
 

 

Why Malaysia’s Politics Are 

Messy and What’s at Stake 
Malaysia’s first transfer of power in six decades was 

hailed as a milestone for transparency, free speech 

and racial tolerance in the multiethnic Southeast Asian 

state. Two years later the young coalition collapsed 

amid an all-too-familiar mix of political intrigue and 

horse trading that stems in part from an entrenched 

system of affirmative-action policies that critics say 

fosters cronyism and identity-based politics. The 

political upheaval has brought back elements of the 

old regime into a shaky new government, which is 

confronted with public discontent over a weakening 

economy hobbled further by the coronavirus pandemic. 

Two veteran politicians, Mahathir Mohamad and 

Anwar Ibrahim, pulled off a shocking election victory in 

2018 that ousted then-Prime Minister Najib Razak, 

who was enmeshed in a massive money-laundering 

scandal linked to the state investment firm 1MDB. 

Mahathir, now 94, became prime minister again (he 

held the post from 1981 to 2003), with the 

understanding that he would hand over to Anwar at 

some point. Delays in setting a date -- as well as 

policy disputes within the unwieldy coalition -- led to 

tension that boiled over in late February. Mahathir 

abruptly stepped down and became interim prime 

minister. He then sought to strengthen his hand by 

forming a unity government outside party politics. But 

the king pre-empted his efforts on March 1 by naming 

Mahathir’s erstwhile right-hand man, Muhyiddin 
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Coronavirus: Malaysian 

shops reopen but 

retailers count cost of 

spoiled merchandise 

The country’s movement control order 

has been eased but the period of closure 

has allowed mould to grow on bags and 

clothing. Shopping centres have been 

urged to adopt temperature checks and 

provide hand sanitisers to restore 

customers’ confidence 

As businesses reopened in Malaysia after 

more than 50 days, following a period of 

lockdown to contain the coronavirus 

outbreak, some traders were saddled 

with extra work as spots of mould 

appeared on merchandise. 

At a shopping centre in Pulau Tikus, in 

George Town, a travel and coldwear store 

owner who asked to be referred to as 

Chong blamed humidity. 

“As the mall temperature depends on the 

air conditioning, sometimes it may be 

humid when the cool temperature 

suddenly rises,”  

12 May 2020, South China Morning Post 

Full article: 

https://www.scmp.com/news/asia/southeast-

asia/article/3083980/coronavirus-malaysian-

shops-reopen-retailers-count-cost 
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Yassin, as Malaysia’s eighth prime minister since independence from the U.K. in 1957. Mahathir 

now wants to introduce a no-confidence motion against Muhyiddin in parliament, although it’s 

unclear when or if Mahathir would have enough support to win. 

8 May 2020, The Washington Post  

Full Article: https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/why-malaysias-politics-are-messy-and-whats-at-

stake/2020/05/08/fa60fe34-9108-11ea-9322-a29e75effc93_story.html 

 

Outcry as Malaysian actor Patrick Teoh arrested 

over insult to Johor crown prince TMJ 

 
The actor was remanded for using an expletive in a Facebook post in response to an old video of 

Johor crown prince Tunku Ismail Ibrahim, known as TMJ. 

Four rights groups criticised the Johor police’s use of the Communication and Multimedia Act, which 

has been used against government critics. 

Leading Malaysian rights groups have decried the arrest and prolonged remand of a local actor over 

his perceived insult to the powerful crown prince of the Johor sultanate, with one activist saying it 

was yet another instance of police in the state “abusing” the country’s communication laws. 

Patrick Teoh, a 73-year-old veteran radio announcer and actor, was arrested on Saturday over a 

Facebook post in which he used an expletive in response to an old video of the crown prince Tunku 

Ismail Ibrahim handling firearms and training with personnel from the Johor Military Force (JMF) – a 

tiny private army maintained by the sultanate. 

The royal – who is widely known as “TMJ” (Tunku Mahkota Johor) and who often stirs controversy 

through his own remarks on social media – has not commented on the saga 

Police said they started an investigation following complaints by two members of the public 

The detention – and investigators’ decision to hold Teoh in remand instead of questioning him 

without arrest – immediately sparked outcry among activists who claimed the police were 

overreacting. 

Johor police chief Ayob Khan had earlier said Teoh was being held for a prolonged period because 

he was being “uncooperative”, but on Tuesday was quoted by local media as saying “there has 

been some cooperation from him” 

Teoh’s lawyer Rajan Navaratnam said the police had argued they needed more time for 

investigations after Teoh told them he could not remember the passwords to his mobile and email 

account. 
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Disquiet within Malaysia’s civil society over Teoh’s continued detention – which comes as the 

country remains in partial lockdown mode to curb the spread of Covid-19 – was demonstrated by a 

coordinated release of statements on the matter by the leaders of four prominent rights groups. 

The crown prince of Johor, Tunku Ismail Sultan Ibrahim, is well known for his social media presence 

and his involvement in football. The crown prince of Johor, Tunku Ismail Sultan Ibrahim, is well 

known for his social media presence and his involvement in football.  

Patrick Teoh, a 73-year-old veteran radio announcer and actor, was arrested on Saturday over a 

Facebook post in which he used an expletive in response to an old video of the crown prince Tunku 

Ismail Ibrahim handling firearms and training with personnel from the Johor Military Force (JMF) – a 

tiny private army maintained by the sultanate. 

The royal – who is widely known as “TMJ” (Tunku Mahkota Johor) and who often stirs controversy 

through his own remarks on social media – has not commented on the saga. 

12 May 2020, South China Morning Press 

Full article: https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/politics/article/3084042/outcry-malaysian-actor-patrick-teoh-arrested-over-

insult-johor 

 

Malaysian PM delays confidence vote, says virus 

battle takes priority 
 

Malaysian Prime Minister Muhyiddin Yassin will not face a confidence vote on May 18 as earlier 

scheduled, the speaker of parliament said on Wednesday after the government cited the battle 

against the coronavirus as a priority. 

Last week, the speaker approved a motion seeking a vote of no confidence in Muhyiddin’s 

leadership, brought by 94-year-old Mahathir Mohamad who resigned as prime minister in February 

as his ruling coalition fell apart due to political wrangling. 

But Speaker Mohamad Ariff Md Yusof said in a statement that Muhyiddin later informed him that the 

government had decided to list only one order of parliamentary business for the day, the opening 

address by the king, “as the COVID-19 pandemic has not been fully cleared”. 

The next meeting of parliament has been set for July 13 to Aug 27 but no date has been given for 

the confidence vote. People close to the ruling coalition say they have a majority among the 222 

elected members of parliament. 

An aide to Mahathir said he would not immediately comment on the development. The office of 

opposition leader Anwar Ibrahim said he would address the matter during a Facebook Live session 

on Thursday. 
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Muhyiddin, a former colleague of both Mahathir and Anwar, was unexpectedly sworn in on March 1 

as the head of a government formed with the support of a corruption-ridden party that was defeated 

by a multi-ethnic coalition in the last general election in 2018. Malaysia has so far reported 6,779 

coronavirus patients, with 111 dead. 

13 May 2020, Reuters 

Full article: https://www.reuters.com/article/us-malaysia-politics/malaysian-pm-delays-confidence-vote-says-virus-battle-

takes-priority-idUSKBN22P1DN 

 

Malaysia's first-quarter GDP unexpectedly expands, 

but tough second quarter looms 

 
Malaysia’s economy grew marginally in the first quarter, execeeding expectations, but will likely 

contract in April-June as the coronavirus pandemic hits exports and domestic demand. 

Gross domestic product grew 0.7% in the first quarter from a year earlier, better than the 1.5% 

decline forecast in a Reuters poll, though still below the 3.6% growth rate in the fourth quarter. 

Bank Negara Malaysia said the coronavirus outbreak had affected growth across major and regional 

economies, many of which imposed lockdowns that crimped economic activity and demand, 

including in Malaysia. 

“The ongoing pandemic has created an unprecedented economic crisis,” central bank Governor Nor 

Shamsiah Mohd Yunus told a virtual media conference. 

Curbs on movement and businesses, which were imposed in mid-March to contain the spread of the 

virus and extended to June 9, will likely cause a decline in the economy this quarter before 

economic activity gradually improves in the second half of the year, the central bank said. 

Southeast Asia’s third-largest economy has taken a blow from sharp downturns in tourism and a 

drop in demand for its commodities such as palm oil, crude oil and natural gas. 

The economy continued to be propped up by private consumption, which grew 6.7% annually in the 

first quarter, but it may take a hit moving forward as BNM expects the pandemic to have a 

significant effect on the labour market. 

Unemployment rose to 3.5% in January-March due to six weeks of strict social restrictions, from 3.2% 

the previous quarter, according to department of statistics data. 

13 May 2020, Reuters 

Full Article: https://www.reuters.com/article/us-malaysia-economy-gdp/malaysias-first-quarter-gdp-unexpectedly-expands-

but-tough-second-quarter-looms-idUSKBN22P0TO 
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Malaysian oil exploration 

vessel leaves South China 

Sea waters after standoff 
 

An oil exploration vessel contracted by Malaysian 

state energy company Petronas that was involved in 

a standoff with a Chinese survey vessel in the South 

China Sea left the disputed waters. 

Petronas has been conducting exploration activities 

near an area claimed by Malaysia and Vietnam as 

well as by China since late last year. In mid-April, the 

Haiyang Dizhi 8 - the Chinese government survey 

vessel - started operating in the area, escorted by 

coast guard and China Maritime Militia vessels. 

Three American warships and an Australian frigate 

conducted a joint exercise near the site of Petronas’ 

operations amid the standoff last month. 

The West Capella, the vessel contracted by Petronas, 

left the waters as it has finished its exploration 

activities in the area, the sources said. They did not 

want to be named as they were not authorised to 

speak to the media. 

Petronas’ contract for the vessel with offshore drilling 

company Seadrill was scheduled to end this month. 

The Chinese government vessel, the Haiyang Dizhi 8, 

was still in the area - about 371 km (230 miles) 

offshore Malaysian Borneo, data from ship tracking 

website Marine Traffic showed. 

The data showed the vessel has been moving within 

Malaysia’s exclusive economic zone in a hash-

shaped pattern consistent with carrying out a survey, 

as it did during a tense standoff in Vietnamese waters 

last year. 

12 May 2020, Reuters 

Full Article: https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-security-

malaysia/malaysian-oil-exploration-vessel-leaves-south-china-

sea-waters-after-standoff-idUSKBN22O1M9 

 

For Malaysian schoolgirl, 

homework is sewing PPE 

gowns to help beat 

coronavirus 

For a nine-year-old Malaysian schoolgirl, the 

new coronavirus was hard to fathom. But Nur 

Afia Qistina Zamzuri knew one thing for sure: It 

was dangerous. 

So when she heard that a local hospital was 

looking for people to sew protective gear, she 

immediately volunteered. 

Nur Afia, who learned to sew at the age of five, 

can make four full personal protective 

equipment (PPE) gowns a day, parking herself 

at a sewing machine between playtime and 

attending online classes while schools are 

closed amid a country-wide lockdown. 

Malaysia, which until mid-April had the highest 

number of coronavirus cases in Southeast Asia, 

has reported more than 6,600 infections, 

including over 100 deaths. The country 

imposed movement curbs to stem the virus 

outbreak on March 18, though some 

restrictions were eased earlier this month. 

Since early March, Nur Afia has made 130 

gowns for two nearby hospitals. 

 

11 May 2020, Reuters 

Full Article: https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-

coronavirus-malaysia-protectiv/for-malaysian-schoolgirl-

homework-is-sewing-ppe-gowns-to-help-beat-coronavirus-

idUSKBN22N037 
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Malaysia Posts Slowest Growth Since 2009 on 

Lockdown Curbs 
 

Malaysia’s economy surprisingly expanded in the first three months of the year but is expected to 

contract in the second quarter, as the coronavirus pandemic hits industries across the board. 

Gross domestic product grew 0.7% in the three months through March compared to a year earlier, 

supported by domestic consumption, according to Malaysia’s central bank. That was the slowest 

pace since GDP shrank in 2009, and compares with a median estimate of a 1% contraction in a 

Bloomberg survey of economists. 

“After a steady expansion in the first two months of the quarter, economic activity came to a sharp 

downshift” when the lockdown was imposed March 18, Bank Negara Malaysia said in a statement 

Wednesday. “Strict measures to contain the spread of the pandemic will weigh considerably on both 

external demand and domestic growth.” 

 

Malaysia GDP defies contraction forecasts 

The economy contracted 2% on a seasonally adjusted basis compared to the previous three months, 

Bank Negara Malaysia said. The central bank didn’t update its forecasts from April -- when it said 

economic growth could range from 0.5% to minus 2% this year -- but said activity will gradually 

improve in the second half of the year and notch positive growth in 2021. 

13 May 2020, Bloomberg 

Full article: https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-05-13/malaysia-s-posts-slowest-growth-since-2009-on-

lockdown-curbs?sref=5FDdIvTK 
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‘No One Wants to Be 

Tested’: How Social 

Stigma Hurts 

Containment 
 

Public health officials around the world have 

agreed that testing and contact tracing are 

vital to containing the coronavirus pandemic. 

But for many people, coming forward to get 

tested -- let alone revealing the personal 

information of friends, family and close 

associates -- is more terrifying than getting 

Covid-19. 

In South Korea, where gay marriage is illegal 

and homophobia is common, officials are 

struggling to reach thousands of people who 

may have been exposed to the virus at gay 

nightclubs in Seoul. In Malaysia, 

undocumented immigrants and foreign 

workers say they fear detention or deportation. 

In India, real and suspected virus patients say 

they’ve become targets of on- and offline 

harassment. 

Governments around the world have released 

unprecedented amounts of information about 

actual and potential Covid-19 cases -- ages, 

neighborhoods, travel patterns -- all in the 

name of public health. But it’s also 

emboldened a new kind of vigilantism and 

threatened personal privacy, and experts 

worry harassment and prejudice could 

undermine the goals of all the disclosure in 

the first place: containing community spread. 

13 May 2020, Bloomberg 

Full article: 

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-05-

12/social-stigma-harassment-undermine-testing-efforts-

across-asia?sref=5FDdIvTK 

 

Malaysia Will Be Crucial to 

Asia’s Covid-19 Damage 

Control 

Months after severely curtailing social and 

commercial activity in a bid to contain Covid-

19, governments are scrambling to reboot 

activity. They confront a coronavirus that isn't 

out of business but economies that very nearly 

are. The policy priority is shifting from 

suppressing infections at almost any cost to 

combating truly awful scenarios for jobs, prices 

and gross domestic product.  

Malaysia has often been a poster child for 

Southeast Asia's booms and busts. The nation is 

again at the confluence of powerful trends. Its 

experience in the pandemic illustrates 

conditions around the region, and the choices 

that it now makes may be instructive. In times 

of tumult, the country has usually been a source 

of stability. Malaysia tends to avoid the sudden 

swerves in policy and coups that have 

characterized many of its neighbors.   

Prime Minister Muhyiddin Yassin has declared 

that nearly all curtailed activities can resume, 

rightly fearing a deep recession will be 

exacerbated every day the country is 

mothballed. But some powerful provincial 

administrations are balking. State leaders fret 

about a spike in infections. Should life return 

too quickly to a semblance of normality, there's 

a legitimate concern that the lid keeping cases 

under control will be quickly blown.  

6 May 2020, Bloomberg 

Full article: 

https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/202

0-05-05/malaysia-s-covid-19-damage-control-

reflects-hard-choices-for-asia?sref=5FDdIvTK 
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Nintendo Parts Supply Limited by Lockdowns in 

Asia 
 

Nintendo Co. is struggling to procure some 

essential components for its popular Switch 

console due to government-imposed lockdowns in 

Malaysia and the Philippines, likely limiting its 

production this year, according to people familiar 

with its operations. 

Malaysia is Nintendo’s source for printed circuit 

boards while the Philippines provides passive 

components that attach to those PCBs. Both 

nations have had to limit business operations and 

travel as part of their efforts to curb the spread of the novel coronavirus. Malaysia officially relaxed 

its lockdown on May 4, opening up for most forms of economic activity, however states delayed 

easing rules due to lack of preparation while companies struggled to get all their workers tested 

before resuming work. 

The restrictions will make it difficult for Nintendo to exceed its forecast of 19 million Switch unit sales 

in the current fiscal year, a disappointing projection that triggered a slide in its stock on Friday. The 

Switch is out of stock in many markets around the world after the record-breaking success of Animal 

Crossing: New Horizons, the biggest gaming hit of the coronavirus era. 

Nintendo’s forecast would mean a decline in Switch sales from the 21 million consoles it sold in the 

last fiscal year, despite the device’s soaring popularity. Restoring full production capacity will largely 

depend on how the pandemic situation develops, and Nintendo may have to delay the release of 

some games and services if things don’t improve, President Shuntaro Furukawa said on its earnings 

call on Thursday. 

“We expect the Covid-19 impact on our production to go away by summer,” Furukawa said. 

Rivals Microsoft Corp. and Sony Corp. plan to introduce new iterations of their consoles later this 

year, putting pressure on Nintendo to capitalize on the Switch’s popularity before the competition 

arrives. The Xbox and PlayStation teams source components from other countries and are therefore 

not affected by these particular lockdowns. 

12 May 2020, Bloomberg 

Full article: https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-05-12/nintendo-switch-parts-supply-limited-by-lockdowns-in-

asia?sref=5FDdIvTK 
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Malaysia may again tighten COVID-19 restrictions 

after May 18 if cases surge 
 

 

37 new COVID-19 cases and 2 more deaths were announced on Wednesday. 

The Malaysian government may again tighten the movement control order (MCO) after May 18, if 

there is a surge in the number of new COVID-19 cases, said the Health Ministry on Wednesday 

(May 13). In a press conference, the health ministry's director-general Noor Hisham Abdullah noted 

that May 18 would mark the end of the 14-day incubation period, since the implementation of the 

conditional MCO on May 4.  

 “We have seen the outcome of the MCO, which is the flattening of the curve. As for the conditional 

MCO, we have not seen the outcome yet. The outcome will start (to be clearer) on May 18," he said. 

As per the conditional MCO which was announced by Prime Minister Muhyiddin Yassin on May 1, 

almost all economic sectors were allowed to operate at full capacity, with strict standard operating 

procedures, starting May 4. The prime minister's decision to ease restrictions drew criticism, 

including from former health minister Dzulkefly Ahmad, who said it was too soon. The latter also 

said that there may be another wave of cases as a result. Dr Noor Hisham said on Wednesday: “If 

(the number of) cases are still within our control, (we) can open up more sectors. But if the cases 

continue to increase, then we have to reverse our decision.”  

13 May 2020, Channel News Asia 

Full article: https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/asia/malaysia-tighten-covid-19-mco-after-may-18-12728586 
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Mukhriz loses grip on 

Kedah state government 

after defection of 2 PKR 

assemblymen 
 

Mr Mukhriz Mahathir has lost his grip on the 

Kedah state government after two Parti 

Keadilan Rakyat (PKR) assemblymen jumped 

ship on Tuesday (May 12).   

Speaking at a joint press conference, Sidam 

assemblyman Robert Ling Kui Ee and Lunas 

assemblyman Azman Nasrudin announced their 

decision to quit PKR.  

Both assemblymen are said to be aligned to 

former PKR deputy president and current senior 

minister Azmin Ali. 

The two assemblymen were inclined to join Parti 

Pribumi Bersatu Malaysia (Bersatu), helmed by 

Prime Minister Muhyiddin Yassin. 

Mr Azman told reporters that he has lost 

confidence in PKR, which is led by Mr Anwar 

Ibrahim.  

He also added that the way Mr Muhyiddin 

handled the COVID-19 pandemic in the last few 

months is proof that he is a capable prime 

minister and leader. 

12 May 2020, Channel News Asia 

Full article: 

https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/asia/mala

ysia-kedah-state-government-falls-mukhriz-pakatan-

harapan-12724004 

 

 

Malaysia drops charges 

against ex-PM's stepson 

Prosecutors in Malaysia have dropped 

charges against Wolf of Wall Street 

producer Riza Aziz over the multi-billion-

dollar 1MDB scandal. Mr Riza, stepson of 

former Prime Minister Najib Razak, was 

accused of money-laundering over 

allegations he received $250m (£221m) 

from 1MDB - a Malaysian sovereign wealth 

fund. 

He has agreed to pay a sum back, but 

officials are not saying how much. His 

stepfather still faces charges, which he 

denies. 

1MDB was established to raise funds for 

Malaysia's development and help some of 

the country's poorest people. Co-founded 

in 2009 by then PM Najib, more than $4bn 

(£3.3bn) is alleged to have been 

misappropriated. 

US and Malaysian prosecutors allege the 

money went to a few powerful individuals 

to buy luxuries, including prime real 

estate, a yacht, a private jet and valuable 

artworks. 

Top US investment bank Goldman Sachs, 

which raised money for the state fund 

through bond sales, has also been 

investigated by US and Malaysian 

authorities over its role but vowed to 

vigorously fight charges. 

14 May 2020, BBC 

Full Article: 

https://www.bbc.com/news/topics/cx1m7zg0523t/

malaysia 



 

11 | P a g e  
 

 

 

1MDB: US to return $200m 

in funds to Malaysia as part 

of probe 

The US is to return close to $200m (£152.4m) to 

Malaysia in funds recovered from asset seizures 

tied to scandal-hit state fund 1MDB. 

US authorities have so far transferred $57m tied 

to a Hollywood firm accused of using 1MDB funds 

to finance films. 

It will send another $139m linked to the sale of a 

Manhattan property allegedly bought with 1MDB 

funds. 

Billions of dollars from 1MDB - officially the 

1Malaysia Development Berhad fund - have gone 

missing. 

Set up in 2009, the sovereign wealth fund was 

designed to boost Malaysia's economy through 

strategic investments. 

But US authorities say $4.5bn was diverted from 

1MDB into private pockets, and they have been 

investigating the corruption scandal. 

The $57m remitted so far relates to a settlement 

reached with US film production company Red 

Granite Pictures, Malaysia's Attorney General 

Tommy Thomas said in a statement. 

The film production company settled a civil 

lawsuit with the US government over rights to 

blockbuster The Wolf of Wall Street. According to 

Reuters, US authorities say the film was financed 

with 1MDB funds. 

7 May 2020, BBC 

Full Article: https://www.bbc.com/news/business-

48184366 

 

U.S. Warships Support 

Malaysia Against China 

Pressure in South China Sea 

American officials accuse Beijing of coercing 

smaller countries out of developing offshore 

resources and say Navy presence shows U.S. 

commitment to region 

The USS Gabrielle Giffords  sailed close to 

drillship West Capella, contracted by Malaysia’s 

national oil company. 

The U.S. has sent three naval ships on patrols 

near oil-and-gas operations off Malaysia’s coast in 

recent days, a show of support for the Southeast 

Asian nation whose offshore explorations in the 

South China Sea have faced pressure from China. 

U.S. officials have accused China of coercing 

smaller countries out of developing offshore 

resources. Navy officials said the operations show 

America’s commitment to the region and the 

Navy’s capability. 

The flurry of activity has included exercises in the 

South China Sea last month that involved three 

American warships and an Australian navy 

frigate. It comes at a time when a coronavirus 

outbreak aboard aircraft carrier USS Theodore 

Roosevelt has raised questions about the U.S.’s 

military readiness, said Collin Koh, a research 

fellow at the S. Rajaratnam School of 

International Studies in Singapore. 

 

13 May 2020, Wall Street Journal 

Full Article: https://www.wsj.com/articles/u-s-sends-

warships-to-support-malaysia-in-south-china-sea-

amid-china-pressure-

11589382717?mod=searchresults&page=1&pos=3 
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