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KUALA LUMPUR (3 MAY 2020) - The Human Rights Commission of Malaysia
(SUHAKAM) is appalled by the news of crackdown and arrest of several hundred
undocumented migrants from some locations in Kuala Lumpur, recently. Reportedly, the move
was part of widescale effort to contain and stem the spread of COVID-19 to other areas.

At the start of the second wave of the pandemic in March, the Minister of Defence assured that
no one coming forward to be tested or seeking medical treatment for COVID-19, will be
arrested based on their immigration status. This was further reinforced by Ministry of Health’s
announcement that treatment would be free for anyone, including foreigners, showing
symptoms. It was, by all intents and purposes, the right move and have been praised by many
quarters, demonstrating Government’s focus to address the urgent public health issue rather
than incriminating those with questionable status in the country.

Despite the Government’s assurances to the contrary, persistent fears remain amongst the
vulnerable communities, including migrants, refugees and the stateless, on possible negative
repercussions; resulting in the reluctance of many to come forward for testing. The news of
actual large-scale arrests, taking place in the last 72 hours, is counter-productive and clearly a
step backward in the on-going public health response to the pandemic.

These large scale arrests reinforces the negative perception within the communities, thereby
reaffirming their original fear of arrest and detention. As a consequence, one can expect, these
vulnerable people will be less willing to come forward for any tests or medical treatment,
regardless of the argument or persuasion for them to do so.

SUHAKAM urges the authorities to immediately cease the arrests, with a view to salvage any
remaining trust there is for the authorities; and revert to the initial promise of locating and
treating infected persons regardless of their status.

Longer term solutions to manage the undocumented migrant issues could include consistent
and effective enforcement and monitoring mechanisms in recruitment of migrants, via
trustworthy service providers. Rights-based pathways should be set up to regularize and avoid
situations which lead to anyone being ‘undocumented migrants’, who then live under constant
fear of facing injustices on the job, or of immigration enforcement and anti-immigration
policies and rhetorics.
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Article 5(1) of the Federal Constitution mandates the Government to ensure that no person
shall be deprived of his life or personal liberty, including that necessary for sustenance of life
such as food, work and health. SUHAKAM calls upon all involved to embrace new ways of
working together, always keeping in mind the ultimate goal here, is to overcome the invisible
adversary which does not differentiate one person from the next.
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