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Singapore Updates  
 
Singapore’s government public communication in the midst of 
the Coronavirus Outbreak  
 
In the midst of the Coronavirus outbreak and the need for prompt information, the 
Singapore government continued to maintain tight control over the release of 
information, and objected calls for a Freedom of Information Act. When debating 
the  Protection from Online Falsehoods and Manipulation Act (POFMA) in 
Parliament last year, Minister K Shanmugam rejected MP Louis Ng and NMP Irene 
Quay’s calls for a Freedom of Information Act.1 The reason given is that civil 
servants would be “inundated with odd requests”, and such and Act would mainly 
benefit lawyers, businessmen and journalists, although this is precisely what 
journalists and lawyers are supposed to do.  
 
On January 20th, in a speech at the Institute of Policy Studies (IPS) conference, 
Minister Chan Chun Sing once again said that sharing of data will not be a panacea 
to policy issues. He even said that “If people don’t trust you, you can give as much 
data as you want, and you will not win over the hearts or the minds of the people”. 
2 But such argument is shaky at best because releasing information does not have 
to comes with the prerequisite of people’s trust. Instead such an argument only 
gives the impression of having something to hide.3 
 
However, the in the face of public health crisis like the Coronavirus outbreak is a 
case in point as to why an open and communicative government is critical in crisis 
communication. Prompt and open communications from the government is crucial 
to managing public concerns and allay fears fanned by news from unverified 
sources.  
 
Censuring open communications and stifling freedom to information could prevent 
efforts to save lives. In the case of China, it was not very forthcoming when the 
virus was first detected in Wuhan. Whistle blower Dr Li Wen Liang was censured 
by the government authorities when he first raised the alarm over the presence of 
the virus and he eventually succumbed to the virus attack. In retrospect, many lives 
could have been saved and the spread of Coronavirus could have been contained 
much earlier if not for the censoring of information.  
 
 

 
1 Faris Mokhtar and Janis Lim. 2019. Laws to fight fake news, Worker’s Party rapped for opposing 
move. Today Online, https://www.todayonline.com/singapore/laws-fight-fake-news-passed-workers-
party-rapped-opposing-move 
2 Tee Zhuo. 2020. IPS Forum. Sharing data not ‘panacea’ to all policy issues, Chan Chun Sing tells Goh 
Ming Sing. Straits Times. https://www.straitstimes.com/politics/ips-forum-sharing-data-not-
panacea-to-all-policy-issues-chan-chun-sing-tells-goh-meng-seng 
3 Chew. S. 2020. The Wuhan Virus Outbreak Shows that to Combat Fake News, We need Government 
Transparency.RiceMedia. https://www.ricemedia.co/current-affairs-opinion-wuhan-virus-combat-
fake-news-government-transparency/ 
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Malaysia Update 

New Collar Jobs and its prospects for Malaysians  

Conventional understanding of division of labour is generally colour-coded. White-
collar refers to those involve in performing professional duties, blue-collar typically 
refers to those who perform manual labour and pink-collar refers to professions 
typically meant for women. In recent times, there is even the existence of new-
collar worker. A new collar-worker is an individual who develops the technical and 
soft skills needed to work in technology jobs through non-traditional education 
paths. These workers do not have a four-year degree from college. Instead, the 
new-collar worker is trained through community colleges, vocational schools, 
software boot camps, technical certification programs, high school technical 
education and on-the job apprentices and internships.4 
 
In line with the demand for such labour, Malaysia is currently focusing on technical 
and vocational education and training (TVET) programmes to equip its human 
capital with the necessary technical and vocational skills. It is projected that 60 
percent of jobs created under the 11th Malaysia Plan (2016-2020) will require 
human capital with technical and vocational skills. At present, Malaysia’s skilled 
workforce stands at 28 percent.5 
 
According to the Human Resources Minister, Kula Segaran, 96 percent of students 
graduating from skills training institutes are offered jobs soon after completing their 
studies. Workers who go for further training to improve their skills are also highly 
employable and often get multiple job offers.  
 
Perhaps, the TVET programme will really benefit the Orang Asli. The Human 
Resource Ministry is helping students from the Orang Asli communities to enroll at 
the Industrial Training Institute. In 2018 alone, eight Orang Asli settlements in 
Cameron Highlands, Tapah and Gerik were enrolled in the ILP in Ipoh, Perak. And 
17 Orang Asli students are undergoing training at the institute. Those who are 
enrolled in the program are given the option to pursue a course in welding, 
hairdressing, beauty treatments, mechatronics, electronics, electrical wiring or 
electrical chargeman.6  
 
Beyond that, every Tuesday, the Human Resources Ministry would have an open 
day to meet clients and stakeholders who needed their advisory services. It is 
remained to be seen how this will truly contribute to the workforce of Malaysia, and 
eventually the economy of Malaysia. Regardless of the results, this initiative 
provides an alternative for Malaysians to be part of the new-collar workforce.  
 

 
4 Bubenik. S.2019. New-Collar Workers. Who are they and how are they contributing to our shortage 
of labor?, Forbes, https://www.forbes.com/sites/scholleybubenik/2019/01/24/new-collar-workers-
who-are-they-and-how-are-they-contributing-to-our-labor-shortage/#1b1e8a082c2f 
5 Malaysiakini. 2020. Huge potential in new collar jobs for Malaysians. 
https://www.malaysiakini.com/news/510651 
6 Ibid  

https://www.forbes.com/sites/scholleybubenik/2019/01/24/new-collar-workers-who-are-they-and-how-are-they-contributing-to-our-labor-shortage/#1b1e8a082c2f
https://www.forbes.com/sites/scholleybubenik/2019/01/24/new-collar-workers-who-are-they-and-how-are-they-contributing-to-our-labor-shortage/#1b1e8a082c2f
https://www.malaysiakini.com/news/510651
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CAMBODIA 
 
Coronavirus exposes Southeast Asia’s public health shortfalls7 
 
TOKYO/PHNOM PENH - With the death of a Chinese man in the Philippines from 
coronavirus, the government’s ability to handle a public health emergency has 
been thrust into the limelight, a sentiment shared across Southeast Asia. 
 
As the coronavirus looks set to become a pandemic, Asian countries’ abilities to 
respond to stem the virus has been called to question. The vastly different levels 
of health care in the region is one of the major contributing factors to the doubt. 
Budget cuts for health in favour of law enforcement has also had an impact on 
abilities to react to a global pandemic. 
 
The official number of cases reported so far has surpassed 60,000 and 1,300 
people have died. As some countries lack resources to screen, diagnose, and 
survey cases, experts warned that the actual figure could be much higher. 
Bangkok-based professor emeritus of public health Richard Coker said that the 
virus is a test of institutions and main political actors in the region and warns that 
if the virus moves into the region like it has been moving through China, Southeast 
Asia will struggle to cope with it. 
 
Researchers have found that “systematic underfinancing” have led to a 
concentration of weakly prepared health systems in the region. When decisions 
are made by ministries, a balance needs to be achieved between present tense 
needs and protection against future threats. As Asia have acute pockets of poverty, 
the urgency to address these issues first consistently overwhelms the need to 
prioritize potential future threats. Because of Asia’s growing share of the global 
economy, the International Monetary Fund has warned that the novel 
coronavirus’s economic repercussions will be worse than the SARS epidemic in 
the early 2000s. 
 
The World Health Organization has recommended countries to build up disease 
surveillance, diagnostics, and response capacities. Governments in Asia have 
faced criticism for their handling of the outbreak. Some have been accused of 
overreaction, others of underreaction. At the moment Thailand seems to be doing 
a fairly good job at handling the virus. However, strong public health systems are 
no guarantee of avoiding outbreaks. 
 
Japan and Singapore, two leading Asian economies with universal health 
coverage, have more confirmed cases outside of China than other Southeast 
Asian nations. A critical part of managing the crisis is effective communication.  
 
 

 
7 Coronavirus exposes Southeast Asia’s public health shortfalls, Nikkei Asian Review, dated 13 

February 2020, https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Coronavirus/Coronavirus-exposes-Southeast-Asia-
s-public-health-shortfalls 

https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Coronavirus/Coronavirus-exposes-Southeast-Asia-s-public-health-shortfalls
https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Coronavirus/Coronavirus-exposes-Southeast-Asia-s-public-health-shortfalls
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Fear cases economic damage and may not lead to the right behavioural changes 
to limit risk. 
 

MYANMAR 
 
Invest In Young, First-Time Voters8 
 
YANGON - Voting and the electoral process are at the core of a functioning 
democracy. Democracies perform better when more people vote. Thus it is critical 
that as many eligible voters need to make use of their right to vote, but low voter 
turnout rate remains a significant challenge in many countries. Studies have also 
shown voter turnout varies significantly between different demographic groups and 
from country to country. However, young, first-time voters are particularly 
challenging to mobilize across many countries. 
 
Lacking in knowledge or interest in politics are one of the few factors young, first-
time voters don’t vote. Myanmar youths have expressed that the lack of time and 
the need to prioritize studies or working as reasons for not voting. They also find it 
challenging to obtain sufficient information on the many political parties and how 
to differentiate between them.  
 
From a political perspective, successfully mobilising young, first-time voters has 
long term rewards. Studies have shown that individuals who participate in elections 
at young are more likely to continue voting later in life. Thus it is a priority to ensure 
that young, first-time voters make their voices heard by voting. 
 
Youth wings are established in political parties to encourage the participation of 
youth and to increase voter turnout among young, first-time voters. Youth wings 
are also an essential recruiting platform for potential future politicians.  
 
As 2020 is an election year in Myanmar and a pivotal moment in the country’s 
ongoing democratization process, Myanmar will have almost 4.8 million first-time 
voters in the upcoming election this fall. As democratic participation is built on 
these voters, the nation is also building the foundations of its democracy of 
tomorrow. It is important to educate the people that their voices can be heard 
through votes and have a say in politics 
 
  

 
8 Mobilizing Young, First-Time Voters is an Investment in Myanmmar’s Future, The Irrawaddy, 12 

February 2020, https://www.irrawaddy.com/opinion/guest-column/mobilizing-young-first-time-
voters-investment-myanmars-future.html 

https://www.irrawaddy.com/opinion/guest-column/mobilizing-young-first-time-voters-investment-myanmars-future.html
https://www.irrawaddy.com/opinion/guest-column/mobilizing-young-first-time-voters-investment-myanmars-future.html


 

Southeast Asia Updates  

(February 2020 - Issue 2)  

  5 
 

 
 
PHILIPPINES 
 
The Armed Forces of the Philippines eyes Visiting Forces Agreement with 
China, Japan9 
 
The Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) will be pushing for military cooperation 
arrangements with other countries in the region including China to fill the security 
gap following the 1999 Visiting Forces Agreement (VFA) between the Philippines 
and the United States. AFP Chief, General Felimon Santos Jr. and members of 
the Commission on Appointments (CA) and reporters at the Senate maintained 
that the country’s security establishment will survive without the US military 
assistance which was tied with the VFA. 
 
However, during General Felimon Santos Jr. appointment by the CA, Senator 
Francis Tolentino questioned General Felimon Santos Jr. whether the termination 
of the VFA would affect the military’s disaster response capabilities especially with 
the warning of “Big One” earthquake hitting Metro Manila. He added that US 
personnel participated in rescue and relief efforts namely Super Typhoon Yolando 
in 2013, Taal Volcano eruption and Southern Leyte landslide in 2006. He 
specifically said that the joint Balikatan military exercises during the Leyte landslide 
had enable the US Marines to intervene in a timely manner.  
 
General Felimon Santos Jr. responded by stating that bilateral exercises and 
agreements with other countries will be increased, the only Status of Visiting 
Forces Agreement (SOVFA) the Philippines had established is in Australia. With 
the aid of the Congress and the Senate, he hopes that it will be able to push 
agreements with other countries like South Korea, Japan, Indonesia and other 
allied countries. 
 
He further states that the military is drafting plans to create a purpose-built brigade 
for calamities, similar to the engineering brigades of various units. AFP will also 
increase its engagement with counterparts in the region to improve interoperability 
in military operations. The Philippines had purchased led-in fighter aircraft from 
South Korea and was considering forging pacts similar to VFA or SOVFA with 
Japan and Indonesia.  
 
The possibility of forging a military agreement with China with which the Philippines 
is currently in a territorial dispute over the West Philippine Sea as China puts up 
several military installations over artificial islands is an interesting strategy. General 
Felimon Santos Jr. reasoned this possibility based on the understandings about 
intelligence information exchange, exchange of training (with other countries) thus 
they intended to push for SOVFA and maritime exercises similar with the Air Force.  
 
 

 
9 AFP eyes VFAs with China, Japan, The Philippine Star, dated 13 February 2020, 
https://www.philstar.com/headlines/2020/02/13/1992776/afp-eyes-vfas-china-japan 

https://www.philstar.com/headlines/2020/02/13/1992776/afp-eyes-vfas-china-japan
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INDONESIA 
 
Jokowi aims to strengthen local iron and steel industry to curb imports10 
 
President Joko Widodo has instructed his Cabinet members to increase the 
availability of raw materials for the steel and iron industry to support infrastructure 
which could lead to decreasing imports. He stated that steel and iron is the third-
largest import products in Indonesia which contributed the most to trade deficit.  
Iron and steel imports amounted to US$10.39 billion last year, up by 1.42 percent 
year-on-year as shown by Statistics Indonesia. Despite recording relatively small 
growth, iron and steel products are the only Indonesian import commodities that 
saw an expansion during the period, which otherwise saw an overall contraction 
of 6.3 percent year on year in non-oil and gas imports. 
 
President Joko Widodo has revealed his plan to boost raw material availability to 
support the local steel and iron industry. He suggested improving the ecosystem 
of raw materials in the steel and iron industry by identifying their availability, price 
stability and gas prices; prioritizing the supply of raw materials from the national 
mining industry; and reviewing several regulations related to scrap metal while 
paying attention to environmental sustainability. 
 
He further requested the Energy Minister to regulates gas prices for industries at 
US$6 per million British thermal units. He requested for better calculations 
regarding the impact of steel imports on the quality and price competition with 
domestic steel. Lastly, he would utilize the non-tariff policy such as the SNI to 
protect the domestic steel industry. 
 
Industry Minister Agus Gumiswang Kartasasmita later explained that the country 
only imported materials that could neither be produced nor fulfilled by local 
industries. He also said that import is not necessarily a negative thing as it could 
benefit the industry itself while stressing that the government would continue to 
protect the national steel industry.  
                                          

 
10 Jokowi aims to strengthen local iron and steel industry to curb imports, The Jakarta Post, dated 12 
February 2020, https://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2020/02/12/jokowi-aims-to-strengthen-
local-iron-and-steel-industry-to-curb-imports.html 

https://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2020/02/12/jokowi-aims-to-strengthen-local-iron-and-steel-industry-to-curb-imports.html
https://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2020/02/12/jokowi-aims-to-strengthen-local-iron-and-steel-industry-to-curb-imports.html

