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ISSUES AND RECOMMENDATIONS: IMPACTS OF COVID-19 AND MOVEMENT CONTROL ORDER ON WOMEN’S HUMAN RIGHTS  

 

NO. ISSUES/ CHALLENGES RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

1.  Gender-Based Violence 
1.1 Cases of domestic violence have increased as a result of the 

Movement Control Order (MCO) and the Government’s call 
to stay at home. 

 
1.2 SUHAKAM was informed that the Women’s Aid Organisation 

(WAO) received a total of 898 calls in April and 848 calls in 
May, as compared to 250 calls received in February.  

 
1.3 SUHAKAM was informed that the Department of Social 

Welfare (JKM) issued a total of 17 Emergency Protection 
Order (EPO) between March and May 2020. This shows an 
increase in the number of domestic violence cases during the 
implementation of the MCO.   
 

1.4 SUHAKAM was also informed that the number and capacity 
of temporary shelters for survivors are inadequate especially 
in rural areas and in Sabah and Sarawak.  

 
1.5 Online gender-based violence such as doxxing, harassment, 

stalking and incitement, which still has no legislation, has 
risen since the MCO including the backlash against Tengku 
Emma Zuriana regarding the issue of Rohingyas.  

a) The number and capacity of temporary shelters should be increased 
to meet the needs of survivors, regardless of nationality and legal 
status, and adequate resources should be allocated to ensure the 
operation of Talian Kasih helpline.  
 

b) Information on protection services should also be disseminated 
widely through various media channels and community leaders in 
various languages, including the languages used by migrant workers 
and refugees to ensure access to information.  
 

c) Human rights protection, court and legal services should be 
categorised as essential services in future emergencies and MCOs.  
 

d) Gender sensitivity among police officers, medical officers and other 
frontliners in the protection of victims of domestic violence and other 
gender violence should be increased to avoid double victimisation.  
 

e) Section 375 Penal Code should be amended so that marital rape is 
criminalised and the scope of Domestic Violence Act should be 
amended to also protect intimate partner violence survivors, 
especially as threatening or having sexual intercourse with force has 
been deemed an act of “domestic violence” under the Act.   

 
f) Expedite the enforcement of amendments to the Penal Code to 

criminalise online gender-based violence.  
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2.  Increased burden of unpaid care work  
2.1 COVID-19 and the MCO have increased the burden of unpaid 

care work for women, especially as schools and childcare 
centres were also closed. Before COVID-19, a Khazanah 
Research Institute study in 2019 showed that women spend 
3.6 hours (@63.6% more time) to do unpaid care work than 
men (2.2 hours a day), even though women (6.6 hours a day), 
spend almost the same amount of time as men (6.9 hours a 
day) carrying out paid work.1  

 
2.2 The increased workload of unpaid care work has affected 

women’s mental health and already created a gender gap in 
labour force participation rate (LFPR). However, even more 
women have had to leave their paid jobs since the MCO. 
Recent Department of Statistics Malaysia (DOSM) figures 
show that women’s LFPR dropped from 55.6% to 55.1% as 
compared to 80.8% to 80.5% for men in the period between 
January and April 2020.2  

 

a) SUHAKAM notes work-from-home flexibilities during the Conditional 
MCO for civil servants with children under 12 years old or with 
disabled children.   
 

b) SUHAKAM also welcomes MWFCD’s efforts to provide tele-

counselling services for women during the MCO.   

 
c) SUHAKAM hopes that the tele-counselling services and other support 

services will continue post COVID-19. Other government agencies 

such as the Ministry of Human Resources and the Department of 

Labour together with NGOs and private sector should also work 

together to encourage employers to implement policies and 

undertake long-term measures to recognise and value care work 

support equal sharing of care work for working parents. This is in line 

with the latest CEDAW Committee recommendation for Malaysia3 

and Target 5.4 SDG 5 2030 United Nations Agenda for Sustainable 

Development.4   

 

3.  Access to information and government aid  
3.1 SUHAKAM received reports that many women still do not 

own bank accounts, tech devices, have access to internet or 
even the awareness to have these, especially older, disabled, 
rural and indigenous women. Due to this digital divide, they 
do not have equal access and opportunities nor even know 
about the Government’s short-term assistance such as 
Bantuan Prihatin Nasional and Pelan PENJANA.   
 

a) Government agencies such as the Ministry of Communication and 

Multimedia should accelerate efforts to disseminate this information 

more widely especially through various print media channels and 

community leaders and accessible formats to address 

communication challenges faced by vulnerable groups such disabled 

persons, and those in rural areas without access to internet, without 

tech devices and without digital literacy.  

 

 
1Khazanah Research Institute, Time to Care: Gender Inequality, Unpaid Care Work and Time Use Survey (2019), 29-32. https://bit.ly/3dPRCNC 
2DOSM, Key Statistics of Labour Force in Malaysia: April 2020 (15 June 2020) https://bit.ly/2ZsGPDP  
3CEDAW Committee, Concluding Observations on the Combined Third to Fifth Periodic Reports of Malaysia (14 March 2018) UN Doc. CEDAW/C/MYS/CO/3-5, para 20. https://bit.ly/2Bya14n 
4UN General Assembly Resolution 70/1, “Transforming Our World: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development” (25 September 2015) UN Doc. A/RES/70/1, 18. https://bit.ly/2BkJUxP  

https://bit.ly/3dPRCNC
https://bit.ly/2ZsGPDP
https://bit.ly/2Bya14n
https://bit.ly/2BkJUxP
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3.2 There are also genuine concerns that informal sector 
workers, stateless persons, migrants and refugees will 
become even more vulnerable as they are excluded from 
many of these aid programmes; have unequal access to 
information; and are not equally protected by the law.  

b) SUHAKAM welcomes the Government’s livelihood assistance and 

economic stimulus packages thus far. At the same time, SUHAKAM 

believes longer-term, inclusive and sustainable measures and 

programmes are still needed to systematically eliminate 

discrimination against women; protect women’s human rights 

especially among more vulnerable groups; and empower women in 

order to achieve gender equality in line with CEDAW and SDG 5.  

 

4.  Access to sexual and reproductive health services  
4.1 The closure of all National Population and Family 

Development Board (LPPKN) fertility clinics and NGOs’ 
limited operations during the MCO have raised concerns of 
unplanned pregnancies and illegal abortions. In turn, these 
concerns may have knock-on effects especially on poor 
people and those falling into poverty with the economic 
impacts of COVID-19.  
 

4.2 SUHAKAM also received reports that women in Sabah and 
Sarawak have limited access to contraceptive pills and 
reproductive health services especially due to their 
geographically remote location and prevailing conservative 
societal views on family planning.  
 

4.3 Migrant and refugee women’s unequal access to sexual and 
reproductive healthcare were also exacerbated during the 
MCO, especially if they or their spouses work in the informal 
sector or were daily wage earners. As it was, most of them 
could not already afford the cost of public healthcare as the 
same high rates are charged for all non-citizens regardless of 
their income. In April 2020, SUHAKAM intervened for a group 
of pregnant migrant women who could not afford to give 
birth safely at the hospital and could sell their babies.  

a) Sexual and reproductive health services including through LPPKN’s 

Nur Sejahtera clinics should be categorised as essential service in 

future state of emergency and MCOs in order to ensure continuous 

access especially for vulnerable people.  

 
b) The medical fee scale should be reviewed especially to enable 

vulnerable migrant women and children have equal access to public 
healthcare in the longer-term, as the right to life and equal protection 
of the law is guaranteed for all persons in Malaysia regardless of 
identity under Articles 5(1) and 8(1) Federal Constitution.  
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5.  Denial of child visitation rights and loss of maintenance 
5.1 With the MCO roadblocks, many divorced parents sharing 

child custody could not access their children living with 
former spouses especially if they could not show proof of the 
child custody order by the courts.  

 
5.2 Payment of maintenance to wife and children were also 

affected especially for women who do not own a bank 
account, have access to internet, mobile phone and/or PC 
and travel restrictions prevented their former husbands from 
paying it by cash in hand.  

 
5.3 With the closure or limited operations of civil and Syariah 

family courts, as judicial services were not categorised as 
essential services, these women were also unable to obtain 
or enforce maintenance orders, seek further remedies nor 
legal assistance during MCO.   
 

a) The enforcement of the MCO should have been exempted for parents 
sharing child custody to visit their children and for 
separated/divorced couples to pay maintenance to their wife and 
children physically.  
 

b) Human rights protection, judicial and legal services should be 
categorised as essential service in future emergencies and MCOs.  
 

c) Gender sensitivity of police, security and enforcement officers should 
be increased through training at all levels, regardless of their gender 
and scope of work, in order to ensure that practices are more gender 
sensitive in future.   
 

d) Gender insensitivity in policy formulation and decisions should also 
be addressed by increasing the gender sensitivity of officers and at 
the leadership level of departments, ministries and the Government 
including the National Security Council, including for women officers 
and representatives.  

 

6.  Separation and challenges facing families of mixed nationalities  
6.1 SUHAKAM received many reports of Malaysian women who 

were stranded and forced to separate from their non-
Malaysian husbands and children with the closure of 
international borders due to the MCO.  
 

6.2 The Immigration Department’s policy of requiring the 
presence of Malaysian husbands when their non-citizen 
wives apply for social visit pass renewal additionally 
burdened these women, aside from the travel restrictions 
and lack of immigration support helpline during the MCO.  

a) SUHAKAM notes the Malaysian Government’s announcement on 22 
June 2020 regarding the permission to enter Malaysia for foreign 
spouses and children of Malaysian citizens who are stranded abroad.5 
SUHAKAM hopes that the approval process for the application of 
social visit passes for these foreign spouses and children could be 
expedited so that these families can be reunited.   

 
b) However, SUHAKAM is of the view that this decision is basically less 

gender sensitive. The enforcement of the MCO should be excluded 

for these Malaysian women and immigration entry passes should be 

given or facilitated for their non-citizen families to prevent them from 

 
5 “Govt allows non-Malaysian spouses, children to return, but with immigration approval” (The Star, 22 June 2020) 
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2020/06/22/govt-allows-non-malaysian-spouses-children-to-return-but-with-immigration-approval  

https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2020/06/22/govt-allows-non-malaysian-spouses-children-to-return-but-with-immigration-approval
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6.3 Because the path to citizenship is long, these non-Malaysian 
women also do not have equal access to socioeconomic 
rights such as the right to work in formal sector and to 
universal healthcare compared to their Malaysian husbands 
and children. As such, most of these women work in the 
informal sector, which is still not legally protected, and may 
become more vulnerable if they or their husbands lose their 
jobs or income due to the economic impacts of COVID-19.  

 

being separated in the beginning.  

 
c) Articles 14((1)(b) and 15(1) and paragraph 1 Second Schedule Federal 

Constitution, which amounts to systemic gender-based 

discrimination, should be reviewed with a view to reform.  

 
 

 

7.  Lack of sex-disaggregated data  
 
7.1 Although DOSM has recently published key data such as 

latest unemployment rates and the economic impacts of 
COVID-19 on businesses and companies, these and other 
data mostly are still not sex-disaggregated.  

 
7.2 Other key data such as to assess the impact of COVID-19 on 

poverty rates, household income and homelessness still need 
to be collected, sex-disaggregated and published so that the 
socio-economic impacts of COVID-19 on the men and women 
in Malaysia could be assessed more accurately and 
thoroughly.  

 

a) Big data technology should be leveraged on to increase the 

effectiveness and sustainability of targeted policies and programmes 

for women’s empowerment and achievement of gender equality.  

 

b) Sex-disaggregated data and information is also important in bridging 

the gender data gap, and in ensuring that national policies and 

strategic plans are more accurate, efficient, gender-sensitive and 

systematic.  

 
c) In line with the development and implementation of the National 

Action Plan for Business and Human Rights in Malaysia, the 
Government should also work with the companies in the tech 
industry in Malaysia to bridge the gender digital divide and gender 
data gap. 

  

 


