
Malaysia's Invisible Poor: 
The Stateless Communities



What Does It Mean...
To Be a Stateless Person?

1. Nomadic Matt, 2020. What to do when you lose your passport.



is “a person who is not considered 
as national by the state under the 

operation of its law”.

A Stateless Person

1. UNHCR. (1954). Convention Relating to the Status of Stateless Persons. Retrieved from: https://www.unhcr.org/ibelong/wp-content/uploads/1954-Convention-relating-to-the-Status-of-State 
less-Persons_ENG.pdf
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https://www.unhcr.org/en-my/news/press/2018/8/5b73e54d4/unhcr-welcomes-move-by-malaysia-to-grant-citizenship-to-stateless-persons.html


What Does It Mean To Be A Stateless Person?

Peninsular Malaysia previously estimated that there were a total of 12,400 stateless 
individuals inhabiting it. Although there is no estimate on numbers in East Malaysia, due 
to the complex history and irregular migrant flow around the state, the current number of 

stateless people in the region is estimated to be about 800,000.

In Malaysia, these are the common reasons for statelessness:

● Generational Statelessness

● Unrecognised Marriages

● Illiteracy and Fear

1. UNHCR. (2018). Ending Statelessness in Malaysia. Retrieved from: https://www.unhcr.org/en-my/ending-statelessness-in-malaysia.html
2. I. Venkov. (2019). I am a person from here – the Sabah stateless struggling without citizenship in Malaysia. Retrieved from: https://www.thetornidentity.org/2019/04/03/sabah-stateless-malaysia/
3. R. M. Razali. (2017). Addressing StatelessnessIn Malaysia: New Hope and Remaining Challenges. Retrieved from: https://files.institutesi.org/WP2017_09.pdf

https://www.unhcr.org/en-my/ending-statelessness-in-malaysia.html
https://www.thetornidentity.org/2019/04/03/sabah-stateless-malaysia/


The Story Behind Statelessness
How Did It Come To Be?

1. New Straits Times, 2019.  Where are the world’s stateless people?



The Story Behind Statelessness

• The majority of this population in West Malaysia are of 

Tamil ethnicity whose ancestors were brought in as 
labourers from India to Malaysia through a labour 
recruitment system known as the Kangani system. 

• This system was actively operating from the early 19th 

century until the early 20th century when Malaysia — 
then known as Malaya — was under British colonial 
rule. Upon the independence of Malaysia, a huge 
number of Indian Tamils were not able to obtain 
Malaysian citizenship due to their lack of awareness of 
its importance and illiteracy.

1. T. J. Duraisingam. (2016). Chronology of Policies Affecting Potentially Stateless Persons and Refugeesin Malaysia. Retrieved from: https://files.institutesi.org/WP2016_07.pdf
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https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/malaysia/publication/malaysia-economic-monitor-december-2015-immigrant-labour


The Story Behind Statelessness

• As of today, a notable number of Indian Tamil communities in Malaysia lack the crucial documentation 
that would allow them to indicate their Malaysian citizenship. This can be attributed to the significant 
barriers faced historically in accessing civil documentation due to the discriminatory application of 
laws and policies as well as their isolation. 

• In East Malaysia, primarily in Sabah — residents from the Philippines were once refugees from the civil 
conflict that raged in the country during the 1970s and 1980s. Children were rendered unregistered and 
stateless as a result of not possessing the documents needed to prove their legal identity. Among the 
reasons as to why the status of the stateless people of Sabah has been ignored is due to the prejudice 
that they all are descendant of illegal immigrants, but in reality, many are simply undocumented from 
birth rather than illegally in Malaysia.

1. T. J. Duraisingam. (2016). Chronology of Policies Affecting Potentially Stateless Persons and Refugees in Malaysia. Retrieved from: https://files.institutesi.org/WP2016_07.pdf



Can a Stateless Person...
Obtain Malaysian Citizenship?

1. Ask Legal, 2019.  The Malaysian Government was sued by a 6 year old in 2014. Here’s what happened.



Can A Stateless Person Obtain Malaysian Citizenship?

• The route to citizenship for stateless communities is through registration or naturalisation. 
The difference between them is that the former requires that the applicant reside in the country 
for an aggregate of at least five out of seven years prior to the application while the 
naturalisation process requires the applicant to reside in the country for the period of ten years 
prior to the application.

• Although the application process is structured and seemingly straightforward, stateless 
communities find it especially challenging because of the lack of documents to complete the 
process. Most common problems include the failure to provide a legal marriage certificate and 
unregistered birth where the newborn is not registered within 14 days of his/her birth.

1. Refworld. Malaysia: Federal Constitution. Retrieved from: https://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6b5e40.html



Problems With Being Stateless
And Its Relation To Multidimensional Poverty

1. ALJAZEERA, 2016.  Malaysia’s Invisible Children.



stateless communities are not granted the same basic human 
rights for day-to-day living and survival. Faced with barriers in 
accessing education, housing, secure and safe employment 
and health services, these communities also endure the 
increased risk of arbitrary arrest and indefinite detention, 
deportation, human trafficking, barriers to accessing affordable 
healthcare including sexual and reproductive healthcare, 
discrimination, marginality and xenophobia, displacement, and 
barriers to accessing natural resources, traditional livelihoods 
and justice.

1. H. S. R. Rahum, M. Carvalho & T. Tan. (2020). Help for stateless people. Retrieved from: https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2020/12/15
/help-for-stateless-people

As a result of the lack of 
identification, 
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https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2020/12/15
https://unsplash.com/photos/7S9x9US26Ow


Education for Stateless Children

1. The ASEAN Post, 2021.  Malaysia’s Stateless Children.



Education for Stateless Children

• The non-citizens, stateless or undocumented children are constantly being denied their right to an 
education. They are being discriminately turned down from attending government schools and do 
not have access to formal education as most public schools do not accept foreigners or children 
without proper identification. Even if they somehow managed to attend school, they are not entitled to 
education privileges such as the Textbook Loan Scheme.

• Tertiary education in Malaysia would be a distant dream as they would have to pay foreign student fees, 
without financial aid such as PTPTN. The stateless community are also not eligible to apply for 
upskilling programmes under the government, as they also require proper identification.



Opportunity and Employment
For The Stateless

1. Filtergrade, 2017.  5 Fundamental Office Photography Tips for Beginners.



Opportunity and Employment for the Stateless 

• In Malaysia, however, the stateless are denied the right to 
legal employment. Previously, a stateless demographic, 
the Bajau Laut of Sabah, focused on using their known 
diving ability to support their livelihoods.

• Marine related work such as fishing, would act as their 
main source of food as well as their main form of 
income. Their daily catch would be sold off at the wet 
market or be used as barter in exchange for rice, cassava, 
sailcloth, netting-twine. However, presently, the Bajau 
community have transitioned to money-for-labour 
employment.

1. W. Hassan, W. S., & Peters, D. (2020). The Vulnerability of Bajau Laut As Stateless People In Sabah. Jurnal Kinabalu, 183. Retrieved from: 
https://jurcon.ums.edu.my/ojums/index.php/ejk/article/view/2771
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https://www.archdaily.com/638523/5-architectural-secrets-of-the-badjao-21st-century-sea-people?ad_medium=gallery


There is little to no 
doubt that many 
stateless people have 
an income that is 
lower than the 
national poverty 
index of RM2,208.
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The Case of Nalvin Dhillon

• Nalvin Dhillon, a stateless boy living in Kuala Lumpur, had been 
working since the age of 15 years old. With no IC, he would 
apply for jobs using his birth certificate. 

• However, Nalvin thought about furthering his education to 
improve his chances of career development. He completed a 
Diploma in Human Resource and went on to apply for 
white-collared roles but businesses would reject his application 
on grounds that he does not have proper identification. He 
resorted back to the service industry.

1. Beep. (2020). Best Friends Of 30 Years Open Cloud Kitchen To Help Chefs Who Lost Jobs During MCO. Retrieved from: 
https://blog.beepit.com/kitchenco-cloud-kitchen/
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Living Conditions
Of The Stateless

1. ArchDaily, 2015.  5 Architectural Secrets of the Badjiao: 21st Century Sea People.



Living Conditions of the Stateless

1. A. Yusof. (2019). Living in a sea of trash: Sabah’s stateless children face bleak future. Channel News Asia. Retrieved from: https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/asia/sabah-stateless-children-sea-gypsies-bajau-laut-11561 194
2. H. Chiew. (2019). Bajau Laut: Once Sea Nomads, Now Stateless. Malaysiakini. Retrieved from: https://www.malaysiakini.com/news/476595

• Hundreds of stateless households on the island would 
walk through the sewage barefooted, some would sort 
through it in order to collect plastic bottles, wooden planks 
or metal sheets that would later be sold off. 

• An example of crammed living space is a houseboat of a 
Bajau Laut family shared between ten family members. 
The boat is self-sufficient with gasoline, clean water, gas, 
and even a baby’s cradle made of cloth tied to the low roof 
of the houseboat. However, it does not have electricity. 
There are no televisions, mobile phones, or clocks, which 
a modern household may consider as necessities.
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Living Conditions of the Stateless

• For stateless communities that are more land 
based, they tend to stay inside more.

• As they are not eligible for a driving licence or 
purchasing a vehicle of their own, many are 
reliant on their peers, to drive them to their 
destination. The stateless are not active users 
of travel apps like Grab or Uber as they have 
no IC to register.
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Healthcare For The Stateless

1. Abramson Brown & Dugan, 2014.  Patient Sues Dentist for Malpractice.



Healthcare for the Stateless

1. W. Hassan, W. S., & Peters, D. (2020). The Vulnerability of Bajau Laut As Stateless People In Sabah. Jurnal Kinabalu, 183. Retrieved from: https://jurcon.ums.edu.my/ojums/index.php/ejk/article/view/2771

• The cost of healthcare in Malaysia is higher for non-citizens which means that foreigners, including stateless and 
undocumented individuals without any identification would need to pay more for consultation and medication 
at local clinics and hospitals.

• The stateless Bajau Laut community in Sabah are no different. They are excluded from receiving healthcare, 
citizenship and spaces in the society. They are not entitled to free healthcare as benefitted by a normal citizen. If 
they need any kind of service at the government hospital, they will have to pay based on the rates charged to 
foreign nationals, which is twice or more than the regular fee charged to locals. As a result of inconsistent wages 
and a lack of savings, hospital visits and medical bills become a huge burden for them.



Light In The Tunnel
For Malaysia’s Stateless

1. Unsplash, @mkjr_.



Light in the Tunnel for Malaysia’s Stateless

Although the stateless have been called the “invisible” 
population, many refuse to stay idle despite being denied 
basic human rights. NGOs and volunteer groups across 
the country have pooled together in efforts to provide 
them with basic education, whilst others have 
continuously fought for their rights to leadership. 

Some of the examples are:

• Advocates for Non-discrimination and Access to 
Knowledge (ANAK),

• Nation of Women (NOW).
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https://www.facebook.com/anakkotakinabalu/about/
https://www.facebook.com/anakkotakinabalu/about/
https://www.facebook.com/NOWPERAK/
https://www.soyacincau.com/2018/09/02/four-malaysian-photographers-capture-the-spirit-of-merdeka-on-the-iphone-x/


@wiki
impact

Visit wikiimpact.com for more stories on The Poverty Project

This slide is based on the whitepaper titled Malaysia's Invisible Poor: The Stateless Communities at
https://www.wikiimpact.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Whitepaper-Malaysias-Invisible-Poor_-The-Stateless-Communities.pdf
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