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The author believes that this budget seeks to raise revenue from the rich, eliminate tax evasion and rationalize
subsidies so that the government can redistribute them to the poor. (File photo: Malaysian Insight)
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In my opinion, the 2024 Budget does a lot of talking, but whether it can be
delivered in practice is another matter. From the Budget itself, the government
is trying to show the public that it will put it into practice. I can't discuss
everything in detail, but I will select a few aspects that I am interested in
discussing.

Overview

I have a few quick takeaways on this budget. First, this budget seeks to take
revenue from the rich, eliminate tax leakage, rationalize subsidies so that the
government can redistribute them to the poor. Second, address issues that
need to be addressed but have never been addressed due to sensitivity,
complexity, and political will.

In this budget, the government is trying to get more revenue by closing loopholes. (File photo: Malaysian Insight)
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Besides increasing revenue, we also need
to cut costs. Honestly, one of Malaysia’s
biggest problems is due to the
government’s over-commitment on
subsidies and loopholes. So in this budget,
the government is trying to get more
revenue by eliminating loopholes.
Loopholes are a problem that any sensible
person in Malaysia agrees on. If this
problem can be solved, the country can get
more funds without having to target
anyone. For example, by controlling the procurement of government agencies,
cutting out unnecessary middlemen or corruption in the procurement chain, it
can help the country save money. The same applies to the smuggling problem,
where a lot of taxpayers’ money is misused by those who are irresponsible,
such as subsidizing diesel, sugar, etc. This is an open problem. This has been
said many times, but it is a systemic problem. It is not easy to solve this
problem. I still remember many years ago when Anwar was debating with
Shabery Cheek, both sides agreed that this loophole, as long as the
government has the perseverance to solve it, can increase the treasury funds,
and no longer need to target anyone to fill the shortfall.

In addition, since the previous governments, the government has begun to pay
attention to taxing areas that have never been taxed before but should be
taxed morally. For example, last year's tax on foreign income, this year's
capital gains tax, electronic invoices, etc. There are actually loopholes in
Malaysia where many people and businesses can legally avoid taxes. In the
past few years, including in the 2024 budget, the government has begun to
turn its focus here, which is necessary and correct.

Addressing unpopular areas

Many times, the government is reluctant to address some issues. One of them
is the salaries of civil servants. This is a sensitive issue. The public feels that
civil servants should not enjoy any kind of bonus or salary increase because
they have a bad impression of civil servants. However, no government can
completely ignore civil servants because there are so many of them. A large
number of civil servants also means a large number of votes.
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I am not sure if I am neutral enough to say this, but the fact is that the salary
system for civil servants has not been revised for a long time. For many years,
civil servants have never received a proper annual bonus. A few decades ago,
civil servants could still get a monthly bonus, which was later reduced to
RM1,000 and then to RM500. Only in recent years has the government started
to increase it slightly, but it is still far from being called a "bonus". This is why
the government usually uses the term "subsidy" or "assistance" instead of
"bonus".

Any government promises to carry out salary revisions but as of now, there
has been no actual progress. I can understand this because a revision of civil
servants’ salaries means that the government has to pay civil servants more
consistently. It is not a one-time thing but a fixed increase in operating
expenses every year thereafter. Hence, salary revisions have been promised
repeatedly since the Najib era until now. Civil servants may not trust Anwar
easily and this RM2,000 bonus is a hint of his determination in salary revisions.

Budget 2024 will surely have a lot of goodies for students in public universities, with other additional benefits and
privileges. (File photo: Malaysian Insight)



Similar to the higher education issues, many problems occur at the grassroots
level, but those in the upper management are either unaware or unwilling to
know. In this budget, Anwar has firmed up some issues. First, the National
Education Fund only provides students with an advance payment of RM1,500,
but some public universities may charge registration fees of more than
RM1,500. This may not be a big burden for those in the M40 and above, but it
is certainly a big burden for those from poor families. In addition to having to
pay to go to university, don't forget, this does not include other basic
necessities of life. Similarly, there are many students who cannot pay the
semester fees and are therefore denied registration for courses, causing them
to be unable to attend classes. Anwar has also solved this problem by no
longer allowing government universities to do this.

Another element related to higher education is the discount given to higher
education fund borrowers who want to pay off their loans. But interestingly, the
discount this time sounds a bit strange. I don't know the exact reason or
rationale behind it. One reason I guess could be that if you can really afford the
full amount or half, the government will give you a 10% discount. This is easier
for you because you don't have to pay it monthly or think about it anymore. But
if you really can't pay it all at once, it means you are not rich enough.
Therefore, the government will give you a bigger discount, up to 15%. If my
guess is right, then I do appreciate the effort. Of course, it can also be easily
abused. Why should I pay it all at once and get a 10% discount? Wouldn't it be
better if I pay it monthly?

In conclusion, this Budget 2024 definitely has a lot of goodies for students in
public universities, with other additional benefits and privileges. If you ask me
why, the non-conspiratorial answer is that I would say that Anwar has a deeper
understanding of the situation of university students and is therefore in a better
position to reach out to students. These issues regarding insufficient advances
on Higher Education Fund loans and refusal to allow registration for courses
are very specific issues. You will not understand them unless you are in them
yourself. But from a political perspective, Anwar is trying to win back the
support of government university students. They have always been supporters
of PKR or its allies, but the recent "Green Tide" has forced them to switch to
PN. Don't forget, they are still young and have decades to vote. Once you lose
them in the early stages, you may lose them in all future elections.

in conclusion
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Let me simply say that the idea behind this Budget is to raise as much money
as possible, even if it means increasing the cost of living, and then use that
money to compensate those who are in financial difficulty.

* Liu Zhewei is currently an assistant professor at the Department of Political
Science at the International Islamic University. Prior to this, he also taught at
other institutions of higher learning. Liu Zhewei obtained his bachelor's and
master's degrees in political science from the National University of Malaysia,
and his doctorate in political science from the University of Bristol, UK.
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BlackRock not involved in MAHB privatisation,
says GIP...

GLOBAL Infrastructure Partners (GIP) has
Read more
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Azam ends defamation suit against
journalists...

MACC chief Azam Baki has withdrawn a
Read more
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