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GLOSSARY

APrIGF Asia Pacific Regional Internet Governance Forum

BHEUU
Bahagian Hal Ehwal Undang-Undang di Jabatan Perdana Menteri, or Legal Affairs Division of the 
Prime Minister's Department

CIJ Centre for Independent Journalism

CMA Communications and Multimedia Act 1998

CMP Community media project

CSO Civil Society Organisation

EGM Expert Group Meeting

FCCM Foreign Correspondents Club of Malaysia

FGD Focus Group Discussion

FOE Freedom of expression

GE14 14th General Elections of Malaysia

GERAMM Gerakan Media Merdeka

HRD Human rights defender

IDUAI International Day for Universal Access to Information

IGF Internet Governance Forum

IOJ Institute of Journalists Malaysia

JCI Jeffrey Cheah Institute on Southeast Asia

LDF Legal Defence Fund

MMC Malaysian Media Council

MP Member of Parliament

NGO Non-governmental organisation

OGBV Online gender-based violence

OSA Official Secrets Act 1972

PH Pakatan Harapan

PN Perikatan Nasional

PPPA Printing Presses and Publications Act 1984

RTI Right to Information

SOP Standard Operating Procedures  

SUARAM Suara Rakyat Malaysia

UDHR Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation  

USM Universiti Sains Malaysia 

UUM Universiti Utara Malaysia  

WPFD World Press Freedom Day  
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The year 2020, which started with much hope and 
promising plans for growth and reform, turned into 
a year like none other on so many levels. 

At a time where both globally and locally we were 
starting to deal with the advent of COVID-19, we 
were hit with the unprecedented political turmoil 
initiated through the machinations of select 
politicians leading towards the formation of a new 
Perikatan National (PN) government. The situation 
was further exacerbated with the announcement of 
lockdown and travel restrictions in March.

These incidents signified the start of a pattern of 
silencing critical and dissenting voices or restrictions 
placed on various forms of expressions:

 Journalists and media organisations were  
 not spared, and often found themselves under  
 heightened scrutiny - from being investigated by  
 the police to even being charged for their  
 reporting;
 We also saw the shrinking of civic spaces, leading  

 to threats and investigations initiated against  
 human rights defenders (HRDs) and opposition  
 political party members for challenging or calling  
 out the government’s actions, ultimately limiting  
 public discourse;
 The culture of secrecy also prevailed through lack  

 of transparency related to COVID-19 mitigation  
 and other public policies. This was further  
 exacerbated by the infodemic, which led to a  
 proliferation of misinformation or “fake news”;
 Furthermore, we saw increased bias, hate speech,  

 and online gender-based violence (OGBV)  
 targeting particular communities at risk, and; 
 Our privacy was at threat through the increased  

 surveillance and introduction of new technology  
 and applications under the guise of mitigating  
 COVID-19 responses, with little safeguards in  
 place.

It was against this backdrop that we had to deal 
with the need to stay safe and healthy while also 
ensuring our advocacy and outreach programmes 
continued to reach our targeted audience and 
stakeholders. These developments tested CIJ 
as we had to deal with a fledgling and growing 
team, while at the same time adapting to new 

ways of operating and coping with the heightened 
anxiety due to both the pandemic as well as the 
uncertainties of the new government. Our traditional 
ways of engagement evolved into a new norm, 
with new standard operating procedures (SOPs) 
on working from home and adapting to use of 
new technologies to effectively and responsibly 
integrate CIJ’s operations, programmatic priorities, 
and our outreach to different communities and 
stakeholders.

The reimagined “Wawasan 2020”, however, 
saw much to be positive about CIJ and our 
engagements with various partners. The strength 
of the organisation grew with a new and young 
team in place, enriching our work, and meeting 
the growing demands for action. This was also a 
year of solidifying the civil society movement and 
building collaborations – CIJ came together with 
various partners within the civil society spaces, in 
particular the Freedom of Expression (FOE) Cluster, 
or the Coalition of Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) 
on FOE, to stand in solidarity and develop collective 
campaigns and actions. 2020 was also a timely 
moment to re-assess, re-consider, and re-envision 
our strategic engagement and priorities in pushing 
forward our reform agenda during these uncertain 
and challenging times.

This Annual Report provides an overview of the 
various programmes initiated and implemented 
by the Centre for Independent Journalism (CIJ) 
in the past year and its related impacts. It also 
summarises the levels of engagement, support, 
and partnerships evident in the effective execution 
of the programmes.

On this note, I would like to thank our CIJ team 
of staff, board of directors, and adviser for their 
unwavering passion, support, and commitment, 
which underpin all our efforts and continue to allow 
us to flourish.

On behalf of CIJ, I would also like to thank all our 
donors and partners, without whose support we 
would not have been able to grow, demonstrate 
impact, and put in place stronger institutional 
foundations.

MESSAGE FROM EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
WATHSHLAH G. NAIDU
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The Centre for Independent Journalism (CIJ) is a feminist, 
non-profit organisation that aspires for a society that is 
democratic, just and free, where all peoples will enjoy 
free media and the freedom to express, seek, and impart 
information. 

In its 19-year history, CIJ has consistently advocated for 
a broader space for expression and views, openness of 
information in Malaysia and free media, and will continue 
to do so as a civil society organisation dedicated to seeing 
the reform agenda through. 

OUR STRATEGIC AREAS
Fast forward to the present, the organisation is now among 
the key civil society groups in Malaysia, championing the 
same issues that CIJ has always pushed for - freedom of 
expression (FOE), right to information (RTI), media freedom, 
community media and digital rights. 

Our role as a media watchdog and policy advocacy group 
focuses on the following:

 Legislative Reforms: We actively campaign for the repeal  
 of restrictive laws such as the Sedition Act 1948, Section 233  
 of the Communications and Multimedia Act (CMA) 1998,  
 the Printing Presses and Publications Act (PPPA) 1984,  
 the Official Secrets Act (OSA) 1972, and against additional  
 legislations that curbs media freedom, RTI and other  
 legislative attempts that criminalises FOE. Relatedly,  
 we push for concrete reforms and policy changes so that  
 these rights are fully enshrined in law and protected by  
 the government. Another key area of legislative reform is  
 the advocacy for a new legislation on RTI.
 Media Monitoring and Action: We monitor the media  

 for FOE infringements, attacks on the media and cases  
 of netizens or human rights defenders (HRDs) having  
 their FOE violated by the State, and provide support and  
 solidarity to the best of our abilities. Our media monitoring  
 data is also used to support our policy and legal reform  
 advocacy.

 Community Media: We actively support community  
 media through projects with at-risk and marginalised  
 communities like the Orang Asal and Orang Asli, to ensure  
 that marginalised community voices are disseminated in  
 the media and that they can be their own voices of  
 change, through various media outputs.
 Network Building: We consistently work with and  

 engage stakeholders, including local and international  
 civil society groups, journalists, academics, and  
 lawmakers, to build a strong and united network for  
 mutual collaboration on free expression. 
 Public Awareness Raising: CIJ attempts to raise public  

 awareness on the values of FOE, media freedom, and  
 RTI by organising outreach events. One of our signature  
 events is the annual celebration of the World Press  
 Freedom Day (WPFD) on May 3. We also constantly  
 give our perspectives to issues with regards to FOE,  
 media freedom, and ethical journalism through press  
 statements, briefs, media interviews, social media  
 postings, and regular reviews on the situation in Malaysia. 

OUR STAFFING AND ORGANISING
In 2020, CIJ initiated an institutional strengthening exercise 
which saw the expansion of the team. CIJ’s staff in 2020 
comprised eight full-time and part-time staff - an executive 
director, two programme officers (media strengthening 
and RTI), a communications coordinator, a finance officer, 
an administrative officer, an administrative assistant, and 
the coordinator for the CSO Cluster on FOE. 

Taking on the role of mobilising civil society initiatives on 
our priority issues, CIJ also currently co-chairs the CSO 
Cluster on FOE, a group of 12 CSOs working to promote 
FOE in Malaysia. We are also part of the steering committee 
for the CSO Platform for Reform, a coalition of 70 CSOs 
focusing on reforms for Malaysia Baru that was set up after 
the Malaysian 14th General Elections (GE14) in 2018. In 
terms of policy reform, CIJ sits on the Pro-Tem Committee 
of the Malaysian Media Council (MMC).

CIJ staff at its 2020 Operational Planning Meeting in Kuala Lumpur on 7 December 2020. PICTURE CREDIT: CIJ
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A. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION
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Context
Freedom of expression (FOE) is enshrined under 
international human rights law, including Article 19 of 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), and 
in our Federal Constitution. Article 10 of the Malaysian 
constitution guarantees all citizens the fundamental right 
to form associations, to engage in peaceful assembly, and 
express themselves.

FOE and freedom of speech underpin the fundamental 
right to seek and exchange ideas, opinions, and information 
that would enable the public to form their own opinions 
and allow for dissenting or alternative positions, specifically 
on issues of public interests, and ultimately promote 
good governance and hold the State to account. As per 
international human rights standards, any restrictions to 
these rights must be legitimate, necessary, or expedient 
and proportionate, in the interest of maintaining public 
order, morality, and national security.

In 2020, however, we observed rampant misuse of State 
mechanisms to criminalise legitimate forms of expression 

such as satire, dissent, academic views, and critical thinking 
and questioning. Not only did the Perikatan Nasional (PN) 
government fail to reform repressive laws, but there was a 
pattern of violations using repressive laws to stifle FOE. For 
instance, the broadly worded Sedition Act 1948, which was 
meant to be repealed, has been utilised multiple times in 
2020 - at least 29 cases have been documented by CIJ 
as part of our media monitoring work. Meanwhile, as of 
October 2020, Section 233 of the Communications and 
Multimedia Act (CMA) 1998 was used to investigate at least 
270 cases concerning supposed misinformation related 
to the COVID-19 pandemic. Section 233 has also been 
used to prosecute those who allegedly made remarks 
deemed "insulting" or "offensive" to religion, royalty, or the 
government.

OUR WORK IN 2020

1. Public Engagements
 Organised 10 online brown bags on COVID-19 and its  

 impacts on the various intersections of human rights and  
 FOE, during lockdown.

https://www.un.org/en/udhrbook/pdf/udhr_booklet_en_web.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Article_10_of_the_Constitution_of_Malaysia
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/asia/malaysia-repeal-sedition-act-mahathir-11711956
https://cijmalaysia.net/media-monitoring/pn-track-report-card/
https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2020/10/631385/police-mcmc-have-probed-270-cases-fake-covid-19-news-so-far
https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2020/10/631385/police-mcmc-have-probed-270-cases-fake-covid-19-news-so-far
https://cijmalaysia.net/brown-bag-sessions/
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 Issued various statements of solidarity and assisted in  
 raising public awareness around cases of human rights  
 defenders (HRDs) being investigated and arrested for  
 standing for the peoples’ rights.

 Took part in virtual press conferences alongside our civil  
 society stakeholders and partners to raise public  
 attention to the various instances of FOE violations.

 Took part in numerous online webinars to engage with  
 experts and speak to the dwindling situation of FOE and  
 fundamental freedoms in Malaysia.

Members of the CSO cluster on FOE and activists at a press conference the 
cluster hosted in conjunction with International Human Rights Day in Kuala 
Lumpur on 9 December 2020. PICTURE CREDIT: CIJ

https://www.facebook.com/CIJ.MY/photos/10158092075959652
https://www.facebook.com/CIJ.MY/photos/10158323253134652
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 Commemorated international days relating to human  
 rights with social media posters and webinars, and took  
 part in social media campaigns championing  
 marginalised voices and their human rights.

Impacts and Achievements
 Effectively raised public awareness on the state of FOE  

 in Malaysia despite unprecedented challenges  
 brought about by the pandemic and a new authoritarian  
 regime, through entirely digital means of engagement; 
 Brought together civil society partners and  

 stakeholders to harmonise advocacy roles and work,  
 and raised more awareness within the civil society  
 network about respective challenges and opportunities,  
 and;

 Remained consistent on our reform position advocating  
 for the repeal and/or amendments to repressive  
 laws such as the the Printing Presses and Publications  
 Act (PPPA) 1984, the Official Secrets Act (OSA) 1972,  
 the Sedition Act 1948, and amending Section 233 of  
 the CMA so that these laws are not utilised arbitrarily  
 to stifle all manner of speech. 
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B. RIGHT TO INFORMATION
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Context
The fundamental premise behind promoting right to 
information (RTI) is that it enables transparency and 
accountability, and strengthens the public’s right to be 
informed. Access to information facilitates the public in forming 
opinions about issues that affect us, including holding the 
government and its related bodies and officials accountable 
for their decisions or actions that affect the general public. 
It also promotes constructive participation in any debate or 
discussions related to specific decision-making processes 
and/or of public interest, and strengthens rule of law.

Government engagement with civil society on RTI had 
been progressive since May 2018, when the Pakatan 
Harapan (PH) government took over. The 
call for an RTI legislation was adopted into 
PH’s manifesto as one of the pledges1, 
and this led to similar promises by the 
political coalition’s leaders. The late de 
facto law minister, Liew Vui Keong, too 
had made a commitment to realising RTI 
in Malaysia, going as far as pledging that 
the OSA would be repealed - which the 
PH coalition had not promised as part of its 
election manifesto. However, with the fall 
of the PH government in 2020, there has 
been no clear mandate from the current 
Perikatan Nasional (PN) government about 
moving forward with an RTI legislation or 
repealing the OSA.

There is an urgent need for guaranteed 
access to information through and 
beyond the current pandemic. In 2020, 
we observed a shrinking of spaces 
for accessing information and media 
reporting in Malaysia on the basis of 
COVID-19. For example, access to certain 
press conferences by ministers providing 
COVID-19 related updates and information 
is limited to “official media”, most notably 
the regular press conferences on COVID-19 
updates by Senior Minister for Security, 
Ismail Sabri Yaakob. On 26 June 2020, Boo 
Su-Lyn, the editor-in-chief of a health news 
portal, CodeBlue, was questioned by the 
police over four CodeBlue reports quoting 
the declassified findings of an independent 
inquiry committee into the 2016 fire at 
Hospital Sultanah Aminah in Johor. She 

was investigated under Section 203A of the Penal Code, 
which criminalises the disclosure of information.

These scenarios are deeply troubling for several reasons. 
For a start, the public has a right to know what transpired 
and be able to form their own opinion based on multiple 
sources of information. Second, any censorship and 
control of media platforms by the government will create 
an information vacuum. Third, this trend of restricting and 
allowing access to only government media agencies 
creates a situation that only one-sided news or perception 
will be available to the public. Furthermore, any limitation 
or barriers to access to information impacts transparency, 
and thus impedes rule of law and good governance.

1. In the PH GE14 manifesto, it states: “The Pakatan Harapan Government will revise the Whistleblower Protection Act 2010, the 
Official Secrets Act 1972, and the Witness Protection Act 2009, and we will make the necessary improvements. A Freedom of 
Information Act will be enacted, and financial provisions will be provided to implement this new Act.”

https://kempen.s3.amazonaws.com/manifesto/Manifesto_text/Manifesto_PH_EN.pdf
https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2019/11/27/minister-confirms-osa-will-go-but-parts-to-live-on-in-new-info-freedom-law/1813754
https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2019/11/27/minister-confirms-osa-will-go-but-parts-to-live-on-in-new-info-freedom-law/1813754
https://www.facebook.com/codebluenews/posts/884197772102664
https://www.facebook.com/codebluenews/posts/884197772102664
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OUR WORK IN 2020

1. Expert Group Meeting on the RTI Legislation
Following up on the National Stakeholders Consultation 
on the RTI Legislation in November 2019, CIJ hosted 
an Expert Group Meeting (EGM) on the RTI Legislation 
in July 2020. Organised by CIJ in collaboration with the 
Legal Affairs Division of the Prime Minister's Department 
(BHEUU) and the Coalition of Civil Society Organisations 
(CSOs) on Freedom of Expression (FOE), the EGM engaged 
key stakeholders and practitioners from relevant countries, 
government agencies, and CSO experts to deliberate 
on specific outstanding issues. These included the 
development of a coherent and aligned framework and 
a roadmap to support the government in promoting and 
upholding the RTI through an enabling legislation. 

Participants comprised experts from different government 
agencies, civil society organisations, media, academia, 
and national human rights institutions. International experts 
present at the event via virtual platforms were Scottish 
Information Commissioner Daren Fitzhenry, Commissioner 
Kishali Pinto Jayawardena of Sri Lanka’s RTI Commission, 
Commissioner Ainuddin Bahodury from the Afghanistan 
Access to Information Commission, former commissioner 
John Fresly from Indonesia, Dr. Sonia Randhawa from CIJ  

 
 
(based in Australia), and Dr. Toby Mendel from the Centre 
for Law and Democracy (Canada).

Impacts and Achievements
 Mapped the scope of exemptions in an RTI law and  

 reiterated the need to balance national security with  
 public interest;
 Determined ways in which a federal-level RTI law can  

 be streamlined with existing state-level enactments  
 providing for freedom of information, and;
 Encouraged a shift in culture and mindsets towards  

 openness, transparency, and accountability. 

 CIJ's efforts in promoting RTI in the country 
should be highly supported and praised. In 
the era of information as an economic, social, 
and political commodity, cultivating a healthy 
information ecosystem is of high importance to 
society. May CIJ continue to be committed as 
an agent of educating RTI to every level of the 
community! 

– Dr Mohd Khairie Ahmad, Senior Lecturer, UUM

Participants at the EGM on the RTI legislation on 23 July 2020 in Pullman Hotel, Bangsar, Kuala Lumpur. PICTURE CREDIT: CIJ

https://cijmalaysia.net/report-on-the-national-stakeholders-consultation-on-the-right-to-information-legislation-2019/
https://cijmalaysia.net/report-on-the-national-stakeholders-consultation-on-the-right-to-information-legislation-2019/
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The Penang RTI roadshow’s panel session, 
featuring [from left] Low Chia Ming (Malaysiakini), 
Meena Raman (Sahabat Alam Malaysia), Predeep 
Nambiar (Free Malaysia Today), Wathshlah G. 
Naidu (CIJ), and Dr. Ngo Sheau Shi (USM), at Balai 
Media, USM, Penang on 10 September 2020. 
PICTURE CREDIT: CIJ

2. RTI Roadshows
In the later part of the year, CIJ embarked on two roadshows - one in Johor, 
in collaboration with the non-governmental organisation (NGO), ENGAGE 
Malaysia, and another in Penang, in collaboration with the School of 
Communication in Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM). The roadshows aimed to 
hear from the public about what they wanted from a national RTI law, and to 
share how they could benefit from having a law in place. More roadshows in 
other states in the country are scheduled to continue into 2021, the results 
of which are meant to be presented to BHEUU. 

Impacts and Achievements
 Identified challenges faced by members of the public and other stakeholders  

 in seeking information from their respective state authorities;
 Raised awareness on how a legislation on RTI can help people resolve  

 existing day-to-day issues, and;
 Gathered insights on the challenges in obtaining information in states  

 without enactments that support RTI.

 CIJ’s (RTI) initiative is most important and must continue. I have learnt a lot through the 
engagements and how important it is to have a Freedom of Information law at the national level. The 
events did show that information is key for good governance and accountability of governments. 
– Meena Raman, President, NGO Sahabat Alam Malaysia

 CIJ has been a cornerstone 
of journalism defence over the 
past year, especially during the 
pandemic, taking an unwavering 
stance on media freedom, as 
well as standing up for the 
rights of journalists. It has also 
vigorously promoted the right 
to ask for information from the 
authorities as part of a larger role 
of the media in providing a check 
and balance of those in power. 

The RTI campaign by CIJ 
has been helpful in getting 
key persons in engaging in 
meaningful discourse on how 
we could get the authorities to 
disclose data that is essentially 
in the public domain. However, 
the struggle remains in the form 
of the OSA, where officials seem 
so eager to mark inconsequential 
documents as a secret, when 
in reality, it should not be secret 
so long as it does not concern 
national security.

– Predeep Nambiar, Journalist, 
Free Malaysia Today

Bersih 2.0 
chairperson 
Thomas Fann 
(on screen) 
speaks at 
CIJ’s Johor 
RTI roadshow 
engagement 
session, at 
ENGAGE 
Malaysia’s 
office in Johor 
Bahru, Johor 
on 3 October 
2020. PICTURE 
CREDIT: CIJ
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3. Research and Case Studies
 In August 2020, we kickstarted research on the  

 effectiveness of the FOI structures and implementation  
 status in Penang and Selangor (2015-2020) as part of  
 our collaboration with the Jeffrey Cheah Institute (JCI) on  
 Southeast Asia. The research is ongoing. Findings from  
 this research are to be presented to BHEUU in 2021.
 In September 2020, we initiated testing of the existing  

 government systems by filing for requests for specific  
 information on pre-determined issues in Penang and  
 Selangor as well as states with no RTI/FOI legislations or  
 systems.
 Throughout 2020, we carried out a comparative analysis  

 of six global RTI legislative models, culminating in the RTI  
 Research Report. The report is expected to be completed  
 in 2021. 

4. Public Engagements  
 We launched the #MYRightToKnow online campaign  

 after the RTI EGM in July 2020.
 In August 2020, CIJ and BHEUU jointly organised a  

 briefing on RTI and related developments for the National  
 Human Rights Organisation of Malaysia (SUHAKAM).

 In September 2020, CIJ hosted a webinar on RTI in  
 conjunction with International Day for Universal Access  
 to Information (IDUAI).

 Also in September 2020, we launched a four-part  
 animated video on RTI: Part 1, Part 2, Part 3 and Part 4.

https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?v=779680846159541&ref=watch_permalink
https://www.facebook.com/CIJ.MY/posts/10158168612779652
https://www.facebook.com/CIJ.MY/posts/10158170694169652
https://www.facebook.com/CIJ.MY/posts/10158172763384652
https://www.facebook.com/CIJ.MY/posts/10158175251989652
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 From November to December 2020, we held an online  
 public consultation on what they want to see in an RTI  
 law. 
 We also held other webinars in collaboration with our  

 CSO partners.

Impacts and Achievements
 Raised awareness on the importance of RTI and how  

 it can improve the administrative system or  
 governance, and;
 Emphasised key positions, namely;

❖  ✤	The principle of maximum disclosure of  
   documents of public interest must be adhered  
   to by the State and a harm test should always be  
   administered to determine legitimacy, necessity,  
   and proportionality before restricting access to  
   information and criminalising its disclosure;
  ✤	Replace the culture of secrecy with a culture  
   of transparency and accountability at all levels of  
   governance, and;
  ✤	Repeal the draconian OSA and enact an RTI  
   legislation. 

https://cijmalaysia.net/cijs-right-to-information-rti-public-consultation-2020/
https://cijmalaysia.net/cijs-right-to-information-rti-public-consultation-2020/
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C. MEDIA STRENGTHENING 
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2. This list does not include the numerous instances of online harassment by ministers against journalists who allegedly misreported 
the news. Read together, these can be seen as a deliberate and concerted series of actions intended to stifle media freedom.

Context
Since coming into power in March 2020 and increasingly so during the pandemic, 
the Perikatan Nasional (PN) government’s attempts at silencing dissenting voices 
and undermining media freedom signalled the downwards spiral of Malaysia 
into a state where censorship and attempts to control the public narrative were 
at the forefront of the actions undertaken by the government last year. 

Misguided and disproportionate actions against media institutions and reporters 
were not counterproductive as it shut down flow of information and crucial 
public discourse in dealing with public health issues. Furthermore, it created 
a need for media self-censoring and toeing the government’s line to remain 
viable and to survive the ongoing economic challenges. 

Last year saw several journalists and media agencies investigated, harassed, 
and subjected to legal action by the State for their critical reporting, dissenting 
views, or platform. High-profile cases include that of former South China Morning 
Post Correspondent (SCMP) Tashny Sukumaran, CodeBlue Editor-In-Chief Boo 
Su-Lyn, Malaysiakini and its Editor-In-Chief, Stevan Gan, Gerakbudaya and the 
authors of the “Rebirth: Reformasi, Resistance, and Hope in New Malaysia” 
book, and Al Jazeera2. 

Various repressive and archaic laws were used against the media and 
journalists last year to target and intimidate the media using these laws when 
the government was portrayed in a negative light. These laws include Section 
233 of the Communications and Multimedia (CMA) Act 1998, the Sedition Act 
1948, Section 504 of the Penal Code, Section 505 of the Penal Code, and the 
Printing Presses and Publications (PPPA) Act 1984. Other laws include Section 
203A of the Penal Code and Section 114A of the Evidence Act 1950. 

Following years of extensive engagement and lobbying with various stakeholders, 
on 16 January 2020, CIJ was appointed by the Minister of Communications and 
Multimedia as a member of the Pro-Tem Committee to develop the proposal on 
a Malaysian Media Council (MMC). The report and draft bill was submitted to the 
new minister under the PN regime in July 2020. However, there has since been 
little development due to the limited engagement between the current minister 
and the pro-tem committee. 

“Last year saw several journalists and 
media agencies investigated, harassed, and 
subjected to legal action by the State for 
their critical reporting, dissenting views, or 
platform.” 

https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2020/05/589549/cops-probing-south-china-morning-post-reporter-over-migrant-raid-article
https://cijmalaysia.net/cij-wants-right-to-information-upheld-osa-repealed-after-news-editor-called-in-for-police-questioning/
https://cijmalaysia.net/cij-wants-right-to-information-upheld-osa-repealed-after-news-editor-called-in-for-police-questioning/
https://cijmalaysia.net/cij-concerned-for-future-of-press-freedom-in-malaysia-after-contempt-of-court-proceedings-filed-against-malaysiakini/
https://www.malaysiakini.com/news/532448
https://www.malaysiakini.com/news/532448
https://cijmalaysia.net/csos-stand-in-solidarity-with-al-jazeera-and-for-media-freedom/
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Members of the Malaysian Parliament at a meeting to provide updates on the MMC bill, in Parliament building, Kuala Lumpur, on 26 August 2020.  
PICTURE CREDIT: CIJ

OUR WORK IN 2020

1. Towards a Malaysian Media Council Campaign
We launched our Malaysian Media Council (MMC) 
campaign on 14 August 2020, which included the 
assessment of CIJ’s role as members of the Pro-Tem 
Committee. During the session, several challenges towards 
accelerating advocacy and policy reform were identified. 

A two-step engagement methodology was adopted, 
namely, to focus on social media awareness and shifting 
stakeholder engagements to digital conferencing means. 

In 2020, in support of the MMC plan, CIJ reached out to the 
222 Members of Parliament (MPs) and media practitioners 
in Malaysia to gather statements of support for the MMC. 

Subsequently, on 26 August 2020, CIJ coordinated a 
parliamentary briefing in Parliament on behalf of the pro-
tem Committee, where MPs were briefed on the concept 
of a MMC, while pro-tem committee members fielded 
questions on their proposed draft bill. MPs were generally 
receptive, with vocal support expressed for the abolition 
of the PPPA and various oppressive State apparatus. 
However, reservations were voiced around the feasibility of 
the funding required for the MMC as well as the willingness 
of the present government to entertain such a bill. 

Such reservations were similarly expressed at an earlier 
consultation with CSOs on 28 October 2020, when 
garnering feedback on the MMC bill. At the meeting, 

which was co-hosted by CIJ and Gerakan Media Merdeka 
(GERAMM) to compile civil society feedback to share it with 
the MMC pro-tem committee, CSO partners were generally 
supportive but brought up the question of whether the 
Media Council could adapt to an age of online news and 
social media given the rapid shift towards online media not 
governed by the PPPA.

These questions have been compiled and are being 
incorporated into further stakeholder engagements with 
CSOs, media, and parliamentarians. We also plan to issue 
informational materials in the near future covering an FAQ 
regarding the media council. 

Video statements from MPs were also recorded in support 
of the council, and shared on CIJ’s social media. Similar 
videos involving media practitioners, CSO partners, and 
the public were recorded and released on our social media 
platforms. CIJ also published infographics detailing what 
the public, journalists, and CSO partners want from a MMC, 
as well as on what the MMC is all about.

Impact and Achievements
 Raised awareness on the importance of the MMC, how  

 it can improve the quality of media, and enhance  
 media freedom;
 Developed a pool of materials on the MMC ready to be  

 deployed for future awareness campaigns, and;
 Created a broad coalition of media, CSOs, MPs, and  

 members of the public who are generally supportive  
 of MMC efforts.

https://cijmalaysia.net/towards-the-malaysian-media-council/
https://cijmalaysia.net/towards-the-malaysian-media-council/
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 CIJ has been instrumental in their struggle towards civil rights in Malaysia, particularly those 
concerning media practitioners and individuals' right to information. Vocal and steadfast, is how I would 
describe them. 
– Kenneth Tee Yoong Shern, Journalist, Malay Mail
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 The MMC is a step forward in the effort to actualize press freedom, which is one of the important 
pillars in a democratic country. The MMC introduces several things that are intended to strengthen press 
freedom as well as the quality of journalistic works. Among them are the participation of the public in 
supervising the press and the functions of the MMC, and to establish and enforce the journalistic code of 
ethics with media organisations. 
– Nalini Elumalai, Programme Officer, ARTICLE 19 Malaysia
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 Launched #MediaJagaMedia, a three-part online campaign highlighting how COVID-19 and the 2020 change in  
 government impacted the Malaysian media landscape, what the media wants from the government, and culminating  
 in an online petition to the prime minister, communications and multimedia minister and home minister. The campaign  
 was jointly organised by CIJ, GERAMM, Article 19 Malaysia, the Foreign Correspondents Club of Malaysia (FCCM) and  
 the Institute of Journalists (IOJ) Malaysia.

2. Public Engagements
 Launched our inaugural #MediaWeWant campaign in conjunction with World Press Freedom Day (WPFD), which saw  

 journalists from all sectors in the industry, past and present, sharing their views on media freedom in Malaysia and the  
 challenges they face on a regular basis. 

https://cijmalaysia.net/campaigns/protect-media-freedom-in-malaysia/
https://cijmalaysia.net/cij-launches-inaugural-twitter-campaign-for-world-press-freedom-day/
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 Launched #MemoriMediaMerdeka, an eight-part online  
 campaign on the herstory of Malaysian media, covering  
 themes such as social justice, early media depiction  
 of feminism, advertising, media laws and education. The 
 campaign was spearheaded in conjunction with  
 Merdeka and Malaysia Day.

Impact and Achievements
 Strengthened relationships with media stakeholders  

 and developed new ones;
 Raised awareness and solidarity about the present  

 state of media freedom in Malaysia and for those in  
 the media, and;
 Effectively portrayed CIJ as an advocacy organisation  

 that considers historical and cultural contexts that  
 shape media operations in Malaysia today.

https://cijmalaysia.net/memori-media-malaysia/
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 The press in Malaysia faces a double whammy situation, yet precariously manoeuvring difficult times 
to stay afloat in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic. Just barely six months into 2021, journalists, editors, 
and news anchors had been targeted and being called up for investigations by the law enforcers for 
reporting. CIJ has been vocal and monitoring the situation in Malaysia.      
– Norman Goh, Journalist
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3. Media Monitoring 
True to its role as a media watchdog3, CIJ regularly monitors 
the media for instances of infringements on freedom of 
expression (FOE) and freedom of speech (through the use 
of repressive laws or State intimidation tactics, for example), 
unethical media reporting and threats to media freedom, 
and arrests, investigations and charges surrounding “fake  

 
news”. The evidence-backed data is then used to inform 
CIJ's policy and legal reform agenda and programmatic 
work. We also convert the data we collect into infographics 
on thematic areas such as COVID-19 “fake news” cases and 
regular reports which provide thematic analyses on the 
state of FOE in Malaysia. 

3. CIJ is known for its "Watching the Watchdog: Media Monitoring for 13th General Election” project. This media monitoring project 
was the biggest exercise of its kind ever undertaken by civil society in Malaysia, monitoring elections news in 29 media platforms 
across Malaysia’s four main languages during the 13th General Elections.

https://twitter.com/CIJ_Malaysia/status/1252060206185369602?s=20
https://cijmalaysia.net/publications/
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 I thank CIJ for assisting me in my case for 
voicing out against “fake news”. Conscientious 
voices need guardians in our country. CIJ plays 
that role dutifully. Respect. 
– Liew Lip Nan, Netizen
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Sedition Act 1948 Criminalises speech with "seditious tendency" without requiring 
proof of intent.  What is ‘sedition’ or ‘seditious’ is extremely vague. 
It is also open to subjective interpretation as words such as ‘hatred’, 
‘contempt’, ‘discontent’, ‘feelings of ill-will’ and ‘disa�ection’ are 
used without any definition. 

O�cial Secrets Act 1972 Prohibits the dissemination of information classified as an o cial 
secret. The government has significant leeway in allowing any 
document to be classified as secret, with no requirement for harm 
and without requiring any relation to national security, international 
relations or defence. No time limits for documents classified secret 
and the Act ousts the court’s jurisdiction to review the classification 
of the document. 

Section 233 of the 
Communication 
and Multimedia Act 1998

Journalists can be charged with a broad and extremely subjective 
definition of “improper use of network facilities or network service”. 
to knowingly make, create, solicit or initiate a communication which 
is obscene, indecent, false, menacing or o�ensive with the intent to 
annoy, abuse, threaten or harass another person.

The Act provides that it is a criminal o�ense to possess or use a 
printing press without a licence granted by the Home A�airs 
Minister. The Minister is given "absolute discretion" in the granting 
and revocation of licences.

Printing Presses and
Publications Act 1984

Section 504 of 
the Penal Code

Journalists can be charged with “intentional insult with intent to 
provoke a breach of the peace.” 

Section 114A of 
the Evidence Act

An Internet user is deemed the publisher of any online content 
unless proven otherwise. It also makes individuals and those 
who administer, operate or provide spaces for online community 
forums, blogging and hosting services, liable for content 
published through their services. 

HAS SEEN AN 
INCREASE IN THE 
NUMBER 
OF INSTANCES 
WHERE  MEDIA 
HAVE BEEN 
R E P R E S S E D 
CITING THESE 
LAWS,  AMONGST  
OTHERS

����
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 CIJ has and is playing an 
important role to promote and 
defend the exercising of FOE by 
raising public awareness, and 
engaging stakeholders and 
lawmakers. My aspirations for CIJ  
are as follows: to continue pushing 
for reforms, and to stand and unite as 
one voice and support bloggers like 
me in whatever ways possible. 
– Dian Abdullah, Blogger

 CIJ should keep up the pressure 
on the government to promote 
media freedom and FOE. 
– Boo Su-Lyn, Editor-In-Chief, 
CodeBlue
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 CIJ has always been on the frontlines, 
defending our FOE through various platforms, 
taking a consistent and firm stand against 
any violation of human rights, and standing in 
solidarity with any individual or group exercising 
their constitutional rights but are still being witch-
hunted by the State machinery. I appreciate how 
CIJ helped UMANY and I on many occasions 
by providing us moral support and financial 
assistance. CIJ also took the lead to issue a joint 
statement in support of UMANY after the latter 
received intimidation and harassment over its 

article about the role of the Yang di-Pertuan 
Agong in a constitutional monarchy.

I remember when I was detained overnight and 
later charged within a week for filming a police 
raid, CIJ, together with the CSO Cluster on FOE, 
urgently offered the LDF to me. The aid was 
really helpful for a fresh graduate like myself 
earning less than RM3,000 per month. The 
claiming process was also seamlessly streamlined 
for me. 
– Wong Yan Ke, Student Activist
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 Solidarity from CIJ has effectively raised the 
concern of the public over the State's intimidations 
(against UMANY) such as continuous police 
investigations and demanding show-cause letters 
from Public Service Department (JPA)-sponsored 
UMANY members, while the LDF provided by CIJ 
(in collaboration with other CSO Cluster on FOE 
members) serves well as a protection for activists. 

Only with the active collaboration among CSOs 
and NGOs will we be able to seek changes in this 
nation. 
– University Malaya Association of New Youth 

(UMANY)

As part of our newly-launched media monitoring and 
action portfolio, CIJ acts on these cases by providing 
support and solidarity through social media postings, press 
statements, or joint statements with other CSOs, besides 
connecting them to our pool of human rights lawyers and 
the CSO Cluster on FOE’s Legal Defence Fund. CIJ has so 
far assisted and provided support to various human rights 
defenders, netizens, university students, activists, and 
political leaders with FOE cases against them. 

Besides that, we respond to instances of unethical media 
reporting by issuing public statements or letters to the 
editor to request they take down their stories and abide by 
international human rights standards and ethics.

Impact and Achievements
 Assisted and provided solidarity and support to those  

 with FOE cases against them;
 Became more credible and sought after among those  

 who champion and require FOE support and solidarity,  
 and;
 Developed data-backed documentations and analyses  

 to support our advocacy.

 I think that CIJ has done important work in 
recent times, particularly given the worsening 
state of press freedom and crackdowns on 
freedom of speech. On a personal level, I am 
grateful for the solidarity and support shown to 
me by CIJ - not just in the May Day interrogation 
but also by providing me with a lawyer when a 
book I contributed to was banned. It's important 
that journalists, policy workers and human 
rights defenders know that they aren't alone. 
Professionally, I'm very grateful for CIJ's tireless 
monitoring, updates and statements, especially 
when it comes to live updates on court cases, 
as the pandemic has limited our access to these 
events. 
– Tashny Sukumaran, Ex-Journalist

https://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/category/nation/2020/12/09/legal-fund-to-protect-freedom-of-expression-of-human-rights-defenders/
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D. COMMUNITY MEDIA 
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Context
Going back to our roots, CIJ actively works alongside 
marginalised and at-risk communities in our efforts 
to promote freedom of expression (FOE) and realise 
fundamental liberties. Our community media projects 
(CMP) support these communities in reclaiming spaces and 
being their own voices in advocating for change, through 
various media outputs, and ties in with our fundamental 
mission to support such communities in reclaiming spaces.

CIJ’s CMPs aim to strengthen a constituency of 
marginalised members of society as voices of change 
through diverse community media platforms. It includes 
capacity building initiatives, networking and engagement 
and other initiatives, with the overall aim of promoting FOE 
and realising fundamental liberties, spanned over several 
months and incorporating various digital tools and research 
methodologies.

OUR WORK IN 2020

1. Initiation of Information Ecosystem Assessments 
Following the initiation of inception meetings in 2019 to  
determine interests and to initiate the collective planning 
process, CIJ and partners initiated needs assessments, 
or Information Ecosystem Assessments (IEA), with key 
communities that we wanted to work with. A context-
specific framework was developed with the support of 
Internews and CIJ resource persons. Each IEA included 
survey distribution, focus group discussions (FGDs) and 
validation exercises, and aimed to understand each 
community’s information and media needs, challenges in 
accessing said information or media, and what they want 
to achieve through a CMP. 

Last year, we saw through three IEA projects: one with 
Orang Asal communities in Melangkap and Bongkol, 
Sabah; another with Orang Asal communities in Kg Lebor 
and Nanga Bekatan, Sarawak, and; another nationwide 
project with youths in collaboration with Universiti Utara 
Malaysia (UUM) in Kedah. These projects are to continue in 
2021 with skills training and knowledge building sessions 
on the basis of needs identified as part of the respective 
community’s IEA.

Community researchers interview participants in Melangkap for the IEA Sabah. PICTURE CREDIT: FAUZIAH MINSIN
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An FGD taking place at UUM as part of the Youth IEA. PICTURE CREDIT: DR. MOHD KHAIRIE AHMAD

Impact and Achievements
 Executed and completed three IEA projects from  

 scratch and despite unprecedented challenges due to  
 travel restrictions and the digital divide;
 Developed and strengthened a consultative framework  

 on information and media needs for CIJ community  
 media projects, and;
 Created more awareness on community media needs  

 among key constituents CIJ wishes to work with.

 The role and contribution of CIJ in driving a healthy and effective communication and media 
ecosystem can be identified through several of its programs. The IEA report is among various significant 
moves in strengthening the communication and media environment in the country. CIJ has shown the 
ability to contribute to the communication-media aspects of the country in terms of policy, practices, 
and educating the community. 
– Dr Mohd Khairie Ahmad, Resource Person, CIJ Youth IEA

CIJ’s IEA Sarawak lead researchers having a meeting with Nanga Bekatan 
village chief Michael Anak Jantan (in black shirt) before travelling to the 
longhouse for interviews. PICTURE CREDIT: TRACY PATRICK
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Participants before the start of the survey in Nanga Bekatan, Sarawak. PICTURE CREDIT: TRACY PATRICK

Community researchers interview participants in Melangkap for the IEA Sabah. PICTURE CREDIT: FAUZIAH MINSIN
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E. DIGITAL RIGHTS 
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Context
CIJ's strategic focus on digital rights recognises the right to 
express ourselves and access information through a safe, 
secure, and sustainable digital space. The aim is to ground 
our work within the human rights framework of access, 
privacy, equality, non-violence, justice, autonomy, and 
sustainability. 

Our initial focus in 2020 was to prioritise the government’s 
engagement with the multistakeholder Internet Governance 
Forum (IGF). To that end, a meeting was organised with 
the Communication and Multimedia Ministry to explore 
possible collaborations. Discussions around a possible 
digital rights forum were, however, suspended due to 
the change in government and de-prioritisation of such a 
discourse by the ruling regime.

OUR WORK IN 2020

1. Surveillance and Privacy 
The advent of the COVID-19 pandemic saw increased 
surveillance and privacy intrusions as part of public 
health crisis management and mitigation. The measures 
adopted by the government to facilitate contact tracing 
included introduction of MySejahtera app which had 
limited safeguards in place in relation to the data gathered 
through this application. 

It became critical to ensure a more effective understanding of 
data privacy and protection in times of COVID-19. Accordingly, 
CIJ refocused its priorities on knowledge generation and 
initiated webinars and discussions on possible principles to 
be developed in guaranteeing data protection.
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2. Asia Pacific Regional Internet Governance Forum 
(APrIGF)
CIJ also explored its engagement on internet governance 
by organising a panel at the APrIGF in collaboration with 
the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organisation (UNESCO) Jakarta Office, CSO partners Suara 
Rakyat Malaysia (SUARAM) and Kryss Network, and the 
Foundation for Media Alternatives (Philippines). 

The panel focused on promoting internet and human rights, 
and related challenges in establishing multistakeholder 
collaborations. It was premised on discussions and sharing 
of experiences on the impact of digital spaces and how 
multistakeholder initiatives could be institutionalised at the 
national level. It directly explored the most effective and tested 
approaches to getting governments to engage with CSOs and 
other stakeholders in defending human rights and promoting 
diversity and gender equality within the digital spaces.

The APrIGF, as such, was a critical space that enabled the 
learning from partners in the region with similarities and 

shared experiences, including from Philippines, Indonesia, 
and Singapore, among other countries. We were able 
to share and study good practices on how reforms and 
impacts on freedom of expression (FOE) vary within the 
region and the extent they are influenced by the advocacy 
of different influencing and pressure groups.

Further, as this was CIJ’s first time initiating such a discussion 
at the regional level, we, together with our implementing 
partners, established invaluable contacts and maximised 
the space to bridge and build a relationship with the 
various stakeholders and government representatives 
attending the Forum. This helped support us as we move 
ahead with our advocacy and engagement on digital rights 
at the national level. 

3. Public Engagements
CIJ took part in a social media campaign in response to a 
public consultation on a proposal for a national digital ID 
system organised by the Malaysian Communications and 
Multimedia Commission.

https://twitter.com/CIJ_Malaysia/status/1291716698073001990
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F. COMMUNICATIONS
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Challenges to FOE in the current climate, ranging from 
censorship of the media and an undemocratic regime 
in power, made CIJ’s public advocacy challenging last 
year. It was more difficult than ever to impact change 
through traditional means of activism - such as having 
press conferences, which was no longer doable when 
travel restrictions and lockdown orders were imposed. 
So, CIJ had to review and reprioritise its communications 
strategies. 

We began to truly utilise our social media platforms by 
spearheading virtual campaigns and creating hashtags for 
the public to use. Immediately following the first lockdown 
in March 2021, we initiated regular brown bag sessions 
and webinars for the CSO network, the public, and media. 

We developed infographics and animated video clips,  
and spearheaded newfound collaborations with CSO 
partners and media contacts to push our advocacy 
forward. Besides that, efforts were taken to revamp our 
website and strengthen our existing communications and 
crisis plans.

Accordingly, our social media presence boosted 
significantly from the start of the year to the end, in 
particular, our Twitter presence. Furthermore, we had  
more media publishing our statements and 
recommendations. We specifically saw an increase 
inincrease in the vernacular Chinese media. We also found 
that CIJ was becoming more well-known, not just among 
the civil society network, but among ordinary netizens. 

JAN 2020

4,116

APR 2020 AUG 2020 DEC 2020

125,000
105,000

417,000

Twitter Impressions
Facebook “Likes”

JAN 2020

4,492

APR 2020

4,509

AUG 2020

4,617

DEC 2020

4,792

One of CIJ’s highest Twitter impressions from a single tweet - 142,000 impressions.

“We also found 
that CIJ was 
becoming more 
well-known, 
not just among 
the civil society 
network, but 
among ordinary 
netizens.” 
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Vernacular Chinese and Tamil media reporting of CIJ events and statements.
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Media Coverage
 We issued 26 press statements and 18 joint statements.
 We had at least 142 online news reports quoting CIJ.
 ❖We organised numerous online webinars and brown  

 bags.
 ❖We gave several exclusive interviews to media  

 organisations like BFM 89.9, ASTRO Awani, Malay Mail,  
 Al-Jazeera, Sin Chew Daily and Malaysiakini.

CIJ Co-Director Ding Jo-Ann speaks to Sin Chew Daily’s Pocket Times show in an exclusive interview in August 2020.

https://cijmalaysia.net/pressstatements/
https://cijmalaysia.net/cij-in-the-news/
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G. INSTITUTIONAL STRENGTHENING 
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1. Strategic Review 
As CIJ continued to expand its engagements with different 
stakeholders in taking forward the reform agenda, the 
organisation identified the need to strengthen itself as an 
institution and evolve into a sustainable organisation that 
is able to meet the current social, political, and economic 
demands. One of our key priorities was to update the 
operational systems and processes. 

In August 2020, CIJ held a strategic review exercise 
to initiate the process towards the development of a 
three-year strategic plan that would include a coherent 
strategy guiding us in our programmes and institutional 
strengthening process. In preparation for a long-term 

strategic planning exercise, the review process looked at 
CIJ's performance during the last 12 months and the current 
situation; how to reinforce CIJ's mission and values; what CIJ 
should be focusing on, and; the roadmap needed for CIJ’s 
strategic planning. Attendees for the two-day review meeting 
included CIJ’s directors, advisers, staff, and invited partners. 

This initial step was meant for CIJ’s leadership team to 
start mapping out what issues were most pressing for the 
organisation. This was necessary because there was a new 
executive director and staff who had joined the organisation. 
Additionally, strategies for working with the government 
needed reviewing following the fall of the Pakatan Harapan 
(PH) government at the end of February 2020. 

Day 2 attendees.

Day 1 attendees.
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Day 1 attendees’ response on Jamboard to the question on CIJ’s focus for the next 3 years.

Day 2 attendees’ responses on “What’s working well?” and “What’s not working well”.
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2. Operational Planning Meeting 
In November of 2020, CIJ organised a two-part operational 
planning meeting to strengthen the institutional capacity 
of CIJ to be able to more effectively plan our priorities for 
2021 and develop an organisational workplan. 

As part of the meeting, the CIJ team reflected on its past 
and current strengths, planned our work for 2021 and  

 
improved our ways of working together and the ways CIJ 
staff relate to each other. The meeting also saw discussions 
and agreements reached relating to risk mitigation, 
budget allocation, resource person identification, and on 
key performance index and staff development.

CIJ staff attending Day 2 of the organisation’s 2020 Operational Planning Meeting in Cyberjaya on 9 December 2020. 
PICTURE CREDIT: CIJ
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FINANCIAL REPORT
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CIJ’S ANNUAL FINANCIAL STATEMENT FOR 2019/2020

MYR

INCOME:

Core Funding 79,825

Project Grants 837,018

Other Grants 24,516

Other Income 20,294

TOTAL INCOME 961,653

PROGRAMME COST:

Right to Information 158,224

Media Strengthening 172,525

Freedom of Expression 34,647

INSTITUTIONAL STRENGTHENING:

Personnel Cost and Fringe 429,970

Administrative Expenses 71,784

Taxes 15,817

TOTAL EXPENDITURE 882,966

NET BALANCE 78,687



Centre for Independent Journalism
 cijmalaysia@gmail.com  
 https://cijmalaysia.net 

 https://www.facebook.com/CIJ.MY 
 https://twitter.com/CIJ_Malaysia 
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