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Being blessed with natural resources, Malaysia has had minimal restraints when it comes to
building its cities and landmarks. The rapid development that has taken place in this country has
resulted in 76.61% of Malaysia’s total population living in urban domains[1]. This puts Malaysia as
one of the most urbanized countries of East Asia, behind Japan, South Korea and Singapore [2].
Malaysia is also one of the most rapidly urbanized regions in the world.
The United Nations revealed in a recent study that the urban population in Malaysia is still on the
rise. From 62% in the year 2000, the urban population in the country is expected to escalate even
more[3].
According to a nationwide census in 2020, the Department Of Statistics Malaysia
published a newsletter highlighting the rate of urbanisation in 2020 at 76.6% in
2020 and it is projected to increase to 88% in 2050 [4]
 .

Why Is Urbanisation On The Rise?

Source: Free Malaysia Today
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A main contributor is the rapid migration of rural populations into urban capitals. Those living in
more rural regions migrate to urban capitals in search of better job opportunities, better living
conditions, and a brighter future.
Rapid urbanisation changes the economic, social, and political setup of a country or region. Its
effects are experienced through all levels of society. High migration rates from rural to urban areas
happening at rapid speed can cause disruption to the economy. Imagine a sudden influx of people
looking for jobs all within the same income range. It wouldn’t be long before unemployment rates
start to see an increase as well. This is a classic case of too much demand but too little supply (or
opportunities). With nothing but government aids and benefits, this is how the new demographic
known as the urban poor came to be realised.
This paper aims to discuss how living in the urban domain and experiencing prolonged poverty, can
influence the livelihoods of those impacted. By analysing various challenges faced by this
demographic, this paper intends to highlight possible contributing factors behind the behavioural
patterns of this community.

Who are the Urban Poor?

Source: Eleven Media Group
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Prior to analysing the behavioural traits and challenges of the urban poor community, we need to
better understand who falls under the category. Generally, all city dwellers that fall within the
bottom 40% income category also better known as B40 are regarded as the urban poor.
The term “Urban Poor” is a vague description of those living in cities that face challenges such as
low household income, low human, social and financial capital. The community also suffers other
deprivations such as inadequate housing and job insecurity, disempowerment and lack of basic
infrastructure and services, insufficient social protection, and lack of access to health care,
education, and personal security.
Among them are some vulnerable groups including single mothers, the elderly and disabled people.
Though the urban poor is quite diverse across regions, they tend to face several common
deprivations, which affect their day-to-day life.

Source: Conceptual Framework of Urban Poverty Reduction (Science Direct)[5]. Image by Wiki Impact.

From an ethnic perspective, this demographic largely consists of the Malay and Indian families. A
study identified that in four out of nine neighbourhoods, Malays are the majority whereas Indians
were the majority in the other three. The remaining two neighbourhoods consist of an equal
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number of Malays and Indians. Of course, these statistics vary across different parts of Malaysia
depending on the ethnic demographic. However, concentration of urban poor among the Malay
and Indian ethnicity remains high[6].
It is also true that those living in urban poor neighbourhoods find themselves in high-risk living
environments such as areas that are more prone to crime, violence and hostile environments[7].
These areas are generally avoided by the public at large because it is deemed unsafe. Most of these
neighbourhoods are tucked away in dense corners of the city and they are often overlooked - much
like the saying, “out of sight, out of mind”.
The urban poor community is still an integral piece of society. They make up Malaysia’s population,
add to the diversity and contribute to the economy in small waves. It matters that we know our
society and the people that make up our nation so that we don’t stigmatise and label each other
based on our assumptions or hearsay.
Let’s take a look at the life and living of the majority of urban poor Malaysians. What does it take for
an urban poor household to make it or survive in the city?

#1: Family Of Five In A House Smaller Than A Badminton Court
The housing conditions of the urban poor are very modest. In the past, there were more urban
squatter areas tucked away in different parts of the city, however, the Malaysian government has
ramped up low cost housing projects and improved the housing options for low-income families.
Most of these housing projects are in the form of high rise flats, also known as PPR (Program
Perumahan Rakyat) flats.
These low cost apartments are designed to provide basic shelter with no extra frills. According to
the guidelines set by the Ministry of Housing and Local Governance, a property under the “Program
Perumahan Rakyat” (PPR) cannot be smaller than 700sq feet (65sq metres)[8]. Each area is usually
equipped with 3 bedrooms, 1 living room, 1 kitchen, and 2 toilets. Usually within range of other
basic amenities such as a prayer room, nursery, a playground and nearby eateries.
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Source: Malay Mail

Having all this for the price of RM124 a month, sounds amazing, however, the size
of these units are often times smaller than a typical 800 sq feet (81.75sq metres)
badminton court[9].
On average Malaysian households have a total of five family members (parents and three children),
excluding any extended family. With the entire family sharing a 700sq feet apartment, coupled with
the hectic pace of the city - life can sometimes be a little suffocating.
Furthermore, to keep things as ‘low cost’ as possible, these buildings are often plagued with
ineffective management services and the construction of the building is less than perfect with many
visible defects. Over time, these physical infrastructure defects are visible and impact on the
housing condition of those living there. Common defects include leaky roofs, uneven floorings,
sub-standard quality plumbing and electricity connection and inadequate ventilation. It is common
practice that despite these building faults, a ‘Certificate of Fitness’ is still issued to residents after
inspection.
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#2: Not Everyone Has The Luxury Of Employment

Source: Malay Mail

When making a move to the big city, not everyone is equipped to succeed in the new environment.
What was enough in rural areas, may not even scratch the surface of what’s needed to make it in
the city. In the city, everything is a competition.
The working portfolio of those in the city is tailored for more white-collar positions, which requires
an SPM qualification at the very least. Regrettably, a huge factor contributing to the high
unemployment rates among the urban poor is their lack of higher qualification and lack of
necessary soft skills and language competency to compete. Those that do have jobs, need to get by
with minimum wages and are not in a position to demand for higher wages.
UNICEF conducted a study on 17 low-cost housing areas and they found that nine
out of ten breadwinners had semi-skilled or low-skilled jobs [10]
 .
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This was evident during a Prime Minister’s visit to Setapak PPR, where he mentioned that many of
the urban poor, who worked as taxi and lorry drivers and are self-employed, are forced to face
various obstacles in their struggle to improve their standard of living. In order to make enough to
provide for their families, the only solution is to put in the extra hours.
Another report by UNICEF on urban child poverty revealed that the heads of households worked
48 hours a week compared to the national average of 47 hours. For those working 48 hours, they
only earn RM9 for an hour compared to RM12 an hour for 47 hours [11]
 .
Not only do they face difficulty obtaining a job, one in three have no social safety
nets leaving them vulnerable to economic shocks.
So despite the fact that they work much longer and harder, they still earn much less than the
average worker [12]. As a matter of fact, one in three heads of households earns less than RM2,000
monthly.
For houses where the females are the heads of households, obtaining a secured job is a greater
challenge. Some are even deemed as a liability as they are unsuited for manual labour and have low
educational qualifications. In addition, women are more likely to get low-productivity jobs with
minimum wages and less social security benefits.

#3: It’s Expensive To Live In The City
A low income is not that big of an issue if your living expenses are not as high. The truth is that most
low-income households are made up of more than one or two individuals, hence increasing
household expenses significantly. What may have been enough to get by in a rural area, is nowhere
near enough to survive in the urban jungle.
The National Household Expenditure Survey 2019 identified the monthly
expenditure of urban communities to range anywhere between RM4,402 to
RM4,916 per month [13]
 . This is much higher than the household expenditure of
the rural communities who spend roughly RM2,725 to RM3,038.
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Source: The Edge Markets

The things the different communities chose to spend their money on is also very different.
Households in the urban areas recorded the highest percentage of expenditure in housing, water,
electricity, gas & fuel at 24%. Meanwhile, the highest expenditure of households in rural areas was
in the food & non-alcoholic beverages expenditure group (24.4%).
General habits like eating out also take a toll on monthly expenses. The expenditure pattern of food
& non-alcoholic beverages group shows that households in rural areas were more likely to prepare
food at home compared to households in urban areas.
UNICEF found that 97% of urban poor households say that high food prices
prevent them from preparing healthy meals for their children[12].
As a result of the pandemic, these households are squeezed even more in terms of budget. The
same report recorded that 77% of the households have no savings for the rainy day - and as a
result, they cannot even afford food.
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#4: Education Among The Urban Poor Still Not A Priority

Source: The Edge Markets

When your life revolves around your next paycheck, everything else just seems to pass you by.
Families that are so trapped in poverty and focused on merely surviving tend to take no notice of
the ‘get out of jail free’ card that is education.
60% of household heads have low education attainment. Only 60% had finished
secondary school[12].
Majority of these qualifications are only enough for entry level or semi-skilled careers. Jobs such as
manual labour, taxi drivers, office clerk, food vendor are just to name a few. As many of these heads
of households have children - it is not uncommon for the same mentality to be passed on to the next
generation.
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51% of children who are 5 and 6 years old are not attending preschool[12].

Malaysian law only mandates primary school attendance for all citizens. Parents who cannot afford
the time or money to spend on early education for their children will simply skip it.
Unfortunately, sometimes this trend continues throughout the child’s growing up years. 2% of
those who are 7 to 17 years old are not in school[12].The reality is that if basic education is not
prioritised for the future generations, they are more likely to be stuck in the same long hours, the
same low wages, the same poverty cycle.
Additionally, many households do not have additional money to buy toys for their children or books
for them to read. Although toys and books may not be as crucial compared to a proper education,
urban poor children are missing out on the opportunity to spark creativity, innovation and right
brain development.

#5: Urban Poor Susceptible To Abuse
Domestic violence is a global issue that stretches far beyond classification by socio-economic,
cultural, racial and class distinctions. No one group specifically resonates with this behaviour, yet
cases are often linked with those inhabiting urban poor domains.
This myth however has been debunked by a study conducted in 2017 by UNICEF[14]. The study took
into account instances of physical and verbal forms of domestic abuse for adolescents in urban and
rural communities. Both showed a slight difference between the locations, but more cases had
originated from rural areas rather than urban.
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Source: Open University Malaysia

Cases of verbal abuse rates were also reported at 43.2% for all adolescents in the
home. Significantly more girls than boys experienced verbal abuse, 49.2%
compared to 37.2% respectively and there was still no significant difference
between urban and rural areas[14].
This draws the conclusion that although the occurrence of physical and verbal abuse must not be
ignored, it should also not be fixated to just one community rather, acknowledged as a national
problem. However, it was correct to assume that poverty as a whole plays a key role in its
occurrence.

#6: The Urban Poor More Likely To Fall Into Vices
Despite the majority of the urban poor being hard working, exemplary members of society, because
of their environment and association, they are generalized as the troublesome and part of the
high-risk population that are prone to crime, violence, anti-social behaviour.

12

Source: MIMS Today

Truth be told, the livelihoods of those living in low-cost flats should not be romanticized. Individuals
working more than one job should not be seen as normal. Cutting out meals just get by, postponing
bills and rent payments are severe problems that need to be properly dealt with. Since the city
cannot provide, many are forced to undertake unethical methods to make ends meet.
Sex, drugs, alcohol and criminal activities are common activities that we all know are bad, yet these
drastic lifestyle measures can quickly become the golden ticket for an easier life for those living in
poverty. The financial burden placed on heads of households can take a toll on them[15].
When one is desperate enough, they may find themselves wandering down the red-lit roads, in
order to make an hourly profit. A study revealed that single mothers and young girls are most
vulnerable to fall into this line of work. They are susceptible due to health problems and low
education level. Therefore, they struggle to find employment and work with small earnings.
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Source: Malay Mail

One woman admitted to having earned money by prostituting herself to support
the needs of her children[6]. Being involved in the sex industry can earn you
anywhere from RM50 - RM500 an hour [16]. An undeniably tempting offer for those
struggling to pay for food.
Crime rate appears to be notably higher in poorer neighbourhoods and areas with high population
density, deteriorated living conditions and unemployment problems[17]. Although there are
correlations between poverty and crime, the causation is not definite as there are other factors
such as urban density, moral decline and substance abuse.
Malaysian statistics however, show that the majority of those arrested come from lower-income
groups due to the type of crimes (property theft) committed.
It was observed that rural poverty has a lower chance of manifesting in crime
compared to urban poverty as there is an insufficient support system for
lower-income groups in the city[17].
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Other social ills such as substance abuse are not necessarily fueled by poverty. These instances are
more closely related to bad company and influences. The use of alcohol and drugs generally starts
with experimentation. Curiosity led addiction can be fueled by the excessive amount of time
individuals have on their hands. As many do not attend schooling, and job opportunities are scarce,
many are left to loiter around the city.
Contrary to popular belief substances such as drugs and alcohol are not as expensive nor difficult to
obtain, and not all of them are against the law.
Various substances that if obtained users can create a ‘high’ such as Gam Dunlop or

Gam Kasut . These products are as cheap as RM2 and are instantly addictive[18].  T
 he
youngest drug abuser on record is a 7-year old child[19].

Action: Engaging And Empowering The Urban Poor
Upon review of the current standard of living in the urban poor community and analysing the
potential risks and impacts they are exposed to, a call to change is in order. There needs to be
discussion and awareness of national unity in the urban setting. Past communities from estates,
kampungs and new villages are now being forced into highly concentrated blocks. These living
conditions are not only limiting but in some cases hazardous.
It was suggested that the government needs to move away from addressing the problem from a
basic needs and raising income perspective to a more holistic solution. A holistic answer lies in
looking at the design, security and maintenance of the urban poor living quarters (flats), child care
systems, better transportation systems and family planning education and health education for
young mothers.
Another solution lies in better inter-agency cooperation where the government can include NGOs
to identify issues and solutions, addressing substance abuse and improving social cohesiveness.
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Source: Lost Food Project

Some other related solutions include:
●

Improve public amenities and access to basic rights: Much more needs to be done to

improve the management of shared facilities, while clearing up confusion of responsibilities
of agencies in running these amenities. Calls to start a small scale project to help the urban
poor, working with residents' association and Jaringan Rakyat Tertindas (JERIT), among
other NGOs, who are looking after urban poor issues. Focus is on improving the physical
services, as most urban poor are not considering human rights because that is not a priority.
●

Improve job opportunities: There is an urgent need to look at opportunities for the urban
poor, to create employment or jobs for them and improve their income levels. Employers
often turn to migrant workers due to cost or lack of social-economic concern as migrant
workers can work longer hours. There must be job protection for locals.

●

Encourage upskilling and training to improve livelihoods: The problem of lack of education
or skills can be rectified if they are given training in areas where they can immediately apply
to earn a better income. An example of this would be IT training or marketing skills. With
proper training and skills to meet the demand of jobs in urban areas or grow their small
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business, many from the urban poor can stand on their own two feet. Saraswathy and
Sarena are great examples of this.
●

Take care of the vulnerable community: The issue with social ills, such as drug abuse,
alcoholism, and even the need to enter the field of prostitution, needs to be handled at the
very core. Impulsive individuals with weak social attachment to others, or those that are
just too tired to keep struggling with the inevitable poverty, tend to get into trouble more
frequently. Rather than punishing these individuals with extended jail terms, where their
habit is more or less going to continue post punishment, individuals need to be met with the
correct help.
Instead of condemning these vulnerable communities with criminal records, destroying any
chance of a viable career, necessary counselling, and rehabilitation needs to be provided.
The most important place for this drug war to be fought is in the home, using kindness,
compassion and fairness. Many parents think schools should handle the issue of drug abuse
prevention. But even if schools were to introduce drug abuse education, this must be
supported by a very strong anti-drug message in the home. This is the same for other forms
of social ills as well.

Malaysia is set to become a high-income nation by 2025 and this will bring many rewards. But
urban poverty must be addressed before the issue is blown out of proportion. Many still work
towards moving to large cities like Kuala Lumpur and Georgetown to achieve their dreams. We
need to work together to ensure that the pathway to success isn't mere fantasy.

17

REFERENCES:
1.
2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.
9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

H. Plecher, (2020). Urbanisation in Malaysia 2019. Retrieved from:
https://www.statista.com/statistics/455880/urbanization-in-malaysia
A. Hakim, (2020). Bye- Bye Kampung? Malaysia is Leading the Urbanisation Race in East Asia. T
 he Rakyat
Post. Retrieved from:
https://www.therakyatpost.com/2020/01/24/bye-bye-kampung-malaysia-is-leading-the-urbanisati
on-race-in-east-asia
S. Vaithilingam, (2020). Do Urban-Poor Communities have the necessary skills to sustain themselves in the
Information Economy? Monash University. Retrieved from:
https://www.monash.edu.my/research/researchers-say/do-urban-poor-communities-have-the-nece
ssary-skills-to-sustain-themselves-in-the-information-economy
Mohamad Shukor Mat Lazim. (2020). Household Expenditure Survey Report. Evolution of Migration for
Urban and Rural. Department of Statistics Malaysia (DOSM). Retrieved from:
https://www.dosm.gov.my/v1/uploads/files/6_Newsletter/Newsletter%202020/DOSM_BPPD_4-20
20_Series-62.pdf
N. H. Chamhuri, H. A Karim, H. Hamdan, (2012). Conceptual Framework of Urban Poverty Reduction: A
Review of Literature. Retrieved from:
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1877042812057515
S. N. A. Mayan, R. M. Nor, (2020). The Resistance of the Urban Poor in Selangor, Malaysia to Get Out of
the Shackles of Poverty. Retrieved from:
https://hrmars.com/papers_submitted/7837/the-resistance-of-the-urban-poor-in-selangor-malaysi
a-to-get-out-of-the-shackles-of-poverty.pdf
D. Jayasooria, (2016). Inclusive Development for Urban Poor and Bottom 40% Communities in Malaysia.
Retrieved from:
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Poverty/VisitsContributions/Malaysia/Malaysian_CSO_
SDG_Alliance_Annex2.pdf
Portal Rasmi Jabatan Perumahan Negara. (2021). Program Perumahan Rakyat. Retrieved from:
https://ehome.kpkt.gov.my/index.php/pages/view/133
Badminton Bites. (2020). What are the Dimensions of a Badminton Court? Retrieved from:
https://www.dlgsc.wa.gov.au/sport-and-recreation/sports-dimensions-guide/badminton#:~:text=Th
e%20badminton%20court%20is%2013.4,The%20lines%20are%2040mm%20wide
A. F. Othman, (2020). After visit to Setapak PPR, PM calls for more assistance for urban poor. New Straits
Times. Retrieved from:
https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2020/08/619373/after-visit-setapak-ppr-pm-calls-more-assi
stance-urban-poor
S. N. Z. Miscon & S. S. A. Hamid, (2018). 'Make available more job opportunities for urban poor'. New
Straits Times. Retrieved from:
https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2018/11/429310/make-available-more-job-opportunites-ur
ban-poor
UNICEF, (2018). Children Without: A study or urban child poverty and deprivation in low cost flats in
Kuala Lumpur. Retrieved from:
https://www.unicef.org/malaysia/sites/unicef.org.malaysia/files/2019-04/UNICEF-ChildrenWithou
t-EnglishVersion-Final%2026.2.18_0.pdf
Household Expenditure Survey Report 2019, Department of Statistics Malaysia. Retrieved from:
https://www.dosm.gov.my/v1/index.php?r=column/cthemeByCat&cat=323&bul_id=c3JpRzRqeTNP

18

14.

15.

16.

17.
18.

19.

amMxL1FpTkNBNUVBQT09&menu_id=amVoWU54UTl0a21NWmdhMjFMMWcyZz09#:~:text=In
%20terms%20of%20value%2C%20the,%2C402%20to%20RM4%2C916.
UNICEF, (2020). Situation Analysis of Women and Children in Malaysia. R
 etrieved from:
https://www.unicef.org/malaysia/media/1526/file/Situation%20Analysis%20of%20Women%20&%
20Children%20in%20Malaysia%202020.pdf
H. B. A. Hamid, (2019). Overview of Sex Trafficking in Malaysia: Re-positioning the trafficked 'victim'.
Retrieved from:
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/331344181_Overview_of_Sex_Trafficking_in_Malaysia_R
e-positioning_the_trafficked_'victim'
The Star, (2019). Prostitutes with degrees charge up to RM500 an hour. Retrieved from:
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2019/02/26/educated-hookers-cost-more-prostitutes-w
ith-degrees-charge-up-to-rm500-an-hour
M. C. Soh, (2012). Crime and urbanisation: Revisited Malaysian Case. R
 etrieved from:
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1877042812010750
A. Z. Amran, (2018). Hidu Gam Sampai Berkhayal Buat Seks Dan Pergi ke Bulan, Parahnya Anak Remaja
Kita. Sos Cili. Retrieved from:
https://soscili.my/hidu-gam-sampai-berkhayal-buat-seks-dan-pergi-ke-bulan-kenapa-gejala-ni-takdihalang-undang-undang/
A. Satar, (2019). Fighting Drugs on the Home Front. N
 ew Straits Times. Retrieved from:
https://www.nst.com.my/opinion/columnists/2019/06/494328/fighting-drugs-home-front

ABOUT WIKI IMPACT
Wiki Impact is an open research platform for the changemaker in all of us. We are a collaborative
platform to make evidence-based research readily available to changemakers to drive greater
social impact in Malaysia. We believe that significant and sustainable change can happen when
paired with comprehensive, clear, and compelling data.
This whitepaper was put together based on a few shorts that we have written on our website. If
you have additional data related to this topic or other social issues in Malaysia, please get in
touch with us. For more facts and stories, visit www.wikiimpact.com.

19

