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by 

Commissioner Datuk Dr. Chiam Heng Keng 

Human Rights Commission of Malaysia 

 

 

Excellencies,   

Distinguished Guests,  

Ybhg Tan Sri Abu Talib Othman, Chairman of SUHAKAM 

Ybhg Tan Sri Simon Sipaun, Vice Chairman of SUHAKAM 

Fellow Commissioners 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

It is indeed a great pleasure and honour to welcome all of you to Malaysian Human Day 2009. 

This is the ninth year we are celebrating the Malaysian Human Rights Day. Quite a number of 

you have been attending our annual event almost every year. To you, I would like to express 

SUHAKAM’S deepest appreciation for your steadfast support and commitment to the cause of 

human rights. To all of you who are able to be with us on this every unique date which is 

09.09.09, we would like to express our heart-felt thanks. Your presence here this morning does 

not only signify your participation in the celebration of human rights but it also bespeaks of 

your willingness to stand with SUHAKAM to take human rights in Malaysia to greater heights. 

 

The Commission is well aware that for us to move forward we need to take stock of the human 

rights status in Malaysia against international standards, to review what had happened in the 

human rights arena in Malaysia in the last 10 years, to identify where we have succeeded and 

where human rights are still being grossly violated. The government had presented the human 

rights situation in Malaysia before the United Nations Assembly in February this year. But, the 

people need to be informed of the status of human rights in Malaysia and be given the platform 

to have their say.  
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The appraisal of human rights in Malaysia by the people is timing as the Human Rights 

Commission of Malaysia is in the tenth year of its establishment. SUHAKAM is of the opinion 

that a review of human rights in Malaysia in the last 10 years will enable the Commission and 

the people to identify the challenges to human rights achievements in Malaysia so that a 

roadmap to the adoption of a human rights action plan as a national strategy can be proposed 

to the government. While the country has achieved much in promoting and protecting human 

rights, it has still a long way to go and a human rights action plan is much needed to prioritize 

the areas of concern and provide directions.  

 

It is for the reasons cited above that the Commission selects “Human Rights in Malaysia: The 

Last 10 Years” as the theme to celebrate Malaysian Human Rights Day 2009”.  

 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

Ten years ago, many of us in this room have little or no notion of human rights. Yet today, many 

of us are either proponents of human rights, activists for children’s rights, advocators of the 

rights of the indigenous people, campaigners for the rights of people with disabilities or 

protestors against human rights violations.    

 

When we celebrated the First Malaysian Human Day in 2001 with the theme, “Human Rights 

for the Disadvantaged”, the participants of the indigenous group and those of the persons with 

disabilities group expressed their gratefulness to SUHAKAM as that it was the first time that 

someone was concerned and stood up for their rights. Since then several achievements had 

been attained for persons with disabilities. Among them are the signing of the UN Convention 

on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities on 8 April 2008 by the government, the enactment of 

the Persons with Disabilities Act on 7 July 2008 and the greater accessibility of persons with 

disabilities to education with the establishment of the department/division of special education 

in the Ministry of Education. But there are still many rights which persons with disabilities are 

denied. The right to a barrier-free environment is one of them.  
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As for the indigenous people, from the complaints received by SUHAKAM, it seems that they 

are still denied of their basic rights of survival and development. Though the government has 

built schools in indigenous settlements, supplied basic amenities (such as piped water, 

electricity and roads) to the more accessible indigenous settlements, those in the interiors have 

became increasingly more deprived, with their claimed ancestral land being given to large 

companies for logging and development which includes building of dams and cultivation. Their 

woes include lower standard of living, displacement, resettlement without giving due respect to 

their culture, and deprivation of resources to earn a living. 

 

The right to development is a basic human right. Since the mid-1990s, human rights and 

development are seen to be closely linked and the crucial links between human rights 

violations, poverty, exclusion, vulnerability and conflict are recognized. Furthermore, 

discrimination and exclusion, lack of accountability and abuse of state power are recognized 

worldwide as structural causes of poverty. OECD has been encouraging donor agencies to adopt 

a human rights-based approach to development and include human rights principles in their 

policies, mandates and principal modes of engagement to strengthen efforts towards equitable, 

pro-poor economic growth, justice and accountability. As a result, many donor agencies have 

adopted non-discrimination and inclusive policies to ensure, for instance, persons belonging to 

ethnic, religious and linguistic minorities and indigenous peoples are specifically included in 

development efforts.  

 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

Following this trend, we should also evaluate the human rights status in Malaysia, not only in 

terms of programmes that help vulnerable groups to enjoy their rights but also to appraise our 

development policies to ascertain to what extent they have included human rights principles so 

not no groups, especially the highly marginalized, are excluded from any development plans. 

Development plans do not refer to plans for economic advancement only but they should also 

include education plans. Primary education shall not only be compulsory but it shall be truly 
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free so that no child is deprived of primary education on account of financial difficulties. 

Furthermore, educational policies and plans should take measures to ensure impoverished 

children are not disadvantaged from the beginning by being denied access to quality early 

childhood education and no child is denied the opportunity to develop his/her potential on 

account of poverty.  

 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

It is the government’s obligation to pass laws, develop and implement policies, and carry out 

plans that promote and protect human rights. But the government cannot by itself promote a 

human rights-friendly environment.  National institutions, such as the Parliament and the 

Human Rights Commission of Malaysia (SUHAKAM) and non-governmental agencies play a vital 

role in monitoring the implementation of human rights and holding the government to account. 

In spite of the role these people play, violations of human rights can still prevail. An important 

player is the private sector whose input into the equation is at most times missing.  

 

The private sector plays an important role in the promotion of economic and social well-being 

of the people by improving the living standards, creating employment and realizing the 

enjoyment of basic human rights. However, company operations can have serious negative 

effects on the protection of human rights when carried out irresponsibly. They violate human 

rights and generate human miseries when they engage in labour slavery, underpay their 

workers, utilize undocumented migrant workers, employ health hazardous working conditions, 

and participate in corrupt practices. Even in companies that do not practise any of these 

wrongdoings, human rights can still be infringed. Discrimination in the appointment and 

treatment of staff is one of them. 

 

Each us of us may, knowingly or unknowingly, be a violator of human rights in our homes, 

workplace or community. Discrimination of any form – whether it is ethnic, religious and socio- 

or economic class – is a human right violation and it seems to be quite widespread.  For 

instance, 49.9% of the teachers and 63.6% of the students participating in our research on  
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knowledge and practice of human rights in secondary schools claimed that discrimination 

practice existed in their schools.* Selfishness or self-centredness can deprive others of their 

rights. Take for an example, when well-heeled parents who are financially capable of 

supporting their children in universities apply for scholarships for their children, they are 

depriving financially impoverished children of a university education. This list of human rights 

violations can go on and on. 

 

Ladies and gentlemen   

A human rights-friendly environment and culture needs the cooperation of everyone. It should 

begin first with us because if every one of us upholds human rights, then the government and 

the private sector, which are made up of us, will be the promoters and protectors of human 

rights.   

 

Before I end, let me take the opportunity to express my grateful thanks to the following: 

• The panelists, Mr. Andrew Khoo from the Bar Council, Mr. Ramdas Tikamdas, a human 

rights activist, Dr Hajah Mehrun Siraj, an academician and formerly a Human Rights 

Commissioner, and Mr. Steven Gan, a media heavyweight, for accepting our invitation 

to share their thoughts on human rights in Malaysia in the last 10 years and to partake 

in the celebration of the Malaysian Human Rights Day 2009;  

• The Chairman of SUHAKAM, fellow Commissioners and staff of SUHAKAM for giving the 

Organizing Committee their assistance and support; 

• The members of the Organizing Committee for their commitment and cooperation; 

• The staff of Renaissance Hotel for their cooperation; 

• Their Excellencies, Distinguished guests, participants and supporters for your presence 

here this morning.  

 

We have kept this Conference a truly a people forum by not inviting a distinguished guest to 

officiate the Opening of this Conference.  Instead the Chairman of SUHAKAM, Tan Sri Abu Talib, 
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will kick start the Conference by giving the keynote address. May I invite Tan Sri Abu Talib to 

make his presentation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*Human Rights Commission of Malaysia (2006). Knowledge and Practice of Human Rights Practice in 

Secondary Schools, pp. 51-52 and pp. 86-87. Kuala Lumpur: Author 


