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Key points  

• There is still much uncertainty in Sarawak’s politics with the relationship between the state government’s 

Gabungan Parti Sarawak (GPS) and the Pakatan Harapan federal government. The Malaysia Agreement 

1963 is poised to be a factor in the next state elections. Although Sarawak prides itself for being unaffected 

by racial and religious issues, there has been divisiveness over politics as rural communities have been 

caught in between power plays by the state and federal government.  

• Sarawak experienced a GDP growth rate of 4.7 percent in 2017, more than double the growth rate from 

the year before. It is the third biggest economy behind Kuala Lumpur and Selangor, contributing to 9.7 

percent of Malaysia’s national GDP. It has a GDP per capita of MYR49,327, the lowest rate of inflation at 

3 percent, and an unemployment rate of 3 percent. Sarawak posted a revenue of MYR6.86 billion in 2017. 

The state’s 2019 budget will be the biggest budget ever for the state, which focuses on improving its 

infrastructure. These developments will further enhance the level competitiveness of the state.  

• Sarawak plans to improve its digital economy, with significant investments to its digital infrastructure. 

However, there is still more improvements required such as high-speed broadband which is lacking. There 

also needs to be a digital ecosystem for businesses to take on e-commerce platforms and leverage on 

the Internet of Things to attain greater efficiency. Big data analytics can also be used by the government 

to enable better decision making, cost savings, and governance.   

• There is potential in energy sector. Sarawak should expand on opportunities to develop sustainable 

energy, but at the same time must take heed of its consumer needs and take account of the rights of the 

indigenous community. Microgrid technology and new energy storage technologies can be leverage upon 

to increase the supply of energy, not only for domestic consumption, but can be exported to neighbouring 

countries.  

• There is need for proactiveness towards educating oneself about sustainability and the preservation of 

the environment. Some of these matters requires personal will, but others require partnerships between 

the government, private sector, and civil society to be successful.  
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INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON SARAWAK & ASEAN 2018 
Growing Together for Common Prosperity & Regional Wellbeing 

1st November 2018 | Hilton Hotel Kuching 
 
 
SESSION ONE 
The New Sarawak in A New Malaysia: What Lies Ahead?  
 
Moderator: -  
Datuk Seri Azman Ujang, Chairman, Bernama 
 
Panellist:  
YB Dr Kelvin Yii Lee Wuen, Member of Parliament for Bandar Kuching 
 
After the 14th General Elections, despite renewed hope and optimism, there have been concerns and 
uncertainties of how the state governed by Gabungan Parti Sarawak (GPS), which is supposedly in the 
opposition, will work with the federal government. The federal budget will have an effect on state and 
federal relationship. With Pakatan Harapan’s manifesto allocating 30 percent of its overall development 
budget to Sabah and Sarawak, the Minister of Finance has assured that the upcoming budget will be 
close to this promise. This is to address inequalities in development in the two states.  
 
The fulfilment of this promise will be a good step towards improving state-federal relationship. However, 
the budget is expected to be a “slim budget”, with lesser allocations and more cuts in spending. Yet, it 
is important to reach this 30 percent as it sets the tone and benchmark for future budgets and will show 
that Sabah and Sarawak are not afterthoughts, but has been targeted with this percentage of the budget 
from the very beginning. Rumours that allocations to Sarawak will be cut and given only when finances 
improve are untrue, as existing allocations will be continued. Additional allocations from revenue sharing 
based on the Cabinet Committee’s study of the Malaysia Agreement 1963 (MA63) recommendation will 
play a major role in securing extra allocations and return the rights of Sabah and Sarawak.  
 
There is a push for a Constitutional Amendment to restore Sarawak’s rightful status, particularly on 
Article 12. This requires a two-third majority, leading to fears that the opposition will change their 
position in support of this amendment to induce a vote of non-confidence in parliament. There is 
renewed optimised with the Cabinet Committee which comprises of eight West Malaysians and eight 
East Malaysians, including the Sarawak Chief Minister, Sarawak’s Attorney-General, and the Chief 
Judge of Sarawak. This is a good move that provides dichotomous conversation, as the previous 
committee headed by Nancy Shukri was one-sided and mostly comprised of politicians. The current 
committee is comprised of judges, legal minds, academicians, as well as politicians from both sides.  
 
In terms of what’s next and the future between federal government and Sarawak, there are matters that 
are not so ideal when it comes down to politics. Yet, there is a need to continue fighting for the cause 
and being optimistic for conditions to improve. The 11th Malaysia Plan calls for equal and equitable 
development in all areas, especially in Sabah and Sarawak, which is also an aspiration supported by 
the Prime Minister. At the same time, it is the people’s responsibility to keep the current government in 
check. There is still a need for the practices of good governances, anti-corruption, and reduction of 
leakages. Regaining Sarawak’s rights will not solve its problems as it needs to be accompanied by good 
governance and management of which every Sarawakian needs to do their part.  
 
 
Prof Dr James Chin, Director, Asia Institute, University of Tasmania 
 
It is incorrect to describe and view the country as a “New Malaysia” as it is merely a regime change. 
Observations of the new government in the six months following the elections has seen much good will 
in Peninsula Malaysia towards the current administration. Many people are glad to see Tun Dr Mahathir 
back in power, and many people are happy that the former leadership has been charged with money 
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laundering and corruption. These are important moves which have cemented support for Mahathir. 
However, this may not last, especially with the tabling of the federal budget.  
 
After 60 years, Malaysia does not have a good opposition per se as it has more or less collapsed. Part 
of the reason is due to a weak United Malay Nationalist Organisation (UMNO) as the new UMNO 
President has also been charged with money laundering and corruption and many key UMNO leaders 
will soon be charged as well. There are also rumours that key UMNO leaders will be switching sides to 
the Malaysian United Indigenous Party (BERSATU). Though it may be a new government, it is 
essentially “Mahathir 2.0” as it is led by the man who came into power in 1981 and held on to power for 
22 years. UMNO and the new government need to resolve some of the major issues the country is 
facing. It is not necessarily that things will change, in fact some old problems may return.  
 
The Pakatan Harapan government is facing an interesting phenomenon as the second smallest party 
is calling all the shots, which is something that has never happened in Malaysia’s political history. Under 
the National Front (BN) model, the biggest party has always dominated the process. BERSATU only 
has 13 MPs, while the Democratic Action Party (DAP) and the Justice Party (PKR) have more than 40 
each. Yet BERSATU has a lion’s share of cabinet and statutory appointments. This has created some 
tensions within the coalition itself which needs to be resolved. This matter may resolve itself with 
Mahathir leaves the scene in two years. For BERSATU to gets its way, it needs to grow big and in a 
short time. The only way they can do this is through defections, but this will pose inherent risk and cause 
many people to be unamused, especially those who voted for Pakatan Harapan. BERSATU will need 
to manage this risk.   
 
Sarawak needs to come up with a new Federal-East Malaysia relationship. Such a relationship cannot 
be the same as one applied to the other 11 states. The Malaysia Agreement 1963 (MA63) was written 
during the 1960s environment which may not be applicable wholesale when negotiating new Federal-
State relations. Things have changed since and new elements needs to be taken into account to discuss 
details of a model. This is the first time since the 1980s where both the state governments of Sarawak 
and Sabah are not members of the federal administration (as Parti Warisan is not part of Pakatan 
Harapan, being an electoral alliance). At the same time, GPS is supposedly the opposition to the federal 
government.  
 
Another challenge faced by the federal government relates to Anwar Ibrahim. Despite announcements 
from Tun Mahathir that Anwar will take over in two years, there is still much uncertainty among 
politicians if Anwar will indeed be taking over. This is very destabilising for the political system. The 
Malaysian political system is one of which the Prime Minister has an over bearing presence. Therefore, 
uncertainties over who will take over creates much instability. The sooner this issue is resolved, the 
better it will be.  
 
Pakatan Harapan needs to rectify many issues left behind by the previous government. Among its 
biggest problems is cleaning the civil service. While on one hand, they have inherited the best from the 
British civil service, but over the last 60 years the Malaysian federal civil service has become very 
“UMNOise”. Hence, the task is to reverse this, but it is no simple feat, especially at the district level 
offices. If Pakatan Harapan is unable to get a grip of the civil service, it will affect service delivery which 
may affect reforms and implementation processes.  
 
In Sarawak, it is the first time in a long time that there are two clear groups, GPS and Pakatan Harapan. 
The mood now is for a change, but the problem is that most Sarawakians tends to change their minds 
in at the last minute. Hence, it is unwise to read too much at social media as what matters are the actual 
results from election. There will be a major push by Pakatan Harapan to win Sarawak, particularly 
among the native community, in the next state elections as there has been a surge in interest with 
Pakatan Harapan. Past assumptions such as money politics or that the United Bumiputera Heritage 
Party (PBB) controls Melanau-Muslim voters no longer holds. There will be lots of noise surrounding 
MA63, but closer to elections the focused issues may change.  
 
Sabah and Sarawakians have a wait and see attitude. There is much goodwill towards the new 
government, where people want to see what the Pakatan Harapan government is capable of delivering, 
especially for rural Sarawak. If they do a good job, that will help them win the next state election. If they 
fail, then there will not be any real change in Sarawak. 
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Dr Arnold Puyok, Deputy Dean, (Research & Postgraduate), Faculty of Social Sciences & 
Humanities, Universiti Malaysia Sarawak (UNIMAS) 
 
Different people have different views about a New Malaysia. Some see it as a change of government, 
not in terms of a change of party, but change in character of the country to one that is more progressive, 
vibrant, and forward looking compared to one that is stuck in the old way of doing things. This is a 
departure from the politics of polytheism (using religion in politics), patronage, personality, and race. 
Many are concerned with issues and common interest, especially among the young. There is a rise of 
young, demanding, and sophisticated voters, many of whom are critical of the government and whose 
main concerns are job opportunities and good governance. Civil society organisations have also shown 
to play a very important role by putting pressure on the government as well as the opposition. People 
want a more inclusive government as they want more say in policy formulation. 
 
Racial politics is not very prominent in Sarawak as people do not talk much about race and religion. 
Instead, they talk about Sarawak issues, which are things they want politicians to fight for and has been 
a point of unity. There is a sense of commonality based on the ‘Sarawak for Sarawakians’ slogan which 
has overtaken divisive politics on race and religion. It will be interesting to see how the Sarawak state 
leadership reacts to the dynamics of change towards the new Pakatan Harapan government. Tun Dr 
Mahathir appears to be committed to restoring the rights of Sabah and Sarawak. He has talked about 
equal partnership, but did not go into details nor defined what such an equal partnership entails, whether 
or not Sarawak will have a relationship similar to how Scotland is in the United Kingdom and if Sarawak 
will be allowed to have its own Ministry of Home Affairs, for example. These details need to be properly 
discussed in Parliament. Anwar is not as keen about the idea of autonomy as he fears that this can lead 
to the decentralisation of corruption. Though he concedes that it is acceptable to give Sabah and 
Sarawak autonomy, Anwar wants good management by the state’s leadership, not wanting it to be 
misused for corrupt practices. These changes may affect the dynamics of politics at the federal level.  
 
It will be interest to see the Sarawak state government’s policy actions towards Pakatan Harapan’s 
manifesto for the state. For instance, it promises the implementation of MA63. But this is a difficult issue, 
with some experts saying that it is better to audit rather than to negotiate and to see if it has been 
implemented well or not before determining the next course of action. Whatever arrangements 
undertaken relating to MA63 need to be more specific and relevant to present needs. Pakatan Harapan 
has also promised to decentralise power to Sabah and Sarawak, as well as to guarantee the rights to 
customary land. The state government needs to determine how to incorporate this manifesto into its 
existing plans. The state government also needs to react to the growing number of young IT savvy 
voters in terms of job provision and affordable housing. This segment has greater demands and want 
politicians to be more accountable to issues affecting the rakyat (people).  
 
Based on the elections in 2008, 2013, and 2018, it is evident that Sarawak is no longer insulated from 
regional issues. Issues like 1MBD are no longer just seen as a Peninsula Malaysian problem, but as an 
issue of governance and how resources are being managed as it directly affects the people. This has 
caused voters to vote against the previous government due to these national issues. In the last Sarawak 
state elections, the state government received a very strong mandate from the people. They need to 
use this mandate to reform government institutions, education, human capital, and the economy.  
 
Q&A 
 
Datuk Dr. Abang Haji Abdul Rauf B. Abang. Haji Zen, Chairman, Housing Development 
Corporation, Sarawak sought clarification from YB Dr Kelvin Yii on what he meant concerning 
negotiations for Sarawak’s autonomy if GPS does not cooperate that bill could lead to a vote of no 
confidence. He also reminds delegates that in Sarawak GPS is the state government, not DAP. In terms 
of voting for race, although young voters are more colour blind, race is still very important factor if levels 
of income have not reached an ideal point, which is why GPS wants to demand for these rights. YB Dr 
Kelvin Yii clarified that he is against race-based politics and that economic development should include 
the provision of equitable development regardless of race, not just in terms of horizontal inequality 
between race, but vertical inequality within each race. This needs to be discussed as there are 
alternative action policies which only benefit a certain group of people. YB Yii is against certain quarters 
playing up race issue to play up sentiments of divisions. There are also growing anti-Malaya sentiments 
which is toxic, as Sarawakians have been very accepting of diversity. He reminds delegates not to let 
a few questionable individuals taint relations with Peninsula Malaysia as many of them have helped to 
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build Sarawak’s industries. Regarding negotiations to the MA63, he clarified that for this to be amended, 
support is needed from opposition members. If the bill does not pass, it will be grounds to move for a 
motion of non-confidence.  
 
Datuk Seri Azman Ujang asked if there 
should still be focus on MA63 in order to move 
forward since Sarawak has been in a 
federation for many decades. Dr Arnold 
Puyok explained that it is acceptable to talk 
about this issue and create more awareness 
about MA63. In terms of policy, MA63 needs 
to be relevant to the needs of Sabah and 
Sarawak as well as others. Ultimately, MA63 
is about strengthening both the federation and 
state government, but the issue is whether it 
has been implemented well in accordance to 
its original intention. If not, then there needs 
to be discussions on how to improve it.  
 
Mr Rodger Chan, The Association Chinese Chambers of Commerce and Industry of Sarawak 
pointed out that Pakatan Harapan’s manifesto made two promises on education; for the autonomy of 
education be given back to Sarawak and the recognition of UEC. He requested for an update on these 
promises. YB Dr Yii explained that the issue of the UEC has been politicised with some groups 
demonising UEC and used it as a unifying factor with claims that the Chinese are trying to discard the 
use of the national language. This mentality needs to be changed through engagement. Therefore, the 
Ministry of Education will be conducting a study to engage various stakeholders to create better 
understanding. Once preparations are complete, it will be tabled to cabinet in 2019. The new deal 
offered by the federal government to the Sarawak state government is for 20 percent oil royalty on gross 
plus 50 percent taxes for education and healthcare autonomy. These additional revenues are meant to 
fund these two critical state departments. However, the state government has shown little interest on 
taking up these two autonomies, but instead, wants more of the extra revenues. However, even with 
additional revenue, without good accountability and good governance measures, this may not work.  
 
Mr Nicholas Mujah, Sarawak CSO-SDG Alliance noted that race-based politics is dividing Sarawak, 
including internal institutions in the village system. For example, political parties have been trying to 
work with the Dayaks, but village chiefs have been told by the GPS government not to interact with 
other parties. GPS is giving allowances to the village chiefs, which is also what the Pakatan government 
is attempting to do, causing divisions. He asked if there is a mechanism that can be used to harmonise 
this and to prevent institutions from being abused. YB Dr Yii explained that the GPS government has 
issued a directive informing community leaders that they are forbidden to attend events hosted by 
Pakatan Harapan leaders. This is a concern as some federal ministries, such as the Ministry of Rural 
Development, will be from the Pakatan Harapan government. For leaders to receive good feedback, 
they need to be able to communicate with the people on the ground and from these communities in 
order to serve them better. To remedy this, a policy regarding the appointment of JKKK’s is needed. 
These committees need to be elected by the people, rather than by appointment. Datuk Dr. Abang 
Haji Abdul Rauf B. Abang. Haji Zen rebutted pointing out that this was half the story as the Pakatan 
Harapan government has also been unfair as they have issued a directive saying that all Sarawak State 
ministers will not be covered by the federal government. A delegate remarked that there is no difference 
from what Pakatan Harapan is doing as the federal government has also given instructions to federal 
departments not to attend state government functions. RTM was also given instructions not to cover 
state government events.  
 
Mr Neil Paul, Department of National Unity, Prime Minister’s Department lamented that there was 
too much focus on political reform issues and too much attention on negative news, but the people want 
to see political centric reform inline with an inclusive and united reform of Malaysia. 
 
Prof Dr James Chin explained that for the very first time, there is a contestation of ideas. From 1970 
until recently, Sarawak has been ruled by a single family. All the issues emerging now is due to the fact 
that the people feel empowered to raise the issue and they want answers. He reminded delegates that 
the racial element in Sarawakian politics has been there since the beginning.  
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WELCOME SPEECH 
 
Tan Sri Dr. Michael Yeoh, Executive Vice Chairman, KASI Institute  
 

Sarawak has been given strong and dynamic leadership 
by the Chief Minister which has sparked great interest 
from the people whom want to know more about the 
vision, plans, and strategies for the state. The state 
government has outlined several initiatives which 
Sarawak can focus on including, digital economy, 
renewable energy, and tourism. The digital economy 
will be able to transform not just Sarawak, but the whole 
country. It will bring immense benefits to organisations, 
companies, and businesses that fully embrace it, 
spearheading innovations in processes, products, 
business models, and society. All of this will contribute 
to the greater wellbeing for the people.  
 

It is important to maintain a tripartite partnership between government, business, and civil society, in 
order for the state to stand strong. In particular, partnership with civil society is crucial to ensuring 
sustainable development. In VUCA world (volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous) the importance 
of partnership needs to be emphasised.  
 
The Prime Minister of Malaysia recently launched the Industry 4.0 Blueprint which promises to benefit 
Malaysians. This is an initiative that should also be adopted by Sarawak and embrace the ambitions of 
the 4th Industrial Revolution.  
 
 
 
OPENING KEYNOTE ADDRESS 
 
YAB Datuk Patinggi (Dr) Abang Haji Abdul Rahman Zohari bin Tun Abang Haji Openg, Chief 
Minister of Sarawak 
 

There are many opportunities in Sarawak, evident with 
how well the state has performed over the years. It has 
experienced a GDP growth rate of 4.7 percent in 2017, 
more than double the growth rate of 2.3 percent the 
year before. This makes Sarawak the third biggest 
economy, behind only Kuala Lumpur and Selangor, 
contributing to 9.7 percent of Malaysia’s national GDP. 
It has a GDP per capita of MYR49,327, an increase 
from MYR44,000 in 2016. Sarawak is on track of 
achieving its 2020 GDP growth target of 4.7 percent 
according to MIDF Research. Sarawak also has the 
lowest rate of inflation at 3 percent and an 

unemployment rate of 3 percent, an improvement from 3.3 percent in 2016. The poverty rate fell from 
0.9 percent in 2014 to 0.6 percent in 2017. 
  
Sarawak’s population is estimated at 2.79 million, 42 percent of whom are youths, presenting promising 
long-term prospects in terms of its human capital talents. As it is, Sarawak has a labour force of 1.29 
million workers. Revenue for the state is steadily improving, posting a revenue of MYR6.86 billion in 
2017 compared to MYR5.91 the year before, almost a billion increase in revenue. Exports also grew 
from MYR77 billion in 2016 to RM96 billion 2017. This progress is testament to the strong foundations 
laid in its economy and governance.  
 
Yet, much more needs to be done. To further accelerate development in Sarawak, the state government 
has increased its development expenditure from MYR3.92 billion in 2016 to MYR 4.29 billion in 2017, 
an increase of MYR370 million, showing the state government’s commitment to improving the state’s 
infrastructure and potential. The Sarawak state government, during the 5th November 2018 sitting of 
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the State Legislative Assembly, will be tabling its biggest budget ever for the state. This shows the 
state’s commitment to fulfil the aspirations of the people of Sarawak to have more roads and bridges to 
increase connectivity and increase the coverage of treated water supply and electricity.  
 
The state government acknowledges the need to create a suitable business environment for investors 
and businesses to enable them to thrive, which is important to spur growth. This is the reason the 
Sarawak Corridor of Renewable Energy (SCORE) was established a decade ago. It has since entered 
its second phase of development. Thus far, it has attracted approximately MYR79.3bil worth of 
investments from the private and public sectors, with private investments in 22 projects from various 
industries amounting to MYR33.6 billion throughout its five growth nodes, creating 61,000 jobs. The 
success of SCORE has seen its expansion from 70,000 square kilometres to 100,000 square kilometres 
in 2018. Its trigger industries in aluminium, steel, oil-based, and glass have attracted cluster industries 
from across the region. There are also ample opportunities for start-ups and SMEs in Sarawak with the 
provision of various grants and incentives. For example, in 2017, the state government has allocated 
MYR700 million in various grants to support the entrepreneurs and the amount has increased to 
MYR900 million in 2018. Incentives and programmes by ACTYVATE, Malaysian Global Innovation and 
Creativity Centre (MaGIC), and Tabung Ekonomi Gagasan Anak Bumiputera Sarawak (Tegas) can also 
be leveraged upon.  
 
Sarawak’s development is meaningless if its people living in the rural and interior areas are left behind. 
To remedy this, three development agencies have been set up by the state government under RECODA 
to oversee the development of rural and interior Sarawak. This would involve developments in six 
economic trigger projects, namely aquaculture, tourism, forestry, palm oil, rubber and biotechnology. 
There will be focus on commercial agriculture, particularly for the highland areas. However, for this to 
succeed would require major players from the private sector to act as anchor farmers. The development 
of the agricultural sector also must incorporate the use of the latest production technologies as well as 
communication and digital technology.  
 
Digital innovation is given much emphasis as part of efforts to adapt and prepare for the digital future. 
Recently, the Sarawak Digital Economy Strategy was launched which includes plans to develop 
Sarawak’s digital economy. Currently, the digital economy only contributes 2.3 percent to the state’s 
economy. To spearhead this initiative, the Sarawak Multimedia Authority, Sarawak Digital Economy 
Corp, and the Development Bank of Sarawak have been established, with MYR 2 billion allocated 
towards the development of the state’s digital economy infrastructure. Sarawak has also launched its 
own payment system, Sarawak Pay, which is hoped will be widely used in Sarawak. 
  
There are many other initiatives being planned all aimed towards the development of the state. The 
state government has approved a total of MYR 7 billion worth of infrastructure and public utilities 
projects since 2017 and is taking steps in to ensure that the process of implementation is expedited. 
The implementation of all the approved projects will begin in the start of 2019. The state government is 
putting greater emphasis on STEM which is required to bridge specific skill gaps that are required by 
industry players. Currently, only 26 percent of Sarawak’s school students are enrolled in the STEM 
stream. There is also an equal emphasis on vocational skills. This will not be possible without 
cooperation from the private sector, which needs to partner with the government to open up more 
opportunities for students to conduct industrial training, internships, or apprenticeships, which 
eventually lead to employment.  
 
Sarawak aspires to position itself as part of the regional and international community, not only in 
business, but in all areas possible. The state government invites the international community to explore 
new opportunities with it. Sarawakians were also encouraged to find their own inner strength and go 
beyond to seize opportunities.  
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SESSION TWO 
E-commerce and Digital Economy – Driving Growth  
 
Moderator:  
Tan Sri Datuk Amar Wilson Baya Dandot, Chairman, Sarawak Biodiversity Council  
 
Panellists:  
Mr Indranil Lahiri, President & CEO Siemens Malaysia 
 
The Prime Minister of Malaysia, YAB Tun Dr Mahathir, recently unveiled the national policy on Industry 
4.0. Today’s world is dependent on data. 44 zettabytes of data will be created in the next few years with 
50 billion devices will be connected. Big data is not useful unless converted to smart data which requires 
data analytics. However, only 0.5 percent of data has been analysed.  
 
Digitalisation has taken place for media and trade. E-commerce is matured but not complex. Mobility 
has been maturing digitally, however it is also less complex. For healthcare, there has been creation of 
patient data for the past 5 to 7 years. Industries need to be converted digitally. Energy industries are 
more complex as energy proprietors have their own systems and the ecosystem is lacking seamless 
translation between one provider to another. The beginnings of such a seamless translation is currently 
being observed. Digitally-enhanced automation solutions which are different from automation 
technology solutions from years ago are needed. These are connected to the internet and need not 
wait for human intervention. Open Internet of Things (IoT) platforms, which are common platforms for 
software and applications, are needed as it will not be ideal to have different suppliers in different 
languages as data will be lost in translation.  
 
Today, there is enough research on cybersecurity where data and proprietary data would be stored 
safe on the cloud. Industry 4.0 is needed because the needs of clients are changing, requiring speed, 
flexibility, quality and efficiency. Production has increased threefold from existing assembly lines 
because of software analytics. An example from the energy landscape is a recently completed project 
in Brazil where six different distribution systems were unified with a smart common meter management 
system with a unified billing system and reduction of non-technical losses. There was a time where 
experts travelled country to country to tune gas turbines, an important process to increase efficiency to 
the optimum level which used to take a week. With machine learning and data analysis, it can now be 
completed in just 4 hours.  
 
Smart buildings can lead to energy efficiency. A shopping mall in Scandinavia uses the weather forecast 
to control the energy consumption perimeters in the building, allowing savings of 130,000 Euros per 
year. Malaysia’s Energy Minister has announced plans to reduce energy consumption in 50 government 
buildings during their term. In Barcelona, trains using predictive analysis are so punctual that people 
are shifting from airlines to trains. In aquaculture, fish mortality is controlled by factors such as water 
inlet and outlet times and feeding time. Based on data analysis, the optimum points are used to reduce 
fish mortality drastically. Such solutions are being used in Peninsular Malaysia that can also be applied 
in Sarawak. 
 
In Malaysia, 23.5 percent of the GDP is contributed by manufacturing. GDP is growing at a rate of 5 
percent. If Malaysia does not rise from the 6 percent trap, it would take a lot of time to double the 
economy. If Malaysia is to be on the global platform for manufacturing, it has to reach a growth rate of 
beyond 8 to 9 percent, which is feasible and practical as it only needs intent and technology. 
Manufacturing contributes to 28 percent of Sarawak’s GDP. However, 50 percent is from the oil and 
gas, the petrochemical industry. More players are needed to set up industries in Sarawak to cater to 
regional and global demands. New technology is needed for Malaysia and Sarawak to be considered a 
destination of high-tech industries.  
 
In Malaysia, 1-in-5 employed workers are foreign workers, which may not necessarily come from 
countries known for higher productivity. Malaysia’s productivity in the region lags behind Singapore and 
Thailand. Productivity can be increased by transforming industries and creating high-skilled jobs and 
reduce dependency on foreign workers. It would require the coming together of industry and academia 
where workers can be upskilled to new technologies. Labs need to be set up for SMEs to access. The 
legal framework in terms of cyber security and industrial cyber security are not yet in place. 
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There is a need to increase collaboration in ASEAN to work on thematic issues. In Malaysia, the 
government has the intent and commitment, shown through the national policy on Industry 4.0. The 
Innovation Index is available and manufacturing competitiveness is high. All that is required is the first 
step from the industry players. There needs to be continuous focus on research and innovation, access 
to test labs for the SMEs. Reference architecture and standards need to be set in the country. 
Digitalisation needs to be used to improve value proposition. It is important to build ecosystems where 
the academia collaborates with industries to create facilities to upskill workers. Politicians need to show 
commitment and set the standards, using international collaboration to further the technologies within 
the country.  
 
 
Dato’ Henry Goh, Co-Founder, Chief Operating Officer, Macro Kiosk Berhad 
 
Industrial Revolution 4.0 goes beyond having the technology and the mindset. It’s having the whole soft 
ecosystem available in the country and Sarawak. In 1996, the then Prime Minister Tun Dr Mahathir 
started the Multimedia Super Corridor (MSC). It motivated the young of the nation to think about what 
could drive the country and what one should study or be involved in.  
 
For Sarawak to have the initiative towards Industrial Revolution 4.0, having e-commerce and digital 
economy as one area of growth is good. Sarawak needs people to share inspiration and direct the 
younger generations, and not so much hand-holding but the opening of the minds. SCORE is a good 
structure to have, but the Industrial Revolution is not about the technology, but about the Sarawakian 
people having the ability to have an Industrial Revolution mindset.   
 
The education system needs to have the right syllabus. Universities have a wide range of academic 
areas and Malaysia aims to be a hub of various things. However, there is a need to focus on key areas. 
When the MSC was revealed, it drove the direction of the country. The state needs to have something 
similar in order to drive progress in a holistic manner, which involves not just government, but also the 
private sector and schools working together. South Korea used to be same size as Malaysia 20 to 30 
years ago, but today, South Korea is more advanced than Malaysia in terms of wealth and technology. 
Proton came before Hyundai and KIA, but the South Koreans have taken the initiative and encouraged 
its people to be interested in automotive and technology. Today, they are powerful, innovative and 
creative. Hence, it is not the technology, but the people that build the technology in a holistic 
environment.  
 
For Malaysia or Sarawak to move ahead, there needs to be a drive in a holistic manner, from the people, 
government, policies, tax incentives, to the private sector. Reliance on foreign workers should be 
reduced and instead leverage on the use technology. E-commerce will not work in a country that is 
fully-connected, small, efficient and advanced due to the ease of access to services. Sarawak 
geographically has a wide area with a lot of people having a lack of access to services, even government 
services. In China, e-commerce flourished as people had to travel far, which created a demand for 
services that is enabled by technology. E-commerce may come before infrastructure where there is 
demand and drive.  
 
Q&A 
 
Tan Sri Datuk Amar Wilson shared that an Italian writer coined China’s e-commerce as 
“Eastcommerce” as the Chinese did not follow Amazon’s model. China consists of 60-70 percent of 
rural areas, hence, it faces issues with the delivery of goods. This allows Alibaba, for example, to 
became a platform. 
 
Dato’ Henry Goh said that the key is not to wait for the infrastructure to be ready as demand and supply 
will make things happen. Malaysia’s e-commerce has the potential be better than China’s. 
 
Tan Sri Datuk Amar Wilson commented that although MSC happened 20 to 30 years ago, Malaysia 
is only now beginning to see the impact. Within the time gap, technology can also change.  
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Mr Indranil Lahiri pointed out that what is 
missing from the 15-20 percent of the 
manufacturing sector are the discrete and 
processing industries. Malaysia with its small 
population cannot prosper by merely meeting 
local domestic demand. There is a need to 
create excellence here which can be exported 
to the region or the world. It is uncertain if 
there is a negative or positive perception 
attached to products made in Malaysia, but 
this needs to be achieved. In order to achieve 
this leapfrog, digital transformation is needed 
and has to be known as a high-tech industry 
and of high innovation.  
 
Dato’ Henry Goh explained that Malaysia, being a country with a small population, cannot be a jack-
of-all-trades-and-master-of-none. Resources need to be focused. One good area is the Halal hub as 
Malaysia is known to be a progressive and advanced Muslim country. People need to know why they 
should buy Malaysian products and impression is key.  
 
Dr Thomas S. K. Tang shared that China, having gone into a cashless economy, has changed the way 
business is conducted. The World Economic Forum predicts that future skills in light of technology and 
Industry 4.0 will include higher cognitive skills, soft skills (such as judgment, as one does not need to 
an expert in tech, but must know how to use it), and data analytics (which is how advanced economies 
moved into the smart-era by making predictions based on open data). Many countries are nervous 
about this as governments are involved, raising issues of accountability. He asked if Malaysia is ready 
for this. Mr Indranil Lahiri said that from the industrial perspective, engineers are no longer needed 
and lawyers are not needed to go through contracts, but soft skills and judgments are needed for 
opinions. Accountants have been replaced with robots, but financial people are still needed to judge 
and deliver results for investments and returns. The same people are required in high-skilled areas and 
need to be tech-savvy rather than be technologists themselves. Regarding mindsets, it is uncertain 
when Malaysians will be ready. There are people who share their data on the cloud, but there are 
pockets of people who rather keep their data on their own servers, which in the long-run may not be 
unsustainable. Dr Henry Goh said that for every revolution, there will be people who are affected as 
they lack the necessary skills. Hence, there is a need for upskilling. Malaysians are ready to share their 
data, but carelessness in safeguarding data show that a required mindset is lacking and it is not so 
much an issue of security. Malaysians need to be taught how to manage their data and how to secure 
it. Datuk Dr Abang Haji Abdul Rauf bin Abang Haji Zen said that during the last reshuffle, the Chief 
Minister of Sarawak added Local Government to Housing to accommodate the Education, Technology 
and Research Ministry. The way forward for Sarawak is the usage of technology which needs to be 
included in the education.  
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SESSION 3  
Sarawak – The Fulcrum of East ASEAN 
 
Moderator: 
Datuk Seri Azman Ujang, Chairman, Bernama 
 
Panellist:  
Dato’ Ramesh Kodammal, Chairman, ASEAN India Business Council  
 
The growth of the ASEAN region is bringing many opportunities. Formed in 1967 by five countries, 
ASEAN today has ten-member states. These countries joined for various reasons, initially conceived 
through concerns of regional security, it has become the primary interest of economic development 
between inter-ASEAN states. The ASEAN region has 630 million people, all of whom are eager to hear 
what Sarawak has to offer. Sarawak must step forward to promote itself, showing the region what it has 
to offer and how it can work with others. This can lead to mutual economic gains.  
 
Sarawak needs to move out to see more things, to explore what it can link with, and attain a wider 
perspective in order to grow. West Malaysia is more connected than other ASEAN states, being 
physically closer to many of them. But many of these states can be attracted to come to Sarawak if it 
focuses on its specialties.  
 
Many ASEAN members want to invest, but Sarawak has to find out how to collaborate and make these 
potential partnerships materialise. Tourism is a good market Sarawak can explore. It has natural 
resources in the form of rubber and oil and gas. These are areas where it can work with other countries 
in the region as a first step forward. This is where the ASEAN Business Advisory Council can help guide 
the way as they often work together with state governments.  
 
In whatever business, to improve connections, there is a need to take the initiative and to seek out 
opportunities. In 2017, the Philippines established the ASEAN Mentors for Entrepreneurship Network 
(AMEN) with the aim of setting up a group of mentors and mentees throughout ASEAN. This is a 
network of people who can help each other to move forward, with mentors from Malaysia, Singapore, 
Indonesia, Thailand, and the Philippines. To succeed, businesses cannot wait for aid, but must take the 
initiative to move forward. This is where inner strengths comes from, rather than to wait for grants and 
subsidies. Great entrepreneurs never waited, but went ahead and did it. They have the right mindset 
and an eye on the future.  
 
 
Mr Buckland AK Bangik, Director, State Planning Unit, Chief Minister’s Department  
 
Sarawak has a small market of 2.7 million. Therefore, there is a need to go beyond to reach out to the 
global market to sell its products and produce. But it need not go too far beyond and start by going to 
other ASEAN countries and regions in places like Kalimantan which have big populations, and countries 
like Brunei and Singapore, though are small, has greater purchasing power. One of the means to 
generate growth in Sarawak is to strengthen regional development by creating a market for the business 
community to sell their products. This is in line with the state government’s long-term plan to turn 
Sarawak into a developed state by 2030.  
 
Sarawak’s current GDP is MYR 114 billion. It’s growth in 2017 was 4.7 percent and is forecasted to 
record a growth rate of 4 to 4.5 percent in 2018. It is hoped that it’s GDP per capita reaches USD15,000 
by year 2030 on the assumption that it grows at the rate of 6.5 percent per annum, which is a tall order. 
This is the reason why Sarawak is seeking new sources of growth through the strengthening of regional 
development.  
 
There are talks between Brunei and Sarawak, where it examined areas which the private sector can 
enter, such as in paddy planting, buffalo and cattle rearing, hydro power development and power in 
general, as well as fibre optics. Collaborations through SOLSEC MALINDO are resulting in close 
working relations with Indonesia in facilitating trade between Kalimantan and Sarawak. Kalimantan is 
hoping to use Kuching Port as a platform to export their products abroad. Also, the Sarawak Energy 
Berhad (SEB) is selling power to Kalimantan and in doing so, is creating more supply chains. This is 
the result of regional collaboration.  
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There will soon be direct flights by Royal Brunei Airlines from Kuching to Brunei to boost tourism and 
create more business opportunities. The state government also plans to setup of trade offices in 
Singapore and Brunei to facilitate trade opportunities. Sarawak is considering purchasing its own aircraft 
to send agricultural produce to Singapore. Despite these interregional collaborations, there are still 
challenges in enlisting private sector participation, as it is difficult to facilitate information sharing and 
negotiations. Fortunately, the Sarawak Chamber of Commerce and Industry has been very active in 
organising network opportunities, which can lead to potential collaborations.  
 
 
Prof. Dr. James Chin, Director, Asia Institute, University of Tasmania  
 
For a small state like Sarawak, there are some realities it cannot escape. It has a small population, a 
large land area which is sparsely populated, with logistical infrastructure not being up to par. It does not 
have real broadband, which is not merely a matter accessing social media on phones, but is not one 
with standards businesses require.  
 
A reason why Sarawak has not done well is because it has not marketed itself well enough. It lacks a 
narrative to go out to the world to get its attention. This is unfortunate as Sarawak has an interesting 
story which has not been told in a proper context. For example, in the entire region, Sarawak is the only 
state that was ruled by a private British family, the Brookes. This story is not well known around the 
world. Many successful small economies worldwide have interesting narratives about their niche 
products.  
 
Sarawak has also not leveraged on the extensive free trade agreements arranged by Malaysia. In terms 
of growth sectors, the same sectors have been talked about for the past 20 to 30 years, with much 
potential in tourism and agriculture. However, there is a need for more competition in the local market 
as the existence of too many monopolies and oligopolies are creating barriers to entry. Without a 
competitive internal market, it will be difficult for Sarawak to break out.  
 
To make Sarawak an interesting place within ASEAN, there needs to be real investments in education. 
The same problems are faced in others parts of Malaysia which does not have a good education system, 
but it is particularly worse in Sabah and Sarawak.  
 
Therefore, there is need for good foundation in education, infrastructure, high-speed internet access, 
and logistics (flights and Cabotage policy). Without the right foundation, good ideas will not be able to 
materialise.  Several Sarawakians who are successful outside Sarawak seldom do anything that benefit 
Sarawak directly, but are nonetheless proud to be Sarawakian. 
 
Q&A  
 
Mr Nicholas Mujah commented that fast-paced 
developments in Sarawak are having an impact, 
but matters of sustainability and inclusiveness 
may risk being overlooked. He states that the 
reason why big businesses are reluctant to 
come to Sarawak is because it lacks a conflict 
resolution mechanism, such as in the matter of 
land despite (NCR) with the indigenous 
community, as major companies are wary of 
coming into Sarawak and getting caught up in 
these disputes. Should there be conflict 
resolution mechanisms to harmonise these 
matters, it will ultimately be good for Sarawak. 
 
Dato’ Ramesh Kodammal stressed that Sarawak must send a message that it is ready to do business 
and make conditions conducive to attract foreign investment. The business community must make it 
known of the type of help it needs in order to take things forward, rather than to expect help from the 
government. Hence, the business community must take the initiative to resolve its issues and seek 
solutions rather than wait for help to come to them.  
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SESSION FOUR 
Energy and Industrial Developments – Twin Pillar of Growth for Sarawak: What’s Next?  
 
Moderator:  
Ms. Kristine Liew, CEO & Managing Director, MRS Management Sdn Bhd  
 
Panellists:  
Mr. Alexander Chin, Chief Financial Officer, Sarawak Energy Berhad  
 
Sarawak Energy’s mission is to deliver reliable, sustainable and affordable energy to the people of 
Sarawak. The company has a workforce of almost 5,000 serving a population of 2.7 million people 
including domestic customers, commercial, industrial, and export customers in the Samalaju area. The 
company is the largest generator of hydropower in Malaysia, contributing to 75 percent of hydropower 
and offers the lowest unsubsidised tariffs in Malaysia and in the region. In comparison, energy in 
Sarawak is 38 percent lower than Peninsular Malaysia and 100 percent lower than Singapore. Lower 
tariff rates attract investments from the power-intensive industry, advancing the SCORE agenda. 
Domestic coverage in Sarawak is at 95 percent, with aims of increasing it to 100 percent by 2025. Rural 
coverage is at 91 percent as of 2017.  
 
Due to heavy rainfall and rivers, Sarawak has the benefit of having high hydropower reserves. SCORE’s 
development plan focuses on growing the energy sector by targeting ten high impact priority industries 
with the aim of attracting major projects that can create opportunities for smaller businesses. Some 
industries include aluminium, glass, steel, timber-based, livestock, aquaculture, marine engineering, oil-
based, palm oil, and tourism. Energy development is conducted through a holistic approach by driving 
socio-economic transformation, balancing energy security, and ensuring the sustainability and 
affordability of energy. Sustainable energy is generated mainly through hydropower and is 
complimented by thermal, indigenous gas, and coal reserves. It is because of this combination that 
energy can be sold at competitive prices.  
 
Levelised cost, also known as levelised energy cost, is the nett present value of the unit cost of electricity 
over the lifetime of a generating asset. It is a proxy for average price that the generating asset must 
receive in the market in order to break even over its lifetime. Hydro is far below the levelised cost, which 
is the reason why dams are built. This competitive advantage allows the transfer of savings to the 
people while attracting industries to invest in Malaysia, particularly in Sarawak.  
 
Sarawak Energy’s regional aspiration is to export its energy to Indonesia. It is already exporting an 
average of 190 MW to Kalimantan via an exchange agreement. Efforts are made to expand this further 
to Brunei and Sabah. Sarawak Energy is also looking into digitisation of the organisation to maximise 
new opportunities for growth in the digital economy landscape and green, renewable and affordable 
energy in line with the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) Goal 7, which is the 
provision of renewable and affordable energy for all.  
 
The digital revolution has reached the energy sector. Renewables, generation connectivity, smart grids, 
digital substations demand new abilities and are triggering new business models and regulatory 
frameworks. These provide better and more efficient services to customers at reduced costs. There are 
new opportunities, where Sarawak Energy plans position itself as the provider of electricity from 
renewable sources. Since energy in Sarawak is largely affordable and renewable, the transportation 
sector should be electrified to reduce the carbon footprint. It is only a matter of time before Electronic 
Vehicle (EV) charging kiosks in various spaces such as hotels and malls are made available with priority 
parking for EVs as incentives. 
 
Sarawak Energy is working on a hydrogen economic blueprint, particularly on hydrogen fuel cell 
transportation. International renewable agencies have identified hydrogen as the missing link in the 
global energy transition by 2050. In the long-run, hydrogen could be a key element in an overall 
renewable energy system. Sarawak Energy is building Southeast Asia’s first hydrogen plant, a pilot 
plant, which is a refuelling station in Kuching. Several hydrogen-fuelled buses are expected in Kuching 
by March 2019.  
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Dr. Thomas S.K. Tang, Chief Executive Officer, PJ Sustainability Consulting Limited  
 
Sustainability is pertinent to all of us. Currently, Malaysia exports crude oil and buys back refined 
petroleum products at a higher price for what it produces in the first place. Many are from the oil-
producing nations of the region. The fuel mix in Malaysia consists of 41 percent gas and 46 percent 
coal, which is bad for climate change due to fossil fuel combustion. Hydrogen is at 10.7 percent for 
Malaysia, of which 75 percent is from Sarawak. It is unfortunate that thermal capacity will be reduced 
to 60 percent. 
 
Tariffs in Malaysia are lower than countries in the region such as Philippines, Indonesia, and Hong 
Kong. Hong Kong has high energy reliability and its people pay a lot for energy security. In Sarawak, 
energy is used for high energy intensive industries. Iceland has a similar composition to Sarawak, where 
it is responsible for 2 percent of the aluminium smelting in the world. In comparison, China is responsible 
for 41 percent. This 2 percent is reflective of the demand in Iceland, as nobody buys aluminium in 
Iceland due to its small population. The phenomenon happening in Iceland is similarly observed in 
Sarawak, where high-grade resources are made but there are no buyers. This presents a dilemma as 
the two deep water ports in Sarawak, in Bintulu and Mukah, are geared up for export but has no local 
consumption. Most economic growth is fuelled by domestic markets and domestic consumption.  
 
Donald Trump is doing Southeast Asia a favour because China has lost its biggest trading partner in 
the world, causing it to seek out other outlets in Southeast Asia. There is potential for economic 
opportunities. The question is how to have economic growth, sustainable energy and sustainable 
development at the same time. Produced energy is prepared to fuel energy intensive markets with 
resources.  
 
To achieve sustainable energy, there is a need for distributed energy through microgrid technology 
which uses more affordable structures. This goes against the grain of centralised energy planning but 
it will empower local ownership. With microgrid technology, a grid can be isolated from the main grid, 
be connected when needed, and disconnected when unneeded. The microgrid market is predicted to 
reach USD 17.5 billion by 2025 and 13,000 GW by 2024. Solar home systems are common in the rural 
areas of Myanmar, India, and Africa with a market of USD 3.9 billion. With blockchain, rural customers 
can be reached out to and create different business models, favouring SMEs. Intelligent grids are about 
consumer choice, allowing them to use electricity at lower tariff rates. 
 
Sustainable energy can also be facilitated through energy storage. High energy density batteries are 
now more affordable and reliable. When cobalt and lithium are combined, it can have an energy density 
of 2600 Wh/kg, 10 times higher than conventional lithium ion batteries and 100 times higher than lead 
acid batteries. The market for batteries is predicted to be USD 141 billion by 2022. Salt water 
technology, using brine in batteries instead of the usual acid solutions create affordable alternatives for 
energy storage. There is also a future in hydrogen economy. Solar is used to breakdown water into 
hydrogen and oxygen, which is an efficient way to capture energy. Electric vehicles will be the answer 
for the future. Energy can be exported where there is a surplus. Sarawak is pursuing a high capacity 
electricity sector. It can leverage on liquid nitrogen, which can be shipped when frozen to -256 degrees 
centigrade. 
 
A circular economy can also be introduced to achieve sustainability. This needs people to be more 
resourceful in saving resources, as many products are designed for one-use. Giving back to the 
economy can create a secondary industry around it and create more job opportunities. Renewable 
energy will account for 48 percent of the world’s energy supply within the next four decades. Malaysia’s 
target is 20 percent renewable energy spent by 2030 and, according to the Sustainable Energy 
Development Authority (SEDA), 70 percent by 2050. Economic growth can and must be delivered by 
sustainable means and resources. 
 
 
Mr. Steve Loo, Executive Vice President, Siemens Malaysia Sdn Bhd  
 
Siemen’s Energy Management Division comprises of seven business units that focuses on high voltage, 
medium voltage, low voltage, projection relays, turnkey solutions, and services. Overall, their main role 
concerns matters of post energy generation, in terms of transmission and distribution.  
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Energy is the foundation of any industrial development. Countries in ASEAN are booming. Myanmar 
has recently experienced great strides, from a country that only had a 23 percent electrification rate in 
2013 to 40 percent in 2018. This has resulted in the construction of several industrial parks, all of which 
began with power.  
 
Sarawak has been blessed with good natural resources. This has allowed the construction of hydro 
dams to become a primary energy resource. The drive for electrification, renewal energy, and 
microgrids requires three elements; decarbonisation, decentralisation, and digitalisation. Microgrids are 
viable solutions for rural Sarawak with the introduction of solar panels to meet the demand for energy. 
This involves connecting small sources of power generation to form an isolated grid which requires a 
controller to manage energy efficiency.  
 
Siemens can support the move into digitalisation by offering its digital substations and digital services. 
It’s Senseformer collects data and sends them to the cloud, allowing the provision of smart data to 
enable better management decisions. The development of local competence must not be overlooked 
as it is the foundation that enables a country to move forward with a sustainable approach. Siemens 
shares this ethos and is committed to upgrading the workforce and university graduates. It is involved 
in TVET initiatives by the government to ensure the localisation of skills.  
 
The use of renewable energy must be ramped up for a more sustainable future. In this journey, there is 
a need to consider how to achieve decarbonisation and decentralisation with the use of digitalisation 
technology, as well as the development of local talent.  
 
 
Q&A 
 
A delegate asked if there was sufficient energy to be sold to other countries when there is insufficient 
energy for domestic consumption. Dr. Thomas S.K. Tang clarified that he was initially referring to 
markets for consumers. For example, Laos, a landlocked country, sells its energy from hydropower to 
Vietnam, Thailand, and other countries. Therefore, there are no shortages for the demand of energy if 
its unused and available. A domestic consumer market that produces products need to be created to 
which energy can be sold, which is currently 
insufficient in Sarawak. Mr. Alexander Chin 
agrees that markets are needed, otherwise, 
dams will be redundant if they are built. The 
generation of electricity through hydro dams 
allow energy cost to be low and therefore, 
allows Sarawak’s energy to be competitive, 
which is attractive to industries in the 
international market. This is positive for 
development as energy revenue growth has 
increased by up to 30 to 40 percent year-on-
year due to bulk customers. However, most of 
the energy from plants built has been 
committed. Therefore, there is a need to build 
more plants for the next wave of growth. At the 
same time, there are many potential customers in Kalimantan, Sabah, and Brunei which energy can be 
sold to. From recent experiences, it is unwise to be too dependent on bulk customers whom are affected 
by commodity prices. There is a need to diversify the base of customers.  
 
Mr Steve Loo highlighted that Sarawakians are fortunate to have energy production capacities. In 
Taiwan, which is an island, summer temperatures can reach 38 to 40 degree Celsius, with energy 
reserve at a mere 2 percent, which is alarming and has caused investors, including Taiwanese 
investors, to move their investment out of Taiwan due to electricity shortage.  
 
Dr Henry Chan, WWF Malaysia said that hydropower may be affordable but comes at a cost as it has 
resulted in the displacement of the indigenous people. Though they have been subsidised, it involves 
a large area of land. The cost of hydropower is also subsidised. Dr Thomas Tang said that hydropower 
plants are an issue with the displacement of the indigenous population. Social impact assessments are 
conducted to justify these actions. He proposed the use of mini hydro which will have a lesser impact. 
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China created many problems with big hydro with much of Cambodia’s agriculture sector suffering from 
the damming taking place in Yunan. The International Hydropower Association (IHA) has recognised 
guidelines for creating hydropower plants which also take account of human rights issues. Banks have 
their own set of principles and the funding of such projects follow these guidelines and principles in an 
effort to address these issues. Hydropower is usually used by the Scandinavian countries, Canada, and 
Brazil where there are mining industries. Therefore, Sarawak has more energy than it needs. 
 
Ms Chua Kuan Ching, Sarawak Women for Women Society requested for statistics on rural 
electrification in Sarawak and rural schools. Mr Alexander Chin said that 91 percent of rural areas 
have been electrified up to 2017. Rural electrification comes under the federal government. However, 
in the past few years, the Sarawak state government has stepped in to accelerate the electrification of 
rural areas. The Sarawak Alternative Electrification Scheme was targeted at more remote areas and is 
funded in advance by Sarawak Energy. Sarawak Energy is working with the state government to 
achieve 100 percent electrification in the next two years.  
 
Ms Sylvia, WWF Malaysia inquired as to the reasons for the reduction of hydropower from 75 percent 
to 60 percent, which is going against the SDG. Mr Alexander Chin clarified that it is due to grid, as 
managing the oversupply of electricity based on one source.  
 
A participant asked if the welfare of the resettled people of Bakun have been monitored and what has 
Sarawak Energy done for them. Mr Alexander Chin assured that the people of Bakun are being 
monitored. Bakun was previously under the Ministry of Finance (MoF) and Sarawak Hidro until Sarawak 
Energy bought it over from MoF in August 2017. There is a committee that works actively with the local 
community to improve their lives. A budget is set to ensure the people are well taken care of.  
 
 
 
SESSION FIVE 
Urbanization, Housing & Sustainable Development in Sarawak 
 
Moderator: 
Dr. Thomas S.K. Tang, Chief Executive Officer, PJ Sustainability Consulting Limited  
 
The United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDG), Goal 11, talks about sustainable cities and 
communities. Half of humanity, consisting of 3.5 billion people, live in cities and an urban setting. By 
2030, 60 percent will live in urban areas. 95 percent of urban expansions in the next decade will take 
place in the developing world. Cities occupy only 3 percent of the Earth’s land but accounts for 62 
percent of energy and 75 percent of carbon emissions, putting pressure on fresh water supplies, 
sewage, living environment, and public health. It is recognised that the high densities of cities can bring 
efficiency gains and technological innovations while reducing resource and energy consumption. It is 
inevitable that more and more people will be living in cities in the not so distant future.  
 
Panellist:  
Datuk Dr Abang Haji Abdul Rauf B. Abang. Haji Zen, Chairman, Housing Development 
Corporation, Sarawak  
 
The government should be driven by public sector, private sector, and NGOs. Assistance programmes 
like BR1M should be empowerment tools whose recipients should be from the bottom up. In Sarawak, 
housing under the local government is approved by the Chief Minister. As a means of sustainable and 
inclusive development, a policy is put in place whereby major developments of housing must have an 
allocation of 30 percent of its units sold to low income groups. Subsidies for low income groups are 
meant to empower people and enable them to improve themselves.  
 
There are issues with land, whereby one cannot focus only on one group of natives and members of 
the community who are making too many land claims, but also consider the plight of others who have 
been neglected and have nothing.  
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Ms. Yong Li Na, Co-Chair, Sarawak CSO-SDG Alliance Pro-Tem Committee  
 
Growing populations in urban areas are occurring in many continents. The World Bank projects that 6 
out of 10 people will be living in urban areas by 2030. 90 percent of growth in urban areas is taking 
place in Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the Caribbean’s. 880 million people are living in slums, most 
of which are from Asian cities.  
 
The SDG’s Goal 11 has 6 targets, namely:  
 

i. Safe and affordable housing for everyone – upgrading of slums to be more sustainable and 
move people to more liveable areas 

ii. Transportation and access to roads – to solve urban-rural migration issues so that people 
do not need to move when they have easy access 

iii. Participatory integrated and sustainable human settlement planning  
iv. Cultural and natural heritage preservation – rather than only focusing on building new things 
v. Waste management and air quality  
vi. Access to safe, inclusive and accessible, green and public spaces 

 
There has been a significant percentage of migration in Sarawak from rural areas to urban. Among the 
measures undertaken by the state government is to increase population density from 8 units per acre 
to 10 units to accommodate the increase of people. Developers have to allocate 30 percent of their 
developments for low income housing. The government has also taken steps to remove the stigmas 
associated with low income housing and has even increased the minimum size of these houses.  
 
The SDGs are all interrelated and are beneficial for all. Grassroot organisations like the Sarawak CSO-
SDG Alliance provide the necessary feedback and data to the government to allow better policy and 
decision making to improve the lives of the people. The public needs to take a keener interest in the 
SDGs and determine which goals are relevant to themselves or their organisations and contribute 
towards these targets.  
 

 
Dr Henry Chan, Conservation Director, WWF Malaysia 
 
The SDG’s Goal 11, Target 2, is related to forest as it talks about providing access to inclusive green 
and public spaces. There is a need for conservations to ensure the availability of green lungs in the city 
in the form of parks and national parks. But more has to be done as some hill areas under the care of 
the indigenous communities can be used as joint community forest reserves. Such areas can be 
legislated and designated as green lungs.  
 
The forest is a public good that is owned by everyone. In fact, forests are owned by the international 
community, which has shown great interest in preserving this natural asset. The SDGs under Goal 15, 
identified forest as “life on land” and calls for its protection, restoration, and the promotion of the 
sustainable use of ecosystems, sustainably managed forest, and halt biodiversity loss.  
 
The Sarawak government has a policy where 1 million out of 12.4 million hectares are to be designated 
for national conservation, wildlife conservation, nature reserves, and as a water source. It also 
designated 6 million hectares of forest for timber production. These are the permanent forest estates. 
Sarawak’s forest ordinance is a very exclusive instrument as it excludes local community rights and 
lacks compensation. The government needs to adopt inclusive methodologies which can incorporate 
community forests. This can be done though social forestry or other effectively managed areas which 
can be incorporated.  
 
The Centre for International Forestry Research (CIFOR) and the World Conservation Society (WCS) 
conducted a worldwide survey and found that 500 million hectares of forest are owned and used by 
communities. Malaysia’s aspiration is to retain 50 percent of its land as forest which is healthy to sustain 
the ecosystem. There is a need to review the government’s policy of replacing pristine forest with the 
planting of acacia trees (used for the production of pulp and paper) as much of the forest is still intact.   
SDG Goal 15 calls for the sustainable management of forest. In this area, Sarawak is at the forefront, 
which is a great improvement as they were once notorious for excessive logging. It is for this reason, 
during the 1980s there was an anti-tropical timber trade campaign that resulted in the implementation 



17 
 

of many measures that have set the standard for forest management, such as certification and 
compliance. The government has made it mandatory for all forest concessions operating in the heart of 
Borneo to be certified. This implies that they are governed by a set of principles and guidelines, such 
as the IUCN redlist of threatened species and water provisions.  
 
During the launch of the Digital Strategy in Sarawak, the forestry sector was left out. This is unfortunate 
as it is crucial to incorporte the management of information. This determines if it is appropriate to 
conduct a harvesting operation, where they need to conduct an inventory of trees - the types of species 
and sizes in a particular area. This way, they can forecast their rotational harvesting cycles for the long-
term and allow decision making on the types of industries worth investing in. To be certified, 
concessionaires must conduct an environmental impact assessment every quarter. Biodiversity in the 
mountains must be conserved, rather than to clear forest on mountains which are not conducive for 
agriculture. Peninsula Malaysia has a central forest spine policy which forbids any activity in the 
mountains to protect the ecosystem. Such a policy is needed in Sarawak.  
 
Resources and funding need to be mobilised to conserve biodiversity and to enhance the 
implementation of sustainable forest management. This requires the cooperation from the public sector, 
private sector, and NGOs. The government needs to set policies for inter-agency collaboration and not 
leave it solely to the care of the Forest Department. This requires investment from the private sector, 
otherwise without funding, the forest becomes a private good. There are six major timber companies 
controlling politics in Sarawak. This calls for reform and certifications that push for responsible 
companies that are sensitive to the needs of the community.  
 
Civil society is offering to work together with all stakeholders to identify critical areas for conservation 
and can provide its support by giving training. The forest is very critical and cannot be forgotten. 
 
Q&A 
 
Dr Henry Chan stressed the need to continue working with government agencies, private sector, and 
local communities to enhance collaboration. Greater areas of finance need to be identified and 
unlocked. The authorities need to be convinced that protecting the environment is the way forward.  
 
Ms. Yong Li Na stressed the need to educate oneself to learn more about SDGs and practicing simple 
things like being more responsible citizens in waste management. She hopes people can beautify their 
cities in their own ways so that people can enjoy and appreciate living in their cities more. A sustainable 
world needs to be accompanied with a change in people’s mindset, otherwise mistakes will repeat itself.  
 
Datuk Dr Abang Haji Abdul Rauf B. Abang. 
Haji Zen referenced the Darul Hana case 
study as a prototype for resettlement (the 
community suffered a fire and had little land) 
of whom were compensated for their land 
titles and house values. LRT stations can be 
built leading to satellite towns to disperse the 
population of cities like Kuching. A new social 
housing policy which increase the people’s 
purchasing power can be introduced, rather 
than to give subsidies, targeting the hardcore 
poor, and by providing intergenerational 
loans. On top of bank loans, the government 
can provide deferred loans for five years. 
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CLOSING ADDRESS 
 
YB See Chee How, Special Officer, Ministry of Works for the state (representing YB Tuan Baru 
Bian, Minister of Works Malaysia)  
 

As countries across Asia experience strong economic 
growth in recent years, enormous pressure has been 
applied on transportation, housing, industrial capacity, 
energy, water, sewerage, waste management, and 
communication infrastructure. As such, infrastructure 
development is a priority for countries to ensure 
continuous development, improved competitive, and 
reduced poverty in the rural communities. Sarawak’s 
economy is projected to grow by 6.5 percent per year 
to achieve a high-income status by 2030, mirroring the 
path of the nation’s vision of becoming a high-income 
nation by 2040. Sarawak’s state government is 

embarking on many infrastructure development projects to transform the economy and set a catalyst 
for its modernisation programme in the digital age.  
 
To support the vision of economic transformation and social development, comprehensive connectivity 
of road infrastructure plays a pivotal role. One of the megaprojects the government has committed to 
pursuing is the Pan Borneo Highway. The MYR 29 billion highway construction will span 1,090 
kilometres across Sarawak is expected to be completed by 2021.The Sabah portion of the Pan Borneo 
Highway consist a 706-kilometre length of highway, commenced construction in 2016 with an estimated 
cost of MYR 12.8 billion. The interstate highway connecting Sabah and Sarawak will open up new rural 
areas and stimulate economic activity in surrounding regions. The building of the highway serves to 
generate massive demand for construction equipment, raw building materials, lighting, signages, bridge 
building technology, surveying and fencing, security and consultation services, among others besides 
providing better accessibility to other amenities such as hospitals and schools. The state government 
has proposed to spend a record sum of allocations to build roads, related utilities, and infrastructure in 
Sarawak within the next two years totalling around MYR 11 billion. This includes MYR 2.8 billion on 
water supply, MYR 2.3 billion on electricity supply, and MYR 6 billion on the Coastal Highway. 
 
The Ministry of Works as main custodian of infrastructural development has launched the Construction 
Industry Transformation Programme in 2015 to further spur the development of construction sector. 
The five-year masterplan includes the development of the Industrialised Building System (IBS) and 
Building Information Modelling (BIM). IBS is seen as an important element in transformation and 
enhancing productivity of the construction industry as it can ensure quality, safety, cost effectiveness, 
and reduce the reliance on unskilled worker. On the other hand, BIM is beneficial to the construction 
industry, as with careful planning and selection before construction, it reduced the need for reworks and 
redundancies, thus leading to cost savings. BIM has effectively enhanced conventional processes in 
the construction industry and successfully revolutionised the entire lifecycle of a project from the way a 
building is designed, up to the construction, maintenance, and demolition.  
 
The Ministry of Works keeps track of new technologies, such as intellectual traffic systems and weigh 
in motion (WIM) to ensure the sustainability of roads and the safety of its users. Sarawak must strike a 
balance between having infrastructural-related development to connectivity, and proper intellectual 
property infrastructure, such as advanced technology and innovative mechanisms. Investment in 
human capital is also paramount for any country that strives to improve the standards of living. The 
provision of education and training is related to economic growth and development. Training needs to 
be continuously provided so that the labour force can take up the opportunities in the job market and 
by doing so reduce reliance on foreign labourers. There is also an urgent need for an upskill construction 
workforce to keep pace with modernisation and efficiency gains in the construction industry.  
 
In the Pan Borneo Project, the federal government together with UNIMAS is providing training for local 
professionals and technical skilled workers on highway information modelling. Also, the Construction 
Industrial Development Board (CIDB) is conducting a series of training for trainers for BIM experts from 
Swinburne University and Universiti Malaysia Sabah in 2018. As an initial project, CIBD is planning to 
offer BIM training modules to undergraduates, students from local universities, polytechnics and 



19 
 

professionals in Sarawak and Sabah. They will then have the opportunity to work as BIM personnel on 
the Pan Borneo Highway. CIBD is also planning to establish a construction academy in Bintulu in order 
to increase opportunities and construction skill training, especially in oil and gas related skills. This is 
particularly relevant as Sarawak is rich in oil and gas resources.  
 
To keep the national development momentum going, the federal government in October 2018 tabled 
the 11th Malaysia Plan Mid-Term Review. The Prime Minister announced that priority will be given to 
accelerating development in Sabah and Sarawak for the remainder of the 11th Malaysia Plan. The 
federal government acknowledges that Sabah and Sarawak has had limited access to basic 
infrastructure which has resulted in stunted business activities and economic growth. Under Pillar 3 of 
review, measures will be undertaken to address development imbalances in six regions, including 
Sabah and Sarawak. These measures include the strengthening and streamlining of state and regional 
development planning to stimulate economic development and promote balanced growth. Rural 
infrastructure will be enhanced to boost socioeconomic activities and bridge the urban-rural gap. 
Development in Sabah and Sarawak will focus on strengthening inclusive and equitable development 
to benefit the rakyat.  
 
Under the same pillar, there are five strategies to accelerate development in Sabah and Sarawak. The 
main component in the strategy is the intensifying of economic growth and development planning, 
improving infrastructure for better connectivity, expanding access to basic infrastructure amenities and 
services, increasing employment opportunities and enhancing the development of customary land. 
Rural regions such as the Baram area, Kapit District, and Limbang Division will be given improved 
infrastructure including roads, water, and broadband connectivity. Efforts will be intensified to expand 
road networks, including the construction of rural roads, roads to hydro dams, and the upgrading of 
former logging roads. Efforts will also be taken to increase the capacity and efficiency of airports and 
ports to enhance inter and intra connectivity, and in doing so, increase the competitiveness of the state.  
 
Other areas that have received much needed coverage are the large number of dilapidated schools 
and inadequate medical facilities in Sabah and Sarawak. The Prime Minister has announced the 
upgrade of 400 schools and 3 hospitals, namely in Miri, Lawas, and Papar. The Ministry of Works will 
optimise the coordination with the state government on these infrastructural development projects. 
Facilities such as internet access and electricity supplied to schools, especially in the rural areas will be 
improved. In the improvement of the telecommunication infrastructure, the federal government plans to 
increase broadband coverage in rural areas with the construction of 100 new telecommunication towers 
and the upgrading 400 of the existing towers. 
 
To boost housing infrastructure, the federal government aims to provide 7,000 affordable houses in 
Sabah and Sarawak. In the provision of the various forms of infrastructure, the federal government will 
strive to ensure that all projects are overturned in a fair and transparent manner, and that contractors 
will be held to the highest of level of performance. Sarawak has much catching up to do and it is believed 
that much can be achieved in the next two to three years to enhance the development of both the urban 
and rural communities in Sarawak. 
 
There has been a drastic change in the political landscape after being stagnant for 60 years. This 
development has important implications on how the country is governed, does business, and engages 
externally and internally. It is important for all economic sectors in the country to engage, be agile, and 
responsive. Malaysia’s economy, including that of Sarawak, is well-placed to adapt to changes going 
forward. It is incumbent for the banking industry to strengthen its foundation and address gaps that 
appear through business and economic cycles.  
 
Sarawak cannot be oblivious to the changing times as its economic prosperity is very much influenced 
by the ability of the industry to play its intermediating role effectively. It is hoped that the strategies and 
action plans of both the federal and state government will propel Sarawak towards a sustainable future 
by promoting economic growth and at the same time bring prosperity to human wellbeing and 
environmental health. By bringing together the main pillars of development, economic, social, and 
environmental aspects into consideration, the opportunity to achieve sustainable development can be 
realised.  
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