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Since the last general election in 2018, Malaysia has undergone a further three elections all                        
occurring at the state level. The elections of Sabah, Melaka and Johor all had different factors and 
trigger points, but all occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic, with the first election in Sabah 
causing another outbreak that eventually resulted in Malaysia’s second nationwide lockdown. 

The country has experienced significant political upheaval in the last four years, with the victory 
of Pakatan Harapan (PH) in 2018 seeing the election of a new government for the first time in                         
Malaysian history. Upon the resignation of then prime minister Tun Mahathir Mohamed in                           
February 2020, the PH  government collapsed to be replaced by Perikatan Nasional with                      
Muhyiddin Yassin at the helm. Since then, the    country’s top office has changed hands an                        
additional time with Ismail Sabri Yaakob the reigning prime minister. 

With another general election looming on the horizon, the need to revisit our election process 
becomes increasingly relevant especially when factoring in the potential health risk as well as 
political instability. Understanding the entire process f rom registration to voting helps us identify 
potential implementation gaps and other areas of concern. As a principal public service, it is of 
paramount importance that the process is continuously updated and improved in order to                      
provide for an efficient and transparent democratic system. 
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Malaysia inherited a Westminster system of governance from the British, which means the 
government derives its democratic legitimacy f rom Parliament.

In election terms, the political party or coalition that wins with a majority forms the                     
government. The Prime Minister is typically (but not always) the head of the winning party 
or coalition, and Cabinet Ministers are appointed at his discretion. 

Elections happen at the federal (or ‘national’) and state level. At the federal level, Malaysians 
elect lower house representatives (Dewan Rakyat or Parliament). In contrast, at the state 
level, Malaysians vote for members of the state legislative assembly (Dewan Undangan 
Negeri). 

Broadly speaking, state governments have semi-autonomy of governance in their states, 
with the federal government the overarching authority. 
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What is Malaysia’s electoral system?
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A general election occurs once every five years; however, the Yang di-Pertuan Agong can 
dissolve the parliament at any time with the advice of the Prime Minister. A general election 
must be held no later than two months after parliament dissolution.

The last general election took place after the 13th parliament was dissolved by then Prime 
Minister Najib Razak, paving the way for the 14th general election in 2018. With almost five 
years having passed since the last election, GE15 is expected by the middle of 2023 at the 
latest.

The Election Commission of Malaysia (Suruhanjaya Pilihan Raya Malaysia), established in 
1957, is the primary government agency responsible for ensuring free and fair elections in 
Malaysia. Their duties include delineating and reviewing electoral boundaries, registering 
voters and conducting all elections. 

Upon parliament dissolution, the Election Commission announces the beginning of                
election. They notify the nomination dates for early and regular voting. On nomination day, 
political parties nominate their candidates to the Election Commission. Election campaign 
begins after nomination day and ends at midnight before voting day.

Malaysian citizens f rom 18 years old are eligible to vote. Registration is not automatic1.               
Malaysians must register with the Election Commission through SPR’s MySPR Daftar online 
portal, SPR’s headquarters and offices, political parties representatives, SPR’s outreach         
program or post offices. 

Malaysians living abroad may register as absent voters. Absent voters include citizens            
serving in the navy, military or air force, civil servants on duty outside of Malaysia, and 
full-time students, including their spouses. They vote by postal ballots meaning the               
election commission delivers the ballots to them and they will return it to their election 
constituency before polling day. 
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Malaysia inherited a Westminster system of governance from the British, which means the 
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government. The Prime Minister is typically (but not always) the head of the winning party 
or coalition, and Cabinet Ministers are appointed at his discretion. 
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elect lower house representatives (Dewan Rakyat or Parliament). In contrast, at the state 
level, Malaysians vote for members of the state legislative assembly (Dewan Undangan 
Negeri). 

Broadly speaking, state governments have semi-autonomy of governance in their states, 
with the federal government the overarching authority. 

The voting process, f rom going to the polling station, giving voters their paper ballots and                    
counting the votes, is manually operated by the Election Commission. SERI simplified the process 
into two; (a) voters voting at the polling station and (b) officers counting votes after the voting is 
closed. 

Voting on Election Day

A) Voting at The Polling Station
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The voting process, f rom going to the polling station, giving voters their paper ballots and                    
counting the votes, is manually operated by the Election Commission. SERI simplified the process 
into two; (a) voters voting at the polling station and (b) officers counting votes after the voting is 
closed. 

What is Malaysia’s electoral system?
The Malaysian voting system is not without its flaws, given the significance of manual steps in the 
entire process. Past elections have seen a wide variety of electoral issues, ranging from                            
registration to suspicions of  tampering. 

Voter Registration Issues

Verified Cases

B) The Counting of Votes

During the 13th GE, it was found that some 60 voters were registered against their accord, 
and residents complained of being registered as a voter without consent under the same 
address in the Klang constituency. Some reported that they were not only registered                  
without their consent but were even registered without their knowledge or notice2. 

Mr Charles Anthony Santiago, Member of Parliament for the Klang constituency, claimed 
that 3,457 electors were removed from the electoral roll.

A voter discovered that her registration had been changed back to a residence she lived in 
14 years ago. Others who changed their voting address found that they have not been                  
reassigned to their new polling stations as stated in their new addresses.

 UMLR | University of Malaya Law Review. “The Art of Electoral Fraud: Blocking the Light of Democracy,” 2016. https://www.umlawreview.com/lex-om-
nibus/the-art-of-electoral-fraud-blocking-the-light-of-democracy. 
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Suspicious/Obscure Incidents

Unverified Cases

Verified Cases

Some people found their names on the electoral roll despite never having registered as a 
voter. An example is when a Penang citizen who went to register as a voter discovered that 
her name was already on the electoral roll when whe was 17 months old.

There was also a case where 40 people were registered at a single address.

People have also found cases of phantom voters. 9000 voters born more than 100 years ago 
are still on the electoral roll3. 

The Merdeka Center reported unconfirmed claims of foreign nationals being given ID                     
documents and allowed to vote in the 2013 election4. 

One of Malaysia’s online news portals, Malaysiakini, validated the claims of washable                        
indelible ink at early voting centers in Kuala Lumpur on the 30th of April 2013. The ink, used 
to prevent duplicate voting was found to be easily removed with soap and water5. 

The High Court declared an election in the Bukit Begunan constituency in Donald Lawan v 
Mong Ak Dagang & Third Party, null and void as there was extensively prevalent general 
bribery indicating corrupt practice, with pictures of individuals handing out cash to voters 
whilst verbally encouraging them to vote for one particular party6. 

Unverified Cases

There were numerous unconfirmed reports of harassment by thugs outside polling                      
centres7. 

Human Rights Watch. “Malaysia: Citizens Denied a Fair Vote,” March 6, 2008. https://www.hrw.org/news/2008/03/05/malaysia-citizens-de-
nied-fair-vote. 
The Daily Star. “Ruling Party Wins Malaysia Election,” May 6, 2013. https://www.thedailystar.net/news/ruling-party-wins-malaysia-election.
Dr Azeem Ibrahim. “Election Fraud in Malaysia.” HuffPost. HuffPost, May 7, 2013. https://www.huffpost.com/entry/malaysia-election-fraud_b_3211954.
UMLR | University of Malaya Law Review. “The Art of Electoral Fraud: Blocking the Light of Democracy,” 2016. https://www.umlawreview.com/lex-om-
nibus/the-art-of-electoral-fraud-blocking-the-light-of-democracy.
Global Voices. “Allegations of Election Fraud as Malaysia’s Ruling Party Wins Again,” May 6, 2013. https://globalvoices.org/2013/05/06/malaysia-out-
rage-over-election-outcome/. 
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As is typical of any election season, allegations of irregularities and corruption are commonplace. 
More often than not these claims tend to be baseless; however as demonstrated above, real gaps 
exist within the process that point out the system’s vulnerability. Poor level of probity,                                 
accountability, and transparency, do little to inspire confidence in the rakyat especially at a time 
when public trust in institutions continues to waver. 
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Improving the election process?

Electoral f raud is no minor issue.  Although major irregularities remain highly uncommon,           
constantly seeking ways to improve the election process is critical to maintaining a functioning 
democracy. Recognising the potential for updating the more manual aspects of the process 
may address criticism of a system that could be outdated, one that has not yet received a major 
overhaul. Reducing any potential for abuse or f raud, regardless of political party or individual, 
ensures a vote that is secure and transparent. 

Elections also need to be made accessible for people to exercise their democratic right,                      
especially for the vulnerable and disenfranchised such as women, our elderly and people with 
disabilities. These include reducing long waits in queues, or ensuring disability access at polling 
stations. 

In the second part of our two part series, we look at potential digital solutions to improving the 
electoral process. We examine use cases of technology, while drawing from examples both 
from neighbouring countries as well as further abroad to determine the suitability of                           
incorporating technology as a means to improve our election system. 


