachers and leaders”, he called on the young people to discuss in 

depth the issues facing their generation today and what a sustainable, 

developed Malaysia could look like.  
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Meet the Speakers (Roundtable Session)  
 

 
Mr Zaim Mohzani, Co-Founder and Principal, Nation Building School; 

Malaysian Youth Advocate (Moderator) 

Mr Zaim Mohzani kickstarted the discussion by welcoming both panellists and 

participants to the first session. He believed that millennials today have both 

extraordinary opportunities and challenges. The youth today are more capable 

of speaking out than people believe. He lamented the prevailing idea held by 

the older generations that the younger generations have become apathetic 

and narcissistic. He disagreed with the theory that there has been a global 

decline in formal youth political participation, and instead cited examples of the 

Arab Spring and Hong Kong’s ‘Umbrella 

Revolution’ as examples of recent youth 

mobilisation. He pointed out that when 

members of the older generations are 

frustrated, they go to the ballot box but when 

the youth today are dissatisfied, they instead 

opt for volunteerism or digital mobilisation. 

He also highlighted the paradoxical claim by 

older people that young people both do not 

care enough and care too much. 

Mr Zaim called the youth of Malaysia to action, urging them to think about the 

3Cs of cause, community and campaign, in order to create a better, 

sustainable and inclusive society.  

 
Dr Sarena Che Omar, Research Associate, Khazanah Research Institute 

Dr Sarena Che Omar began by sharing her hope that her presentation will get 

youth to start thinking about sustainable development and worrying about the 

future of food in Malaysia. She used Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs to 

demonstrate that while it is important for a developing country to focus on 

needs like security, education and housing, biological and psychological needs 

such as food and water cannot be ignored. Food security, which is the supply 

and access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet the dietary needs for 

an active and healthy life, is something that Dr Sarena urged everyone, 

countries and citizens, to start thinking seriously about.  

“.. think about the 

3Cs of cause, 

community and 

campaign, in order 

to create a better, 

sustainable and 

inclusive society.” 
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One of the goals of the SDGs is to end hunger, achieve food security, improve 

nutrition and promote sustainable agriculture. Dr Sarena noted that Malaysians 

are lucky that hunger is not an issue here in Malaysia but pointed out that 

sustainable farming and nutrition are still 

areas of concern. Another issue involves the 

affordability and supply of food for the 

millions of legal and illegal foreign workers in 

Malaysia who lack the support granted to full 

citizens in Malaysia. Dr Sarena noted that 

these ‘invisible people’ are often underpaid 

and may not be able to afford rising food 

prices, asking if it is fair to expect these 

people to deal with heavy manual labour on 

a diet of rice and kuah kari.  

She warned that come 2050, the landscape of food might be unrecognisable. 

Technology has merged with agriculture in ways that have produced 

innovations like organic farming, cloning and synthetic meat. Malaysia needs 

to be prepared for these innovations and how they will change society and 

daily life. For example, having artificial, lab-produced meat will raise new 

questions about food production, genetic modification and religious 

considerations such as whether artificial meat can be considered halal or 

kosher? Dr Sarena also raised the question of whether Malaysia should fully 

adopt organic farming as a supposedly more sustainable alternative to 

commercialised food production.   

Lastly, Dr Sarena urged Malaysian youth not to give up and challenged them 

to do something to help ease the problems of education, health and ‘invisible 

people’. The TN50 dialogues are a great way for youth to get their ideas heard 

and are open to all youths. 

 
Mr Rizal Rozhan, Advocacy Officer, EMPOWER 

Mr Rizal Rozhan talked about various systemic barriers hindering the 

development of the country. One barrier is political fundamentalism as 

Malaysian politics is heavily race-based and Malaysians have been 

conditioned not to rebel or upset the current balance of power. Another is the 

way certain issues of race and religion have become so institutionalised that 

open discussion has become impossible, much less open to reform. For 

example, freedom of religion does not apply to Muslims as they are unable to 

“[Do] not to give up 

... do something to 

help ease the 

problems of 

education, health 

and ‘invisible 

people’ ” 
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convert or declare a lack of belief without being subject to apprehension or 

social stigma.  

Referring to Ms Cheong’s point earlier on 

gender equality, Mr Rizal believed that 

Malaysia still suffers under a gender barrier. 

Most leadership and decision-making 

positions in the home, classroom and 

government held by men. While there is 

growing awareness of the lack of young 

politicians, not enough attention has been 

given to the lack of female politicians in 

government. Mr Rizal pointed out that the 

country has yet to achieve the target of 30% women representation in 

parliament and state assemblies. In 1990, only 5% of Malaysian members of 

Parliament (MPs) were women; this figure has only risen slightly to 11% in 

2017.  

In addition to these issues, Mr. Rizal also pointed out that land rights for 

Malaysia’s indigenous people has yet to be resolved and that there is a lack of 

economic distributive justice in this country. 76% of Malaysian GDP is 

controlled by 15 families and little of this wealth has trickled down to rural areas 

and East Malaysia. Quality education continues to be an issue as many 

children in Malaysia are still unable to read. Mr Rizal also criticised Malaysian 

society for becoming overly hierarchical. We should to strive for a society 

where leaders are humble and accountable to the people. 

In short, Mr Rizal believed that the lack of youth involvement is due to systemic 

issues that need to be addressed if we are to build a sustainable society for 

all. He thus called for further dialogues on how Malaysia can develop in both 

a sustainable and inclusive manner as part of the TN50. 

 
Mr Ian Yee, Deputy Executive Editor and Producer, R.AGE  

Mr Ian Yee spoke about the ability of responsible journalism to contribute 

towards sustainable societal development. He placed a high emphasis in the 

power of language and communication as tools to help youth succeed in life. 

In his view, the media, as a vehicle of communication, permeates and affects 

every area of society which is why responsible journalism is crucial to guide 

sustainable development. He believed journalism is not about regurgitating 

political statements or sensationalising global events, but is a way to speak out 

“Malaysia still 

suffers under a 

gender barrier. 

Most leadership 

and decision-

making positions in 

the home, 

classroom and 

government held 

by men.” 
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for voiceless communities and promote accountability. The media should be a 

way to hold leaders accountable to their deeds and abuses of power, and 

create awareness of wrongdoings in the community.  

This is what his team at R.AGE has been 

doing. By going undercover and posing as 

young girls and boys, R.AGE played a crucial 

role in investigating sexual predators in 

Malaysia under their ‘Predator in Your 

Phone’ serial. They discovered that there 

was no law in Malaysia to prosecute sexual 

offenders preying on children. In large part 

due to their efforts, legislation against 

internet-connected paedophilia, called the 

Sexual Offences against Children Bill 2017, was passed within a year.  

The media industry is one of the many industries dealing with the digital 

disruption. Mr Yee remarked that it is becoming increasingly difficult to appeal 

to the public’s sense of reason in the era of post-truth. This is further 

compounded by the disruptive strategies used by some media companies who 

simply copy and paste original content and re-publish it with sensational 

thumbnails or headings. The game for some companies now is to prioritise 

web traffic and receive money from ads. This leads them to prioritise 

sensationalist news. In his opinion, good and responsible journalism is never 

easy and takes time. He strongly believed that we are literally killing truth, facts 

and reason in Malaysia with the decline in rational and reasonable discourse, 

and the rise of trolls, keyboard warriors, and clickbait.  

The “people will get the media they deserve”. Mr Yee believed that the media 

is only a reflection of what people want and if people do not pay for quality 

media, it leaves journalists underpaid and unmotivated. Outlets like The Star 

are struggling due to disruptive technology, clickbait, and lazy journalism 

tactics employed by other companies. In short, journalism is powerful, it is 

being disrupted by technology, and it is up to the youth to reclaim responsible 

journalism. In short, journalism is powerful, it is being disrupted by technology, 

and it is up to the youth to reclaim responsible journalism.  

 

 

 

“The media is only 

a reflection of what 

people want and if 

people do not pay 

for quality media, it 

leaves journalists 

underpaid and 

unmotivated.” 
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Mr Shamsul Nashriq, Managing Director, Motiofixo Sdn Bhd; Board 

Member, Girls in Tech Malaysia 

As a member of the board, Mr Shamsul Nashriq introduced Girls in Tech 

Malaysia as an organisation that focuses on celebrating the achievements of 

female tech entrepreneurs. Girls in Tech aims to promote female interest in the 

STEM fields and support female entrepreneurs get started.  

Like the other members of the panel, Mr Shamsul firmly believed that youth 

participation in nation-building initiatives is the key to building a sustainable 

Malaysia. To this end, he urged the youth to strive to build a more polished 

narrative of nation-building that contrasts 

with the current exchange of hatred and 

racial stereotypes. In other words, we need 

to ‘un-poison the well’. Mr Shamsul believed 

that the current generation has already been 

disillusioned by the present political narrative 

which is why the youth seem apathetic 

towards the Malaysian political process or 

seek to leave the country to build lives 

somewhere less poisonous. If we do not take 

action to address racial stereotypes, these 

stereotypes will continue to be propagated by political parties and extremists. 

Mr Shamsul concluded by saying that efforts to change and reform ways of 

thinking will always be met by some resistance and scepticism but positive 

change is worth fighting for. He also expressed the hope that the youth will not 

give up and surrender our Malaysian identity in light of disruption and 

globalisation. 

 

Q &A Session 

Q: It was mentioned previously that there is a change in how information is 

transmitted, from lengthy to bite sized. Do you think that now is the age where 

people prefer to watch videos instead of reading written articles? 

A: Mr Ian Yee agreed, noting the recent surveys which show a shift in public 

consumption from written media to videos. However, he reminded the 

audience of the fact that different content styles affect the way in which news 

is consumed. For example, magazines encourage readers to casually browse 

in a relaxed manner whereas factual news is designed to give readers as much 

information as possible at a glance. Longer articles make the reader think 

“If we do not take 

action to address 

racial stereotypes, 

these stereotypes 

will continue to be 

propagated by 

political parties 

and extremists.” 
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about what they are reading whereas videos are passive consumption. He 

added that this is one of the reasons why Facebook is highly addictive; it needs 

a low level of commitment. Journalists thus have the difficult task of 

popularising content with substance over sensationalist news.  

Mr Zaim Mohzani added that Facebook has just recently changed its layout 

to allow videos to be added to event pages to keep up with the video trend.  

 
 
Q: The wealth of the world is held by 1% of the population, and most of it is 

held by the 10% of the 1%. What does this mean for inclusivity in this country? 

Do you think the ‘invisible people’ have become an invisible issue? 

A: Dr Sarena Che Omar argued that the TN50 and SDGs are not truly 

inclusive as they leave out the invisible people. Although the SDG motto is 

‘leave no one behind’, the reality is that most people focus on themselves and 

their own interests. She reminded the audience that we are sharing this country 

with many vulnerable groups such as the urban poor, stateless people, and 

migrant workers. The number of migrant workers recorded is 2 million recorded 

migrant workers; however, it is highly likely that the actual figure is closer to 4-

6 million. These millions of migrant workers are often underpaid and underfed, 

and live in poor conditions. We need to reach out to them, even if it is by simply 

taking the first step and talking to cleaners, maids and guards. She added that 

the TN50 can be as linked or unlinked to the SDGs as we make it, and urged 

the youth to start thinking and talking about these issues. Malaysians need to 

remind our policy makers, who usually have a short-term mindset, whereas we 

youth have the luxury and the responsibility to think about problems of the 

future. 
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Mr Yee shared R.AGE’s investigative work uncovering the exploitation of 

migrant workers living near Changkat and Bukit Bintang right behind the fancy 

hotels. He emphasised how truly invisible these ‘invisible people’ are; they are 

living in poverty right under our noses but no one is doing anything to help. He 

also touched on the use of discourse in branding these people as illegal 

immigrants instead of exploited victims.  

Q: Reading has traditionally been the source of receiving information. Is 

accessing digital media content enough? Should we focus on developing 

reading skills or good content? 

A: Mr Rizal Rozhan pointed out that there is a nation-wide assumption that 

every youth in Malaysia can read, which is often not the case in immigrant 

communities and some rural areas. This lack of literacy should be highlighted 

and corrected immediately.  

Mr Shamsul Nashriq added that reading is an aspect of development that 

should be included by all countries. However, how people come to care about 

an issue is through their upbringing and personal experiences. To that effect, 

he urged the youth to put themselves out there, either by volunteering or by 

finding a community that shares similar interests in a cause on social media.  

Mr Zaim agreed, asserting that while reading is a valuable skill, getting 

information on your community and having life-changing experiences require 

face-to-face interaction. For those who already know the cause they are 

interested in, he encouraged them to work on the how of bringing change.  

 

 

“Youth [should] put 

themselves out 

there, either by 

volunteering or by 

finding a 

community that 

shares similar 

interests in a 

cause on social 

media.” 
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Q: How we can burst the bubble of apathy and get the youth invested? 

A: Mr Rizal argued that the lack of political awareness among youths and the 

general population is systemic as we have been taught since young not to 

think, criticise, or fight back. To this end, he called on youth to start questioning 

and critically think about the world around them. 

Dr Sarena stated that in order to get the people invested, groups need to 

identify their target audience. For example, if a report is published for farmers, 

the language would be accessible and concise instead of academic. 

Mr Shamsul agreed with Dr Sarena, believing that it is crucial to profile one’s 

audience.  

Mr Yee added that one of the advantages of R.AGE as opposed to other 

traditional media outlets is that R.AGE gives youth a voice. If the target 

audience is young people, it should be the young people themselves taking 

ownership of their content and telling the story. 

Mr Zaim remarked that it is a shame that most forums and conferences tend 

not to draw many young people as the format and topics are less than 

engaging. Therefore, it is important for those trying to reach out to the youth to 

try and speak their language.  

Q: How do we ensure that youth participation goes in the right direction? For 

example, terrorism, or joining terrorist groups, could be considered a form of 

youth participation. Often times, the adults are the ones discouraging youth 

empowerment and determine right from wrong, so what is the purpose of youth 

getting involved? 

A: Mr Shamsul argued that moderation is the answer to eradicate extremism. 

He applauded the Global Movement of Moderates Foundation (GMMF) set up 

by Malaysia and said that everyone needs to amplify this conversation using 

technology and crowdfunding. 

Mr Zaim added that people tend to overlook the informal method of political 

participation which is volunteerism. He urged those disillusioned with voting to 

change the status quo in other ways. A report by the Asia Foundation found 

that 39% of young people do not feel that they can make a difference in the 

community and suggested that this was the reason why youth appear 

pessimistic.  

Mr Rizal urged the youth to start to question norms and stereotypes and take 

to task those who believe they can determine right from wrong.  

“The lack of 

political 

awareness among 

youths and the 

general 

population is 

systemic as we 

have been taught 

since young not to 

think, criticise, or 

fight back.” 
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Q: We tend to only think about solving other people’s problems once our own 

problems are solved. Is it fair to ask help from those who are already busy 

struggling with their own issues?   

A: Dr Sarena pointed out that there are over 30 million people in Malaysia. 

Some can address these problems while others are unable to. That is diversity. 

Moreover, she believes in the collective process where she can think about 

one issue while others focus on other issues. 

Mr Yee encouraged the youth to not think about this as an either-or situation. 

If we can harness the economic potential of 4 to 6 million migrant workers, it 

would benefit them and help us too. 

 

Engaging in Coversations That Matter  
 

 

Participants were divided into four groups and engaged in a world-café discussion 

format featuring four topics, namely, Sustainable Development and the SDGs; 

Youth & Public Policy; Maintaining Sustainable Living; and Changing 

Expectations.  

Topic A: Sustainable Development and the SDGs 

Facilitators: Ms Lynda Lim, Research Director, CPPS and Ms Deborah Chew, 

Research Intern, CPPS 

1. Current situation, problems and challenges: 

 

Declining quality of education in Malaysia (SDG 4): The Malaysian 

public education syllabus was outdated and incompatible with the 

needs of the 21st century. There is also a lack of critical thinking taught 

in school as teachers and parents seem to focus solely on getting high 

examination results. Teachers were also believed to receive insufficient 

training and uncompetitive salaries. 

 

Mismatch between salaries and high cost of living (SDG 8): The cost 

of living is rising and salaries are often insufficient to cover rent, food, 

etc. Participants attributed this to a mismatch of expectations between 

employers and employees and expressed their hope that wages could 
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increase in the coming years. Youths are often faced with strong peer 

pressure to buy and spend unnecessarily. 

 

Unsustainable infrastructure planning (SDG 9, 12 and 15): Property 

planning and development is being practised at the cost of erasing 

green spaces and forests. Participants attributed this to corporate 

greed and pointed out the poor alignment between state and federal 

regulations on sustainable land use and resource management. 

Leakage and wastage within 

industries was also highlighted. For 

example, the hotel industry often 

throws away food instead of re-

distributing it to the poor and while the 

youth recognised the health and 

safety challenges of such an 

endeavour, they hoped that 

technological advancements would 

soon make this an easier process. In 

addition, the duplication and wastage 

of government resources have also been highly unproductive.  

 

Lack of inclusivity and inequality (SDG 10 and 16): There are still high 

levels of inequality across all sectors of society. Examples include the 

lack of recognition of the deprivation faced by the orang asli and lack 

of gender equality. There is also a lack of investment into and 

awareness of mental health for youth which is especially concerning 

given the high rates of anxiety and depression among millennials. 

Participants hoped that the social stigma around mental health can be 

reduced and treated with more seriousness.  

 

Economic development at the expense of social development (SDG 3): 

Participants noted the tendency of the government to prioritise 

economic development over society and politics. Malaysia should 

follow Bhutan’s example of being ranked first in terms of Gross National 

Happiness and focus on citizens’ happiness.  

 

 

1. Policy recommendations 

 

Reform the public education system: Schools need to teach ‘soft skills’ 

and teach critical thinking beyond what is required to score on 
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examinations. Malaysia should adapt the best practices and education 

models from other countries to suit the Malaysian context as a way to 

make the standard and system of education more globally competitive. 

The government should also increase the salary and training of public 

school teachers. 

 

Learn to manage money wisely: Participants acknowledged the 

responsibility of citizens to possess financial literacy and manage their 

money wisely, which can be especially challenging in a materialistic 

and competitive society. Given the difficulty of changing a society and 

its culture, parents should encourage their children to save and have a 

long-term view of money. 

 

Promote engagement and awareness on sustainability and SDGs: 

There is still a lack of engagement and awareness on environmental 

sustainability and SDGs especially amongst the youth. Participants 

advocated a ‘whole of society’ approach to SDGs instead of solely 

relying on the government to push sustainable development forward. 

More should be done to get young people involved and invested in 

sustainability.  

 

Bridge the gap between policy-makers and youth: Participants 

questioned why Malaysia is moving onto TN50 when the goals of 

Wawasan 2020 has not been achieved. They highlighted a perceived 

gap between TN50 policymakers and themselves and added that while 

consultations and dialogues are beneficial, there needs to be stronger 

accountability and quarterly reports on progress made from these 

sessions. To this end, they believed that politicians must have the 

political will and capability as well as the maturity to look beyond race 

and religion. 

 

Topic B: Youth and Public Policy 

Facilitator: Mr Voon Zhen Yi, Manager, Research & Programme, CPPS 

2. Current situation, problems and challenges 

 

Youth are discouraged from voicing their opinions: Both at home and 

in school, Asian culture discourages the young from speaking out or 

questioning their elders. Furthermore, adults tend not to listen to the 

young.  Participants noted that there is a generation gap with different 
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ways of doing things and who are unwilling or unable to speak to each 

other. Likewise, our leaders, who are very much from the older 

generations, are not ready for change. In addition, participants noted 

that the youth are also discouraged by the lack of justice and do not 

trust the system.  

 

Lack of political participation in universities: Due to the Universities and 

University Colleges Act 1971 which prevents students from supporting 

(or opposing) a political party, participants felt that there is a lack of 

open discussion and political engagement among the youth. This has 

caused a lack of exposure which is unfortunate as there is a need for 

more social engagement to develop a cause. Overall, participants 

agreed that educational institutions have been hijacked to serve 

political agendas.  

 

Politics and public policy are too exclusive: Political parties behave like 

pyramids, with young people forced to start from the bottom and are 

given little chance to speak. By the time they are given a voice, they 

are no longer young enough to be considered youth. Furthermore, 

decision making is conducted through party line, where individual 

politicians are not allowed to step out of line nor voice their 

disagreements. If the politicians themselves do not have the freedom 

to voice out – what more the youth? In addition, many youths feel that 

public policy is an exclusive process that is difficult to step into. This 

causes them to shy away from being involved and make them reluctant 

to engage as they fear feeling out of place due to the lack of knowledge 

or credibility. 

 

Lack of awareness of opportunities: There are opportunities and 

platforms allowing youth participation like the Youth Parliament and 

ASEAN Youth Assembly, but most youth are unaware of these 

opportunities. The lack of visibility gives the perception that the youth 

have no voice at all.  

 

 

3. Policy recommendations 

 

Rebrand politics to be more interesting and inclusive: Younger MPs like 

YB Khairy Jamaluddin are rebranding politics to be more ‘sexy’ and 

youth-friendly. Similarly, the government should have a ‘youth quota’ in 

public policy opinion-gathering and decision-making. Malaysian youth 
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could also use opportunities like becoming political aides as a way to 

increase their exposure. 

Teach awareness of politics and public policy in schools: The education 

system should be redesigned to encourage critical thinking and teach 

awareness of the Malaysian political system at a young age. 

Knowledge of how politics or public policy works needs to taught at a 

younger age in secondary school, rather than in college. Civics should 

also teach our young how to be involved in the political process. 

Education systems should be designed to build confidence and 

empower youth via initiatives like National Service and Toastmasters. 

Education centres should also encourage more student council 

participation along political lines (ex. left or right wing), not necessarily 

supporting a specific political party. These politically-aware student 

councils can then act as pressure groups to the government. 

Encourage youth empowerment and engagement in public and private 

sectors: A way to motive youth is to develop their sense of ownership. 

They need to be given more experience and hands-on knowledge to 

lead. Hence, there needs to be more opportunities like internships and 

volunteerism for the youth to develop this experience. For example, 

universities need to empower students to do more good works, whether 

it is politically-linked or otherwise, instead of being engrossed with 

KPIs. Instead, the youth need to be given time to develop themselves. 

For the private sector, higher management should take the initiative to 

get younger employees motivated. The youth need to be encouraged 

to have greater entrepreneurial spirit and given the support to do so.  

Encourage youth voting: Voting should be made compulsory and 

absent voters fined for not voting or not registering as voters. The 

voting age should also be lowered to 18 to encourage youth political 

participation. 

Create more avenues for youth participation: Both the government, 

corporate and civil society should create more platforms solely for the 

youth where they can contribute their ideas and develop their passions. 

There should be more roundtable discussions and engagement events 

to give youth a chance to be heard; these events can also be used to 

gauge sentiments on the ground for decision making. The government 

should use non-partisan means of engagement like census or polling 

to get honest and inclusive feedback and opinions. In addition, another 

way to empower youth is to give them responsibility of certain projects. 
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For example, in the US, children are given chances to air ideas at 

various state legislatures. This will give them a sense of belonging and 

investment in Malaysia’s development.  

 
Topic C: Maintaining Sustainable Living 

Facilitator: Mr Jarren Tam, Senior Policy Analyst, CPPS 

1. Current situation, problems and challenges 

 

Mindless consumption is a problem: We are living in an era that glorifies 

mindless consumption of things which we do not need. Consumption is 

the largest contributor to waste and rubbish in this world and reducing 

the public’s demand for things that are unnecessary can ensure 

sustainable living.  

 

Wastage is not being handled 

properly: Hotels and restaurants 

throw away tonnes of leftover food 

daily, while the poor and 

marginalised struggle to get sufficient 

nutrition every day. Malaysia also 

continues to struggle with rubbish 

piling up and poor recycling habits by 

the public which impacts both the 

environment and health.  

 

 

2. Policy recommendations 

 

Make sustainable living trendy: The public needs to be educated and 

made aware of the sustainability of their daily routines. This should be 

done in a more engaging and fun manner to encourage people to adopt 

more sustainable methods in their daily lives and make the methods 

easier to remember. Sustainability should be convenient, affordable 

and attractive. Participants pointed out that if your peers are practicing 

certain habits which are holistically beneficial, you are more likely to 

pick it up. 

 

Reform the public transport system: Participants suggested the 

government invest in improved and subsidised public transport and 
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policies promoting carpooling (like installing a special carpool lane) to 

reduce the amount of carbon emissions. The use of public transport 

with enhanced connectivity goes a long way to improving clean air and 

is overall more cost-efficient than private transport. In contrast, fuel 

subsidies are strongly not recommended and should not be brought 

back when market price eventually rises. Instead, the shift should lean 

towards linking public transportation with improved feeder bus routes 

to solve last mile connectivity. Better city and urban planning for future 

projects and roads was also recommended to ensure that people are 

able to move around efficiently.  

 

Promote efficient use of land: Instead of using the available land to 

build more offices, the land could be used for community spaces and 

edible public gardens. Urban farming is a useful way to maximise the 

productivity of the land we live on and bring back an environmental 

aspect to city life. Community gardens are also a good space for 

running programmes and family activities. Such spaces are open to 

everyone in the community which promotes a sense of belonging, and 

raises education and awareness of green living.  

 

Manage waste: Food wastage should be cut drastically. Participants 

suggested the public play their part by denying plastic bags and 

managing their disposal via initiatives such as community composting. 

Malaysia has already started to ban the use of plastic bags and plastic 

packaging in certain states but this initiative could be implemented 

nation-wide. Suppliers should design cost effective and minimal 

packaging to reduce impact on the environment. 

 

Improve public health: A cut in sugar subsidies can encourage healthier 

living and reduce the strain on public health services. Participants also 

recommended Malaysians adopt healthier work-life balances to 

improve mental health and quality of life.   
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Topic D: Changing Expectations 

Facilitators: Mr Mizan Mazlan, Business & Policy Analyst, CPPS and Ms 

Melissa Wong, Research & Policy Analyst, CPPS 

1. Current situation, problems and challenges 

 

Education needs to move ‘beyond employment’: Participants believed 

that education in Malaysia is focused on pushing students towards 

finding employment in mainly corporate sectors. There is also a public 

stigma against vocational and technical training as they are seen as a 

degrading form of education and cater towards troubled or less-

intelligent students. Participants envisioned the future of the 

educational system as a phase where students can explore study 

options and interests rather than being forced to take up subjects that 

are not of their interest. They believed that in the future, students 

should be exposed to different subjects or field of interests to give them 

more options and career paths to explore for their futures.  

 

Weak sense of national identity amongst Malaysians: Malaysians are 

not proud of who we are and the racial divides are not helping 

Malaysians to create a common identity. Participants believed that 

there is a need to remove ‘race’ in Malaysia. It is a norm for Malaysians 

to identify themselves by their race first and nationality second. There 

is also a noticeable gap between East and West Malaysia as East 

Malaysians feel like they have been left out of many government 

attempts at nation-building. Participants felt that Malaysians need to be 

upfront and honest about Malaysia’s faults and flaws, and to start 

talking about them or risk becoming known as ‘achievement hunters’ 

who are only proud of Malaysia whenever Malaysians win a medal in 

sports tournaments or other achievements. 

 

Politicians are too distant: Participants thought that MPs or politicians 

today mainly come from high class and privileged families instead of 

coming from lower or middle-class families, aka the ordinary rakyat. 

Due to this difference in social class, some politicians are guilty of 

ignoring the wants and demands of the public. 

 

Better parenting needed: Upbringing at home is as important as 

upbringing at school as both are needed to foster individual and cultural 

values. Parents should not leave the burden of raising their children to 

teachers or maids, but instead spend more time with their children and 
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expose them to experiences like gap years and alternative employment 

choices. The ‘human touch’ is still important. Participants strongly 

believed that the youth should have the freedom to make their own 

career choices instead of simply gunning for conventional jobs.  

 

Lack of trust in law enforcement: There is a lack of trust between 

society and law enforcement officials. The overall perception on law 

enforcement is that they are a tool for politicians and government 

ministers to abuse. There is a need for more awareness and 

transparency in the business dealings of law enforcement which will 

increase trust.  

 

Poor public healthcare: There has been an increasing number of 

private hospitals, which tend to be more expensive but offer better 

service, as people look for alternatives to public hospitals. Therefore, 

Malaysian healthcare needs to be improved with particular emphasis 

on the condition of hospitals, quality of equipment and general 

efficiency. In addition, Malaysia needs to become more disabled-

friendly and improve disabled access to facilities like ATMs, traffic 

signals, etc.  

 

Malaysians tend to stereotype: Participants noted that there is a strong 

tendency of Malaysians to impose stereotypes and societal 

expectations on groups including racial-religious groups, the LGBT 

community, and disabled. Open-mindedness in communication is 

desperately needed.  

 

 

4. Policy recommendations 

 

Education must be holistic: The Malaysian education system must be 

updated to cultivate important skills such as critical thinking, technical 

skills and vocational training. Participants envisioned an education 

system that is independent of the government. Transitions in teaching 

syllabus, like using English or Bahasa Malaysia to teach mathematics 

and science, should be unrolled slowly to give students and teachers 

sufficient time to prepare. History should also teach the perspectives of 

the different racial groups in Malaysia leading up to independence.  

 

Strengthen national unity: Malaysians need to start introducing 

themselves as Malaysians first, race second, and strengthen ties 
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between races and between East and West Malaysia. Participants 

suggested more open and honest dialogue discussing the problems 

faced by the country including more sensitive topics like race.  

 

More emphasis on human rights: Participants argued for greater 

emphasis on human rights especially on freedom of speech and LGBT 

rights. However, certain topics like religion and religious extremism 

were thought to be too sensitive to discuss by participants and should 

be avoided. Safety and labour standards protecting workers’ rights 

should be raised.  

 

Need to move away from race-based politics: The ‘race card’ in 

Malaysian politics is becoming increasingly irrelevant in society and 

instead contributes to greater societal divide. The ideal goal is the total 

eradication of race-based politics and the move towards individual-

centric politics where public representatives are judged solely on their 

credentials and merit. 

 

More communal infrastructure needed: Participants suggested the 

government and private sector invest in communal building projects 

like libraries, community centres and public transport improvements 

and maintain them well. Malaysia only has one national library and one 

national museum, both of which are sadly outdated and poorly 

maintained.  

 

 


