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NATIONAL 
At a glittering afternoon ceremony, winners of the biennial 
Merdeka Award were announced across six categories 

From left: Samuel Isaiah, Datuk Dr Annabel Teh Gallop, Faizal Parish, 
Datuk Professor Dr Adeeba Kamarulzaman, Emeritus Professor 
Datuk Dr Siti Zuraina Abdul Majid and Chan Choon Seng 
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PRIDE 
A L L S T O R I E S B Y A N A N D H I G O P I N A T H 

P H O T O G R A P H Y B Y S O O P H Y E 

M E R D E K A 
AWA R D 

The Merdeka Award was established on Aug 27,2007, to recognise 
and reward individuals and organisations whose works and 
achievements have not only contributed to the nation's growth 
bu t also inspired greatness in t h e people. This prestigious 
award honours their outs tanding effort and role in living the 
"Merdeka" spirit across six categories — including a n e w one 

launched this year — while highlighting the contributions they make to 
Malaysia as a whole. 

Calling it the Merdeka Award reflects the a im of the founding members 
of Merdeka Award Trust — Petronas, ExxonMobil and Shell (ExxonMobil 
exited in 2021) — to commemorate the true spirit of independence, which 
transcends the conventional definition of national sovereignty. It explores 
the liberation of the mind and spirit — factors tha t foster the realisation 
of h u m a n potential and the pursuit of excellence. As the awards celebrate 
its 15th anniversary this year, it has successfully highlighted the work of 57 
individuals and six organisations that have more than played their part in 
raising the profile of the nat ion while making meaningfu l contributions 
to its continued development. 

In the past, awards had been given out in the categories of Education and 
Community, Environment , Health, Science and Technology, Outstanding 
Scholastic Achievement and Out s t and ing Contr ibut ion to t he People 
of Malaysia. This year, the Anugerah Harapan Merdeka was introduced 
to recognise t he efforts of Malaysians aged 40 years old and below or 
Malaysian organisations less t h a n 10 years in the areas of education and 
community , environment , heal th, science and technology. 

Petronas president and group CEO Datuk Tengku M u h a m m a d Taufik, 
w h o is a m e m b e r of the Merdeka Award Board of Trustees, said, "The 
Merdeka Award recognises and rewards those w h o embody the spirit 
and heart of 'Merdeka' — individuals and organisations w h o epitomise 
perseverance , e m e r g i n g w i t h a n e n d u r i n g purpose to improve t h e 
prosperity and progress of our people, as well as the well-being of society 
at large. Many recipients continue their inspiring work wi th great passion, 
striving to create a sustainable fu ture for all. They pave t he way for us 
even as we navigate unprecedented challenges, all the while fostering a 
culture of excellence." 

Ivan Tan, Shell Malaysia country chairman and senior vice-president of 
Malaysia Upstream and also part of the Merdeka Award Board of Trustees, 
added, "The continuous dedication and courageous efforts of our laureates 
in br inging change for communi t ies , societies and the planet are truly 
commendable . As trailblazers, they lay a solid foundat ion in delivering a 
better fu ture for Malaysia — and this pa th will set m a n y others up for 
greater th ings ahead." 

As the crowd drifted into the m a i n ballroom of the Grand Hyatt Kuala 
Lumpur ahead of t he awards ceremony on Aug 19, the exci tement was 
palpable. Although news of the winners had already broken, it was hard 
to miss the sense of anticipation in the room. The Merdeka Awards' six 
winners — Teach for Malaysia, Global Environment Centre, pioneering 
archaeologist Emer i tus Professor Datuk Dr Siti Zuraina Abdul Majid , 
infectious disease specialist Datuk Professor Dr Adeeba Kamarulzaman, 
his tor ian Datuk Dr Annabel Teh Gallop and educator Samuel Isaiah — 
looked suitably excited themselves , thri l led to be associated w i t h t he 
prestige of the award and take h o m e a cash prize that will allow t h e m to 
cont inue their good work. 

"As I consider t he list of 63 laureates w h o have been conferred the 
Merdeka Award, I a m inspired by those who continue to push the envelope 
and make all efforts to foster a culture of excellence. Many are ahead of 
their t ime, and giants in their fields but remain humble in their pursuit 
of progress," shared patron and cha i rman of the Merdeka Award Trust, 
Sultan Nazrin Muizzuddin Shah of Perak. 

"Such major achievements generally do not come about wi thout some 
sacrifice, of course.There may have been t imes w h e n our laureates wavered, 
especially if the path towards their goals are pitted wi th trials. Yet, they 
retain their strong sense of mission, remaining resolute, determined and 
driven.They are remarkable and admirable people. Wi th persistence and 
foresight, they have pioneered n e w approaches to tackle issues affecting 
society and the planet .Through their efforts, they are helping h u m a n i t y 
to survive and thrive f rom one generation to the next." 

Indeed, if t he re was one u n i f y i n g aspect a m o n g t h e six w i n n e r s 
this year, it is tha t each of t h e m did w h a t they did wi thou t th inking of 
themselves — their work is born f rom a pure love for wha t they do and for 
the nation.This is no race to the top,but a long mara thon toward building 
a bet ter Malaysia for us all and, for t ha t reason, each w i n n e r well and 
truly deserves this award and the respect and regard tha t comes w i t h it. 

As we profile the 2022 winners , we hope you are as inspired as we are 
by their stories of passion, integrity and love for Malaysia. W h a t a way to 
celebrate the independence of our nation. 

Headline NATIONAL PRIDE
MediaTitle The Edge
Date 29 Aug 2022 Color Full Color
Section Options Circulation 25,910
Page No OP1,OP16TOOP21 Readership 77,730
Language English ArticleSize 7175 cm²
Journalist N/A AdValue RM 123,538
Frequency Weekly PR Value RM 370,614



Outstanding scholastic 
achievement 
Emeritus Professor Datuk Dr 
Siti Zuraina Abdul Majid 

Health, science and technology 
Datuk Professor Dr Adeeba Kamarulzaman 

W h e n Options f i r s t i n t e r v i e w e d Prof D a t u k Adeeba 
Kamaruzzaman in 2019, she was prepar ing to take on the 
p res idency of t h e I n t e r n a t i o n a l Aids Society, t h e world 's 
largest associat ion of HIV/AIDS professionals w i t h 11,600 
members f rom over 170 countries. She is the first person f rom 
Asia to take on th i s role, following in t he footsteps of giants 
such as Nobel Prize w i n n e r Frangoise Barrĕ-Sinoussi, w h o is 
credited wi th discovering the virus; Helen Gayle, w h o served 
as chair of t he Obama adminis t ra t ion 's advisory council on 
HIV/AIDS; and Linda-Gail Bekker, president and CEO of t he 
Desmond Tutu HIV Foundat ion. 

"I feel like I drew the short straw, being president dur ing 
the pandemic," she quips. "It was very challenging on m a n y 
fronts , no t least of wh ich was m y own t ime as I was dealing 
w i t h the Covid-19 si tuat ion here in Malaysia. But I 'm proud 
to say I managed to steer t he organisa t ion t h r o u g h these 
c h a l l e n g i n g t i m e s , w o r k i n g v i r tua l ly w i t h t h e t e a m in 
Geneva. We managed to r u n all the scheduled p rogrammes 
we planned, cu lmina t ing in a huge conference in Montreal 
recently, w h i c h also marked the end of m y presidency." 

Known worldwide for her work in HIV/AIDS research, one 
of Adeeba's mos t critical accompl ishments is 
the es tabl i shment of the Infectious Diseases 
Uni t and Centre of Excellence for Research 
in AIDS at Universiti Malaya, one of t he few 
cen t re s in t h e region t h a t is dedica ted to 
HIV/AIDS research . CERiA r u n s ac t iv i t ies 
t h a t e n c o m p a s s cl inical a n d basic sc ience 
s t u d i e s , a n d e p i d e m i o l o g i c a l as we l l as 
s o c i o - b e h a v i o u r a l r e s e a r c h f o c u s i n g on 
m a r g i n a l i s e d c o m m u n i t i e s i n Malays ia . 
It h a s m a n a g e d to a t t rac t m a n y local a n d 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l r e sea r ch g r a n t s , i n c l u d i n g 
f r o m t h e M i n i s t r y of H i g h e r Educa t i on , 
t h e Nat iona l I n s t i t u t e s of Hea l th , US, t h e 
Foundat ion for AIDS Research (amfAR) and 
the World Bank. 

Her advocacy w o r k h a s led to a 50% 
r e d u c t i o n i n t h e r a t e of n e w HIV/AIDS 

in fec t ions i n t h e pas t decade t h r o u g h a c o m b i n a t i o n of 
opioid subs t i tu t ion therapy and a needle syringe exchange 
p rog ramme. She also re formed exis t ing drug policies and 
successful ly advocated for a publ ic h e a l t h approach t h a t 
d e c r i m i n a l i s e s d r u g use r s , as wel l as h a r m - r e d u c t i o n 
p r o g r a m m e s t h a t p ro tec t t he life, h e a l t h a n d d ign i ty of 
people w i t h drug addict ion and the i r c o m m u n i t i e s whi le 
prevent ing HIV t ransmiss ion a m o n g drug users. 

Although in the last decade we have continually managed 
to reduce the rate of n e w infections, the Covid-19 pandemic 
has dealt a huge blow to this progress — both locally and on 
a global level. "Unsurprisingly, reports show that the amazing 
strides we had made to reduce infections globally has slowed 
down and we won't be able to reach the target we set ourselves 
to end HIV/AIDS by 2030. Our target for 2021 was only 500,000 
new infections,but unfortunately, we reached 1.5 million," she 
says. "In Malaysia, the n e w infection rate is about 3,500 n e w 
cases per year, against the background of a good 10-year period 
of reducing infect ions. Several factors caused the n u m b e r s 
to go up — lockdowns mean t people couldn't get tested and 
treated, but there are m a n y other aspects to this." 

N o w t h a t h e r p r e s i d e n c y of t h e 
I n t e r n a t i o n a l Aids Soc ie ty h a s e n d e d , 
Adeeba p lans to t h r o w herself in to some 
p ro jec t s t h a t w e r e neg lec t ed d u r i n g t h e 
pandemic . "For HIV, I p l an to focus on the 
pr ison project we have going, and I will be 
assist ing m y colleagues on increas ing self-
t e s t i ng and t h e d i s t r ibu t ion of PrEP (pre-
exposu re prophylax is ) . Outs ide of t h a t , I 
will be working on vaccine hesitancy, some 
research on long Covid-19, and th rough the 
ROSE programme, w o m e n w i t h cancer and 
HIV as well." 

Receiving the Merdeka accolade is a bright 
spark indeed in wha t has been a difficult year. 
"We've all felt so bu rn t out and I t h ink th is 
award will rejuvenate me and make me work 
harder to achieve my goals." 

Since t h e 1970s, Emer i tus Professor Datuk Dr Siti Zuraina 
Abdul M a j i d h a s b e e n l a y i n g t h e f o u n d a t i o n for t h e 
deve lopmen t of a rchaeology as a d isc ipl ine in Malaysia . 
The i m p a c t of h e r f i n d i n g s e v e n t u a l l y led U n i v e r s i t i 
Sains Malays ia to set u p t h e Cen t re for Archaeologica l 
Research Malaysia, w h i c h has produced a n e w genera t ion 
of a r c h a e o l o g i s t s a t m a s t e r ' s a n d P h D levels . As t h e 
p ioneer of a mu l t id i sc ip l ina ry resea rch app roach in t h e 
field of archaeology, she also es tabl ished the Depa r tmen t 
of Na t iona l Her i tage , t h a t a i m s to sa feguard Malaysia 's 
historical her i tage. 

"It was very tough to establish because people were not 
aware of the fields and decision-makers found th is to be a 
very n e w idea," she relates. "I 'm fortunate that m y discoveries 
helped me convince them, and foreign researchers w h o came 
to m y site added credibility to m y work." 

Zuraini 's wel l -known archaeological discoveries in t h e 
Lenggong Valley, which consist of Kota Tampan (a Palaeolithic 
s tone tool ar t i fact site) and the Perak M a n (a Palaeolithic 
skeleton), prove the existence of the first "capital" of Malaysia 
and one of the two earliest hab i ta t ions in Southeast Asia, 
t hus pu t t i ng the country on the archaeological world map. 
The Perak Man also revealed the world's earliest evidence 
of a rare deformity f rom bir th , Brachymesophalangia Type 
A2. At t he s ame t ime , t he discovery of the Perak M a n led 
to the first-ever revelation of a Palaeolithic burial r i tual in 
Southeast Asia, w h i c h subsequently enriched the historical 
records of our na t ion and the region. Fur thermore , t h rough 
a s t r ingent and thorough examinat ion and research in 2012, 
she successfu l ly ob ta ined a Unesco World Her i tage Site 
s ta tus for Lenggong Valley. 

Kota T a m p a n is p a r t i c u l a r l y i m p o r t a n t b e c a u s e of 
t h e a t t e n t i o n i t o b t a i n e d 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l l y . " I t w a s 1988 
in Pa r i s a t a n a r c h a e o l o g i c a l 
c o n f e r e n c e w h e n I r e c e i v e d 
a s t a n d i n g o v a t i o n f o r t h e 
d i s c o v e r y of Ko ta T a m p a n . 
This w a s especial ly s ign i f i can t 
because it w a s at a t i m e w h e n 
M a l a y s i a w a s r e g a r d e d as a 
laggard i n archaeology, b a r r e n 
of archaeological interest , unl ike 
t h e res t of Sou theas t Asia. We 
were regarded as u n i m p o r t a n t . 
Suddenly , Malays ia j u m p e d to 
t he forefront . 

"To m e , Kota T a m p a n is 
also special because it an swer s 
quest ions tha t weren ' t addressed 
fo r m a n y y e a r s . I t is a l o n g 
t h e r o u t e of ear ly m a n in h i s 
m o v e m e n t a r o u n d t h e world," 
she adds. "Kota Tampan provided 
t h e ev idence r e sea rche r s were 
looking for. It also revealed h o w 
early m a n made tools in a tropical 
cl imate, w h i c h is di f ferent f r om 
how it was done in Europe. It's a very significant discovery 
and there were archaeologists coming f rom all over the 
world to see it." 

After fighting for visibility for so m a n y years, Zuraina 
says t he Merdeka Award will help her t remendous ly to 
f u r t h e r elevate t h e prof i le of he r p rofess ion . "Firstly, 
recognising a field t h a t has been underground is great," 
she quips . "It 's f an t a s t i c because we have proven t h a t 
Malays ia h a s global i m p o r t a n c e i n t h i s f ie ld a n d i t 
h ighl ights th is fact yet again — it helps m e explain w h a t 
archaeology can do. This is an award for all Malaysians as 
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don't have 
to join the 
profession 
but pursue 
the field 
for the rich 
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Outstanding Contribution to the People of Malaysia 
Datuk Dr Annabel Teh Gallop 

it recognises t he significance of t he prehis tory of a land so 
full of na tura l resources tha t it has sustained h u m a n life for 
hundreds of t housands of years." 

I n t e r e s t i n g l y , Z u r a i n a e n c o u r a g e s peop le to s t u d y 
archaeology not necessarily to join the profession, but merely 
for the love of the discipline. "Archaeology is a very good field 
to t ra in your mind . Science is specific, t he arts is general — 
archaeology has one foot in both. The t ra in ing it gives the 
m i n d is superb because it has no disciplinary boundar ies . 
W h e n we discover something, we will go to anyone w h o has 
t he technology or t he m e a n s to help us decipher it. 

"It t e aches you h o w to t h i n k logically, h o w to t h i n k 
evidentially, and you acquire a sense of t ime and space tha t 
no other discipline will give you. W h y wouldn ' t employers 
w a n t such people? Archaeology shouldn ' t be viewed just as 
a profess ion, b u t as a discipl ine t h a t wil l benef i t anyone. 
I hope the awards also h ighl ight th is — you don' t have to 
join the profession bu t pursue the field for the r ich sense of 
t i m e and space the s tudy of archaeology endows you with." 

Today, Z u r a i n a o c c u p i e s h e r t i m e w o r k i n g o n t h e 
submiss ion dossiers for FRIM (Forest Research In s t i t u t e 
Malaysia) and Royal Belum to Unesco for the i r l i s t ing as 
world her i tage sites — a process t h a t takes mul t ip le years 
to research and assemble. But her love for archaeology will 
never w a n e , ne i the r wil l t he value of he r con t r ibu t ion to 
it. "The foundat ion has been laid in teaching, research and 
public awareness, wh ich I hope will grow healthily as I leave 
the field. I hope excellence is maintained through meticulous 
excavat ions and mul t id i sc ip l inary research, g rounded in 
archaeologica l e th ics . My w i s h is for t h e au tho r i t i e s to 
protect and communica t e our findings on the nat ion 's past 
to t he public." 

Head curator for Indonesian and Malay affairs in the South 
and Southeast Asia department of the British Library, Datuk Dr 
Annabel Teh Gallop may be based in London, but her heart is 
clearly in our part of the world. The world's leading expert in 
the study and history of ancient Malay letters and manuscripts, 
seals and documents since she completed her doctorate at the 
School of Oriental and African Studies in 2002, the 61-year-old 
has travelled the world over the last three decades to promote 
manuscripts of the language in a way no one else has. 

A h u m a n compendium and treasure trove of information on 
manuscripts in the Malay world, the Briton has surprised even 
Malay literary giants in Malaysia with her superior knowledge of 
the language and its history. From London to Singapore, Gallop 
lectures about these exquisite masterpieces with such eloquence 
and authority that any conference on Malay manuscripts, letters, 
documents and seals and the art of the Islamic book in Southeast 
Asia would be incomplete without her presence. 

In 2019, she was elected a Fellow of the British Academy for 
her distinction in the humani t ies and social sciences for her 
work on the writing traditions, book cultures and the art of the 
Qur'an in Southeast Asia and the Indian Ocean world; Malay 
and Indonesian manuscripts, letters, documents and seals; and 
comparative Islamic diplomatics. Her most recent major project 
is the digitisation of priceless Malay documents to make them 
readily available to anyone interested in learning more. 

"It's something that 's been happening in all libraries all 
over the world," Gallop begins. "With the advent of the internet, 
our work has been totally t ransformed because it opened up 
possibilities that were unthinkable before. From the very first days 
of the library, we've had old Malay manuscripts and people would 
have to come to London to access what we had. With digitisation, 
you can put entire manuscripts on the internet and it can be 
read freely by anyone anywhere in the world, whether you're in 
Marang or Batu Gajah. It's been an absolute game changer, and 
it's expensive, so it's only possible by partnerships and donations." 

The British Library is able to track w h o is reading these 
manuscripts, and has launched targeted campaigns to reach out 
to the relevant readers. Gallop would blog about each manuscript 
as it was being digitised, and these were t h e n promoted on 
social media. "Facebook was a very effective way in engaging 
wi th audiences, particularly in Malaysia. We get statistics f rom 
where users are based. After the US, UK and India, our largest 
number of readers are from Malaysia, and then, Singapore.There 
have been hundreds of views each month since the manuscripts 
were digitised." 

Digitisation also benefited Gallop and her team, who could 
then study the manuscripts more easily and, therefore, learn 
more about them. For example, only through digitisation did 
she make some major discoveries — one was that the names 
on manuscr ipts often refer to the artists w h o worked on the 
documents, and not necessarily the writers. 

But to what end is this digitisation process, and how does it 
relate to the average Malaysian? Gallop says that outside of the 
traditional audiences like members of academia and researchers, 
there is a huge community of Malaysians that are avid history 
fans, and they enjoy being able to pore over these old manuscripts 
and discuss t hem in online forums. Again, Gallop says, social 
media has been critical in bringing together these individuals 
and providing them the space to engage wi th each other. "Some 
of the most rewarding exchanges I've had haven't been wi th 
officials, but individuals who want to find out the history of where 
they live and where they come from. There is a m u c h bigger 
undercurrent than is generally recognised." 

A good example is local publisher Buku Fixi, who picked up 
on Hikayat Raja Babi once it was digitised and found a scholar to 
translate the manuscript from Jawi to Rumi.The book is the only 
translation of the original manuscript, penned in 1775 and today, a 
copy of the book is in Gallop's possession. "The manuscripts have 
a major impact on society, people just take them and run wi th 
them. There is a much larger following for Malay manuscripts 
than is perceived." 

One of her present projects is the art of the Quran in Southeast 
Asia — but rather t h a n look at the text, she is studying the 
decoration in these manuscripts. "The text in the Quran is the 
same wherever you are from, but its decorations are different — 
w h e n you look at one,you can tell where it is from, whether it is 
f rom Africa, China or Southeast Asia. In this region, there were 
certain centres of artistry, but what I've found is that the finest 
Quran manuscripts made in Southeast Asia are fromTerengganu. 
They were so beautifully done that they were actually exported 
to neighbouring countries." 

Over the years, Gallop has found that her work has extraordinary 
untold effects on people's identities and understanding of history. 
"I a m constantly aware of how lucky I am, to have a rewarding 
job that I enjoy, which enables me to work on extraordinarily 
important historical materials," she says. "I am, therefore, always 
happy to hear when some of the outcomes of my research, which 
I try to disseminate widely through publications, exhibitions, 
talks, seminars and social media, are of interest and significance 
to Malaysians." 
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Education and 
Community 
Teach For Malaysia, represented 
by CEO Chan Soon Seng 

Anugerah Harapan Merdeka 
Samuel Isaiah 

Founded in 2010, Teach For Malays ia is a n i n d e p e n d e n t 
non-governmenta l organisa t ion t h a t recrui ts ou t s t and ing 
Malaysians into a two-year graduate leadership programme 
to m a k e a n i m m e d i a t e i m p a c t i n h i g h - n e e d p u b l i c 
schoo l s across Malays ia . I t is a m e m b e r of t h e Global 
Educat ion Network Teach For All, a collective of educa t ion 
organisat ions in over 59 countr ies worldwide. W i t h a vision 
tha t all ch i ldren in Malaysia will have t h e oppor tun i ty to 
real ise t he i r po ten t i a l t h r o u g h qual i ty educa t ion , Teach 
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Samue l I s a i ah would have never appl ied for t h e Global 
Teachers Prize award in 2018 if h is m e n t o r had no t sat h i m 
d o w n a n d m a d e h i m realise t h a t r e f u s i n g to pa r t i c ipa te 
w a s ac tua l ly self ish on h i s par t — h e w a s g iv ing u p t h e 
o p p o r t u n i t y to prof i le t h e c h i l d r e n h e t a u g h t a n d t h e 
g roundbreak ing ini t iat ives tha t m a d e such a difference in 
the i r lives. "The Global Teachers Prize w a s n ' t about me , I 
realised. It was about m y kids. It changed m y percept ion 
on teaching awards in general," he admits . "It wasn ' t about 
p i t ch ing one teacher aga ins t t he o ther and choosing the 
best, bu t about h igh l igh t ing w h a t is possible in educat ion 
and shar ing tha t knowledge so all chi ldren benefi t f r om it." 

The award made h i m an advocate, w h i c h in some ways 
he already was — by the t ime news broke about h i s being 
shortlisted for the Global Teachers Prize, he had made major 
str ides i n upgrad ing pass rates and his s tuden ts ' English 
proficiency at Selcolah Kebangsaan Runchang 
in Muadzam Shah, Pahang.The fu ture of the 
indigenous schoolchi ldren had never been 
t aken seriously, and the school was one of 
t he worst- pe r fo rming in t he distr ict un t i l 
I sa iah s tar ted advocat ing for t he s t uden t s 
and pushing for real and effective change in 
the classroom. 

Samuel — w h o graced the cover of Options 
i n 2020 — left t each ing in 2018 and moved 
into policymaking and development, put t ing 
into practice t he knowledge h e had gained 
f rom doing his masters ' degree and, of course, 
t i m e in t he c lassroom. Today, he is pa r t of 
P e m i m p i n GSL, a non-prof i t t h a t focuses on 
school l eadersh ip in t h e country. His o w n 
focus r ema ins steadfast ly on educat ion for 
i n d i g e n o u s c o m m u n i t i e s a n d h o w t h o s e 

ĕ ĕ The Global 
Teachers Prize 

wasn't about me, 
I realised. It was 
about my kids. 
It changed my 
perception on 

teaching awards 
general. in 

learnings can f u r t h e r benefi t o ther school-going chi ldren 
in t he country. 

At present, he is leading a t e am to work wi th 30 Orang Asli 
schools in Perak, where for the next two years, they will t ra in 
leaders and equip t h e m wi th the capability to improve their 
schools. Samuel plans to expand this programme to reach out 
to all 98 Orang Asli schools in Malaysia and provide support 
and coaching to school leaders and teachers, so tha t they can 
ensure every child in their care has access to quality education 
and reaches their full potential. 

Samuel is t he f i rs t rec ip ient of t he newly in t roduced 
Anugerah H a r a p a n Merdeka award, w h i c h was specially 
created for young Malaysians unde r t he age of 40 w h o are 
mak ing waves in the i r respective fields. "I 'm so honoured 
to receive th i s award , and I hope th i s wil l insp i re more 
individuals to become teachers, to take up the vocation. I hope 

this showcases the work of teachers because if 
you wan t to develop a nat ion, you mus t start 
w i t h developing better schools. I believe tha t 
this award will elevate the status of teachers 
in Malaysia." 

As a young m a n with the rest of his career 
ahead of h im, Samuel is full of hope for t he 
fu tu re . "My hopes and aspira t ions for the 
country — I th ink it's quality education and 
tha t ' s some th ing I 'm going to cont inual ly 
advocate for from different capacities," he says. 
"We want to talk about unity, we want to talk 
about science and technology, but everything 
begins in school and this is something tha t 
I will continually advocate for. I 'm working 
towards t ransforming schools, t ransforming 
teachers, equipping teachers and, hopefully in 
the near future, t ransform policies as well." 
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Environment 
Global Environment Centre, represented by founder and director 
Faizal Parish 

For Malaysia bel ieves t h e power of l e a r n i n g can u n l o c k 
t h e po ten t i a l of every chi ld . To t h a t end , it is bu i ld ing a 
m o v e m e n t of leaders to have a n i m m e d i a t e and long- te rm 
impac t on h igh-need c o m m u n i t i e s across t h e country. 

" W h e n Teach For Malays ia first s t a r t ed , we h a d t h i s 
belief t h a t all kids deserve qual i ty educat ion. But t he way 
tha t we though t about quality education was really th rough 
t h i s t r ad i t i ona l lens t h a t we typical ly use in Malaysia," 
CEO Chan Soon Seng says. "So, w h a t we realised was w h a t 
kids need actual ly is a n educa t ion t h a t will allow t h e m to 
un lock t h e po ten t i a l t h e y choose for themse lves , and so 
we really h a d to sh i f t our focus to t h i n k about h o w we can 
have a n educat ion that ' s holist ic and will allow s tudents to 
become leaders of the i r learning and shi f t the perspective." 

In 2020, Teach For Malaysia expanded its work to also 
coach in-service public school t eachers w i t h t h e Program 
Duta Guru , a co l l abo ra t i on b e t w e e n Yayasan P e t r o n a s 
a n d t h e M i n i s t r y of E d u c a t i o n (MOE), t h r o u g h Pusa t 
STEM Negara. It is a na t ionwide two-year indust ry- l inked 
p r o g r a m m e w i t h t he objective of empower ing teachers to 
be highly competent and commit ted ; serving as role models 
to e n h a n c e h i g h e r - o r d e r t h i n k i n g skills t h r o u g h STEM 
educat ion as a founda t ion to be ing a compet i t ive na t ion . 

"Teach For Ma lays i a is e x t r e m e l y p r o u d to rece ive 
t h e M e r d e k a Award . We t r u l y be l ieve i n t h e sp i r i t of 
Merdeka a n d I t h i n k the re ' s a n aspect of i n d e p e n d e n c e 
tha t celebrates the idea of Malaysians t ak ing charge of our 
des t iny and our fu tu r e as a na t ion . At Teach For Malaysia, 
we really believe t h a t we can e m p o w e r s t u d e n t s all over 
t h i s count ry to shape t he f u t u r e they w a n t for themselves 
and, ultimately, for th is na t ion . Bestowed w i t h the Merdeka 
Award is s o m e t h i n g t h a t we are really proud of and we are 
just so excited because we t h i n k th i s recogni t ion is really 
going to enable us to f u r t h e r our miss ion and ensu re tha t 
we i m p a c t t h o u s a n d s and t h o u s a n d s m o r e s t u d e n t s all 
over th is country." 

To date,Teach for Malaysia has impacted 164,200 students 
. t h rough pa r tne r sh ips w i t h 308 schools, collaborated on 34 
s t M e n W e d ini t ia t ives t h a t benef i ted 9,000 beneficiar ies , 
l aunched 48 ini t ia t ives created by fellows and a l u m n i for 
i m m e d i a t e s t u d e n t , c o m m u n i t y a n d s y s t e m o u t c o m e s 
w h i l e also col labora t ing via publ ic-pr iva te p a r t n e r s h i p s 
to scale their impact.To date, the organisat ion has recruited 
448 fe l lows a n d a l u m n i to pa r t i c ipa t e in t h e Teach For 
Malaysia Fellowship, w i t h 45% c o m i n g f r o m t h e Top 200 
univers i t ies worldwide. 

"By far, be ing par t of Teach For Malaysia h a s been one 
t he mos t ou t s t and ing exper iences of m y life," Chan adds. 
"It gave m e an ins igh t in to t h e on-ground real i t ies of so 
m a n y chi ldren , t he odds they face to get a n educat ion and 
the battles they have to fight to get ahead. It 's inspirat ional . 
It also helped m e unde r s t and w h a t it m e a n s to serve — the 
country, t he people and t h e communi ty . " 

i i What we realised was 
what lads need actually 
is an education that will 
allow them to unlock the 
potential that they choose for 
themselves. 

W h e n wet land ecologist and env i ronmen ta l m a n a g e m e n t 
spec ia l i s t Faizal Pa r i sh c a m e to Malays ia 40 years ago, 
h i s p l a n w a s to s t ay for a w e e k as h e c o n s i d e r e d t h e 
poss ib i l i t i e s of r e s e a r c h i n g m i g r a t o r y b i rd s a long t h e 
coast . M a n - m a d e p lans God o f t e n cas ts a sunder , a n d h e 
never w e n t back to the UK. Ins tead, he became part of t he 
local e n v i r o n m e n t a l ac t iv i sm scene. His work eventual ly 
led to t h e e s t a b l i s h m e n t of t h e Global E n v i r o n m e n t a l 
Cen t re in 1998 to p r o m o t e s u s t a i n a b l e m a n a g e m e n t of 
resources to mee t local, regional and global needs t h r o u g h 
s m a r t p a r t n e r s h i p s w i t h c o m m u n i t i e s and l ike -minded 
o r g a n i s a t i o n s . So s u c c e s s f u l is i ts m o d e l t h a t s i nce i ts 
f o u n d i n g , GEC h a s also es t ab l i shed a f o o t p r i n t in all 10 
Asean m e m b e r s tates . 

GEC's f o c u s is on c l i m a t e c h a n g e m i t i g a t i o n a n d 
adapta t ion , biodiversity, wa te r resources, agr icul ture and 
forestry. The organisa t ion actively carries out assessments 
on pea t lands and c l imate change , sus ta inable agr icul ture , 
fores t ry and p lan ta t ion m a n a g e m e n t , reduc ing emiss ions 
f r o m defores ta t ion and forest degradat ion as well as forest 
conservat ion and rehabi l i ta t ion. A pioneer in commun i ty -
driven conservation efforts, GEC has empowered more t h a n 
260 c o m m u n i t y g roups a n d 700 e d u c a t i o n i n s t i t u t i o n s 
th rough various strategic par tnerships tha t a im to enhance 
the i r abil i ty to safeguard and restore na tu r a l resources. 

GEC is especially active in Selangor. Outside of mangrove 
c o n s e r v a t i o n e f f o r t s a l o n g t h e coas t a n d r iver b a s i n 
m a n a g e m e n t , it also focuses on taking care of the peat land 
forests, w h i c h are tropical mois t forests where waterlogged 
soil prevents dead leaves and wood f rom fully decomposing, 
leaving b e h i n d a layer of r ich , organic m a t t e r k n o w n as 
peat . Up to 22% of Selangor land masses are peat forests , 
and need to be protected for a n i m p o r t a n t reason — fires 
and degradation of these areas release h a r m f u l greenhouse 
gases and cause t r a n s b o u n d a r y haze. 

"We've w o r k e d w i t h a very b road r a n g e of p a r t n e r s 
on th i s and, as a resul t , we've been able to reduce by 95% 
t h e e x t e n t of p e a t l a n d fires i n Malays ia a n d get m a n y 
s t a k e h o l d e r s e n g a g e d i n t h e r e s t o r a t i o n of d e g r a d e d 
pea t land sites," Parish shares . "In 2003, we were appoin ted 
by the Asean secretar ia t to provide t echn ica l operat ional 
suppor t to each of t h e 10 m e m b e r s ta tes to address 
t he issue of fires and t r ansbounda ry haze. It is t he 
largest p r o g r a m m e t h a t we ' re work ing on at a 
regional level." 

The Merdeka Award comes at t he per fec t 
t ime , Parish says, as it will sh ine a spot l ight 
o n t h e i r w o r k a n d e n c o u r a g e m o r e 
s t a k e h o l d e r s t o r e a c h o u t a n d g e t 
involved. "We n e e d to b r i n g m a n y 
m o r e o r g a n i s a t i o n s ' focus on t h e 
e n v i r o n m e n t a n d sus t a inab i l i t y . 
If we ' r e go ing to t ack le c r i t i ca l 
p r o b l e m s , w h e t h e r i t s f i r e 
a n d h a z e or b i o d i v e r s i t y 
degradation, we need mult iple 
s t a k e h o l d e r s w o r k i n g 
t o g e t h e r . U n f o r t u n a t e l y , 
here, as w i th other countries, 
e a c h sec to r w o r k s i n s i los 
and di f ferent boxes, and o f t en 
fights one another w h e n there are 
issues.The key resource we need is t rus t 
to w o r k t o g e t h e r b e t w e e n s o m e t i m e s 

compe t ing sectors. Otherwise , we c a n n o t t r a n s f o r m h o w 
th ings h a p p e n . Everyone needs to be looking in the s ame 
d i r ec t ion . We've s e e n successes w i t h t h i s , as p e a t l a n d 
d e g r a d a t i o n r e d u c e d i n Se langor o w i n g to s u c c e s s f u l 
collaborat ions, and we need more of th i s sort of th ing." 

It is no secret tha t the work of an envi ronmenta l activist 
wil l never be done, and Parish agrees. "We've seen some 
progress ,bu t no t enough . We are en te r ing a c l imate crisis, 
w h i c h is an issue everyone around the world needs to work 
on. Malaysia is a mega-divers i ty coun t ry bu t we've been 
losing precious hab i t a t very rapidly. W h e n I came here 40 
years ago, wa t e r w a s safe e n o u g h to d r ink direct ly f r o m 
the t ap and the rivers r a n clean. We get 97% of our wa te r 
f r o m rivers and yet they are so polluted, w h i c h is a ma jo r 
area we need to take ac t ion on." 

We circle back to t h e issue of p a r t n e r s h i p s , as Par ish 
passionately believes it is the only sustainable way forward, 
"if we ' re going to have any hope of t ack l ing t h e c l imate 
crisis, we really do need everyone on board and playing a 
part in t rying to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, and also 
looking at be t te r m a n a g e m e n t for t he fu tu re . We need to 
project 50 years in to t he fu tu re , an t i c ipa t ing m a j o r events 
like coastal erosion and flooding, and build t h a t into t he 

p lanning so we can adapt as well as 
reduce t he effects of c l imate 

c h a n g e . M a l a y s i a h a s i n 
t h e p a s t b e e n a s t r o n g 
voice i n t e r n a t i o n a l l y in 
p r o m o t i n g s u s t a i n a b l e 

d e v e l o p m e n t , a n d i t 
m u s t con t i nue and be 
e x p a n d e d . I h o p e t h e 

p r i v a t e s e c t o r s ee s 
t h e c l i m a t e c r i s i s 
no t as a problem, bu t 
a chance to innovate 
for t h e fu ture ." B 

We need to project 
50 years into the future, 
anticipating major events 
like coastal erosion and 
flooding, and build that 
into the planning... ^ S ^ 
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