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Abstract		

______________________________________________________________________________________________________	
This conceptual paper is to determine the contribution of Non-Governmental Organisations (NGO’s) in 

Malaysia towards refugees in terms assisting to provide basic accommodation. The main questions in 

this study is how NGO assisting refugees to access basic facilities in Malaysia. This study also will 

address the responses and challenges faced by refugees to access basic necessities. NGO’s in Malaysia 

has various responsibilities in assisting refugees especially issues related to the serious illness and place 

for settlements. United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) role in leading NGO’s in 

Malaysia in providing international protection and long-term solutions with cooperation from 

government policies will be discussed. Execution of policies and programs has many challenges and 

limitations which will be discussed in this conceptual paper. 
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Introduction	
 

Refugees in Malaysia had faced various obstacles before they reach to this state. Most of them are 

often in vulnerable situation when fleeing from war or prosecution. Moreover, they are in intolerable 

situation where the basic rights could be in danger, for instance security, accommodation, food supply 

and other basic necessity like clothes. Especially, refugees including women and children are far more 

vulnerable to handle and basic needs should be immediately supplied whenever they are in our border.  

 

Apparently, there are several local based NGOs working in Malaysia on refuges and asylum-seekers. 

The NGOs working to the level best to get access of refugees to assist them and provides basic needs. 

Even though, the integration between refugees and migrants were not in the top notch with NGOs, they 

are need to access with effective way in order to avoid them isolated in particular placement. The role 

of NGOs in this situation has become extremely important especially in providing services for those 

who had reached in the country. Without any serious plan collecting and distribution of supplies and 

other facilities, a great number of poor refugees could be mentally and physically traumatized.  

 

In this paper, the importance of NGOs role will be discussed precisely to expose cohesive 

understanding of the responsibility. Other than that, brief previous studies will be looked back on the 

contribution of ideas from previous scholars and the effectiveness of the strategies proposed. Lastly, in 

this paper also will recognize the challenges and limitation that NGOs face when they were in the field. 
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The proposed ideas should be contributed for the goodness for both NGOs and refugees or asylum-

seekers so that NGOs could freely execute the responsibilities to guide these guests into our place. 

 

 

Literature	Review	
 

The role of NGOs has become increasingly important especially in providing services for those who 

are reached Malaysia. The role of the authority does not only stop at the checkpoints across the borders 

either. There are gigantic of issues of refugees or asylum-seekers faced once they in Malaysia. 

However, while governmental services can offer much but there are significant gaps from the offer 

they could give. Hence, the role of NGOs has huge responsible in guiding the refugees. In this part, 

there are various previous studies can be exposed in regarding of the precious role of the NGOs to be 

the messenger and guardians for refugees.   

 

According to UNCHR (2020), there are some 178,990 refugees and asylum-seekers legally registered 

with UNCHR in Malaysia. There are approximately, 154,080 from Myanmar which includes some 

101,010 Rohingyas, 22,810 China and 30,250 others from Myanmar. Other than that, there about 

24,900 refugees from other countries encompasses 6,660 Pakistanis, 3,680 Yemenis, 3,290 Somalis, 

3,290 Iraqis, 790 Palestinians and from other countries as well. Overall, approximately 68% of men 

and women compromise about 32%. Moreover, there are some 46,520 children below the age of 18 in 

the country. The number shows that, most of the refugees and asylum-seekers are mentally and 

physically vulnerable due to the abuse and harassments that they gone through.   

 

H Lego (2012), emphasizes that, protection and assistance of refugee and asylum seekers in Malaysia 

is implemented through informal mechanisms. Those mechanisms were established by the UNHCR in 

cooperation with NGO and made possible through a state of omission justified on the grounds of the 

Malaysia state’s irregular declaration of humanitarianism. Besides, in allowing certain exceptions for 

refugees, the Malaysia government is now no way accepting any of its sovereignty. Rather, it is 

declaring it. To be fair, humanitarian makes small inroads in the effort to offer much needed support to 

refugee. Moreover, the UNHCR’s existence in Malaysia is justified, services-oriented NGOs are 

allowed to function, and Muslim refugees, especially are tolerated and sometimes even accepted into 

society. 

 

Malaysia is not a signatory to the 1951 Convention Relating to the status of refugee 1967 protocol. It 

has no legal framework, guidelines or administrative procedures to address the right to seek asylum or 

to provide humanitarian assistance or protection of refugee. Moreover, he mentioned in his work that, 

asylum seekers and refugee are viewed as prohibited immigrants as per Malaysia Immigration laws. 

This means, the asylum seekers and refugees who illegally enter and stay and are subject to the threat 

of arrest, detention and deportation contrary to international law. People of concern and their children 

have no access to employment, education and health care which further isolate them (Munir-Asen, 

2018). 

 

On the basis of the comprehensive literature review the role of NGO in handling and assisting refugees 

less discussed in an open forum as it involves fewer known parties. Other than that, less debate 

reported involving the well-being of the refugees especially when Malaysia did not have any legal 

responsibility towards refugees (Nasir, Salleh & Haque, 2019). However, in the ground of 

humanitarianism Malaysia had offered protection and assistance through informal mechanism with the 

cooperation from UNHCR (Kunapalan, Ismail & Yatiban, 2016). Meanwhile, according to Human 

Rights Commission of Malaysia (SUHAKAM), 2019, these refugees easily targeted as a prey as they 

are still vulnerable to arrest, exploitation, domestic abuse and deportation even if they possess an 

UNHCR card. Hence, in order to protect the refugee’s government policies and NGO have to cooperate 

in providing them enough security and protection. 
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Discussion		
 

There are several main roles that NGOs should practise and implement in order refugees and asylum 

seeker receives proper treatments. Firstly, fundamental relation and cooperation with government 

bodies and agencies should be improved among NGOs. This roundtable is vital in order to sit together 

and find appropriate measures and an idea which is aligned to the national policy. The government had 

publicly announced, (Kumar, 2015) the creation of temporary work permit to allow legally registered 

refugees to work in Malaysia. However, this initiative has yet to be successfully implemented as the 

lack of joint hands with various parties. Meanwhile, the plan to issue 10,000 work permits had been 

stranded as corruption activities intervention in the scheme (Cheung, 2012; Hoffstaeder, 2015; 

Needham, 2011). Hence, cooperation between NGOs and government agency enables them to have 

check and balance in every scheme implemented and the initiative can be reached to the needy. 

 

Education for refugees and asylum seekers in Malaysia seems they are not allowed to have formal 

education similar to local citizen. Thus, UNHCR with the assistant from the NGOs and other corporate 

bodies align together to operate learning centres for the refugee’s children (Lego, 2012). Hence, there 

are about 120 learning centres in Malaysia mostly situated in Klang Valley, Penang and Johore. 

Moreover, the teachers mostly among the refugee’s community themselves, foreigners and locals who 

are voluntarily came forward to provide them knowledge (Jessica, 2017). So, the corporations from 

private and corporate agencies could enable them to raise enough funds as part of corporate social 

responsibility to the corporates. Basic knowledge and proper education according to age to the 

youngsters is vital in order to provide basic IQ and general knowledge to let them surviving in this 

country.   

 

Moreover, learning centre needs fund to run for the refugees all over place where the refugees located. 

So, essential fund and monetary supply needed in order to set up learning centres (Kok, Low & Lee, 

2013). Other than that, NGOs need to prepare appropriate equipment’s and tools for the learning 

centre. Hence, cooperation and collaboration with corporate bodies and government agencies are vital 

to promote education among refugees and asylum seekers (Low, Kok & Lee, 2014). Basic knowledge 

about our country is a must so that are aware of our system and policies. Otherwise, they may breach 

the law and order in the country and so that our local citizen and the refugees themselves live in 

harmony. So, government allocation and aids might be not enough to bear the expenses for long period 

of time, for continues support may need extra aids for private sectors and other organization voluntary 

to run the cause (Yusoff, Nasir, Salleh, & Mahbubul, 2019). Hence, proper knowledge sharing is 

necessary for refugees in order to strengthen social integration and language gaps among refugees and 

asylum seekers.    

 

In addition, close and regular supervision of implementation of programs is necessary to increase the 

effectiveness of the adaptation. Hence, bilingual staffs in NGO itself will be an advantage for the 

learning centre to understand the refugees even better (Letchamanan, 2013). Thus, the volunteers who 

are willing to help would be able to implement programme according their needs. Most importantly 

within the community there will be isolation if they are only accessible in one particular place. So, 

NGOs may place them in group in different area within the local communities so that they could adapt 

and learn our culture and tradition of local citizens (WeiQian, 2019). Other than that, programme must 

encompass national studies and constitution in based level in order to give them opportunity to be one 

among local communities (Wake & Cheung, 2016). Otherwise it may take more time and will be left 

behind to travel together as one among local communities.  

 

Moreover, the on-going conflict and violence causes serious displacement that causes refugees to seek 

immediate protection in nearby countries. These cause serious distress and mental health problem 

among refugees (Shaw, Pillai & Ward, 2019). Even though some country is not willing to accept them 

but some like country like us receives them for safety. Other than that, huge amount of families, 

women and children willing to undertook tough and dangerous journey across several countries 

(Ayadurai, 2011). Meanwhile they also exposed to danger when smuggler might exploit them. NGOs 

with collaboration between local and federal government should be always alert with facilities and 

accommodation for the refugees. So, the collaboration of government agency, NGOs and appropriate 
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fund to support refugees to provide basic necessities, accommodation and basic knowledge is essential 

is a huge help for refugees to them rise from left behind (Kunapalan, Ismail & Yatiban, 2016). 

 

 

Challenges	of	local	based	NGOs	in	handling	refugee	in	Malaysia	
 

There are several challenges that NGOs going through to provide basic facilities towards refugees and 

asylum seekers. Firstly, there are lacks legislative or administrative provision to legally assisting 

refugees and asylum seekers in Malaysia (UNHCR, 2019). So, UNHCR and NGOs are organizing 

activities related on protecting in terms registration, documentation and accommodation as well. 

Hence, government agencies with UNHCR should be closely collaborated in order to provide essential 

protection and security to the refugees and asylum seeker until they remain confident to face any 

prosecution or obstacles in the future. Moreover, providing legal and physical protection could hinder 

threat of abuse and violence as a part of humanitarian support to the refugees and asylum seekers. 

 

Other than that, education access to the refuges especially to their children should be precisely handled 

as this will determine refuges future and well-being. Education access had been provided with the 

collaboration with UNHCR and NGOs itself to the refugee’s children and mostly organized by the 

refugee’s communities itself (Patricia, 2015). However, these programs or projects only benefited 20% 

of refugee children. This number shows the needs of awareness and promotion among refugee in order 

to avoid the younger generation future from jeopardized. Hence, NGOs could enable to gain support 

from corporate bodies and donation to provide enough resources and hire qualified teachers so that to 

ensure refugees children have better life. Moreover, education policies for refugee’s children in 

Malaysia should be implemented and formulated by UNHCR as the international organization which 

deals on refugees (Hema, 2013). 

 

On the other hand, seeking medical assistant for the refugees had been a huge challenging task in both 

public and private hospitals. This issue occurs as the healthcare cost in increasingly high and issues in 

legal status of the refuges themselves. However, public hospitals are giving medical treatment for 

refugees with 50 per cent discount on registration and medical fees (Caitlin & Tania, 2016). Nowadays 

situation gets tougher when healthcare expenses dramatically getting higher since 2015. Thus, refugees 

with UNHCR official card may not find more trouble unlike those refugees who are registered but have 

not receive the UNHCR card. Hence, these refugees may face huge obstacle if they need immediate 

medical attention for serious health condition. So, this issue needs to be addressed as soon as possible 

to enable them to seek medical attention without any prior delay.  

 

Lastly, refugees need sufficient fund to fulfil basic needs among themselves. One of the initiatives that 

we aware recently was employment programme for refugees which receives unsatisfactory results as 

less participation encountered in the programme. In addition, NGOs also having challenges and 

difficulties in organizing programs as they don’t have enough fund and capacity. So, this is the time 

where private entities to come forward to support as a part of Corporate social responsibility. 

Moreover, support from private individual and potential donor need to be recognized to the work of 

NGOs involve in funding the refugees. Moreover, private sector and NGOs should have a platform so 

that they could create a network between NGOs, corporates and even donors from various entities. 

Hence, by creating such networks enables them to run assistance programmes for refugees in terms of 

healthcare, education, security and livelihood. 

 

 

Conclusion	
 

NGOs are playing vital role in protecting refugees in Malaysia. In other words, they are back bones to 

refugees in Malaysia. Much has been said and written about the role of NGOs with regard to refugees. 

Nowadays NGOs role in guiding refugees have become a new phenomenon and emerging as a 

preferred channel humanitarian cause to refugees. however, NGOs has been in the field long before 

than government agencies. There are several challenges facing by Malaysia’s based NGOs in handling 

the refugee dilemma in Malaysia. Further mechanisms should be identifying in order to overcome the 
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refugee’s problems. NGOs working in the refugee field have always played a unique role immobilizing 

public opinion and prompting political support in defence of humanitarian and human rights principles 

in guaranteeing refugee protection. 

 

Meanwhile, this study will show indication to rectify the weaknesses in assisting the refugees and will 

gain benefits to the NGO’s by utilizing more resources. Moreover, government agency can be more 

cooperative with NGO’s in providing humanitarian efforts through them so that those funds and 

resources is not mishandled or jeopardized. Hence, those challenges that had been mentioned can be 

easily rectified with proper planning and strategies. In addition, more studies will be done on the 

measures and new ideas to promote the well being of the refugees so that we try our best to not left 

them behind. 
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