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CHAPTER 3

gocial Protection and Voices from Below
during the COVID-19 Pandemic in Malaysia

Heong Hong Por

Introduction

In late July 2021, Malaysia was almost two months into its third nationwide
lockdown to contain the COVID-19 pandemic. Twenty-seven-year-old Mohamed
Ismad was struggling to make ends meet. Originating from Sabah’s Sandakan,
Ismad was a bachelor who had graduated from a local university in Sabah and made
a living as a GrabCar driver in Kota Kinabalu. He was kept afloat by the federal
government’s one-time Geran Khas PRIHATIN (PRIHATIN Special Grant or GKP)
RM!' 1,500 cash handout. Moreover, he had to prematurely withdraw his meager
savings from the Employees’ Provident Fund (EPF), a retirement fund for workers
in the private sector. Despite receiving state assistance, Ismad still felt the pinch.
Before the pandemic, he made over RM 3,000 per month as a GrabCar driver, but
his income was almost halved to about RM 1,800 per month during the pandemic.
Meanwhile, his personal expenses remained the same, and he began having to
support his jobless and divorced mother and younger siblings in Sandakan. While

the government aids have been timely, they’ve proven far from sufficient, as Ismad
explains:

In the long term, it’s not enough lah, because these aids are not enough to
help me stay afloat for a long time... even though accessing these aids is

helpful, very helpful, it's just not enough in the long run... (Mohamed Ismad
interview, July 21, 2021).2

Tht'z official currenc
period accordin
2. Unless otherwi

y of Malaysia, the Malaysian Ringgit or RM averaged 0.24 USD in the 2020-
gto th.e Interbank Foreign Exchange Market portal www.bnm.gov.my
se specified, all names of this research’s interlocutors are pseudonyms.

1.
2021
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Ismad is not the only person impacted by the

oh Pandemic «.
of COVID-19, Malaysia’s unemployment ¢ € Singe

ate has ine -
. i ‘ : S InCregge ¢ oy
hardship, Ismad involved himself in an NGO (”““‘gnw Ased. Deg dite l,l)"'ﬂlv
o . rMme is

to collect and distribute community aid to people wi | enty| Orgap, Owp
N0 had « LTH

jeeply into poverty than him. Over 1ad supj fion)

deeply into poverty than him. Over 746, eve

200 pC()p]C rem
uarter ot 2021 (D()Sl\l 20211\). However
q el

Bl i en
1ned joblesg s Mop,
out over the third quarter of 2021 by

) ﬂ.CCOI’ding to two g, 4 he thirg
the National Chamber of C eys Carrigq
0

) } ration of Malaysian Manufacty, Merce g
manufacturing industry faces an acute workforce shortage, s rs, Ma]a)'sia',
places yet to be filled up (Ong 2021). The above statistics sho:"er 600,00,
contradictory pictures of the country: many people are unemployeq i:;’:lewhat
while various industrial sectors, such as the hospitality and manufaala)'?ia,
industries, face acute staffing shortages. One commonly found nary Cturing
that this is due to the reluctance of Malaysians to take up “3D”
difficult) jobs. But this is far from the whole picture (see the sect
of Pre-Pandemic Structural Issues).

Industry Malaysia and the Fede

ative suggess
(dirt)” dangerous,
ion on Continuity

Looking back, this is not the first-time Malaysian workers have faced a need
for social protection. During the Asian financial crisis in 1997, many people were
left unprotected from the sudden loss of jobs, income, and savings (Mansor and
Fakhrina 2016; Ragayah 2012). Yet, social protection is a contested notion in and
beyond Malaysia.

Generally, social protection can be understood as “a set of public policy
measures that intend to achieve three key objectives: (1) ensuring basic incoTne
security for all; (2) ensuring universal access to basic needs; and (3) enhancing
people’s capability to be productive and resilient to vulnerabilities” (Kh@m
Research Institute 2021). However, when discussed in the context of Pr°m°::§
businesses and economic growth, social protection carries sex",eral' nig:ooﬁ
connotations, such as “moral hazard” and “reduced productivity (Bld:ion :
Schmidtz and Goodin 1998). While proponents claim that social proticth e,
enhance people’s productivity, those hostile to the suggestion argue rovide for
Employers tend to equate social provisions and the welfare the);ni. Wor '
workers with increased production costs and reduced profit marg" alil“.cc
social rights tend to be at odds with the interests of emp 11-being and 0%
between the two groups is fundamental for addressing t-he V::nds ta ward
rights of general workers. Yet the mainstream .narl’aUv:entrates on
employers’ interest, especially when the discussion con mslst“s
productivity. - Jacks in—dePd}..:al ‘nd

The existing literature on Malaysia’s social protections o tion

t institt
sorbed a
about how crisis-induced job and income losses are ab

sts an
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R 3: SOCIAL PROTECTION ANDVOICES FROM BELOW DURING THE COVID=19 PANDEMIC IN MALAYSIA
CHAPTER 5:

ity levels. The following questions have only been partially answered in
aunt s
comn

the Malays!
rity? How :
2 What are the challenges of accessing aid and assistance? What are

an context: Who are the stakeholders and main actors in shaping social

do people, especially those who fall through the cracks, cope during

sect

A is pandemi

\ e Y 's rhetotle and act! - :

) he gaps, If anys between the government’s rhetoric and action with regards to social

I\ t“}g‘ Sy 3 )

srotection dur
with their primary focus on the technicalities—such as programs, strategies,

ing this pandemic?

guidelines, COStS, and administration—of social provision, the existing literature
;ends to be very descriptive. Its arguments are often powered with rich statistics,
showing where the gaps are and which groups go unserved. This body of work is
also prescriptive. In the hope that legislators will adopt their diagnosis of problems
and prescription of a solution, social policy researchers seem to target policymakers
as their readers (Caraher 2003; Lee 2002; Mohamad 1997; Khalid 2021; Mansor and
Fakhrina 2016; Ragayah 2012; Ramesh 2005; Daud 2021). For example, during this
pandemic, several leading experts in social security proposed that social protection
must be inclusive and urged the authorities to extend it to all, including migrant
workers (Bhattacharjee 2020; Daud 2021). Experts acknowledge that the changing
structures of the labor market and demography urgently call for social protection
reform and rightly propose a rights-based approach. However, none of these experts
in social policy research seems to be interested in addressing the politics of social
transformation and the contestation over social redistribution. Self-positioned as
advisors to policymakers, social protection researchers in Malaysia rarely examine
the political processes that shape social protection or the everyday realities that
people on the ground have to grapple with.

Another corpus of literature focuses on the political rights of workers and ordinary
citizens, especially the political process of development and industrialization, class
struggles, unionization, and industrial relations (Bhopal and Todd 2000; Crinis
and Parasuraman 2016; Jomo and Todd 1994; Loh 2001; O’Brien 1988; Scott 1972;
Wad 1997). As prominent scholars of welfare regimes point out, political rights,
class struggles, and unionization (or the lack of it) are crucial for understanding
the political processes that shape social policies and the pathway of a country’s
development (Esping-Andersen 1998; Rothstein and Steinmo 2002; Skocpol and
Rueschemeyer 1996; Weir et al. 1988). Yet, the issues of social protection seem
to have eluded the attention of those who study the politics of development, class
Struggles, unionization, and industrial relations in Malaysia.

Conscious of the disconnection between these two disparate yet potentially
related bodies of literature, this chapter takes a different approach to thread a
story of social protection by bringing together different perspectives into the
Malaysian pandemic context. These perspectives are:

115
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(1) government responses and social protectioy polici
. : €8t
COVID-19 pandemic ) the

(2) the voices of ordinary people such as hairdressers, street fou N
tourist guides, taxi drivers, freclance workers in the cntcrl‘. :'nl()r".
industry, and migrant workers; Ainmepy
(3) and the views of non-state actors who participated in Negotiar
with the government and distributing aid. lation

1 argue that the study of social protection is incomplete withoyt investi
& § lgating
s and the

. . . z ] i Nstitutiong|
framework for social protection takes shape in a social vacuum. Socia protect;
ion

the voices of ordinary people, views of the grassroots communit
political struggles that shape social protection programs. No policy or i

programs are products of how the state, society, and the market interact anq
negotiate. The shape and (in)adequacy of social protection can be better grasped
only by considering the dynamics between state and non-state actors, between the
clites and grassroots. Importantly, as pointed out by scholars of welfare politics,
social rights and political rights are inseparable: people without social protection
face tremendous difficulty in exercising their political rights, while those without
political rights are unlikely to be conferred the minimum standard of work and
living conditions (Weir et al. 1988). Moreover, whether a country pursues universal
or sectional unionism is crucial in shaping social provisions (Esping-Andersen
1998).

The empirical materials of this chapter derive from multiple sources, including
media coverage, government reports and statistics, reports produced by think
tanks and 43 in-depth interviews conducted between July and December of 2021
in the states of Selangor, Penang, Kelantan, and Sabah. Due to the lockdown, all
interviews were conducted either through phone calls or online meetings. Those
we interviewed include citizens and non-citizens residing in Malaysia, workers
in different industries, activists and unionists, representatives of NGOs anc:
occupational groups, lawmakers, and government workers.> However, onlyf Selte]:e
stories are presented in this chapter. While statistics are important to prov1d§l 7
big picture at an aggregate level, personal narratives of real people give Fhe stuti);ns
social protection additional perspectives and a human voice. The following se¢

3. My deep gratitude to Mahidol University for fully financing this research and toislt{::
for putting the research team together, I am also indebted to my four researcg as:
Rijem, Nurfarhana Che Wang, Siti Munawirah Mustafa, and Tung Wan Qing—an ’tl'(l)ﬂs article
who accepted our interviews and enriched the conversation on social protectlon.k o Alexan er Tl'ull’s
have been possible without their joint participation and contribution. Also, thanks oot { the artic'®
for all the comments, which helped improve this chapter. All flaws and shortcon
however, belong to the author.
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HAPT! R3 SOCIAL P!
(

litical backdrop against which the pandemic occurred in Malaysia
N s ol () \ . ‘

juce the | 9 nt's ensuing social welfare responses. Subsequently, the
e the B¢

nm'unumic st

ernme
; atistics are presented, which offer further details about
‘g soclt
s of the pandemic,

the imp* linary pcnplc who encountered hardship, followed by the activities of
e of ordinaly ' o . ’
4 l‘\ccd hy community mobilization and NGO actors, The chapter
s I

The third section introduces the experiences and

yoice
and challenge
{

ith a discussion of the need to reframe social protection narratives by
Wit ¢ \ OX

then ends
qddressing sever
arious migr

al structural issues, such as low-wage policies and overreliance on

b ant workforce.
‘hc pr& C

political Coup, Pandemic Governance, and Socioeconomic
Repercussions

An Untimely Coup and Uncertainties during the Pandemic

From the beginning of the COVID-19 outbreak, the twin crises of pandemic
and economic downturn coincided with a national political crisis. This political
turmoil was associated with the collapse of the short-lived Mahathir-Anwar led
Pakatan Harapan (Alliance of Hope, PH thereafter) government, which defeated
the Barisan Nasional (National Front, BN thereafter) in the 14t General Election
on May 9, 2018.* The political crisis started when the Muhyiddin Yassin led race
based Parti Pribumi Bersatu Malaysia (Malaysian United Indigenous Party, Bersatu
thereafter) —a member party of PH—launched a coup against PH in late February
2020, shortening PH’s federal rule to only 20 months. It was dubbed by popular
media as the Sheraton Move. After leaving PH, Bersatu formed a new coalition
Perikatan Nasional (PN) with two other Malay-Muslim based parties—United
Malays National Organization (UMNO thereafter) and Parti Islam Se-Malaysia
(PA_S thereafter). PN was soon joined by the other, smaller member parties of
Barisan Nasional—the ruling coalition in pre-2018 General Election—in East and
West Malaysia, and Muhyiddin was sworn in as the new Prime Minister (PM) on
March 1, 2020,
ne\i‘;e:, ;:E":E}rloithlaimed that it commanded a simplc? majority, its installation
e paniens ai a proper show of confidence vote 1ln the parliament. Using
Iemotely, g oo excuse, PN refused to conduct a parliamentary meeting, even
ggested and urged by several NGOs. Turning a deaf ear to these
4. The y

ict A
Witnegged o ory of PH in the 2018 Ge

f Change
achieyin g : ge of governme
ing Independence in 195711! for t

.

neral Election marks the country’s monumental moment, which
he first time after being under BN rule for over six decades since
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NGOs calls, PN instead scheduled a one-day sitting on Mny 8

. gL [epm—_. 1 " ; 2 202()» on|
the minimum |\|'mcdm.\l requirement of the constitution, It w;

1S N

‘() l’n(.u

Uungj)
n its Propoge
‘ ar]iamcmar

November 26, 2020. Nevertheless, of the 113 seats held by PN, only 3, b):
Bersatu, while UMNO and PAS controlled 35 and 18, respectively, pe el
a minority party, Bersatu was the chair of PN, a factor that contrib:

PN government's instability. The pandemic governance was thus oye

months later that PN's majority was finally confirmed, whe Sever,
d 25,
Seatg on
Ongeq to
pite bein,
ted to g,
Ishadgys d
nd PH, gp4
v i If. Asafesult
of continuous politicking, the country reencountered a PM change of Seventeen
months after the Sheraton coup when Muhyiddin lost the support of the Roy alty,
the final pillar of its political legitimacy. The government’s actions and inactiox;
in managing the health and socioeconomic crises during this pandemic must be

understood against this backdrop of political instability (Figure 1).

National Budget received 113 votes out of the total 22, p

by uncertainties at multiple levels: continuous rivalry between pN a
internal fights between Bersatu and UMNO in the PN government itse

Figure 1: Political Development and Government Responses to the COVID-19 Pandemicin
Malaysia (January 2020-September 2021)

movements during

holiday)-May 2021

2nd lockdown:
) \',1‘ lr/;rr:"m_r" . 12 Jan 2021
12 War-30ay 2020 (no clear end date)

1t

Failed
Govt

change -
21-28¥€D) 4 ppar 2020
2020

attempt of

Emergency
Prodamation
-21 Oct 2020

Pandemic and Economic Governance Overshadowed by Contilt ugks
Politicking
emicC
Any evaluation of Malaysia’s overall performance in managing the Pal::dable
must take into account both its economic status and health reso-urcej\.s an up :
and accessible health care is an important pillar of social protecflon- o 602
middle-income country, Malaysia’s total national health exPendlturet eb“tOg
billion in 2018, of which government spending constitutes 52 PERSE ’ents .
pocket expenditure makes up 48 percent. From 2008 to 2019, e
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N ! IA
¢ of gcnernl government expenditure has increased |
¢ near
o 6 percent in 2008 to 10,3 percent in 2019, Compared with its regi 1
; ‘glona
arts in goutheast Asia, Malaysia’s government health spending, at 6
y d 11
yop [nts in 2018, was the thirc st I aas ;
o in PPP Ints : I highest after Singapore and Brunei,’
dized state health system, lockdown policy, and the largel
argely
Malaysia very successfully curbed the COVID-19 pandemic

. health @8 a sha
!

t“-ul'nld f
c\mnlt‘l‘l‘
Pcr (:x\p‘li
pue © its
compliant

hlghly-sulmi

population,

{ three quarters of 2020, despite the untimely political coup earlier that

i the firs
ight-week lockdown, known as Movement Control Order (MCO)

el After an €
d from March 18 to May 3, 2020 (Photo 1), and the imposition of public

andard Operating Procedures),® the pandemic was successfully

which laste
health SOPs (St

comrollcd. with
and August 2020.

daily confirmed cases fluctuating between one and two digits per

day in July

© Hasnoor Hussain

Photo 1: C
olriige.d l(()fflAreo along Jalan Tunku Abdul Rahman and Jalan Masijid
in Kuala Lumpur under Total Lockdown (April 2020) l

On the pandemi

outstanding p:;;f;):nt; :}ilz i(l)veﬁrnment gained international recognition with its

On the e e first three quarters of 2020 (Lowy Institute 2021).

g Lo SUdeEd; toweve.:r, the picture was bleak. Even before the lockdown

aready s nternational travel during the first two months of 2020 had
impact the tourism industry. When the first MCO was in:pos:d

5 l‘lealth expenditure

6,8 dala d iv 1) ob. bank
erived fro i ¢
refi t m the World Health Ol'g'sll\ll'.“i(ﬂ\‘S interactive SI\ al databank

Wusied precauti
Sted, relaxe 5 lonary public he: i
axed, or tightened fr)c;rl; tli)ll::el:(e)dtl:,l; mc;\suresl"“posed by the federal government. They are
e, depending on the seriousness of ak. W
C S of the outbreak. While

the y
nderly;
5 in ;
aCrogg i Ying and guidi ;
S differe ding princi ;
entindustries, ples of preventive measures are the same, how they are practiced diff
d Clic Hiers
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in mid-March, only essential businesses were alloweg
5 Cd to
npcr;nc 7 I

though temporary, had disrupted the livelihood of
d of m;]ny_ 8 o Qh;lh

nemployment rate rose from 3.5 percent i .
iy " 3:5 percent in the firt quartey (”l"'par(.
of 202, 0c. e

a 4.7 peren 1 pe
the following months (DOSM 2021a). To remedy the g 7 i 48 i
SOCI0e,

in the second quarter of 2020, and later moderated

. TN ; , Conom; " Percen,
the PN government merged the RM 20 billion ajq Packages of lic re cC“-‘si(,nn
government, mainly targeting workers in the tourism sectey (]; the Preccding p;;'
newly announced economic stimulus and aid packages, inclusnEd ¢ ozo),wml
houschold electricity bills, the PRIHATIN aid relief package, and“;g SUbsideg for
permitted EPF members below 55 years of age to prematurely withd-rtestari, whi
funds. In June 2020, Muhyiddin released the PENJANA stimulyg pack;”fr;)m ’
in September by Kita PRIHATIN. Except PEMULIH,? these and g, Ccf:siv""W
packages as listed in Table 1 channel a certain amount of cash for the pur;o;d:
one-time financial assistance to micro, small, and medium enterprises or Msyg
(the previously mentioned Geran Khas PRIHATIN or GKP) (MOF 2020, 2021),

Table 1: Economic Stimulus Packages Implemented by the Federal Government ,
:
o >D_cfe—h'Téc_o;omic stimulus packages I Economic Impact, RM bilh'onl Actual Fiscal Spending,
- RM billion
March 2020 { PRIHATIN I 250 ’ 25 _! |
[ April 2020 [ PRIHATIN Plus [ 10 I 10 J 4
June 2020 I PENJANA ! 35 l
[ Sept 2020 [ Kita PRIHATIN I 10 I
,r Jan 2021 ] PERMAI ! 15 I
| Morch 2021 ] PERMERKASA [ 20
* May2021 [7 " PERMERKASA Plus I 40
L June 2021 ’ PEMULIH ! g
B et - [
Total i nformation 01 the

Source: From various publicly available data (MOF 2021; Asia Analytica 2021; The Edge 2
packages see loong and Usamaoh 2022)
- Ve
ibed ab0
. S desCt'l
i ief package
cific relief p act. It conﬂﬂlled

In addition to the newly added pandemic-spe :
rams to mitigate imP

the government also relied on existing aid prog fime cas

T ; e- ;

to distribute RM s billion in 2020 through its annual Oﬂ- .« o continud
st Aid), which 18 & 22

L

v A w
a2 of the peopl®

program Bantuan Sara Hidup or BSH (Living Co
to

ment had

7. What was considered “essential” had been contested. The govet:;mplainfs'
the list of essential businesses from time to time, often after receiving i (pmtecﬁo

8. PEMULIH in full is Perlindungan Rakyat dan pemulihan Ekonom

Recovery of the iconomy)
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ling of the Bantuan Rakyat 1 Malaysia (BR1M) initiated in 2012 during
branc

azak's premiership (
an RM 5,000 monthly income, people with disabilities, and three

and re
Najib Abdul R

old with less th
s of house :
nd RM 3,000, and between RM 3,000 and RM 4,000—were eligible to

eligibility criteria and amount of aid vary over the years and across
and households. The lower a household’s monthly income is,
f aid it receives. The highest ever recorded is RM 2,000

The Star 2020). Senior citizens over 60 years

| holds—those with monthly income below RM 2,000, between
categorie
RM 2,000
receive BSH. The
different categories

the higher the amount 0 '
er household per year in 2022. After the 2020 political coup, Muhyiddin Yassin
P

rebranded BSH again, this time as Bantuan PRIHATIN Rakyat (BPR, People Caring
Aid), in November 2020. The program was yet again renamed, now as Bantuan
Keluarga Malaysia (BKM, Family Aid Malaysia) when Ismail Sabri Yaakob took
over premiership in August 2021. The multiple rounds of rebranding suggest that
whoever helms the government often leverages the state-funded aid program for
shoring up one’s own political popularity.

Three years before the pandemic, two landmark legislations—the Employment
Insurance System Act 2017 and the Self-Employment Social Security Act 2017—
were passed to extend SOCSO protection to previously uncovered individual
workers, including those who were self-employed, unemployed, and gig workers.
The Social Security Organization (SOCSO) is a statutory body formed in 1969
and a risk pooling scheme for indemnification against invalidity and protection
against unemployment. The two new legislations have expanded the function
of SOCSO to include administration of crucial and long overdue protections
against unemployment, such as training and wage subsidies. In this pandemic, the
authorities have also used the SOCSO fund to subsidize local workers who lost
their wages. This includes a SOCSO administered wage subsidy program under
PEMULIH in 2021 (Table 1). However, the implementation of this program has
been questioned for being biased in favor of employers because only employers
are eligible to apply for wage subsidies on behalf of their employees (Sivaranjani
Manickam, workers’ rights activist, interview on June 26, 2021).

Even when the two acts were passed in 2017, it was, at the beginning, compulsory
011.1}' for self-employed people in the Passenger Transportation Sector, such as taxi
j:t‘:r;, e-hailing service providers, and bus drivers, to register with SOCSO. Not
touris;m:(ary 1., 2020, was coverage extended to another 19 sectors, including

+ Yet this monumental change took place just two months before the first

lock
.dOWn. Many self-employed people and gig workers were unaware of the new
pollCY‘ They remaine

talk d unregistered during the pandemic, like many people we
alked to in oy inter

views (see the section labeled “Lives on the Ground”). In any

Case, b
¢cause only employers may apply on behalf of their employees, a worker
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might still tace the risk of being dismissed w

on the grounds of disciplinary issue:

[Under certain circumstances| certain employers

and mental tort
stafts. [This is because] if they re

of their own stafls, causing stress

they don't need to pay anything. Or if th i
‘ ay an) . ey terminate yo :
U becayse
of

nything. These gre the tyq
- workers who lose their job under the,
two situations are not protected under the Employment Insyr el e

disciplinary issue, they won't need to pay you a
tactics to victimize the workers. .

S— ot =iy
(Sivaranjani, workers' right activist interview on June 26, 2021)

Sivaranjani's comments reveal the tension and conflicting interests between
employers and workers, reaffirming the notion that workers’ welfare tends to be at
odds with the interest of employers.

Despite its questionable legitimacy, Muhyiddin’s establishment skilfully presented
itself as a caring and benevolent government by implementing these relief packages.
In a poll by Malaysia’s Department of Statistics (DOSM) in April 2020, 96.8 percent
of 41,386 respondents said they had benefited from the government’s stimulus
packages and 68.2 percent had received at least three forms of assistance (DOSM
2020a). In a different survey carried out in August 2020 by the Merdeka Cffn‘;fi:
for Opinion Research, 69 percent of 3,415 surveyed individuals found Mllh};d s
government’s performance satisfactory, while 58 percent of respondents weres ui?e’y
with the performance of the government (New Straits Times 20?-0)- ;hfes:ckages
results suggest the rising popularity of the government thanks to its r'e i Pcurb i

However, the success of earlier efforts by the state and C,Ommumtzntc(; Desplt
spread of COVID-19 was soon reversed by the authorities Complaiurel)’ relaxe
health experts’ caution (Arumugam 2020), the government Pfebn:state election
some precautionary measures during the campaign period _Of 'Saf itioﬂ (Lim et
which fell on September 26, 2020, causing a drastic surge in 10 eed cases hit four
2021; Photo 2). Just a month after the polling day, daily Conﬁ_:lthe dir
digits for the first time at 1,240 cases on October 26, 2020. DeSPen this time
the government found it difficult to impose a blanket lockdowa B e
as popular sentiment was clearly against such a move: Instiun’ity traﬂsmissn:;
implemented a targeted lockdown in areas severely hit by comn de

tr
, _ o, the COB=
which was later proven insufficient. By the end of 202 iJlion 1N &

tenfold rise in its total cases per million people, fror .
urfold rise 11

to 3,492 per million in December, and a nearly fo
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om 4 persons per million in September to 15 per million in December.”

‘L"lthu fr ) ) ) y p
;)‘ ite having one of the best public health systems in the region, Malaysia ranked
espite I . T ‘
hird among Southeast Asian countries for the same period in terms of COVID-19
. third ;

fections and deaths (see also Sciortino in this book).
it .

F\3
vl

f

=

© Hasnoor Hussabin

(September 26, 2020)

v The political situation, meanwhile, further escalated when the country entered 2021.
/. The PN government faced challenges not only from the outside, but also from inside
o« thecoalition. The anti-Muhyiddin faction in UMNO continued to threaten Bersatu
n by releasing rumors that UMNO would break with Bersatu and leave PN.® To
manage the health crisis, the PN government reimposed lockdowns in several badly
hitareas on January 11, 2021, which was followed by a proclamation of a nationwide
state of emergency on January 13, 2021. The imposition of emergency rule, which
lasted for seven months from January 13 to August 1, 2021, was both praised and
criticized. Some pundits hailed it as a timely move and called for all parties to
stop politicking and focus instead on managing the pandemic. In contrast, others
questioned the move on the grounds that existing laws, such as the Prevention and
Control of Infectious Diseases Act, conferred sufficient power to the authorities to
handle the health crisis (Malay Mail Reporter 2021a; Bernama 2021). Judging from
what can be observed on social media, many even viewed the state of emergency

g 9. COVID. . ‘ : « » ;

J 3dl11inistr:v'.l) 19 d‘}ta derived from “Our World in Data” an online interactive global databank
¢ ) M:l]uj‘ l;)' University of Oxford.

/ criticizinglh):;d"‘ is a former UMNO leader, ‘The party's supreme council sacked him in 2016 for

UMNO president Najib Razak.
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as a political tool of Muhyiddin's Power bloe (¢ SUSpen
LIy N'“( ”“'

and avoid a motion of no confidence, [rye
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lockdown. National daily confirmed cages dropped from Mihy e g
" [
Ilhnly (’.‘N)r, iul : 'svu,,“l

dle

( :”l”;"‘,

! ""/ﬁ

2021 to just overa thousand by the end of March 20,

A Third Lockdown, More Economic Packages, and Cotmm
Unity I(apo,,“ .
As the pandemic situation improved at the end of March 20, mo
.uim'mcs began to pick up. Unlike in 2020, Muslims, who make u;) ovcrrg
of the entire population, were now allowed to operate Ramadan bazaarg d::cmm
fasting month (midw\pril‘l() mid-May 2021), Traditionally, the Ramadan baz'::,:
the most lucrative season for many small Muslim traders, but they were deprived of
the opportunity to do business in 2020 due to the first nationwide lockdown, Ty pe
sensitive and not to offend the Muslim community a second time, the authorities
approved all Ramadan bazaars to operate under the condition that they follow
public health measures. Unfortunately, the authorities had to shut many Ramadan
bazaars down when they were found to be associated with several community
outbreaks (New Straits Times 2021). In the middle of the Syawwal month of the
Islamic calendar, just two weeks after the celebration of Idulfitri (mid-May 2021),
the country registered 9,020 new confirmed cases on May 29, 2021. In view of the
serious uptick, the authorities announced that another nationwide lockdown would
be imposed in June 2021. This would be Malaysia’s third nationwide IockdO@ since
the outbreak of the pandemic. Despite a blanket lockdown, infections contmuejz:"
climb, with daily confirmed cases hitting five digits: 11,079 cases ol Julrisess
and 24,599 cases on August 26, 2021. ;
As the prolonged l(fj:kdown pushed even more people deeper mtzri:::t
Mubhyiddin told the public that “not much money was left” in th;g;::;m

” for various economic sti :
overnmen

coffer, after “spending over RM 600 billion

in 2020 and 2021 (Kow 2021). He seemed to suggest that the gto - rious 50
all the packages. How accurate was his statement? According ble, of W
d was availablé ¢

ou

as of July 2021, a total of RM 530 billion worth of relief ai "
ing for €as

only RM 83 billion, or 16 percent, was fiscal spend Jlion We
aining RM 447 bt g I8

wage subsidies (see Table 1). In contrast, the rem ¢ initiat

loan guarantees, loan moratoriums, EPF withdrawals, andotig ut in pla i
important to bear in mind that some of the packages Weré onl)’:)p]e (1drié ’O;Iy' { \
the government was criticized for not spending enough to help Prnm‘" rob? “\
FMT Reporters 2021a), Without these critical voices, the g0V \'i\u |
would have spent Jess, ( "\;‘
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[tis also worth highlighting that, of the above packages, Malaysians were self-
] \‘n' as much as RM 350 billion or 66 percent through early EPF withdrawal
g boq sonement of loan repayment (or moratorium) (Asia Analytica 2021).
ot ‘E:rpw;)rlds. many Malaysians were encouraged to extend their loan terms and
ll?s: tthe‘u- retirement funds to survive the present hardship, which will take them
years to build back up to pre-pandemic levels (‘Table 2). As mentioned earlier, EPF
is a statutory agency that manages retirement funds for private-sector employees.
It is mandatory for full-time workers and their employers to jointly make a
monthly payroll-based contribution to every employee’s EPF account. In contrast,
for workers in the public sector, such as civil servants and the armed forces, their
retirement income security is very well protected by Kumpulan Wang Persaraan
(Public Service Pension Fund, KWAP) and Lembaga Tabung Angkatan Tentera
(Armed Forces Board Fund, LTAT) respectively. But the same cannot be said about
workers in the private sector, who make up almost 9o percent of the 16 million
labor force. As of 2019, only 52.3 percent or 7.63 million of the total 14.58 million
EPF members were active members (EPF 2019). Considering that the country’s
population of working-age people was 22.8 million in 2019, 7.63 million active
members of EPF suggests a rather low coverage rate and high risks for both the
working-age and retired populations (DOSM 2019). Moreover, mandatory monthly
EPF contribution is applied only to full-time employees, while self-employed people
and freelancers are encouraged to voluntarily contribute to their own accounts. The
multiple premature EPF withdrawal schemes have left 6.1 million EPF members
with less than RM 10,000 in their accounts. Of this figure, some 3.6 million have
less than RM 1,000 in their savings (Daim 2021a). The trend is dangerous not only

for individual workers, but also for EPF itself, as massive fund reduction will erode
Popular confidence in the system.

T ;
able 2: Three Premature EPF Withdrawal Schemes Approved by the Muhyiddin Helmed
Federal Government

g EPF Schemes Details ]
il 1, 2020-M : :
arch 31, 2021 i-Lestari EPF members below 55 years old are allowed to withdraw RM
o T 500 for a row of twelve months.
n Lo
elivered in N:::;:E:r' 22(())2210' i-Sinar EPF member below 55 years old, whose Account 1 has \
1. RM 100,000 or below, are allowed to withdraw up to RM |
10,000
2. More than RM 100,000, are allowed to withdraw up to
10% of the total amount in Account 1, but not exceeding
A RM 60,000
nJune 20 | ; T |
oround Aygys 202[2]' delivered | -Citra EPF members below the age of 55 are allowed to withdraw
iy up o a maximum of RM 5,000, subject to their total combined
s e TR | D balance in both Accounts 1 and 2.
@ From vori official S TP R T T BTN SR R T e

webslles (EPF 20200, 2020b, 2021)
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By presenting self-financing as a part of (s “aid Packages
. | ‘ ACKageg»
strategically portrayed itself as a benevolent foree Withoy ’
actions pre
pandemic. It is as crucial to look at these progr

”]Q I;
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Yon |
(,n(l,,yrn
(] )IC (I ,’ (’fny
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Mment Packageg hise o
m “econom © 4
suggesting that rather than prioritizing social protection ang

the underlying ideology. Instead of branding the

protection,” the authorities preferred to call the (e 5 ‘g,
1€ stimy] g Cla|

dcky
s
— arket and % i Welfare for the =
these programs are market and business oriented, Peopl,
) )

Despite the aid packages described above, the Worsening pandep
: ¥ g iC ity
presented both Malaysians and the authorities with the dilemma of Situatig

& . . needin to
transmission while saving livelihoods. #KerajaanGagal (failed government)i ;“fb
as tags

. T aring the Same
slogan were spotted in many places across the country, signaling seething rage,

trended online in April and May 2021 as banners and graffiti be

people struggled to make ends meet, while enduring the multiple inconveiepges
caused by the restrictions of public health measures daily. One month into
the third lockdown, in late June 2021, a white flag campaign—a spontaneous
community movement which called for people to overcome the stigma of poverty
and raise a white flag in front of their house if they ever needed aid—fme;ged.
Concurrently, a black flag movement—organized by a youth groupc,ggff@téﬁat
Solidariti Rakyat (People’s Solidarity Secretary) to protest against the agﬂ!griiﬁes’
failure in handling both the COVID-19 pandemic and saving people’s hvellh?ods—
surfaced and culminated in a youth gathering on July 17 and a streetv;?ﬂj'}n th)e
city center of Kuala Lumpur on July 31, 2021 (FMT Reporters 2021l:*’Iih?t°3 :

: g ; ntel
or City €

Photo 3: Youth Protest in Dataran Merdeka in Kuala Lump

(July 17, 2021)
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antime, as the end date of emergency rule approached and both the health
In the me :

and socioeconomic situ | i
arliament and table the Emergency Ordinances as well as pandemic exit

ations worsened, the King pressed the PN government to
reconvf:g)r debate (Malaysiakini 2021). On July 21, 2021, Muhyiddin’s cabinet
i:l(:lejd the Emergency Ordinances without tabling it in the parliament or gaining
the King's consent, which triggered a range of diverse responses. While Muhyiddin
insisted that the move was constitutional, others labeled it as “treacherous” and called
it unconstitutional. In a public statement dated July 29, 2021, the King expressed his
disappointment over the move, indicating that Muhyiddin had lost the final pillar of
political legitimacy—the support of the Malay Royalty. Two weeks later, on August
16, 2021, Muhyiddin and his cabinet tendered resignation, ushering in UMNO’s
Ismail Sabri Yaakob as the ninth PM of Malaysia on August 21, 2021.

> I HOSPTAL ORANG ASLI GOMBAK TN “amn"
S Batu 12 Gombak T kO}

© Hasnoor Hussain

Photo 4: Orang Asli (Indigenous Ethnic Groups) Village Chiefs Receive Their
COVID-19 Vaccination in Gombak, Selangor {June 19, 2021)

The dust of political uncertainty raised by the Sheraton Move eventually settled
toward the end of August 2021. Meanwhile, the vaccination program, generously
funded by petroleum revenue, was expedited to get as many people as possible,
Including non-citizens, protected from infection."" Thanks to the tireless effort of
d Vaccination team manned by both volunteers and professionals, the situation
il the health front showed significant signs of improvement after four months of
Intensive vaccination between June and September 2021 (Photo 4). Internal borders

reo e . .
Pened and more businesses resumed operation in October 2021. Even though

11 This j "
$15 confirmed by several refugees and migrant workers we have talked to.
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Populatigy, feceiy |
[

two doses of COVID-19 vaccine and 19.9 percent had received g b
00ster doge ,
el? f

A Glimpse at Statistics: Widening Disparitjes

While politicians were preoccupied with power grabs, many ordinary people
€ faceq

. 2 people ggeq
15 and above, conducted online between March 18 and 31, 2020, during the firg

nationwide lockdown (DOSM 2020b), 71.4 percent of those who identified as “self.
employed” revealed that they had savings sufficient for less than one month, 466
percent of the same category lost their jobs, and 94.8 percent experienced a drop
in monthly income during the pandemic. 82.7 percent in the “employees in private
sectors” category had enough for less than two months, 1.8 percent of the same
category lost their jobs, and 41.1 percent experienced a drop in monthly income.
Even respondents in the “employer” category faced difficulties. 77.2 percent of
the employers who answered the survey had savings enough for not more than
two months. This is alarming, considering that Malaysia has a total of 1,151,339
SMEs, of which 78.4 percent (or 903,174 firms) are classified as micro enterprises,
which employ fewer than five employees and have less than a RM 300,000 turnovet
From 2019 to 2020, the number of MSMEs diminished from 925,717 t0 903:17%
a decrease of 22,543 micro firms. As of June 2021, they were further reduced t0
896,570." o
In terms of industry, respondents in the “arts, entertainment and fec’eat{(::s
industry put down the highest rate (38 percent) of job loss, followed by f°°d:;:: »
(35.4 percent). Their counterparts in the “professional, scientific and t€ g
(3.9 percent) and “manufacturing” (4.2 percent) industries documented thtifn >0
rate of job loss (DOSM 2020b). This is hardly surprising, considering th‘:; Cring he
performing art theatres, and galleries were prohibited from operating l:ial on
lockdown. Meanwhile, even though food services were considered 'essen en,ti :
food delivery and take away were allowed while dining in was forblddef;‘awrs n
It was challenging for many eatery operators, especially for canteen o};‘cco 8 :\
schools and those who had to pay exorbitant rent or relied on tourismrs' enerdd
ey oy e s S ot POt
alaysian Muslim Restaurant Owners Associatio \'

major economic issues. According to a DOSM’s survey of 168,18

I, "SR e~ e

.

- W S

——

12. Derived from “Our World in Dat ‘

13. SME staticet. 20 ! a” platform. ister. .
statistics derjved from DOSM’s Interactive Statistical Business Register li\
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Jo, nealy 10 percent (or about 2,000) of eateries in the country have
nin 2029

ermanently (Carvalho 2020).
gabah based respondents had the highest rate (66.7 percent) of

" lockdo\v
shut down P A
3 ation-wWis¢ T gh I {
Locatl iy affected financially,” while those based in Kuala Lumpur registered
k “geve QLY © 7 i .
being “~t rate (42 percent) for the same. One should not be taken by surprise,
the lowest ¢
L onsidering th 3 Y et W8T 4 i ] ) 3
| od nationwide are found in Sabah alone. The figure points to Sabah’s reliance
jstered I 0 e
resthe tourism industry, the sector most affected by the pandemic. This is just a
on + of the larger picture of hardship during the first lockdown, which lasted eight
par

\ eks, from March to May 2020. Even before the pandemic, those in the informal

\ WEERS, ‘

' ector and precarious workers in the gig economy were already hard-pressed
s

in their everyday lives due to the rising cost of living, unaffordable housing, the

at 29 percent or 409 out of a total of 1,422 inbound travel agencies

changing labor market, and lack of social protection. In contrast, 33.3 percent of
employees in the “government linked company” category (state-owned enterprises,
more commonly known in Malaysia as GLCs or Government-Linked Companies)
»  had enough savings for at least three months. 84.1 percent of the same category
received income as usual, and 40.6 percent of their counterparts who identified as
an “employee in [a] multinational company” had enough savings for more than two

o O N i o

months. 85.2 percent of the same category encountered no income changes." The
pandemic has not only deprived many of their livelihoods, but also widened the
income gap of Malaysians.

The situation deteriorated further during the third nationwide lockdown
from June to September 2021. In terms of macro-economic indicators, Malaysia
encountered a 4.5 percent decrease in GDP (Gross Domestic Product) in the third
quarter of 2021 (DOSM 2021b). Unfortunately, no large-scale surveys are available
tounderstand the degree of impact at the aggregate and segregated levels. However,
the following accounts that we collected in several parts of the country shed
additional light on people’s lives on the ground and how they coped with the crisis.

Lives on the Ground and Perspectives from Below

As I have mentioned

o at the outset, it is not enough to examine the impact of the

ID- ; :
19 pandemic from the government’s statistics, programs, and perspectives.

Ow we tur .
i nto look at the lives and voices of people in micro businesses, precarious

orkers i
in t : f ¢ 1
he tourism sector, freelancers in the entertainment and creative

14. Survey | :
a derjyeq t)_'r(::uns derived from DOSM’s Report of Special Survey on Effects of COVID-19; tourism

§ il the official websit Sy o KA 3 . 3
Ounsm'go"-my/statisucs, site of Malaysia’s Ministry of Tourism and Culture (MOTAC): https://

¥f
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_ and workers of other vulnerable occupations, whoge Persong

industry, ¢ T A N SOong| ,
luminate such important information as the gaps betwee \
illuminate
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Vicro Businesses Accessing Government Aid: Timely, Helpful, ye Insug
Sally is a 42-vear-old married woman. She has one child and lives wjt, her hyg,
R e P s y an
and mother in Penang. Asa self-employed hairdresser, she smgle-handedly OPeratd
g } ) s
4 small hair salon and has been in the same industry for over 20 years, Un|

. o ike s()me
services that have the potential to be peddled online,

hairdressing Tequires clog,
physical contact between a hairdresser and a customer, which conflicts wiy antj-
COVID-19 measures. During the MCOs, Sally’s hairdressing business came to 3
complete halt, while she continued to pay RM 1,500 in monthly rental fees for
small studio located in a residential area. During the hardest months, she and her
husband had to discontinue the family allowance they used to provide for their
parents. Despite facing hardship, she remains a considerate person. “I don't blame
my landlady at all, even though she didn't reduce the rent, I don’t blame her, because
she is a retiree, she needs the money to survive,” said Sally. '
Even when the first MCO was relaxed and barber shops and hair salons were
allowed to reopen in June 2020, Sally’s business volume was only half the pre
pandemic level. This is partly due to the government-imposed precautionary
measures, which allowed barbers and hair salons to provide haircut services on‘ly,
while banning other services like manicures, hair washing, and perming. Meanvhik
the general public had been extra cautious, reducing their visits to hair salons 1
avoid the risk of infection. Luckily, Sally’s husband kept a fulltime job in 2 fac.torY;
and she managed to access several aid packages from the government, 'u':cludm'éﬁs
one-time RM 3,000 GKP for micro businesses and four rounds of RM 500 BSHA Wik
SUpPpOrt was just enough to cover the rent during two rounds of strict lO.Ck a(;ons)
Among hairdressers, Sally’s story is an exception. Compared to larger hm«;know
which continued to pay rent, Sally felt her financial stress was relatively ?ight'the arge
SSZEES?ZTZ:P:C?L? (their salon] secretly. [during lockdown]‘:rip:sl:nig);h they
forced to do 5o, » -;:jme thel'n, bec.a use their monthly expenses eed for.dahde;s-gpg
businesg OPer;{- = .Sall'y (mtervnew, Decembenl 2021).Then f dinsﬂ i .
o highlights the insufficiency of government ot R
Sally s the owsmesses under the condit l?y e Panfx?:iin'eséeS- k:l
Sally, 29'Year~01;ebrf oFbut one of Malaysia’s nearly million micr :
e achelor Moorthy is

ide fooq stall {
n Kuala Lym
the north of Peninsular K

Support micrg by

1 Sy
:ero busines
an operator of a micro

a S
rak, & |
Moorthy originated from PS X X
ot/ 1
alaysia. He started operating @ food sta
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(HAP”R b

ith the help of five workers, a few of whom were migrants, He

ckfields in 2010, W |
€ Ja house &t RM 1,700 per month and lived with all his workers to save money,
ed a NOUNL ¢ | ‘ | ' ‘
i Il his family members remained in Perak. Those who patronized his stall
while all his &

migrant workers near Brickfields:

L weremostly

[People] not allowed to dine in, this is the problem, business volume has
dropped. When business volume drops, I can’t even pay my workers...
[also] when lockdown, local people can work from home, but migrant
workers cannot, they continue to work outside, [yet] they prefer to cook at
home, because they want to save more money, so my business volume drops,

income also drops... (Moorthy interview, September 12, 2021).

Moorthy was eligible for the one-time GKP, but he had no EPF savings to withdraw
from. He found the grant timely and helpful, but far from enough. Due to reduced
business volume and decreased income, he had no choice but to terminate two
workers in early 2021. Moorthy’s lack of EPF savings is not unique. Not all workers
in the private sector have EPF savings, especially those in the informal sectors and
those who are self-employed, and even if they had an EPF account, they might not
earn enough to contribute regularly. The minimum wage for blue collar workers
was last revised at RM 1,200 per month on February 1, 2020, barely enough for an
individual to survive, much less supporting a household or saving for retirement.

Precarious Workers in the Tourism Industry: Adapting and Changing to
Keep Afloat

According to the World Travel and Tourism Council's data, the tourism sector
contributed RM 175.5 billion or 11.7 percent to Malaysia’s GDP in 2019 (WTTC
2021). S‘ince the pandemic, Sabah, Selangor, and Penang experienced the greatest
;Z‘:::;lsccl}osses and highe‘st number of hotel cancellations (Abhari et al. 2021).
T afiorgetov.vn,‘ which became one of the most famous tourist spots in
A ~ t;r attainting UNESCO World Heritage status in 2008, has been
el t(;urjs tanué?ry 2020, .the Penang state government was anticipating over 8
it barr(livals by flight for that year (Lo et al. 2020). But the COVID-19
Imernati()nal 2 ior er closures thoroughly upended those expectations. The Penang

fport movement record shows a 9o percent decline in domestic

and intern,y
Natj -
recorg onal passengers during the second quarter of 2020 compared to the
I number Ofa
traVel ba

: rrivals during the same quarter in 2019 (Yeong and Lee 2021).
€n the ; ; : . ;
. lnumber of domestic tourists slowly picked up while the inter-state
Was lj g
fted between June and December 2020 and again in October 2021,

»
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the number of international visitors was stagnant as internationg| bord
€ry re

alned

p—_ T y Percent iy,
compared to 2019." This has significantly impacted the workers and by

. b ARS8 Sineg

the tourism and hospitality industry, as further elaborated beloy, .

As of December 31, 2020, Malaysia had a total 17,067 licensed tourist

Some license holders work as tourist guides full time,

Josed. Nationwide, the number of tourist arrivals dropped 83

020

€3 in

: Buides,
while others do it part.
time for side income.' Twenty-nine-year-old Zafrul was a PhD student at a Jog|

0cd

university while working part-time as an in-house guide with a daily wage in ,
Penang tourist park to support his studies. Back in September 2019, he used i
savings to sign up for a RM 6,000 course to become a tourist guide, anticipating
that he would finish all trainings within six months and become eligible to register
a tourist guide licence by April 2020. Once registered with a licence, he would be
a state-recognized tourist guide and qualified to receive local and international
tourists beyond the small tourist park he worked for, a prospect for more income.
Unfortunately, his training and plan were thrown into turmoil by the pandemic, and
his licence came a year late. Without the licence, he was not eligible to get the one-
time RM 500 subsidy for workers in the tourism sector. Instead, he was only eligible
for the one-time RM 100 subsidy for student category and a RM 300 coupon from
his university. His life and work were disrupted not only by the postponement o
his licence registration, but also by international travel restrictions. Even whe'n he
successfully registered a tourist guide licence in April 2021, very few intemanon:lf
visitors were allowed entry due to border closures and the new requirement :
a vaccination passport. Luckily, he was offered a job as a research assistant :P(
university. After four attempts at online submission on his own anda f“_‘al at;e
through the help of the Penang-based Mutiara Tourist Guide Associatl(.m’
finally, in October 2021, received the RM 500 assistance designated Speaﬁecemw
tourist guides by the federal government (Zafrul interview, June 22 and D
15,?_.021). ; forovefm

Liana, a 54-year-old tourist guide, has been in the tourism industry’ herjob®
decades. However, due to her company’s retrenchment plan, she gave UP pelies O
a fulltime guide and became a freelancer in 1994. Her income, therefor®:
inbound tourists and the number of trips she handles:

F\uid& The

-— : . rist :
Ihis pandemic poses an unprecedented challenge to e qsis 1N
Ith cris?

. : i« and hea
tourism industry has gone through several economic an¢ come

e s o nttined 0
the past, but none as devastating as COVID-19. lourists cont

i I‘)ﬂlwm from the official website of Malaysia's MOTAC.
16, ibid,
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X juring the time of SARS and the avian flu outbreak, borders were not
ru
even ¢ u

closed. During 911
vists from the We
[Now] with closed border and almost no tourists, tourist

and the Bali bombing, even though nearly 9o percent
st cancelled their trips to Malaysia, those from Asia
: tou

conlinucd to come.
ides have lost their rice bowls (Liana interview, December 16, 2021).
ides have los

8 u

' 006 three-decade- xperience in the sector has proven to be an
' Nonetheless, Liana’s three-decade-long exp p

i advantage. She has beena trainer of tourist guides over the last few years. During the
% advallldgte

lockdown, she man
d from conducting courses was around just RM 500 a month. Over the last

aged to conduct online training courses. However, the income

\ derive

two years,
on three occasions. She has also withdrawn from her EPF savings to stay afloat.

she has received RM 500 in cash assistance from the federal government

These funds are just enough to put food on her table and cover her transport
expenses. Luckily, she lives in her sibling’s house without paying any rent.

& For many years Liana was not eligible for SOCSO protection, and she was
unaware of the latest legislation until receiving our interview. Before the 2017
legislation, Liana and other freelance tourist guides tried to apply for SOCSO but
were rejected on the grounds that tourist guides’ work and workplaces are too fluid
¢ tobe defined. In addition, some issues of occupational safety remain unaddressed.
i For example, tour agencies tend to maximize profits by selling every single seat to
. tourists, leaving no seats for tourist guides on moving vehicles, resulting in potential
health hazards. The Malaysian Tourist Guides Council, though not a union, did
once fight for the welfare of tourist guides. However, the council is no longer as
influential as it used to be, as Liana explains:

As tourism sector diversifies at many fronts, tourist guides too are divided
correspondingly along the lines of race, states, subsectors etc. Today, there
are too many tourist guide associations, each representing a small sectorial
interest. Hence, it’s become more difficult and challenging to find a common
ground and speak with one voice (Liana interview, December 16, 2021).

(I:;Zi::zr’ deS.Pite the proliferation of tourist guide associations, most guilds
s advisors to MOTA
Uninteregted inr
Liana’s story an
represemative
there

C. They may conduct social activities but are largely
aising the issues of welfare and social protection for tourist guides.
d the working conditions of other freelance tourist guides are
of the general trend of Malaysia’s labor-market structures. Today

n 3 (v a2 (g o " ~
more categories of freelancers, self-employed people, and newly
ecarious wor

are eve

em@l‘ging pr
l(Cl'S, SllC]l as glg Clnployt‘es. trt‘t‘lﬂnCe 'dl't.lsts, trt‘t‘ll\nce
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rcademics ete., who constitute 17 percent of the country’s wopp
= J Orce, oq, ..
Wbout 2.6 million workers (DOSM 20214). )

uwalcnt "
Tourist guides are not the only people who rely on tourists (g

E-hailing service providers, taxi drivers, tour van Services ang mTlakc l""ing.
were affected as well (Photo 5). Thirty-four-year-old Hafiz i marri:d aw Wy, 1
children, one and three years old (Hafiz interview, June 23, 40015 Dand hag twg f
s021). He is a self-employed taxi driver, while his wife is an Operator inecemberl ) f\kt
Penang. Hafiz valued the freedom and autonomy of being a taxi driverifacto in '9
However, before the pandemic, his income was already greatly req ery mycp, |

'l

v

g 5 iy 2 uced dy f
intensified competition from e-hailing services. During this pandemj Cto

. y C, his 'mc()me ii‘
was further reduced by almost 95 percent. He has so far received three rounds of g, ’ i
one-time GKP—RM 3,000, RM 1,000, and RM 500, respectively—from the federael ’,1
government; RM 500 from the Penang state government; and another R o ",«
zakat (a form of Islamic alms). To keep afloat, he now runs a roadside burger sta] ;’
Some of Hafiz's friends, who used to be taxi drivers or tour vehicle operators by %
found these professions unsustainable, have begun delivering food, driving lorries, f
or working as security guards. Even though Hafiz has an EPF account, he is one  #*

of the seven million dormant account holders who have insignificant savings for 1
retirement.

—

O Lt S M e S B

Photo 5: No Costumers for the Trishaw Paddlers ot the Malaced u
World Heritage Site (October 8, 2021)
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( I

Freelancers in the Entertainment and Creative Industry

The picture for the art and entertainment industry is bleak, Most performing arts
he

artists to work closely together and meet their audiences physically, usually

pequire ; t [t ;
rs or halls. The requirements for social distancing and ventilation

in indoor theate
have posed gre
employed as full-time and permanent artists or curators in the MOTAC or other

official organizations. Aida is a 43-year-old single woman and a freelance dancer,

at challenges to the industry. Less affected are those who are

choreographer, and dance instructor, unaffiliated with any official organization. She
used to work full-time in the Istana Budaya (Palace of Culture)'” from 1997 to 2005.
She then quit her job to further her studies, majoring in choreography, at a local
university in 2006. Before the pandemic, she used to perform at various venues and
at different events, including weddings. When the MCO was imposed, the industry
came to a halt and she lost her income:

I'm not the only one affected, all in the entertainment industry are affected.
Let me give you some examples, dancers, [especially] freelance dancers,
[they] don’t have [full time] job. But those who work under the ministry
or cultural institutions, they’re safe, because they have permanent salary...
so they don’'t have any problem, except their own commitments (Aida

interview, June 29, 2021).

Unlike her MSME and tourism industry counterparts, Aida was only eligible for
the annual government aid Bantuan Sara Hidup, but not the GKP. Because the aid
Was insufficient, she had to withdraw prematurely from her EPF savings through
i-Sinar and i-Lestari schemes. To keep herself afloat, she started selling and delivering
homemade food. Many of her friends in the industry also had no choice but to start
doing business online or in person, such as selling food, fruits, and headscarves. Even
though there were no occupational associations to look after the welfare and interests
of artists and performers, artists provided mutual support to each other. Rizo too is
an artist and a 37-year-old woodcarver (real name, interview, June 30, 2021). He is
als? (.me of the founders of Pangrok Sulap, a collective of Malaysian artists and social
?;::‘s}tls. bflSed in Ranau, Sabah, Unlike Aida, Rizo can sell his products online, even
BN Itis no longer feasible to travel to or promote his work at events.

a;i;i‘: S]a”)’, Moorthy, Zafrul, Liana, Hafiz, Aida and‘ Riz? comle from ‘diverse
; diOSyncr:(-s and all have different occupations. Each of their stories has lt% own
Sies and is by no means representative of others who are also struggling to

17: A 8tate
State-owned performing

art theater,
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make ends meet. 'They do, however, share one thing in COmmon; vy

hock of income loss, Some have been unable to contribute ‘
or do not have enough savings to draw from, while others Withdreyy r acc(,uhtg
from savings meant for retirement to survive the pandemic, }'{"WCVer,
faceless and helpless people with no agency. Instead, they dcm‘)nStrate e
adapting to their circumstances by conducting business through differens Hience

nt Platforms

changing jobs, starting new businesses, etc. Some, such as Ismad, even Participg
8 O, e in

ctforts to coordinate and distribute aid to others.

Community Aids: Mobilizing Without Con'solidating Social
Hierarchies

This section focuses on non-state actors who have negotiated with the government
and/or played important roles in distributing aid and support. Without doubt, state
provisions have been crucial to keeping many people afloat during this pandemic,
but they are far from sufficient. Malaysia’s commercial and industrial sector relies
heavily on underpaid laborers, local and migrant, who often have limited, slower,
or indirect access to government resources. Nonstate provisions often filled the gap ;
where government aid was needed but was unavailable or insufficient. Friends and

families in the private sphere offered informal assistance, while more organized

collective mobilization and civil soclety organizations aided the broader society

(Photo 6). LB

e
) ; . sla d )
holo 6 A Volunlcey Meparing Food Packs at a Food Bank in Perhention | GEN

lerengganu (June 25, 2021)
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[nformal Provision: Family, Friends, and Community Transfer

several rescarch participants revealed that they relied on the help of their extended
fam“)' to survive ¢
parents. smnctm.lc | o s ATEA
parents and siblings would also provide him with some cash. Hazri, a 31-year-old
married man, was a se

worked in Kuala Lumpur. The lockdown deprived him of job opportunities and
income. The RM 1,000 cash assistance from the federal government during the first
lockdown was too little to support his family. Because of severe financial hardship,
he temporarily lived with his parents in Kelantan (Hazri interview, June 24, 2021).
In both cases, Hafiz and Hazri relied on their parents for support. Things were,
however, different for Sally, who was the one to provide her parents with provisions,
rather than the other way around. Although Sally had to suspend regular provisions
to her parents, she cooked and ate with them to save money.

Networks of friends and family were even more important for non-citizens,
who were not eligible for assistance from the Malaysian government. Zam is a
45-year-old construction worker originating from Batam, Indonesia. He had
obtained permanent residency after having lived in Malaysia for over 30 years but
remained ineligible to receive any form of aid from the Malaysian government. His
younger siblings, who had been born in Malaysia and were conferred citizenship,
were eligible for government aid. Zam lived with his wife and a teenage son, both
of whom he had to support, in addition to himself. He relied during these difficult
times on his limited savings. He also had the advantage of borrowing cash from
friends and siblings who lived nearby (Zam interview, September 4, 2021).

Tini is also a migrant from Indonesia. She is 48 years old and has a 24-year-old
son who lives in Indonesia. She has been working in Penang for over 15 years. Before
the first lockdown, she worked at a canteen in a primary school on weekdays and as
afreelance cleaner on the weekends. She lost both jobs when the MCO was imposed
but was allowed to stay in the workers’ hostel provided by the canteen owner. As the
Pandemic improved, the canteen was reopened and she again began offering cleaning
Services, but fear of transmission kept patronage low. When another strict lockdown
Was imposed in 2021, the school canteen was again closed. She decided to leave the
canteen workers’ hostel and stay at her friends’ place. Her friends have been sharing
food with her because she could not afford to buy any. To survive, she started making
:tf ttlt]ling[f(:)d. VYhat she earned was just enough to live (?n. Tini a.lso reached
the Embassn Ol;eswn government for help but d'ld not receive anything beciart-lsc.?
interview JL)xln(;n y handed out fooc.i and cash assistance to ta'rgeted groupf (Tini

. 21, 2021). Indonesian Ambassador Hermono's statements in one

hallenging times. Former taxi driver Hafiz lived very close to his

s going to his parents’ house to eat, saving him some money. His

If-employed land surveyor based in Kelantan whose wife
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s were (rom the construction and services sectorsg (Vm()thaa 2021) 18
\ “ ' ‘
Mmost rectpie '
f aid and

tworks Constityg, an
| but significant shock absorber in times of economic hardshlp (thﬂ'
informal but sig

such trangfer,

(s reatlirm past observations that both the Provision
\ iy e
Lhese aceol

) 10 g , ) ) :
fers within extended families and among friend n
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\ansor and Fakhrina 2016). Despite the crucial role they play,
2003 Mansor and 1

| srovisions are often taken for granted by the authorities,
and provi O ¢
Mutual Help: Individual Initiatives, NGOs, and Occupationg] Groups

Refugees had already had their own informal and. p.erson'al rlletworl;s before the
\:nsc:oflht‘ pandemic. Despite years of NGO negotiation with awrr:a :-rs’dr?ﬁ;)gm
are not legally permitted to work. None}heless, some man}algertod llélcallo :TZ
factories, in food markets, and elsewhere with the help of warrfn ea ’et glelze ev;:n
(New Straits Times 2019). But the lockdowns e).(ac.erbated r.e ugeejbfol;ukfintended
itor people’s movements. This treatment o - s :
ts(;cljfi?}ttissfe hlz)ls given rise to discomfort and unease amOIllg k{iil:;u;scn;t::;:
has caused significantly greater distress to refugees and people Wld s
Moreover, the many migrant raids and detention cases have caused even gr
among refugees and undocumented migrant workers. e 1
In spite of these circumstances during the lockdowns, refuge?S.Pts e
local language or in English would work with local NGOs and activis O
food distributions to refugee communities. Several informal and perso B
evolved into more organized mutual help collectives. Meena, a 26-)’earMalaysia by
mother refugee from Yemen, is proficient in English. She came ;(;HCR (Uit 4
herself in 2018 as a student at a local university. She now holds a U

idges
ame bﬂdg
R ike her beC
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees) card.' People lik
among such mutual aid collectives:

: t

: eir bes

. ne all th ,

We sce that Malaysians and local NGOs, they are really t.ryl gAISO we have

to provide the fund, provide food during this Pandemlc.“whatevel‘;;.._,
non-locals, for example Yemenis who are businessmen or S

. i ‘V)I oS
i intervie
their support, And, you know, we support each other (Meena _
8,2021),

18, For a more compreliens 's bear
' Int H i i > car : ’c"
19. The UNHCR ¢ ard s an identity document stating that the card s
OL UNHCR as arelugee, but i

P .+ Malaysian law
tdoes not grant specific rights under Malay
Party o the 195, Refugee ¢ onvention nor its Protocol,

. er to t
i ; . . : i Yoy kers, ref , a0
Ve picture of the situation of migrant work er is under antry i
e ¢
since the
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Meena also sl'.llcd that the M;ll.l)'sialll novernment proag li\’('l)‘ reached out to the
UNHCR 0 coordinate vaccination for refugees, Twenty-five year-old Rohingyan
efugee woman Syuhada speaks fluent Malay and Linglish., She has been working at
the Rohingya Women lh‘\'cl.npnwnl Network for a few years. During the pandemic,
ith the help of her own tamily members and the unding of local people, she
coordinated the distribution of food to more than five hundred Rohingyan families

near where she lived:

[So far] no assistance from the government, all [assistance] from Malaysian
people, Malays, Chinese, Indian, they collect and give us money to buy
food, so we buy food and distribute... My family help me to distribute, my
siblings, my husband, they all help to pick up and distribute food for the
520 families registered with the Rohingya Women Development Network

(Syuhada interview, June 9, 2021).

Community-aid efforts require more coordination and organization than does
the transfer of resources among family members in the private sphere. More
importantly, it is built on trust and compassion. Community aid for refugees
would not have been possible without the active participation of a spirited local
community (Azmil and Por 2021).

Migrant workers, especially undocumented ones, found themselves in similarly
challenging circumstances (Wahab 2020). During the first lockdown in 2020, a
#KitaJagaKita (we help ourselves) hashtag was trending on social media, calling for,
coordinating, and extending community aid, including food and daily goods, to
people who needed assistance, regardless of nationality and citizenship status. Mahi
Ramakrishnan (real name, interview, August 19, 2021), founder of an organization
registered in 2018 called Beyond Borders, worked with women from the migrant
and local low-income community to jointly initiate a community project, Biryani
Wallahs, through which these women would cook and sell nasi bani, a popular dish,
to earn a basic living. They also cooked for frontline workers in hospitals and at
vaccination centers.

In response to the hardship caused by the third nationwide lockdown in
June 2021, a citizen on the East Coast initiated the #BenderaPutih (white flag)
€ampaign, which soon spread across the country (Photo 7). It drew on the same
Sense of community spirit as #KitaJagaKita. During its early stages, the movement
Was viewed by some in the government as a critique of the authorities for failing
10 manage the pandemic. Some even interpreted the white flag as a symbol of

SUtrender. But the movement’s spirit of solidarity came to redefine the act of raising
3 white flag in front of one’s own house as defying the stigma of poverty. Food banks
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Ceountry in response to the white
SPEANR U ACTOSS the coti l ¢ flag, Movemeny 1,

Maps as the basis fot mobile .||‘|\l|l ations that I.uilil.\lv(l food € g

\Q\\\‘\)‘.‘\‘
s users to the locations of tfood banks (Tan 2021), ‘The white

divecting

onversation about period poverty, as sever

also \1\.11‘\(‘\‘ d al ““)“pg and e Nt

called tor the donation ol sanitary pads, which were to be pl

‘ ) . . o —_— (l”() & 3
banks, helping to give menstruation greater visibility as o need to | U8 fog
. A} O . )C

amony aid providers (Ramlan 2021).

(LR

@@ Hasnoor Hussain

Photo 7: A White Shirt Used as a White Flag, Hung in Front of a House in
Wangsa Maiju, Kuala Lumpur (5 July 2021)

In addition to the aid that these initiatives provided, they are significant for the
spontaneity with which they arose, the spirit of mutual aid with which they were
conducted, and the opportunities for learning they represented. These efforts
developed social networks, skill in coordinating movements of this nature, and
memories of collective action that will be stored communally, all of which will be :
tremendous social capital in the future. Nonetheless, these initiatives faced se
challenges. While roadblocks were meant to control infection, they also cmted.}
barriers for people who wanted to distribute resources. “The food thatwewanted.
to send got stuck in road blocks, then there are many bureaucratic pm¢edure3¥?“
nL“cd to go through,” said Shaq Koyok, a 36-year-old single establiSth maleﬁms‘
(fl the Temuan tribe who helped distribute goods to indig ous eople (mterﬂew'
September 29, 2021), Another commonly encountered cha ow ted0
and time-consuming the process of coordination was:
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akes up & lot of time, because coordinating with communities and
[1t] ‘-‘.\\ wnd Lalamove [a delivery service] etc. on the ground, making
“{":‘C;u-\"""‘"‘ happens smoothly, getting volunteers in, managing and
sul \\t;!\él the volunteers, making sure the SOPs are also adhered to, is a

\~\“\]‘\“l\ . . p .
lot of work all of that is one thing. But finding the funds, engaging with
ot o

rpying to find new companies and corporates and donor organizations
or Y1

< also a big challenge. And you must know that for the migrant workers
\‘l > A . = : \

and refugees there h
August 19, 2021),

as been no help from the state (Mahi Ramakrishnan
interview,s

Another form of collective, non-state action was undertaken by guilds and
occupational groups. Guilds or industry-specific associations are relatively more
organized, formal, and resourceful than spontaneously generated collective efforts.
They conduct regular elections and collect member fees for organizing activities
and‘courses. Some of these groups’ representatives proactively negotiated with
the government to create industry specific SOPs. They also voiced the need for
state assistance, applied for aid on behalf of their members, and organized online
workshops and professional-development courses that would help their members.
Sally is not a fee-paying member of the Malaysia Hairdressing Association (MHA).
However, she was included in the MHA WhatsApp group through which she
received updates about these activities (Sally interview, December 6, 2021).

Both Zafrul and Liana are members of the Mutiara Tourist Guide Association,
which, during the pandemic, conducted online professional-development courses
for both licensed tourist guides and those who wished to be registered as one. The
Malaysian Tourist Guides Council (MTGC) has also been vocal about seeking
fore assistance from the government (Chin 2021). They are, as a matter of fact,
stakeholders in negotiations for state provisions, but are often ignored in the

literature on socia] protections.

T . =
Narrative of Community Mobilization: Social Solidarity Over Charity

f:?g]:;’;::tmolbil.ization, .despite being unrecognized l?y the authorities, pl‘jlys
Onethelegs t}r10 sihe! _“me]loratlng hardship in time of tremenfiml‘s precarnt‘y.
stratiﬁcation‘ these efforts al'so reveal the extent of Malaysian socn?t)f s econonflc
ierarChieS € power relations between providers and recipients of aid, and soc.ml

(Spade 2020). Apart from cultivating a sense of community, collective

S aimeq iy ;
ineqy ality at Providing aid also sparked important conversations about social
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During the Tockdown, some people shared photog of them

""W'v‘ e

ll\/v
bl Finy
sometimes exposing the identities of the recipients and g

SUpgesting a 1. K of b Al '}'
tor those who were timancially challenged. Such photos haye been criy "Specy f‘lﬂﬂ
selt gloviheation, tor reintorcing social hierarchies between the P”VII““I/'-J forr 'A;«'Y
under resoureced sepments of the population, and fo reifying the Stigma ”;{M "Nl I,;;/"i,;
(Raharin 2021). Ch ttiques of such images urged people to stop “””'i’, 80 ,”“:;“.‘/“”' ‘;
the public to ponder the diflerence between charity and solidarity: 1, h“/”“l ;.f";‘
mvolves delivering aid without addressing pre existing social Inequities ',:/T]'I‘r ‘}"&
i e

the latter emphasizes and strengthens horizontal collabor

f
. . ’ A
ation in the €xtension of ”’)
)

community assistance,
Community mobilization occurs within and reacts to existing paradigms, f /ﬂ
) 93 FOr
example, Beyond Borders activist Mahi Ramakrishnan is careful not to reprodyc
: g

existing social hierarchies and avoids self-positioning as “the voice of the voiceless”

[nstead, she views her work as merely providing a platform for migrants, who are
capable of making their own voices heard:

[ don’t want to say to give the voice to the voiceless, it’s a bit too much—but
then I could actually tell their stories, that because they don't really have a
platform, I could provide that platform for them to tell their stories, and I
could also tell their stories and media has a wide reach. And they realized
that it can trigger conversations, you can bring about awareness, and it can
make people think, want to contribute, want to work with them. It can shape

minds and perspectives and change conversations (Mahi Ramakrishnan
interview, August 19, 2021).

The community movement of Pangrok Sulap also manifests the importance of
community mobilization. Rizo, who was based in Sabah, uses wood carvmgm
connect with and tell the local community’s story and to address injustice and |
inequality. He too consciously decides to cultivate more collaborative and non-
hierarchical relations in community movements: “In fact, we do things conecﬁvel??
we discuss and try things together. In this [Pangrok Sulap] collective, we have no -
‘head’. We all take responsibility of the things we do together” (Interview, June
2021),

Beyond Borders and Pangrok Sulap are two collective efforts that attemp
to address inequalities and marginalization without reproducing themThek :
significance lies not only in framing the narratives of community mobilizatl@ an
inequalities, but also in shaping actual practices of collective movement.
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ity of pre-Pandemic Structural Issues: Insufficient

J ."‘ v ’ L al 4

Gon® ot Protection, Low-Wage Policies, and Migrant
Vulnerabilities

paper has shown that ;;nvcrmpcnl aid, the pnji?mrc.lr.mqfer ('»f remurcgq,
L mmunity assistance have been helpful means of mitigating material hardship
god andemic. However, inequality has undoubtedly widened. This is well
emplified l‘y\' the large volume of premature EPF withdrawals, which cut into
:\wm‘g retirement funds. lnsuihcnciﬂ rctlremer'ﬂ protectl?n wa.'s a loomt'ng crisis
even before the pandemic, but it has since been laid bare. This section examines how
sre-COVID-19 structural issues continued to impact socioeconomic vulnerabilities
:hmughout the pandemic. I first visit mainstream narratives regarding insufficient
savings for retirement. Then I link the crisis of insufficient retirement funds to the
«ructural issues of Malaysia’s overreliance on a precarious migrant workforce and
the country’s low-wage policies. Later I bring to the discussion the contradictory
picture set out at the beginning of the chapter—that a large unemployed workforce
co-exists with an acute shortage of human resources in various industrial sectors.
Over the past decade, EPF has thrice revised the benchmark for basic savings
(the minimum target savings) for 55-year-old individuals. It was first benchmarked
at RM 196,800 in 2014, later revised to RM 228,000 in 2017, and adjusted to RM
240,000 in 2019 (Daim 2021b). Over the years, workers have been encouraged to
save more for their retirement. The expansion of the gig economy and the trend of
job market precarity have made it even more urgent to address the issue. The Chief
Executive Officer of EPF, Datuk Seri Amir Hamzah Azizan, stated the following

during an interview:

Thus far this

during the P

In the EPE we have started dialogue and partnership programs with Grab
o '."C@ntiVize Grab’s community of drivers and delivery-partners to build
their retirement savings via the EPF’s i-Saraan program.® This collaboration
'has Managed to attract more e-hailing drivers to save for their retirement,
:}:‘i ;‘1’0{:; l'o,ooo partners have registered for the program. We believe

“INg our resources and efforts together is highly imperative to

overcome the nrecc: .
¢ the pressing problems of the nation (The Edge 2021).

Stat
Cand cor 0o

. YOrate e . : ‘ .

Ep Porate efforts to have workers register for and contribute to

PF acc
CCounts places rec R ;
Places responsibility for the issue of retirement savings on the

2 1 Say
fary 4 Y40 0s a voluntary “Thomy -
yow I‘“ )k“"l“lhullun that allows EPF members who are self-employed and do not
take voluntary contributions toward their retirement, and at the same time

al contri :
itribution from the government,

Tecej ,‘“‘KU aringg
¢ ad tiop
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tor public servants, he total savings an EPF member can “WAD o} Y,

accumulage
one s retirement l!(‘l‘vl\\l\ on the wages received (ll“'i“)’, one's

hythn .. | ﬁ
f
that the current minimum wage is set at RM 1,200 pe
anable to support themselves, much less contribute to theijr retiremeng ¢
und B
" aud

€nyy
2 Daim 2021h), /&U
minimum wage t RM 14 fw
per month (Ramachandran 2022). However, the proposal has Yetto be gazet, "Loo |
- 1 . c ‘l
The presence of a large migrant workforce further complicates these €conomic ?Wf

woes. Despite being a middle-income country, Malaysia depends heavilyom

on the basic savings quantum, only 27 percent of EPF members
) 5 aged bety

and s, are estimated to have sufhicient savings in their Epp account (

As of early 2022, there have been calls to increase the

“precarious” and “disposable” migrant workforce with a high turnover rate to run
its commercial and industrial activities. In 2019, migrants numbered more than 0
3.1 million, representing over 10 percent of the local population (DOSM 2021b), P
However, social researchers have long contested that the actual number is much
higher, equivalent to about 15 percent of the local population, if undocumented Lo
workers are counted (Lee and Khor 2018). Since the outbreak of the pandemic, i
thousands of migrant workers have been deported by the authorities, while many sy
more left the country due to economic slowdown (ASEANPLUS News 2020). In ‘ﬂﬁﬂga
2021, the migrant workforce decreased to 2.69 million or less than g percent of D,
the local population. In the meantime, the Malaysian Employers Federation and 1 N
the Federation of Malaysian Manufacturers urged the government o apl;l;“z W
recruitment of migrant workers, despite over half a million local workers rem ]
jobless (Krishnan 2021; Malay Mail Reporter 2021b).

The Central Bank of Malaysia has described Malaysia's econon.ly
cost production model and high dependence on low-skilled foreign

" e nd e
discourages productivity enhancements, depresses wages, &
2021). (It is also

as havinga ‘low \%
workers. which
peourages the
worth noting
rect revenue (0 the Malaysian
RM 640 t0 RM 1,850 P

depress®

N ¢ Orkforce 4

year, depending on the sector.) The narrative that migrant “; us groups mig \:
‘ ario

salary rates predates the pandemic (Chang 2016). A$ & precar ple \

creation of low-skilled jobs” (Bank Negara Malaysia
that migrant workers provide billions of ringgits in di

government, Each documented worker is levied from

res
» g are nOt : e
workers are often scapegoated for larger systemic issues they Sl |
ina |
at and |
| 2 Fora more comprehensive discussion on the technical arrangeme %
eheme, see chapter five of Khazanah Research Institute (2021). !
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rs blame them for loosening the labor market by accepting wages
OrKers Lie

ainable rate, while employers argue that paying a higher minimum

ant workers will cause an outflow of remittances (Chang 2016; Tay

for. Local W
at an unsust

» to migr
wage tOTl ioe\'iswnce of a large, unemployed local workforce and acute labor
e coe
2019):

Lust be contextualized against the backdrop of state-sanctioned low-wage
shortage I

i .es « b 0 » . . .
pOllC:MahysiaﬂS are reluctant to take up “3D’ jobs” is a convenient rhetorical tool
that - VI

d worker-employer tension. Therefore, the commonly cited narrative
an

avoid conversations about raising the minimum wage and upgrading social
p tection by placing blame on migrant and local workers alike.
¢ Jeed, the retirement fund crisis predates COVID-19, and it is inseparable from
othI:r str1;ctural issues. Proponents of social protections must be able to visualize
and address these four interconnected issues—insufficient retirement savings,

low-wage policies, overreliance on a low-skilled workforce, and the precarity of the
migrant workforce. Apart from proposing raises to the minimum wage and payroll-
based savings, there are also calls for a bolder change, such as moving from mean
tested periodic assistance for targeted aged groups toward a tax-funded universal
social pension scheme. To what extent these calls will move fiscal conservatives
and policymakers to action remains to be seen (Syed Jaymal Zahiid 2021). Over the
last two decades, Malaysia’s tax revenue has registered a nearly fourfold rise, from
RM 49.1 billion in 1996 to RM 180.6 billion in 2019. Notwithstanding the growth,
its tax-to-GDP ratio has been almost halved from 19.38 percent in 1996 to 11.95
percent in 2019, indicating a shrinking tax base over the same period. Even though
Malaysia’s per capita GDP ranks third in Southeast Asia, after Singapore and Brunei,
its tax-to-GDP ratio is lower than those of Cambodia, Thailand, the Philippines, and
Singapore, and far behind many middle- and high-income countries.2 If Malaysia

were to implement a tax funded universal social pension scheme, it should widen its
tax base rather than allowing it to shrink further.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I ar
between state an

the PE€rspectiveg

gue that social protection policies are products of the dynamics
d non-state actors. Therefore, this research brings together
o < tc})}f thrf‘e.main. stakeholde.rs and groups. First,’ I ex?mined tl‘fe
policy s <t?hpo itical elite and outl.lned the government’s soc10eco.nom1c
Voices of by, o ¢ COVID-19 pandemic. Second, I represented the stories and

ary people—such as small business owners, migrant workers,

" ~OMparisop 1 :
ased on statistics derived from World BanK’s online interactive databank.

,‘
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citizens. Non-state actors— including individyal

activistg, comm

quilds, occupational groups, and NGOs—were al
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$ ' Moty |
o . 0 involveq i, disrribm- b
me actors—especially guilds, OCCupq g g
and workers rights activists—were indispensable in bridgin th o

& the gap

s for reopenin
respective trades. The stories of Sally, Zafrul, and Liana poj

of these groups, which have been helpful during the pand
workers in negotiations with the government for better term
For example, the MTGC and the MHA have been vocal ins
trom the government for their constituencies of guidesand h

and tood. Some of these non-state

needs and provisions, and in negotiating term g and
an reliz{fo'm&
emic by p
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Even though they are not unions, they have played an important role in collective
bargaining. NGOs, guilds, and spontaneous community mobilization have all doge
important work to advance the cause of providing unofficial social provision. Ther

presence and action affirm the notion that political rights and social rightsar
inseparable.

Citing people’s personal narratives, I have also shown how individuals s
coped with material hardship caused by the pandemic. Government assistance i
undeniably been crucial in keeping people afloat, especially for the self-cm[?w
freelancers, gig workers, and other precarious workers who have little tono!'z
to cushion the shock of job and income loss. Despite being extremely m i
timely, government relief packages were far from enough, and much Zee)
was, in fact, financed by the recipients themselves, who prolonged loan «W
withdrew prematurely from their EPF accounts. Despite this, the §0 i
g its relief package 8

e financing ™
which means “caring” or “attentive,” while incorporating self h mw o
This speaks to he the

the government’s rhetoric and its actions in offering social provlﬂw“
pandemic, mem's"”%

Despite the gap between discourse and policy, the S?Vem i followi’é .
were crucial in boosting the Muhyiddin governments egitimat? .

T

skilfully portrayed itself as benevolent by describin

into its “aid packages” to avoid spending more.

: e s
Sheraton coup, as indicated by the results of two large sc?(lm's‘cﬂdkm
the second and third quarters of 2020, But the administratic ,
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during the third nationwide lockdown from June to July 2021, which

iSk‘d
1 steep economic decline. Several media reports disclosed that more

compro™
oCcasi«"“‘d
than half of

descrlpt iﬂns

of branding these p
. seconomic stimulus™ packages, suggesting that these programs are market

and business oriented, rather than aimed at providing social protection for people.
[ have also shown that the changing market structures and hiring practices have
created a large precarious workforce who endure unstable income and lack proper
rotection against the risk of invalidity and job loss. Even though the authorities
passed two landmark legislations in 2017, SOCSO protection was extended to cover
the self-employed workforce in the Passenger Transportation Sector only at the early
stage of its implementation. It was not until January 1, 2020, that self-employed
people in another 19 sectors were included. Yet, this desirable change was so close to
the first lockdown that many were unaware of it and remain unprotected by SOCSO.
Moreover, not everyone has access to government aid. It was particularly
tough for people in remote areas, such as indigenous people, to access provisions.
Meanwhile, migrants and refugees have been entirely excluded from these
initiatives. Community mobilization was thus crucial, yet often unrecognized by
the authorities, in assisting those who fell through the cracks. These non-state
efforts also gave rise to two important conversations, one about period poverty,
the other about the difference between charity and solidarity, and the importance
of extending aid without reproducing unequal class relations. The latter can
be observed in the critique of those who took selfies with aid recipients. These
conversations were significant in shaping both the narrative and the practice of

the government's reliet packages were self-financed by recipients. The
of these relief packages also reveal the authorities' thinking. Instead

ackages as “social protection,” the authorities keep referring to

community mobilization.
Importantly, social protection must cover both the working age and retired

Populations. The widened base of SOCSO coverage is crucial to address protection
for the working-age population, but EPF savings for the elderly remains inadequate
due to low-wage policies. The issue of insufficient retirement income protection
Predates the COVID-1g9 pandemic, but the profusion of premature EPF withdrawals =
makes it even more urgent to address. If more premature withdrawal schemes
are approved, it will affect not only individual workers but also erode popular
confidence in the statutory body itself and the mandatory saving scheme. Rather
:g:i"a limrplticat.ing local and migrant workers for systemic iS'Sl'leS, narratives a‘bout
A inadpe 0 eCtlon-must be reframed to address low-wage policies, which co.ntrlbute

Quate retirement savings, and other structural issues such as overreliance on

A low_gl.:
skilled workforce and the precarity of migrant workers.
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