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Climate change and environmental degradation impact
everyone on the planet – but all too often, children are the
ones most seriously affected. Are we doing enough to ensure
their health and well-being, now and in the future?

Impact of Climate Change on Children: A Malaysian Perspective

Snapshot: climate change, environmental
degradation and children
Climate change and environmental degradation
Climate change
Although a natural phenomenon,
climate change is being harmfully
accelerated by greenhouse gas
emissions from anthropogenic (i.e.
human) activities such as:
1. Burning of fossil fuels
2. Deforestation
3. Livestock farming
4. Fertilizers
5. Fluorinated gases.

Environmental
degradation
Caused by pollution as well as:
1. Changes in land use and land cover
2. Urbanization
3. Overpopulation
4. Industrialization.

A global emergency

!

?

Climate change and environmental degradation have resulted in increasing occurrences of
extreme weather events, affecting hundreds of millions of people. It has placed additional
stress on the availability of clean air, clean water and nutritious food. Climate change mitigation
involves reducing the causes of climate change (e.g. reducing emissions of greenhouse gases).
Climate change adaptation entails adapting to the effects of climate change.

How are children
affected?

Climate change and environmental
degradation can adversely affect the
healthy growth, development and
well-being of children. Compared to adults, children
are disproportionately affected. Why? Children face
additional risks of exposure and have lower tolerance
levels to climate and environmental risks.

Children often fare the worst
in climate- and weather-related disasters
such as floods, droughts, forest fires and
cyclones.

And yet children are consistently
overlooked in the design and content of climate
policies and processes.

Children, including those in Malaysia, are increasingly
aware of the dangers of climate change and are demanding
more decisive action from their governments. In a survey
of 1,101 young Malaysians by YouGov in 2019, 64% stated
they were concerned about climate change. Many said that
they had either experienced, or were aware of, its effects.
However, only 5% believed that Malaysia is prepared.1

2
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Malaysia’s children
The Child Act 2001 defines a child as a person under the age of 18.

Number of children under 18 (2020):

9,247,000a
Number of non-citizen children:

497,800b
(15.53% of non-citizens in Malaysia).
a, b Department of Statistics Malaysia

The burden of disease on children
‘Burden of disease’ is a measure of the impact of a disease. Climate change and environmental
degradation pose significant threats to children's health because children have unique metabolism,
behaviour, physiology, cognitive and development characteristics.

Physiological effects

Psychological effects

1.

1.

Children under five bear 88% of the burden
of disease from climate change, environmental
degradation and pollution.2

2. Most of the causes of mortality among children
(such as malaria, food- and water-borne
diseases, and malnutrition) are expected to
worsen due to climate change.
3. Children, especially children under five, are more
sensitive to heatwaves and dry spells.
4. Children are also more vulnerable in flood
situations. They are at a particularly high risk of
injury and death during storms and floods
and are more vulnerable to infections of vectorborne diseases.

Children exposed to traumatic events are
more vulnerable than adults because their
emotional and cognitive abilities are still
immature. They have limited life experience and
lack coping strategies.

2. Approximately 10% of children exposed to
traumatic events will develop post-traumatic
stress disorders.4
3. In experiencing a traumatic event, children may
also suffer distress from:
a. Losing or witnessing the death of their
		 loved ones
b. Being suddenly removed from familiar
		surroundings
c. Fear of experiencing similar events again.

5. Studies have also found that increased levels
of air pollution can affect brain development
and learning among growing children.3

3
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Mobilizing climate action in Malaysia: challenges
In Malaysia, challenges in mobilizing more effective climate action include:
•
•
•

Inadequate evidence to guide policies and plans
Inadequate legislative and policy protection for children from environmental and climate risks, particularly
in marginalized communities
Lack of clarity on the extent to which current policies, laws and budgets are climate-responsive, and whether
adaptation and mitigation measures are child-friendly.

Additionally, insufficient attention has been directed to:
•
•

Increasing community understanding of the impacts of climate change and environmental degradation on
the lives of families and children
Encouraging environment-friendly values and practices among children.

© UNICEF Malaysia/2005/Jothiratnam

Every child has a right to a clean, safe, healthy and sustainable
environment. Strong laws and policies, if implemented well,
play a crucial role in ensuring children’s rights are upheld and
protected. This has to be supported by a good understanding of
the impacts of climate change and environmental degradation
on the lives of children and their families in Malaysia.
4
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About the study
Prior to this project, numerous studies had examined the general impacts of climate change and environmental
degradation in Malaysia, but insufficient attention was given to the impacts on children as an especially vulnerable
group. This exploratory study aimed to help fill that gap. The study components were designed around four objectives.
The main study activities were carried out between March 2020 and May 2021.

Objectives

Study components

1. Produce an integrated analysis on the
impacts of climate change and environmental
degradation on children, using existing data and
case studies

A case series review of climate change and
environmental issues faced by children
Four desk studies using secondary data for climate
projections in Malaysia and assessing the health
impacts of air pollution and haze on children in
Malaysia
Three community case studies targeting
marginalized groups in three locations to
understand the impacts on marginalized children

2. Assess existing climate and environment
policies and plans and identify gaps and
opportunities

Analysis of policy and legal documents to assess
child sensitivity in the mitigation of and adaptation
to climate change and environmental degradation

3. Map key actors and interventions and identify
good practices and gaps in child-centred climate
action

Engagements, interviews and focus group
discussions with relevant stakeholders to identify
good practices, gaps, opportunities and key
interventions

4. Identify recommendations and areas for
action by various stakeholders

The case series
review consisted
of a literature
review of works
encompassing
issues relevant
to children, the
climate and the
environment, in
the global context
and in Malaysia.

Health
Environmental
pollution

Malnutrition

Industrial
pollution

Child abuse and
child trafficking

Psychology

Poverty

This study was the
first in Malaysia to
specifically address
children as a focal
point in the context
of climate change
and environmental
degradation.

Education

5
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Four desk studies were conducted to compile and assess current evidence on the impacts of climate change and
environmental pollution on children’s health.

Desk Study

1

Desk Study

2

Desk Study

3

Desk Study

4

investigated the historical and projected changes of health-related climate indices
(length of wet and dry spells, and heatwave occurrence, duration and magnitude)
at two locations: Kota Kinabalu (Sabah) and Subang (Selangor).

consisted of a systematic review of the literature related to the effect of ambient
air pollution on childhood respiratory diseases in Asia’s low- and middle-income
countries (LMICs).

explored the association between air pollution and childhood respiratory
admissions in two locations in Malaysia (between 2010 and 2018): the Klang
Valley and Kuching, Sarawak.

investigated the association between haze and mortality of children under five in
Malaysia (from 2014 to 2016) by accounting for three aspects: duration, intensity,
and time lag.

Three case studies were conducted to inform
understandings of marginalized children and their
vulnerability and resilience towards the impacts of
climate change and environmental degradation. Three
locations were chosen, with different geographical
settings and communities:
1. Documented and undocumented minority groups on
the island of Pulau Gaya, Sabah
2. Temiar indigenous people of Pos Kuala Mu, Sungai
Siput, Perak, located in a mountainous region
3. B40 families (bottom 40% in terms of household
income) at PPR Sungai Bonus, Setapak in urban
Kuala Lumpur.

Objectives of the case studies were:
1. To profile the children’s demographic and
socioeconomic backgrounds
2. To analyse their degree of vulnerability by correlating
the climate and environment with the children’s
profiles
3. To recommend a strategic framework and propose
interventions to address key issues.
The document content analysis component examined
whether Malaysia’s policies, plans and legal frameworks
on climate and the environment adequately address
children’s health and well-being. Relevant documents
were examined to identify inadequacies, drawbacks and
loopholes, and to propose improvements.

Document content analysis
Primary materials
Statutes, case law, government policy papers,
government directives, speeches and reports of
government and NGOs, and other legal and nonlegal literature

6

Secondary materials
Textbooks, journal and non-journal articles, seminar
papers, media and reports.
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Part 1

FINDINGS

How will the changing climate impact our children?

6 key points from the
findings
Not all aspects of
children’s rights have
been adequately
considered in
Malaysia’s governance
framework on climate
and environment.

While girls tend
to be more
vulnerable
than boys,
each gender
is affected
differently.

Overall, the study revealed the crucial
interconnections through which climate change
and environmental degradation affect children’s
health and well-being in Malaysia.

6

1

5

Children in
marginalized
communities are
more vulnerable
to climate and
environmental risks.

Climate change
and environmental
degradation are
intensifying in
Malaysia.

2

4

3

Children’s
rights are
protected
to varying
degrees
depending on
societal and
geographical
conditions.

Accelerated
climate change
and environmental
degradation present
serious risks for
children.
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Malaysia’s environment and climate
Malaysia has 8,840 km of coastline and over 879
islands. Its population of 32.6 million (2019)5 is mostly
concentrated in coastal areas. Its urban population
increased from 33.5% in 1970 to 76.6% in 2019.
Malaysia ranked 27th out of 141 economies in the World
Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness Report 2019.
Economic and population growth have created an
added burden on the environment, including higher
greenhouse gas emissions, accelerated environmental
degradation, and increased waste generation.

Malaysia’s surface climate is influenced by:
1. Two monsoon regimes, the southwest
monsoon and the northeast monsoon
2. Strong pulses of wind known as cold
surges that penetrate the southernmost
region of the South China Sea
3. The Pacific Ocean and the Indian Ocean
4. The El Niño-Southern Oscillation

Children- and population-related SDG indicators for Malaysiaa
In 2019, the
incidence of overall
absolute poverty
based on the
national poverty line
was 5.6% (3.8%
urban, 12.4% rural).
Hardcore poverty
was 0.4%.

Based on Malaysia’s
Voluntary National
Review 2021 report,
the neonatal mortality
rate was 4.1 per
1,000 live births
(0.41%) and the
under five mortality
rate was 7.7 per 1,000
live births (0.7%). The
adolescent birth rate
was 0.1% for age
10-14 and 8.2% for
age 15-19.

In 2019, 5.6% of
children under five
were overweight,
9.7% were wasting,
14.1% were
underweight and
21.8% were stunted.

In 2019, the gender
parity index (GPI)
for the proportion of
children achieving
at least a minimum
proficiency level
in reading and
mathematics was
between 1.04 and
1.31. A GPI greater
than 1 favours
females.

In 2019, the proportion
of children achieving
at least a minimum
proficiency level
in reading and
mathematics was 95%
at the end of primary
and 82.2% at the end
of lower secondary.

In 2019, the
proportion of the
population with
access to electricity
was 99.9% (100%
urban, 99.8% rural).

In 2019, 95.7% of
the population used
safely managed
drinking water
services (97.3%
urban, 94.3% rural).
99.7% used safely
managed sanitation
services.

a United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs Statistics Division (UNStatsHub), Department of Statistics, Malaysia.
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Environment-related SDG indicators for Malaysiaa

In 2020, the proportion of
land area covered by forest
was 58.2%. Proportion of
forest area within legally
established protected
areas was 17.7%

In 2020, the coverage
of protected areas
in relation to marine
areas was 16.7%

In 2018, the annual mean levels
of fine PM2.5 particulate matter
in cities (population weighted),
was 19µg/m3 (above the World
Health Organization’s (WHO’s)
guideline level of 10µg /m3)

In 2019, domestic
material consumption
was 19.3 metric tons per
capita. Recycling rate
was 28.1%

Malaysia’s CO2 emissions
per capita was 7.67 tons
in 2019 and is one of the
highest in the region b
a United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs Statistics Division (UNStatsHub), Department of Statistics, Malaysia.
b https://knoema.com/atlas/Malaysia/CO2-emissions-per-capita

The Yale Environmental
Performance Index6 ranks
countries on environmental
health and ecosystem vitality.
Malaysia ranked 75th among
180 countries in 2018, with
higher and lower rankings in
specific areas:
Higher
• fisheries (35th)
• water & sanitation (55th)
• water resources (58th)
Lower
• climate & energy (102nd)
• air pollution (107th)
• forests (136th)

© Zul-‘Izzat Ikhwan Zaini, UKM Study Team/Pulau Gaya, Sabah/2020-21
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State of Malaysia’s environment and climate
Air quality

Water quality and sanitation

Major emission loads of air pollutants come from
power stations (SO2, PM, and NO2) and motor
vehicles (CO and NO2).7

Around 98% of Malaysia’s water usage comes from
rivers, and 70% is used for agriculture.8 In 2018,
56% of Malaysia’s rivers were categorized as ‘clean’,
increasing 10% from the previous year.

From 2010 to 2018 (excluding 2015), Malaysia’s annual
average PM10 concentration has been higher than
the WHO’s standard of 20 µg/m3. The mortality rate
attributed to ambient air pollution, age-standardized
(per 100,000 population) in 2016, was 41.0.

Malaysia has almost universal access to safe and
affordable drinking water, hygiene services, and
sanitation. 63% of the water resources in Malaysia
was managed under integrated water resource
management in 2020.

Sources of key air pollutants in Malaysiaa
3.52

0.49
0.29

95.7

Carbon Monoxide
64

Nitrogen Oxide
34

Particulate Matter

24

14

8

32

4

Power Station
Motor Vehicle

20

Industry
57

Sulphur Oxide
0

20

40

5

8

60

30
80

Others
100

a Environmental Quality Report 2019, Department of Environment, Malaysia.

Forests and biodiversity9
In 2020, forest areas made up 58.2%
of the total land area of Malaysia. The
remaining area comprised crops, rubber
plantations, oil palm plantations, and
urban or other uses.
Malaysia is considered one of the world’s
mega-diverse countries. Forest health
is affected by prolonged dry spells and
associated temperature rise, especially
during El Ninõ. Malaysia’s mangrove
forests may be especially susceptible to
sea-level rise and salt-water intrusion.

Daily mean temperature range:

26° – 28°C

In the lowlands, temperatures range
between 22.5°C during the night and
33°C during the daytime.
10

Energy and emissions10
hydropower 4%
coal and coke
19%

petroleum
products 33%

natural
gas 44%

Emissions for the energy
sector increased at an
average rate of 5.8% per
year from 1990-2014. The
highest emissions were
from the energy industries
(with an average annual
growth rate of 7.7%),
followed by the transport
sector (6.4%). The pie
chart shows contribution
to primary energy supply
in 2015.

Annual rainfall: High.

2,000 – 4,000 mm
An increased rainfall ratio in the wet to
dry seasons has been observed from
1955 to 2005.
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Current and projected impacts of climate
change in Malaysia
Malaysia has been exposed to climate change in various forms:
1. Altered rainfall patterns
2. Rising temperatures
3. Life-threatening weather conditions.
As anthropogenic (human-induced) climate change intensifies, the country
is expected to experience increasingly unpredictable weather systems.

What will it affect?
1. Agriculture and food security
2. Safe water supplies
3. Public health
4. Delivery of essential social
services

There are also challenges associated with:
1. Changes in land use and land cover
2. Rapid urbanization
3. Environmental and air quality degradation.

© Vasanthakummari A/P
Moganarani, Navamani
A/P Palanisamy, UKM
Study Team/Sungai Siput,
Perak/2020-21

Heatwaves, dry spells and wet spells
Climate change will continue to have an impact on heatwaves, dry spells and wet spells in Malaysia.
Desk Study 1 on the changes of climatic indices at two study locations in Malaysia (current scenario and
future projections) found that:
1.

Wet spells have lasted longer and dry spells have become shorter over time in these locations. In the future,
wet spells are projected to become longer (under the study’s higher emission scenario). Dry spells are
projected to become shorter (under both the lower and higher projection scenarios).
2. In both locations, heatwaves have become more frequent, intense, and longer in the 2000s. Duration and
magnitude, in particular, were found to be linked to greenhouse gas concentration pathways. It is projected
that there will be a continual increment in heatwaves in terms of occurrence, duration, and magnitude.
In the higher emission scenario, the duration and magnitude of heatwaves are expected to increase.
To reduce these impacts, it is critical to maintain a lower greenhouse gas concentration pathway throughout the
21st century.

11
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Major types of
natural disasters
• Landslides
• Earthquakes
• Droughts
• Storms
• Wildfires
• Floods

Natural
disasters
in
Malaysia

Natural disasters
in 2019

9 deaths
10,529 people

affected by disasters,
including:
5,906 injured or ill
4,414 with damaged
dwellings11
(with many more
affected directly or
indirectly)

Notable disaster risk reduction initiatives carried out
under the 10th Malaysia Plan 2011-2015:
• Development of 34 flood hazard maps
• 194 flood mitigation projects that shielded nearly
one million people from floods
• Rehabilitation of 24.4 km of coastal areas in Johor,
Kelantan, Pulau Pinang, Sabah, Sarawak, Selangor
and Terengganu to reduce erosion risk.
Under the 11th Malaysia Plan 2016-2020, Malaysia has
placed green emphasis on strengthening resilience
against climate change and natural disasters (SDG
Indicator 13.1.2). All local governments have adopted
and implemented local disaster risk reduction strategies
in line with national initiatives (SDG Indicator 13.1.3).

12

Extreme weather
events
• High temperature
• High rainfall
• Dry spells (due to
monsoon season)
• Thunderstorms
• Strong winds

Rainfall
The increased incidences
of floods, landslides,
mudslides, tropical storms
and other weather-related
events in Malaysia can be
linked to increasing rainfall
intensity. While total
rainfall varies between the
monsoon seasons, the
intensity and frequency
of extreme rainfall events
have increased for both
seasons over the years.

Post-disaster and crop damage social protection
and relief services are provided by the Malaysian
Department of Social Welfare. Services include:
• Provision and management of the centre for relief
or evacuation and forward supply base
• Supply and distribution of assistance such as food,
clothing and other essential items
• Registration of disaster victims for rehabilitation
purposes
• Post-disaster counselling services.
Emergency financial assistance is also provided to
families or individuals. The formal system of social
protection is supplemented by religious-based
schemes, for example, the Muslim Zakat system,
which also provides for those affected by natural
disasters.

Summary Booklet

Impacts on children’s health and well-being
in Malaysia
In Malaysia, climate change and environmental degradation impact the health and well-being of children mainly
in four ways.

Injury, death and
water-borne diseases
linked to floods

Climate-sensitive
vector-borne
diseases like malaria
and dengue

Health problems
linked to air pollution

Health risks from
exposure to chemicals,
hazardous substances
and waste

Injury, death and water-borne diseases linked to floods
Increasing sea levels,12 temperatures, and precipitation
are causing more floods within and outside traditional
monsoon seasons in Malaysia. Children are particularly
vulnerable. In addition to facing higher risk of injury and
death, they are also exposed to major health risks from
water-borne diseases.
Contaminated water is a serious problem during floods.
Typhoid fever, cholera, dysentery and hepatitis A are
major water-borne diseases in Malaysia. Malaysia has
reduced water-borne diseases by more than 8% between
1990 and 2012 through improved treated water and
sanitation facilities,13 but floods frequently result in
water contamination, along with inappropriate sewage
disposal, food shortages, and unhygienic personal and
environmental conditions.

Diseases such as cholera, skin conditions, diarrhoeal
disease and leptospirosis are often present after floods.
In Malaysia, increases in leptospirosis and typhoid fever
have been recorded after major flood events.
Both the adaptation and mitigation aspects of increased
flooding incidents should be prioritized to protect
particularly vulnerable groups such as children and the
elderly.

Floods and environmental pollutants
Environmental pollutants in the soil in agricultural sites and other areas can
sometimes be mobilized by floods, thus increasing the risk of water bodies being
contaminated by persistent environmental pollutants. In Malaysia, droughts and
floods have been linked to increased water pollution and pesticides in food.

13
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Climate-sensitive vector-borne diseases like malaria and dengue
Certain diseases that are spread by vectors like malaria
and dengue are climate-sensitive:

1

2

Climate
change

Floods,
droughts and
storms

➞
➞

increasing
range of
vectors

increasing
number of
breeding sites
for vectors

In Malaysia, malaria is a rural disease with very low
incidence rates in the population but which has not been
completely eradicated. The case studies in Pulau Gaya
and Sungai Siput reported isolated malaria cases in the
community.
Dengue is an urban disease that particularly affects
children and young adults aged between 10 and 30 years.
In 2013, 450,000 children under four and another 500,000
children 15 years and below contracted dengue. In 2013
and 2014, children made up one in ten cases of fatal
dengue in Malaysia.14
Climate change mitigation and adaptation can drastically
slow down the transmission of vector-borne diseases
like dengue in the long term.

Health problems linked to air
pollution
Children are highly sensitive to air pollution because:
1. They breathe more rapidly than adults, and thus take
in a relatively higher proportion of pollutants after
adjusting for body weight.
2. Their lungs, brains, physical defences and immune
systems are not fully developed, making them more
susceptible to pollutants.

Dengue and
climate change
There must be greater
acknowledgement of the link between
dengue and climate change. Denguetransmitting Aedes aegypti and Aedes
albopictus mosquitoes are very sensitive to
environmental conditions. Climate change (in
the form of increased temperatures, humidity
and rainfall frequency) over the last four
decades has increased dengue transmission
in Malaysia.15
Warmer conditions ➞ enable mosquitoes
to reach maturity more rapidly

Among children, health issues arising from exposure to
air pollution include:
1. Respiratory diseases. Exposed children may
suffer asthma, bronchitis and severe respiratory
distress. Exposure during infancy and early childhood
increases the risk of lung damage and impairs lung
growth, leading to asthma, pneumonia and chronic
obstructive pulmonary disease. Among children aged
zero to 14 years, 85% of global mortality related to
air pollution were the younger children below five.
This amounted to 5.3 million deaths.16
(from Desk Study 2) Short-term exposure
to ambient air pollution is associated with
increases in childhood respiratory morbidity
and mortality in Asia’s LMICs, including Malaysia.

Rainfall ➞ creates breeding sites
Humidity ➞ influences the
evaporation rates for these sites.

14

(from Desk Study 3) Short-term exposure to
ambient air pollution increases the risk of
hospitalization for respiratory diseases in
children, with children aged five to nine years being
more vulnerable to ambient air pollution.
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2. Vitamin D insufficiency. Certain components
of air pollutants may indirectly reduce the
availability of sunlight to children. In Malaysia,
high air pollution levels contribute to the higher
prevalence of Vitamin D insufficiency in children
living in urban areas. High levels of air pollution
and increasing temperatures may also prompt
parents to keep children indoors.

3. Effects on brain development. Air pollution
can severely impact a child’s developing brain.
Pollutants can lead to neuro-inflammation,
neurodegenerative diseases, and loss of or
damage to white matter.

Haze pollution and children
In Malaysia, haze events have been common, especially during intensified dry weather
induced by El-Niño. Haze events lead to:
1.

Increased hospital admissions and mortality, especially for respiratory outcomes.
(from Desk Study 4) Health effects among young children below five years old
could be more acute when haze occurred for a longer duration and higher intensity.

Haze and health in Malaysia
increase in hospital inpatient
cases due to haze-related
illnesses (compared to
normal days) – 2005 to 2009 a

31% increase

excess risk of respiratory
deaths associated with haze
events – 2000 to 2007 b

19% excess risk for all ages
41% excess risk for children below 14

+

a Othman J et al (2014) Transboundary smoke haze pollution in Malaysia: inpatient health impacts and economic valuation,
Environmental Pollution 189: 194-201
b Sahani M et al (2012) Kajian ekologi nyamuk aedes di Senawang, Negeri Sembilan, Malaysia, Sains Malaysiana 41(2): 261-269

2. Disrupted schooling. School closures during severe haze episodes disrupt children’s education and wellbeing. In September 2019, nearly 2,500 schools were closed across Malaysia, affecting at least 1.7 million
pupils.17 Studies worldwide have shown that there can be considerable loss of earnings resulting from
disaster-related education disruptions.18
Haze-producing forest and land fires have been linked not only to climate change but also to human factors like
deforestation and agricultural expansion, mainly in neighbouring countries and to a lesser extent in Malaysia.19
Hence, haze mitigation should be a priority issue to be addressed not only on the climate front but also by
modifying economy-driven human behaviours related to land-use change and fires.
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Health risks from exposure to
chemicals, hazardous substances
and waste
Children are far more sensitive than adults to toxic
chemicals in the environment not just due to their
young age, but also to the following reasons:
1.

Their frequent exposure to outdoor activities while
at play, as well as time spent in crowded and closed
classrooms during school hours.
2. Some pollutants are more concentrated at ground level,
and children, generally shorter than adults, may breathe
in higher concentrations of these pollutants.
3. Persistent organic pollutants that are highly stable and
transported over long distances are extremely hazardous
to children due to their ability to accumulate in fatty
tissues and become biomagnified in the food chain.

Children’s
health can also
be seriously affected by
illegal dumping of hazardous
wastes, which occurs as a result
of poor industry compliance with
health- and environmental-related
legislation and poor enforcement by
related agencies. Illegal dumping
of hazardous wastes should
be addressed as a priority
issue.

Illegal dumping of chemical waste: the Kim Kim River incident
In 2019, a tanker lorry from an illegal tyre recycling factory dumped some 2.43 tonnes of chemical waste into the Kim
Kim River in Kota Masai, Johor. Students from nearby schools experienced difficulty breathing, coughing, nausea, eye
and throat irritation, and vomiting after inhaling unpleasant odours in their school compound. More than 4,000 people
(most of them children) were treated for exposure to hazardous chemicals. All 111 schools in the area were closed.20
The victims were found to have been exposed to chemicals which can cause short- and long-term effects ranging
from mild to severe, including cancer risks.

Kim Kim River. Photo courtesy of The Star, Malaysia
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Climate and environmental risks among
marginalized children
Marginalized children are children outside and peripheralized from the mainstream group or centre of society.
They have little control of their lives, little available resources, and are often subjected to stigmatization with
negative public attitudes.

Marginalized children
in Malaysia
Marginalized children are part of
marginalized communities such
as indigenous people, refugees,
stateless people, or undocumented
migrants. Children who are
abandoned, unregistered at birth,
have parents with unregistered
marriages, or have a disability, may
also be marginalized.

Why are marginalized children more
likely to be affected by climate change?
Marginalized communities are more vulnerable due to:
1. Poverty and social and economic conditions (e.g. having
a high dependence on ecosystem goods)
2. Geographical location (e.g. islands, slums, informal
settlements and other areas that often overlap with
flood and drought zones)
3. Poor access to services such as water and sanitation
4. Poor access to health services (and for those who lack
legal status, an unwillingness to seek healthcare due to
fear of detention by authorities)
5. Illiteracy, and limited access to information.
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Marginalized children: Pos Kuala Mu,
Pulau Gaya and PPR Sungai Bonus
The study team conducted case studies in three areas in Malaysia with large populations of children who can be
considered marginalized and suffering from multidimensional poverty.

© UKM Study Team/Sungai Siput,
Perak/2020-21

Pos Kuala Mu, Sungai Siput,
Perak is an Orang Asli village
located on elevated forested terrain
in the Titiwangsa mountain range.
It is more than 60 km away from
Sungai Siput town. There are four
villages here (Kampung Kuala Mu,
Kampung Gapeh, Kampung Toh
and Kampung Bersah). Orang Asli
children in Malaysia are generally
considered marginalized because
of low education and literacy levels,
alongside low family income.
Impacts: The environment
and climate in the
mountainous, forested terrain
here have experienced significant
changes over time. The community
mainly associates these changes
with increased logging and tourism
in the area. Fewer trees were linked
to an increase in landslides and
floods. The extraction of logs via
rivers was linked to increased river
pollution and decreasing clean water
availability. The community has also
noticed broader changes in climate
patterns, for example changes in the
regularity, timing and duration of hot
and rainy seasons.
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Pulau Gaya, Sabah is a
1,465-hectare island located a
15-minute boat ride from Kota
Kinabalu. It is one of the most
sensitive areas in Malaysia in terms
of climatic factors, both in terms of
seasonal variability and long-term
change. It has a large population
of undocumented children and
children from low-income families.
Most children between 6 and 12 are
involved in economic activities in the
market area, including selling candy,
cigarettes, plastic goods, salted
fish, lottery tickets, sewing clothes,
soliciting alms and gambling.

PPR Sungai Bonus, Kuala Lumpur
is part of the PPR (Projek Perumahan
Rakyat or People’s Housing Project)
government programme for
squatters’ relocation and for lowincome earners. PPR Sungai Bonus
is located in Setapak in urban Kuala
Lumpur. The low-cost leasehold
flats consist of two 15-storey blocks
with 632 residential units. Each
unit is not less than 700 ft2 with
three bedrooms, two bathrooms,
a kitchen, and a hall. Most of the
tenants in PPR Sungai Bonus are
low-income, B40 (bottom 40%)
families.

Impacts: Residents here
are feeling the effects of
climate change through the
increased frequency and intensity of
destructive typhoons. There is also
the risk of slow-onset changes like
the rise in sea level. Environmental
pollution is intensifying due to
improper disposal of garbage, most
of which can be found floating in the
waters surrounding Pulau Gaya.

Impacts: Improper garbage
disposal has contributed
to environmental pollution.
Children here are also exposed to
flash floods and urban microclimates,
particularly the heat island
phenomenon.
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Marginalized children: five areas of concern
Based on the findings of the three case studies, five areas of concern were identified.

1

Susceptibility to infectious
diseases

These factors increase the vulnerability of children to
water-, food-, and vector-borne diseases in the face of a
changing climate and environment.
1.

Low awareness of personal hygiene was noted in
the three communities.
2. Lack of access to clean, running water. In Pulau
Gaya and Pos Kuala Mu, this has been linked to an
increase in water-borne diseases. Less than half of
the population surveyed in Pulau Gaya had access
to clean, running water, and children there were
especially susceptible to water-borne diseases such
as diarrhoeal disease and vector-borne diseases like
malaria. In Pos Kuala Mu, cases of malaria have been
linked to stagnant water in wells.
3. Improper garbage disposal habits in Pulau Gaya
and PPR Sungai Bonus have increased the breeding
sites for vector-borne diseases. For PPR Sungai
Bonus, dengue is a major concern linked to stagnant
water collecting in improperly disposed garbage.

“Those who live far
from school stay at the
hostel, but problems
still arise if they go
back [home] during
the weekend and
come back on Sunday.
If it rains heavily on
Sunday, there will not
be many students on
Monday.” – Pos Kuala
Mu study participant

2

Access to schools and education

Children’s education can be considered a part of
their adaptive capacity against climate change and
environmental degradation. However, the increasing
intensity and frequency of rain, storm and drought events
adversely affects education:
1.

Disruptions in transportation and access. Teachers
in Pulau Gaya and Pos Kuala Mu observed a decline
in school attendance during the rainy season. In Pulau
Gaya, parents were concerned about the safety of
boat transport to school in rough seas. In Pos Kuala
Mu, most parents only had motorcycles, making it
more difficult to send their children to school safely,
often many kilometres away, using dangerous
mountain roads in the rainy season. Risks include
landslides and increased river water levels that make
crossing unsafe.
2. Quality of children’s education. Increasing drought
events are a concern. In Pulau Gaya, teachers
reported that students were noticeably less attentive
during the hot weather due to increased levels of
discomfort.

© UKM Study Team/Pulau Gaya, Sabah/2020-21
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3

Access to basic services and
supplies

Access to basic services and supplies are necessary to
protect children against the impacts of climate change
and environmental degradation. The case studies found
that access is better the closer an area is to the city.
Families in PPR Sungai Bonus faced only minor issues,
even during hazardous climatic conditions. On the other
hand, Pulau Gaya and Pos Kuala Mu are located far from
basic services, and face these issues:
1.

Access to health services. Typhoons and rainstorms
in Pulau Gaya have prevented families from seeking
medical aid on the mainland. Safety concerns also
keep Pos Kuala Mu residents from the closest
health clinic 40 km away during the rainy season.
Landslides may even completely cut off
road access. Most notably, extreme weather
prevents children with health conditions from
receiving regular treatment or checkups.
2. Access to water. Water quality and accessibility,
already limited at Pulau Gaya and Pos Kuala Mu,
are further affected by climate variability. In Pulau
Gaya, extreme weather affects boat services selling
freshwater from the mainland. During a drought,
the price of water increases, leading to higher
reliance on rainwater by residents. In Pos Kuala Mu,
heavy rains affect the water quality of the river, the
primary source of water. This reliance on non-tapped
water in both locations increases the risk of waterborne diseases.
3. Access to food. For communities in Pulau Gaya,
the rainy season affects food supply as they cannot
go to the mainland regularly to purchase food, nor
can they go out to sea to fish.

4

Family income instability

In general, the case studies found that families
with a higher and more stable family income were
less vulnerable to climate variations and environmental
degradation. But climate change itself, and environmental
degradation, stand in the way of income stability when
communities depend on climate-sensitive economic
activities.
In Pulau Gaya, the rainy season not only prevents
fishermen from going out to sea, but also affects
residents who travel to the mainland to work. In Pos
Kuala Mu, activities like rubber tapping and collecting
forest produce become more difficult and dangerous
during the rainy season. Even in PPR Sungai Bonus,
residents working as Grab drivers saw decreased
income during the rainy season as fewer people
ventured outdoors.

Income instability leads to other issues:
1. Education will become less important for families
with economic and social difficulties. This, in turn,
may affect children’s adaptive capability against
climate change and environmental degradation.
2. Children’s access to basic necessities (e.g. food)
and social services (e.g. healthcare) will be affected.
3. Social issues among youth like drugs and petty theft
may arise. These were particularly prevalent in PPR
Sungai Bonus.

“If the rain is heavy, and there is a storm and strong waves,
we can’t go to the hospital…we are afraid that the boat will
overturn… Even if your child is really sick, you just need to
wait…’” – Pulau Gaya study participant
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“Sometimes when I walk around the ﬂats, there will be people
throwing their rubbish from [the ﬂoors above], soy sauce bottles,
glass...” – PPR Sungai Bonus participant

5

Health hazards and general
well-being

Extreme climate events put marginalized communities
at higher risk of danger. In Pulau Gaya, typhoons often
cause house roofs to be blown away, houses to collapse,
and bridges that connect one house to another to
break. Storm damage to school buildings here has also
prevented children from attending school for extended
periods. In Pos Kuala Mu, residents fear landslides. In
such disasters, children are usually the most vulnerable.
In PPR Sungai Bonus, cramped conditions due to a
combination of small residential unit size and large

household size led children to report feeling ‘choked’
and ‘stressed’ when confined indoors for long periods
during extreme weather events. Such conditions can
take a toll on children’s mental health. This study found
that in general, children were more vulnerable to climate
change when their household size was larger than five.
The lack of environmental education and awareness
among marginalized communities can also lead to
serious safety issues. In PPR Sungai Bonus, despite
scheduled waste services provided by the municipal
council, children have been hurt by plastic bags of
rubbish indiscriminately flung out of higher floors.

© UKM Study Team/Pulau Gaya, Sabah/2020-21
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Gender and vulnerability
Climate change and environmental degradation affect
boys and girls differently. Because girls are perceived
as more vulnerable, they tend to be better protected by
their families and community, and have access to better
support systems in the face of climate and environmental
risks, based on the Pulau Gaya case study. On Pulau Gaya
and in PPR Sg Bonus, boys were more likely to drop out
of school and work to help their families when sources of
income became scarce. In Pos Kuala Mu, girls were more
likely to drop out. These variations may be due to cultural
factors and gender roles for boys and girls.
In other significant ways, girls are more vulnerable:
1. Physiology. A study in Istanbul, Turkey, found that
females seem to be at a higher risk of suffering
from respiratory diseases attributed to PM10, PM2.5,
and NO2.21 In the Pulau Gaya case study, girls were
perceived to be more vulnerable to climate change
(particularly in the face of sea-related extremes)
than boys.
2. Risk of sexual abuse and gender-based violence.
The case studies also revealed how climate change
vulnerability could increase concerns and the risk of
sexual abuse among children, especially girls. Factors
leading to sexual abuse included the absence of
another adult at home, family unemployment, and
a history of drug abuse in the family. These factors
become especially pronounced in communities

© UNICEF Malaysia/2018/Noorani
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like PPR Sungai Bonus during bad weather. Girls
reported that being confined indoors with many
family members in a small housing unit made them
feel unsafe due to a lack of privacy and a proper
place to study and sleep. In the aftermath of natural
disasters, overcrowded and unsafe conditions at
disaster shelters can expose women and girls to
gender-based violence. At such times, medical and
legal services are overwhelmed, making it harder
to get help.22

Women and decision-making

In Malaysia, resources and decision-making
power tend to be dominated by males in
the family and society. Despite higher levels
of health literacy among females, females
may not have the freedom to make key
decisions for their families based on their best
knowledge, thus increasing their children’s
vulnerability towards health impacts of climate
change and environmental degradation.
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Climate change and children in Malaysia:
gaps and opportunities
The study identified several gaps where there exist opportunities
for the Government to further ensure that all children in Malaysia
are better protected from the impacts of climate variability and
environmental degradation. These opportunities map onto Articles
24, 26, and 28 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights
of the Child (UNCRC). The Government of Malaysia has ratified
the UNCRC (with five reservations).

Article

Article

Article

the right to
safe water and
sanitation

the right to social
and economic
help (without
discrimination)

the right to
(climate-smart)
education

24

Given that many effects
of climate change and
environmental degradation are
closely related to issues of safe
water and sanitation, these gaps
should be addressed:
1. Improve water sanitation
services during emergencies.
2. Guarantee clean, running
water and good sanitation
services for all, to reduce
vector breeding grounds.
3. Urgently accelerate the cleanup and maintenance of rivers,
and consider penalties and/or
compensation regarding the
upstream uses of the rivers
and watersheds.
4. Give priority to ensuring
access for any remaining
communities still lacking safe
water and sanitation.
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Governments must provide
social security, including financial
support and other benefits, to
families in need of assistance.
The following gaps should be
addressed:
1. The living conditions, size of
units and facilities of housing
for low-income earners
should consider the effect
on children of being confined
indoors for extended periods.
2. Climate and environmental
events deprive marginalized
families of their regular
sources of income, putting
pressure on children to work.
There is room for more
climate and environmental
considerations in the
Government’s current social,
economic and financial
assistance programmes.
3. Refugees in Malaysia often
do not have access to basic
services or government
assistance.23

28

Education influences the extent
to which our children will be
able to understand and adapt to
the impacts of climate change
and environmental degradation.
Urgent action should be taken in
four areas:
1. Leadership of the education
sector in climate change
policy-making processes.
2. Enhance data and improve
the evidence base to inform
climate and education
policies.
3. Ensure continued climatesensitive and resilient
education.
4. Improve learning and skills in
schools to address climate
crisis challenges.
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Climate and environmental governance
in Malaysia
International commitments
At the international level, Malaysia’s direct involvement in the climate change process began when it ratified the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), followed by the Kyoto Protocol. Article 3 of the Paris
Climate Agreement addresses climate change in a bottom-up approach through Nationally Determined Contributions
(NDCs), which endorses flexibility for states to decide their climate actions. Malaysia’s commitments and updates are
outlined below.

Malaysia’s commitments to reduce emissions intensity per unit of GDP
Kyoto Protocol

voluntary reduction of up to 40% by 2020 (compared to 2005 levels) –
conditional on its receiving technology transfer and adequate financing from
developed countries.

Paris Climate Agreement

45% by 2030 (compared to 2005 levels) – 35% to be implemented
unconditionally, and 10% conditional upon support by developed countries.

Update to Malaysia’s NDC
to the UNFCCC submitted
on 30 July 2021

45% by 2030 – unconditional, i.e. the NDC will be financed domestically.

Legal frameworks

In Malaysia, the complex setting
of legal frameworks on the
environment, climate change, and
children’s protection stems from
the Constitution’s distribution of
powers between federal and state
governments, as provided in the
legislative lists. The subject matters of
the environment and climate change
do not exist within any of the lists.
The lists do, however, include aspects
incidental to both matters.
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The Economic Planning Unit
(EPU) and the 11 th Malaysia Plan

The Economic Planning Unit (EPU) is the
coordinating agency for all government
ministries in planning and budgeting for the
SDGs. The 11th Malaysia Plan (2016-2020)
formulated by the EPU aims to operationalize
the SDGs. In the strategic thrust for green
growth and sustainability, one initiative is
to incorporate education on sustainable
consumption and production into the school
curriculum. Climate change adaptation is also
included for flood mitigation and inculcating
public awareness on health impacts from
vector-, food-, and water-borne diseases.
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Governance: climate change and the environment
In general, climate change mitigating actions are embedded in the laws, policies and action plans across sectors in
Malaysia. Policies addressing climate change and the environment include:
• National Policy on Climate Change (NPCC) 2009
• Environmental Quality Act (EQA) 1974
• National Green Technology Policy 2009
• Policy and Mechanism on National Disaster and Relief Management (n.d.)
• National Policy on the Environment 2002
• National Water Resources Policy 2012.

Key document: National Policy on Climate
Change 2009
Malaysia’s key policy document concerning
climate change identifies three main principles in
Malaysia’s approach: climate change mitigation,
climate change adaptation, and capacity building.
Under this policy, a general reference is made
to children as included within the term ‘Major
Groups’. Children are sometimes also addressed
as one specific target group, especially related to
educational activities.
Upon the policy’s identification of renewable
energy generation as one of the main measures to
reduce greenhouse gas emissions, the Renewable
Energy Act 2011 was passed. Malaysia’s sectoral
laws and policies most relevant to climate change
are within the renewable energy sector.

Key document: Environmental Quality Act 1974
The EQA 1974 is considered the most important
environmental legislation in Malaysia. Primarily
a pollution control law, the Act addresses
environmental and human health protection with
different strategies (limits of emission, discharge
license, fines, environmental standards).
An important component is the Environmental
Impact Assessment (EIA) requirement. The
assessment includes a Health Impact Assessment
(HIA), with a guidance document established in
2012. Children have been mentioned briefly as an
example of a vulnerable population in the HIA.
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Governance: child protection
and education
The pursuit of Malaysia’s child’s protection is guided by
the UNCRC as stated in the Preamble, that ‘the child,
by reason of his physical and mental immaturity, needs
special safeguards and care, including appropriate legal
protection, before as well as after birth’.
As education is the key channel for transmitting
information on climate change and environmental health,
many educational programmes have been organized
by ministries, civil society organizations and private
companies. Furthermore, the Ministry of Education’s
Inclusive Education Programme aims at ensuring that
students with disabilities receive equal education
opportunities.

Key document: Child Act 2001
This Act is regarded as the most powerful Act
introduced to consolidate and amend laws relating
to children’s care, protection, and rehabilitation.
The preamble of the Act recognizes that every
child is entitled to protection and assistance in all
circumstances.

Key document: Malaysian Education Blueprint
2013-2025
This Blueprint was developed with the aim of
transforming the education landscape in Malaysia
and preparing children for the needs of the 21st
century. It outlines five system aspirations: access,
quality, equity, unity and efficiency.

© Zul-‘Izzat Ikhwan Zaini, UKM Study Team/Pulau Gaya, Sabah/2020-21
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Governance: public health
Major national policies and plans related to health in
Malaysia include the following:
• National Environmental Health Action Plan (NEHAP)
2019
• National Dengue Strategic Plan 2016-2020
• Health Management Action Plan for Haze 2020.
The Ministry of Health (MOH) is the main regulatory body
that enforces the law on public health. In addressing the
impacts of climate change and environmental hazards,
the MOH has established health guidelines and action
plans for events such as floods, haze, and climatesensitive diseases.
Although children are not specifically mentioned in
the macro-level strategic plans, they are addressed as
part of the vulnerable population in most management
guidelines, including attending to their mental health
during disasters.
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Governance: gaps and opportunities
Overall, in Malaysia:
1. Laws and policies relating to the environment do not recognize children’s issues
2. Laws and policies relating to children and public health do not address environmental issues.
UNICEF’s guidance document for child-sensitive climate policies state that governance frameworks should be structured
around four principles. Based on these, the study identified four key areas with opportunities for improvement.

UNICEF’s four principles for child-sensitive
climate policies state that governance
frameworks should be:
1

Ambitious and urgent

2

Rights-based

3

Holistic and multi-sectoral

Corresponding issues in Malaysia in four key areas,
as identified in this study:

Issues with the governance framework
Children not addressed as a specific target group
Issues with coherence between policies, laws and
plans

4

Inclusive

Lack of avenues for the participation of children or
their representatives

1

Issues with the governance
framework

Legal issues related to children, climate change and
the environment

Most of the policies and laws reviewed in this study
came into existence before climate change became a
global issue. Due to this, their content is not in line with
Malaysia’s pledges at the international level. They are
thus not sufficiently ambitious or urgent. For example:
1.

The EQA 1974 and other environment-related laws
do not reflect important climate concerns or SDG
attainment. Terms such as ‘sustainable development’
and ‘climate change’ are not mentioned in the Act.
2. Climate change is not mentioned in the Renewable
Energy Act 2011. There is no mechanism to indicate
that this Act serves to increase the share of
electricity generation by renewable energy sources
to promote sustainable development, climate change
mitigation and environmental protection.
3. Policies that do directly address climate change
are outdated. For example, the NPCC 2009 has not
been revised since 2009. While many countries
have developed laws as their main greenhouse
gas emission reduction strategy, Malaysia’s legal
framework remains rudimentary with no specific
law on climate change, except for the Renewable
Energy Act 2011.

Issues on the understanding of
the right to a healthy environment

ABUSE
Issues with the legal interpretation of
child abuse

Issues with the legal interpretation of
environmental pollution
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2

Children not addressed as a
specific target group

Malaysia agrees on the importance of a health response
to climate change and environmental issues. However,
with a few notable exceptions (e.g. Baby Friendly
Hospitals, CyberSAFE), policies, plans and laws do not
contain specific strategies for protecting children and
their unique rights as spelt out by the UNCRC in the
context of environmental and climate risk.
Under the EQA 1974, for example, pollution emission
standards represent the minimum environmental
standards or practices that do not affect the general
population adversely, without considering particular
groups such as children and infants. A preventive
approach to diseases and environmental risks needs
to be adopted for children.
Encouragingly, from the study team’s consultations
with stakeholders, it is understood that many
programmes and policies have included children as
part of the general implementation plan. The National
Disaster Management Agency (NADMA) is one example.

Prioritizing vulnerable groups: NADMA
The National Disaster Management
Agency (NADMA) recognizes that
children are among the most impacted
populations during a disaster.
NADMA’s Community Based Disaster
Risk Management Programme
includes a public education module
on the community’s roles in disaster
management. The module includes
prioritizing vulnerable groups such as
children, the elderly, women and people
with disabilities before, during, and after
disasters. This programme has also
been conducted at schools to enhance
students’ resilience and preparedness
against disasters.
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3

Issues with coherence between
policies, laws and plans

In general, this assessment found a huge gap in the
holistic and multi-sectoral coherence of child-sensitive
and child-friendly climate change and environmental
policies, plans, and laws across sectors. Health laws,
child protection laws, and environmental laws were
developed with different aims and target groups.
Enforcement falls under different regulatory bodies,
despite these areas of law being often concerned
with the same subject matter.
When health is mentioned in laws and policies, the
reference is often not translated into meaningful
commitments and actions. For example:
1.

While the National Transport Policy 2019-2030
mentions reducing carbon and air pollutant
emissions, the relevant health issues have not
been included.
2. The Renewable Energy Act 2011 does not address
carbon emissions in the context of health, despite
emissions being one of the leading causes of
morbidity and mortality, particularly for children.
Within policies and laws targeted at children, where
the focus is on creating a safer and more friendly
environment for children, there are no distinctive efforts
to protect the children’s health and environment in terms
of climate change and environmental degradation.
Sustainable development and climate change resilience
are strategic thrusts in the National Physical Plan 3
2016-2020. Children are addressed separately under
the strategic thrust of inclusive communities, addressing
access to facilities and services and public spaces for
healthy growth. There is a lack of integration between
both strategic thrusts.
In addition to the issues described above, there are
two other kinds of coherence issues:
1. Coherence issues within environmental law and
policy.
2. Coherence issues between federal and state law.
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4

Lack of avenues for the
participation of children or
their representatives

Under the EQA 1974 Section 51, in gazetting
regulations, the minister must seek advice from the
Environmental Quality Council, which comprises 18
members representing relevant bodies concerned with
the environment and pollution. The Council members
currently do not include agencies concerned with
children. Currently, the Ministry of Women, Family and
Community Development, the custodian of children’s
welfare, is only involved in the Social Impact
Assessment of the EIA and has yet to be included
in the Environmental Quality Council.

The Children Representative Council (Majlis Perwakilan
Kanak-Kanak) Malaysia, consisting of 30 children aged
13 to 17 years old, is the main platform where children’s
views can be sought during the policy revision process.
Two council members sit on the National Council
for Children.24 However, currently, most activities of
the Children Representative Council are confined to
education and inculcating awareness on climate change
and environmental degradation.

© UNICEF Malaysia/2018/Noorani
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Recap:
Six key points from the findings

1

Climate change and environmental
degradation are intensifying in Malaysia
alongside rapid development. Economic
growth and population expansion have led to
higher greenhouse gas emissions, accelerated
environmental degradation and increased waste
generation. Rainfall intensity has increased,
leading to more floods and natural disasters. It is
projected that Malaysia will experience a higher
frequency, duration and magnitude of heatwaves
in the future, alongside lengthened wet spells.

4

2

While the rights of children in Malaysia
are reasonably protected, the level
of protection varies with societal and
geographical conditions. Despite significant
overall achievements in terms of poverty
eradication, school enrolment, literacy, and
children’s health and nutrition, for certain
vulnerable groups and marginalized communities
in Malaysia, these rights remain elusive.

5

3

6

Accelerated climate change and
environmental degradation present
serious risks for children in Malaysia. From
floods and vector-borne diseases to worsening
air quality and improper disposal of hazardous
wastes, children will bear the brunt of the
impacts, with consequences seen in terms
of health, well-being, education and future
income, among others.
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Children living in marginalized
communities are more vulnerable to
climate and environmental risks. These risks
are exacerbated by factors such as poverty,
illiteracy, poor access to basic services and
information, poor housing and living conditions.

While girls tend to be more vulnerable than
boys to climate and environmental risks,
each gender is affected differently. Differences
are due to cultural factors as well as physiology.
Risks include gender-based violence and
pressures on marginalized children to drop out
of school when family income is impacted.

While Malaysia’s governance framework
does address climate and environmental
issues, not all aspects of children’s rights have
been adequately considered. In most policies
and plans, children are not explicitly recognized as
rights-holders and important stakeholders. Other
issues with the frameworks include different
aims, different regulatory bodies and lack of
integration between federal and state.
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Summary Booklet
Booklet

Part 2

RECOMMENDATIONS
Addressing climate and environmental issues with children in mind
Climatesmart
education
A child-sensitive
governance framework

1

5

Public-private
partnerships

Broad
recommendations
for Malaysia

Research and
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Broad recommendations for Malaysia
Recommendation 1 – Move towards a more child-sensitive governance
framework.
Laws and policies guide the planning and implementation of all projects and programmes. In this regard,
Malaysia should ensure that:

1.

Laws, policies and plans explicitly
address children’s vulnerability to climate
change and environmental degradation.
Climate and environmental justice issues
concerning children’s right to a healthy
environment should be systematically and
widely interpreted by the Constitution and
integrated into national law and policy.

3. Environmental hazards are recognized as a
potential cause of harm to children within
the Malaysian legal framework. The judiciary
can explore ways in which parties that
perpetrate environmental crimes, especially
crimes that affect children and other
vulnerable groups, can be brought to justice
more effectively. Furthermore, enforcement
capacity in regulating environmental hazards,
especially when understood in the context
of preventing child ‘abuse’, should be
strengthened.

2. All sectors are aligned in addressing
the impacts of climate change and
environmental degradation on children.
The NEHAP 2019, which prioritizes the
environmental health of children in Malaysia,
can serve to draw the attention of all sectors
to children’s vulnerabilities.

4. Coordination and synergy are improved
between federal and state levels on issues
related to children’s environmental health.
The Sabah State Policy on the Environment
2017 can be used as a guide for other states
to develop their own action plans. The federal
government can explore ways to support
state governments in this endeavour.

2021: An opportune time for more
child-sensitive governance
The NPCC 2009 and EQA 1974 are currently under
review by the Ministry of Environment and Water,
while the Climate Change Act and National Adaptation
Plan are being formulated. Many other policies and
plans reached the end of their referencing term in
2020. It is thus an opportune time for ministries to
consider gaps and opportunities highlighted here,
and update policies, laws and plans accordingly.
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Recommendation 2 – Strengthen the education sector to be climate-smart.
To withstand the impacts of climate change and environmental degradation, children must be equipped with
awareness and knowledge. Schools must also remain open. In this regard, three areas of focus are:

1.

Climate-smart educational content.
Currently, climate change and the
environment are not formal individual
subjects in the Malaysian curriculum.
Substantive educational content on these
important topics should be included in the
curriculum and the Malaysian Education
Blueprints.

3. Climate-smart schools. Initiatives for climatesmart schools and resilient infrastructures
are crucial to ensure that school closures and
learning disruptions are minimized in the event
of natural disasters. Innovations developed for
online learning during COVID-19 can also be
evaluated for adaptation into a climate-smart
education ecosystem.

2. Support for teachers. In the meantime, to
effectively supplement the current curriculum
with intersectional climate change content
and successfully teach these topics to their
students, teachers must be supported with
the latest knowledge on climate change
science and local impacts and solutions.

Recommendation 3 – Support advocacy and representation for children and
vulnerable groups.
Despite important progress made in Malaysia, children are yet to be viewed as key stakeholders in policy and
rule of law initiatives. Hence, it is important to:

1.

Ensure meaningful participation of
children in climate- and environmentrelated policy processes. This can take
place through direct participation and
engagement, or via representatives.

3. Consider the use of digital platforms
(including social media) that are growing in
importance in terms of participation and civic
engagement.

Why involve children in policymaking?
2. Seek the involvement of civil society,
particularly youth groups and networks,
academia, and private actors. This will help
ensure the representation of diverse groups,
particularly children from marginalized
communities. Existing forums that facilitate
child participation, such as the National Youth
Forum and the ASEAN Children’s Forum, can
be further leveraged.

Children’s participation in issues that affect them
is not only their fundamental right (as enshrined in
Article 12 of the UNCRC), it also:
1. Improves decision-making through discussions
grounded in children’s realities, concerns and

capacities
2. Enhances public awareness about participation
that in turn facilitates a culture of participation
25
3. Develops children’s knowledge and skills.
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Recommendation 4 – Conduct more research and development (R&D).
R&D will ensure Malaysia’s child-sensitive climate and environmental governance initiatives are evidence-based.
To support the R&D process, data collected should be detailed and disaggregated to represent children and other
marginalized communities. Priority areas include R&D to develop:

1.

Child-centric guidelines on health
components and indicators related to climate
and the environment. This can include risk
assessment tools to be incorporated into
existing children’s periodic health screenings
and monitoring programmes to identify
children-at-risk.

2. Climate change training modules for
teachers, along with relevant educational
materials for students.

3. Alternative education modalities to
minimize disruption in teaching and learning
during periods of environmental and climate
stress.

4. Monitoring and evaluation mechanisms
for intervention programmes related to
climate and the environment, to ensure they
are aligned across all sectors and governance
levels.

Recommendation 5 – Build public-private partnerships.
Many pressing issues can only be addressed effectively through joint efforts by government and private-sector
actors. Both sectors should explore ways to pool resources and identify synergies. For example:

1.

Innovative solutions spearheaded by the
private sector can be promoted to mitigate
and adapt to climate change.

2. Advances in private education systems
can be applied in the development of climatesmart educational materials and training
modules.
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3. Adoption of environmental, social and
governance programmes that increase child
participation.

How can the private sector help?
Many of the recommendations here—and climate
mitigation and adaptation programmes in general—
require massive capital, expertise and innovation. The
private sector can partner with the government to
jointly execute plans at scale and speed by focusing
on efficiency and long-term impact while remaining
rooted in public oversight. In the context of climate
finance, such partnerships can remove the strain on the
government budget by transferring significant funding
risks to the private sector.
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Recommendations by sector
The sector-based recommendations below focus on smart partnerships with an emphasis on intersectoral and interministerial synergies. It is recommended that stakeholders use the findings and recommendations of the study as input
for developing specific recommendations and actions with clear roles and responsibilities, timelines and resources.
SECTOR

ISSUES

RECOMMENDATIONS

TIMEFRAME*

Governance

• Lack of child-sensitive
policies and legislations
• Fragmentation in policies
and implementation
• Pollution and illegal
hazardous waste
disposals from industries

1. To consider children’s vulnerabilities to climate change and
environmental risks in relevant policies, laws, and plans.
2. To strengthen institutional capacity, including
interministerial capacity, and to improve intergovernmental
coordination across sectors, including federal-state
coordination.
3. To develop monitoring and evaluation mechanisms for
climate- and environment-related issues with a focus on
children.

ST MT

• Vector-, food-, water-borne
and respiratory diseases
• Heat-related illnesses
• Sanitation and hygiene
• Social support systems
• Food insecurity
• Mental health

1. To develop a comprehensive child-centric guideline on all
health components or indicators related to climate change
and environmental degradation, including natural disasters.
2. To strengthen health policies and laws to take into account
the extra vulnerability of children to climate change,
environmental degradation and natural disaster.
3. To strengthen existing social protection systems to better
protect children and respond to natural disasters/ climate
change and public health pandemic.

ST MT

• Access to education
• Capacity and resources

1. To enhance education on environmental health and to
strengthen environmental evaluation systems.
2. To increase the availability of resources and educational
materials on climate change and environmental
sustainability.
3. To strengthen the education system to be more resilient
to climate change, environmental risks and natural
disasters.

ST

Health

Education

Children

Climate
change
and the
environment

Private
sector and
civil society

• Child protection
• Gender equity
• Safe environment

1. To increase advocacy and representation for children’s
rights to a safe and healthy environment, ensuring equity
and inclusion.
2. To recognize environmental hazards as a potential source
of harm to children’s health and well-being, and implement
measures to reduce these risks.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Vector-borne diseases
Rain and heat extremes
Forest/peat fires
Air and water pollution
Water scarcity
Injury and death
Floods, cyclones, sealevel rise
• Damage to infrastructure

1. To update the NPCC 2009 to include children’s health
vulnerabilities to climate change and environmental risks.
2. To establish a Climate Change Act that addresses the
climate change impacts on children’s health and well-being.
3. To include disaggregated data on children’s health, climate,
and the environment in national and international reporting.
4. To improve the delivery of essential supplies and services
such as water and healthcare in remote and vulnerable
areas, including during natural disasters.

• Advocacy and
representation
• Funding resources
• Expertise and innovation

1. Provide inclusive platforms for the representation of
children in policy- and decision-making processes.
2. Establish public-private partnerships in support of
child-sensitive climate change adaptation and mitigation
strategies and actions.
3. Promote innovation to adapt to and mitigate climate
change, with a particular focus on children.

* ST Short term: 1-2 years

MT Medium term: 3-5 years

ST

ST

ST MT
ST MT

ST

MT LT

ST

MT LT

ST
ST
MT
MT

ST MT
ST MT LT
ST MT LT

LT Long term: >5 years
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Abbreviations
EIA
Environmental Impact Assessment

NEHAP
National Environmental Health Action Plan

EPU
Economic Planning Unit

NPCC
National Policy on Climate Change

EQA
Environmental Quality Act

PPR
Projek Perumahan Rakyat (People’s Housing Project)

GPI
Gender Parity Index

SDG
Sustainable Development Goals

HIA
Health Impact Assessment

UNCRC
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child

LMIC
low- and middle-income countries

UNFCCC
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change

MOH
Ministry of Health

VNR
Voluntary National Review

NADMA
National Disaster Management Agency

WHO
World Health Organization

NDC
Nationally Determined Contributions
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Find out more
This publication features the summarized findings and recommendations of a study conducted by
UNICEF Malaysia, UKM and UMS. For further information on the impact of climate change on children,
as well as various aspects of the study (including methodology, ethical guidelines adopted and study
limitations), refer to the study’s Synthesis Report (97 pages) and full Technical Report (345 pages).
Available at https://unicef.org/malaysia/reports/impact-climate-change-children.
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For every child
Whoever she is.
Wherever he lives.
Every child deserves a childhood.
A future.
A fair chance.
That's why UNICEF is here.
For each and every child.
Working day in and day out.
In 190 countries and territories.
Reaching the hardest to reach.
The furthest from help.
The most excluded.
It's why we stay to the end.
And never give up.

United Nations Children's Fund
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No. 2, Jalan Tun Abdul Razak,
Precinct 2, 62100 Putrajaya, Malaysia.
Email: kualalumpur@unicef.org
URL: www.unicef.org/malaysia

unicef.malaysia
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