
 

        CPPS REFLECTIONS  
        on the 20TH MALAYSIA STRATEGIC OUTLOOK CONFERENCE 2018 

THE Malaysian economy is improving. The ringgit 

is predicted to strengthen in the upcoming 

months, and the 14th General Election (GE14), 

the most anticipated event of the year, is too 

difficult to predict with any certainty. These were 

the general take-aways from the 20th Malaysia 

Strategic Outlook Conference organised by ASLI 

on 25 January 2018. While speakers were careful 

to maintain a positive outlook so as to start off 

the conference, and the year, on a good note, 

there were a few key issues that were glossed 

over.  

First, the discussion of the US-China rivalry was 

a highlight of the first panel but could have been 

elaborated on more. The fact that the US is tired 

of its responsibilities as the ‘world’s policeman’ 

and retrenching should have been stressed more 

as it is the key to understanding the motives of 

the current administration and political climate. 

However, instead of advising Malaysians to pick 

a side, it would be better for Malaysia to do as it 

has historically done in the past and remain non-

aligned. Playing the field will allow Malaysia more 

flexibility and freedom to make the deals it can 

with both parties for the most benefit. In 

addition, while there was much discussion and 

eagerness over the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) 

and Chinese involvement in the economy, little 

was mentioned about the on-going territorial 

disputes in the South China Sea involving China 

and five of the ASEAN states – including 

Malaysia. This is a contentious issue that should 

be brought up in discussions on the Malaysia-

China relationship. It must be understood that 

despite new opportunities and influx of Chinese 

funding, China is still camped out less than 200 

nautical miles off our coast, building and 

militarising artificial islands. Reminding the 

audience of both the negatives as well as the 

positives will help them form a balanced opinion 

of public policy.  

While the second session was based around 

optimistic figures for the Malaysian economy, 

more discussion should have been on the weak 

points of the national economy. Malaysia is 

indeed experiencing better growth in terms  

of a solid economic growth, steady inflation and 

a rise in per capita income, nevertheless there is 

still a glaring fact that the vast majority of the 

population has not experienced an improvement 

in their standards of living, indicating a 

dichotomy between published macroeconomic 

statistics and the real conditions on the ground. 

The acceleration of economic growth across 

various industries in Malaysia has been 

accompanied by higher rates of labour 

participation, demonstrating the resilience of the 

domestic economy and export performance. In 

light of such rapid growth, the government has 

to keep an eye on the  ballooning household debt 

which has put a strain on credit markets due in 

most part to rising prices in the property and 

automobile markets. Among the key areas which 

should be targeted by policy reforms are the 

growth in labour productivity, public sector 

management and wealth redistribution. 

Lastly, discussion on the political outlook of 

Malaysia was short-sighted in many ways. For 

one, the panel should have focused and 

discussed more on the policies either side was 

supporting instead of just discussing how each 

party would be contesting for which seats and 

addressing scandals or demeaning gossip. A 

discussion on party manifestos or the policies 

supported by BN or the Opposition would have 

given the audience a clearer outlook of political 

parties and give insights as to each party’s vision 

on aspects such as the future of the Malaysian 

economy and socio-cultural issues. In addition, 

the speaker from Merdeka Centre could have 

elaborated on the ‘numbers game’ of GE14 as the 

centre has done numerous political studies to 

pinpoint highly contested parliamentary seats 

and strategies that could make or break a party’s 

campaign. Lastly, no mention was made of long-

term challenges such as the move towards post-

racial politics, and increasing youth involvement 

in politics. The tendency of ignoring the youth’s 

political concerns is escalating and will only result 

in a poor turnout of youth voters in GE14. A way 

to avoid this and to give voice to the younger 

generation is to include more youth leaders in 

discussions like this one.
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