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ABSTRACT 
Many developing countries support the United Nations to play an important role in the 
governance of global biodiversity. This paper is based on a research work that employed 
qualitative methods. It focuses on the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety. It analyses Malaysia’s 
response to global biodiversity policies of the United Nations between 2000 and 2010 in terms 
of Malaysia’s environmental politics in deciding the country’s involvement in the Cartagena 
Protocol on Biosafety and Malaysia’s reforms designed to encourage support for the protocol at 
the domestic level. It concludes that first, Malaysian government has played an important role in 
support for the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety, second, the federal government has made 
reforms in the biodiversity issues a priority when from 2000 to 2010, the government introduced 
many biodiversity policies at the domestic level and third, the government has recognised the 
role of market through the policies. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Governance of biodiversity was started at the 
United Nations in 1992. It was when countries 
signed the Convention on Biological diversity at 
the Rio Conference. Since then, international 
biodiversity policies developed extensively at the 
United Nations and many developing countries 
have supported the governance of biodiversity is 
vested in the United Nations. The Cartagena 
Protocol on Biosafety was launched in 2000 in 
Montreal, Canada.1,2  It is a supplementary 
agreement to the Convention on Biological 
Diversity) that addresses the potential adverse 
effects of living modified organisms.3 Containing 
about 40 articles, it aims to ensure an adequate 
level of protection in the field of the safe transfer, 
handling and use of living modified organisms 
resulting from modern biotechnology  that  may  
have  adverse  effects  on   the   conservation  and  

sustainable use of biological diversity, taking 
also into account risks to human health and 
specifically focusing on trans boundary 
movements.3 At this point, the main concern is 
promoting biotechnology and governance 
of trans boundary transfer of Genetically 
Modified Organisms (GMOs).2 This paper looks 
at how developing countries developed response 
to the governance, specifically the international 
biodiversity policies of the United Nations. 
According to some writers many developing 
countries lack of effective regulatory structures 
when it comes to biodiversity policies of the 
United Nation.2 As no studies yet to reveal 
comprehensively Malaysia’s response to the 
Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety, this paper 
analyses Malaysia’s response to the Protocol 
between 2000 and 2010 in terms of Malaysia’s 
environmental politics in deciding the country’s 
involvement in the Protocol and Malaysia’s *Author for correspondence 
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reforms designed to encourage support for the 
protocol at the domestic level. The analysis of 
this paper stems from the dimension of politics 
and policy of the environment. 

AIMS  AND  OBJECTIVES 
The main purpose of this study is to present the 
background of Malaysia’s regulatory structures 
of biodiversity, the county’s concern with 
environmental protection and the country’s 
implicit and explicit perspectives on the 
connection between environment and market. 

METHODOLOGY 
This paper is based on a qualitative 
research.  The research employed documentary 
analysis and in-depth interviews with selected 
key informants. The materials for the 
documentary analysis were documents obtained 
from the Terengganu Perhilitan, Kuala Lumpur 
Perhilitan, the Institute of Biodiversity, the 
Central Terengganu Development Authority or 
better known as Lembaga Kemajuan Terengganu 
Tengah (Ketengah) and the text of the Cartagena 
Protocol in the authoritative (Convention on 
Biodiversity) website. Perhilitan is the Malay 
acronym for the Department of Wildlife and 
National Parks. It is a federal agency operating 
within the Peninsular Malaysia and is executed 
by the Ministry of Natural Resources and 
Environment (NRE). Its objectives include to 
protect, manage and preserve biodiversity in the 
production of optimum benefits, to protect and 
develop protected areas for research, education, 
economic, aesthetic, recreation and ecological 
purposes  and to enhance knowledge, awareness 
and public support for the importance of 
biodiversity conservation (Department of 
Wildlife and National Parks). The Terengganu 
Perhilitan is a branch agency of Kuala Lumpur 
perhilitan.  Its work focuses on the area of 
National Park Tanjong Mentong, Terengganu. 
The Institute of Biodiversity is located in Pahang. 
Its objectives include training the staffs of the 
Department of Wildlife and National Parks, 
developing research on the nation’s biodiversity 
resources and conducting public education 
relating to biodiversity. Ketengah is an 
authoritative body, executed by the Ministry of 
Rural and Regional Development. It has its own 
authority to execute specific areas within the 
districts of Dungun, Kemaman and Hulu 

Terengganu. It also has the power to govern the 
Kenyir Lake area as part of the Ketengah. The 
interviews were conducted with the key 
informants from the agencies above in the form 
of focus groups using the informal 
conversational interviews. It means  a small 
group of individuals, who meet together to 
express their views about a topic defined by the 
researcher facilitator, or moderator, leads the 
group and guides the discussion between the 
participants.4 This method enables the researcher 
to explore participants views and experiences on 
a specific subject in depth.4 

RESULTS  AND  DISCUSSION 
It was Malaysia in the early 1990s which first 
suggested, a need for a provision on biosafety 
under the Convention on Biological Diversity.2 
Malaysia signed the protocol in the same year 
and ratified it three years later. In Mexico, China 
and South Africa, not only their domestic 
biodiversity policies have rapidly developed but 
also the integration between the policies and the 
market and trade has become dynamic, 
particularly in the agricultural field.2 This is 
unexceptional to Malaysia. A year after ratifying 
the protocol, it became the host for the First 
Meeting of the Conference of the Parties (COP) 
to the Convention on Biological Diversity 
(CBD). This meeting served as the Meeting of 
the Parties (MOP) to the Cartagena Protocol on 
Biosafety (COP/MOP-1).4 It was during this 
occasion the Ministry of Science, Technology 
and Environment, under the leadership of Dato’ 
(now Tan Sri) Law Hieng Ding, acted as the key 
referral institution in the negotiation process. 
Essentially, Malaysia made a significant reform 
in managing its biosafety issues. In the context of 
land biosafety issues that this paper focuses on, 
Malaysia designed reforms that simultaneously 
encouraged support for the protocol at its 
domestic level. This may be seen in four 
categories namely the referral agencies, the 
decision-making procedures, the local policy or 
rules and regulations adopted at the regional 
level and the eco-business market. As shown in  
Table 1, the referral institutions may be divided 
into two, the key and the subsidiary referral 
agencies. Between 2000 and 2010, the Ministry 
of Science, Technology and Environment         
and   the  Ministry   of   Natural   Resources   and  
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Environment served as the key agencies. 
However, as a result of reshuffling the cabinet 
ministry in 2004, the latter started to take 
responsibility in the natural resources' 
management and conservation. The subsidiary 
referral agencies responsible for the biosafety 
issues that evolved in the 2000-2010 period 
were diverse. They include the Institute of 
Biodiversity (which evolved from a 
restructuring in 2004 under the Department of 
Wildlife and National Parks), the National 

Council for Biodiversity and Biotechnology 
(which was established by the govern-
ment in 2001), Genetic Modification Advisory 
Committee, Sabah Biodiversity Centre, Sabah 
Biodiversity Council and National Biosafety 
Board. Of all the subsidiary agencies, the 
establishment of the Genetic Modification 
Advisory Committee reflects Malaysia’s 
serious sensitivity to the exploration and 
development in the areas of GMOs in the 
country.  

Table 1 : Referral institutions responsible for land biodiversity issues in Malaysia between 
2000-2010 

Referral  institution  
Key referral agency 
 Ministry of Science, Technology and Environment (until 2004) 
 Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment (from 2004 onwards) 
Subsidiary referral agency 
 Institute of Biodiversity  
 National Council for Biodiversity and Biotechnology 
 Genetic Modification Advisory Committee 
 Sabah Biodiversity Centre 
 Sabah Biodiversity Council 
 National Biosafety Board 

Note: See3,5 

As shown in the Table 2, the period 2000-
2010 saw Malaysian government arranged 
widespread endeavors to enforce the norms of 
the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety at its 
domestic level. Malaysia submitted five 
reports to the CBD to explain efforts 
undertaken. They include, for instance, the 
Fourth National Report (2009), the First Regular 
National  Report  on  the  Implementation  of  the  

Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety (2007), the 
Interim National Report on Implementation 
of  the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety (2005), 
the Third National Report to the Convention on 
Biological Diversity (2005), the Second National 
Report to the Convention on Biological Diversity 
(2005). In addition, Malaysia also submitted the 
Report on Implementation of Global Taxonomy 
Initiatives (GTI) Work Programme (2004). 

Table 2 : Decision-making procedure used by Malaysian government between 2000-2010 

Decision-making procedure 
Fourth National Report to the Convention on Biological Diversity, 2009 
First Regular National Report on the Implementation of the Cartagena Protocol on   Biosafety, 
2007 
Interim National Report on Implementation of  the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety, 2005 
Third National Report to the Convention on Biological Diversity, 2005 
Second National Report to the Convention on Biological Diversity, 2005 
Report on Implementation of Global Taxonomy Initiatives (GTI) Work Programme, 2004 

Note: See3,5 
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According to the Table 3, the government 
approved numerous biosafety policies during 
the 2000-2010 period. It includes, for instance, 
the Biosafety Act of 2007 (Act 678), the 
Guidelines of Institutional Biosafety 
Committee (IBC) : Use of Living Modified 
Organism and Related Material of 2007,  the 
National Biotechnology Policy of 2005 and the 
Protection of New Plant Variety Act of 2004. 

On top of these policies was the National 
Policy on the Environment. Adopted by the 
government since 2002, this policy serves as a 
blueprint that pushes a general guideline for 
conservation and management of biodiversity 
in Malaysia at governmental and non-
governmental levels. This also served as a 
guideline for the formulation of biodiversity 
plans in the 8th and the 9th Malaysia Plan.  

Table 3 : Local policy/rule and regulation adopted at domestic level in Malaysia between 
2000-2010 

Local policy/rule and regulation 
The Biosafety Act 2007 (Act 678) 
Guidelines of Institutional Biosafety Committee (IBC): Use of Living Modified Organism 
and Related Material, 2007 
National Biotechnology Policy, 2005 
Protection of New Plant Variety Act, 2004 

National Policy on the Environment, 2002 

Sabah Biodiversity Enactment, 2000 

Chapter 22, 9th Malaysia Plan, (2006-2010) 

Chapter 19, 8th Malaysia Plan, (2001-2005) 

Note: See 6-10 

Along with the above-mentioned policy 
responses, Malaysian government, through its 
ministries also had created a market that 
supported biotechnology, biosafety and eco-
business orientations. The Malaysian 
government, for instance, stimulated the 
establishment of biotechnology-related 
industries. The period 2000-2010 saw many 
Malaysian companies, including those of the 
government ventured into biotechnology 
industry. This is particularly in the agricultural 
or commodity oriented businesses.  This 
scenario helped integrate connections between 
biodiversity conservation and rural 
development. In India, the biomass industry, 
for example, became a symbol for such a 
scenario.11-13 Take the Eastcoast of Peninsular 
Malaysia as an example.  The state 
governments of Terengganu and Pahang 
supported biotechnology industry to develop in 
their respective regions. The Terengganu state 
government owns TDM Plantation Sdn Bhd 
(TDMP) that has had its ventures in bio natural 
fertilizer. It aimed to  utilize the large volume 
of palm oil biomass such as empty fruit 

bunches and palm oil mill effluent and process 
it into high-quality bio natural fertilizer. 
Another effort made by the state government 
of Terengganu is to  expand the function of 
‘Ketengah’’ into biotechnology businesses. 
‘Ketengah’’  has involved in the similar 
industry of bio mass to convert solid biomass 
wastes to bio-organic fertilizer. The state 
government of Pahang owns  LKPP 
Corporation Sdn Bhd (LCSB) that the latter 
took part in  the late period of 2000-2010 in 
producing compos for plantation and 
agricultural use and in increasing the reuse of 
wastes from palm oil processing. 

CONCLUSION 
Malaysia’s response to global biodiversity 
policies of the United Nations was positive. 
Between 2000 and 2010, Malaysian 
government played an important role in 
support for the Cartagena Protocol on 
Biosafety.  The federal government considered 
biodiversity issues a priority when in the 
period, the government introduced many          
biodiversity policies at the domestic level and  
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recognised the role of market through the 
policies. As a significant reflection of the 
favourable response, Malaysia established the 
Department of Biosafety, under the Ministry of 
Natural Resources and Environment after that. 
These findings refute arguments that 
developing countries lack of regulatory 
structures when it comes to biodiversity issues. 
This study supports Kurokawa and Macer who 
have provided a short description about 
Malaysia’s position towards the Cartagena 
Protocol on Biosafety. 
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Our environmental problems originate in 
the hubris of imagining ourselves as the 
central nervous system or the brain of 
nature. We're not the brain, we are a 
cancer on nature. 

Dave Foreman 

 


