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[Liu Zhewei Column] The real reason for allowing
provident fund withdrawals?

Liu Zhewei
Last updated 1 year ago - Published on 23 Mar 2023 2:17PM - 0 comments

The author believes that even if the government doesn't want to give people a choice and insists on refusing to
withdraw money, that's fine, just don't abuse people as a shield. (File photo: The Malaysian Insight)

Let me state in advance that | am not supporting or opposing the withdrawal of
provident fund deposits. The positions in my previous articles are based on
cases and arguments, and are not blind approval or opposition. However, the
decisions of the previous government and the current government are
disappointing because their presentation is misleading.
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First of all, what are the reasons for refusing to withdraw provident fund
deposits? The answer at the beginning is that provident fund deposits are for
retirement, constructing a noble narrative, that is, the government guarantees
people's retirement life. However, some time later, the then Finance Minister
Tengku Zafrul Tengku Zafrul said that withdrawing EPF deposits would affect
the EPF’s finances and investments. Rafiz recently joined in with the same
remarks.

So the question now is, by refusing to withdraw provident fund deposits, is the
government trying to protect people’s retirement life or to preserve the
investment funds of the Provident Fund Board? These are two completely
different issues. To me, it is more important for the government to preserve the
investment of the Provident Fund than to protect people's retirement life.
However, refusing to withdraw funds in the name of protecting investment
funds is politically unfeasible because it will face various counterattacks, but
using people's retirement life as an excuse can make it easier for the
government to look more noble.

When Prime Minister Anwar presented the 2023 budget, he stated that the government refused to allow another
withdrawal of provident funds. (File photo: The Malaysian Insight)



Before | present a chain of argument on how to secure a future safety net for
retirees and access savings, | share what my debate seniors told me about
how data can be manipulated.

This year, Company A did manage to sell 1 unit of the product, and the next
year, they managed to sell 2 units of the product. Meanwhile, their competitor
Company B managed to sell 1 million units of the product, and the following
year sold 1.1 million units of the product. The question here is, who performed
better?

To support Company A, | will use the argument that Company A managed to
increase its sales by 100%, while Company B only managed to increase its
sales by 10%. Statistically speaking, this is not wrong at all. Didn't lie either.

In support of Company B, my argument is this: Company B managed to
increase sales by 100,000 units, while Company A only managed to increase
sales by 1 unit. Again, statistically speaking, they are not wrong and they are
not cheating.

The examples above illustrate that when it comes to numbers, the statistics
people give are correct and nothing is being held back, but to what extent such
statistics represent the overall message is the question we need to ask.

Let's talk about the withdrawal of deposits from the Provident Fund. If the
government's argument is based on the size of the investment fund, | can
completely accept this argument. | just want to be honest and tell you that the
government is not wrong. After all, this is an ideological issue, not a right or
wrong issue.

At the same time, we cannot expect to get everything. We want to withdraw
money without affecting the investment funds, just like wanting a horse to be
good but not eating grass. Yet any government must dare to defend its
decisions in an honest way and not shift the argument to something new and
more politically acceptable, which is not the case.

So what happens to people’s retirement lives in the future if withdrawals are
allowed? According to the government’s data from the Provident Fund Board,
the majority of people have savings of less than RM1,000 and less than



RM10,000. | have a few questions to ask about the statistics. | did mention
some in my previous article.

First of all, does the government exclude “non-genuine” members before
making any remarks? The first group that should be eliminated are those civil
servants who participate in pension plans. They themselves know that even
civil servants with pension plans are required to make contributions to the
Provident Fund in their early years until they receive confirmation of their
pension status. In other words, it is not possible to generalize these people.

Secondly, there are many freelancers and gig workers who have paid
provident fund before but have not actually started formal employment, such
as college students, full-time housewives, etc. This is another category of "non-
genuine"” members, and they should be eliminated before a more
comprehensive data is provided.

The author believes that (File photo: The Malaysian Insight)

Second, if the concern is about life after retirement, the government can set
rules and only allow those who can guarantee that they will have at least
RM240,000 after retirement, which is the amount the government considers



"safe" to withdraw. If a person earns RM5,000 per month and their monthly
contribution is RM1,150 (employer 12%, employee 11%), in one year,
excluding interest, they can accumulate RM13,800. Within 15 years, before
salary increments and interest are taken into account, they can deposit and
withdraw RM207,000.

| don’t have a correct formula, but | believe that if the annual salary increase
and the interest paid by the Provident Fund are included, it will take less than
15 years to reach the RM240,000 recommended by the government. We
assume 15 years and the retirement age is 60, which means the government
should allow people aged 45 and below to withdraw money without it affecting
their life after retirement.

Similarly, for those who earn RM10,000 per month, it may take them less than
7 years, or even less, to reach the goal of saving RM240,000. In other words,
those aged 53 and under should be given an option to withdraw their money,
on the grounds that the government wants to protect their retirement life.

All'in all, I do not support withdrawing provident fund savings, but using post-
retirement life as an excuse to refuse withdrawal is unacceptable to me. Don’t
abuse the rhetoric of compassion or the narrative of greatness to cover up the
reality of right-wing capitalist economic discourse. To be honest, | personally
feel that the refusal to withdraw funds from provident funds is to protect the
scale of investment funds, not really because people have little savings.

If people's retirement life is simply the main consideration, the government
could simply set a higher formula, as mentioned above, and only allow those
who can withdraw their retirement savings to reach RM240,000 at retirement.
What's more, this group of middle- and upper-class people don't receive much
government funding. If they do want to withdraw money, the choice should be
theirs. Even if the government doesn't want to give people a choice and insists
on refusing to withdraw money, that's fine, just don't abuse people as a shield.

* Liu Zhewei is currently an assistant professor in the Department of Political
Science at the International Islamic University. Before that, he also taught in
other institutions of higher learning. Liu Zhewei obtained a bachelor's degree
and a master's degree in political science from the National University of
Malaysia, and a doctorate in political science from the University of Bristol in
the United Kingdom.
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