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Introduction 
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
were proposed by the United Nations General 
Assembly and came into force in January 2016 
as a result of a consensus among leaders of 
developed and developing countries in their 
effort to achieve two major anthropocentric 
visions, i.e., fostering human prosperity 
and rights; and one supplementary vision of 
protecting the planet (United Nations [UN], 
n.d.-b). 

As shown in Table 1, about 76% of the 17 
SDGs are focused on humankind rather than 
the environment and its non-human content. 
Only 24% of the goals are of a supplementary 
biocentric focus. Hence, it is evident that the 
priority is for human gains, inevitably causing 
detrimental effect to the environment and its 
non-human inhabitants (Keitsch, 2018). 

Today, with a short timeframe of less 
than 15 years to achieve the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development, the fate of the SDGs 
is predominantly in the hands of country leaders 
and their political ideology. This is especially 
about the legal adoption of the SDGs, such as the 
setting up of a national framework for sustainable 
development policies. Until today, the “saving 
the planet” task has never gained ownership of 
the larger realm of regional, sub-national, or 
global level organisations as they only play the 
monitoring role such as conducting reviews and 
follow-ups (UN, 2018). For instance, the role of 
the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) is to help implement the SDGs through 
their work in some 170 countries and territories. 

Currently, half of the world’s population 
has chosen to live densely packed urban areas, 
and this trend is projected to increase to two-
thirds of the world’s population in the year 2050 

Abstract: Consequent to the declaration of achieving the sustainable development goals 
(SDGs) by United Nations in 2016, most of the countries with capitalist politics have chosen 
to adopt “smart urbanisation” as a tool to help them gear up for national development. 
However, research shows that most countries, including Malaysia, are not on the right 
track. Thus, this research paper aims to examine the alternative political policies besides 
that of a capitalist/liberal democracy, such as ecological democracy, that the Malaysian 
smart urbanisation movement should follow to achieve the SDGs. This study applied the 
method of case study analysis in examining empirical examples related to stakeholder 
partnerships and environmental cases in smart urbanisation in Malaysia. This paper argues 
that achieving the SDGs with the current capitalist hegemony poses a significant challenge 
to countries. However, with environmental ethics in mind, it is possible to achieve the 
SDGs with the trust granted by the government in the form of participatory politics. The 
SDGs also need to be overhauled and rewritten under the realm of ecological democracy. 
The implications of the findings include creating a call for support for an emerging 
ecological democracy that is particularly compatible with the SDGs as well as embedded 
in the natural environment, social and economic developments.  
 
Keywords: Capitalism, ecological democracy, participatory politics, smart city, 
sustainability. 

http://doi.org/10.46754/jssm.2021.06.016



SDGS, SMART URBANISATION AND POLITICS	 191

Journal of Sustainability Science and Management Volume 16 Number 4, June 2021: 190-219

(UN, 2014). As a result, smart urbanisation has 
been used as one of the tools by world leaders 
in achieving their political and administrative 
motives, “hiding” behind the ambiguous vision 
of quality living for their constituents in the 
pre-defined boundary of the geography of the 
nation. In this research paper, smart urbanisation 
refers to Information and Communications 
Technology (ICT) solutions, which are a type 
of urban development movement (Hollands, 
2016). This seems to be the right time for leaders 
to embark on smart urbanisation, such as the 
“intelligent island” vision that has been turned 
into the “smart nation” vision by the Singaporean 
government, “100 smart cities vision” by the 
Indian government, and the formulation of the 
national smart city framework by the Malaysian 
government (Lim et al., 2020). These trends 
are due to the smart urbanisation concept that 
promises huge market values (Hollands, 2015), 
albeit still in the nascent stages of development 
(Luque-Ayala & Marvin, 2015) and yet is 
believed to be suitable in achieving the SDGs. 
In the rollout of both smart urbanisation and 
SDGs, most leaders have chosen to adopt 
the capitalism/liberal ideology based on the 
consensus (Cardullo & Kitchin, 2018) that 
prosperity (market, profit, and choice) comes 
first and then followed by government, civil 
society, and nature.

Under the hegemonic capitalist ideology, 
it seems that leaders have achieved confidence 
in promoting both the SDGs and smart 

urbanisation. However, evidence from the 2018 
SDG Index and Dashboards Report shows that 
none of the developed and developing nations 
in the world is on track towards achieving all 
the goals by 2030 and the slowest progress is 
being made on some of the environmental 
goals (Abdul Hamid, 2018). Malaysia is on a 
downward trend, as the country is moving in the 
wrong direction in climate action (SDG 13) and 
charting a stagnant trend in building sustainable 
cities and communities (SDG 11) (Sachs et al., 
2018, pp. 288–289). 

Thus, this paper aims to examine other 
alternative politics, besides capitalist/liberal 
democracy, such as ecological democracy that 
the Malaysian smart urbanisation movement 
should follow in order to achieve the SDGs. 
This study applied the method of case study 
analysis in examining empirical examples 
concerning stakeholder partnerships and 
environmental cases in Malaysia. In the 
following section, topics on political ecology, 
the SDGs and the types of goals, comparison of 
the characteristics of capitalism and ecological 
democracy and smart urbanisation and politics 
in Malaysia are reviewed. Then, the researchers 
explain the research method of case analysis and 
findings on empirical cases in Malaysia. Finally, 
suggestions, contributions and the conclusion of 
the study are discussed.

Table 1: The focus of SDGs and its assumed roles

Focus Type of Goals
No. of Goals

(total 17 
SDGs)

Assumed Roles

Anthropocentric focus 
on humankind, rather 
than environment and 

its non-human contents
(76%)

1) Profit/Human Prosperity 
(basic and economic needs) 8 (47%) Mover, the priority

2) People’s Social needs (and 
rights) 5 (29%) Mediator, foster 

partnerships

Supplementary-
biocentric

3) Planet protection (on 
animals, plants, land, air, sea 

and climate change)
4 (24%)

Human “resources” to 
sacrifice in exchange 

for growth

Source: The researchers’ compilation from the UN (n.d.-a, 2018)
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Literature Review
This section is divided into four subsections 
that provide an analytical framework as the 
foundation for this paper. To begin with, 
subsection a) discusses sustainable development, 
community involvement and smart urbanisation 
by framing the discourse via the political 
ecology lens. This subsection is pivotal as it lays 
down the compass for this paper’s empirical 
navigation. Subsequently, subsection b) outlines 
the relationship between smart urbanisation, 
SDGs goals and the sustainable development 
agenda in a general sense. Consequently, to 
unveil the paradox and rhetoric of the political 
ideologies in dealing with smart urbanisation 
and its relationship with sustainable 
development, subsection c) compares capitalism 
with ecological democracy. Finally, subsection 
d) provides a discussion on the role of politics 
in shaping smart urbanisation and sustainable 
development discourse in Malaysia.

Sustainable Development, Community 
Involvement and Smart Urbanisation
This paper employs political ecology in its 
approach and views environmental change, 
ecological conditions and instability as products 
of the political process and neo-liberal agenda. 
The approach pays special attention to social 
justice and environmental disputes (Bryant, 
2015; McCarthy & Prudham, 2004; Perreault, 
Bridge, & McCarthy, 2015; Walker, 2005). 
The main narrative of political ecology is that 
environmental science and its main concepts – 
rationality, scientific and positivism approach 
in addressing man-made products – do not 
happen in a void. Instead, environmental 
decision-making and smart urbanisation for that 
matter are subjected to political bargaining and 
competing interests amongst the actors involved 
in the environment – state, corporations, local 
people and media, among others. In this sense, 
the political ecologist investigates the products 
beyond the numerical, index and environmental 
rhetoric. It places special attention on the role 
of actors in shaping policy outcomes or, in this 
paper’s case, smart urbanisation. 

This paper posits that it would be naïve 
yet incomplete if a smart city – the product 
of society and the man-made environment – 
ignores the role of politics as a dominant force 
in shaping the discourse in Malaysia. The 
belief stems from two fundamental reasons that 
force the emergence of political ecology. First, 
environmental science is affected by social 
and political factors. Ergo, to understand the 
fundamental biophysical causes of perceived 
environmental problems requires understanding 
both forces. 

Second, policies based on unreconstructed 
science produce environmental policies that 
penalize and increase environmental degradation 
and poverty by threatening the livelihood of land 
users (Forsyth, 2003). 

Clearly, the sources of successful, efficient 
and meaningful smart urbanisation partnerships 
are varied. However, zooming into the aspect 
of distributional power in managing, i.e., the 
decision-making of the smart urbanisation 
discourse, it is evident that political will – 
ability to fulfill the desired outcomes of earlier 
commitments – is the main criterion in assessing 
stakeholder partnerships. In addition, it has been 
observed that the political culture in developing 
countries demonstrates a weaker democracy and 
fewer check and balance elements as compared 
to in developed countries. These inadequacies 
have caused natural resources and development 
projects to become sources of rent-seeking 
– an economic concept that occurs when an 
entity seeks to gain added wealth without any 
reciprocal contribution of productivity (Dryzek, 
2005; Jomo & Wee, 2002; Sawyer & Gomez, 
2012; Sloane-White & Beaulieu, 2010). Above 
all, the priority and concern of politicians in 
developing countries, including Malaysia, is 
on economic growth as a prime indicator of the 
leadership’s capability. In this sense, economic 
performance supersedes environmental 
concerns. Such an approach is a clear trait of the 
developmental state, which according to Kurer 
(1996, p. 647) is “a commitment to economic 
development by the political and bureaucratic 
elite, a high degree of state autonomy and thus 
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a weak and subordinated civil society and a 
powerful, competent and insulated economic 
bureaucracy.” 

Subscribing political ecology as a lens for 
understanding the smart urbanisation discourse 
requires the researchers to be aware on the 
technocratic way and participatory approach in 
handling the decision-making and partnership 
process – as this action demonstrates the role 
of actors in shaping policy implementation, 
including the smart urbanisation discourse 
(Bryant, 2015; Dente, 2014; Thomas, 2013). 
Technocratic and participatory approaches 
are two general development orientations that 
revolve around the top-down and bottom-up 
approaches, respectively. 

Public participation in the participatory 
approach is a political tool in distributing the 
power of decision-making, which tends to 
neglect social study or public involvement in 
the decision-making process (Barrow, 2010; 
Kakonen & Hirsh, 2009; Lockie, 2001). 
Meanwhile, technocratic is an approach that has 
been subjugated by elites and heavily relies on 
the rational concept (Gururani & Vandergeest, 
2014; McDonald-Wilmsen & Webber, 2010).

Even though the stakeholder partnership 
process has been institutionalised in Malaysia’s 
land use and environmental management 
mechanism, in reality, the process receives 
little attention if not poor treatment from the 
state, private sector and corporations (Nor-
Hisham & Ho, 2015, 2016). Efforts to empower 
smart urbanisation beyond information and 
communications technology, software and 
hardware are a daunting task. It is against 
this background that environmental science 
and its main concepts – rationality, scientific, 
objective and technical – become myths and the 
participatory process serves merely as a symbol 
of law, decoupling, formality, facadism, window 
dressing and lip service (Nor-Hisham & Ho, 
2016). 

ICT-driven Smart Urbanisation, SDGs and the 
Types of Goals
ICT solution/technology-enabled smart 
urbanisation is dominating the global north 
and global south. The common practices of 
technology-led implementation strategies 
include top-down governance where citizens 
are mostly recommended to follow the 
social algorithm order, double-helix model 
(government and private sectors) to promote 
the privatisation of smart city projects with 
an emphasis on capital gains activities and 
placated by the sustainable growth model (Lim 
et al., 2020). These technological characteristics 
are easily accepted by the public due to the 
compatibility with the current neoliberal logic 
(Cardullo & Kitchin, 2018) and all major actors 
seem to be in win-win-win situations.

For instance, citizens are beneficiaries 
of technological advances, governments are 
assisted by the private technology sector in 
solving urban problems and providing better 
services to citizens and the private sector 
gains repeated profits in these ICT-led techno-
consumption cycles. 

Furthermore, this ICT-enabled corporate 
smart urbanisation contributes to an expansion 
of social and political responsibilities, leading 
to the possible alternative development of 
commons-oriented smart urbanisation (Niaros, 
2016). Commons carries the meaning of peer 
production or a shared-resource system, where 
public values to society are emphasized over 
private values (Brinkley, 2020). 

The concept of commons was said to be 
referred to Elinor Ostrom and is akin to the 
intelligence and experience of aborigines which 
stress on the concept of humans as “part of 
nature” rather than as “nature owners” that have 
the right to exploit natural resources to no limits 
(Lim, 2020). Currently, the internet, computer 
networks, 3D-printers and computer numerical 
control (CNC) are examples of the tools of 
commons that have gained popularity under the 
trend of smart urbanisation and democratizing 
the way of production (Kostakis & Bauwens, 
2014).
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Examples of the possible commons-oriented 
smart practice include the Fab Lab turned into 
the Fab City project in Barcelona (Fab City, 
2018), Medialab Prado in Spain and Metalab 
Viena in Austria (Niaros, 2016). Due to the rapid 
growth in ICT development, these examples 
have the characteristics of a common pool of 
resource practices that are aimed at being scaled 
globally. However, this commons-oriented smart 
practice is still at the infancy stage. It needs to be 
continuously nurtured with emphasis on global 
public values, broader citizen participation, 

continuous circulation of commons and building 
the collaboration networks. 

However, in today’s capitalist world, 
the principles of commons are always being 
subjugated compared to human prosperity and 
economic growth issues. As indicated in Table 2, 
out of the 17 SDGs, the majority or eight goals 
are on the vision of achieving human prosperity 
(basic and economic needs), five goals are for 
social needs (and rights) while the remaining 
four goals are for the protection of the planet (on 
land, air, sea and climate change).

Table 2: SDGs and their visions, needs and actions/issues

SDGs Action/ Issue Type of Needs*
Type of Vision: Human Prosperity
G1 No poverty Action: Donate what you do not use

Issue: 836 million people live in extreme poverty
N1 (Basic food/ live/ wear/ 
transport survivor needs)

G2 Zero hunger Action: Avoid throwing away food
Issue: Over 1/3 of the world’s food is wasted

N1 (Basic food need)

G3 Good health and 
well-being

Action: Vaccinate your family to protect them and 
improve public health

N1 (Basic health need)
N2 (Extended well-being need)

G7 Affordable and 
clean energy

Action: Use only energy-efficient appliances and 
light bulbs

All types

G8 Decent work and 
economic growth

Action: Buy from green companies that are equal 
opportunity employers

N1 (Financial stability)
N2 (Gender)

G9 Industry, 
innovation and 
infrastructure

Action: Think of innovative new ways to 
repurpose old material

N1 (Financial stability)
N2 (recycling)

G11 Sustainable cities 
and communities

Action: Bike, walk or use public transportations 
to keep our cities’ air clean
Issue: There needs to be a future in which cities 
provide opportunities for all

N1 (Basic clean air and more)

G12 Responsible 
production and 
consumption

Action: Recycle paper, plastic, glass & aluminium N1 (Economic & production)
N1 (Pollution-plastic)

Type of vision: Social/ Rights

G4 Quality education Action: Help children in your community to read N2 (Primary & secondary 
education)
N3 (Tertiary education)

G5 Gender equality Action: Call out sexist language and behavior N2 (Social tolerance)
G10 Reduce 
inequalities

Action: Raise your voice against discrimination N3 (Freedom of speech)
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Among the social goals, the areas of concern 
include education (Goal 4), gender equality 
(Goal 5), voicing out against discrimination 
(Goal 10), the right to elect leaders for peace, 
justice and strong institutions (Goal 16) and 
enhancing partnerships (Goal 17). 

The last goal of calling for the revitalisation 
of global partnerships for sustainable 
development is the most important, as no 
result can be reaped without solid actions on 
the ground both in intra- and inter-countries 
partnerships. These partnerships should be 
grounded on the quad-helix model where civil 
society, government, business and academia can 
come together to create and promote smart cities 
(Kummitha & Crutzen, 2017).

Based on the seminal work of Elkington 
(1997), the triple bottom line for the sustainable 
development concept is a balanced ratio where 
there are interactions and “partnerships” 
between profit (economic growth), people 
(social inclusion) and planet (environmental 
protection) (refer Figure 1). However, the 
current practice of SDGs, as shown in Table 2, 
reveals a notable disconnection (Hollo, 2018a) 
and an unbalanced ratio. 

It is foreseen that the famous sustainable 
development definition by the Brundtland Report 
(WCED, 1987) as “development that meets the 
needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own 
needs” will hardly be achieved if countries 
continue to follow the current path of political 
development. 

G16 Peace, justice 
and strong institutions

Action: Use your right to elect the leaders in your 
country and local community

N3 (Rights to choose leaders)

G17 Partnerships for 
the goals

Action: Revitalize the global partnership for 
sustainable development

N3 (Self-actualization needs)

Type of vision: Planet Protection
G6 Clean water and 
sanitation

Action: Avoid wasting water
Issue: Water scarcity affects more than 40% of the 
world’s population

N1 (Basic water & sanitation 
need)

G13 Climate action Action: Educate young people on climate change 
to put them on a sustainable path early on.

N1 (Physiological need)
N2 (Education)

G14 Life below water Action: Avoid plastic bags to keep the oceans safe 
and clean

N1 (Ocean & non-human water 
life)
N1 (Pollution-plastic)

G15 Life on land Action: Plant a tree and help protect the 
environment

N1 (Land & non-human life)
N1 (Physiological need)

Note:  *Types of needs:  N1 Basic necessities; N2 Complementary needs; N3 Desired opportunities
Source: The researchers’ compilation (refer to Bakar et al., 2016; Maslow, 1943; UN, 2019)
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Figure 1: Conceptual framework of sustainable development and the actual practice of SDGs
Source: The researchers’ compilation from Elkington (1997) and UN (2018)

A Comparison of the Characteristics of 
Capitalism and Ecological Democracy
Capitalism is the strongest ideological political 
force that has ever dominated the world’s 
development. Since the publication of “Wealth 
of Nations, 1776” by Adam Smith (Preston, 
1996) in the eighteenth century until today, the 
theory of spontaneous order of the marketplace 
has deeply influenced country leaders in 
planning the development of their countries and 
the world. This article discusses the topics of 
state, market and citizens. 

According to Smith’s theory, the 
government (state) should impose minimum 
interference in the economy and production and 
consumption markets. Moreover, “citizenship is 
mostly understood as a set of individual rights 
and contains only a minimal notion of virtue 
or mutual responsibilities between members 
of the polity” (de Waal & Dignum, 2017). A 
liberal democracy is another term that is deeply 
rooted in capitalist ideology. The corporate 
sector of technology has found a significant gap 
in the smart city market that has allowed them 
to penetrate it, persuading country leaders to 
establish a partnership with them in the name of 
achieving an urban quality living environment 
using ICT solutions (Hollands, 2016; Wiig, 
2016). 

 

The global internet of things smart 
city market was estimated to be enormous, 
achieving US$1.7 trillion (Poole, 2014) and the 
whole smart city market could be worth more 
than US$32 trillion (NIST, 2014). Meanwhile, 
political leaders and city administrators/officers 
prefer to adopt technological reductionism ideas 
in handling urban issues, e.g., Songdo Smart 
City, Masdar Smart City and Rio de Janeiro’s 
IBM Command Centre (Kitchin et al., 2017; 
Komninos & Mora, 2018; Selinger & Kim, 
2015). 

That is the techno-utopian future that was 
being imagined, is a fairy tale of storytelling and 
marketing strategy by corporates to gain capital 
and earn profits (Soderstrom et al., 2014). 

Since the vision of SDGs is to gain prosperity 
for humankind, it is assumed to be compatible to 
run in parallel with the ICT smart development 
and that they could be a perfect match for 
contemporary development strategies. However, 
if the SDGs’ second priority on environmental 
concerns is examined, the complexity of 
the problems seems to be ignored because 
“minimum interference from civic society” and 
top-down decisions from governments are the 
ideas expected in a liberal democracy. Although 
the “choice” and “freedom” of citizens are 
stressed in a liberal democracy (Muzaffar, 1986; 
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Sunstein, 1993), these are all subject to the 
control of the government and market. 

Environmental deterioration issues have 
continued to take place, e.g., tsunamis, tornados, 
climate change, rising global temperature and 
the melting of the glacier. The exploitation of 
scarce resources for use in smart technology 
gadgets, such as the illegal mining of coltan in 
the Democratic Republic of Congo, has created 
local socio-environmental issues (UN, 2001). 
Therefore, Kaika (2017) argued that smart cities 
and ICTs could not be the solution because 
they are part of the problem. Environmental 
deterioration continues to happen despite the 
adoption of the SDGs. Kaika further argued 
that the effective setting up of smart monitoring 
technologies in Brussels would probably result 
in additional socio-environmental destruction 
in Congo, or that the achievement of the 
recycling of electronics in London would likely 
imply that a significant amount of hazardous 
electronic waste has been dumped to third world 
countries such as India. The impact of setting up 
a “smart nation” on the environment has been 
downplayed by leaders and economists who 
choose to rationalize it with acceptable sacrifices 
to show continuous growth in their local human 
wealth. 

Kathleen (2019) unveiled how Singapore’s 
hunger for sand, mining about 70 million tonnes 
of sand from Cambodia for land-filling to attain 
its “smart nation vision” (Ho, 2017), is indirectly 
destroying Cambodia’s coastlines and villages. 
Thus, have the advanced smart cities’ dredging 
technologies seen utilised in sand mining uplifted 
the planet’s protection vision? Meanwhile, Ho 
(2017) criticized that smart urbanisation has 
been used as a technological tool or strategy for 
Singapore to establish its authoritarian power 
under the notion of neoliberal socio-politic. It is 
expected that the negative environmental impact 
of smart urbanisation will prevail in the future 
on the planet we inhabit and one day the planet 
could be destroyed by human hands (Yigitcanlar 
et al., 2019).  

According to Yigitcanlar et al. (2019), the 
current smart city practice could be a zero-sum 

game for sustainability, where environmental 
gains are diluted by the dominance of ICT-
focused solutions. Most of the solutions are, in 
fact, meant for human gains and saving the planet 
is secondary. Therefore, the question is, what 
does the humankind want? People emphasize 
on economic prosperity and the quality of 
life, they can bear environmental deterioration 
as long as it does not affect them directly and 
they keep ignoring the situation for as long as 
they have agreed, feeling guiltless and assured 
by the circle of capitalist like-minded people. 
One example reflecting such human wants is 
the dumping of plastic waste from developed 
countries to third world countries in the name of 
“recycling” (Little, 2019). 

This argument on what humans actually 
want goes back to the consideration of 
the relationship between humans and the 
environment (Bakar et al., 2016), i.e., whether 
humans are separated from the environment. 
Hollo (2018a) argues that one could not work 
to improve humanity without cherishing and 
stewarding the natural world that we inhabit.  
It is important to bear in mind that most of 
the practices of capitalism are premised on the 
profit motive, full of competitive individualism 
and corporate power, which have resulted in 
environmental destruction (Hollow, 2018a). 
These practices have been prevalent since the 
start of the industrial revolution with coal-
burning machines and the creation of petrol-
burning engines in vehicles by humans that 
largely produce toxic or non-healthy smokes. 

The by-products of economic growth have 
a substantial possibility to drive us swiftly down 
the collapse of the ecological path. Nevertheless, 
humans are rewarded with GDP growth and 
profit accumulations. 

Therefore, Hollo (2018a, 2018b) and 
Ostrom (1990) have proposed another kind 
of new political “common sense” to ride over 
capitalism. The existing form of capitalism has 
faced the cultural hegemony issue of a legitimacy 
crisis. Hence, civil societies are strongly urged 
to participate in political decision making 
(Brinkley, 2020). This new common sense is 
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known as “ecological democracy”, which is 
grounded in the seminal work of Ostrom (1990), 
classical works of Karl Marx and Henry David 
Thoreau and spinning back through history and 
beyond in the wisdom of indigenous peoples and 
the practices of the commons (Pascoe, 2014). 

The commons’ characteristics embedded in 
ecological democracy were described by Hollo 
(2018b), Niemeyer (2020), Pascoe (2014) and 
Schlosberg et al. (2019)  as:

i.	 A radical green political vision of deep 
interconnection, interdependence and 
resilient in diversity;

ii.	 For people to find their own way together in 
synchronization with the planet;

iii.	 It rejects capitalism’s hyper-individualism, 
growth fetish and celebration of greed;

iv.	 It is beyond socialism while proudly being 
of the left; 

v.	 It is intrinsically intersectional and 
embedded in nature; and 

vi.	 It can be regarded as a jig-sawed mutualism, 
where people have rights and obligations 
for specific pieces of the jigsaw but they 
are confined to operate their piece so that it 
adds to rather than reduces their neighbors’ 
pieces and lessens the notable value of the 
land.

Ecological politics, viewed from 
the standpoint of socialism as regards to 
interconnected diversity, should be grounded 
in participatory democratic processes and puts 
equity, universalism, and pluralism at its core 
(Hollo, 2018a; Niemeyer, 2020). Several deeper 
participatory models have been proposed, 
such as proactive local planning, participatory 
budgeting, institutionalized citizens’ assemblies, 
citizen-run sharing and repairing spaces, and 
cooperatives (Hollo, 2018b; Peters, 2017). In 
smart urbanisation development, one of the 
emphases is on citizen centricity which promotes 
participatory democracy and citizenship; it is 
this aspect that has gradually gained the attention 
of scholars (Berntzen et al., 2016; Cardullo & 
Kitchin, 2018; Castelnovo et al., 2015; Lee & 
Lee, 2014; Lim et al., 2018). 

European practices include “do-cracy”, 
which has been applied by the government of 
the Netherlands (government.nl, 2018), Fab City 
(Diez, 2016; Diez & Posada, 2013), Barcelona, 
En Comu and London’s Participatory City 
project (Hollo, 2018b). Under this “citizen 
centricity smart urbanisation” concept, the 
researchers see the opportunity and importance 
of “tuning” the over-focus on human prosperity 
under capitalism to emphasizing the natural 
environment and “commons” under ecological 
democracy. The researchers have summarized 
the characteristics of capitalism and ecological 
democracy in Table 3 below.

Table 3: Characteristics of capitalism and ecological democracy

Capitalism/ Liberal Democracy Ecological Democracy
Dominant and hegemony (of power and culture) Alternative, green politics and uphold the concept of 

commons
Alienation & disconnection Interconnected diversity and embed participatory 

processes in institutions
Uphold human prosperity (market, profit and 
choice)

Intersectional politics & understand inequalities

Treat nature as an inexhaustible resource to be 
endlessly abused

Humanity has no future unless one stops plundering 
nature, treasure the sea & wildlife

Sources: Berge and Laerhoven (2011), Hollo (2018b) and Ostrom (1990)
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Smart Urbanisation, Sustainable Development 
and Politics in Malaysia
Smart city development has some advantages 
as people throughout the world are interested 
in how sustainable targets can be achieved 
with the help of “ICT smartness” (Ahvenniemi 
et al., 2017). In Malaysia, the trend of smart 
urbanisation started in the central region of 
Peninsular Malaysia following the declaration 
by the government of the Multimedia Super 
Corridor and the development of intelligent 
cities in Cyberjaya and Putrajaya in the mid-
1990s. 

The Seventh Malaysia Plan (1996–2000) 
has also adopted the sustainability concept 
propagated by the United Nations. Recently, 
the state of Selangor has launched the Smart 
State Vision 2025 and thus leading the country’s 
smart urbanisation development (SSDU, 2016). 
Besides Cyberjaya, other cities including 
Petaling Jaya have also embarked on the smart 
city journey, which includes building a smart 
command control center (Norhayati Umor, 
2017). 

As for the smart development trend in the 
northern region of Peninsular Malaysia, the 
Kulim High-tech Park, in the state of Kedah was 
established with the assistance of the Japanese 
government and Japan International Cooperation 
Agency industrial counterparts (Lim, 2005) at 
the end of the 1990s. Besides Kedah, recently, 
the state of Penang has launched Smart Penang 
2030 with the theme of “creating a family-
focused green and smart state that inspires the 
nation” (Tan, 2019). This political decision has 
stimulated the development of Penang Island 
through projects such as the Penang South 
Reclamation project (PSR) and the construction 
of the Pan Island Link 1 (PIL1) (Wong, 2019).

In the early 2000s in the southern region, 
the Iskandar Malaysia Development Corridor 
in the state of Johor had focused on the low 
carbon city and society framework (Ho et al., 
2013). It was declared as Iskandar Malaysia 
Smart City in the year 2012 by the Sixth Prime 
Minister, Najib Razak (IRDA, 2017; Joeman, 

2013). Cyberjaya also caught the government’s 
attention and was restructured based on the 
Smart and Low Carbon City framework in the 
year 2017 (APUDG & MPSp, 2017; Bernama, 
2017). Besides Iskandar, other cities are also 
being aimed to be developed, such as Pengerang 
as a smart city (Bernama 2020), Seri Alam as a 
“smart city of knowledge” (Nordin, 2020) and 
Pasir Gudang as a low carbon society and green 
smart city (Hamidi, 2015). 

The former Menteri Besar of Johor, Datuk 
Dr Sahruddin Jamal, said one of the key features 
of smart cities is the integration of technology 
into services that would generally improve 
public safety and their quality of life in addition 
to tackling the pollution issue (Nordin, 2020; 
The Star, 2019). These include 5G technology 
networks, cashless communities, efficient public 
transport, energy-efficient buildings, efficient 
water treatment and smart waste management 
(Nordin, 2020).

This restructuring has moved from the 
intelligent to the smart concept following the 
implementation of the Eleventh Malaysia Plan 
(2016–2020), where for the first time in the 
history of Malaysia, the “smart city initiative” is 
stated as a strategy in developing a knowledge-
based economy (Malaysia, 2015). In September 
2018, the top-down Malaysia Smart City 
Framework (MSCF) was launched to provide 
guidance for the development of national smart 
cities and bridge the gap among government 
agencies across different states (KPKT, 2019; 
Loo, 2019). 

Five pilot city projects have been carried 
out under this framework, namely Kulim, 
Kedah (northern region), Kuala Lumpur (central 
region), Johor Bahru, Johor (southern region), 
Kuching (Sarawak) and Kota Kinabalu (Sabah). 

Two weeks after the launch of the MSCF, 
the top-down policy of Shared Prosperity 
Vision 2030 (SPV 2030) was launched by 
the Seventh Prime Minister, Tun Mahathir 
Mohamad, in continuing the target of Vision 
2020 to achieve a developed nation status 
(Aliran, 2019; Malaysia, 2019). The researchers 
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noticed that the focus of SPV 2030 is primarily 
on economic growth and it avoids mentioning 
nationwide smart development. Tun Mahathir 
said the government’s new SPV 2030, which 
aims to bridge the gaps in income and wealth 
between economic classes, ethnic groups and 
geographical territories, is in line with the 
SDGs (Augustin, 2019). Tun Mahathir added 
that “Malaysia will try its best to achieve the 
sustainable goals, although we have a need to do 
certain things which may cause a lot of problems 
for the environment” (Mansor, 2019). 

The first researcher joined the focus group 
discussion in drafting the MSCF and noticed 
that the stakeholders (mostly government 
officers) were still focused on building the 
ICT infrastructure while ignoring the social 
participatory processes, participatory governance 
and the protection of the environment. 

The researchers observed a gap where the 
stakeholders ignored and separated the smart 
and the sustainable city concepts. However, 
according to scholars, sustainable cities have 
served a bigger realm of development and a 
smart city is considered as a new or small part 
of a sustainable city (Ahvenniemi et al., 2017; 
Jong et al., 2015). However, sustainable cities 
do not necessarily include the smart concept in 
their planning. Recent trends have seen a new 
emerging concept known as smart sustainable 
cities (Bibri, 2018; Hojer & Wangel, 2015; ITU, 
2015) or sustainable smart cities (Madakam & 
Ramaswamy, 2016; Qatar, 2014). 

Thus, to ignore the environmental 
protection in the MSCF could lead to worsening 
environmental deterioration and continued 
upholding of (neo)liberal capitalism. Although 
Malaysia has adopted the elements of liberalism 
since the establishment of the Tanah Melayu 
Federal Constitution 1957 by the Reid 
Commission (A’zmi, 2016), the government 
should be aware that its natural resources such 
as sand, land and petroleum are limited and 
should not be freely exploited without control. 

Additionally, despite being guided by the 
National Physical Plan, political leaders often 
make a “no” decision regarding the environment 

and social impacts (Annuar, 2019). In other 
words, if leaders insist on upholding capitalism, 
one can foresee that ecological democracies will 
remain a myth. Smart cities’ ICT solutions have 
been proven effective in garnering collective 
decision making and monitoring urban systems 
and the environment (Dohler et al., 2013; White, 
2016). It all depends on the focus of the leaders 
and awareness of the citizens in deciding the 
politics of development, whether to prioritize 
the vision of human prosperity or to uphold 
human rights and protect the planet for current 
and future generations.

Methodology
This study applied the approach of exploratory 
multiple case study analysis (Yin, 2018) in 
examining empirical examples concerning 
stakeholder partnerships and environmental 
cases in smart states/cities in Malaysia. The 
case study approach is deemed relevant upon 
fulfilling three conditions: a) the main research 
questions revolve around the how and why 
questions; b) the researcher has little or no 
control over the behavioural events and; c) the 
research focus is on contemporary events or 
phenomena (Yin, 2018, p. 32). 

The application of the case study approach 
in this paper is intended to demonstrate the rule 
of the game of the actors involved especially 
between state (the Malaysian Government), 
corporations, politicians and local people as to 
how they react, respond and shape the smart city 
and environmental discourse. The selected six 
cases to be studied – the multiple case study – 
enhance, strengthen and heighten the research 
findings as opposed to a single case study (Yin, 
2018, p. 58). The case studies presented in this 
paper were obtained from site observations and 
secondary sources, aimed at demonstrating the 
role of political ideology in shaping the smart 
city discourse in Malaysia. The researchers make 
use of multiple case/data sources to provide 
corroborating evidence and triangulation to the 
objective studied (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

Corroborating evidence through of 
multiple sources has been achieved since this 
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study is a preliminary study to explore the 
politics of smart urbanisation, information and 
data gathered from stakeholders’ documents 
are particularly important to be analyzed 
in terms of understanding the views from 
different stakeholders’ perspectives (Marrone 
& Hammerle, 2018). Online searches were 
performed, involving document/content 
analysis, in order to obtain the different 
stakeholders’ views. 

First, the researchers selected appropriate 
keywords such as smart urbanisation/city, 
sustainable development, SDGs, politics, 
partnership, environment and their synonyms. 
To assist in the search process, the researchers 
used Boolean operators, namely “AND” and 
“OR”, or wildcard asterisks (*) to allow for 
plurals and other word suffixes. 

Second, the databases used in this study are 
Google Scholars, Web of Science (WoS) and 
Scopus. Upon the completion of the database 
search, the researchers performed searches 
of direct journals that typically contained the 
term “smart city.” The selected journals are 
Cities, Planning Malaysia, European Journal 
of Futures Research, Urban Research and 
Practice, Environment and Planning: Politics 
& Space, Social Science Computer Review, 
Journal of Cleaner Production, IT-Information 
Technology, IEEE Communications Magazine, 
Journals of Development Management and 
Communication, Cambridge Journal of Regions, 
Economy and Society, Habitat International and 
Urban Studies. 

Third, to widen the search, the researchers 
included newspaper searches of Malaysiakini, 
Eco-Business, Free Malaysia Today and The 
Online Citizen. The reference list of each of the 
previously identified articles was examined to 
see if it met the inclusion criteria. The articles 
obtained were considered final after the search 
for articles reached a saturation point. 

In the analysis and coding stage, the 
researchers examined all the final articles for 
their relevancy by screening the abstracts and 
classifying the articles into three broad categories. 
These categories are: i) Remove the articles that 

clearly did not meet the inclusion criteria, ii) 
When it was unclear whether the articles met the 
inclusion criteria, the full articles must be read 
and iii) Read the full articles that were likely to 
meet the inclusion criteria. The selected articles 
were thoroughly read by the researchers and 
then coded and analysed. The analysis included 
a) comparing the characteristics of capitalism 
and ecological democracy. In this comparison, 
the following attributes were used – general 
meaning, the role of market/corporation, the 
role of state/government/public administrator 
and the role of a citizen (refer Appendix); b) 
identifying the advantages and disadvantages 
of politics to smart urbanisation development in 
the SDGs era. 

During this process, the following attributes 
were used – the type of politics, its pros and its 
cons; and c) identifying the development cases 
related to smart urbanisation/cities in Malaysia. 
In this identification analysis, the researchers 
used the following attributes – stakeholder 
partnerships and the environment.

Findings
This section provides a discussion of the findings 
from the six cases in Malaysia against the 
background of continuous smart urbanisation 
and the launch of the SDGs locally. The first 
two cases are related to multi-stakeholder 
partnerships, which are stressed in the 17th 
SDG, while the other four cases are related to 
environmental destruction vs. GDP growth.

Case 1: Petaling Jaya City Council’s Smart 
Command Centre
In forming a smart city partnership with the 
private sector, the Malaysian government is 
similar to other Asian countries in that the 
government tends to partner with the private 
technology sector. For example, the Smart 
Command Centre of Petaling Jaya City Council 
(MBPJ) involves a partnership with local 
ICT companies, namely, MNJ Teras Sdn Bhd 
(MNJ) and Celcom Axiata Bhd. Through site 
observation and an interview with the person 
in charge of MNJ, the researchers found that 
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the software development company secured a 
contract to provide GIS-related applications and 
smart city solutions to support the dashboard 
operations of Petaling Jaya Smart Centre. 
Meanwhile, Celcom Axiata’s 5G technology is 
used to increase the effectiveness of security 
and monitoring through CCTV and traffic 
surveillance, among others (Ch’ng, 2020) (refer 
Figure 2). 

PJ Smart Centre, built with a total cost of 
RM9 million, began operating in March 2020 
and allows the public to access the center with 
permission (Ch’ng, 2020). However, there 
is no mention of any plans for civil society 
partnership in its operation or technological 
upgrading matters. 

Under the hegemonic capitalism politics, 
there is little evidence that the Malaysia Smart 
City Framework (KPKT, 2019) includes civil 
society engagement. The researchers observed 
that it is not a priority, as the emphasis is 

always on the development infrastructure 
with “strategic” partnerships with the private 
technology sector.

 On the ground, for example in the case of 
MBPJ, strategic partnerships with businesses 
have always outnumbered engagement with 
civil societies (Table 4). Furthermore, in most 
cases, the civil societies act as beneficiaries 
rather than providing technical support to the 
city council (MBPJ & UPUM, 2016). 

Case 2: Forums for Multi-stakeholder 
Partnerships	
In recent forums and movements such as the 9th 
World Urban Forum (WUF) in Kuala Lumpur 
2018, Malaysia Urban Forum 2019, 7th Asia-
Pacific Urban Forum 2019 in Penang and 
Malaysia SDG Summit 2019 in KLCC, efforts 
by the federal, state and local governments are 
evident in disseminating the 17th SDG – multi-
stakeholder partnerships –across various sectors. 

Table 4: Collaborative stakeholders in Petaling Jaya City Council (MBPJ)

Profile of Collaborative 
Stakeholders

Cases 
(in number)

Collaborative Stakeholder’s 
Sectors of Interest

Cases 
(in %)

Businesses 368 Environment 55
Civil society 23 Social 10
Institutions 30 Education 20
Clubs 107 Vocation 5
Individuals 1,297 Empowerment 10

Source: MBPJ (2019)

Figure 2: Petaling Jaya Smart Centre
Source: MBPJ (2020)
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Urbanice Malaysia, an urban think 
tank under the purview of the Ministry of 
Housing and Local Government (KPKT), has 
collaborated with universities in Malaysia 
to promote the Malaysia 100 Years Cities 
Programme (M100YC) (Azmizam, 2018). As 
noted by Yeoh (2019), partnering with civil 
society organisations (CSOs) will be a vital 
aspect of achieving the SDGs. The Dewan 
Rakyat Speaker, Tan Sri Mohamad Ariff Md 
Yusof, should be commended for getting the 
Parliament to approve the establishment of the 
All-Party Parliamentary Group on SDGs. This 
initiative will nudge the Members of Parliament 
(MPs) to work with CSOs on SDGs projects in 
their respective constituencies.

However, one area which is lacking is the 
business commitment to and support for the 
SDGs (Yeoh, 2019). While many companies are 
already carrying out various CSR programmes, 
these are insufficient to make a difference. 
Furthermore, achieving the SDGs by 2030 
requires massive new investments amounting to 
US$1.5 trillion. Hence, the private sector needs 
to play a bigger role and help to provide the 
needed financing to achieve the SDGs.

According to to Azmizam (2018), Malaysia 
will forge ahead by strengthening partnerships 
among various stakeholders in the country’s 
quest to achieve the SDGs in the next 20 
years and beyond. However, a solid national 
sustainability policy on multi-stakeholder 
partnerships enforced by law has yet to be 
seen. The first researcher had organised and 
acted as the forum moderator of a side event 
during the WUF which involved academicians 
and industrial stakeholders to discuss the topic 
of citizen participation in a smart city. From 
the experience, the first researcher noticed that 
such an international platform could serve as a 
“one-time social meet type of partnership,” yet 
real cooperation among stakeholders has not 
materialised. Thus, these forums and movements 
could be one kind of tokenism (Arnstein, 1969) 
by the power holders. The actual emphasis on the 
rights of (smart city) citizens (Foth et al., 2015; 
Ganguly, 2015; Marsal-Llacuna, 2015; Willis, 

2019) are  still subjugated and is less likely to be 
legally enforced hampering the achievement of 
SDGs in Malaysia.

Case 3: Plastic waste import from first world 
countries
The importation of “recycling” plastic waste 
from first world countries such as Australia, 
the United Kingdom and New Zealand into 
Malaysia for burning and dumping has been 
partly blamed on the government who has 
allowed such disgraceful acts due to lax 
enforcement of Approved Permits (APs) and 
regulations (Little, 2019). Malaysia has become 
the largest “dumping site” since China started 
refusing to accept international rubbish (Oon, 
2018a). 

The question that is often asked is if the 
smart city ICT solutions can solve the issue 
of plastic rubbish, does it mean that Malaysia 
should continuously import such rubbish in 
return for RM15 for every tonne of waste 
imported (Oon, 2018b)? 

Apart from that, recently, many cases of 
illegally imported plastic waste have been 
discovered in Selangor, Kedah and Johor and 
recycling factories have also been found to be 
dirty, smelly and degrade residents’ quality of 
life. 

Actions taken by Yeoh Bee Yin, the former 
Energy, Technology, Science, Climate Change 
and Environment Minister in closing down more 
than 100 illegal factories was commendable 
(Bernama, 2019b), but that could be just the 
cornerstone of the whole story of curbing such 
illegal acts in the long term. 

Case 4: Kim River Pollution, Johor
In the real world, considerable destruction of 
the environment happens due to the acts of 
irresponsible parties and these perpetrators are 
not afraid to break the law. The recent incident 
of serious pollution in Kim River, Pasir Gudang 
area caused by illegal chemical dumping (Soo, 
2019) is one of many. The fact is that the 
criminals are not afraid of the law, knowing that 
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punishments for wrong-doers are very negligible 
(Tan, 2019). 

The punishments under Section 34B of the 
Environmental Quality Act 1974 in connection 
with contamination provide for a maximum 
jail sentence of five years and a maximum fine 
of RM 500,000 if convicted. These low levels 
of punishment were admitted by the Seventh 
Prime Minister, Tun Mahathir Mohamad, as 
relatively lenient and might need to be reviewed 
(Bernama, 2019a). 

Therefore, the solution could be amending 
the laws related to environmental pollution. 
Without a stronger form of punishment, such 
irresponsible crimes will keep occurring and 
social and ecological democracies will be 
reduced. Therefore, as a safeguard, countries 
leaders need to act on amending the relevant 
laws. They should also form partnerships with 
citizens as co-producers of real, sustainable 
development countrywide. 

The former minister, Yeoh Bee Yin, 
mentioned that the government did not want 
incidents like the Kim River pollution to occur 
again and had thought of ways to increase 
industrial monitoring in the area, such as by 
investing RM 6.9 million in a warning system 
for air pollution in Pasir Gudang. 

This system is equipped with an alarm for 
detecting harmful pollutants in the air that can 
alert the enforcement officers of the Department 

of Environment (DoE) to take immediate action 
in the event of an air pollution incident (Tan, 
2020). For example, monitoring by drones 
has also been implemented since October 23, 
2019, to detect any contaminants and sources 
of contamination faster so that preventative 
measures can be taken early.

Case 5: Sand Mining and Coastal Erosion
Malaysia is a hotspot for illegal sand mining 
as other countries like Vietnam, Indonesia and 
Cambodia have banned exports due to pressure 
from environmental groups and local fishermen. 
Despite a previous ban on sand export, Malaysia 
remained in the top ten list of world export for 
sand from 2010 to 2014 (Chua, 2019).

 In the name of “development”, capitalist-
minded leaders in Malaysia have concrete 
economic figures to convince the public to 
exploit planetary resources, such as the sand 
mining cases that happened in the states of Johor 
(in Muar, Parit Jawa, Pengerang [refer Figure 3], 
Pulau Merabong aka the Forest City and Pasir 
Gudang) and Perak (Khairul Anwar, 2019). 

Illegal sand mining activities were also 
perpetrated in the Penang South Reclamation 
(PSR) project. It has been noted that sand is the 
second most exploited natural resource in the 
world after fresh water. The industry is plagued 
with corruption, mafia activities and criminal 
intimidation (Chua, 2019). 

Figure 3: Sand mining activities in Pengerang, Johor
Source: Chua (2019)
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Keizrul Abdullah (1999) highlighted that 
uncontrolled sand mining activity was the main 
problem in coastal environmental management. 
Thus, since July 2017, the federal government 
has begun issuing permits for marine sand 
mining in the waters of Parit Jawa, Johor, as 
per the Continental Shelf Act 1966. According 
to Chua (2019), up to 40 permits have been 
issued to allow the exportation of marine sand to 
Singapore. With the price of sand ranging from 
RM 200 to RM 600 per ton and 40 ships each 
taking over 1000 tonnes per day, the potential 
profit from the mines within 180 days would be 
about RM1.44 billion to RM4.32 billion. 

Since the commencement of sand mining 
operation in Parit Jawa, which is a known natural 
heritage and mangrove swamp, many fishermen 
have made police reports due to the loss of their 
nets, fish trap and damaged equipment caused 
by dredging activities.

 However, there has been no news of 
action or compensation forthcoming from the 
relevant authorities (Chua, 2019). Due to the 
low transparency in governance, one also does 
not know whether such activities follow the 
sustainable management guidelines proposed 
by experts such as Zamali and Lee (1991) and 
Abdullah (1999). The researchers view that 
both legal and illegal sand mining activities are 
causing serious destruction of the near shore 
marine environment in the long term because 
larger waves are reaching the shoreline, thus 

increasing the sediment transport rate that often 
leads to coastal erosion problems. Meanwhile, 
the benthic assemblages only return after four 
years and can only be attained if the topography 
and original sediment composition are restored 
(Chua, 2019).

Case 6: Penang South Reclamation (PSR) 
Project and the Building of the Pan Island 
Link 1 (PIL1) Highway vs. Penang Smart State 
2030 Vision
The Penang South Reclamation (PSR) project 
and the building of the Pan Island Link 1 (PIL1) 
highway have adverse environmental impacts. 
Do Penangites really need man-made islands 
and highways to realize the vision of Penang 
2030 – a family-focused, green and smart state 
dream? The term “smart” signifies the state’s 
efforts to embrace the digital revolution for 
Penangites (Johari, 2019), albeit with a low 
reputation in protecting nature. 

Despite the government’s insistence to 
proceed with the PSR project which would see 
the creation of three manmade islands measuring 
some 1,800 ha (Dermawan, 2019b) and the PIL1 
project upon gaining a two-year approval via 
the Environmental Impact Assessment reports 
(Dermawan, 2019c), voices from the public, 
protest memos from fishermen and open letters 
from non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 
kept appearing (Annuar, 2019) (refer Figure 4).

Figure 4: Voices from the public in protesting the Penang South Reclamations project
Source: Mcintyre (2019) and Netto (2019)
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For example, the chairman of Penang 
Fishermen Association, Nazri Ahmad, said they 
were disappointed with the “arrogance culture” 
portrayed by the Penang state government, 
“We are here to personally meet state leaders 
to voice our laments to them. We want to tell 
them personally why we are against the project. 
Instead, we were met by a representative outside 
the building. This is most disappointing. In 
Parliament, we even managed to meet several 
Cabinet ministers.”

Nazri Ahmad said they had spoken out 
against the reclamation project since 2015 but 
their concerns fell on deaf ears, “There should 
be a form of cooperation between the state 
government and us on this issue, but such 
cooperation is not in sight” (Dermawan, 2019a). 
Meanwhile, the president of the Consumers 
Association of Penang (CAP), Mohideen 
Abdul Kader, urged all Malaysians to reject the 
reclamation (Dermawan, 2019a).

The project is expected to generate RM70 
billion, of which RM46 billion will be used to 
fund the Penang Transport Master Plan (Trisha, 
2019). Seeing the conflict between development 
and local discontentment, on July 13, 2019, the 
Pakatan Keadilan Rakyat (PKR) leader Anwar 
Ibrahim had turun padang (met the people on 
the ground) and held dialogues with the nelayan 
(fishermen). However, on July 25, 2019, Anwar 
told the media that he supported the Penang 
government’s intention to seek federal funding 
for the PSR project, hinting at his support for the 
PSR project to proceed (Figure 5). 

Discussion
Based on the findings above, the researchers 
have identified several challenges. The six cases 
demonstrate that the leaders of the country are 
strong advocates of capitalism. Tang (2018) 
rightly pointed out that Malaysians voted the 
Pakatan Harapan government not because of 
green or social rights issues but with the hope 
that the then newly-elected government would 
address the rising living costs and stamp out 
institutional corruption. 

Concerns about Tun Mahathir’s previous 
record (during his 1981–2003 term as the fourth 
Prime Minister) and his priorities of tackling 
environmental and economic issues, Tun tended 
to choose the latter and sacrifice the former 
(Tang, 2018). 

Further, in the recent SDG Summit – 
Leaders Dialogue at the UN headquarters in 
September 2019, Tun mentioned that Malaysia 
would strive to achieve the SDGs, but he hinted 
this would be at the expense of the environment 
(Mansor, 2019).

The findings of the said six cases could 
be handled better through genuine instead of 
tokenism civic partnerships or avoided altogether 
by salvaging the natural environment rather 
than causing destruction. However, to do so, the 
leaders need to adopt ecological and democratic 
principles such as prioritising genuine citizen 
participation, matching indigenous social 
systems and ceasing from plundering nature 
for humans’ selfish reasons (refer Appendix). 

Figure 5: Responses of a political leader on the PSR project
Source: Khairul Anwar (2019), Syajaratulhada (2020)
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The authors assert that with continuous trust 
and encouragement for concerted civic actions 
of the commons, the leaders would be able to 
transform the nation, or the world based on 
respect for the vital cycles of nature and social 
well-being.

For the issue of multi-stakeholder 
participation, it has been frequently highlighted 
by scholars (e.g., Asmawi et al., 2015; 
Chan, 2005; Patunru & Haryoko, 2015) and 
institutions, such as the UN and Urbanice 
Malaysia. However, these civic involvements 
are clearly not the practice of capitalism politics. 
Practices such as prioritizing high and advanced 
technologies by corporates rather than bottom-
up low technology solutions by local societies 
as well as “one-off forums and workshops on 
partnerships” as presented in the findings are 
the “unspoken norms” of the smart urbanisation 
practices. The proposed new norms of active 
multi-stakeholder partnerships are still scarce 
in practice, thus resulting in the tokenism type 
of “sustainable governance” or “sustainable 
management” suggestions/solutions where the 
top leaders are delegating limited or minimal 
decision-making power to the locals.

 That being said, corporations are created 
to make profits and transnational civil society 
groups are no match to their resources, 
technologies and organizing abilities (Jalaluddin 
et al., 2019; Maboloc, 2016). Thus, it all depends 
on the politics of leaders as to whether they want 
to step in and persist in cultivating civil societies 
as co-producers under smart urbanisation.

For the issue of environmental destruction, 
cases of importation of plastic waste, river 
pollution and sand mining demonstrate that 
economic gains and growth figures are always 
the priority of capitalism leaders. Examples 
provided in the findings hint that it might be 
the politics of leaders to show that they care or 
are listening to the voices of affected locals. In 
reality, they know the strategies to placate the 
locals at the right time and also predict that 
people tend to forget the long-term impacts of 
environmental deterioration as compared to their 
utmost concern on monetary compensation. 

Such capitalism politics are clearly driven 
by economic figures while tokenizing the 
voice of affected locals. If the state is to be 
developed based on the cost-benefit analysis 
and the GDP growth perspective (the “DNA” 
of capitalist politics), then public outcry will 
remain subjugated. Nevertheless, to rethink 
the development of a smart state/city from the 
perspective of alternative politics, one has to 
consider the political situation, the competencies 
of people and the community, including their 
level of maturity and the nuances of power and 
institutional influences (Maboloc, 2016).

Therefore, how is it possible for the SDGs 
to be achieved in 2030 under such strong world 
hegemony of the institutional and cultural 
capitalism system? It is true that both political 
leaders and market corporates are comfortable 
and surviving well under capitalism politics. 
The persistent issue is whether the power 
holders will be willing to go against the stream, 
gradually allowing participatory practices to 
prevail and finally abandoning capitalist politics 
and adopting ecological democracy.

 Capitalism is eating itself (Hollo, 2018a) 
because alarming global issues such as climate 
change, peace and genocide of indigenous 
people can be solved only under the alternative 
realm of ecological democracy (Gomes, 2018). 
These global problems are closely related to 
Malaysia, even though it may not be obvious at 
the moment. 

As discussed in the literature, it could 
be possible that the current SDGs are set in 
the wrong direction by the capitalist-thinking 
leaders. Although the SDGs are backed by the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) (UN, 
2019), the decision to not make the save the 
planet vision as a priority is a sign and symptom 
of the environmental deterioration prevailing 
in Malaysia. If the world is concerned with 
ecological democracy under the political ecology 
lens (Bryant, 2015; Perreault et al., 2015), then 
the SDGs need to be genuinely revamped with 
the priority set as the protection of nature. 
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The researchers have compared the 
advantages and disadvantages of the politics of 
capitalism and ecological democracy to smart 
urbanisation, which are summarised in Table 5 
below. 

The researchers understand that it may 
not be easy or perfect for leaders to adopt the 
politics of ecological democracy and abandon 
capitalism politics totally, as both have their 
strengths and weaknesses. However, seeing the 
urgency of environmental deteriorations and 
tokenism type of multi-stakeholder partnerships 
as discussed in the findings, along with having 
the environmental ethics in mind, the far-sighted 
Malaysian leaders should consider rolling out 
the alternative ecological democracy by stages. 
This determination must be shown in the coming 
top-down policies, including the 12th Malaysia 
Plan and beyond.

Therefore, in this paper, the researchers 
would like to call for the prioritization of the 
SDGs that truly give precedence to nature, 
embed nature, that jump and think out of the 
box of capitalism and embrace the politics of 
ecological democracy. In the realm of such 
green politics, smart urbanisation will follow 
suit towards establishing the quality of life for 
humans that should never sacrifice nature.

 Fundamentally, nature is us and we are 
nature. The UN’s Sustainable Development 
Solutions Network (SDSN) director, Jeffrey 
Sachs, suggested that “The social-market 
philosophy of a mixed economy that balances 
the market, social justice and green economy is 
the route to the SDGs.” (Abdul Hamid, 2018).

Table 5: Advantages and disadvantages of politics to smart urbanisation

Politics Pros Cons
Capitalism • Supported by national legal laws;

• Dominant and practiced by leaders; 
compatible with the market-led 
(corporate-led), state support, citizen 
as consumer notions of wealth 
accumulation; 

• Human prosperity vision;

• Greatest human freedom;

• Multiple choices in hand; and

• Quality of human living with the help of 
ICT solutions.

• A democratic deficit;

• Ignore the social rights factor;

• Constrain citizens’ role as customers;

• Undermining the power of voting;

• Criminalizing and delegitimizing protests; 

• Advocacy while welcoming the 
participation of corporations; 

• Ignore human and environment relationship; 
and

• Humankind has full rights in exploiting the 
planet’s resources.

Ecological 
democracy

• Highlighting the concept of the commons 
– share, protect and committed to future 
generations;

• Human and environment relationship is 
of primary importance as to evade urban 
ecocide; and

• International organizations and 
movements have highlighted the urgency 
of protecting the planet.

• Anti-capitalism thinking where profits for  
humans is subsided;

• Anti-development where GDP growth is 
put in second priority in consideration of 
environmental issues;

• Difficult to define and apply the commons 
concept; and

• Difficult to satisfy human’s greed on wealth 
accumulations

Source: The researchers’ compilation
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Conclusion
This study has contributed by underlining an 
alternative political ideology of ecological 
democracy, despite the dominance of capitalism, 
in order to enable smart urbanisation to achieve 
the SDGs. The advantages and disadvantages of 
each path, as discussed in this study, are among 
the factors that country leaders can consider for 
the legal adoption of such development under 
the lens of political ecology. As mentioned by 
the UN (2019), the fate of the SDGs is in the 
hand of country leaders. 

Malaysians should be aware of how to 
exercise their voting power in selecting leaders 
who appreciate green eco-friendly, sustainable 
goals when developing a smart nation for 
current and future generations. Although 
ecological democracy is positioned as utopian 
politics, with environmental ethics in mind, 
leaders should implement it with caution 
without rejecting technologies and economic 
development. Exploration of other compatible 
ideas such as degrowth (Hanaček, et al., 2020 
and sustainable development index (Hickel, 
2020) would be timely. 

As for the limitation of this study, the 
researchers focused on only two political paths. 
Future studies might be interested in exploring 
other paths, such as social democracy and the 
rights of conservative or communist ideologies, 
to enrich the body of literature. 
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Appendix: Comparisons of the Characteristics of Capitalism and Ecological Democracy

Capitalism/ Liberal Democracy
(Centralist liberalism, Fascism)

Ecological Democracy
(Left politics; Green Politics/ The Commons)

General

• (Dominant) Context of disconnection

• Alienation – (nothing is connected, 
encouraged to compete, atomized, all is 
abstract)

• (Alternative) Green politics

• The commons (everything in its grand messy diversity is 
connected to nature)

• Matching indigenous social systems and political movement: 
share resources, keep it healthy, prevent freeloaders, share 
profits

• Cooperative governance to ensure long-term stability for 
communities in and with the living world

• New space: rejecting the binary choice between privatization 
and public ownership

• Not to treat participatory policy as an add-on to the 
representative models, but build a range of deeper 
participatory processes and embed them in institutions

• Liberal representative of democracy • Equity, sustainability – embedded in nature

• A politics of full franchise, institutionalized stewardship, de-
institutionalized selfishness, interconnection and reclaimed 
commons.

• Disenfranchisement

• Treat nature as inexhaustible resource to 
be endlessly abused

• Intersectional politics, understand inequalities and all classes

• Seek to find systemic responses through cooperative 
processes

Market/ Corporation’s Role
• As opportunists

• As profit-driven service providers or 
mediators

• As public value contributors or mediators

• Corporations play a big role in 
mediating (provide technological 
solutions) between government and 
customers

• Privatization, profits from public 
resources

• As anathema to the idea of privatising profits from public 
resources

• Humanity has no future unless we stop plundering nature

• Prevent abuse

• Not enough to socialize enterprises without transforming 
them based on respect for the vital cycles of nature and 
social well-being

• Upload free-riding – behavior which 
profits at the expense of people and the 
planet

• A left politics implies strong regulation of corporations and 
markets to prevent free riding

• Uphold cooperation and trust, implies high taxes on the rich 
and substantial redistribution of wealth
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The State/ Government/ Public 
Administrator’s Role

• As rulers

• As trustees

• As managers

• As service providers (but has become no 
longer has any real presence in lives)

• As coordinator

• As subjects of governance

• Government to respect the participatory outcomes from 
citizens

• Public ownership

• Authoritarian

• Paternalism

• Nationalizing is not the only solution

• Extractivism can never be sustainable

• Whatever form of ownership – private, public or mutual – 
regulation and culture must ensure respectful treatment of 
people and the planet

• Centralization

• Representative decision-making style

• True participatory and ‘commoning’ processes

• Depoliticize – leave major decisions to experts, collective 
opinions

• Public ownership still has a key role, but appreciate 
alternative approaches such as worker- and user-owned 
cooperatives and other forms of community democratic 
ownership and management

• To provide an enabling, nurturing environment for people 
and the planet

• Build a new institution of power

• Get out of the way of business, but maintain strict social 
order

The Citizen’s Role

• As beneficiary – customers, constrained 
passive users

• No capacity to play any active role 
(described as democratic deficit)

• As a data contributor, mostly in passive 
mode, in exchange of convenience, in a 
conscious or unconscious manner

• As a subject of governance

• As voters to vote leaders (undermined 
the power of voting)

• As experts, provided with the capabilities of specific 
knowledge, organizing ability

• As a leader, leading when the government is weak

• As prosumer- act as producer and consumer (e.g., in smart 
energy)

• As an entrepreneur who is embedding nature, society and 
profit

• In common indigenous concept: people as temporal 
custodians, individuals were responsible for trees, people 
work in cooperation.

• A jig-sawed mutualism operation system

• Community to reclaimed planning for private interests, but 
also to build positive experiences of participatory democracy 
and to embed them into political practice

Source: Hollo (2018a; 2018b); Kitchin (2016); Cardullo & Kitchin (2018); de Waal & Dignum (2017); Vigoda 
(2002); Lim et al., (2018); Bollier (2014); Ostrom (1990); Plumwood (2002); and Pascoe (2014)


