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W
orld leaders at the United Nations Millennium Summit held in New York in
September 2000 resolved to strengthen global efforts for peace, democracy,
good governance, and poverty eradication while continuing to promote the
principles of human rights and human dignity. The Millennium Declaration made

a strong commitment to the right to development, to gender equality and the empowerment of
women, to the eradication of the many dimensions of poverty, and to sustainable human
development. The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) emerged as the principal means of
implementing the Declaration.

Since 1970, Malaysia has achieved a number of national developmental goals which
coincidentally cover essential elements of the MDGs. These achievements, and the favourable
position Malaysia now occupies in economic and social development, owe a great deal to the
ground-breaking policies and strategies that were envisioned in the Outline Perspective Plans
and systematically implemented through Malaysia’s national five-year plans. A comprehensive
account of the policies, strategies, and programmes that have enabled Malaysia to achieve
most of the MDGs is given in Malaysia: Achieving the Millennium Development Goals,
Successes and Challenges. This publication provides a graphic summary of the progress made.
It is aimed at a wider readership.

Poverty eradication, the primary objective among all the MDGs, was already of major
concern in 1970, when half of all households in Malaysia were living in poverty. By 2002, just 5
per cent of households were still classified as poor, although poverty levels still vary
considerably by state and ethnic group. The poverty-reducing approaches that succeeded in
Malaysia emphasized rural and agricultural development, export of labour-intensive
manufactured goods, and public investment in education, health, and infrastructure.

Universal primary education was achieved by 1990, by which time nearly all children were
completing primary school, greatly improving on the one-third of the population 6 years of age
and over that had never attended school in 1970. Attendance of girls had already caught up with
that of boys by 1970 and has increasingly exceeded that of boys at secondary and tertiary
levels. Employment rates of males and females partly reflect this trend but women’s multiple
responsibilities and more limited job opportunities mean that women are relatively under-
represented in the labour force.

Child mortality and maternal health have recorded reductions to levels that are
exceptionally low in the region through a well-developed primary health care system and
access to quality water, sanitation, and nutrition.

Malaria has been virtually eliminated from most densely populated areas but the
prevalence of HIV/AIDS and tuberculosis are matters of major concern. The doubling about
every three years of the reported HIV cases is especially disturbing and while the problem is
concentrated in a small, high-risk group, the MDG target of halting and reversing the spread of
HIV/AIDS by 2015 is extremely challenging.

Foreword
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Sustainable development has been integrated into national development policies since the
late 1970s and factors such as access to a quality water supply have been a major success in
Malaysia. More challenging areas include implementation of national forestry management
policies at state levels and environmentally acceptable and efficient expansion of energy-
generation capacity to meet expanding demand.

In the contemporary world, isolationism and unilateral action are becoming increasingly
impractical. Malaysia favours participation in a global partnership for development that
benefits all countries willing to take part. In 1980, Malaysia established the Malaysian Technical
Cooperation Programme, a bilateral programme of cooperation designed to assist other
developing countries by sharing Malaysia’s development experiences and expertise in capacity
building and human resource development. Malaysia also plays a significant role in
cooperative regional groupings, including the Association of South-East Asian Nations
(ASEAN) and the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC). 

With the fulfilment of so many of the MDGs, the challenge for Malaysia is to maintain
momentum in dealing decisively with the remainder, and to identify the next set of tasks and
priorities that will keep the nation moving ahead in this exemplary way, continuing to set
precedents that others can emulate and moving towards its ultimate
objective of becoming a fully developed nation. 

The key strategies now in place include developing a knowledge-based economy and
human resource development, accelerating structural transformation within the manufacturing
and services sectors, revitalizing the agriculture sector, and strengthening socio-economic
stability through enhanced public and private sectoral partnerships. Further progress towards
poverty eradication is expected to result from continued rapid economic growth assisted by
targeted poverty-reduction programmes. 

National unity, political stability, and administrative continuity have been critical to this
success as, through consistent policies, continuous improvements, and an unswerving sense
of purpose, Malaysia has been able to bring about development, enhance education and skills
training, and reduce poverty rates throughout the country. Malaysia is now working to advance
up the economic value chain and further enhance its competitiveness, and it has set 2009 as
the target for total eradication of hard-core poverty.

In conclusion, we would like to thank all those who contributed to and participated in the
analysis and dialogue that led to the preparation of this publication. In particular, we would like
to thank our colleagues in the Economic Planning Unit, members of the National Steering
Committee, the United Nations Country Team in Malaysia, as well as Civil Society Organizations.
We hope this work will stimulate an even broader discussion of how Malaysia can progress
beyond the MDGs.

Raja Dato’ Zaharaton bt Raja Zainal Abidin Richard Leete
Director General Resident Coordinator 
Economic Planning Unit United Nations
Prime Minister’s Department Malaysia
Malaysia4
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Indicators for monitoring progress

1a) Proportion of population below $1 (PPP) per day a

1b) Poverty head count ratio (% of population below the national poverty line)
2) Poverty gap ratio (incidence x depth of poverty)
3) Share of poorest quintile in national consumption
4) Prevalence of underweight children under-5 years of age
5) Proportion of population below minimum level of dietary energy consumption

Millennium Development Goals: 
targets and indicators

Goals & targets

TARGET 1 Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people
whose income is less than one dollar a day

TARGET 2 Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people
who suffer from hunger

GOAL 1 Eradicate Poverty and Hunger

6) Net enrolment ratio in primary education
7a) Proportion of pupils starting grade 1 who reach grade 5
7b) Primary completion rate
8) Literacy rate of 15–24 year olds  

TARGET 3 Ensure that, by 2015, children everywhere, boys and girls
alike, will be able to complete a full course of primary
schooling

GOAL 2 Achieve Universal Primary Education

9) Ratios of girls to boys in primary, secondary, and tertiary education
10) Ratio of literate women to men 15–24 years old
11) Share of women in wage employment in the non-agricultural sector
12) Proportion of seats held by women in national parliament

TARGET 4 Eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary 
education preferably by 2005 and in all levels of education 
no later than 2015

GOAL 3 Promote Gender Equality and Empower Women

13) Under-five mortality rate
14) Infant mortality rate
15) Proportion of one-year-old children immunized against measles

TARGET 5 Reduce by two-thirds, between 1990 and 2015, the 
under-five mortality rate

GOAL 4 Reduce Child Mortality

16) Maternal mortality ratio
17) Proportion of births attended by skilled health personnel

TARGET 6 Reduce by three-quarters, between 1990 and 2015, the
maternal mortality ratio

GOAL 5 Improve Maternal Health

18) HIV prevalence among 15–24 year old pregnant women
19) Condom use rate of the contraceptive prevalence rate b

19a) Condom use at last high-risk sex
19b) Percentage of population aged 15–24 with comprehensive correct knowledge of HIV/AIDS c

19c) Contraceptive prevalence rate
20) Ratio of school attendance of orphans to school attendance of non-orphans aged 10–14
21) Prevalence and death rates associated with malaria
22) Proportion of population in malaria-risk areas using effective malaria prevention and

treatment measures d

23) Prevalence and death rates associated with tuberculosis
24) Proportion of tuberculosis cases detected and cured under directly observed treatment

short course (DOTS)

TARGET 7 Have halted by 2015 and begun to reverse the spread of
HIV/AIDS

TARGET 8 Have halted by 2015 and begun to reverse the incidence 
of malaria and other major diseases

GOAL 6 Combat HIV/AIDS, Malaria, and Other Diseases

25) Proportion of land area covered by forest
26) Ratio of area protected to maintain biological diversity to surface area
27) Energy use (kg oil equivalent) per $1 GDP (PPP)
28) Carbon dioxide emissions (per capita) and consumption of ozone-depleting CFCs (ODP tons)
29) Proportion of population using solid fuels
30) Proportion of population with sustainable access to an improved water source, urban 

and rural
31) Proportion of urban and rural population with access to improved sanitation
32) Proportion of households with access to secure tenure

TARGET 9 Integrate the principles of sustainable development into
country policies and programmes and reverse the loss of
environmental resources

TARGET 10 Halve, by 2015, the proportion of people without sustain-
able access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation

TARGET 11 By 2020, to have achieved a significant improvement in 
the lives of at least 100 million slum dwellers

GOAL 7 Ensure Environmental Sustainability
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a For monitoring country poverty trends, indicators based on national poverty lines should be used, where available.
b Amongst contraceptive methods, only condoms are effective in preventing HIV transmission. The contraceptive prevalence rate is also useful in tracking progress in other health, gender, and poverty

goals. Because the condom use rate is only measured amongst women in union, it is supplemented by an indicator on condom use in high-risk situations (indicator 19a) and an indicator on HIV/AIDS
knowledge (indicator 19b).

c This indicator is defined as the percentage of population aged 15–24 who correctly identify the two major ways of preventing the sexual transmission of HIV (using condoms and limiting sex to one
faithful, uninfected partner),who reject the two most common local misconceptions about HIV transmission, and who know that a healthy-looking person can transmit HIV. However, since there are
currently not a sufficient number of surveys to be able to calculate the indicator as defined above, UNICEF, in collaboration with UNAIDS and WHO, produced two proxy indicators that represent two
components of the actual indicator. They are: (a) Percentage of women and men 15–24 who know that a person can protect herself from HIV infection by “consistent use of condom” (b) Percentage of
women and men 15–24 who know a healthy-looking person can transmit HIV. Data for this year‘s report are only available on women.

d Prevention to be measured by the percentage of children under-5 sleeping under insecticide-treated bednets; treatment to be measured by percentage of children under-5 who are appropriately treated.
e An improved measure of the target is underdevelopment by ILO for future years.

THE MILLENNIUM DEVELOPMENT GOALS and targets come from the Millennium Declaration signed by 189

countries, including 147 Heads of State, in September 2000 (www.un.org/documents/ga/res/55/a55r002.pdf -

A/RES/55/2 ).The goals and targets are interrelated and should be seen as a whole. They represent a

partnership between the developed countries and the developing countries determined, as the Declaration

states, “to create an environment––at the national and global levels alike––which is conducive to

development and the elimination of poverty”.

Millennium Development Goals: 
targets and indicators

TARGET 12 Develop further an open, rule-based, predictable, non-
discriminatory trading and financial system.

Includes a commitment to good governance, development, and poverty

reduction––both nationally and internationally  

TARGET 13 Address the special needs of the least developed countries. 
Includes tariff and quota free access for least developed countries’

exports; enhanced programme debt of relief for HIPC and cancellation of

official bilateral debt, and more generous ODA for countries committed to

poverty reduction

TARGET 14 Address the special needs of landlocked countries and
small island developing States (through the Programme of
Action for the Sustainable Development of Small Island
Developing States and the outcome of the twenty-second
special session of the General Assembly)

TARGET 15 Deal comprehensively with the debt problems of developing
countries through national and international measures in
order to make debt sustainable in the long term

TARGET 16 In cooperation with developing countries, develop and
implement strategies for decent and productive work 
for youth

TARGET 17 In cooperation with pharmaceutical companies, 
provide access to affordable, essential drugs in 
developing countries

TARGET 18 In cooperation with the private sector, make available 
the benefits of new technologies, especially information
and communications

Official development assistance
33) Net ODA, total and to LDCs, as percentage of OECD/DAC donors’ gross national income
34) Proportion of total bilateral, sector-allocable ODA of OECD/DAC donors to basic social

services (basic education, primary health care, nutrition, safe water, and sanitation)
35) Proportion of bilateral ODA of OECD/DAC donors that is untied
36) ODA received in landlocked countries as proportion of their GNIs
37) ODA received in small island developing States as proportion of their GNIs
Market access
38) Proportion of total country imports (by value and excluding arms) from developing

countries and LDCs, admitted free of duties
39) Average tariffs imposed by developed countries and agricultural products and textiles 

and clothing from developing countries
40) Agricultural support estimate for OECD countries as percentage of their GDP
41) Proportion of ODA provided to help build trade capacity 
Debt sustainability
42) Total number of countries that have reached their HIPC decision points and number that

have reached their HIPC completion points (cumulative)
43) Debt relief committed under HIPC initiative, US$
44) Debt service as a percentage of exports of goods and services
45) Unemployment rate of 15–24 year olds, each sex and total e

46) Proportion of population with access to affordable, essential drugs on a sustainable 
basis

47) Telephone lines and cellular subscribers per 100 population
48a) Personal computers in use per 100 population and Internet users per 100 population
48b) Internet users per 100 population

GOAL 8 Develop a Global Partnership for Development
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National Setting 

The economic and social achievements of Malaysia since 1970 owe a great deal to the vision of the policies contained in the

Outline Perspective Plans and their implementation through a series of national five-year development plans.

The land area and population size of Malaysia make it a medium-sized country in the South-East Asian region.

Within South-East Asian only the states of Singapore and Brunei Darussalam have higher per capita incomes.

Malaysia is a member of the ten-nation Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN).

Malaysia’s Development Planning Framework

Malaysia in a Regional Context

Indonesia

Indonesia

Brunei Darussalam

Cambodia Vietnam

Philippines
Thailand

Myanmar

Lao PDR

China

Malaysia

Malaysia

Singapore

1971–90 1991–2000 2001–2010

New Economic Policy (NEP)
Outline Perspective Plan 1

National Development Policy (NDP)
Outline Perspective Plan 2

National Vision Policy (NVP)
Outline Perspective Plan 3

Second Malaysia Plan (1971–5)
to
Fifth Malaysia Plan (1986–90)

Sixth Malaysia Plan (1991–5)
and
Seventh Malaysia Plan (1996–2000)

Eighth Malaysia Plan (2001–5)

9
M a l a y s i a  |  A c h i e v i n g  t h e  M i l l e n n i u m  D e v e l o p m e n t  G o a l s



1970
0

5

10

15

20

25

‘75

Malaysia

Po
pu

la
tio

n 
in

 m
ill

io
ns

Sarawak

‘80 ‘85 ‘91 ‘95 2000

Peninsular Malaysia

Sabah

1970–80 1980–91 1991–2000

1.0

1.5

2.0

2.5

3.0

3.5

Av
er

ag
e 

an
nu

al
 p

op
ul

at
io

n 
gr

ow
th

 o
ve

r p
er

io
d

Chinese

Indian

Total

Bumiputera

(%)

Population Trends

Population growing for all communities:
highest for Bumiputera and lowest for Chinese

Malaysia’s 2000 population size is 23.5 million, compared with just 10.4 million in 1970. Some 80 per cent of people live in

Peninsular Malaysia, and about 10 per cent each in Sabah and in Sarawak. Over time, population growth rates have declined,

as fertility levels have fallen, and variation in growth between regions and states has been mainly due to the scale of in or

out migration. Recent growth has been especially rapid in Sabah where both fertility and immigration are at considerably

higher levels than in most other parts of the country. 

Malaysia is multi-ethnic and culturally

diverse. Bumiputera, Chinese, and

Indians have experienced different

population growth rates since 1970.

Bumiputera rates have declined only

slowly because of relatively high

fertility levels. The Bumiputera share

of Malaysia’s population rose from

56 per cent in 1970 to 65 per cent in

2000, whereas the Chinese share fell

from 34 to 26 per cent, and the Indian

share is about 8 per cent.

Most Malaysians live in
Peninsular Malaysia but
share in Sabah increasing
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Ethnic groups balanced in the more developed states;
Bumiputera predominate in the less developed

Malaysia has a relatively young population but the practice of family size limitation means children under the age of 15 are

becoming a smaller proportion of the total. The working ages have expanded as children of earlier decades joined the work

force and contributed their skills and labour to economic growth. This phenomenon gives rise to a ‘demographic bonus’ in

which old and young dependents in the population are supported by many adults of working age. This favourable factor has

helped Malaysia increase savings and investment and increase per capita income. The proportion of elderly persons aged

60 and over has begun to rise and this will be a major development in the future as the population ages.

The spatial distribution of the

ethnic communities in Malaysia

reflects historical settlement

patterns. The Chinese and

Indians are concentrated in the

more developed states, which

reflects their greater degree of

urbanization and economic

activity in non-agricultural

sectors. Bumiputera, although

increasingly urbanized, have

strong connections to the land

and many are still employed in

agriculture and related rural

activities.

Population share at
working ages increasing
- a demographic bonus

Population Trends

Note: a Johor, Melaka, Negeri Sembilan, Perak, Pulau Pinang, Selangor, and Kuala Lumpur.
b Kedah, Kelantan, Pahang, Perlis, Sabah, Sarawak and Terengganu.
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Sustained economic
growth has been
disrupted by short 
periods of recession

Av
er

ag
e 

an
nu

al
 g

ro
w

th
 ra

te

Malaysia has a consistent record of economic growth in GDP over the period 1970–2003, averaging an annual rate of about

7 per cent. Because of its open economy, externalities have had a major impact from time to time including the oil crises of

the 1970s, the downturn in the electronics industry in the mid 1980s, and especially the Asian financial crisis of 1997. The

impact of this crisis was still being felt early in the twenty-first century. Standards of living of the majority of the population

were transformed over the 30-year period with the level of GDP per capita in 2000 being about four times that of 1970.

Between 1970 and 2003, the structure of

Malaysia’s economy changed radically.

In 1970 agriculture contributed about

one-third of GDP but by 2003

manufacturing provided one-third and

agriculture was much less important.

Sectoral shares in utilities, transport,

and communication also grew steadily.

The contribution of manufacturing is no

longer increasing and there are hints of

a maturing economy in which services,

such as finance, insurance and

business services are becoming more

important.12
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Malaysia is an open economy and rapid

economic growth has relied on

international trade. In the 1980s, exports

by value were roughly one-third

agriculture, one-third mining and 

one-third manufacturing. By 2000,

manufacturing exports amounted to

over 80 per cent, and agriculture and

mining were both less than 10 per cent.

As for imports, the share of consumption

goods slowly declined, investment

goods rose and then dropped away and

intermediate goods dominate. Malaysia

trades with many countries especially

the United States, Japan and members

of the EU and ASEAN.

Labour-intensive processing and assembly-type industries, such as textiles and electronics, used the abundance of cheap

labour, but this soon changed to greater emphasis on export-oriented industries that relied on foreign direct investment and

government export incentives. The government supported these activities through industrial estates and free trade zones.

Electronics has become the star performer, but the government has also encouraged investment in information and

communications technology in line with the knowledge economy and development of a skilled work force.
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In 1970 Malaysia set itself an ambitious development goal of eradicating poverty. In about
15 years from 1970, when half of all households were poor, the poverty rate was more

than halved. In another 15 years from the mid-1980s, poverty levels were again more than
halved, such that by 2002, just 5.1 per cent of households were poor. 
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Poverty target already achieved:
absolute poverty will be eliminated before 2015

ERADICATE EXTREME POVERTY AND HUNGER

Poverty in Malaysia is predominantly, 
but not exclusively, a rural phenomenon.

Poverty rates remain the highest in the
predominantly rural states of Kelantan,
Terengganu, Sabah, and Sarawak. 

And as the rural-urban gap has
narrowed, so have the differences in
poverty rates across ethnic communities. 
In 1970, poverty was markedly higher
among the Bumiputera than the other
communities, when some two-thirds of
Bumiputera households were living below
the poverty line. Subsequently, ethnic
differentials in poverty rates have generally
narrowed. Nevertheless, the vast majority
of the remaining poor households are
Bumiputera.
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Poverty reduction spectacular
among all ethnic groups
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Policies seeking to reduce poverty 
have not been without their 

difficulties, especially during periods of
macroeconomic slowdown and recession.
The recession which followed the 1997
Asian financial crisis was particularly
severe and during this period the reduction
in poverty rates stalled. Despite temporary
set-backs, the poorer members of
Malaysian society have benefited from the
economy‘s enviable and sustained growth
record, which has averaged 7 per cent
over the last three and a half decades. 

A key challenge for public policy is to
improve overall income inequality. In 1990,
households in the lowest 40 per cent of
income earners only received around 
14 per cent of total income.
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Malaysia’s experience in poverty
reduction has been achieved in a

multi-ethnic and culturally diverse setting.
Its economic growth strategy has
integrated commitments to poverty
elimination and redistribution as central
objectives in its development vision. 

Sustained economic growth and a
commitment to poverty elimination were
crucial elements in Malaysia’s success
story. Three strategic poverty-reducing
approaches were employed. First, an
emphasis on agricultural and rural
development to raise the incomes of poor
farmers and agricultural workers by
increasing their productivity. Second, an
emphasis on labour-intensive export
industrialization to absorb poor workers
from rural and urban areas. Third,
channelling of public investment into
education, health, and basic infrastructure,
especially in rural areas, to raise the
livelihood and quality of life of the poor.

Personal income inequality reduced between
1970 and 1990 but has since risen slightly
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