TABLE OF CONTENTS
Executive Summary …………………………………………………….…….…….. i
Acknowledgements ……………………………………………………………….. ii
Policy Proposals …………………………………………………………………….. iii
Chapter 1:

Welcoming Remarks ……………………………………….……… 1

Chapter 2:

Questionnaire Results ………………………………...…...........… 3

Chapter 3:

Keynote Address …………………………………………….…...… 4

Chapter 4:

Panel Presentation by Zaim Mohzani & Syed Saddiq …....… 7

Chapter 5:

Focus Group: Identifying the Push and Pull Factors ...…..……9
of Living in Malaysia (Part I)

Chapter 6:

Policy Experts’ Panel Presentation by ……………...…...…..… 10
YB Liew Chin Tong & Ivanpal Singh Grewal

Chapter 7:

Focus Group: The Challenge of Retaining …………………… 13
Talent in Malaysia (Part II)
7.1: Career Prospects ………………………………………...…… 13
7.2: Education ………………………………………………....…… 14
7.3: Quality of Life in Malaysia …………………...………….…… 14
7.4: Freedom of Speech and Social Inequality ……...…….… 15

*The views expressed in this document do not necessarily represent those of CPPS. They are rather a broad
representation of the various personal, political and organizational opinions of those in attendance on the day.

i

Executive Summary
The 3rd Malaysian Youth Public Policy Roundtable Discussion was held at the
Malaysian Houses of Parliament on the 18th of August 2016 and attended by 60 youth
leaders. The event was organised by the Centre for Public Policy Studies (CPPS). The
theme for the day’s discussions was brain drain, with the overarching topic: “The
Challenge of Retaining Talent in Malaysia”. This theme relates to the growing
emigration of Malaysian citizens overseas in search of better employment and other
opportunities, and reflects upon the need for better policies and incentives to not
only attract foreign talent into Malaysia, but also to retain local talent to enable
growth in Malaysia.
The RTD centred on interdependent matters surrounding brain drain, such as any
prospective factors contributing to it. Firstly, participants discussed the push and pull
factors of living in Malaysia, identifying any attractive features in Malaysia that could
potentially increase talent retention. Then, the four main factors concerning brain
drain – (i) Career Prospects, (ii) Freedom of Speech and Social Injustice, (iii)
Education and (iv) Quality of Life were considered, before subsequently providing
proposed policy solutions to address brain drain. The objective of the following report
is to engage policymakers with the Malaysian youths’ concerns and perception in
regards to brain drain.
According to a survey that the participants of the RTD completed prior to the event,
career prospect are the most likely factor affecting youth migration. However, this
does not have to be a negative. As Zaim Mohzani, Principal of Nation Building School
proposed, the creation of a Global Network of Malaysians would be beneficial by
providing a platform for Malaysians across the world to contribute to nation building.
Attempts by the government to attract Malaysian talent from abroad through
organisations such as TalentCorp have received mixed feedback. Some thought the
efforts have been insufficient as there have only been approximately 3,000 talents
returned under the programme.
While there has been a steady rise in per capita income since 2012, it has been
doubtful whether these figures translate into real income. The minimum wage has
been increased to RM1000 in Peninsular Malaysia, while the mean monthly salary for
urban population is reported to be an estimate of RM2,400. This shows the cost of
living factors are clearly apparent for much of the population. Cost of living in
Malaysia is relatively high compared with its low purchasing power. Additionally,
productivity and innovation in Malaysia are low. With that, it was advised that
companies invest towards having better productivity via capitalism and skills training.
The discussion among participants during the focus group mainly concerned the four
aforementioned factors. A few common issues raised were the limitation of freedom
of speech with retrospective laws, lack of diversity in job opportunities, bias and lack
of equality between different racial groups, low income and purchasing power, a
poor education sector and lack of public transport option in the country. The event
participants exchanged views on these issues and came up with various suggestions.
The following is an overview of this.
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Policy Proposals
Below is a summary of policy proposals raised by participants during the focus group
sessions
1.

Incorporating more employee rights and benefits into
labour laws and policies in order to encourage firms to
invest in the development of local skills and a greater
protection of workers’ rights.

2.

Encourage the globalisation of local companies
through projects and contracts with companies abroad
and MNCs to allow Malaysians to benefit from a
globalised work environment whilst remaining in
Malaysia.

3.

Unifying the population through common languages both English and Malay. Abolishing vernacular schools
should be considered whilst ensuring the provision of
Mandarin and Tamil learning in all schools.

4.

Improving the standard of public education by
including greater critical thinking within the syllabus and
removing the focus on religion in non-religious subjects
(i.e. Sejarah).

5.

Boost local purchasing power through increasing real wages via empowerment of labour
unions, reduction of monopoly power, increasing FDI and economic activity).

6.

Encourage more freedom of expression and embrace a more progressive culture through
reviewing legislation such as the National Security Council, the Sedition Act and the
Universities and University College Act, in order to allow more Malaysians to feel
comfortable and accepted in their own country.

7.

The creation of a Global Network of Malaysians (GNM) as a bottom-up approach to
generating a greater sense of community and nationalism amongst Malaysians overseas.
This network would provide a platform for the diaspora community across the world to
share opportunities and knowledge, and would allow for the diaspora community to
actively and equally participate in the process of nation building.

8. Reform affirmative action policies such that the focus be put on needs-based aid (i.e.
provision of scholarships to those from low income or rural backgrounds across races)
instead of race-based aid, so as to address recently growing inequalities within

races.
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1. Welcoming Remarks

finding
excuses
for
not
knowledgeable is dangerous.

Tan Sri Ramon Navaratnam, Chairman of
Centre for Public Policy Studies (CPPS),
Director of Asian Strategy & Leadership
Institute (ASLI)

Tan Sri Navaratnam then called for
Malaysians themselves to take more active
roles in creating change. He pointed out
that anyone could lead and continue to
lead forever a nation of people that
remained quiet, submissive, oppressed and
fearful, as evidenced by Malaysia being
one of the only countries that has had the
same government for so long. Furthermore,
any change will not come from the
government’s part, as long as the existing
balance of power favours their voices.

Tan Sri Navaratnam began his speech by
calling for all Malaysians to recognise the
‘brain drain’ as a national problem,
replacing the common perception of the
phenomenon as a non-Malay problem. He
pointed out that Malay are also
disenchanted with a lot of things in their
country, including bad governance, and
that it is the responsibility of Malaysians to
speak out, demand accountability, and
follow up with demands.

Tan Sri Navaratnam emphasised the
following points as beginning solutions to
Malaysia’s current predicaments:
1.
2.
3.
4.

The issue of retaining talent in Malaysia
stems from two main factors, the first being
that parents are encouraging students to
stay abroad creating a shortage of skills in
the country, and the second is that young
people today are too impatient towards
learning and personal development. He
described other factors that he believed to
be causes of the brain drain: the shortsighted obsession with supremacy and
dominance fuelled by racial and religious
conservatism and protectionism, cronyism,
a declining sense of security, excessive
politicking, increasing segregation and a
poor quality of life. Tan Sri Navaratnam also
addressed excessive state control in
Malaysia as a serious issue.
He argued that the pull factors of living in
Malaysia are not effective nor appealing
enough, and that initiatives like TalentCorp,
though stemming from good ideas, are not
substantive. The New Economic Policy is
not doing its job well, as privileged Malays
are constantly benefiting whilst poverty
rates in Sabah and Sarawak are high, as
well as wages being low across the nation.
It is imperative that the government take
into
account
the
importance
of
productivity and noted that its habit of

being

Do not discolour the NEP
Encourage more competition and
meritocracy
Defend and stand up for oneself
Have less state capture

He also proposed that a quota system for
youth in the policy making process be
established, arguing that there is no reason
why youth recommendations cannot be
heard; there are already hundreds of
committee statutory bodies, he said.
Tan Sri Navaratnam ended his speech by
stating that the brain drain, which much of
Malaysia’s population views as a superficial
issue (relating to salary, comfort, and
greener grasses) are really long term
structural problems. Though the onus is on
the government, Malaysians must pressure
and influence political parties and leaders
to enact change.
Questions and Answers
Question 1: A participant asked Tan Sri
Navaratnam to further elaborate on why
he perceived the government (through
agencies like TalentCorp) and the NEP as
being distorted.
Answer 1: Tan Sri Navaratnam replied that
it was important to eradicate poverty
regardless of race. The NEP was
implemented to remove identification of
race with occupation, which has been
achieved as evidenced by the presence
of many large businesses and corporations.
The government is now giving scholarships
to not only poor Malays but also some rich
politically connected Malays, which is how
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distortion happens, but people are not
speaking up about this, he said.
Question 2: A participant asked if we have
addressed the brain drain issue in the sense
of competing for talents rather than losing
talents.
Answer 2: Tan Sri Navaratnam responded
that brain drain is a structural issue, which
highlights the lack of meritocracy in
Malaysia. We are different from other
outstanding countries like Singapore, a
small country without enough resources, he
argued. The lack of meritocracy and
competition in Malaysia deters talents
away. Our education does not promote
meritocracy
and
competition;
one
university dominates the whole trend.

Ms Ng Yeen Seen concluded the
introductory session, commenting that the
roundtable was made meaningful through
the engagement of youth like those that
posed the earlier questions, putting them in
the shoes of lawmakers. She noted that
CPPS hopes for the youth to understand
the true purpose of public policy-making,
perhaps for personal political interests or
the overall betterment of society. During
the deliberation of the day’s events, she
asked that the participants focus less on
academic figures and statistics and more
on the sharing of opinions.
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2. Questionnaire results
Prior to the Roundtable Discussion,
participants are asked to complete a
survey to gauge the general stance on
several matters in order to achieve a more
engaging and fruitful roundtable discussion.
The questionnaire resulted in 21 responses.
Presentation by
Research Intern

Arjuna

Shankar,

CPPS

In general, the majority of participants
indicated Salary, Freedom of Speech and
Fairer Opportunities as the key contributing
factors towards brain drain. When being
asked to choose between Education,
Quality of Life, Career Prospects and Social
Inequality as the factors affecting youth
migration the most. The highest response
was career prospects.

As for Career prospects, more than 50%
gave Malaysia a 3 out of 5 rating. Also, it
was shown that the majority expected RM3,
000 – RM3, 500 as a starting salary for a
fresh graduate. According to the Salaries
and Wages Survey Report 2014, the mean
monthly salary for urban populations was

top three reasons for emigration. When
asked if this factor would affect youths’
career prospects, 81% said yes. Moreover,
most responses in relation to the freedom
of Speech in Malaysia ranged between 2
or 3 out of 5, with 5 being absolute
freedom of speech. However, most
participants of the survey gave a rating of
4 out of 5 in relation to social wellbeing (e.g.
healthcare, access to basic needs,
happiness level).
Lastly, on the current education system in
Malaysia, 23.8% of the responses thought
that mentalities and culture shaped
students from different streams of schools,
and would impact the decision of young
talents on whether to work in Malaysia.
With Education as a contributing factor in
brain drain, many gave suggestions to
improve the current state of education
system in Malaysia. Some answers given
were: firstly, schools and school syllabus
should focus on contemporary issues;
secondly using English as a medium of
instruction in all levels of education; thirdly,
focusing on meritocratic education; and
lastly, increasing funding on education by
having more effective policy making and
more scholarships.
After the presentation, Tan Sri Ramon
Navaratnam also gave some comments.
He probed the audience by asking what
the next generation’s pursuit for Malaysia
was. He proposed to follow the constitution
by moving away from race and religion.
Instead, the priority should be given to the
poor regardless of race, and having
meritocratic a based education system. He
believed that with these, social injustice
would be overcome.

roughly RM 2,400. With this result, many
thought that such an amount was barely
enough for savings after spending on
necessities. When asked for proposals to
reduce wage inequality in Malaysia,
answers were summar i zed into the
following four categories: (i) taking cost of
living into consideration when paying
wages; (ii) creating more jobs for local
citizens, especially to suit the skill-level in
Malaysia; (iii) having a task based wage
rather than meritocracy based wage
system; and (iv) increase the real income in
Malaysia.
With regards to social injustice, The World
Bank’s Malaysia Economic Monitor (Brain
Drain report), indicated this was one of the
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3. Keynote Address
Mr. Eric Choo Wei Sern, MCA Youth Young
Professionals & Varsity Students Bureau
Chairman
Mr Choo began by explaining that he first
graduated from the United Kingdom in
2009, and thought of looking for a job over
there. He felt that it was an attractive
option and would lead to a higher quality
of life. However, the reality was that in 2009
the UK was plagued with the economic
crisis. That made it harder for him to get a
job. So he chose to return, with his reason
being that whilst it may be lucrative to stay,
it would be easier to climb the ladder of
career advancement and surpass his peers
who were working in the UK in a few years’
time. True enough, his prediction was
accurate, he said. From his experiences
throughout the year, there were two vital
factors contributing to retaining talent in
Malaysia he shared, of which are quality of
life and great career prospects.

The first drawing point relating to quality of
life is the safety level – that is, for Malaysians
to feel safe in their home country. The
government
has
launched
the
Government Transformation Programme
(GTP), in which one of the six National Key
Result Areas was to reduce crime. During
the years 2010 – 2015, the Crime Index fell
by 45%.
However, he states that there is a realityperception gap within Malaysia which
needs to be overcome. This could be due
to
disengagement
between
the
community and the police forces, or the
widespread news of crimes on social
media.
Thus,
the
government
has
partnered with University Sains Malaysia
(USM) to create the “Perception of Crime
Indicator”, and the results will be a
continuous reminder to the government to
communicate with the public when it

comes to crime reduction efforts. Moreover,
the police force has been engaging with
people via social media (e.g. Twitter), and
organizing activities such as Community
Policing and Engagement Sessions. Mr
Choo hoped that with these initiatives, it
would improve the overall perception of
crime.
The second point Mr Choo mentioned on
quality of life was the ease and
convenience of public transport. Often at
times, it is a hassle to travel around Kuala
Lumpur as there is always horrendous traffic,
and other alternative routes involve paying
a fee. This is why the government has
undertaken serious efforts to improvise new
public transport system, such as the MRT
and LRT to enable easier access to more
places.
On top of that, the government’s initiative
to implement the Electric Trains Service
linking Kuala Lumpur to the northern states
is ready; the High Speed Railway linking
Kuala Lumpur with Singapore with a
commuting time of 45 minutes is underway.
These efforts take time, but it will make it
easier to attract and retain talent in
Malaysia.
The second vital factor Mr. Choo
mentioned was greater career prospects in
Malaysia. Mr Choo said he believed that
the economy had been doing well for the
past few years, in particularly where
income per capita has grown from $7,000
in 2009 to approximately $12,000 in 2015.
Not only that, but the country’s deficit has
dropped from 6.7% to approximately 3% of
GDP since 2009 with trade surpassing RM1
trillion since 2014. Nonetheless, he probed
the audience by asking how much income
per capita translates into real income – this
is an issue the government should look into,
he noted.
There has been a minimum wage imposed
by the government and since its
implementation in 2013 this has been
constantly adjusted. Currently it is RM1k for
Peninsular Malaysia and RM920 for Sabah,
Sarawak and Labuan, Mr Choo explained.
This, he thought, would not only increase
nominal minimum wage, but would also
result in employers from labour intensive
industries to reduce their reliance on
foreign labour by introducing more
mechanical automation in the production
process. This would lead to an increase in
labour productivity and demand for skilled
management, driving up salaries in general.
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He hoped that these effects would
continuously expand and incentivise
employers to strengthen their managerial
structure.

is not as bleak as it has been painted out to
be. There are many issues, but there are
many spaces for growth and development,
he said in conclusion.

Mr Choo found Singapore’s Wage Credit
Scheme particularly interesting; where
those earning below SGD 4,000 received
compensation
co-funded
by
the
government. He encouraged Malaysia to
apply this model and noted that the
government should consider it as a short
term solution. Not only on the vital factors,
Mr Choo also stated that the government
should put effort into improving the quality
and opportunity of education. The
education curriculum has changed where
the Kurikulum Standard Sekolah Render
(KSSR) focused not only on reading, writing
and counting, but also on additional
element of reasoning, he said. He
suggested that children should be able to
learn to reason to compete with the world.

After his speech, the participants were
given opportunity to ask several questions
and provide commentary. Below is a
summary of the session. Because the
success of the event hinged on the
preservation of a climate of trust as a
precondition for a sincere and fruitful
debate, the names of the event
participants who asked questions or
presented their remarks are withheld.

As for opportunity in education, Mr Choo
told that the government has been trying
to remove racial bias in the education
system. This involves the removal of racial
quotas on public university enrolment and
awarding JPA scholarships based on merits.
As a result, for the academic year 2013/14,
76% Chinese ethnic applicants and 69%
Indian ethnic applicants were successful in
admission, as compared to 72% of the
Bumiputera applicants.
Despite the efforts by the government,
there is still brain drain, Mr Choo noted. He
said it an issue not only faced by Malaysia,
but other countries as well. There are
approximately 1 million Malaysians working
abroad, and around 1/3 of them have
completed tertiary education. However,
these 300,000 Malaysian talents only
contribute to 1% of Malaysia’s population.
Mr Choo compared the figure above to
other countries. In Australia, 2% of the
population are working abroad, and as for
Britain the percentage is 7-8%. In all, brain
drain is a global trend, he argued.
One of the ways the government has
tackled the issue of brain drain is by setting
up TalentCorp in 2011. Mr Choo mentioned
in particularly the STAR scholarship program
for JPA scholars, the Returning Expert
Program, and the Graduate Employability
Management
Scheme,
all
run
by
TalentCorp.
Mr Choo concluded his speech by
reminding the participants that the country

Questions and Answers
Question 1: A participant queried what
significance cultural diversity actually has in
Malaysia
and
argued
that
many
Malaysians do not speak Bahasa Melayu
despite it being the official language. The
participant also noted that many non-Bumi
Malaysians carry notions of being secondclass citizens – citing the fact that we do
not have a united schooling system.
Answer 1: Mr Choo agreed with the
participant that Malaysians have not been
embracing the idea of a Malaysian identity
over individual ethnicities, and emphasised
the importance of continuing to make
friends and associates with people of other
races.
Question 2: A participant asked if
Malaysia’s institutions can parallel efforts to
move towards a united identity.
Answer 2: Mr Choo responded that such
racial hurdles could be dismantled. To do
so would take a lot of political will and
require people to change the system from
within, he said. Hence, the importance of
the engagement of youth in politics to
dismantle current hurdles is paramount.
Tan Sri Navaratnam added that Malaysians
lack a sense of belonging because they
feel they are treated differently, and the
poor Malaysians feel eliminated from the
system. He underscored the importance of
addressing social injustice and the distorted
structures in Malaysia; if the government
stayed true to its priorities of the NEP, such
structural issues would not exist, he said.
Question 3: A participant raised the view
that the government is not delivering on its
priorities and promises, and seems to be
doing only what is sufficient to win elections.
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Answer 3: Mr Choo replied that this was
unfortunately the truth on both sides of
political parties. Politicians are only thinking
about elections, without debate about
public policy in the public sphere. He
reiterated that this kind of politics has to be
changed and hoped that the younger
generation would continue to care more
about public policy than politicking. He
also reminded participants that votes have
to be cast on the credibility and ability of
individuals, not based on party lines. The
party is only as good as its leaders, as they
will shape the party.

Mr Choo was of the opinion that with the
advancement of technology, reaching the
right people has become easier. He
expressed his hope that the government
would introduce a green paper culture
where policies have to be discussed with
stakeholders before they are implemented.

Question 4: A participant suggested that
the gigantic difference they perceived
between most local university students and
overseas university students was due to the
role of meritocracy.
Answer 4: Mr Choo offered that the interns
he had taken on from local universities
often proved to be more outstanding than
those from universities overseas, stating that
a students’ personality is a key factor. He
also stressed that JPA and PTPTN
scholarship contracts should be enforced
more strictly in order to retain local talent.
Question 5: Another participant pointed
out that the brain drain is not a recent
occurrence in Malaysia. They then asked
Tan
Sri
Navaratnam
what
earlier
generations did and what went wrong?
The participant went on to ask Mr Choo
what the youth can do to ensure
recommendations will reach the desk of
policymakers and be implemented.
Answer
5:
Tan
Sri
Navaratnam
acknowledged that the responsibility for
the problem is on Malaysians. He
questioned how many of those present
actually registered to vote, and stated that
it is not the leaders that matter - it is the
people that put them into power.

Question 6: A participant asked why an
approach that satisfies vested interests and
brings Malaysia together was not being
taken? For example, we have one single
school system but in that school we could
learn all types of languages.
Answer 6: Mr Choo noted that he was in
favour of a single stream education system
as he did not see the need for specific
schools to teach someone a language.
Moreover,
Malaysians
should
take
advantage of the availability of other
languages, as it is an important asset
especially in international business.
Tan Sri Navaratnam echoed Mr Choo’s
sentiments, stating that public funding
should be used to improve national schools,
and that Chinese and Tamil schools are
unsustainable and should be phased out.
He concluded the session by expressing his
hope and trust in future generations of
Malaysians to carry out lasting, positive
change.
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4. Panel Presentation: Zaim
Mohzani & Syed Saddiq
Zaim Mohzani, Founder and Principal of
Nation Building School
“You can take a Malaysian out of
Malaysia, but you cannot take Malaysia
out of the Malaysian.” Mr Mohzani said in
his optimistic introduction. He also referred
to brain drain as ‘brain circulation’, noting
that many Malaysians go overseas and
return with new ideas and skills that
ultimately benefit the country. He pointed
out that some scientists say this increases
democratisation, highlighting the example
of Chinese students returning from their
studies at international universities, who
then use their experiences with democracy
to motivate and generate demands for a
freer press back home.

In the case of Malaysia, where half of the
Malaysians based overseas have a strong
sense of attachment to the country, it is
important to realise the potential that the
diaspora community has to contribute to
the nation’s development. This comes in
many forms, including remittances which
boost Malaysia’s GDP, knowledge spill over,
as well as the formation of international
networks. It is crucial that the voices of the
diaspora are also being heard in Malaysia
to maintain and maximise such benefits.
Mr Mohzani proposed the creation of a
Global Network of Malaysians (GNM) as a
bottom-up approach to generating a
greater
sense
of
community
and
nationalism amongst Malaysians overseas.
This network would provide a platform for
the diaspora community across the world
to share opportunities and knowledge, and
would allow for the diaspora community to
actively and equally participate in the
process of nation building. Activities, such
as a Global Malaysian Summit (akin to the
Global Transformation Forum), as well as

regional conferences and cultural events,
could be held via global Malaysian
Associations, the extensive Malaysian
student community, and even Malaysian
Embassies. Mr Mohzani noted a previous
similar attempt by The Star through the
Global Malaysians Network (GMN) in 2005
that quickly lost momentum. However, he
said he hoped that through strategic
grassroots and professional involvement of
the already existing associations and
organisations of diasporic Malaysians, this
new venture would prove more sustainable
and beneficial to all involved.
Syed Saddiq, Asia’s Top Debater, Founder
of Challenger
Mr Saddiq began his speech by
highlighting new emerging trends in
emigration and the importance in young
Malaysians arresting such trends before
they
worsen.
He
emphasised
that
Malaysians who leave the country should
not be vilified, as brain drain is not caused
by merely leaving - rather, it is the loss of
talent and intellect from those that choose
to apply for permanent residence and
subsequent citizenship in other countries. It
should be acknowledged that Malaysians
that emigrate are some of the most
intellectual and that the brain drain has its
own net liability. To prevent the downturn
of such emigration trends, Mr Saddiq called
for greater youth representation within all
political parties and identified two main
areas that Malaysian youth should aim to
reform.

The first focus that Mr Saddiq spoke about
was the need to shape public policy. He
agreed that public policy in Malaysia is
unfortunately riddled with partisan politics.
The game changer in this situation would
be the involvement of more diverse voices
in politics, as lobbying movements have
the potential to control policies and shift
power from political institutions to the
people. Mr Saddiq emphasised the
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importance of voting and stated that
because of public ignorance and lack of
political involvement, voting power has
been slashed from 45% to 20%. He pushed
for more NGOs and NGIs to form strong
counter lobby movements and push for
reform, thereby limiting political parties’
power and dismantling the current failing
political structure.
The second point Mr Saddiq brought up
was the creation of a ‘Bangsa Malaysia’,
which should be taken beyond its current
elusive and abstract state, he said. He
believed a ‘Bangsa Malaysia’ should start
off as a Malaysian-based party, contrary to
the existing race-based parties. Such a
party would allow Malaysians to pinpoint
the ‘elusive Malaysian identity’ and burst
the idyllic urban bubble that many exist in.
He also advocated for the need to free up
Malaysia’s institution of democracy to gain
strong control of its democratic organs and
to remove race-based politics, which
cannot survive in a changing political
climate.
Mr Saddiq concluded his speech by
stressing the importance of voting and
transition plans for a greater Malaysia, and
stated his faith in the country’s future.
Questions and Answers Session
Question 1: A participant asked Mr Saddiq
how his new political party differed from
UMNO, and if his reform plan would be
made public.
Answer 1: Mr Saddiq explained that out of
his party’s 14 main objectives, 12 are
reform-based. Furthermore, his party’s
structure has compulsory term limits. He
stated that his reform plan would be for
policy-based discussions without censorship.
Question
2:
Another
participant
challenged whether it was possible to
eliminate discriminatory rights without
contradicting the constitution.

Answer 2: Mr Mohzani maintained that
rights should not be at the expense of the
non-Bumiputera. The problem, he said, lies
within the constitution as it lays out the NEP.
Question 3: The speakers were asked if
compulsory voting should be necessary in
this country, and if it would solve social
injustice in this country?
Answer 3: Mr Saddiq believed that
compulsory voter registration is necessary,
but not compulsory voting.
Tan Sri Navaratnam intervened and
stressed on the need for more inclusion
within the political system.
Question 4: A participant wondered if there
was a need for a complete dismantling of
the political system.
Answer 4: Mr Saddiq replied that political
parties’ power should be limited.
Question 5: Another participant argued
permanent migration was caused by a
lack of freedom. The participant and asked
how Mr Saddiq’s new political party plans
to roll back the powers of the federal
government?
Answer 5: Mr Mohzani remarked that the
notion of there being no freedom of
Malaysia was not an accurate one. That
being said, he believed in bottom up
approach to reform.
In Mr Saddiq’s opinion, there must be
compromise to reach a consensus. He
advocated youth representation in policymaking groups to generate political
pressure. He also stated that private
companies need to buck up, and if the
right laws and systems were implemented,
it would set precedents for private
organisations to follow suit. Lastly, he
reinforced the importance of the need for
new political will and pressure to craft
policies.
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5. Focus group: Identifying
the push and pull factors
of living in Malaysia (Part I)
Activity Description: From approximately
2:30pm onwards, participants were divided
into 4 focus groups, with each group
discussing their ideas regarding the push
and pull factors of living in Malaysia. The
workshops were facilitated and supported
by either a member of the CPPS staff or a
speaker from the previous session. The
discussion lasted 15 minutes, at the end of
which a representative from the respective
groups presented their findings followed by
any questions or remarks from the other
attendees.

high cost of living coupled with low wages
all reinforced this.
Furthermore, many saw the low standard of
living in Malaysia, including inadequate
medical and education infrastructures, as
push factors for those wanting to migrate
to improve the quality of life for their
children and future generations. The last
group of push factors identified were those
relating to governmental and social
problems faced in Malaysia. These
included corruption, poor governance
(failing democracy, poor transparency and
bureaucratic inefficiencies), subliminal and
institutional racism, as well as a lack of
freedom of speech – in both expression
and academia.

Below is a list of the respective groups and
the name and position of their facilitator.
Focus
group
workshop topic

Identifying the
push and pull
factors of living
in Malaysia

Facilitator

Jordan Heng-Contaxis,
Senior Policy Analyst,
CPPS
Voon Zhen Yi, Research
Analyst, CPPS
Zaim Mohzani, Founder
and Principal, Nation
Building School
Lynda Lim, Senior Policy
Analyst, CPPS

The main ideas for the topic presented
during the focus group plenary are
categorised below. Only the most relevant
participations (i.e. those that triggered an
exchange of points of view or that were
indicative of a consensus or unanimous
point of view) are presented in this section.
1. Push Factors of Living in Malaysia
Many of the push factors were focused on
the poor career prospects that fresh
graduates
faced,
such
as
the
overwhelming
concentration
of
employment within the financial and oil
sectors at the expense of the creative
industries. Also, a lack of support from local
employers to develop employees’ personal
skills, as well as low minimum wages in
comparison to current living standards and
potentially higher salary overseas. This all
led to a generally unfulfilling work
experience, it was felt. These concerns
were also linked to economic matters.
Malaysia’s
weak
currency,
lower
purchasing power parity, and a relative

2. Pull Factors of Living in Malaysia
The pull factors discussed included
Malaysia’s
emerging
entrepreneurial
market and vibrant Small and Medium
Enterprises (SME) environment, supported
by the relative lack of red tape faced in
starting new businesses. Additionally, as a
developing nation, one would be able to
take advantage of untapped opportunities
to explore, expand, and problem-solve.
Many of the participants were also
motivated to remain in the country by a
sense of nationalism and desire to help and
give back to Malaysia. Being a Malaysian
in Malaysia, one would be able to enjoy
other benefits such as already having an
established social network of family, friends
and connections, as well as familiarity with
culture, food, and languages.
It was noted that there are fewer legal
barriers of entry into the workforce (which
would not be the case after migrating e.g.
requiring a work permit and visa in other
countries), and Malaysians can utilise the
welfare system in place - especially for the
underprivileged Bumiputera. Malaysia is
also considered peaceful in comparison to
countries
–
especially
its
regional
neighbours, as it is largely politically and
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environmentally stable. Many considered
the push factors from other countries, such
as racism and the rise of Islamophobia,
which could lead Malaysians to feel
uncomfortable
overseas.
Lastly,
the
economic cost of migration itself being
high was raised.

6. Policy Experts’ Panel
Presentation
YB Liew Chin Tong, Member of Parliament
for Kluang, Political Education Director, DAP
Mr Liew described to the participants a
famous video often played during
Ramadan revolving around a law
graduate from a local university who shares
a house with eight other people and
cannot afford her own car. Though the
video was fictional, he believed it to reflect
the reality of many fresh graduates in
Malaysia. The starting salary for law
graduates is about RM2500 per month, he
noted, and only decreases as we progress
down hierarchies within the workforce. He
wanted the participants to think about
what had happened during the last 25
years that made pay so low Malaysians
began working in Singapore instead. He
also noted that during this time parents
started telling their children to leave the
country and develop careers overseas.

Malaysia hires cheap labour from other
countries, while at the same time many
Malaysians themselves are leaving the
country. Mr Liew stressed that this is not one
generation’s issue. TalentCorp has failed to
bring talents back to Malaysia despite
being paid RM3 million to do so, he argued.
Mr Liew also noted that the fundamental
issue here was the wage structure in
Malaysia, which was held down because
of a lack of productivity. He drew on the

example of the current garbage collection
system, which is inefficient and uses more
labourers than necessary. If the process
was automated and the number of
labourers reduced, he asserted that the
current minimum pay of RM1000 per month
could be increased to at least RM2000.
Malaysia currently has around 6 million
foreign workers (both documented and
undocumented) excluding those in Sabah
under the MyIC project. Mr Liew argued
that there is no incentive to automate
processes because of the overwhelming
presence of cheap foreign labour and a
lack of empathy for those in the lower
income brackets and levels of society.
Here, investment is not being made
towards productivity because pay is
circulating amongst political cronies who
do not see the importance of changing
the political economic structure that is
skewed towards their benefit. To conclude
his speech, Mr Liew underscored the
importance of increasing wages and
productivity in Malaysia (even by simply
giving a garbage collector a machine to
use) and of incentivising companies to hire
local talent and grow their skills.
Ivanpal Singh Grewal, Political Secretary to
Mah Siew Kiong, Minister of Plantation
Industries and Commodities
Migration is not new, it has been
happening for many years and it is natural
for
people
to
search
for
better
opportunities, Mr Grewal opened with. He
illustrated the global picture of migration
with a few facts: every year there are 232
million migrants worldwide. The UK has 4.8
million out of its population of 60 million that
work outside its borders. When asked, 60%
of Singaporeans said they would leave if
given the chance. He argued that this puts
into perspective Malaysia’s problem, which
is not as bad as made out to be. However,
he agreed that companies in Malaysia
should pay their employees more - but with
90% of Malaysians employed by the private
sector, how many of these companies
would forego profits to provide higher
wages?
Mr Grewal used the example of when the
government raised minimum wages to
RM1000 as an example of negative public
reactions, and called for the depoliticisation of the issue of migration and
retaining talent. Cost of living is a problem
not unique to Malaysia, he said. The
implementation of the budget had specific
measures targeted towards the middle-
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income group with the top tax bracket
being
lowered.
He
argued
that
government policy must be further
tempered, and that Malaysians must
employ more empathy. In addition, the
government needs to seek the right
balance, as taking extreme stances would
cause it to lose its power overnight.

However, Mr Grewal remained optimistic.
He explained that Malaysia reported GDP
growth of 4% and has one of the largest
relative trade balances in the world. Mr
Grewal explained that he runs an office in
Teluk Intan where he encourages an open
office environment for everyone to raise
issues. The problems discussed are real –
education, welfare, housing, etc., but he
expressed disappointment in those that
take to social media to bash Malaysia and
say it is a third world country. He stressed
that things are not as bad as they seem,
and while they are not amazing, they are
relatively okay.
Finally, Mr Grewal posed an important
question: are Malaysians willing to be part
of the solution? They need to be willing to
fork out more and sacrifice more, he said. If
one were to rely solely on Facebook, one
would think Malaysia is a failed state.
However, Mr Grewal believed that while
there are problems, taking into account in
the whole scale of things and recent
transformations, the situation in Malaysia is
relatively tolerable.

Questions and Answers Session
Question 1: A student was curious about
the effects of a wage increase and how it
would affect productivity.
Answer 1: Ms Ng Yeen Seen responded
that there had been sudden rise of inflation
since the introduction of a minimum wage.

Mr Liew Chin Tong asserted the need to
holistically address the problem, as he
believed it was only possible to achieve
multiple goals through a change in political
structure. Mr Liew argued that the
government was not investing in the
development of skills and technology
because it had no incentive to do, as it
gleans sufficient commission off the existing
systems and there is an abundance of
foreign workers. Moreover, the role of the
government should be to provide excellent
healthcare and education services, not to
breed a parallel system that makes
everyone pay more, thereby creating a
two-tier system. Thus, he stressed that the
only way to increase productivity would be
to change the political and economic
structures, supported through educated
discourse and debate.
Mr Ivanpal Singh Grewal answered that
increasing the number of skilled workers
would be more effective in improving
productivity.
Ms Ng drew on the example of high wages
in Hong Kong’s private sector, which was
fostered through the intense competition
that incentivised the corporate sector to
increase wages. She then added that in
Malaysia, the corporate sector should not
be allowed to pass on the cost of paying
fresh graduates which would only add to
inflation.
Mr Liew disagreed, saying that it was very
important to note that the neoliberal free
market
idea
is
being
challenged
everywhere. In Australia, the minimum
wage is AUD17, whereas in the UK it is £6.5
per hour. Mr Liew believed this difference
can be accounted to the large amount of
Polish labourers in the UK, and the lack of
cheap foreign labour in Australia.
This view was shared by Mr Grewal, who
felt that traditional structures no longer
work in a democratic context.

Question 2: On the issue of minimum wage,
a lot of Malaysian products and imports
are not adjusted to local prices. A
participant questioned if it was a problem
that the reason why the cost of living is
radically distorted in terms of percentage
of income in Malaysia to maintain that
same standard? Is this the result of Malaysia
not having a sufficient import industry?
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Question 3: Another participant asked Mr
Liew about the role of the government in
the economy and the privatisation of
services.
Question 4: It was pointed out that parents
nowadays encourage children to leave
Malaysia and that it takes time to change
a political structure. The participant
wondered if the government should be
responsible in changing the perspective of
people.
Question 5: A participant asked if focusing
on higher wages would lead to retaining
more talent, or if the focus should shift to
generating nationalism?
Answer: Mr Grewal agreed that wages are
a good way to retain talent and generate
mechanisation and productivity. Businesses
have to avail themselves of the opportunity
that the government gives them and
cannot just pay more for the same amount
of productivity.
Mr Liew saw dealing with the source and
the structure as crucial, because it would
be impossible for the ‘cream’ to work as
effectively as in the U.S. unless Malaysia
developed an equally conducive
environment. He felt that individuals should
not be blamed for choosing to migrate, as
the onus is on Malaysia for not providing a
c o n d u c i ve e n o u gh envi r o n me n t . I n
addition, he called for greater focus on

exporting value-added products, which
would change wage structures.
With regards to government involvement in
the private sector, Mr Liew believed that
Malaysia’s government-linked company
(GLC) sector is too large, and that the role
of the state should be limited to providing
certain basic functions and services.
Question 6: A participant spoke of the
negative connotations of brain drain, as
some emigrants may choose to come
back after years of studying.
Answer: Mr Grewal concurred with the
participant, saying that TalentCorp has not
completely failed in bringing back talent.
He felt that it would be more jingoistic to
not let students go abroad, arguing that
the University of Cambridge can offer a
student more than the University of
Malaysia can.
Question 7: Mr Grewal was asked about his
personal motivations in returning to
Malaysia -- were corruption and similar
issues not push factors?
Answer: He replied that his decision was
made largely because of family and the
opportunity he saw in Malaysia’s political
awakening. Mr Grewal urged Malaysian
talent abroad to return and be part of the
solution, not the problem.

12

7. Focus Group: The
Challenge of Retaining
Talent in Malaysia (Part II)
Activity Description: From 4:30pm until the
end of the Roundtable, participants were
divided into four groups to discuss 4 key
factors that contribute to brain drain. With
a similar format as a World Café
Methodology, participants are able to
voice their opinions, ideas and concerns
relating to the specific factors assigned to
each workshop and discuss any policy
recommendations in which the challenges
can be addressed. The workshops were
facilitated and supported by CPPS staff.
Each workshop lasted 10-15 minutes, at the
end of which, the groups would rotate to
the next workshop. This meant that by the
end of the activity, all event participants
had taken part in all four workshops. The
four facilitators then presented a summary
of all discussion results and answered
questions from the audience.

Summary
workshops

of

the

results

of

7.1. Factor: Career Prospects
Facilitator: Arjuna Shankar, CPPS
7.1.1 Challenge: Lack of Diversity in job
opportunities
At times, Malaysians feel that there are few
opportunities to expand on their career
paths,
especially
in
particularly
unconventional
paths
like
in
the
entertainment industry or social sciences
industry. Not only that, technical skills are
being
looked
down
upon
and
unappreciated, leading to people moving
overseas to have their work valued more.
Next steps and policy recommendations:
Increase exposure in particular for young
adults into new fields: this can be done by
having more lectures given by experts in
various fields. Not only that, the
government could implement policies to
increase STEM graduates by either giving
grants or involving the private sector to
work together.
7.1.2 Challenge: Mismatch of demand and
supply of skilled labours

Below is a list of the workshop topics and
the name and position of their facilitator.

In a highly competitive labour market,
what graduates can offer may not
necessarily reflect what employers are
seeking. This, in turn, affects their
employability.
Many,
instead
seek
employment overseas that will match their
skill set, consequently draining Malaysia of
talent.
Next steps and policy recommendations:

Focus Group
Topic
Career Prospects
Education
Quality of Life
Social inequality
and Freedom of
Speech

Facilitator
Arjuna
Shankar,
intern, CPPS
Voon
Zhen
Yi,
Research
Analyst,
CPPS
Lynda Lim, Senior
Policy Analyst, CPPS
Jordan
HengContaxis,
Senior
Policy Analyst, CPPS

The government and private agencies
should analyse the actual demand and
supply of jobs, and work cooperatively with
the tertiary sector, including through
mechanisms such as TVET schemes, to best
equip graduates with both the soft and
hard skills needed in the modern
workplace.
7.1.3
Challenge:
Better
employment
benefits and incentives overseas
People might feel that there are better
benefits such as flexible work hours, being
able to work across different countries, and
so on when working overseas. Moreover, it
could be due to better labour unions and
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having
better
employee
protection
overseas that provides the necessary
incentives for people to work out of
Malaysia, hence, resulting in an outflow of
talent.

to set up a single stream school with
different language learning options.

Next steps and policy recommendations:

There have been complaints about the
lack of transparency in the marking system,
resulting in students not knowing the
benchmark for each grade. Not only that,
the existing quota system for the different
ethnic groups in tertiary education has not
been fully abolished.
Next Steps and Policy Recommendations:

Providing employees with more job security
and benefits. This encourages companies
to invest a certain percentage of their
revenue into employee benefits, such as
tax breaks. Employee benefits could
include the promotion of a smarter working
system, or flexible contracts and working
hours. Moreover, having a strong labour
union is highly recommended to ensure
that not only employees are well
represented and protected, but employee
related policy objectives are met.
Creating better linkages abroad. The
government should encourage GLCs to
have stronger ties with other companies
overseas to globalise local companies. An
example could be encouraging projects
abroad and having contracts with MNCs
for work placements in other countries.

7.2.2 Challenge: Poor Education system in
Malaysia

Improve the standard of public education,
as well as publishing the marking system
guide so that it is accessible by students.
Not only that, the government should have
stricter enforcement of the abolishment of
the racial quota systems in tertiary
education. Some suggested that bringing
in foreign talent as lecturers or trainers for
local students and teachers, especially in
tertiary education, would improve the
standard as well.
7.3. Factor: Quality of Life in Malaysia
Facilitator: Lynda Lim, Senior Research
Analyst, CPPS
7.3.1 Challenge: Poor Public Transport
Although with various form of public
transport in Malaysia, people often lack
accessibility to less urban areas, and in
particular, the “last mile problem”.
Next Steps and Policy Recommendations:

7.2. Factor: Education
Facilitator: Voon Zhen Yi, Research Analyst,
CPPS
7.2.1 Challenge: Cultural problems with
Vernacular schools
Many find that vernacular school systems
create racial segregation as they promote
segregation. Vernacular school students
tend to be skewed towards leaving the
country due to the lack of sense of
belonging in Malaysia, as most education
systems in Malaysia are single streamed.
Next steps and Policy recommendations:
Impose a dual system where English is one
of the compulsory languages, paired with
another language of the students’ interest.
Another suggestion from the audience was

Improve public transport by firstly having
bigger budget allocations for it. A
suggestion
would
be
to
maximize
advertising space within public transport
vehicles or stations. Moreover, the last mile
problem could be solved when there are
shuttle buses with high frequency. The
government could also make plans with
integrated urban development to reduce
inequalities between rural and urban areas.
Not only would it attract talent in Malaysia
as there is greater accessibility, it would
also increase convenience for people
living locally, improving their quality of life.
7.3.2 Challenge: Low purchasing power
As the Malaysian currency is significantly
weaker as compared to some of the major
importing countries, this results in goods
and services being charged at a higher
price. Not only that, the high prices of
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goods is leading to a higher portion of real
income being spent.

7.4: Factor: Social Inequality and freedom
of Speech

Next steps and policy recommendations:

Facilitator: Jordan Heng-Contaxis, Senior
Research Analyst, CPPS

Increase
real
wages
through
the
empowerment of labour unions, reducing
monopolies
by
introducing
more
competition and reducing tax. Not only
that, the government can create a more
conducive environment to attract foreign
investors, strengthening the Malaysian
currency and increasing economic activity
in Malaysia. As the value of the ringgit
increases, it should provide an incentive for
labourers to retrain in the country.

7.4.1 Challenge:
Speech

Limited

Freedom

of

With anti-human rights laws such as the
National Security Council, the Sedition Act
and the Universities and University College
Act 1971, many fear that their freedom of
expression is limited and any controversial
opinions may be considered a criminal act.
The fact that some ideas aren’t welcomed
in Malaysia which might be otherwise
accepted overseas, such as those relating
to relating to the LGBT community, this may
drive Malaysians out of the country,
potentially exacerbating brain drain.
Next Steps and Policy Recommendations:

7.3.3 Challenge:
Security

Lack

of

Safety

and

Even though the Crime Index has shown a
reduction in crime by approximately 45%,
there is still a perception that people
generally do not feel safe in Malaysia. This
could be one of the contributing factors to
brain drain, especially when compared to
the security of other countries.
Next Steps and policy recommendations:
Many participants agreed that there
should be an independent police force
ensuring public law and order. There should
also be zero tolerance toward corruption.
Participants agreed that the public should
be made aware that there are pro-bono
services available in the judiciary for those
who may not be able to afford
representation.

The government should encourage more
freedom of expression, and be more
accepting towards unpopular views, such
as those mentioned above relating to LGBT
Malaysians. Should the government be
more accepting, it would drive the nation
towards a more progressive country.
However, for this to occur, there should first
be no control of the media by the
government. To encourage wider freedom
of expression, anti-human rights legislation
should be reviewed and amended, if not
abolished. Furthermore, providing access
to education, especially in rural areas,
would encourage open more mindedness
within Malaysia. There had been opinions
that one should have absolute rights to
express, and that there should be no state
intervention – this was widely disagreed
with. There needs to be some form of
intervention to protect personal safety and
minority rights, it was felt.
7.4.2 Ambiguous laws
There are many ambiguous laws in
Malaysia that can be subjected to loose
interpretation. This can impose a problem
when the judiciary does not perform
consistent interpretation, or in some cases,
may be biased towards one party. Thus,
this could contribute to feelings of injustice
and unfairness, encouraging those with
means to seek employment in the country
that can offer these rights.
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Next Steps and Policy Recommendations:

Next Steps and Policy Recommendation

Encourage the separation of powers.
Judges should have interpretations of the
law that are unbiased and consistent, and
should not have to worry about facing any
repercussions when doing so.

The removal of race based affirmative
action, instead replaced with needs based
affirmative action. The event’s participants
used Bumiputera benefits as an example,
mainly stemming from the National
Economic Policy. These benefits should not
be given blindly to Bumiputeras who are
already privileged, but should be assessed
holistically and afforded to those who
actually need them. There should also be
the provision for more local scholarships to
further students’ education eligible to those
from rural areas. However, this needs to be
done at all levels of education, not just
tertiary, to ensure motivation to further their
education and retain talent locally.

7.4.3 Growing wealth disparity
Currently, the social inequality gap
between the poor and the rich is large,
stemming from the large income inequality
within both classes of citizens. Poorer
citizens would migrate out of the country
for better paying jobs to support
themselves if given the chance - in
particular, for labour-intensive jobs.
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