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Bismillahirahmanirahim,  

Assalamualaikum,  

Salam Sejahtera, Salam Malaysia MADANI, and a very good morning. 

 

Datuk Seri Mohamed Iqbal Rawther    

Chairman, Economic Club of Kuala Lumpur (ECKL) Deputy Chairman,  

KSI Strategic Institute for Asia Pacific   

 

Tan Sri Michael Yeoh President,  

KSI Strategic Institute for Asia Pacific   

 

Dr. Chin Chee Seong    

National President, SME Association of Malaysia  

 

Excellencies  

 

Honourable speakers and moderators  

 

Members of the media  

 

Ladies and gentlemen 

 

 

First and foremost, thank you to KSI Strategic Institute for Asia Pacific, the Economic 

Club of Kuala Lumpur and the SME Association of Malaysia for bringing us together 

at the SME Forum 2026. 

 

THE GEOPLITICAL REALITY 

1. Look around us. The theme of today’s forum is not an academic exercise, it is 

our daily reality. 

2. Navigating geoeconomic shifts, geopolitical disruptions, and future-proofing our 

local businesses is a conversation happening in every boardroom, factory floor, 

and office across Malaysia. 
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3. When a new tariff is introduced thousands of kilometres away, a component 

manufacturer in Shah Alam feels the sting. 

4. When international compliance standards shift, a firm in Kuantan has to rethink 

its entire global supply chain strategy. 

5. When currency markets fluctuate, a healthy operational margin can evaporate 

into a difficult month. 

6. So let us ask ourselves the central question plainly today, what does national 

economic growth actually mean if it does not directly strengthen the businesses 

that employ our people, serve our communities, and carry Malaysia products to 

the world? 

Distinguished guests,  

 

MACRO PERFORMANCE VS. GROUND TRUTH 

7. In 2025, Malaysia's economy expanded by 5.2 per cent.1 That is an 

encouraging headline. 

8. But growth cannot, and must not, remain an abstract number that looks good 

only in official government reports. 

9. Growth must be felt on the ground. 

10. It must translate into stronger cash flows, better-paying jobs, higher 

productivity, wider market access, and the confidence for business owners to 

reinvest in their future. 

11. For our Micro, Small, and Medium Enterprises (MSMEs), real prosperity 

requires three things, the capacity to withstand external shocks, the capability 

to move up the value chain, and the confidence to step up and compete beyond 

our borders. 

 

                                                           
1 Department of Statistics Malaysia. Gross Domestic Product 2025, released 15 May 2026. 

https://www.dosm.gov.my/portal-main/release-content/gross-domestic-product-2025 
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Ladies and gentlemen, 

 

THE BACKBONE OF MALAYSIA’S ECONOMY 

12. Let me be unequivocal, SMEs are not a supporting cast in our national 

economy. 

13. You ARE the main driver. 

14. In 2025, MSMEs demonstrated remarkable resilience, contributing RM689.8 

billion in value added, contributing 39.7 per cent of the nation’s total Gross 

Domestic Product (GDP)2.  

15. This outstanding performance is highlighted by a 5.7 per cent growth rate, 

outperforming both overall GDP growth of 5.2 per cent and non-MSMEs growth 

of 4.8 per cent driven mainly by the powerhouse Services and Manufacturing 

sectors. 

16. Most importantly, MSMEs employed 8.09 million people, representing 48.7 per 

cent of total employment through the net creation of 118,000 new jobs. 

17. On the global stage, MSME exports surged by 10.5 per cent to reach RM214.5 

billion which accounted for 14.7 per cent of Malaysia’s total exports and 

propelled by robust manufacturing shipments of RM132.7 billion and tourism 

driven service exports of RM78.2 billion. 

18. This robust growth was heavily underpinned by a supportive financial 

ecosystem namely outstanding MSME financing grew by 4.2 per cent to RM444 

billion, backed by highly stable commercial bank and development financial 

institutions (DFI) approval rates exceeding 75 per cent3. 

19. These figures tell us something important. 

20. When SMEs become more productive, Malaysia becomes more productive. 

                                                           
2 Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises Performance 2025 (DOSM)  
3 BNM Monthly Statistics Jun 2026 (Annex 1.33) 
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21. When SMEs expand into new markets, Malaysia's economic base becomes 

more resilient. 

22. And when SMEs create better jobs, prosperity reaches more families. 

 

Distinguished guests, 

 

CONFRONTING REALITIES & RMK13 STRATEGIES 

23. Yet, we see the real challenges you face every single day. 

24. Many of your businesses are squeezed right now caught between rising input 

costs on one side, and customers who resist price hikes on the other. 

25. That is the raw reality of today’s geopolitical shifts and global supply chain 

disruptions. 

26. And let’s talk about financing. 

27. Financing may exist on paper, but it doesn't always come in the form you need, 

or at the speed your business demands. 

28. While our domestic financial ecosystem remains resilient, we know that micro-

enterprises and underserved segments still face real credit gaps. 

29. To bridge this gap, Bank Negara Malaysia’s special funds of RM37 billion4 act 

as a vital complement, representing 8.4 per cent of total MSME financing, 

specifically targeted at underserved segments, while market-led commercial 

banks and DFIs provide the remaining 91.6 per cent of funding. 

30. We also hear your concerns about technology. Digitalisation promises 

efficiency, but a small business owner cannot afford an expensive technology 

experiment with no clear return on investment. 

31. At the same time, compliance expectations are rising, while your management 

time remains strictly limited. 

                                                           
4 BNM Monthly Statistics – May 2026 (Annex 1.6) 
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32. Therefore, our task in Government is simple, our job is not to stand here and 

tell SMEs to transform. 

33. Our job is to make transformation practical, investable, and measurable. 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

BUILD RESILIENCE AMONG THE SMEs 

34. Resilience begins with visibility. 

35. A business must clearly see where its critical inputs originate, which customers 

drive core revenue, where currency exposure sits, and which regulations might 

disrupt market access. 

36. To institutionalise this resilience and drive structural growth, our national 

roadmap under the Thirteenth Malaysia Plan (RMK13) executes two core 

strategies for MSME scaling. 

37. First, Strategy A9.1 (Strengthening MSME Business Model)  

38. We are accelerating digital and operational transformation by providing 

affordable, AI-powered analytical tools and establishing sandbox platforms 

where firms can safely test and adapt to dynamic market and technological 

shifts. 

39. Furthermore, we are facilitating structured ESG adoption and expanding supply 

chain integration with Government-Linked Companies (GLSs) to pull capable 

small firms into higher-value activities. 

40. Second, Strategy A9.2 (Improving the MSME Ecosystem) 

41. We are standardising MSME definitions to ensure national support programs 

are laser-focused, targeting actual enterprise size and growth potential. 

42. Crucially, we are shifting public financial assistance from traditional grants to 

sustainable financing instruments such as tiered financing with preferential 

conditions and targeted funding for high-value industries while maximising 

credit guarantees under Syarikat Jaminan Pembiayaan Perniagaan (SJPP). 
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43. This approach is not pessimism. It is disciplined optimism. We prepare 

rigorously because we intend to win and grow. 

44. Government agencies, regulators, financial institutions and trade bodies must 

also do our part. 

45. Having allocated RM115 billion during RMK12 to empower MSMEs, we must 

now pivot. 

46. Under RMK13, our programmes will be judged strictly by outcomes, firms 

upgraded, new markets entered, productivity increased towards our target of 

3.5 per cent annual labour productivity growth, and quality jobs created, not 

merely by the number of applications processed. 

 

Distinguished guests, 

MARKET ACCESS & SCALING TO MEDIUM-SIZED FIRMS 

47. The ongoing reconfiguration of global supply chains creates risk, but it also 

opens a massive window of opportunity. 

48. The 'China Plus One' strategy is not an automatic prize for ASEAN. 

49. Malaysia must earn its position through quality, reliability, speed, talent and 

trust. 

50. Through strategic supply chain integration, we are actively opening pathways 

for capable MSMEs to participate in global value chains. 

51. A Malaysian SME seeking to supply a multinational corporation must today be 

ready to answer five fundamental questions: Can you meet the technical 

standard? Can you deliver consistently on time? Can you protect data and 

intellectual property? Can you demonstrate sound corporate governance? And 

can you trace your environmental and social performance? 

Ladies and gentlemen, 
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52. These are not barriers built to lock small firms out. Increasingly, they are the 

essential passport into higher-value global markets. 

53. This strategic direction is why RMK13 places intense emphasis on scaling up 

our MSMEs. 

54. Our explicit national target is to more than double the share of medium-sized 

firms from 1.8 per cent to 5 per cent by 2030, driving the overall MSME 

contribution to over 50 per cent of Malaysia’s GDP. 

55. The aim is not for every small firm to become a giant conglomerate. The aim is 

for every viable, hard-working firm to have a fair, well-funded pathway to 

become more capable, more connected and more valuable. 

Distinguished guests, 

AI ADOPTION: PRACTICAL & HUMAN-CENTRIC 

56. Allow me a personal observation.  

57. As someone currently pursuing doctoral studies in Artificial Intelligence 

Engineering,5 the deeper I dive into this discipline, the clearer one fundamental 

truth becomes, AI is valuable only when it solves a real, tangible problem for 

people and enterprises. 

58. For an SME, your first step into AI does not require a multi-million-ringgit 

enterprise system. 

59. It may simply be demand forecasting software that reduces unsold inventory. 

60. It may be predictive maintenance that prevents an expensive factory shutdown. 

61. It may be automated document processing that gives your core team more time 

to serve clients. 

                                                           
5 Sinar Harian. 'Ahli Parlimen Paya Besar sambung PhD bidang AI', 17 March 2024. Reports his registration at UTM's 

Malaysia-Japan International Institute of Technology for doctoral study in Artificial Intelligence engineering. 

https://www.sinarharian.com.my/article/655012/berita/nasional/ahli-parlimen-paya-besar-sambung-phd-bidang-ai 
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62. Or it may be AI-driven translation and market intelligence that helps a Malaysian 

product reach a buyer in a new continent.6 

63. However, we must approach AI with strategic discipline. 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

64. Start with the business problem, not the technology. 

65. Protect customer and commercial data fiercely. 

66. Keep human judgment at the centre where the consequences matter. 

67. Measure the return on investment meticulously. 

68. And train your workers alongside the technology.   

69. In simple terms, AI must augment our people, not abandon them. 

70. It must raise productivity, not merely raise expectations. 

71. And it must widen opportunity, not deepen the gap between firms that can afford 

technology and those that cannot. 

A WHOLE-OF-NATION PARTNERSHIP 

72. Future-proofing our MSMEs cannot be delivered by the Government alone, nor 

can it be carried on the shoulders of entrepreneurs alone. 

73. The government must create a stable, predictable, and enabling policy 

environment. 

74. Financial institutions must look beyond traditional collateral and evaluate actual 

capability, cash flow and growth potential. 

                                                           
6 Ministry of Economy Malaysia. Thirteenth Malaysia Plan, 2026-2030, Chapter 1, Box 1-1, 'Malaysia as an AI Nation'. Cites 

integrated automation, predictive analytics and robotic systems as productivity and high-value production applications. 

https://rmk13.ekonomi.gov.my/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/120925-Main-Document-e-Book.pdf 
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75. Large corporations and multinationals must develop local suppliers as long-

term strategic partners, rather than treating localisation as a box-ticking 

exercise. 

76. Universities and training institutions must bring usable, industry-ready 

knowledge closer to our business floors. 

77. And MSMEs themselves must strengthen governance, invest continuously in 

talent and innovate before market change turns into crisis. 

78. This is the true spirit of Ekonomi MADANI, raising the ceiling of our national 

economic potential while raising the floor of opportunity and dignity for every 

citizen.7 

79. We do not pursue growth for growth's sake. We pursue growth that is resilient, 

inclusive, and directly translated into a better quality of life for our rakyat. 

Distinguished guests,  

ACTION-ORIENTED CALL TO ACTION & CLOSING 

80. Today's programme is designed around actionable, real-world decisions, 

managing tariffs and trade exposure, supply-chain positioning, financing, 

digitalisation, e-invoicing, and ESG compliance. 

81. I urge every participant here today not to leave with just a notebook full of ideas, 

but with three concrete decisions to act on. 

82. One decision to reduce operational risk. 

83. One decision to raise productivity. 

84. And one decision to open a new market or partnership. 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

                                                           
7 Ministry of Economy Malaysia. Thirteenth Malaysia Plan, 2026-2030, Chapter 1. Describes the Ekonomi MADANI 

framework in terms of raising the ceiling of economic growth and raising the floor of living standards. 

https://rmk13.ekonomi.gov.my/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/120925-Main-Document-e-Book.pdf 
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85. Periods of disruption always separate the firms that wait from the firms that 

prepare. 

86. Malaysia's MSMEs have never lacked courage, hustle, or ingenuity. 

87. What our businesses need is a stronger, more reliable bridge, from policy to 

execution, from financing to capability, and from technology to real productivity. 

88. Let us build that bridge together. 

89. Let us ensure that when Malaysia grows, our MSMEs grow stronger; when 

Malaysia attracts global investment, our MSMEs move deeper into the value 

chain; and when technology advances, our people and businesses advance 

right alongside it. 

90. If we act with sharp focus and collective urgency, Malaysia’s MSMEs will not 

merely survive the new global economy, they will shape Malaysia's rightful 

place within it. 

91. With that, and with the words Bismillahirrahmanirrahim, it is my absolute 

pleasure to declare SME Forum 2026 officially open.   

 

Thank you.  

Wabillahi taufik wal hidayah,  

wassalamualaikum warahmatullahi wabarakatuh. 


